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      This book is dedicated

 to my son, Peter,

and his son, William
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      Introduction

      
      My motive for writing this book was a growing concern that too many boys seem starved of essential knowledge; the sort of knowledge
         that can only come from good conversations about good things with good people. The assurance of love, the teaching of life
         skills, the sharing of wisdom seemed not to happen in the lives of many of the boys I came across as an educator. Small wonder.
         In an age characterised by frantic pace, incessant obligation and multiple diversions, meaningful conversation between sons
         and parents is now being measured in seconds a day rather than in minutes.
      

      
      Making time to talk with a son is one thing; knowing what to talk about is another. In this, parents need not feel discouraged,
         because each has a compendium of experience that should not be underestimated. Having acknowledged this, teaching a son the
         skills to enable him to cope with life’s many challenges is not always easy. Intergenerational differences and a natural dislike
         by the younger of advice given by the older means that some ingenuity is needed. This book explores how to share with a son as well as what to share.
      

      
      Many people are talking to our sons, but are they the right people and are they giving the right advice? In this book, you
         will learn what to say to your son about specific matters such as sex, money, health and goals, as well as how to deal with broader,
         more difficult issues such as character and death. These matters cannot be left to chance. There is a curriculum of life skills,
         knowledge and wisdom that needs to be passed from one generation to another, and Ten Conversations You Must Have With Your Son was written to help with this mission.
      

      
      My credentials in writing this book are not found in the headship of schools or the authoring of books. They come from being
         a father whose failure has filled these pages with painful lessons. I have also had the pleasure of witnessing inspirational
         parenting by others and have listened to conversations that have stimulated and transformed a boy. These stories I share,
         as I do ancient wisdom and modern thinking on what must be said to our sons.
      

      
      TIM HAWKES

   



      
      
      Why?

      
      To suggest the sorts of conversations a parent should have with their son is not much short of arrogant. Each son, each parent
         and each family is unique in what it is they need to talk about, so providing a formulaic list of required conversation is
         as presumptuous as it is unhelpful.
      

      
      Then there is the matter of the number of conversations. Ten – you must be joking! You should be having thousands, even tens of thousands of conversations with your son, with each discourse delicately nuanced
         so that it is uniquely relevant to the situation.
      

      
      The only plea I can enter to both of these charges is: guilty.
      

      
      However, I maintain my direction and purpose. Why? Because of a wearying amount of evidence that too many of our sons are
         starting adulthood with insufficient mentoring. An unacceptable number appear to be unable to cope well with their growing
         independence. Some progress through the decades after childhood in a state of perpetual adolescence, unwilling to commit,
         unwilling to assume responsibility and unwilling to grow up. Addicted to the trivial, preoccupied with pleasure and suffering
         domestic dyslexia, several are making a mess of their relationships and a mess of their lives.
      

      
      
      In nearly a quarter of a century as a headmaster, I have seen too many parents frustrated by their inability to connect with
         their sons, and too many sons hobbled by a lack of communication with their parents. The generation gap has long been recognised
         as the culprit in preventing good conversation. Many parents are not always comfortable communicating with their teenage ‘twitterati’
         using contemporary means. It is not just because they have no idea what ‘lol’ means. It is because they have limited opportunity
         to talk and such opportunity they do have is often rushed and inadequate. Playgroups, preschools and primary schools steal
         their children away from them. Then televisions, computer games and social-networking sites abduct their offspring. Thereafter,
         the parent must queue behind the secondary school teacher, football coach, best mate and girlfriend to speak to their son.
      

      
      The information blackout between generations is not assisted by the growth of independent living in the home. Some parents
         escape the noisy chatter of offspring by bunkering down in a parents’ retreat, shutting themselves in a study or hiding behind
         a newspaper. Many sons are no better. They protect themselves from the verbal intrusion of their parents by ensuring their
         bedroom is kitted out with enough electronic self-sufficiency to free them from the obligation to speak to anyone except the
         cat.
      

      
      In addition, any possible place of conversation in the home is often rendered sterile. The dining table is used only when
         guests arrive. Chairs are aimed at the TV instead of each other. Ensuite bathrooms cater for independence. Backyards are shrunk
         to a size that frustrates most opportunities for a chat with Dad while playing a game of cricket.
      

      
      The time has come for parents and sons to recover the value of regular conversation with each other. Failure to do so will
         impoverish both, and hinder the transfer of wisdom and experience from one generation to the next.
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      I have three reasons to claim that my credentials in writing on this topic are strong. They come from my failure as a father,
         my betrayal as a headmaster and my inadequacy as a son.
      

      
      Failure as a father

      
      As a father, I have sought for too much significance outside the home and not enough significance within it. I take little
         comfort from the fact that I may not be the only father who has erred in this way. The trouble is that many of us dads become
         so consumed by the task of collecting twigs for the nest we rarely find time to sit in it. Some of us are not content with
         producing 2.3 children. We must also produce 1.5 cars and 1.3 houses. The effort required to do this can lead to us being
         marginalised in our own home. Just when we realise the error of our ways and seek to increase our significance in our son’s
         life, the chick has grown up. The father then becomes an embarrassment or, even worse, irrelevant.
      

      
      I recall a scene with my son, Peter, some 20 or so years ago when he was ten. In the afternoon, Peter had come into my study
         wearing a baggy green cricket cap that swamped his tousled locks. He was lugging his cricket bag. The impudence of dragging
         the trivial into a room made serious by my shelves of learning irritated me.
      

      
      Would I like to play some cricket?

      
      Stupid question. Did the boy not have eyes in his head?

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Pete, I have to finish this work. Perhaps later.’

      
      His words said it didn’t matter, but his body language said that it did. He crumpled into resigned acceptance and turned to
         leave, but retreat was blocked by his mother.
      

      
      ‘I’m sure that if we give Dad two minutes to come to a convenient stop, he’ll come out and play.’ It was not a suggestion
         – it was a command. Her level eyes were a mixture of accusation and judgement that hinted at the possibility of an unpleasant
         sentence if compliance was not forthcoming. They were angry eyes; eyes that asked how I could forego my responsibilities to my family
         in my quest to fulfil my responsibilities as a head of a school.
      

      
      Did they not know that playing happy games was not an act that was going to give me joyful release from my labours? My work
         would not go away if I did not do it. It would sit there and wait for me to return. When I did get back, it would have increased
         and the time available to complete it would have decreased. Damn.
      

      
      ‘Okay – let’s do it, Pete,’ I said with barely concealed ill grace. But the gods were listening. Painful judgement and a guilty
         redemption were to follow.
      

      
      ‘I hit Dad in the nuts,’ proclaimed Peter triumphantly at dinner that night.

      
      An inability to understand the pain associated with this event left Peter’s two younger sisters unmoved.

      
      ‘It hurt,’ advised my ten-year-old son, in an effort to explain the significance.

      
      Too right it had hurt! When he bowled his first ball at me, it had looped into the air, bit into the ground and kicked up.
         I had expected a rubbish delivery but had been given a gem of a ball. As I crumpled to the dirt, my son danced with delight.
         I had been conquered.
      

      
      ‘Did you have a good time?’ asked my elder daughter helpfully.

      
      Peter looked at Alicia with some confusion before grinning and saying, ‘Yeah … Dad groaned a lot.’

      
      Reflecting on the dinner conversation a little later, I thought of a number of things. The first was that my son was growing
         up at a pace of which I was not aware. The second was that I should wear a protective box next time I played cricket with
         him. The third was that I had loved playing cricket with my son and, despite very few words being spoken, we’d had a long
         conversation in the nets.
      

      
      The deliveries I bowled at my son were questions. ‘How are you going?’ Each ball probed and tested. A short, sharp delivery
         on his leg stump, always a hard shot to play, rapped him hard on his pads. A wry smile said, ‘I can take it, Dad.’ A confident stroke
         played by Peter to mid-wicket said, ‘I’m growing up, Dad.’ A dream of a ball that snuck its way through my defences and hit
         me in the balls said, ‘You don’t know me as well as you should, Dad.’
      

      
      Tucking Peter into bed that night, I ruffled his hair and said, ‘Goodnight.’ Peter said much more. He said, ‘Dad, thanks for
         spending time with me today. I know you had other things to do and I know that you really wanted to get on with your work,
         but I loved it when you were prepared to put your work on hold and play cricket with me. I hope you are proud of me. I hope
         you like me. I hope you think I am growing up.’ Of course, Peter did not actually say these words. He put things far more
         concisely. He said, ‘Thanks, Dad.’
      

      
      Why had I not done this sort of thing more often?

      
      Betrayal as a headmaster

      
      My betrayal as a headmaster was realised several years ago after reading an observation made by a philosopher who operated
         some 400 years BC. When Aristippus of Cyrene was asked what sons should be taught, he replied, ‘Those things which they will use when men.’
      

      
      What, then, were the things I needed to teach the boys in my school? What were the certainties in life that they would face
         as men and how well was I, as an educator, preparing them for these certainties?
      

      
      Of course, the certainties in life are well known. They are death and taxes!

      
      I reflected on the recent death of my parents and concluded that my boys, when confronted with the death of a loved one, would,
         like me, probably end up in an emotionally fragile state and not be able to contribute meaningfully to the logistics of the
         funeral or any associated tasks. Like me, they would probably not know what probate was and whom they had to notify about
         the death. Like me, they were unlikely to know the duties of an executor and may not be able to cope well with their own grief.
      

      
      Then there was the issue of taxes – a topic that can be expanded to financial literacy. I looked at my students and saw that
         far too many of them were becoming financial victims. In their use of credit cards, in their management of debt, in deciding
         which phone plan to use, too many were making poor choices. Even though money is supposed to make the world go round, I wasn’t
         teaching the majority of my boys anything about it. I was not teaching them to budget, to save or to escape from a perpetual
         fiscal reliance on their parents.
      

      
      How was I actually preparing my boys for the real world? They were leaving school blessed with a command of quadratic equations,
         knowledge of the split infinitive and a capacity to list the major exports of Botswana. As worthy as these things are, it
         appeared to me that I was at risk of losing sight of those things that a boy would need as an adult. Aristippus would not
         have been pleased with me.
      

      
      I sought solace in the fact that I was hamstrung in what I taught by a state examination system that was generally designed
         to assist with selection into tertiary education. Warming to the task of self-defence, I also noted that there had been a
         surge in accountability reporting – school league tables, and so on – which required me to concentrate on the examinable curriculum.
         In short, I had to play the game.
      

      
      But, in my heart, I knew I was betraying my students.

      
      This led me to think of those things that a boy might need to know when he grew up. Conclusions to this question varied, but
         the following ten topics tended to stay on my list longer than most:
      



      1.  The ability to give and receive love.

      
      2.  The ability to know yourself and what you believe.

      
      3.  The ability to choose an appropriate moral code.

      
      4.  The ability to accept responsibility.

      
      
      5.  The ability to live in a community.

      
      6.  The ability to achieve a worthwhile goal.

      
      7.  The ability to handle intimacy and sex.

      
      8.  The ability to manage financial matters.

      
      9.  The ability to stay well.

      
      10.  The ability to be resilient.




      
      Other topics came and went on this list. A whole swag of life skills could be added, such as how to cook, clean, iron, mend,
         garden and maintain a car. I also thought that teaching the art of communication was important. But even my ten-point list
         began to illustrate something of the chasm between what a boy at my school needed to know and what he was usually being taught.
         In my educational offering, I was failing my students.
      

      
      With this in mind, I began to look at ways and means to drip-feed more life skills into the school curriculum. This needed
         to be done carefully. Things could be taken too far. I did not want my boys to become like Byron’s Don Juan:
      

      
      

         He learned the arts of riding, fencing, gunnery,

         And how to scale a fortress – or a nunnery.
         

      



      
      There was limited virtue in training boys to scale nunnery walls. However, there were other, more important life skills that
         could be taught. As a headmaster, I had the power to craft a curriculum that prepared a boy not just for an exam but also
         for life … and, perhaps, even death.
      

      
      Inadequacy as a son

      
      My inadequacy as a son rested in the fact that I was not immune to the toxic touch of testosterone, and this, of course, meant
         the temporary loss of speech in my teen years. By any stretch of the imagination, I could hardly have been described as one
         who had contributed richly to dialogue with my parents. Such utterances I did share were little more than Neanderthal grunts.
      

      
      Other sons have shared this problem. When I was the principal of a coeducational school, I would look out of my study window
         at lunchtime. Most boys were on the football field or playing handball in the quadrangle. Those boys not in packs grunting
         at each other were in isolation, chatting to a voiceless avatar on their computer.
      

      
      By contrast, the girls were seated in small circles. They were talking to each other. A lot. Their conversation was rich and
         healing. Sometimes, one of the girls would cry. There would be hugs, advice and comfort given before the group returned to
         their classes having exercised their verbal skills and been restored by its healing power. The boys would follow some time
         later, odorous and mute. When I was a boy, I had been no different.
      

      
      Overvaluing words

      
      What might be said to a boy to encourage him to improve his communication skills? In asking this, we need to recognise that
         eloquence is hardly necessary when playing a game of ‘murder ball’. We must also note that, when a ball is thrown, other social
         connections are formed that should not be trivialised. The arc of its passage can be a powerful conversation – as can a cricket
         ball bowled in the nets. There is a place for banter and primeval noises. It is not always necessary for a conversation between
         a parent and a son to be on matters of great consequence.
      

      
      Neither is it necessary to speak like a typewriter. Remember those? There are some whose auditory assault on their sons can
         only be tolerated by their sons engaging in a noise-abatement program or ‘zoning out’. This tactic has the happy effect of
         reducing unwanted dialogue to the ambient hum of an airconditioner. As parents, we need to be careful not to overstate the
         value of words. There is a time for silence and there is truth in the saying that there are times we need to say less in order
         to be heard more.
      

      
      
      That said, there is also truth in the observation that sometimes we need to say more to our sons, and our sons need to speak
         more to their parents.
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      I was only in the restaurant because someone else was paying. It was the sort of place you would go to if you had a gold mine,
         a 50th birthday to celebrate or someone you wanted to impress. In this case, it was the latter. A parent wanted to persuade
         me of the better virtues of his son – who was in some serious trouble at my school – hence the heavily crystalled table, linen
         napkins and regimented cutlery.
      

      
      I was distracted from the menu (no prices) by the arrival of food at a nearby table. The plates were massive, but no amount
         of coloured sauce artfully drizzled on the plate could disguise the fact that their portions were minute. Seated and sullen
         were two teenage boys and their parents. The boys were not long in clearing their plates. They then fidgeted. Neither attempted
         to voice an opinion about the food – or anything else, for that matter. Both slumped silently into their chairs. The shadow
         of their caps could not conceal their boredom, so it was not long before one built walls using sugar cubes and the other began
         to massage his mobile phone.
      

      
      The parents were equally mute. He conducted an imaginary symphony with a salt spoon (I did say it was an expensive place).
         She smiled an isn’t-it-nice smile. Except it wasn’t. The lack of conversation had resulted in a dismal evening for her that could not be improved by
         a $250-per-head meal.
      

      
      They left shortly after a Bombe Alaska was disarmed. One boy returned a minute later to pick up some forgotten earphones.
         ‘Fuck,’ he said. It was the first word I had heard him utter all evening.
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      A lack of good conversation is not limited to the starchy environment of a high-priced restaurant. The local pub, where a
         good feed can be had for $25 per head, can disappoint. They can be places where patrons go to watch. They watch in groups
         of one as the poker machine tumbles their fortune. They watch the game on the big-screen TV. They join the lucky draw for
         the meat tray before inoculating their loneliness with another drink and going home to a sleeping household.
      

      
      Perhaps, this is all that is needed – to hear noise and to watch others. Noise suggests a connection with life. The beauty
         of noise is that it offers engagement without demand. You can listen without contributing, until it is your turn for a round
         of drinks. If pressed for a verbal confirmation, then ‘Bloody right’ usually suffices. If it doesn’t, then ‘Bloody hell’ will
         often serve. No – the problem is not the place. It’s the people. It’s us.
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      Inadequate conversation is not just to be found outside the home; it can be found within the home too. The mid-week meal can
         be a silent affair, with the TV providing the only commentary. Even the weekend dinner party can be a limited place of colloquy.
      

      
      The table is set, the napkins folded and the cutlery laid out with regimental precision. Attention is also paid to mood. The
         surround-sound system is programmed to create the canvas of noise on which to paint the evening’s conversation.
      

      
      Then there is the choice of wine. Each bottle is selected with care. The labels of the better bottles face the guests. Those
         that are cheaper face the wall. In disgrace.
      

      
      The central agenda is, of course, the meal. Menu options are considered and rejected. Try something brave and new or stick
         with the tried and tested? Possibilities are trialled on the family. The ‘yuck’ monitor is employed and a careful scrutiny
         made of the residue on plates.
      

      
      
      Then follows the shopping, the unpacking, unwrapping, uncertainty, preparation and presentation.

      
      Such care. Such devotion. But a key ingredient to the success of such evenings is often neglected – the conversation. We can
         treat the palate of our guests with reverence but their intellect with disdain. No wonder our sons sit silent and sullen at
         the meal table. Their bovine behaviour is entirely understandable if parents have allowed the dining table to become nothing
         more than a feed lot.
      

      
      AN IDEA

      
      INVITE CONVERSATION TO DINNER

      
      Although breakfasts can be frantic and lunches often consumed in different locations, it is often possible for a family to
         dine together in the evening. These meals should be seen as precious times. To this end, I share the following tips to encourage
         good conversation at the dinner table:
      

      

      [image: image]    Dine together at the same time and in the same place.
      

      
      [image: image]    Turn off the TV.
      

      
      [image: image]    Ban mobile phones, electronic games and all social-networking devices from the dining table.
      

      
      [image: image]    Switch phones to silent during meal times.
      

      
      [image: image]    Make the dining table attractive. Candles and simple table decorations can help.
      

      
      [image: image]    Choose a seating arrangement that allows family members to face each other.
      

      
      [image: image]    Distribute tasks so one person (usually Mum) is not always the one leaving the table to serve and clear away.
      

      
      [image: image]    Encourage each family member to share something about their day.
      

      
      [image: image]    Be prepared to discuss things such as what has been in the news.
      

      
      
      [image: image]    Establish the meal time as a ‘putdown-free zone’ where teasing, freeze-outs and general displays of antisocial behaviour
         are not tolerated.
      

      
      [image: image]    Don’t rush the meal. Slow food can be more satisfying than fast food.
      

      



      Making conversation

      
      Having assembled the clan at the dinner table, what do you then talk about? To help a son improve his conversation skills,
         a parent can encourage him to think of a topic. The acronym TOPIC – Them Occasion People Interest Compliment – is a way of remembering how a boy might avoid becoming an utter bore when conversing with others.
      

      
      Them

      
      Centre on THEM. Curiously, people find conversation enormously improved when it is centred on them and rather less compelling when it is centred on you. Ask questions, invite opinion, encourage reflection. You may find that this has the happy effect of improving your reputation
         as a conversationalist.
      

      
      Occasion

      
      Offer thoughts that relate to the OCCASION. If turning 16 has brought people together, say something about turning 16. If
         a farewell to Year 12 has brought people together, say something about the Year 12 group. If it is lunch in the playground,
         exercise your negotiation skills by swapping the less appealing bits of your lunch for the more appealing bits of another’s.
      

      
      People

      
      Fuel can be added to a flagging conversation by talking about PEOPLE. It need not be a fascinating yarn or some delicious
         gossip. It can be as simple as enquiring, ‘Which player is going to have the greatest impact on the Grand Final?’ or as complex as, ‘I note His Honour, Justice Powderwig, is present at our gathering.
         I understand he is currently hearing a case of internet extortion by a bunch of 16-year-old hackers.’ PEOPLE are interesting.
      

      
      Interest

      
      Go on … you can do it! There is something of INTEREST you can talk about. Have another think – what has caught your eye in the news? What event in your life
         do you feel others might find interesting? Everyone has a story. Everyone has been wowed by something. Everyone has a ‘this
         makes me mad’ topic or a ‘chuckling moment’ hidden away somewhere. However, be sensitive. An earnest interjection on the importance
         of winning the next game of inter-school football, when conversation has been meandering pleasantly on the merits of planting
         hydrangeas over azaleas in the garden, can come across as a bit forced.
      

      
      Compliment

      
      Paying a person a COMPLIMENT is a great trick to building a reputation as being exceedingly good company. It need not be obsequious
         and it must not be forced. It is worth choosing the topic of your compliment carefully. It may be a great toupee, but … The
         compliment can target the generosity of the host, the flavour of the sausages or the dress that is being worn. If all else
         fails, comment on the beautiful weather. (Check first that it is not raining.)
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      Finally, remember that great conversation needs good eye contact, good posture, good concentration and a good number of nods
         and smiles. It also requires a judicious amount of listening. Those who listen more than they speak are often considered very
         fine company.
      

      
      
      SUMMARY

      
      Parents need to have conversations with their sons because:



      
      [image: image]    Time spent talking can reaffirm love and connection.
      

      
      [image: image]    Too many sons are entering adulthood without some vital life skills.
      

      
      [image: image]    Sons need adult mentors who can pass on wisdom and knowledge.
      

      
      [image: image]    Sons need to take part in conversations within the home to balance the conversations they hear outside the home.
      

      
      [image: image]    Sons need to learn to converse and articulate their feelings.
      

      
      [image: image]    Society, in so many ways, rewards those who are good at conversation – and conversation skills can be taught.
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