Raising boys’ attainment in English through single gender teaching and Assessment for Learning strategies

Aims
The original aim of the project was to investigate ways to raise boys’ attainment in English. We were aware that our GCSE top sets were heavily weighted towards girls, with often less than ten boys in a group of thirty plus, and we wanted to address this imbalance.  The main aim of the study was to close the attainment gap between boys and girls. The project has taken place over three years, with each year having a more defined focus:

· Year 1 - raising attainment in Year 9, specifically that of boys who had high CAT (cognitive ability test) verbal data but who were underachieving.

· Year 2 - broadening the focus to include some less able Y9 boys (assessed at KS3 Level 4 at the beginning of Year 9), while continuing work with the original cohort in Year 10.

· Year 3 (current) – continued support of the original cohort to close the gap between boys and girls at GCSE, especially in A/A* grades, while consolidating practices with the younger age groups.

Dimensions of the study

Three teachers are involved with the study: Mandi Horwood (Advanced Skills Teacher (AST) for English and Assessment for Learning (AfL) and Head of Department) and Rita Martin (AST for English and presently freelance Educational Consultant), and joining later, Erica Morgan, initially as an English teacher then Co- Head of Department .

The report of the full first two years of the study can be found on the Campaign for Learning website.

Main outcomes
· Since the implementation of learning strategies aimed at boys, boys’ achievement at KS3, and in Year 11 has significantly improved.
· The value-added gap between boys and girls, from KS2 to KS3, has closed.

· There is increased motivation from higher attaining boys in Year 11. 

· Since the introduction of targeted learning strategies there has been positive feedback from parents and staff.
Context

The Roseland is a smaller than average mixed 11-16 comprehensive school with ‘leading edge’ status. It serves an extensive, rural,economically mixed area. Pupils are almost exclusively of white British background whose attainment on entry is broadly average. The school has an average proportion of pupils with Special Educational Needs (SEN), but an above average proportion with statements. Most numerous are those with specific learning difficulties, or social, emotional or behavioural difficulties.

The project which is the focus of this study has taken place against the background of the school’s involvement in two whole-school programmes:

· Learning to Learn (L2L), which focuses on helping children understand among other things their own learning styles and motivation to learn; and

· Assessment for Learning (AfL), which has encouraged teachers to use evidence from students’ work to help them and their students identify strengths and weaknesses in order to develop plans for future learning. 

Teaching processes and strategies

We based our teaching and learning methods on a mixture of Learning to Learn strategies, the use of ICT and Drama, and Assessment for Learning (AfL) strategies. 

Our main considerations in planning strategies were: 

· to ensure that teaching and learning became a more active experience; and 

· to foster students’ confidence in their ability to succeed.

Clear learning objectives
We felt it was very important that boys had a purpose and a focus for their learning activities. We believed that they worked well when they understand the “big picture”. Each lesson was put into a wider context. For example, each teacher needed to ensure the boys understood how the skills they were developing in the classroom related to the exam. This could be showing how a speaking and listening task related to the skills required for GCSE paper 1 – the analysis of texts.

Raising expectations
Discussions between the Year 11 group and their teacher focused on how each one can attain an A* grade at GCSE.  They did not discuss lower grades when challenging their own attainment. 

Competition
Boys tended to raise their game when they were in competition with one another. This was especially the case among the highest achievers. Teachers fostered this by using teaching methods that allowed for healthy team work and competition. 

Varied teaching and learning tactics
According to National Learning Research (1997) only 5% of learning happens through lecture methods. Boys require variety and pace along with consolidation through talk and activity. This is even more true with the less able boys. On one occasion, in order to encourage boys to focus on classroom presentations, we gave them a toolbar which consisted of the key features they needed to use to ensure an effective outcome. This was linked to the key objectives for the assessment. The boys used this as a checklist, which they could tick as they listened to what was being said. This is a popular tactic as the boys are eager to find out who had ticked which key feature and whether their own assessment matched the teacher’s. 

Another successful approach was tracking the key characters through the first four chapters of a novel. The boys were put into teams, given a chapter and asked to fill out post-it notes with a point, a quote and an analysis. They chose to work in different ways within their teams of eight – some in pairs and some as a whole group. The post-its were stuck onto an agreed chart – the whole class decided how the chart was formed – and then they assessed each other’s achievements, which were adapted as the discussion continued. In this way the boys were forming an essay plan!

Peer pressure
Underlying our efforts to improve attainment was the need to change boys’ attitude to doing well in school. We found that arranging classroom activities which encouraged peer pressure was a useful way of achieving this. For example we set the boys the challenge of ‘teaching’ the rest of the class a section of a poem in pairs, which would then be peer assessed. We found that those students who made little effort in their presentations initially, worked harder as they saw others produce better examples, and as the group’s expectations for good quality work rose.

Use of ICT
Teachers used ICT as a means to improve writing skills and help boys take ownership of their own learning. Examples included:

· using interactive whiteboards to model types of writing, the teacher taking suggestions from the class and analysing the effects in class discussion. The class then used laptop computers to continue the writing; 

· the key tools – such as using a rhetorical question or a variety of punctuation - were kept on the whiteboard for reference during the lesson; 

· peer assessment – did the boys make comments on each others’ work? Using the comment facility in Word focused the boys on analysis and allowed simple changes to be made easily; and 

· PowerPoint presentations which were very popular as they allowed for visual aids to be used to stunning effect. The boys tended – far more than the similar girls’ groups – to add in sound and animation. 

Use of drama
The use of drama to explore ideas and themes enabled students to show off their knowledge and consolidate their learning - an opportunity to be physical and ‘play about’ while still being productive. One example was the use of a set of key words and phrases from a part of the set novel still unread handed out to the boys on strips of card in random order. In groups of three, the boys had to produce a drama based presentation that gave a flavour of the character using these words. There was a lot of laughter but the final product showed an understanding of the author’s craft that more conventional analysis may not have achieved so simply.

Assessment for Learning strategies 
Through Assessment for Learning, we gave each student ownership of his learning by taking away the mystery of why he does something in a lesson. This was done using: 

· learning objectives – so that students were clear about what they would be learning;
· success criteria – so students understood how we would assess what we had learnt to that point? This is where we tended to use toolbars, not always created by the teacher but also by class agreement;
· peer assessment – using focused peer marking linked to the success criteria. This focused first on achievement and then improvement, helping students understand how they would get to the next level. This was very successful in speaking and listening tasks but, initially, not as effective in written feedback. We needed to overcome the tendency of a minority to write unhelpful comments by using the “what’s in it for me” approach. However, once the boys could see that being critically constructive with someone else’s work actually improved their own they were far more focused. As with other AfL approaches, we introduced peer assessment in small easy chunks. 

· self assessment - to enable both academic and less academic boys to be objective about their self-assessment, the teachers developed clear strands in “pupil-speak” and began with the positive. With Year 11 we focused on the GCSE requirements. We broke down and practised these to help the group see where they were going and how to get there. We also gave plenty of oral feedback as a way of supporting the development of self-assessment.

· questioning and dialogue – the teachers thought about the variety of open and closed questions for specific purposes. The choice could reinforce/revise previous learning (closed) or lead to thought and analysis (open) in class dialogue. Discussion was very effective with the boys; and
· comment-only marking - the instant feedback and immediate action on improving the work was one that particularly appealed to boys. We did not give grades to a piece of work immediately, but gave guidance as to where on the grading system they were working and what they had to do to take them to the next grade on one piece of work. Their challenge was then to put the guidance into action for the next piece which was graded. The competitive element linked into how quickly they could achieve a higher grade than a friend.

Outcomes
Attitudes
Since the implementation of the teaching strategies described above, teachers have noted an increase in motivation among higher attaining boys in Year 11 which has coincided with a considerable lessening of the anti-academic achievement culture. Parents have also given positive feedback on their children’s progress. The questionnaires given to the groups found that the strategies which most seemed to motivate the boys were physical activities, such as drama and group work, and the use of humour. Boys also seemed to experience a sense of reduced pressure in single gender groups.
 “You feel relaxed because there are no girls around so you don’t mind to look like a boffin"
The overall impact of single gender teaching in English has been a positive one. From the groups themselves there has been overwhelming support, with the occasional exception. Parents are mostly pleased – some citing hormones as a barrier to learning in a mixed gender class! Staff are enjoying the challenge of using different styles of teaching for their particular gender as well as incorporating AfL strategies.
“My lessons have become far livelier and also far more focused in my planning for learning”
Assessment results

· Key Stage 3 results show a significant improvement, particularly in writing – 93% gained Level 5 or above. There were only 2 students on roll who were not entered, and two who were entered but did not achieve a Level 5. These last two gained Level 5 in writing – our key focus.

· There was a far greater number of Levels 6 and Levels 7 achieved in KS3 tests in 2005 than in comparable years. 

· The value-added gap between boys and girls, from KS2 to KS3, has closed.

· Forecast grades in English for the present Y11 boys are far higher than comparable years.

Research Methods

In the first year, we began by analysing the cognitive ability data on a selected group of Year 9 students – both genders. This is tested by the school in Year 7 and Year 9. It shows the natural ability in verbal, quantitative and non-verbal skills. We looked mainly at the high verbal skills which linked to English and the high non-verbal skills which can show divergent thinking – an element desirable in many areas of the subject.
These were grouped into two “Master Classes” with a control group which also had some of the higher ability students. There were 18 in the boys group – deliberately kept small - the girls’ group and the control group had 27 each. The KS3 results were then analysed at the end of the year by the teacher researchers and also put into graph form by staff at the University of Newcastle who analysed the data for the L2L.
At each stage we used questionnaires to analyse the impact on students, other staff and parents. These questionnaires have been complemented by the detailed record of the planning and informal observations of the groups over the year along with digital images of the classes. The University of Newcastle team converted the questionnaires into graphs which can be seen in the full study.

The second year used similar data and questionnaires but with a wider spectrum as all the initial groups were widened through KS3 results as the pupils moved into Y10. A group of lower attaining boys was added to extend the research. In our third year, the initial group is in Year 11 and we have extended the research further to include all Year 10. This time, questionnaires will focus on the impact on different ability groups identified through cognitive ability data and KS3 results.
Conclusions

The three most important conclusions for us are that:

· single gender teaching in English can raise attainment by raising self-esteem and motivation, particularly in boys;

· by adapting teaching methods, it is possible to develop independent, resourceful and reflective learners; and
· good relationships between teacher and pupils and, smaller classes – in this case as a result of the single gender classes - are important elements of enabling learning to learn.
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