
WAVE RIDERS
NURTURING BOYS’ EMOTIONAL HEALTH



INTRODUCTION

HI! I’M JOSHUA KOEPP

▸ Professor of Child, Youth and Family 
Studies 

▸ M.A. Child Development and 
Counseling 

▸ 15 years working directly with 
children, over 20 in the field.  

▸ Center for Inclusive Childcare 

▸ Accreditation Consultant 

▸ Master Trainer Credential



ALL CHILDREN BENEFIT FROM 
EACH OTHER’S EMOTIONAL HEALTH

I’M NOT ABOUT GENDER POLITICS



▸ Repeating kindergarten: 100 girls for every 194 boys. 

▸ Expelled from elementary (public and private): 100 girls/335 boys 

▸ Diagnosed with a learning disability: 100 girls/276 boys 

▸ Students who carried weapons in H.S.: 100 girls/354 boys 

▸ 11-17 years olds who commit suicide: 100girls/700 boys 

▸ 15-17 y.o. in correctional facilities: 100 girls/837 boys 

▸ Boys make up 85% of Sp. Ed. children diagnosed with EBD.



FACTORS THAT MAKE A DIFFERENCE

▸ Influence of nature on boys: 
biology and the brain. 

▸ Influence of nurture on boys: 
society and family.  

▸ Boys’ development of emotional 
intelligence.   

▸ Parent/Teacher knowledge of tools 
and techniques that work for boys.  

▸ Good guidance strategies for boys. 



BOYS—BRAINS—BIOLOGY

BOYS’ BRAINS

▸ Different before birth 

▸ Brain stem form first 

▸ Frontal cortex forms after 

▸ 6-7 weeks testosterone surge 

▸ Causes sex-specific changes 

▸ Damages brain, changes color 

▸ Makes left side grow slower 

▸ Some connections turned back



Left Brain Right Brain Average
Efficiency

Girls 
Emotions Yes! Yes! High

Girls 
Language Yes! Yes! High

Boys 
Emotions No Yes! Medium

Boys 
Language Yes! No Medium



BOYS—BRAINS—BIOLOGY

IF NOT VERBALLY, THEN HOW?

▸ Slowly, they need time. 

▸ Nonverbally. 

▸ With tears. 

▸ Physically





BOYS—BRAINS—BIOLOGY

EMOTIONAL PROCESSING

▸ Brain Stem (blue) manages basic 
survival. Lizard Brain.  

▸ Limbic system does emotional 
processing and memory 

▸ Pre-frontal cortex is for thinking, 
reasoning and learning.  

▸ Anterior insular cortex does 
empathy. 

▸ Teamwork=good choices. 



TEXT

AMYGDALA

▸ Responds to stress and threat 

▸ Triggers: Agression, Panic, and 
Violence. 

▸ Pisses off the limbic system. 

▸ Cuts off access to the pre-frontal 
cortex (thinking and reasoning) 

▸ Maintains access to the brain stem 
(survival, fight, flight)



BOYS—BRAINS—BIOLOGY

AMYGDALA IN BOYS

▸ Very sensitive to testosterone. 

▸ Grows significantly bigger. 

▸ Is more reactive.  

▸ Triggers fear and danger feelings 
in the hypothalamus (also T 
sensitive). 

▸ Triggers the NEED to move. 

▸ Teens: H & A = sexual urges.  



BOYS—BRAINS—BIOLOGY

TESTOSTERONE

▸ Risk feels good.  

▸ Impulsive aggression feels right.  

▸ Competition & Fighting feel good. 

▸ Boasting & Arguing are irresistible. 

▸ Immediate release (no delayed 
response). 

▸ Linear problem solving. 

▸ Boys 2-11 have 25% more of it. 



TEXT

WHAT 25% FEELS LIKE

▸ Weighing 150 pounds vs. 190 
pounds 

▸ Drivning 59 mph vs. 75 mph. 

▸ 75 degrees outside vs. 100 
degrees outside. 

▸ It’s a different way of going 
through life. 

▸ Teenage boys have a 700% 
testosterone explosion. 



BOYS—BRAINS—BIOLOGY

SEROTONIN

▸ Serotonin = The Brakes 

▸ Pacifies and soothes emotions 

▸ Helps control impulsive behavior 

▸ Facilitates good judgement 

▸ Low levels —> aggressiveness and 
violence 

▸ Boys have average 20% less than 
girls. 



BOYS—BRAINS—BIOLOGY

IN A NUTSHELL

▸ Boys have equally complex 
emotional worlds.  

▸ Boys have a reduced capacity to 
process emotions verbally. 

▸ Boys are biologically disposed to 
process emotions physically. 

▸ Boys experience emotions uniquely. 

▸ If we appreciate T we can use it to 
our advantage.







BEING—A—REAL—BOY

BOY CODE

▸ The boy-code says: 

▸ Be tough, not tender (especially 
with other boys). 

▸ Don’t show emotion (except anger) 
and NEVER cry. 

▸ Violence is acceptable when you 
are upset, even if you get in trouble. 

▸ Don’t act like a girl. 

▸ Self-worth relies on power. 



BEING—A—REAL—BOY

BOY-CODE CONSEQUENCES

▸ Live in emotional straight jackets 

▸ Emotionally closed & disconnected 

▸ Act out on others to “feel” and 
process emotional abuse 

▸ Many men get emotionally stuck as 
boys.  

▸ Stuck men don’t enjoy the 
potential of full personhood.



BEING—A—REAL—BOY

STUCK MEN DON’T DEVELOP

▸ Natural intuition 

▸ Emotional intelligence 

▸ Felt sense 

▸ Relational capacity 

▸ Authentic identity



BEING—A—REAL—BOY

LIVING WITH THE BOY CODE

▸ Higher rates of substance abuse. 

▸ Rotten attitudes toward women 

▸ Depression and suicide 

▸ Higher at risk behavior 

▸ Lower academic performance 

▸ Disconnected and absent dads 

▸ Abuse “weaker” people



▸ Repeating kindergarten: 100 girls for every 194 boys. 

▸ Expelled from elementary (public and private): 100 girls/335 boys 

▸ Diagnosed with a learning disability: 100 girls/276 boys 

▸ Students who carried weapons in H.S.: 100 girls/354 boys 

▸ 11-17 years olds who commit suicide: 100girls/700 boys 

▸ 15-17 y.o. in correctional facilities: 100 girls/837 boys 

▸ Boys make up 85% of Sp. Ed. children diagnosed with EBD.



THE POINT IS NOT WHETHER BOYS OR GIRLS HAVE 
IT WORSE. THE POINT IS THAT ALL CHILDREN 
BENEFIT WHEN WE RAISE EMOTIONALLY 
UNHEALTHY BOYS, BECAUSE EMOTIONALLY 
UNHEALTHY MEN MAKE A PRETTY BIG MESS OF 
THINGS. 
 

BEING—A—REAL—BOY



BOY CODE 



CODE—BREAKING

CODE BREAKING

▸ Regular undivided attention 

▸ Full expression of ALL emotions 

▸ Stop teasing for showing emotions 
(niceness, sensitivity, weakness 
etc.) 

▸ Stop shaming (how could you… 
you know better… boys don’t…) 

▸ Look behind the mask (anger, 
rambunctiousness etc…)



CODE—BREAKING

CODE BREAKING

▸ Express love and empathy openly 
and generously. 

▸ Weakness and vulnerability are OK 
sometimes (nobody can be tough 
and strong  ALL the time) 

▸ Broaden and personalized 
masculinity. Real men…can cry, 
hold babies, cook dinner, draw for 
fun, play music, be happy, kiss their 
sons, dress nicely for fun, etc…



TURNING “T” AROUND

BENEFITS OF TESTOSTERONE

▸Testosterone inspires boys to:  

▸Rescue, Protect, Defend, 
Serve, Be Loyal, Assert, 
Stand Up for Others, Plan, 
Problems Solve, Get Stuff 
Done, Take Action, Fight for 
a Cause, Make Difference, 
Go on a Mission.



TURNING “T” AROUND

TURNING “T” AROUND

▸ Think like a boy 

▸ Make it a mission 

▸ Offer a concrete payoff 

▸ Awaken his inner hero 

▸ Let him fight a monster 

▸ Help him protect and serve 

▸ Turn shame into valor



C.A.P. BOYS EMOTIONS

C.A.P. BOYS EMOTIONS

▸ Connect: Show verbally and 
nonverbally that you are present 
with them and that you care. 

▸ Acknowledge: Show that you 
notice the emotional message they 
are sending with their words, 
actions, lack of actions/words, etc. 

▸ Protect: Give them a safe place to 
feel. 



C.A.P. BOYS EMOTIONS

CONNECT

▸ Non-verbal connection is prime 

▸ Proximity, Touch, Time 

▸ Rituals are prime 

▸ What did you do at school today 

▸ Before bed, while eating, activity, 
games, sports, “floor time,” in the 
car.  

▸ Time exchanges



C.A.P. BOYS EMOTIONS

ACKNOWLEDGE

▸ It looks like you’re… 

▸ I would be… 

▸ Are you feeling a little… 

▸ I can see you might be… 

▸ Nonverbal works here too. 

▸ Tell your story



C.A.P. BOYS EMOTIONS

PROTECT

▸ Having the feeling is okay even if 

▸ …the actions he chooses are not. 

▸ Respect his space, privacy, dignity. 

▸ It’s O.K. to manage emotions 
imperfectly. 

▸ Grace, not shame.



EMOTIONAL BLACKBELTS

EMOTIONAL BLACK BELTS

▸ Direct Teaching 

▸ ESP: Explain, Show, Practice 

▸ Integrated Teaching 

▸ Use the skill  during a planned 
game or activity. 

▸ Situational Teaching 

▸ Coach the skill during a 
teachable moment.



EMOTIONAL BLACKBELTS

Expressing your feelings—Recognizing another’s feelings 
Showing understanding of another’s feelings 

Expressing concern for another—Dealing with your anger 
Dealing with another’s anger—Expressing Affection 

Rewarding yourself—Responding to teasing 

SOCIAL SKILLS FOR BOYS 
Giving yourself a compliment—Giving others a compliment 

Thinking of happy times—Choosing happy thoughts  
Taking deep breaths—Choosing activities to relax 

How to take a break—Counting to ten—Letting yourself cry 
Protecting a younger person—Comforting a younger person 

Being proud of yourself—Receiving a compliment



BOY—TALK

BOY TALK

▸ Provide Language 

▸ Don’t assume they know the 
right word. 

▸ Direct teach feeling language 
and phrases. 

▸ Non-verbal mirroring 

▸ Not copying, but reflecting 

▸ Boy may think you “know” or that 
you read their mind.



BOY—TALK

ACTION TALK

▸ Boys internal processing and 
release of feelings often involved 
action. 

▸ Just by doing something together 
boys can be more relaxed and able 
to talk. 

▸ Movement helps boys process the 
ups and downs of life.



EMOTIONAL—BLACKBELTS

USE THE 5 POINT SCALE

▸ Assessing Intensity 

▸ What does a 5 look like? 

▸ What does a 4 look like? 

▸ Where can you safely be a 5? 

▸ What level is okay at where? 

▸ Where can you go if? 

▸ How can you move from a…?



EMOTIONAL BLACK BELTS

TAKE CARE OF BASIC NEEDS

▸ How can you provide movement 
and outside on demand? 

▸ How can you provide a consistent 
but flexible schedule that is 
responsive to needs that arise? 

▸ How can you provide calories on 
demand.



POSITIVE—SELF—TALK

TEACH POSITIVE SELF-WALK

▸ Affirmations Box (for readers) 

▸ Three best things 

▸ Giving compliments



BRAIN—TRAINING

ENERGY MATCH

▸ Match energy to the behavior we 
want. 

▸ Starve the behavior you don’t want 
of energy. 

▸ Address the need behind the 
mistaken goal: 

▸ If angry —> power 

▸ If annoyed —> attention 

▸ Google: Mistaken goals chart




