child development

Boys Will Be Boys-
Boys and Vrolen_t_Play

by Cayrie Silver, Ph.D

On Facebook, a friend’s status told an interesting story about her
3-year-old son: “Today, my son put on a tiara and princess outfi,
carrying around a sword pretending to destroy everyone. There’s no
question about it, my son is one bad a#@ princess!”

A proud mom? Sure. But what would the story have read should
the sword been absent from her son’s o
dress up game? Or possibly worse,
what if the sword were the only toy

he played with, running around the
house, “killing” afl in sighe? In a tiara,
the boy may be deemed a sissy, weak,
or doomed for teasing; with the sword,
violent, aggressive, and impossible to
control, Withour a doub, the world
of a young boy is 2 confusing one,
often caught in between parents’ and
teachers’ desires to raise children who
are healthy, kind, and empathic, yet
tough, stoic, and undoubtedly mascu-
fine.

It would be hard to argue that the
emotional and behavioral worlds of
young bays are identical to those of
gitls. One day in a preschool class-
room would easily highlight boys as
more active, competitive, and physical
in their play. They crash trains into
buildings, chase each other in playgrounds, and fire pretend guns at
anyone in their way. It must be biological, right? Testosterone must
be getting in the way of playing with dolis calmly on the floor. The
research says otherwise. In fact, when aggression firse emerges in
infancy and carly toddlerhood, sex differences appear to be absent.
Dan Klinden, Ph.D. and Michael Thompson, Ph.D., authors of
Raising Cain: Protecting the Emotional Life of Boys, further highlight
that while boys may be more active than gitls, testosterone is present
equally between boys and gixls until around the age of ten.

As with most nature versus nurture debates, nature loses as the om-
nipotent force in explaining gender differences. Consider the media,
a sociatization ool long blamed for increases in societal violence.
How many male superheroes can you name that cry when zapped
by their archenemy? Most of these role models remain strong,
viclent and powerful. Violence and high levels of competition in
video games have also become increasingly influential on young .+
boys whose developing minds are accessing information from every
source available.
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. Parents and teachers alike have countless opportunities to help so- ..

cialize children. Snli Klindon and Thompsen point out that parents
tend to speak with their daughtcrs abour sadness and distress, v while
reserving talk about anger for their sons. It is not surprising thm, :
that preschoo! boys tend 1o have more difficulty undexsrandmg the
range of emotions, and are more likely to use violence rather Lhan P
words when confronted with conflict in the playground,

The question then remains, how can the adults in young boys l:vcs
help to build on their strengths, while encouraging healchy , cm :
tional development? Here are some ideas to ty:

1. Help put a labef to your child’s eih(.atjo'n :

expless:on If crying, say: Youlooksa ; or:
“mad,” or “frustrated.” G

2. Try not to react negatively to boys) dis-
plays of aggression/violence. Instead,’ _idp
him understand how these actions affect. you
and/or his friends. Instead of saying, “that’s:
not nice,” fet him know that it made you
feel sad, or thae his friend feels scaaed

3. If you allow television watching
~ age your son to watch educational
“ming rather than more violent/actionc .
ented entertainment shows. Always be aware
of what your child is watching, If it rurns
violent, talk with your ¢hild to help put it
inte context.

4, Join in play with your child. Yourpretend
play will help him to differenciate fantasy
from reality, If he ison a mission_t:o_ﬁdests'oy_.
the “bad guys,” you can join in the mission
to make the world a “safer” place. - '

It is clear that boys, much more than girls, find pleasure in violent :
and aggressively themed play. This is not necessarily a reason to
panic. For most boys, the “aggressive” nature of play decreases with
age and is perhaps better labeled as fantasy play as typically there

is no intent to harm. If, however, the behavior seems reckless, un-
controllable, with intent to manipulate and/or harm, it may make
sense to contact a professional to help undustand if these behaviors
are signs of more significant underlying psychological difficulties.
In the meantime, know that your lictle princes and princesses, with
or without swords, are eager to learn, have fun, and grow, and yer,
need your gmdance to hc[p th(,m undcutdnd an mCImsmgly com-

plex world.
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