
 

 

ENGAGING BOYS 

 

 

‘Teach boys in exactly the same way that you teach girls. High challenge. High expectations. No gimmicks. 
No shortcuts.’ (Boys Don’t Try; Pinkett & Roberts, 2019) 

In 2017, girls were 12.5% more likely to participate in higher education than boys. Why? 
Girls aren’t that different from boys. Boys aren’t that different from girls. However, folk beliefs don’t often 
align with scientific evidence. From the outset, good teaching is good teaching and learning is learning – 
‘memory is the residue of thought’; gender doesn’t come into it. However, there is still a strong swell of 
anecdotal evidence to show how much harder teachers find it to teach boys; they appear to think differently, 
act on different motives, try less hard or try too hard, don’t wash or spend too much time in front of the 
mirror… When I first started teaching it was a recommended device to deploy a simple ‘Boy / Girl’ seating 
plan or, heaven forfend now, seat a tricky and under-performing boy next to an attractive intelligent girl to 
help raise his effort levels. Please don’t do this. Girls and boys need the same approaches – don’t let gender 
skew your planning. Kersey et al (2019) - “We see that children's brains function similarly regardless of their 
gender…” 
 
If asked to define typical ‘boy’ issues in school, you might come up with the following: 

• Boys have poor handwriting and poor presentation. 
• Boys don’t like reading. 
• Boys don’t like writing. 
• Boys are disruptive. 
• Boys fidget, fiddle and swing on their chairs. 
• Boys lack emotional maturity. 
• Boys can’t / won’t articulate their feelings. 
• Boys are lazy and can’t be bothered. 
• Boys don’t like being perceived as keen or eager. 
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If you got any of these I don’t blame you – these were my perceptions too. However, these can apply to girls 
too. Teaching boys has been made harder by societal stereotypes and negative points of view given too high 
a profile; many boys just want to learn. 
 
And, let’s be pragmatic, there are reasons for these assumptions: the Men and Boys Coalition reported in 
2018 that at: 
 
Key Stage 2 – 68% girls and 60% of boys reach expected standards 
Key Stage 4– 23.4% girls and 17.1% boys reached a grade 7 or above 
 
The statistics, however damned they may be, don’t lie. To add to that, UCAS reported in 2018 that 29,100 
more 18yr old females applied for university than males; that is quite shocking. Boys do less well than girls - 
the average Progress 8 score for girls is 0.22, whilst the average score for boys is -0.25 – but assuming that 
is a gender issue can lead to labels like ‘underachiever’; these don’t help.  
 
By making resources and designing lessons that are stereotypical it makes sweeping assumptions that all 
boys like the same thing – football, Fortnite, Nerf guns (my very examples alone showing the danger of 
stereotypes – how ironic…) By doing this we are also capping their ability to attain that vital cultural capital  
(first made notable by French writer and thinker Pierre Bourdieu in the 1970s)to refer to the accumulated 
social and cultural knowledge that can help a person make progress in the world! There are also strong 
sociological connections to class and family, not just in education. According to Pinkett and Roberts in their 
excellent book ‘Boys Don’t Try’ (from which the quotation at the top of this piece is taken) “Bourdieu argued 
that we accumulate cultural capital through accessing certain knowledge, behaviours, and skills that is highly 
valued in society. This knowledge, Bourdieu contended, shapes how others view our ‘cultural competence’ 
and determines our social status”. Pinkett and Roberts go on to give examples comparing how having read 
and understood highly-regarded texts or listened avidly to ‘high-brow’ music is likely to make a more positive 
impression on an interview panel than perhaps being able to quote the works of Dan Brown or sing Abba’s 
back-catalogue. They go on to state that “pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds generally receive less 
exposure to ideas that are likely to enable them to accrue cultural capital”, so the implication is clear – we as 
teachers have a duty to plug those gaps: “the school has responsibility to ensure pupils have the opportunity 
to build up cultural capital to avoid losing out to more advantaged peers”. If we sweep everyone up in a 
blinkered stereotype, then we close doors that could be opened; we put ceilings on ideas; we limit access to 
opportunity. 
 
If you are just starting out as a teacher, please be wary of trying to fit in with your students – they need 
teachers, role models, leaders – they’ve already got friends. I tried being ‘cool’ and ‘down with the kids’ (the 
very use of that phrase shows how far removed you actually are from youth reality) in my first years of 
teaching and although I won favour of students I didn’t draw the best from them; they enjoyed my lessons 
but enjoyment is a poor proxy for learning – they could have done better. I have realised that the best thing 
I can be is myself. I may be nothing like my students – hurtling towards 40, greying, bearded, fond of jazz 
and David Bowie – but therein lies the beauty; I appreciate that context is key. By removing any attempt at 
meeting students on common social ground I focus more on designing good resources and facilitating 
effective instruction; I use feedback to ascertain existing knowledge; I engage in dialogue related to learning 
to ensure my teaching is responsive. Yes, I make sure I throw in a reference or two that the ‘lads’ might 
understand but ultimately it is done with a pinch of irony – I’d do the same for the girls if I knew that I knew 
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my students well enough. The backbone of teaching is knowledge of your students – without that you cannot 
pitch your lesson, tailor your content, or select your strategies appropriately and effectively. 
 
The best way to approach teaching boys is to consider that a rising tide lifts all ships (Renzuli); teach to the 
top, have high expectations and encourage students to rise to them; challenge comes from depth, not 
breadth, so go deeper into topics, engage boys in discussion, frame learning in contexts they as individuals  
will understand. In the 1960s Rosenthal was exploring Pygmalion effects and they are still as relevant as ever 
today – ‘when teachers expected that certain children would show greater intellectual development, those 
children did show greater intellectual development’ (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1966). Remember that 
expectations are not the same as aspirations; the latter are what we want to happen, the former what we 
expect to happen – aspirations are transient, expectations can be reinforced constantly. Khattab (2015) 
found that having high expectations and aspirations is important: high aspirations but low expectations 
yielded low achievement. Work with students like this and use the power of parental expectations as well. 
Open the dialogue out and equip your boys with skills that harness the motivation that can come from high 
aspirations – self-regulation, metacognitive thinking, effective revision, and memory strategies such as 
retrieval. If aspirations are also low, boost them; celebrate success, show what success looks like and how 
achievable it is; praise effort, not outcome. 
 
Consider as well those resources that you do not create yourself – text books. As far back as 1975 MacMillan 
Publishers were aware of an issue: “Children are not simply being taught mathematics and reading; they are 
also learning, sometimes subliminally, how society regards certain groups of people”; “It would appear, then, 
that at a particularly influential period in their development, young children are being fed an unchanging diet 
of traditional gender roles in their learning materials”. Look through any revision guide for PE, for example, 
and it will surprise you how many stereotypes are perpetuated – the men are demonstrating the weights, 
the women the running. The rugby players and footballers are men, despite a proliferation of female 
exponents.  
 
 
To conclude, here is what we should and shouldn’t be doing: 
 
We shouldn’t be reinforcing gender expectations by: 

 
• Making our curriculum ‘boy friendly’. 
• Expecting specific things from males and females in the classroom. 
• Using specific terms with males when compared to females. 
• Perpetuating the myth that competition is the key only to boys. 

 
We should: 

 
• Ensure challenge and rigour for all students. 
• Cover topics that increase knowledge. 
• Be aware of our own language and how we might be reinforcing specific expectations of males and 

females in the classroom. 
• Reframe academic success as something to aspire to. 

 



 

 

 
 
Top Tips to Take Away: 
 

• Don’t adapt resources to meet stereotyped needs – treat all students as individuals and acknowledge 
the individuality that may be brought by a student’s gender alongside other aspects of their 
personality, engagement, attention and perception. 

• Teach to the top, like Rosenthal suggests – be Pygmalion, not Golem. 
• Jones & Myhill (2010) tell us that “Beliefs about gender identity informed the teachers' perceptions[…] 

whereby the underachieving boy and the high‐achieving girl were seen to conform to gender 
expectations; the high‐achieving boys were seen to challenge gender norms; and the underachieving 
girl emerges as largely overlooked. The perceived characteristics of the high‐achieving girl are 
presented as describing all girls. There appears to be a tendency to associate boys with 
underachievement and girls with high achievement.” Don’t fall foul of this. There is a wealth of 
literature out there on teacher perceptions of gender, get reading! 

• Devote equal attention across your students – don’t allow yourself to spend perceptibly more time 
with the girls in the group at the expense of the boys; don’t over-compensate, but don’t neglect. 

• Manage behaviour and attitude in accordance with issue – don’t pre-determine sanctions based on 
the idea that boys are troublesome and girls are largely compliant! 

• Promote a culture of success and academia in your classroom – don’t let students slip away or float 
along. Boys can often be seen in terms of what they can and cannot do, so use praise as a powerful 
tool to boost self-efficacy and perception. 

• Consciously avoid language with gender stereotypes within it – ‘man up’ etc! This further perpetuates 
a flawed vision based on gender, not individuality. 

• Pull boys, don’t push them - create an environment that fosters motivation and entices students so 
they feel a pull towards the goal, instead of using the pressure of deadlines, target grades and fear 
of failure to push them into something which they may resist. 

• Be yourself! 


