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Jossey-Bass Teacher
Jossey-Bass Teacher provides educators with practical
knowledge and tools to create a positive and lifelong
impact on student learning. We offer classroom-tested and
research-based teaching resources for a variety of grade
levels and subject areas. Whether you are an aspiring, new,
or veteran teacher, we want to help you make every
teaching day your best.
From ready-to-use classroom activities to the latest
teaching framework, our value-packed books provide
insightful, practical, and comprehensive materials on the
topics that matter most to K-12 teachers. We hope to
become your trusted source for the best ideas from the
most experienced and respected experts in the field.
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About This Book
STRATEGIES for Teaching Boys & Girls: A Workbook for
Secondary Level Educators is an invaluable resource for
teachers working with students from sixth through twelfth
grade. It weaves together brain science, adolescent
development, and classroom strategies in a way that is both
easily understandable and immediately applicable. This is
the kind of book that teachers want—one that combines the
right balance of “just enough” theory to help teachers
become knowledgeable and a “whole bunch” of practice so
that they can jump right in with the strategies on Monday.
We’ve organized this book around several important
strategy domains so that you can go right to the sections
you need. We do suggest that you start with Chapter One to
lay a foundation about the brain. After that, feel free to skip
around to the parts you most need as a teacher. You’ll find
chapters on movement, visual teaching strategies, social
interaction, offering choice, art and music integration,
making learning relevant, and more. Each of these chapters
provides you with a fascinating look at how the brain works
and illuminates why these strategies are so important for
all learners. Central to each chapter is an exploration of the
differences between the male and female brain and the
connection of these hard-wired differences to gender-
specific teaching strategies. We think you’ll appreciate the
comments from students about their own learning, as well
as the anecdotes from teachers about what works in the
classroom.
The highlight of this book is the extensive list of classroom
activity and strategy ideas that span all content areas. We
wanted to create a book for teachers that can be read and
re-read many times and that will be a source of creativity



and inspiration for years to come. We hope that our ideas
may infuse a new level of excitement, curiosity, and student
learning in your classroom.
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1 
What Could They Be Thinking?: The
Science of Boy-Girl Learning
Differences

Instead of thinking about a teenage mind as an empty
house that still needs furnishings, educators and parents
would do better to understand it as the rough framing of
a house that still needs wiring, plumbing, flooring, and
windows. Avoid treating teenagers like adults; they’re
not.

—Eric Jensen

OVER the past couple of decades, exciting research into
the living brains of males and females has shown us not
only that boys and girls are different at the organic level
but also that how they learn includes many differences,
from the day they are born. In just the past few years,
cutting-edge research has begun to help us better
understand the learning styles of both male and female
adolescents. We are better able than ever before to answer
such questions as, What goes on in a male and female brain
when puberty begins flooding the system with hormones?
What happens to boys and girls when their bodies begin
the transformation from child to young adult? What does it
all mean for teachers?
Watching students pour into the halls when the passing bell
rings in any high school, it’s easy to forget that we’re
seeing children. Many are physically mature. Some of the
boys are really tall, their voices deep. Some wear a shadow
of a beard by noon. Some of the girls are shapely and
dressed like women. They wear makeup and designer
clothing. Often students are paired up, boy and girl,



heading for their next class and making plans for after
school and the weekend. They seem awfully sure of
themselves.
But we are seeing children—children whose brains are still
moving toward a maturity they won’t reach for a number of
years; children whose pubescent systems egg them on to
take chances, seek novelty, ignore warnings, respond to
impulses they don’t fully understand. They are children
who need strong, caring adult mentors and role models to
help them navigate until their internal directional systems
are ready to take over and lead them safely into the future.
They need teachers to prepare them for life.
In the early days of the Gurian Institute’s work with
educators, we would ask the question “How many of you
took a course on how boys and girls learn differently during
your teacher training in college?” Even in audiences of
several hundred educators, no hands would go up. When
we ask that same question today, a few hands may go up.
When questioned further, those who raise their hands
generally report that they covered the topic of gender and
learning briefly in an education class.
At the same time, when teachers attend our seminars and
trainings, they often ask, “Why isn’t this being taught in
college? Why aren’t schools of education teaching male-
female brain difference? It affects every grade level.”
Fortunately, many schools are beginning to catch up to the
newest brain research in learning, development, and
gender. This workbook is part of that effort.
The Gurian Institute has spent twenty years developing
materials and working in schools, training teachers in the
practical strategies we have developed from what we have
come to understand about how the male and female brains
learn best. In this book, we are sharing what we know.
You’ll meet many middle school and high school teachers



who will also share strategies they have learned and
developed, and your teacher’s toolbox will be increased
manifold.
This chapter will give you an overview of the latest
information available on how boys and girls learn
differently and how that difference can and should change
the way you implement your curriculum. We hope to help
you ensure that every adolescent you teach, male and
female, will have the chance to succeed to his or her
maximum potential. Many of you will read this information
and think “YES! This validates intuitions I’ve had for a long
time.” We hope it will confirm that you have been on the
right path as you work with your students. We hope that for
many of you, this information will open the door to exciting
new experiences as you implement what you learn.
You may ask, How can I effect change in middle or high
school when my students have experienced years of
institutional schooling that may have inadvertently had a
negative impact on them? Shouldn’t this science and
research change the way we educate our boys and girls
from the very beginning? The answer is yes, and we work
with preschool and elementary programs to help them lay a
foundation that you can build on when the students reach
your classroom. In the meantime, there is still much you
can do; remember that the adolescent years are ones of
great possibility and promise. We hope that the information
in this book, and the resources beyond this book that we
offer, will help you make a difference for every student you
teach from today on.

From the Beginning, Boys and Girls
Learn Differently!



Where does gender in the brain begin? Soon after
conception, boys and girls are on diverging developmental
paths. If a child receives an X chromosome from each
parent, a female plan goes into action. If a child receives
one X chromosome and one Y chromosome, a different plan
is activated, and a male system is designed. These plans
result not only in different bodies but also in different
brains.
Beginning at around six weeks, a male fetus triggers the
mother’s ovaries to provide testosterone to his fetal system.
As a result, his genitals drop and begin producing the
testosterone he needs. From that point until somewhere
between five and six months of development, testosterone
becomes the “chief engineer” of the developing male’s
body and brain, giving him the capacity for a higher muscle
mass than a female, different iron and calcium ratios, and
different brain “formatting.” Developing female fetuses
receive testosterone during the developmental period
between six weeks and six months in utero, but not as
much. They receive more estrogen-type hormones. This
helps format their brains to be female. By six months in
utero, boys and girls have been formatted with different
brains.
This early developmental groundwork is critical for the
male and female brain, as it plants the seeds that will grow
and flourish when puberty again floods the brain with sex
hormones. Testosterone will surge through the male system
more than once during childhood and in great amounts
during puberty. Female hormones—more than thirty of
them—will affect girls significantly during puberty and
through the child-bearing years.
Are these differences all that matter? Of course not. There
are many similarities between girls and boys in utero and
after they are born. There are also many differences among



girls and among boys that indicate how powerfully
individual personalities affect ultimate development.
Furthermore, the way a child is nurtured can affect how he
manifests his maleness and she her femaleness. By the time
these boys and girls saunter into your middle and high
school classrooms, they share many characteristics—and
they are at the same time very different. During
adolescence, their male and female biology and chemistry
will at times trump all other influences, making both their
lives and yours really interesting.
Caveats aside, gender is a big deal—especially in learning.
Understanding differences in how girls and boys learn
gives us a head start in meeting that challenge of
instructing and guiding young minds.

What Are the Differences?
Ongoing research is still discovering new areas of
difference between male and female brains, but many
differences have already been identified that have
implications for how boys and girls learn. We’ll present
some of these to you now, and please remember that we
are generalizing based on the best relevant research
available today. There will be exceptions to everything we
say, as every child is an individual and brain differences
range both between boys and girls and among boys and
girls. Remember also that difference means only that—one
is not better than the other. Both are equally capable of
learning and succeeding; they will just do so in ways that
we must understand if we are to create an educational
environment that meets the needs of both.
Scans of the Female Brain (top) and Male Brain
(bottom) at rest. The areas you see that look like
bubbles are areas of activity.



SPECT scans used by permission of Dr. Daniel Amen

Structural Differences
Using magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), positron
emission tomography (PET), and single photon emission
computed tomography (SPECT) technologies, scientists can
look at the living brain and watch it work. These advanced



technologies let researchers watch actual blood flow in the
brain, see where the brain is working, and, by looking at
male and female brains in this way, see that they are
working in different areas when completing the same tasks.
Over the past couple of decades, technology has helped
researchers focus on some specific areas of structural
difference between male and female brains. The following
sections describe some of the differences and their
potential impact on your classroom.
Cerebral Cortex—The cerebral cortex contains about ten
thousand miles of neural connections in each square inch!
From an evolutionary standpoint, the cerebral cortex is the
“newest” part of our brain and significant in making
humans different from all other animals. If you could
spread the cerebral cortex out flat, it would be about the
size of a newspaper opened up. In order to “fit” over our
brain, the cerebral cortex folds into place. This area, only
as thick as about three of your hairs, is where the serious
intellectual functions of the brain take place. Thinking,
speaking, and recalling—all things that need to happen in a
classroom—are controlled in the cerebral cortex. This area
also facilitates memory functions, voluntary motor
behaviors, impulsivity, decision making, and planning—
again, important for learning. The female brain tends to
have more connections between neurons in the cerebral
cortex, which also tends to mature earlier in the female
brain.



And this means—the increased number and speed of
the neural connections may help girls process and
respond to classroom information faster than boys and
help them make transitions faster, multitask, and access
needed verbal resources (reading, writing, complex
speech) better than the average boy as they engage in
learning. Earlier maturity may result in girls’ being less
apt to engage in high-risk behavior, less likely to respond
impulsively, and, in general, more likely to “think before
they act.” It might also explain why girls tend to gather
and complete their college application forms earlier than
boys!

Cerebellum—The cerebellum, larger in the male brain,
was once believed to be mainly involved in the coordination
of our muscles, making us graceful dancers and good
athletes. But research has shown that it’s also involved in
coordination of our thinking, our “mental muscles.”
Adolescents might be described as going through a period
of mental clumsiness (along with their obvious periods of
physical clumsiness). The cerebellum seems to have the
ability to smooth out the complicated social life of
adolescents and help them navigate their world smoothly
and gracefully instead of constantly tripping over
themselves. Physical activity is believed to influence
development of the cerebellum.



And this means—for healthy development of the teen
brain, including the cerebellum, activity is important.
Today’s students are less active overall—they are
sedentary while watching TV, playing video games,
talking on their cell phones—and not doing as much
“playing.” There is less recess and fewer hours of
structured physical education classes, and fewer
students walk to and from school. Bringing more
movement into your curriculum will help both boys and
girls, whose brains, including the cerebellum, are
changing a lot during this period of life.

An example: while working with a school, grades 7-12, near
Minneapolis, we spent a day observing classes, including
watching the students do a marching demonstration for
Grandparents Day. The teacher in charge of the ROTC
program shared his frustration that the middle school and
freshman boys especially had a really hard time learning to
march in formation. “They just can’t seem to get their feet
going the right ways!” He was blaming himself for not
providing the right instruction to help them “get it.” After
gaining a better understanding of adolescent brain
development, he realized that many of the boys in the
middle school and lower high school grades were simply
suffering from adolescent clumsiness—he could see that it
was a developmental stage. He was doing his best, and the
boys were doing their best, but their bodies and brains
were just not quite in synch with each other yet. The
teacher’s increased patience helped the students be less
stressed about their mistakes, which decreased as they
moved through each grade and developmental stage.



Corpus Callosum—The corpus callosum is a dense bundle
of nerves that connects the two hemispheres of the brain;
research indicates that this area increases in size during
adolescence. In females, this bundle of nerves tends to be
denser and larger than in males, resulting in increased
“cross-talk” between the left and right hemispheres. The
anterior commisure, a tiny additional connection between
the hemispheres attached to the end of the corpus
callosum, is also larger in females.

And this means—girls are generally better at
multitasking than boys, including watching and listening
and taking notes at the same time. This gender
difference may also help explain why girls tend to tune
into their own and others’ feelings and move emotional
content more quickly into thought and verbal processes.
Girls can tell you how they feel as they are feeling,
whereas boys often need time to process before they can
begin to explain their feelings. Combined with the
hormonal changes during adolescence, the increased
connections between thinking and feeling may account
for the hypersensitivity and tendency to be dramatic that
girls exhibit during adolescence.

Brain Stem—This is the most primitive part of our brain.
Our “fight or flight” responses come from the brain stem,
and when we’re in crisis, this area of our brain takes over,
telling the body how to respond. With a greater amount of


