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Through a variety
of communication
channels the
Government
engages those
involved in
education with the
discourse that
'‘boys’ under-
achievement is a
major concern’

Initintives aimed at boys could be viewed by girls as not promoting gender equality but reinforcing

existing girls’ view that the world is male dominated.

Cheryl Lewis

Raising academic standards:
Are initiatives aimed at boys
detrimental to girls self-esteem?

An abstract from DfES statistics and a review of
academic studies suggests that Government
initiatives, to assist boys, need to be examined
for any detrimental effects on girls' self-esteem.

In recent years there has been a focus an the
'achievement gap' between boys and girls
and the negative impact that this has on boys.
Guidelines have beenissued to Local Education
Authorities and to scheols on how to raise
standards, particularly amongst boys. Many
schools have gone on to develop initiatives
aimed at raising standards among boys.

The responsibility for education policy and

strategy development lies at national level with -

the Department for Education and Skills. The
Department produces a range of publications
including White and Green Papers, perfor-
mance tables, teacher training materials and
information for parents. The Depariment’s
Internet web site holds much of its documenta-
tion. One section is specifically related to raising
standards and there is an area titled ‘Gender
and Achievement'.

Boys underachievement

The web stte is one of a number of commu-
nication channels where Government engages
those involved in education with the discourse
that 'boys” underachievement is a major con-
cern' (DfES, 2002). Schools are advised to
develop their own individual strategies to
tackle boys’ underachievement and that it is
best to take a 'whole-school approach that
involves senmior management, teaching and

support staff.' Analysing performance data is
seen as a crucial starting point in this process.
Whilst schools are invited to consider the
underachievement of other pupils such as those
from particular social or ethnic groups the key
focus is on low levels of attainment amongst
boys, particularly in literacy.

DFES statistics

An abstract from the DfES website shows
Year 2000 Key Stage results:
Key Stage 1
* 10% more girls than boys achieved level 2 in read-
ing, writing and spelling
= 1% more girls than boys achieved level 2 in maths
= By level 3 there is a greater gap in reading, writing
‘and spelling
* 3% more boys than girls achieve level 3 in maths
Key Stage 2
= 10% more girls than boys achieved level 4 in English
= 2% more boys than girls achieved level 4 in maths
* 11% more girls than boys achieved level 5 in English
* 3% more boys than girls achieved [evel 5 in maths
Key Stage 3
= 17% more girls reach achieved level 5+ in English
* The same percentages achieved level 5+ in maths
* 4% more boys than girls achieved level 5+ in science
* In non core subjects such as languages, PE and
information technology, girls achieved better in all
subjects apart from PE
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Key Stage 4
= 10% more girls than boys achieved 5A - C
grades at GCSE
* In maths GCSEs the performance of boys
and girls was the same
* The gap between boys and girls is great-
est in languages and art and design
Alevel
= More girls took English and languages
* Maths, physics and design and technology
were dominated by boys
= Despite this, at A - E grades, boys do
better in French, girls do better in physics,
but none of these percentage differences
is greater than 5%
= At A or B grades boys out perform girls in
history, English, French, and computer
studies. Girls out perform boys in science
and maths but by very small percentages.

Small differences

The DIES performance statistics,
do indicate that girls achieve higher
standards in some subjects than boys.
These are however very general statis-
tics concentrated at the higher end of
achievement levels and show rela-
tively small differences between boys
and girls. By A level, at the highest
grades, there is littie difference
between boys and girls.

Academic studies

A number of academic studies
have been undertaken concerned with
the topic of under achievement in boys.
West (1999), notes that “special atten-
tion has been given to the problem in
England’, with the UK Government
seeing boys as ‘having unequal
chances in education’. West, and other
researchers, suggest that there haslong
been a problem with boys’
underachievement. He builds on work
by Schnack and Neutzling (1990) who
suggest that schools have
become highly feminised

...sékools have

involves considering achievement
gaps in proportion to the figures on
which they are based. Their research
concludes that much work in this area
is ‘overwhelmingly concerned with a
pattern of boys’ underachievement
which is conceptualized as a general
phenomenon’. They argue that inter-
ventions to raise standards among
boys are too general
and do not deal with
the complexity of dif-
ferential attainment.
Research by Arnot

<Ldittle attention
has been paid to

class boys and their achievement rates in
comparison to middle class boys. They also
point to other key historical features such as
the 11+ examinations that were deliberately
skewed so that girls had to achieve better
results than boys to get grammar places in
order that nnumbers were appropriately bal-
anced. The key issue they argue is that girls’
results have improved more markedly than
boys. They argue that little
attention has been paid to
which groups of boys are not
performing well, rather that
they have been homoge-

et al (1998), concluded which sroups Of nized and certain groups,
that ‘boys lag behind in boys are not such as African-Caribbean
early literacy skills and peiforming boys been subject to racist
later in English” and well.. stereotyping. Their work

that they perform less
well at GCSE examina-
tions. This is however
not the full picture and girls perform
less well at maths and continue to opt
out of science and maths at higher lev-
els of study. The choice of subjects at
post 16 continues to follow traditional
gender patterns and this is repeated in
vocational qualifica-
tions. They argue that

seeks to illustrate what they

term the ‘binary trap” where

gains made by girls are

assumed to equate to losses by boys and the

problems caused by gender stereotyping,
that is the ‘real boys don’t work syndrome’.

Murphy and Elwood (1998) draw atten-

tion to the introduction of the National

Curriculum and the impact this had on

course choice, style of exami-

nations and the way that this

‘blanket statements hlanket may influence differential
about girls performing statements about attainment levels.

better than boys are dif- . . Gorard, in recent work,
ficult to justify’. There gtrlsp e’:f orming {Gorard, 5. 2002, An alterna-
is a need to consider the better than boys tive account of boys’
achievement of particu- are dnfﬁcult to underachievement at school)
lar groups of young justiﬁ:. points to the need to loock

people, particular sub-

jects and at different

levels of performance.

They draw attention to the need tolook
closely at factors such as class, ethnic
origin and the local context.

This is also echoed by Epstein et al
(2000}, who suggest that boys’
underachievement has been
‘sensationalized
recently’. The whole

and girls havebeencham-  pecome highly debate about boys and
pioned at the cost of feminised and achievement levels is
Ignog?g boys. s gfl’lS have been described by the govern-

er academic . ment as recent and new
research has challenged Champ ioned at but the authors show that
this view. Gorard et al. the cost of ‘underachievement
(1999) identified two ignoring bOyS. among boys has been

methods of calculating

around for some time’.

achievement gaps that gave radically | They quote a study by Willis {1977},
different and often contradictory | which looked particularly at disaffec-

results. The method they put forward

tion within schooling among working

closely at factors such as

home background, school

structure, social skills and
differences in achievement levels at differ-
ent levels of attainment. The combination of
all of these and other factors, such as changes
in assessment mechanisms mean a ‘simple
gendered explanation of achievement does
nat work’. He takes issue with the term
“underachievement’ suggesting it has ‘con-
ceptual and practical difficulties’. He argues
that when it is used in relation to gender
‘there is no evidence that, given the nature of
the assessment system, boys are
underperforming in relation to any potential
any more than girls are’. All that can be
observed is ‘in general, girls are achieving
higher aggregate scores in statutory assess-
ments and examinations at school’. To say
this is the ‘fault of boys” assumes the assess-
ment system to be “gender neutral’. The
underachievement of boys has therefore not
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been established and Gorard questions
whether educators should therefore
‘tolerate the existing differential attain-
ment rates’. He makes a case for not
intervening in schools {which he
describes as “initiative overloaded') at
the present time, instead to focus on
research which gives a more complete
and accurate picture of differential
attainment. He draws attention to the
longer term impacts that any schooling
initiatives may have on the lives of
both women and men in adult society
and the need for them to be more equi-
table and effective.

Little difference

The DIES performance statistics,
referred to earlier, do indicate that girls
achieve higher standards in some sub-
jects when compared to boys. The
statistics are very general and concen-
trated at the higher end of achievernent
levels. They show relatively small dif-
ferences between boys and girls.
Interestingly, by A level, at the highest
grades, there is little difference
between boys and girls.

However, the types of ‘headline
statistics” seen in the the media appear
to justify general claims of boys’
underachievement. Researchers are
beginning to question the way the sta-
tistics are calculated and Gorard et al
(1999), indicate that there are poten-
tially different ways of calculating the
statistics which show different results
in terms of gender gaps.

Broad-brush approach

Even if one accepts the validity of
the statistics, then their ‘broad-brush”
approach must be noted and raise a
cause for concern. The statistics fail to
show in any detail the achievement of
particular groups of boys or girls.
Much of the research reviewed in this
paper point to the need to look at other
factors as well as gender. These include
class, ethnicity and personal back-
ground. It would appear that litile
acknowledgment, of the lack of statisti-
cal detail, has taken place in many of
the Local Authority initiatives (Lewis,
2002). Mainly, their focus is on boys
generally rather than even specific
groups of failing boys. Girls may espe-
cially lose out in this scenario. As they
are not seen as a priority,

underachieving girls may get less help
and attention. The report from the
Trust for the Study of Adolescence
{2000) suggests ‘it is time to look at the
fine detail rather than at the broad
picture’.

The research findings suggest that
schools need to concentrate more time
on assisting, both boys and girls, in a
focused way with greater depth of
understanding of why pupils under-
achieve compared with the potential
for each individual.

Greater need

There is a greater need for schools
to focus on the overriding inequalities
of society and the task of empowering
girls. Hearn and Morgan (1990) sug-
gest some inttiatives in schools should
focus on boys because of, ‘their bully-
ing, sexual harassment, physical and
physiological abuse’, which they argue
‘are seriously damaging to girls emo-
tional and physical lives (and to the
lives of marginalized boys)’.

Emler (2001) argues thereis ‘alot of
interest in the concept of self esteem’
but there appears to be little work on
the differences in levels of self esteem
between boys and girls and even less
on how schooling affects this.

..there appears to
be little work on the
differences in levels
of self esteem
between boys and
girls and even less
on how schooling

affects this.

Evaluation

Little evaluative work, on the
impact of LEA initiatives on girls
appears to have been carried out by the
Local Authorities reviewed
(Lewis,2002). Thus little evidence
exists to judge the impact of initiatives,
aimed at boys, on girls self-esteem.
What appears clear however, is that if
high self-esteern involves feeling good
about oneself, then the implied criti-
cism of the way girls learn and the
focus on helping boys because they are

being ‘out performed’ by girls, may not help
girls’ self-esteem.

The evaluation of the initiatives in West
Sussex by Gubb and Arnot (2001) didn't
explicitly look at self-esteem but did how-
ever draw some interesting conclusions in
relation to how the girls felt about the initia-
tives. To take a specific example, that of
teacher directed seating, girls reported that
they found it hard to concentrate when
placed next to potentially disruptive boys
and that they didn't feel that it worked. In
relation to increasing competitive activities
in the classroom, girls found it put unneces-
sary pressure on them.

‘Not cool to work’

Girls in the West Sussex schools were
asked to explain why boys underachieved;
they put it down to “boys don’'t like school,
girls work harder” and it being ‘not cool to
work’. They confirmed they had problems
with boys” behaviour and teacher expecta-
tions. Boys were felt to dominate discussion
times. Girls expressed a number of feelings:
they felt too unworthy to ask questions;
were not important enough; were ‘expected
to be quiet and get on with it” and, thus did
not receive teacher-time. Feeling unworthy
may well contribute to low levels of
self-esteem, Gubb and Arnot (2001), also
found that the secondary school girls were
noting that it is a “male dominated world,
boys don't need {o work hard’. The authors
also found that some of the girls were ‘be-
coming ‘laddish’ and joining a culture which
suggested thatto achieveis to benotliked".

The above comments suggest that any
initiatives aimed at boys could be viewed by
girls as not promoting gender equality but
reinforcing existing girls” view that the
world is male dominated.

Anecdotal evidence

A lack of research evidence, to suggest
that iinitiatives aimed at boys are detrimen-
tal to girls” self-esteem, should not diminish
the need to answer questions arising out of
anecdotal evidence, As Salisbury et al argue
(Salisbury, J., Gorard, 5., and Rees, G. 2002
Acounting for the differential attainment of boys
and girls at school: A state of the art review) the
‘evidence is simply not available yet to allow
judgments to be formed on the effectiveness
of these measures’. It would appear to be
much more important to look at each indi-
vidual and relevant subjects. It is also
important to consider the individuals’
achievement levels, recognizing that

Vol.21 No.4, 2003

Education and Health 67

differences within gender are much more significant than those
between the genders.

The types of LEA initiatives that have been reviewed claim
to address gender difference in levels of achievement, what
they fail to do is recognize and address more important overall
differences in gendered power relations and make no attempt

In a broader sense society is gendered and girls ‘under-
achieve’ in many ways in life compared with boys. Schools
should begin to address this issue and plan appropriately. The
Equal Opportunities Chair, talking about boys
underachievement said - ‘equality is about both sexes being
able to fulfill their potential, not a battle between the sexes - that

to work towards how these could be reduced or removed.
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