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it’s up to us 

by Sandy Slack

Goodness of fit means being a responsive teacher 
— understanding and respecting the temperament 
of each individual in order to meet the needs of all 
children.

gender in the cLassroom

B y many measures, our boys 
are languishing in the public 
school system. Boys account 

for 70 percent of all school suspen-
sions and comprise 67 percent of all 
special education students. They are 
three times more likely than girls to 
be classified as learning disabled or 
hyperactive and 22 percent more like-
ly to fail a grade or drop out of school 
(US Dept. of Education). 

the recognition that boys need posi-
tive male role models, accompanied by 
efforts to get more men involved in early 
education, is a good start — though we 
won’t see the results of those efforts for 
some time. for now, the fact remains: 
the vast majority (97%) of the 712,000 
preschool and kindergarten teachers in 
the us are women (us dept. of Labor). 

so the question for me is what we as 
women teachers can do right now to 
give young boys a better start in life, 
while still supporting the development 
of young girls. as i began to research 
the issue, especially as i read about 
brain development, i discovered the 
concept of “goodness of fit.” it became 

clear that making sense of the troubling 
developments in my preschool class-
room was about more than applying the 
evolving research and literature about 
boys — it was about personal change, 
as well.

Let me introduce you to our team
i want to share with you the insights 

that our teaching team gained in the 
hope that finding the most effective 
strategies to support the boys (and girls) 
in your classroom will be easier for you 
than it was for us. in 2005, i was the early 
childhood special education teacher 
supporting the inclusion of preschoolers 
with significant disabilities in a private 
child care center. the two teachers, 
gerin martin and Kathy Brown, shared 

my commitment to active learning and 
the highscope curriculum. We had  
a team bound together in trust and a 
common educational philosophy.

We were also experiencing far more 
noise, more conflicts, and way more 
running around than any of us were 
comfortable with — a problem we 
attributed to the disproportionate num-
ber of boys in our classroom.

gerin first mentioned the elephant  
in the block area at a team planning 
meeting, but clearly it wasn’t the first 
time we had considered it. in fact, i had 
recently been reading about the chal-
lenges of boys in schools and began to 
share some of the information on the 
failure rates of boys and the unmet 
needs that might lead to those failures 
(Wardle, 2004). But most of that data 
was on middle and high school boys. 
there was precious little written about 
three- and four-year-olds, so it was clear 
that we needed to observe the children in 
our own classroom, especially the boys, 
talk about their interests and behaviors, 
and develop strategies to better address 
their specific needs.

A GOODNESS OF FIT FOr BOyS  
   IN THE PrESCHOOl ClASSrOOm
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as we began to focus on the boys  
in our classroom, it occurred to us that 
maybe, just maybe, some of the prob-
lems we were observing were a result  

of misunderstanding boys, their needs, 
their brains.

a brain is a brain, though, right? 
regardless of whether it’s male or 
female? isn’t it true, we asked ourselves, 
that all children’s brains are basically 
wired the same?

as it turns out, no.

Boy brains and girl brains
there is a different sequence of 

brain development based on the sex of  
a child, and it starts before the baby is 
even born. this difference is the result of 
the relatively high level of testosterone 
the male fetus is exposed to in utero. 
researchers believe that, as a result of 
these hormonal differences in the ges-
tational environment of boys and girls, 
language and fine-motor networks in 
the female fetus’s brain begin to develop 
earlier than in the male, while the  
visual-motor cortex networks are earlier 
developing in the male fetus’s brain.  
there are lots of other small but signifi-
cant differences in brain development 
that potentially impact perception and 
behavior. the important takeaway is 
that these small, innate differences can 
become much larger, depending on how 
the environment responds to — and is 
structured for — children.

Making sense of the 
troubling developments 
in my preschool  
classroom was about 
more than applying the 
evolving research and 
literature about boys — 
it was about personal 
change, as well.

gender in the cLassroom

 
What Is Goodness of Fit?

The idea of goodness of fit was proposed  
by child psychiatrists Alexander Thomas and 
Stella Chess in their book Temperament and 
Development (1977), positing a goodness of  
fit between a child’s temperament and parents’ 
expectations. In terms of the classroom experi-
ence, this means that “healthy social and per-
sonality development occurs in young children 
when there is compatibility between the child 
and the demands and expectations of the 
teacher and center environment. A teacher’s 
understanding and respect for children’s tem-
peraments are vital if her students are to  
thrive and develop” (Culpepper, 2008, “Con-
clusion,” para. 1). It is the way we structure 
our environment and adjust our interactions  
to create a goodness of fit — meeting each 
individual child’s needs — that will define  
success or failure. 

The goal is not to change who and what 
children are (an impossible task), or make 
them conform to a standard model of “good 
behavior.” Rather, the goal is to accept that 
children have different temperaments or per-
sonalities. We can then look at each child’s 
individual attributes in a positive light and 
modify our environments and our interactions 
to “fit” the children. This is a basic HighScope 
tenet: Be a responsive teacher, meeting the 
children at the door ready for them, rather  
than expecting the children to come to  
the door ready for us. 

New research, while preliminary, 
suggests that boys and girls have 
a different sequence of brain 
development with related differ-
ences in physical, language, and 
emotional development. Think 
about your boys, their interests, 
their energy level, their attention 
spans, their loudness, their 
spunk, and your reactions to 
them — and how this might 
change your approach in 
the classroom to better 
meet all children’s needs. 
This is your goodness of  
fit challenge!

Accommodating the specific 
needs of boys, especially  
the need for movement and 
space, is one step you can 
take to make your classroom 
welcoming to all children.
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in our effort to get to the bottom of 
what we mistakenly identified as “the 
boy problem” in our classroom, we dis-
covered the importance of the differing 
roles played by nature (a child’s genetic 
and biological influences) and nurture 
(all of the environmental influences, 
especially interactions with adults early 
in life). nature takes its own course, but 
as preschool teachers, we have plenty of 
influence on how the children in our care 
are nurtured.

The nurturing environment
most of us prefer classrooms that 

hum with activity, but aren’t “too noisy,” 
and definitely aren’t places for swinging 
arms and stomping feet. We have a 
model inside our heads of engaged little 
human beings being active but not being 
too loud and not running around in our 
classroom. and definitely not wrestling, 
rolling, and pushing each other. But 
what if many boys (and some girls) 
need to wrestle and roll around on the 
rug? What if they need to climb and 
spin and fall down and get up again?  
or talk in reaLLY Loud voices? 

early in our investigation, we real-
ized that we didn’t have a “boy problem.” 
rather, the problem was not boys. We 
realized anew that, if we were going to 
optimize the nurturing environment for 
the children in our class, we needed to 
make some commitments to each other, 
and especially to the boys. from that 
point forward, we promised ourselves, 
we would try to be aware of stereotyped 
thinking: no more “boys do this” and 
“girls do that.” We would remember that 
all of the strategies we were developing 
actually would benefit all of the children. 

and most importantly, we developed 
our own concept of goodness of fit. that 
meant that the boys (and girls) did not 
have to fit our classroom or our needs 
and preferences. instead, we needed to 
use the information we were gleaning to 

change ourselves (our comfort level with 
noise, etc.); our problem-solving skills 
when the energy level of a group of boys 
became “annoying”; and our willingness 
to meet boys where they are, biological-
ly and culturally.

It’s up to us
We developed a slogan: “it’s up to 

us.” changing ourselves was hard stuff, 
but what made it easier was the knowl-
edge that those changes would make 
such a difference for our boys. in Make 
Room for Boys! you will find dozens of 
strategies that address the major needs 
of boys in the preschool classroom. 

one of those needs is for movement 
and space. during the first few years  
of life, the development of the cerebel-
lum, especially in boys, is rapid. the 
cerebellum is located in the lower back 
part of the brain and is responsible for, 
among other things, balance, coordina-
tion, posture, and gross-motor movement. 

Nature takes its own 
course, but as preschool 
teachers, we have  
plenty of influence on 
how the children in our 
care are nurtured.

The sequence of brain development in the womb 
tends to favor the strengthening of visual-motor  
cortex networks in boys; the resulting tendency is  
for boys to prefer big body movement.

Gender:  
Nature and Nurture

Here’s what we know about the influence  
of nature on fetal development and sex-based 
neurological and physiological differences: 
Beginning at about six weeks after conception 
and continuing until about the twenty-fourth 
week of gestation, the male fetus secretes  
testosterone. We know that the presence of 
testosterone is responsible for the formation of 
the male genitalia. The part that is not clearly 
understood is how testosterone impacts the 
architecture of the fetal male brain. Most scien-
tists agree, though, that testosterone has some 
role to play in a boy’s behavioral sexual differ-
entiation in the womb, before he emerges into 
the world. Whatever the reason, the consensus 
is that male and female brains, regarding both 
timing and region, develop at a different pace.

That might be the extent of what we know 
— or at least what we can agree on — about 
nature’s role in sexual differentiation before 
birth. More important, though, and a premise 
on which all the current research agrees, is that 
the human brain, early in life, has a high degree 
of plasticity. That means the environment has a 
powerful impact on the wiring of each child’s 
brain, for better or worse.

So whether or not a girl’s brain development 
allows her to achieve mastery of fine-motor skills 
earlier than typically developing boys matters 
less than our attitude to that perceived difference 
and how we address it in the classroom. The 
needs of boys and girls can and often do differ. 
What all children need is the opportunity to 
grow and develop in a trusting relationship with 
caring adults who support and gently extend 
their learning. 

As educators, parents, and caregivers — 
that is, those who provide the nurturing envi-
ronment for children — we bear a significant 
responsibility in determining the course of a 
child’s development. That responsibility begins 
with an awareness of the process of child 
development and the influence that stereotyping 
can have. Dropping the labels of “boys do this” 
and “girls do that” helped us to focus on each 
of the boys and girls as individual children with 
individual needs to factor into a goodness of fit 
in our classroom.
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to accommodate the “growth spurt” of 
the cerebellum in boys, provide adequate 
space to move around — it will benefit 
everyone. We just moved the shelves 
containing the blocks and support toys 
off the rug and pulled the rug away 
from the wall. now everyone had more 
room to expand their racetracks and 
block constructions, to spread out on  
the floor, to co-operate in the truest 
sense of the word. the toy and book 
areas got a few inches smaller, but the 
rewards were tremendous.

Visuospatial and auditory develop-
ment are also quite different in boys and 

gender in the cLassroom

girls. Boys are better than girls at pro-
cessing information through their eyes 
and the orientation of their bodies, but 
less adept at listening and speaking 
skills. Lowering our voices (not bom-
barding boys with sounds) and leaving 
the lights on during cleanup time (to 
make maximum use of their keen ability 
to see) were two simple strategies that 
honored the difference in the boys’ 
brains. slowing our rate of speech was a 
third conscious change each of us made. 
With these and other strategies offered 
in our book, we found that knowledge of 
the innate differences in boys and girls 

and a willingness to accommodate those 
differences to achieve goodness of fit 
are essential.

the same is true of fine-motor 
skills, which are less well developed in 
boys than girls. this perceived gap in 
natural development often causes boys 
to steer away from some fine-motor 
tasks. the boys in our class tended to 
avoid activities that involve writing, 
drawing, or using scissors. to address 
this problem, we incorporated paper-
and-pencil skills into play themes, 
encouraging children to make their own 
stoP signs. recall became an opportu-
nity for boys to trace around something 
they worked with or to copy the letter 
link of someone they played with. With 
fine-motor skills, as with anything, we 
found the most success with intrinsically 
motivating activities.

sympathizing with boys’ emotions 
and behavior was perhaps hardest of all, 
if only because those behaviors are so 
different from the expectations in a tradi-
tional preschool classroom. We encour-

age children to “talk out” rather than 
“act out” their feelings, but remember 
that boys’ language development often 
lags behind that of girls, and physical 
action is more natural. this was a tough 
one for all three of us as women — soft 
words, hugs, and gentle touching come 
much easier to us! at the same time, we 
knew that boys’ unmet emotional needs 
were at the root of many of the acts of 
aggression in our classroom. We came 
to understand the difference between 
aggressive play (a boy need) and violence 
(hurting people) and how supporting 

Teachers often mistakenly interpret boys’ reluctance to write, draw, and use scissors as “boys being boys”; 
although research suggests there is a gap between boys and girls in fine-motor development, this perceived gap  
is all the more reason to provide the extra support some boys need.

We found that  
knowledge of the  
innate differences in 
boys and girls and  
a willingness to  
accommodate those  
differences to achieve 
goodness of fit are 
essential.

receive a free Preview!
E-mail info@highscope.org with the subject line: 
Boys — and we’ll send you an eight-page excerpt 
that describes strategies for supporting boys’  
interests and explains some of the sex-based  
differences between boys and girls.

www.highscope.org
mailto:info@highscope.org?subject=Boys - Free Preview
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In the HighScope classroom, teachers are open to the interests and decision making of the children in the class.  
A teacher’s role is to support and scaffold the children’s thinking.

aggressive karate kicks with gallon milk 
jugs helps to discourage violence.

and, yes, we realized we did have  
to address the issue of gun play, because 
it is a very strong interest of boys (and 
girls too, it turns out). Banning gun  
play (or any play) only makes it go 
underground. gun play is almost always 
about power and control. as we would 
with any child’s interest, we addressed 
these issues of power and control by 
channeling gun play into active learning 
opportunities. 

We did this by inviting a police  
officer from the local precinct to visit 
the classroom. Besides being a fun and  
educational experience for the children, 
officer Johnson’s visit served as a refer-
ence for all of us, teachers and children, 
when confronted with power and control 
issues in the classroom. due to his visit, 
the gun play in the classroom graduated 
from imitative to representational play, 
from chasing and shooting to the chil-
dren’s own approximation of “protecting 
and serving.” 

Finding a goodness of fit
another way to channel aggressive 

play is through sports and games, and 
not just at outside time. i enjoy sports, so 
when Landon returned from a visit with 
relatives in michigan and wanted to play 
hockey during work time, i wasn’t out of 
my comfort zone. gerin, however, let me 
know that she was (team honesty). But 
as is often the case, one of our students 
pushed us to achieve goodness of fit, 
and as the strategies we had read and 
talked so much about came together, we 
improved the classroom environment 
for all children.

“now, where could we play hockey?” 
i asked him. Landon had already made 
hockey sticks with the long cardboard 
corner protectors from a dryer i had 
brought in, and a thick circle from the 
set of attribution blocks would serve as 
the puck. But the real problem was find-
ing a safe place to play. the block area 
was full of busy children building and 
playing, but Landon thought we could 
move the cradle and dress-up clothes 
from the house area for enough space. 

next, i wondered aloud how many 
people could play at a time. Landon 
really wanted four because there were 
four cardboard “sticks,” but when we 
tried that, two children were immedi-

ately injured (only slightly). i stopped 
the action and announced that there was 
a safety problem. all four of the children 
decided only two people using the two 
shorter of the cardboard “sticks” should 
play at a time. 

Landon talked about how hockey 
players sat in a box and chairs were 
immediately gathered by children for 
those waiting for their turn. all went 
well the two days i was in the room 
during work time. (notice i did very  
little of the decision making. my role 
was to support and scaffold this boy’s 
thinking.)

on the third day, i had a meeting with 
parents in another program and was 
absent. gerin’s immediate response was 
“oh, no. not me. i can’t do hockey.” 
But, remembering her commitment to 
goodness of fit, she stepped up to the 
challenge. she owned her misgivings 
about safety to Landon. more children 
wanted to play and together the solution 
that they generated was to move the 
game out to the great hall (our lunch 
space), use pool noodles that were cut 
in half for sticks, and find other round, 
three-dimensional objects like the tops 
of yogurt containers that were in the art 
area. gerin reported a huge success with 
lots of big body movement, laughing, 
and problem-solving opportunities.

As is often the case,  
one of our students 
pushed us to achieve 
goodness of fit, and as 
the strategies we had 
read and talked so much 
about came together, 
we improved the class-
room environment for  
all children.
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We create the climate
a shift happened within each of us 

as we brainstormed strategies, materials, 
and experiences that would increase the 
success of the boys in our classroom. 

the added benefit was that all of the 
children were more successful. strate-
gies that benefit boys introduce new 
opportunities to the girls as well, like 
the time we used oversized sheets of 
paper on the floor to accommodate 
boys’ developing fine-motor skills and 
need for space. the girls loved it just  

as much as the boys, and may not have 
had the opportunity had we not stretched 
our own boundaries to achieve goodness 
of fit. Whether you are a woman or a 
man reading this article, a loud person 
or a quiet person, an artist or an athlete, 
remember: We create the climate in  
our classroom. 

Welcome fellow pathfinder. i prom-
ise Make Room for Boys! will give you 
strategies that work immediately in your 
classroom. the strategies work at home, 
too. and you’ll be inspired by your 
observations to create new strategies 
and modifications. share your ideas!  
Be a change agent and an advocate for 
boys! it is up to us — all of us!  
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Whether you are a 
woman or a man reading 
this article, a loud  
person or a quiet person, 
an artist or an athlete, 
remember: We create 
the climate in our  
classroom.

gender in the cLassroom

As you provide strategies and materials 
to enhance the success of the boys in 
your classroom, you will find that  
introducing these new opportunities 
benefits the girls as well.
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