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Raising boys' achievement
Eve Bearne and Dr Molly Warrington

A three-year project on boys' achievement has found that literacy cannot be separated from issues of self-esteem and preferred learning styles. Eve Bearne and Dr Molly Warrington, from the University of Cambridge Faculty of Education, report interim findings.  

There are no easy answers to concerns about raising boys' achievement. However, this three-year project, funded by the Department for Education and Skills, has identified some ways to address the issues. The primary schools in the project have been working in groups of three in local authorities in different geographical and socio-economic areas of England. As both a research and intervention project, it has attempted to identify strategies used by schools which are successful in raising educational standards of boys (and girls) and to monitor how improvements in performance can be sustained over time.

Work with the eight primary triads during the main phase of the project has identified three broad approaches to raising boys' achievement: explicit attention to raising boys' achievement in literacy; a focus on teaching and learning styles; and strategies that aim to address issues of self esteem or disengagement with school culture. However, it has also found that raising standards in literacy cannot be separated from the other two aspects of the project. As the project reaches its analytic phase, it is clear that local, even school-specific, situations vary greatly and have their effect on achievement.

Some surprises about reading 

Early investigations showed that, in contrast with national trends, boys' achievements in reading were lower than their writing scores. Details from questionnaires to families suggest that male family members in these areas were less committed to school literacy than the women and girls, even though the men may enjoy home-based reading themselves. The association of literacy with women and girls, supported by other research, may have a negative effect on boys' attitudes to school-based reading.

Early surveys also indicated a high 'fear factor': boys often said that they were embarrassed to read aloud in class. It is significant that these responses were made by boys who had not been required to read aloud in class for several years. They seemed to be carrying deeply-felt worries from early school experience. For underachieving boys, reading offered little or no satisfaction, even at key stage 1.

In response to these findings, schools have adopted a range of ways to raise boys' engagement with reading, including: 

· enhanced and extended provision of books and other texts which include boys' preferences 

· buddy systems, where older boys who have 'barriers to learning', mentor younger readers (where possible, pairings have been matched according to home language ) 

· reading groups led by members of the school community who are not teachers, where there is emphatically no overt 'teaching' but a general sharing of reading pleasures, based on all kinds of
text 

· using reading journals on a regular but not routine basis as a reflective space to record, by choice, response to texts 

· explicit attention to teachers modelling ways of responding to the meaning and content of books, not just decoding the text 

· homework which specifically encourages pupils to read all kinds of texts. 

In general, participating schools are encouraging a wider view of reading with the emphasis on what is involved in 'being a reader'. Early indications are that these approaches have been highly effective in raising boys' achievements and changing their attitudes towards reading.

Getting writing right

Even in high achieving schools, writing can be a relative weakness and the low achievers tend to be boys. There is a tendency for boys to draw on visual sources for their writing and less successful writers are those who fail to translate these visual images to coherent written text. Those boys in the project who were identified as underachieving often liked writing but did not like redrafting texts or found the technical aspects of writing difficult.

As with reading, there were also factors associated with fear of failure or security more generally: this can mean that boys take fewer risks with their writing. Just as significant were those responses from boys who were always dissatisfied because they never had time to generate ideas or to take a piece of writing through to a finished product to their own satisfaction.

The overall strategy used by the project schools focusing on writing involves moving from 'learning to write' towards 'becoming a writer' - from an emphasis on technical skills towards a wider view of
what writing can mean. This has meant in all cases an integrated approach to literacy teaching where reading, writing, speaking and listening contribute to the development of ideas for writing. Emphasis
has been on:

· talk: more oral preparation for writing, with explicit attention to the structures of texts and opportunities to tell stories, give explanations or instructions, debate issues, before having to write narrative, procedural or persuasive texts 

· teachers as writers: not only teachers modelling different forms of writing but also writing for pupils and alongside them in the classroom 

· deliberate use of visual texts and visual approaches to writing and explicit discussion of how these relate to writing 

· a specifically genre-based approach across all curriculum areas where work in literacy sessions is consolidated in another subject in a systematic way 

· enabling boys to experience writing without the initial constraints of attention to the secretarial features, for example, through using writing journals 

· opportunities for sustained writing, with time to generate ideas, improve text and 'get it right'. 

Once again, there are early indications of a good rate of improvement in boys' writing.

Drama and literacy

Drama has been the focus for an integrated approach to literacy. Although drama approaches have been used in several project schools, in one triad in particular, teachers have shared planning for literacy, incorporating drama explicitly into medium-term plans for Years 5 and 6. In reading, drama has been used to develop understanding of the text, for example, through role-play activities to establish empathy with characters or improvisation to explore the themes of a text. These activities have helped pupils with reading for inference. In writing, drama has provided pupils with first-hand experiences, enabling them to write for real - or realistic - purposes. Drama activities have also provided experience of different ways to plan writing, particularly collaborative opportunities. The drama process allows pupils to discuss texts with peers and teachers as well, giving them reflective opportunities before writing.

Target setting

Throughout the project there has been a focus on setting specific, measurable and achievable targets for groups and individuals. Target setting may help boys particularly, since it offers some of the security that boys often want. For those who find learning a struggle, short-stepped processes can give a sense of progression and help to build self-esteem. Mentoring also helps pupils articulate their own understanding of what they have to do to improve. In the schools where target setting is a focus, strategies include:

· encouraging pupils to share in target setting so as to feel in control of their own learning 

· using short-term targets to encourage motivation and give a sense of progression 

· giving clear guidance on how to meet targets 

· guaranteeing time to monitor, review and set targets 

· linking targets with teaching objectives 

· expressing targets in language pupils can understand 

· giving written feedback on targets.

Reaching conclusions

Summer 2003 will be a critical time for the schools involved in the Raising Boys' Achievement project. End of year test results, analyses and evaluations of intervention strategies will give the hard data to support or challenge observed evidence. Within the different triads there have been noticeable shifts in boys' achievements. Alongside these data, the research teams and the schools involved will also be sifting evidence, observations, surveys of boys' perceptions and all the material gathered over the course of the project to try to reach some principles about ways to raise and sustain boys' achievements.

The diversity of the settings and circumstances of the schools involved in the project is matched by the diversity of the findings. However, the richness and variety of the work contributes to an overall picture which does offer some useful general principles as well as specific and detailed guidance. Across all three strands of the project, key themes include the importance of integrated, planned, systematic management and organisation - at whole school level as well as in classroom literacy teaching and learning; the valuable role of creative arts in the school curriculum; and the effects of increasing confidence in learning.

The findings also suggest that deliberate planning for inclusion of all aspects of speaking and listening in literacy sessions and other curriculum areas is effective. This includes teachers automatically using specific terminology about texts and language as well as offering ways of thinking through their use of language, for example, "Why has the author chosen to use those words?" and "I feel that this is more effective because..." 

Work-centred questions - either those requiring a precise response or those inviting reflection or speculation - are also key indicators of successful classrooms for boys and can be enhanced by the expectation that not everyone will have to answer all the time. It is even more effective when opportunities are created for pupils to ask questions of each other and the teacher. The schools where boys are most successful as learners and in literacy are those where they have had consistent opportunities for different kinds of talk from very early in their schooling.

Although the schools involved in this project are not offering quick fixes, their work does give some useful pointers for ways forward. They highlight the crucial importance of an integrated approach to
literacy and learning and one which specifically includes speaking and listening as a central feature.
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