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About The New America 
Foundation 

The New America Foundation is a nonprofit, 
nonpartisan public policy institute that invests in new 
thinkers and new ideas to address the next generation 
of challenges facing the United States. of challenges facing the United States. 

New America’s Education Policy Program focuses on 
modernizing our systems of school finance, teaching 
and learning, and college financial aid. The program 
proposes comprehensive changes to education policy 
from pre-kindergarten to graduate school. 



What people are saying …

“The Boy Crisis. At every level of education, they’re 
falling behind. What to do?” Newsweek cover 
headline, January 2006

“Forty-two men for every 58 women go to college now, “Forty-two men for every 58 women go to college now, 
undergrad and grad. That means 1 in 4 female 
students can’t find a male peer to date.” Esquire , 
July 2006

“Teachers, parents, reporters and scholars… have 
become aware that a steadily increasing proportion 
of the nation’s boys are poorly equipped to cope 
with the world that awaits them.” Wall Street 
Journal Op-ed, July 2006  



Should we worry about boys?

• No—but… (or, Yes—but…)
• Boys are doing better than ever on many 

important indicators.
• Girls have improved even faster.• Girls have improved even faster.
• We should worry about some groups of 

boys.
• Gender gaps < gaps by race and income. 
• We should be extremely cautious about 

most common diagnoses and 
recommendations for the “boy crisis.”
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How boys & girls are doing… 
Math
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How are boys & girls doing… 
Graduation rates
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How are boys & girls doing… 
Advanced Course-Taking
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Advanced Course-Taking
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How are boys & girls doing… 
College Enrollment

• No—but… (or, Yes—but…)
• Boys are doing better than ever on many 

important indicators.
• Girls have improved even faster.

Undergraduate Students by Sex

• Girls have improved even faster.
• We should worry about some groups of 

boys.
• Gender gaps < gaps by race and income. 
• We should be extremely cautious about 

most common diagnoses and 
recommendations for the “boy crisis.”
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College Enrollment

Traditional-Age Undergraduate 
Students by Sex

45%

55%

Men Women



How are boys & girls doing… 
College Enrollment

• No—but… (or, Yes—but…)
• Boys are doing better than ever on many 

important indicators.
• Girls have improved even faster.• Girls have improved even faster.
• We should worry about some groups of 

boys.
• Gender gaps < gaps by race and income. 
• We should be extremely cautious about 

most common diagnoses and 
recommendations for the “boy crisis.”



How are boys & girls doing… 
College Enrollment

• No—but… (or, Yes—but…)
• Boys are doing better than ever on many 

important indicators.
• Girls have improved even faster.• Girls have improved even faster.
• We should worry about some groups of 

boys.
• Gender gaps < gaps by race and income. 
• We should be extremely cautious about 

most common diagnoses and 
recommendations for the “boy crisis.”



How are boys & girls doing… 
College Enrollment

• No—but… (or, Yes—but…)
• Boys are doing better than ever on many 

important indicators.
• Girls have improved even faster.
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How are boys & girls doing… 
Disconnected Youth
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Lots of data…but what does it 
mean? 

• Boys’ performance has not declined. 
• In fact, boys are improving on some 

important measures. 
• But girls are often improving faster.• But girls are often improving faster.
• Trends for both sexes usually in same 

direction.
• For most at-risk groups, racial/ethnic and 

economic gaps swamp gender gaps.
• We’re doing better by younger children (of 

both sexes) than older students.  



Dangers in talking about a 
“Boy Crisis” 

• Fails to acknowledge the progress boys 
have made.

• Reinforces negative stereotypes and low 
expectations for boys. expectations for boys. 

• Lack of specificity can lead to confusion: 
What are the concerns we really have for 
boys? 

• Talking about a generalized boy crisis may 
divert attention from neediest populations.

• Biggest concern is not idea of a “boy 
crisis” but agendas and prescriptions for 
responding to it.



Commonly Heard 
Explanations for Gender Gaps 

• “Hard-wired” differences in male and 
female brains 

• Schools are not “boy-friendly”• Schools are not “boy-friendly”
• Economic incentives
• Culture and entertainment



“Hard Wired” brain differences: 
Do boys and girls learn differently?

Case
• Neuroscientists have documented differences in male and 

female brains.
• Male and female hormones have different effects.
• Extensive research documenting differences in male and 

female aptitudes matches current achievement gaps.female aptitudes matches current achievement gaps.
• Differences in development between boys and girls.

Caveats
• Research new, understanding limited.
• Some popular recommendations just get the science 

wrong. 
• Better understanding of brain =/= practical classroom 

implications (Willingham) .
• Correlation vs. Causality.
• Variation within each sex greater than average differences 

between them.



Are our classrooms hostile to 
boys?  

Case
• Organization of schools values traits more often found in 

girls (cooperativeness, sitting still) and punishes those more 
often found in boys (aggression, physical activity).

• Teachers are mostly female and do not understand boys.
• Efforts to help girls over past 20 years have harmed boys.• Efforts to help girls over past 20 years have harmed boys.

Caveats
• There is NO evidence that most proposed “boy friendly” 

approaches are effective.
• Relies heavily on dubious application of neuroscience.
• Often-contradictory recommendations: tend to reflect pre-

existing educational/ideological agendas. 
• Concern: Are we helping boys succeed, or accommodating 

them and lowering expectations? 
• Is the issue really gender, or is it classroom 

management, emotional support, and customization? 



Is it the economy, stupid?    

Case
• Economic returns on college education have grown more 

rapidly for women than men in past two decades.
• Men still earn more than similarly-educated women.
• Loss of social safety net: women more likely to be poor (and 

raising children in poverty).
• Loss of social safety net: women more likely to be poor (and 

raising children in poverty).
• Social message to young women about importance of 

career.
• Loss of traditional avenues towards middle class lifestyle 

may discourage young men. 

Caveats
• Returns of college for men have also grown significantly.
• Decline of well-paid, low-skill jobs; many traditional jobs for 

male high school grads now require postsecondary training.
• How well do young people understand market incentives?



What about culture and 
entertainment?   

Case
• Cultural images and peer/home messages about 

masculinity devalue education and behaviors related 
to educational success or classify them as feminine.

• Males spend more time than females on TV, • Males spend more time than females on TV, 
videogames, sports, exercise.

Caveats
• No clearly established link to educational outcomes.
• Magnitude?  
• How could parents/schools/policymakers respond? 



A few suggestions   

• Don’t Panic
• Need for clarity: what specifically are 

we talking about when we talk about we talking about when we talk about 
struggling boys?

• Be skeptical: evidence vs. intuition.



A few suggestions   

• Realize that the areas in which we 
see boys struggling reflect larger 
educational and social problems, not educational and social problems, not 
just gender. 
– Racial and income achievement gaps, 

special education, high schools
– Schools that are effective in addressing 

those issues also tend to serve boys well: 
ie, KIPP, Schott Foundation report. 



A few suggestions   

• Focus on education customization.
• Improve teachers’ classroom 

management skills and ability to management skills and ability to 
provide social and emotional supports 
to students. 

• Ensure struggling students get high-
quality, research-based language and 
literacy supports, from an early age.



A few suggestions   

• Make sure boys are getting the same 
messages about the importance of 
education for future economic education for future economic 
success that we’ve been effective in 
getting across to girls.


