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The Adolescent Behavior Disorders Update

In October of 2009, this newsletter asked the question, “Why 
Are Boys Lagging Behind Girls in School?” Over the last 10 years 
girls have eclipsed boys in high school in grade point averages, 
academic awards, enrollment in A-P classes, and graduation rates. 
They now make up about 60% of college freshmen, and are closing 
the gap on rates of obtaining MDs, and PhDs. Educators and be-
havioral scientists have focused on a number of causes. In general, 
boys are less mature than girls and are less able in the early school 
years to sit still, to attend to the teacher, and to control impulsive and 
aggressive behavior. Schools have come to demand increasingly 
higher levels of self control and sedentary learning from increas-
ingly younger children, resulting in more boys being out of sync with 
classroom expectations. By middle and high school, many boys 
have rejected the classroom as “boring,” have become unmotivated 
learners, and spend large amounts of time involved in video games. 
In high school and college, they continue to be less mature, less 
focused, and less conforming than girls.

 In this newsletter we will review what experts have said the 
schools (and parents) can do about this growing national problem.

PRESCHOOL and ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

More Movement
Many experts recommend that teachers of children in the early 

years provide more opportunities for movement in the classroom. 
They should make sure the classroom is large enough and has 
plenty of interactive materials. There should be ample room for 
building—with Duplos, Styrofoam, wooden blocks—with enough 
space around the area for kids to knock down forts and castles 
without interfering with other children’s play. One popular activity for 
preschoolers is the water table. An activity such as this can integrate 
leadership skills (having a leader in charge), conflict resolution (de-
termining whose turn it is), math (using a timer to determine when 
one’s time is up, etc.). Another suggested activity for preschoolers 
that involves large motor movement is to use a large cardboard box 
that can be modified to be a fort, space ship, haunted house, etc.

Early childhood experts also suggest that we relax the prohibi-
tions against such ordinary behavior as talking in line, talking in 
the lunchroom, touching each other in line, blurting out an answer, 
etc. One mother I talked to felt discouraged that her third grade 
son already hated school. He was even penalized for talking in the 
bathroom. I can report from the experience of evaluating many boys 
for Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), that these boys 
quickly come to see school as a “jail.” After all, boys blurting out in 
class are attempting to participate. Constant penalties for blurting 
out quickly turn them off to participating.

 Leonard Sax, in his book Boys Adrift, cites the example of 
classrooms in Waterloo, Ohio, and in Chicago where teachers 
report significant gains in boys’ achievement simply by making sit-
ting optional. Boys are allowed to stand at their desk or crouch on 

Is my teen bipolar?
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my teenager bipolar or are her 
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at what bipolar disorder looks 
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diagnosis “Emotional 
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Childhood.”
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the floor if they want to. Two teachers reported gains by introducing 
adjustable height desks. The boy can raise the desk if he cares to 
stand or lower it to a comfortable height if he prefers to work on 
the floor. (They do report that this innovation is more successful in 
single-sex classrooms.) This past year I worked with a nine year old 
boy named Cody, a child in an EBD (Emotionally and Behaviorally 
Disabled) class. He told me that when he can’t work, his teacher 
takes him out for a run around the track.

When I interview boys as part of their assessment for ADHD, 
I always ask them “What is your favorite part of the day?” The 
overwhelming answer is “Recess!!” Outdoor play time has been 
phased out of many schools in order to pack in more learning time 
to meet goals for the No Child Left Behind initiatives. However, this 
approach may be working against young children. A study of 10,301 
eight and nine year olds, and reported in the February 2009 issue 
of Pediatrics, found that children that had daily recess of 20 minutes 
or more were rated as having better behavior in the classroom than 
those who had no or minimal recess. From these results it follows 
that children who disrupt class should not be denied recess as a 
punishment. (The teacher might consider having the child walk or 
run continuously around the playground instead). 

A small study of children with ADHD, appearing in the August 
2009 issue of the Journal of Attention Disorders, found that walks 
outdoors appeared to improve scores on tests of attention and 
concentration. The study also found that children who walked in 
natural settings functioned better in the classroom than those who 
walked in urban areas. From these studies, schools may want to 
consider lengthening the school day for children in order to include 
at least one, if not two 30 minute periods of outdoor play and physi-
cal education.

Play Based Preschools vs.  
Academically Oriented Preschools

Some preschools are academically oriented with high expecta-
tions for sedentary, fine motor work and listening. Others are more 
play-based and child-centered. Academically oriented programs 
may be suitable for many children and generally more suitable 
for girls, but they may be unsuitable for many boys. Parents may 
want to enroll their son in the latter program. Dr. Rebecca Marcon, 
a developmental psychologist at the University of North Florida, 
did a study in which she tracked the outcomes of 183 poor African 
American children who attended either an academically oriented 
preschool or one that favored child-initiated activities. Her study was 
published in 2002 in Early Childhood Research and Practice. Kids 
in the academically oriented programs were initially held back less 
often than those in the child centered programs. However, by fourth 
grade, those in the academically oriented programs had significantly 
lower grades and behaved worse than those who had attended the 
play-based programs.
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Parents may want to consider skipping preschool altogether. It is 
not necessary to attend preschool in order to do well in school in the 
higher grades. Prior to the 1970’s, children didn’t even attend pre-
school. Mothers stayed at home. Children spent their time outdoors 
on sunny days, riding bikes, playing marble games, tag, hide-n-
seek, and ballgames with any sort of stick and a ball. They explored 
creeks for tadpoles and built “forts” in the woods. They formed 
“clubs” and had officers, rules, and secret initiations. On rainy days 
they played board games indoors, made forts out of furniture and 
blankets, finger-painted, built castles with blocks, made up fantasy 
stories with costumes, etc. This play was individually generated, 
was creative, and was interpersonal. It required face-to-face com-
munication, cooperation with each other and the ability to solve 
conflicts. It also involved movement.

Another option which schools might consider is to have two 
tracks for kindergarten through second grade—an academically 
based track and a more play-based track. The second track, open 
to both boys and girls, would have a curriculum that focuses on less 
desk work, more interaction, more hands on engagement, more 
movement.

Embrace “violent” themes in boys’ play.
This suggestion is bound to stir up controversy. What is it really 

about when a five year old boy brings his Buzz LightYear ray gun 
to the playground and “shoots” kids? According to writer Michael 
Thompson, it is about the age old struggle between good and evil. 
It is a drama where the good guys win out over the bad guys. It’s 
about courage, loyalty to your buddies, risking one’s life to save 
others in the face of great danger and powerful foes. According to 
author and expert Leonard Sax, it is pretend play about being the 
best, the most compassionate, the most noble kind of man that 
our culture reveres. Experts on boys suggest we allow and even 
schedule in time for such play. One suggestion is to have fantasy 
sword fighting with swimming noodles. Another idea might be to 
construct a wooden “hill” on the playground with an upright post and 
a steering wheel mounted to it. It can be an airplane, a locomotive, 
a pirate ship, a race car, armored tank, etc. Boys can stage battles, 
act out dramas.

Make Reading and Writing More Boy Oriented.
Girls typically excel boys in reading by the third grade. From 

this age reading comes to be seen as a “girlie” activity. What can 
be done? Joyce Watson, a Scottish educator, developed a very 
successful program for teaching boys to read—Synthetic Phonics. 
It involves using magnetic letters on boards. While it was more suc-
cessful for all children than the whole language approach, it was 
especially successful for boys. Boys seemed to like working with 
the hands-on letters. Watson found that for them, it was like building 
with Duplos or playmobile parts—like “building words.”

Another suggestion to interest boys in reading is to allow them to 
read books they really like—i.e., humor books like Captain Under-
pants, Diary of a Wimpy Kid; fact books like the Guinness Book of 
World Records. Boys love books about things like insects, cars, 
planets, pyramids, pirates. They like to read graphic novels and 
PC Gamer manuals. They like biographies about athletes and war 
heroes. They especially love humorous books about embarrassing 
bodily functions. Think Yecch! Icky, Sticky, Gross Stuff in Your House 
(P. Rosenberg), Walter the Farting Dog (E. Kotzwinkle), and Every-
one Poops (T. Gomi). 

Another way to “masculinize” reading is for boys to see fathers 
reading more. Dad should read with him—comic books, newspaper 
articles, sports biographies, whatever he is interested in. Principal 
Teresa Bolinger of Ridge Central Elementary in Chicago decided 
she needed some macho role models for reading and began to 
invite police officers to read to the children for 40 minutes each day. 

The children love it and boys get to see a man with “a gun in his 
holster and a book in his hand.”

Some experts on boys suggest we make writing more boy-ori-
ented. Author Ralph Fletcher, (Boy Writers: Reclaiming their Voices, 
Stenhouse, 2006), found that boys’ biggest complaint is that they 
can’t write about what interests them. They are carefully scripted to 
write on certain topics and to avoid others. He recommends allow-
ing them to use a keyboard since many have graphomotor delays 
(can’t manage the physical act of writing well). Allow them to use 
pictures, signs, symbols, arrows, drawings in their writing. They are 
more visually oriented. Girls write for the teacher. Boys write for 
themselves and their peers. They like to write about things that are 
goofy, funny, gross, irreverent, imaginative. They also like to write 
stories that involve violence, mayhem, and gore. Teachers (and 
parents) should be more tolerant.

Do male teachers make a difference for young boys? Stud-
ies show that, in general, it doesn’t. Boys with male teachers who 
focused on books with adventure and male protagonists enjoyed 
reading more. But this was true for boys with female teachers who 
did the same. 

MIDDLE SCHOOL AND HIGH SCHOOL

More Competition
What would a middle school or high school look like that was 

built around the needs and interests of boys? Experts on boys sug-
gest that it would involve more competition. In the first newsletter, 
we looked at what motivates girls and boys. Girls value friendship 
and harmonious interpersonal relationships very highly. Boys, on 
the other hand, are more motivated by the will to power. Boys, as a 
group, are thought to have a higher individual ego need to be smart-
er, better, stronger, faster than other boys. Boys are also motivated 
by the admiration of their peers, by being high status compared to 
other boys. Thus, it follows that boys are more motivated than girls 
by team competition and the drive to be superior as a group, to beat 
the other team.

In his book, Boys Adrift, Leonard Sax argues that a boy who has 
determined he is not good at a skill, say, math, will not be engaged 
by a math competition. However, put him on a team, where the 
outcome is in question and where everyone has to work hard to win, 
and you will see boys get involved who otherwise wouldn’t do their 
homework. (No wonder the “non-competitive games” movement of 
the 1970’s was a fad that died out). Sax describes a private all boys 
school where, upon entering the school, each boy is assigned to the 
Blue team or the White team. (Think Hogwarts school for magic). 
All activities in the school are done through team competition, and, 
at the end of the year, the winning captain is given a trophy for his 
team. This is a form of learning that engages boys in much the 
same way as athletics and military training.

More moving around. 
Peg Tyre, in her book, The Trouble With Boys, describes the 

Eagle Academy, an all boys school in the South Bronx where the 
curriculum is designed around the needs of boys. Some of the boys 
understand better when information is part of a song. This observa-
tion led teacher Joel Heckethorn to create a rap version of a study 
guide in order to use words like celerity, panache, and calamity in 
a sentence. Heckethorn keeps the boys active by switching chalk-
boards and using an overhead projector. He may ask the boys to do 
their work on the chalkboard. From time to time he will call on a boy 
to lead the class. Lesson plans are structured so that the students 
get up and move around every 15 to 20 minutes.

This reminds me of an 8th grade boy I work with named Austin. 
He worked out an agreement with his teacher so that when he 
finishes his work, he can ask to go to the library to get a book. This 

gives him a chance to walk around and keeps him out of trouble.

Capitalize on Video game technology.
It is a fact that boys between 11 and 17 play video games a lot. 

The downside of frequent gaming was explored in the previous 
newsletter. In September of 2009, Edward O. Wilson, a professor 
at Harvard, rankled some educators when he said, “Games are the 
future in education. I envision visits to different ecosystems that the 
student couldn’t actually enter… with an instructor. They could be a 
rainforest, a tundra, or a Jurassic forest.” Some experts in the field 
of education have suggested that we adopt this new technology 
and use it to engage boys who otherwise would have little interest in 
school. 

Behavioral scientists have already studied what motivates boys 
and incorporated this into the development of videogames. They are 
very stimulating—they use vivid colors, three dimensional images 
that move, sound effects, and music. They are interactive—you 
push buttons and see a result, plus you get constant feedback. They 
involve what psychologists call “errorless learning”—you start with 
no information base at all, then skills are introduced gradually, and 
you have to master a skill before you go to the next level. They are 
individualized—you go at your own speed, so you are never lagging 
behind the class. They are goal directed and competitive. 

In the Dec. 20, 2009 issue of Parade Magazine, writer David 
Kushner described a small school in New York City called Quest to 
Learn which features a curriculum built around video game learning. 
As you can imagine, this school is highly sought after by male stu-
dents, and enrollment is very competitive. The sixth grade students 
work as teams engaged in “missions” to solve puzzles and achieve 
a group goal. Rather than read textbooks and sit through lectures, 
they engage in role playing activities and computer driven interac-
tive quests. The students don’t take finals at the end of the semester 
but must reach the next level.

•  In one class, students are studying design through Game-
star Mechanic, an online game.

•  In another class, they study geography by role playing as 
scouts for a reality TV show. In this game they will study 
climate zones around the world and create digital maps.

Here are some other programs Kushner found:
•  Mother of Mercy High School, Westwood, Ohio. Students 

are learning about subjects such as business ethics, em-
ployment, and the environment by playing SPILL!, a game 
in which teams work to clean up an oil spill in a simulated 
city. The game was also used in 500 other schools in 2009.

•  Oak Grove Elementary School, Paragould, Ark. P.E. teach-
ers are using interactive exercise games such as Dance 
Revolution and ATV Off Road Fury 2.

•  Southwest High School, Jacksonville, N.C. In a program 
called Project K-Nect, students are given smartphones 
equipped with math games and problem sets to improve 
test scores.

Recently I spoke with a group of teachers at Peachtree Ridge 
High School about innovative programs for boys. They all agreed 
that boys get motivated to participate in class when they can inter-
act with electronic media. One reported good success with Smart 
Boards. Another stated that boys competed with each other just for 
the chance to work with the overhead projector!

All Boy Classrooms, All Boy Schools. 
What are the advantages of having all-boy classrooms? Most 

obviously, the all boy classroom can be redesigned to fit boys’ 
needs. Standards for being quiet, sitting still, raising one’s hand, 
etc., can be relaxed as outlined above. Teaching approaches can 

be utilized that motivate boys—more hands on activities, team 
competition approaches, and even videogame technology. In a high 
school in Wilmette, Illinois, this was tried. Male teachers focused 
math problems around things boys were interested in—calculating 
statistics for NFL football players, using math to design a build a 
fort. They changed reading assignments to focus on literature that 
was more action and adventure oriented. 

What does the research show? Author Peg Tyre reviewed a 
large body of research and found that, for middle class boys without 
behavior problems, there does not seem to be any advantage in all-
boy classrooms. However, the advantage of this approach is most 
pronounced among at-risk Hispanic and African American children. 
All boy classrooms can be a benefit to boys who are designated as 
having ADHD, or who are disruptive in class, unmotivated learners, 
and/or who are otherwise struggling in the classroom.

After interviewing a number of teachers who run all boy class-
rooms, Tyre does add that classroom management can be a 
problem. These classrooms must have clearly defined standards 
of conduct with consistent consequences. Off color remarks, bad 
language, and sexist stereotypes can be a problem and must be 
kept under control.

What about the all boys’ school? This is rather controversial 
subject and one on which much has been written and is beyond 
the scope of this newsletter. Leonard Sax, for one, is a vigorous 
proponent for all boy schools. He argues that boys need to be 
taught by a community of men how to be men. Bradley Adams of 
the International Boys’ School Coalition is quoted by Peg Tyre as 
saying, “we [boys’ schools] had institutions that were set up around 
the learning styles that best suited them [i.e., boys] which included 
a large measure of accountability, competition, and a strong sense 
of consequences.” Since the Fall of 2006, single sex public schools 
have become legal under federal law and eligible for federal funding. 
Thus, school districts can now legally authorize the use of single 
sex classrooms and the opening of single sex schools.

A Bold Proposal
Suppose for a minute that a school district was empowered to 

develop a specialized high school for at-risk boys and boys who 
were unmotivated learners? This is not entirely out of the realm 
of possibility, since Gwinnett County already has a school with a 
specialized focus on math, science, and technology and the alterna-
tive school, Phoenix High School. What would such a school look 
like? It would be a small school with small classes. All work would 
be done in class and would be condensed into a 3 hour morn-
ing segment (like the Phoenix program). ROTC would be a strong 
component to this program, perhaps even compulsory. I have found 
many low performing and at-risk students will invest themselves 
in ROTC and have deep respect for the Lieutenant who is their 
teacher. There would be a compulsory 2 hours of P.E. at least three 
times per week. Students would be required to letter in a sport. (I 
have seen this as a feature of all boy military schools). There would 
be a two hour afternoon program in a vocational technical field 
(like the Maxwell or Grayson High School programs in Gwinnett 
County). Again, this is often the favorite class of high school boys. 
In fact boys I talk to view subjects such as sports, ROTC, and auto 
mechanics as “real learning” about “real things.” They highly value 
the opportunity to move around and to work in groups. An eighth 
hour of the day might be added for a supervised study hall in which 
older boys assist younger boys with homework, reading, tutoring as 
part of a leadership requirement for graduation (again, capitalizing 
on the military school and Boy Scouting models).


