Why Are My Kids Weird?

a talk by Graham Mitchell

I. Thesis statement: “Weird” kids don’t share the majority view on what is worth paying attention to.  Or, they find it difficult to pick up how they ‘should’ behave.

II. Famous weirdos:  Bill Gates, Bobby Fischer, Steve Wozniak, Francis Crick,

Linus Torvalds, Paul Erdös, Douglas Engelbart (1964)

III. On not sharing values


A. Today’s system of raising children is a bit broken;

things ain’t what they used to be.


B. If you want to get better, you’ve got to get different.

IV. On being unable to pick up what they need to do


A. analogy - Spanish as a second language


B. on Autism



i. Simon Baron-Cohen’s “EQ SQ” Theory



ii. definition of Autism from the DSM-IV


C. on Asperger syndrome



i. hallmarks of AS


D. about mirror neurons

V. So why is this hard for them?


A. Social norms are arbitrary, temporary, subtle, primarily non-verbal

VI. What does this look like?


A. introverted


B. tactless


C. pedantic

D. smart rather than popular

VII. What can I do about it?


A. support - lead with empathy


B. explain to them what’s going on; teach them with words


C. be precise

VIII. A case study - Bob and Alice

Why are smart kids so consistently unpopular? The answer, I think, is that they don't really want to be popular.

If someone had told me that at the time, I would have laughed at him. Being unpopular in school makes kids miserable, some of them so miserable that they commit suicide. Telling me that I didn't want to be popular would have seemed like telling someone dying of thirst in a desert that he didn't want a glass of water. Of course I wanted to be popular.

But in fact I didn't, not enough. There was something else I wanted more: to be smart. Not simply to do well in school, though that counted for something, but to design beautiful rockets, or to write well, or to understand how to program computers. In general, to make great things.

At the time I never tried to separate my wants and weigh them against one another. If I had, I would have seen that being smart was more important. If someone had offered me the chance to be the most popular kid in school, but only at the price of being of average intelligence (humor me here), I wouldn't have taken it.

Much as they suffer from their unpopularity, I don't think many nerds would. To them the thought of average intelligence is unbearable. But most kids would take that deal. For half of them, it would be a step up. Even for someone in the eightieth percentile (assuming, as everyone seemed to then, that intelligence is a scalar), who wouldn't drop thirty points in exchange for being loved and admired by everyone?

And that, I think, is the root of the problem. Nerds serve two masters. They want to be popular, certainly, but they want even more to be smart. And popularity is not something you can do in your spare time, not in the fiercely competitive environment of an American secondary school.


-- Paul Graham, in “Why Nerds Are Unpopular”

The word I most misunderstood was "tact." As used by adults, it seemed to mean keeping your mouth shut. I assumed it was derived from the same root as "tacit" and "taciturn," and that it literally meant being quiet. I vowed that I would never be tactful; they were never going to shut me up. In fact, it's derived from the same root as "tactile," and what it means is to have a deft touch. Tactful is the opposite of clumsy. I don't think I learned this until college.


-- Paul Graham, in “What You’ll Wish You’d Known”

