
 

 

MATHEMATICS: PLANNING A “BOY FRIENDLY” SCHEME OF WORK 

 

In the mathematics classroom, a “boy friendly” curriculum is an “everyone friendly” curriculum. I hope those who read 
that title and were enraged are now placated, as we tear down any assumption that mathematics as a subject body is 
biased towards boys or that boys must learn in a different way to girls. 

Having been teaching for 10 years now, I have experienced a lot of the lower standards that boys are held to when 
compared with girls. I have heard that boys are less organised, boys have messier handwriting, boys like competition, 
boys are not well behaved, and that boys need lessons to be more physical. Maths is a subject that largely requires 
pen and paper and lots of listening; and yet it is still chosen by more boys than girls at A-level and is one of the very 
few subjects that boys do better at than girls (16.7% of boys achieved a 7 at GCSE last year compared with 15.5% of 
girls). This shows us boys enjoy it, and do well at it, despite it not being a physical, competitive subject.  

So, in my experience, what about mathematics do boys enjoy? The same things that girls do. I find the happiest of 
classrooms have lots of collaboration to solve problems, discussion of ideas, high expectations and open pride and 
satisfaction when learning something new and hard. Last year, I had a group of 4 boys who sat in a row, called 
themselves the “Algebros” and high fived each other for every problem solved. It was particularly sweet because they 
were at different ability levels and really encouraged each other. A culture in the classroom where boys can 
collaborate, not compete, and feel proud to achieve publicly. I have had low prior attaining boys in a “bottom set” 
class who would leave every lesson thinking they were the best mathematicians ever, and tell everyone that, because 
the culture was one of collaboration, support, and no competition.  

Matt Pinkett said that by stereotyping boys as competitive, we cause damage. There can only really be one winner, 
and while he may feel good about it, every “loser” will be demotivated and less likely to try again. The damage is to 
their self-worth, and we see that in the cycle of boys in bottom sets who no longer feel they are capable of anything. 
It is much harder to turn those boys around than it is to nurture them from the beginning. 

So, we know what we shouldn’t do in the maths classroom. Don’t encourage competition. That means: 

• no getting students to call out their scores - I know it feels like a time saver when you’re trying to take them 
in quickly, but in the long term it won’t be when you’re trying to pick their self-esteem back up for the next 
year 

• no timed races to complete a task – including times tables grids – reduce the stakes and drop the timer (more 
on how to manage this a different way below) 

• no comparing one student to another 

• No class rankings, or displaying scores, the only comparison they should be making is that of themselves now 
to themselves a few weeks ago. 

That’s what not to do. What can we be doing to ensure all students succeed? How can our curriculum planning help 
us promote boys’ learning? The same way we promote anyone’s learning: 
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• Use low stakes quizzing as much as possible. In maths this could be a simple exit question handed to you 
before they leave or competing the same style of questions at the start of every lesson. Have you tried “last 
lesson, last week, last month, last term” yet? One question on each to keep prior knowledge ticking over. It 
will feed into your lesson, while helping retention levels. 

• Consider assessments that show progress for each student. Our classes sit a “pre-test” and a “post-test” for 
every topic, they’re almost identical but we change out some of the numbers or adapt a question here or 
there, and students can see how much they’ve improved. They also feel set up to succeed: we show them 
exactly what we want from them, teach them to do well, and then their final assessment has no surprises. This 
success breeds engagement: they enjoy maths because they feel good at it. 

• Ensure your curriculum doesn’t set a ceiling on any lower sets you may have. We have the same, extremely 
challenging, curriculum for all groups from years 7 to 9. Sometimes they need more models, scaffolding, or 
content broken into smaller steps to get there, but don’t just assume they can’t. Matt talks about high 
challenge, with skilful scaffolding. Don’t deprive students of the joy of challenging and fulfilling mathematics, 
that’s why we love the subject, we should share it. 

• Let the subject BE the hook. There is no need to pander to interests, you talk about pizza, says Matt, they will 
just think about pizza. Show them they can enjoy mathematics for mathematics sake, and that’s what will 
create engagement and enjoyment. “When will I ever need this in real life miss?” Answer honestly where you 
can: “Mathematics is beautiful and amazing, and you deserve to know everything that I know and every other 
student in this country gets to know. That is your right”. 

• Model, model, model. Every new teacher assumes one or two examples should be enough, but it is never 
enough. Show every example you can fit into the time, every non-example, every unusual example, think out 
loud so they can understand your thought processes and get them to think out loud too. Matt says this works 
best when a girl does it first, not because boys need the example but because it tackles any thoughts they 
might have about girls being inferior.  

• Have extremely high standards of mathematical language and plan into your curriculum to teach it explicitly. 
Do not pick up on accents/grammar when it has nothing to do with the problem, but if they say “point” when 
you’ve just spent sufficient lesson time explaining when to correctly use the word “vertex”? That’s the 
language you focus on. 

• Dropping the timer doesn’t mean dropping the challenge, it is OK to say “we are spending about 5 minutes on 
this” but if you are using a timer to hurry them along, that’s behaviour management. When we think about 
behaviour management we want to think “praise in public, reprimand in private” – if a student is slacking off 
that’s a conversation to have one on one. Praise the others for their intrinsic motivation in public! That’s what 
we are aiming for! If the five minutes are up and much of the class aren’t finished, give them more time, give 
them another example, or get out the manipulatives. I’ve had students ask if they can have more time on a 
task but the rest of the class were done, I ask them to pause it for now, listen to the next steps and then go 
back to it. Just like us, students enjoy that feeling of completing a problem. 

In attending the webinar with Matt Pinkett and exploring the ideas in “Boys Don’t Try?” I found a wealth of support to 
back up everything I had already read in mathematics specific Teaching and Learning books and articles. The 
suggestions are therefore not asking us to do anything extra or new for boys, just to teach all students with 
consideration and respect. In implementing these ideas from this article, we are improving education for all groups 
and creating mathematicians with substance. How refreshing! 

 


