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Making schools boy-friendly

July 19, 2004
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money Since the mid-1990s educators have been warning that the education system is not adequately
educaton recognising the distinctive needs of boys. The 2002 Senate inquiry into boys' education revealed a
‘staggering gap between boys' and girls’ achievement levels. Boys were not reading as much and
were not engaging intellectually, and girls had a longer attention span and were working harder

‘The problem is obvious to all, but the solution is proving elusive - how can we create boy-fiendly
schools?

‘The politicians have seized on the issue. Labor leader Mark Latham made headlines with his
“crisis of masculinity” speech, and Education Minister Brendan Nelson did likewise when he
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‘announced he wanted to amend the Sex Discrimination Act to allow male-only teaching
scholarships to be offered.

‘Some argue that Nelson has got it wrong, that what really matters is the quality of the teaching
and leaming. Others argue that its more to do with where you live and how poor or weakthy you are
- that regardless of gender. boys and girls in rural areas and from poorer socio-economic
backgrounds tend to be the most disadvantaged educationally

But while the debate rages on, the truth is that for some of my male patients, schools remain
psychological wasteland where they don't feel safe. valued or listened to. What baffles me is the
‘unwillingness of many schools to respond to even the most basic suggestions about creating a
boy-fiendly environment.

So, ifyou have  son at school, it may be worthwhile taking the following 10 suggestions to your
Tocal principal and asking politely whether the school has looked at them. These proposals come
from educators such s Dr Peter West, Dr Tim Hawkes, lan Lilico, Rollo Browne and Richard
Fletcher who have spent years researching and debating these issues. It s by no means
exhaustive, but would be a great start.

1. All teachers should get boys to talk before they write anything.

‘The experts argue that when boys are given the opportunity to talk things through before writing,
the quality of their witing increases dramatically.

2. All writing for boys should be done within teacher-prepared templates.

‘The experts argue that when teachers hand out such templates - which indicate the requisite
‘number of pages required., along vith headings and the number of lines required for each section -
boys’ witing improves

3. Classrooms should be less bright.

‘Some researchers argue that more subdued lighting results in more settled behaviour - by both
girls and boys - and creates an atmosphere in which boys are more able to talk about their feelings
and discuss dificult issues

a

e should be expl

ly structured.

Tasks should be quantified so that boys leam to work within a given, explicit time frame_This helps
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them focus on their work and inhibits the time-wasting they are often prone to - especially during ~
group work_In particular, teachers should be encouraged to give a suggested time allowance for
homework that is set. This would enable boys to budget their time and would make homework
tasks seem less daunting.

5. Teachers should use more quizzes.

Who would have thought we need more Eddie McGuires in the classroom? Those in the know
argue that the use of quizzes as a form of classroom leaming, consolidation and examination is
useful for boys in particular. Where a conventional test is a contest between teacher and student, a
quiz is student versus student, and hence more competitive. Boys apparently are much more likely
to study for a quiz than a test, especially ifthere is some small prize, and they can work in teams,
which they tend to enjoy.

6. Boys should be taught anger management throughout primary and secondary school.

Anger has become the emotional funnel through which boys' emotions are channelled, because
anger has become one of the few accepted responses among peers. Once we can give a boy the
words for what he is really experiencing - hurt, anxiety. frustration, disappointment, shame, etc - he
‘can begin to deal with it. and help himself This should be taught by appropriately trained teachers
to all students - because it is every bit as important as literacy and numeracy.

7. Boys at risk need to be identified early, and helped.

Teachers must be particularly vigilant in seeking out the loners in our schools. These are the boys
and gils who are sufleing rejection by the peer groups and who feel they are alone. Unless we
helploners feel valuable and accepted in schools, we will all suffer. Loners have a higher risk of
depression, anxiety and worse - if not helped.

8. More use should be made of information technology in the teaching of boys.

Dr Tim Hawkes argues that boys leam best using graphs, charts and computer technology. yet
education methods still rely heavily on essays and English assessments. He says that classroom
practice should include more interactive teaching through the use of audio-sual instruction,
CD-ROMs etc

9. Teachers should use rewards and praise much more.

Boys seek short-term and immediate praise and rewards, 0 every eflot should be made to reward
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Teachers must be particularly vigilant in seeking out the loners in our schools. These are the boys
and gils who are sufleing rejection by the peer groups and who feel they are alone. Unless we
helploners feel valuable and accepted in schools, we will all suffer. Loners have a higher risk of
depression, anxiety and worse - if not helped.

8. More use should be made of information technology in the teaching of boys.

Dr Tim Hawkes argues that boys leam best using graphs, charts and computer technology. yet
education methods still rely heavily on essays and English assessments. He says that classroom
practice should include more interactive teaching through the use of audio-sual instruction,
CD-ROMs etc

9. Teachers should use rewards and praise much more.

Boys seek short-term and immediate praise and rewards, 0 every eflot should be made to reward
boys when they have done something praiseworthy.

10. Less homework should be given.

‘Some educational psychologists argue that homework is unnecessary f class work is fun,
purposeful, inspirational and intensive. Certainly. homework for homework's sake needs to be
eliminated. And given the worrying levels of obesity among young Australians, we should be doing
all we can to encourage more physical activity rather than more desk-bound homework

Ave these things happening at your son's school? If not, perhaps you should find out why.

r Hichael Carr-Gregg s an educational psychologist at the Abert Road Centre for Heath in South lfelbourne.
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