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• Ex- Director of Teaching and Learning, 
Ex- Deputy Head (Academic)
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About You? ❖ Phase?

❖ Type of school

❖ What you want to get out of this session?

❖ Anything else!
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Programme

Session 1

➢ Exploring the problem

➢ Techniques to use in the 
classroom

Session 2

➢ Literacy for boys

➢ Developing boys’ attitudes

➢ Beyond the classroom

➢ Whole-school elements
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“The boy problem”



Note that in these discussions:

1. We are talking about differences between 
groups, these won’t always apply to 
individuals.

2. Assuming all boys are the same can itself 
cause problems.

3. We don’t need to make any assumptions 
about nature vs nurture.

4. We are talking about groups as a way of 
developing practice and hence outcomes.!
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Raising boys’ achievement 
(Younger et al. 2005)

• All pupils’ achievement is rising through time…

• …but boys’ achievement is rising less rapidly than girls’.



Shaw et al. 
(2016)
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Raising boys’ achievement 
(Younger et al. 2005)

• All pupils’ achievement is rising through time…

• …but boys’ achievement is rising less rapidly than girls’.

• Generalisations might conceal as much as they reveal

• A focus on literacy, particularly writing is important.

• Divided interventions into pedagogic, individual, organisational and 

social-cultural
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(Nye and Thomson 2019)



why

What do you think are the 
characteristics of boys which 
hold them back compared to 
girls?

(High level features)

?
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‘We face a genuine problem of under-achievement among 

boys, particularly those from working class families. This under-

achievement is linked to a laddish culture which in many areas 

has grown out of deprivation, and a lack of both self-confidence 

and opportunity’.

David Blunkett in The Observer (2000)

Why the Differential 
Achievement?
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Why the Differential 
Achievement? (II)

Variety of explanations offered:

• brain differences between girls and boys

• boys’ disregard for authority, academic work and formal achievement

• differences in students’ attitudes to work, and their goals and aspirations

• girls’ increased maturity and more effective learning strategies

• differential gender interactions between pupils and teachers in the 
classroom

But many boys do well!
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Conform to 
gender 

expectation
s

Low effort
Schoolwork 

isn’t 
masculine

Lack of self-
confidence 
/ resilience

Hard work 
avoided After Pinkett 

and Roberts 
(2019)

PEER
PRESSURE

BOYS
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Four Myths
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1. Introduce competition

➢ Studies show that boys like 
competition…

➢ …so introducing more 
competition into lessons will help 
them learn.

“[Increasing competition] is likely to exacerbate the 
adoption of defensive strategies on the part of many 

boys”

(Jackson 2002)
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2. Make learning relevant

➢ Boys find the normal learning 
environment uncomfortable.

➢  So deliver through the curriculum 
through topics boys are interested 
in: football, gaming….

“…I don’t think content drives interest…

The content of a problem…may be sufficient to prompt 
your interest, but it won’t maintain it.”

(Willingham 2021)
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3. Boys’ have a kinaesthetic 
learning style

➢ “Boys learn best when they are 
moving or involved in hands-on 
activities”

“Analysis of the learning dominance profiles … did not 
reveal any correlation with gender: indeed, contrary to 
assertions in some of the literature, the mean scores 

suggested that, if anything, there was more of a kinaesthetic 
tendency amongst the girls than the boys.”

(Younger et al. 2005)
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4. Boys perform better with male 
teachers as role models

(Greg Hurst 2020)

➢Repeated studies show no 
impact of gender of teachers 
on student progress

➢Students ascribe very little 
importance to their teacher’s 
gender

For more see Wright and 
Brownhill(2018)
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1. These stereotypes boys! And may 

well reinforce these stereotypes 

further

2. Could reinforce unhelpful notions 

of masculinity

3. If boys aren’t motivated they will 
get bored anyway

4. There is a risk that the ‘relevant’ 

part will be learned and not the 

curriculum

5. Encourages low expectations

6. It prevents the building of cultural 

capital
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break time!

➢ Have a break / stretch / coffee!

➢ Open the form on the right

➢ Reflect on your priorities in your 
classroom(s)

➢ Choose top 3

➢ Submit form

https://forms.office.com/r/4GB0geL7J5 

https://forms.office.com/r/4GB0geL7J5
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In the 
classroom
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scaffold for success

➢ Traditional differentiation excludes 
pupils from extension tasks

➢ Challenge + scaffold includes 
everyone
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What is scaffolding?

The idea is that you should always create 

lessons that are challenging but 

achievable for students. The role for 

teachers is to provide that support (or 

‘scaffolding’) until the student can 
complete the task without help

(Jerome Bruner)
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Example
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then engage students in 
whole-class teaching

➢ Builds confidence

➢ Avoids praise for easy 

task (low expectations)

➢ Avoids lack of 

involvement in ‘harder’ 

tasks 
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More examples

➢ Task planner

➢ A list of the steps a pupil needs to take

➢ Model examples of work

➢ Images that support vocabulary learning

➢ Word bank

➢ Writing Frame

➢ Sentence starters
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one-on-one verbal scaffold

➢ “Let’s look at this together...” 

➢ “What have you done before, that 
will help you with this task?” 

➢ “Don’t forget, your work needs to 
include...” 



task

➢ Task planner

➢ A list of the steps a pupil needs to take

➢ Model examples of work

➢ Images that support vocabulary learning

➢ Word bank

➢ Writing Frame

➢ Sentence starters

➢ Verbal scaffolding
Think of an 
opportunity to provide 
scaffolding so all pupils 
can access the main 
task providing an 
opportunity for 
success during whole-
class discussion
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Mastery over performance

Performance goals

➢ receiving good grades

➢ outperforming others

➢ receiving positive feedback

Mastery goals

➢ learning new knowledge

➢ mastery over time

➢ enjoy challenge

Extrinsic motivation

Intrinsic motivation
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focus on tasks and 
language

➢ Help student understand that 

struggle and frustration are part of 

learning

➢ Encourage students with specific 

learning goals

➢ Be careful with general exhortations / 
praise

➢ Work on gradual improvement

➢ Be patient!
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Effective goal setting

Less effective standalone goal

I am going to meet the required standard in reading SATS

How are we going to get there?
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Goal
• Meet the standard

Plan

• During silent reading I will stretch myself 
with challenging texts

Rule

• I read harder texts in school and easier 
texts in the evening

Habit

• Four challenging texts read in the last half 
term
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woop!
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Competition revisited

Mastery goals imply competition 
against prior selves:

➢ Focus on gradual improvement

➢ Highlight how far they have come

(British Cycling)
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Marginal gains



Task

Think about a key barrier prevent an 
underperforming boy you teach (or group of 
boys) from performing well.

➢ What is causing this obstacle?

➢ What habit needs to be embedded in order 
surmount this obstacle?

➢ How can you set a goal/task to embed this 
habit?
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study skills
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Why might students not 
study effectively?

▪ In surveys, the majority of students put in less time studying than they 
would expect of a ‘good student’

In particular, boys:

➢ start their homework later in the day than girls and spend half their time 
completing it

➢ are more likely to come to school unprepared

➢ are less likely to seek help

➢ are less likely to set themselves up in a helpful environment

➢ work inconsistently and produce work that is poorly planned

➢ are less likely to study at home

(Roberts 2021)
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are boys overconfident?
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effective study skills

(Dunlosky et al. 2013)
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What can we do?

Teach pupils to 
revise effectively

No opt-out Honest review Curriculum 
planning

(Mark Enser 2019)
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teach study skills and self 
regulation

➢ Pre-work checklist

➢ Study timetables

➢ Evaluation

➢ Work environment

➢ Procrastination

➢ Effective techniques

(Roberts 2021)



task

How can you integrate teaching and evaluating 
study skills into your teaching in the second 
half of term?

➢ What aspects are holding students back? 
(Getting started, organisations, environment)

➢ How do students know what techniques to 
use?

➢ How are we ensuring that students complete 
the task?
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Feedback

(Sutton Trust 2023)
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Effective feedback

➢ Diagnostic

➢ Timely

➢ Acted upon

➢ Understandable

➢ Motivational
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managerial feedback

Commenting on:

➢ handwriting

➢ presentation 

➢ tools used (e.g. pen to draw a 

graph)

➢ state of book

➢ task completion

Focussed on work habits

❖ Boys are more likely to receive 
managerial feedback than girls

❖ Where girls do receive managerial 
feedback it is usually positive]

❖ Girls are more likely than boys to 
receive managerial feedback at 
the end of a task

(Morgan 2001)
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make sure you finish all the 
questions

Good work – well done!
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think carefully about 
praise

➢ Is it clear what is being praised?

➢ Are we feeding extrinsic motivation?

➢ Do boys appreciate public praise?

➢ How is praise motivating?
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not all feedback is written



Task

Think about some marking you are currently 
doing or is coming up.

What is the key learning barrier for your target 
learners? What is the most effective feedback 
you can give?

Think about feedback being:

➢ Diagnostic

➢ Timely

➢ Acted upon

➢ Understandable

➢ Motivational
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key take aways

➢ Boys’ underperformance is real, and its causes 

are complex.

➢ In supporting boys, we must avoid reinforcing 
stereotypes.

➢ Quality teaching to help boys make progress 

must be central to our response.
• Scaffolding

• Goals/Habits

• Study skills

• Feedback
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Final Thoughts
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Next time

➢ Literacy for boys

➢ Developing boys’ attitudes

➢ Beyond the classroom

➢ Whole-school elements
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