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1

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Boys, Literacy and Schooling: Expanding the Repertoires of Practice describes an
inquiry into the bases of the common finding that boys indicate lower literacy scores
than girls on literacy tests and assessments. It explores the possible bases for that
finding and offers the beginnings of an educational response. The following general
questions guided the design of thisinquiry:

*  Which boys are underachieving with respect to literacy learning and
why?

e What is known about underachieving boys and their literacy
development, including:

—  What factorsinfluence underachievement in boys' literacy
performance and development?

—  Which existing practices in teaching educationally
underachieving boys are consistent with current research on good
literacy teaching?

—  What strategies have proven effective in improving the literacy
outcomes of boys?

The report attempts to provide reasonabl e and educationally productive answers to
these questions, through:

» using arepertoire of quantitative and qualitative data collection and
analytic techniques,

* employing amethod of establishing practices that benefit boys
learning;

e considering the hypothesis that a range of effective and focused
pedagogies assists boys and girlsin their literacy learning;

* interrelating and cross-referencing professional and research-based
knowledge on the matter of boys and literacy; and

* implementing and evaluating a variety of brief interventions aimed at
improving boys' literacy learning.

METHODS

In Phase 1 of the study, three surveys were conducted of the views of primary-school
teachers and parents of primary-school students:

1 Anéectronically managed survey of primary-school teachers beliefs
about the issue of boys and literacy, including their views of
appropriate and effective programs, strategies and classroom
organisation;

2 A pencil-and-paper survey of the perceptions of parents of primary-
school students of how literacy performance can be enhanced at
school and at home; and
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3 Anéectronic discussion list where matters relating to the literacy
education of boys were canvassed.

Aswell, face-to-face interviews were conducted with a year 2/3 teacher and ayear
6/7 teacher in each of 24 schools. In most cases, a senior member of the school’s
administration was also interviewed. The 24 primary schoolsin Queensland, New
South Wales and Tasmania represented awide variety of social, economic and
geographic contexts, and a range of student first-language backgrounds.

Phase 2 focused on developing and trialling classroom interventions, and evaluating
and documenting their effectiveness. From the 24 schools (48 teachers) of Phase 1 of
the study, 12 schools (24 teachers) were selected to continue participating in Phase 2.
The schools were selected to represent arange of educational settings across the three
participating States, especialy in regard to:

e arange of socio-economic settings,

» schools and communities with varying levels of students whose first
language background is not English;

* amix of inner-suburban, fringe-suburban and rural-provincial
schools; and

e amix of approaches from mixed-gender classrooms, single-gender
schools and classrooms in which boys and girls were separated for
some literacy-related activities.

Phase 2 commenced with atraining day aimed at enabling the participating teachers
to:

» extend their understandings of links between gender and literacy;

» refsearch and reformulate their current programs and practices;

» develop aprogram of action and a method of monitoring, evaluating
and reporting that program of action.

The teachers then carried out their planned classroom strategies in consultation with
the research team.

CLASSROOM INTERVENTIONS

During the intervention phase the 24 teachers designed and trialled a variety of
intervention strategies. Rather than describe these interventions as a set of 24 mini-
case studies, for the purposes of reporting and of meaning making, we have clustered
the interventions into common themes drawing on an interpretative framework based
on three kinds of repertoires of practice, expansions of which were, in one way or
another, the aims of all the interventions. These three repertoires we have termed:

* arepertoirefor (re)presenting the self. This deals with the waysin
which students, with a focus on the boys, can experiment with a
range of possibilitiesfor (re)presenting themselves in the classroom,
and with acceptable ways of conducting their presence and activity
within the school. An understanding of the waysin which
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masculinity is ‘performed’ and ‘enacted’ through the body is essential
here if boys are to extend their repertoires of the self.

As detailed in Chapter 6, teachers attempted to expand repertoires for
presenting the self by, for example:

— reconfiguring classroom literacy as active and embodied;

— capitalising on choice and personal experience; and

— focusing on boys' sense of self.

* arepertoirefor relating. This coversthe social relations of school
work, including the extent to which students are allowed to adopt
various positions of power, authority and agency in the classroom,
including greater latitude in the selection of materials, the forms of
tasks, the organisation of the work, and the means of assessment. It
means addressing the ways that masculinity endorses and authorises
particular relationship modes, and how these modes can be extended
and broadened. Inevitably, this repertoire has close links with the
expansion of repertoires of culture for boys and with repertoires for
(re)presenting the self.

Asdetailed in Chapter 6, teachers attempted to expand repertoires for
relating by positioning boys as:

— ‘learners inliteracy classrooms; and

—  ‘classparticipants in literacy classrooms.

* arepertoire for engaging with and negotiating the culture. This
entails looking beyond standard school to literacy-related materials
from other cultural sites and formations, including contemporary
commercial youth culture, integrating a wide range of modes of
expression (oral, written, electronic, musical, visual, and so on), and
cross-cultural or imagined (for example, fantasy) settings. For boys it
also entails negotiating the hyper-masculine world, along with what it
means to be male in such aworld, and the meanings and ways of
being constructed through such aworld.

As detailed in Chapter 6, teachers attempted to expand repertoires for
engaging cultures by focusing on, for example:

— the'‘rea’ and everyday;

— popular culture materials,;

— €electronic technologies; and

— multimedia and multimodal work.

Most of the teachers appreciated and worked on the inter-relatedness of these

repertoires. The general understanding was that, as the classroom broadens one or
other of these repertoires, it has consequences for the others.

Executive summary
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KEY FINDINGS

From interviews with teachers and school principals

Asdetailed in Chapter 5, interview materials generated from the 24 schools of Phase
1 of the study produced multi-layered data about the observations and explanations
offered by teachers for boys poor engagement and achievement in literacy.

Teachers observed that:

»  boyswere less successful than girlsin their ways of negotiating and
participating in conventional literacy classrooms and conventional
literacy activities;

*  boys showed a general lack of interest in print-based reading and
writing activities;

* boysdemonstrated a perceived lack of purpose and relevancein
school work;

* boysmade ‘minimalistic’ effortsto complete and present school
literacy tasks,

* boysweredisruptive, easily distracted and difficult to motivate
within the classroom; and that

* boyslacked self-esteem and confidence as learners.

However teachers also observed several features of boys' classroom behaviour which
made boys far more successful in terms of engaging with the multimodal literacies
and literacy contexts of the future. Teachers observed that:

* boyshad a strong interest in electronic and graphic forms of literate
practice;

* boyswerewillingto ‘do’ literacy in active, public ways (such as
debating, drama, public speaking); and that

* boyswere eager to engage with ‘real-life’ literacy contexts and ‘real-
life' literacy practices.

Explanations that teachers offered about boys' lack of engagement and achievement
in conventional literacy work drew from avariety of popular discourses and
positions, most commonly:

e hiology;

* theinfluence of families and close personal networks,

» cultural differencesin orientation to schools and the valuing of school
learning;

* theinteractive effects of ability and home environment;

» theavailability of male role-modelsin young boys' livesinside and
outside school;

» popular socia constructions of gender and the influence of the media;
and

» theinfluence of teachers and of schools themselves.

Executive summary 4
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From survey data

Findings from the surveys of teachers and parents reflected the kinds of discourses
that are commonly available for teachers and parents to draw upon. Our approach has
not been to critique those views by some consideration of their empirical status,
rather, we take these expressions to be a representation of the discourses widely
available in the subculture of teaching and in the community at large.

As detailed in Chapter 4, we draw two major findings from the explorations of
teachers and parents views on literacy performance in school and its association
with the particular problems of boys:

» Literacy performance, learning and development are widely seen to
relate to pre-conditions at home and to conditions out of school.

» Boysare ascribed specific attributes that distinguish them from girls
and that arerelated to literacy learning and development for school.
These included:

— higher activity levels;

— competitiveness,

— reactionsto criticism, related to self-esteem problems; and

— greater susceptibility to avariety of psychological, perceptual,
linguistic and social ‘weaknesses .

It seems that these ways of thinking are powerful and prevalent among teachers and
parents. They are compatible as well with discourses and presumptions widely
available in the culture and readily evident in the popular media and in many folk and
professional accounts of boys, schooling and literacy. While the accuracy and
productivity of these ways of thinking has long been debated, they appear strongly in
the rationales devel oped by the teachers who took part in the classroom interventions
of Phase 2 of the study, and thus they form a significant context for any
understanding or evaluation of those interventions.

From datarelated to the four-roles model

Before and after their classroom interventions, teachers were asked to estimate the
number of studentsin their class whom they considered would struggle with the
literacy demands of the school year ahead. The format for these estimates was the
‘four-roles model’ of literacy, which posits four central domains of competence that
interact in the development of appropriate and accurate literacy capability: breaking
the codes of the graphic message, participating in the explicit and implicit meaning
systems within the text, using textual forms in ways appropriate to a range of
purposeful settings, and critically analysing the contexts of texts from arange of
positions. Teachers provided separate estimates for reading and for writing. The
findings below are presented as indicative of the teachers' perceptions of students
progress within the limited time-frame (6—9 weeks) of the classroom intervention:

» Teachers saw their interventions as lowering the number of students
whose literacy abilities would cause them to experience difficulties
relating to literacy in the coming school year.

* While several teachersregistered that no evident gains had been
made on some of the criteria, and two teachers noted negative gains
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on one each of the criteria, most of the teachers reported positive
effects for the intervention.

Two distinct trends are evident in the teachers' estimates:

*  Firgt, students were generally rated as changing less on their code-
breaking skills as aresult of the intervention than on the other
domains. The students in these classes would be expected to have
received many learning experiences related to cracking the codes of
written English. This probably means that a higher entry baselineis
established for this aspect of literacy functioning than for the other
domains. In general, highest gains were noted for the text-user and
text-analyst categories. Several teachersindicated that they had been
concerned about the students’ limited exposure to arange of genres
and text-types, and had perceived the urgent need to enhance their
students' critical reading and writing capabilities.

»  Secondly, boys gains were generally reported to have been more
substantial than those of girls. Indeed, thereis only one instance of
the reverse — text-analysis skillsin year 2/3 writing. Since the
interventions were aimed specifically at improving boys' literacy
performance, thisis not surprising. It is worth noting, however, that
there was a decrease in the number of girls estimated to be facing
difficulties after the intervention, on al measures and areas and year
levels, with the exception of code-breaking in reading for year 2/3
girls (zero change estimated).

While there is aneed for caution in the interpretation of these findings, the results are
nonethel ess supportive of the proposition that even these short interventions appeared
to the teachers to have had some positive effects.

From teachers comments on the efficacy of the classroom interventions

When asked to list the learning outcomes associated with their interventions,
overwhelmingly, teachers reported increased engagement in literacy learning among
boys and improved confidence in their uptake of literate practices. Engagement and
confidence were the two most frequently cited outcomes distilled from teachers
written reports (and also from the interview data collected at the end of the study).
Teachers also reported improvements in students':

e vocabulary;

« overall quality of literacy work;

*  behaviour and attitude; and

e capacity to operate as critically literate text analysts.

On occasions, teachers expressed surprise at unanticipated improvements —ripple
effects — that appeared to spring from strategies that they had trialled. Most teachers
did not hesitate when asked to document observed changes in individual boysin their
class.

Executive summary 6
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Importantly, no teacher reported that the intervention strategies that they trialled had
jeopardised girls' opportunitiesto learn or to participate in the literate practices of the
classroom. Those who thought that their interventions had worked for boys, aso
thought that they had worked for girls. In teachers’ observations, it simply was not the
case that girls were excluded through the processes they employed to engage more
boys. The improved pedagogy seemed to enfranchise both boys and girls.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Our experiences on this project of working together with teachers and school
principals in schools across the three States leads us to make the following
recommendations:

Boys are not all the same and cannot be treated as an homogeneous group. They bring
different social and cultural backgrounds to the literacy classroom and these need to
be given serious consideration. However many boys share some common experiences
of ‘being aboy’ in Australian society, and are likely to be influenced by dominant
discourses of masculinity. The ways in which these discourses affect the life and
learning of a particular boy in aparticular classroom and community are aways
matters for empirical inquiry, calling for ongoing observation and analysis by
teachers and researchers.

Recommendation 1:

That, as part of their ongoing community analyses, schools
and teacher s acknowledge and explorethe varied social,
cultural and ethnic backgroundsthat boys bring with
them to theliteracy classroom, paying particular attention
to the ways that constructions of masculinity influence
boys behaviour and learning in literacy.

We have taken a practice- and futures-oriented approach to literacy that attempts to
take balanced and realistic consideration of the communicative tasks that |earners
face. To become functional and independent members of literacy-saturated
information societies, students must master a variety of forms of communication. The
following definition of literacy is compatible with our approach in this study:

Literacy isthe flexible and sustainable mastery of arepertoire
of practices with the texts of traditional and new
communications technologies via spoken language, print, and
multimedia.

(Luke, Freebody & Land 2000, p. 20)

‘Literacy’ isthus seen asreferring to particular forms of communication that

themselves entail particular valued repertoires of physical, psychological, social and
cultural practice, demeanour and disposition. Effective literacy education therefore
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involves practice in these valued repertoires, in the context of accessing the powerful
curricular ways of knowing and finding out about the world, and in the knowledge
that the communicational environment in which young Australianslive is undergoing
aprocess of rapid cultural and technological change.

For policy-makers, thisrevisiting of literacy means arealistic interrogation of
currently held definitions of literacy, explicit or otherwise, about whether those
definitions can do the work of addressing the genuine literacy demands that young
people do and will face. Assessment regimes and professional development need
explicitly to incorporate but expand on the ‘old literacy basics' if they areto have
anything other than short-term, test-based consequences for students and school -
leavers.

For teachers, this means devel oping and sharing a vocabulary for debating and
working up school- and teacher-based pedagogies and assessment and monitoring
programs. It means as well an urgent need to consider, debate and research the
relationships between, on the one hand, teaching strategies and assessment routines
and, on the other, students’ systematic apprenticeship in the forms of curricular
knowledge.

Recommendation 2

That schools, teachers, resear chers and policy-makers
adopt a practice- and futures-oriented approach to
literacy in their work to improve boys' literacy outcomes.

When working to improve boys' literacy outcomes, teachers need to employ arange
of effective pedagogical strategies that will engage students actively, purposefully and
democratically in an effort to position them as successful literacy learners.

Recommendation 3

That teachersadopt arange of pedagogical strategiesin
theliteracy classroom that are designed to promote an
active, purposeful and democr atic lear ning environment.

In conceptualising an approach to boys' literacy learning, teachers should consider
the potential of expanding the repertoires of practice available to boysin literacy
classrooms. Thiswill mean focusing on expanding the range of practices available for
(re)presenting the self, for relating to others, and for engaging with cultures. It means
therefore devel oping and sharing a vocabulary for understanding, debating and acting
on sets of ideas that relate directly to the social dynamics of classrooms. These ideas

Executive summary 8
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also need to inform policy and research initiatives in the area of literacy, rather than
being seen as important but separate, disconnected considerations.

Classrooms must accommodate a broader range of (re)presentation modes of ‘the
self’ if boys are to engage and achieve in literacy classrooms. Teachers will need to
provide for more active and dynamic expression, to provide for more hands-on
opportunities to learn, to be responsive to choice and personal experience, and to
focus on maintaining a positive sense of self. The ways in which masculinity is
‘performed’ and ‘enacted’ through the body need also to be considered as part of
these modes of (re)presentation of the self.

Recommendation 4

That teachers construct literacy classrooms as active
environmentsfor learning by maximising ‘hands-on’

lear ning through multiple textual modes; by providing
opportunitiesfor studentsto take control of their own
lear ning; by taking account of students backgrounds and
experiences, and by focusing on maintaining a productive
sense of self among students as literacy learners.

Classrooms must accommodate a broader range of relationship modesif boys are to
engage and achievein literacy classrooms. The social relations of school work need
to be reconfigured so that students are allowed to adopt different positions of power,
authority and agency in the classroom. For boys, in particular, this may mean
supporting them to learn how to operate both as learners and as participantsin the
literacy classroom and constructing a classroom environment where students
knowledges and skills are valued and respected.

Recommendation 5

That teachers construct literacy classrooms as democr atic
spaces wher e authority and agency are shared; where
students aretreated with dignity and respect; where
students' knowledges, opinionsand contributionsare
valued; and where studentslearn to work collabor atively
and cooper atively.

Classrooms must accommodate a broader repertoire for engaging and negotiating
cultural knowledges and meanings if students are to achieve in literacy classrooms.
Thiswill involve working with literacy-related materials from arange of cultural sites
and formations, including contemporary commercial youth cultures and awider range
of modes of expression including oral, written, electronic and visual. For boysin

Executive summary 9
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particular afocus on multimodal texts and technologies may be beneficial in
improving literacy outcomes. With the importation of contemporary commercial
youth culture into the classroom come both the opportunity and responsibility to
engage its powerful discourses — about gender, race, class, sexual orientation,
(dis)ability and so on —in ways that make those discourses objects of critical study.
Within the particular terms of this study, this means explicit considerations of how
both popular and curricular texts may, whatever else they may do, reinforce the
already heavily patrolled gender borders of daily social experience.

Recommendation 6

That teachers engage and work with cultural knowledges
and meanings by focusing on the cultures of the ‘real’ and
the everyday, popular culture, electronic technologies and
multimediated texts. In doing this, teachers need to
consider systematically the ways in which such activities
can connect productively with curricular learning, and
ways in which critical, analytic work can be developed in
the use of potentially misogynistic and institutionally
hostile materials.

Teachers cannot pursue a boys and literacy agenda by themselves. They must have
systems support in terms of staffing, professional development, technology support
and resources.

Recommendation 7

That, toimproveliteracy outcomesfor boys, schools need
school systems’ cooper ation to provide increased levels of
lear ning support, professional development and
technology infrastructure and support.

Further research in the boys and literacy field should address the potential of the
theoretical framework proposed in this study of expanding repertoires of practice and
its association with improved literacy outcomes for boys. Exploring the potential for a
framework such as the one developed for this study brings with it a number of
associated research design requirements, among them:

« the systematic construction of samplesto reflect arange of socidl,
cultural and demographic factors that may be associated with the
development of different forms of masculinity;

» the construction of epidemiology-styled, longitudinal studies that
alow:

Executive summary 10
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— theliteracy-learning consequences of avariety of school and
classroom differences to be documented;

— different waysin which curricular literacies are engaged and
mastered to become evident over time; and

— aview of just how significant traditional ‘target’ groupingsarein
their ‘fully aggregated’, interactive, natural environments as
predictors of the literacy learning progress of various categories
of students that are not well served by current conventional
classroom experience; and

» theexplicit interplay of quantitative and qualitative analyses of data
collected in different sites of cultural and literacy learning for boys
(schools, homes, popular media experiences, and so on).

Recommendation 8

That future research addressthe effectiveness of the three
repertoiresmodel —repertoiresfor (re)presenting the self;
repertoiresfor relating; repertoiresfor engaging with and
negotiating cultural knowledges and meanings—for
improving literacy outcomesfor boys.

Executive summary
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2

INTRODUCTION

AIMS

This report describes an inquiry into the bases of the common finding that boys
indicate lower literacy scores than girls on literacy tests and assessments. It explores
the possible bases for that finding and offers the beginnings of an educational
response. The following general questions guided the design of thisinquiry:

«  Which boys are underachieving with respect to literacy learning and
why?

e What is known about underachieving boys and their literacy
development, including:

— What factors influence underachievement in boys' literacy
performance and devel opment?

— Which existing practices in teaching educationally
underachieving boys are consistent with current research on good
literacy teaching?

— What strategies have proven effective in improving the literacy
outcomes of boys?

The report attempts to provide reasonable and educationally productive answersto
these questions through:

e using quantitative and qualitative data collection and analytic
techniques,

* employing aframework for establishing practices that benefit boys
learning;

» considering the hypothesis that arange of effective and focused
pedagogies assists boys and girlsin their literacy learning;

e interrelating and cross-referencing professional and research-based
knowledge on the matter of boys and literacy; and

* implementing and evaluating a variety of brief interventions aimed at
improving boys' literacy learning.

BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

On the matter of boys and literacy, two observations arise from recent Australian
research. Thefirst isthat thereisarelatively small but systematic disadvantage
shown by boys on some tests of literacy in early schooling. The second is that gender
interacts with other demographic and individual indicators in the prediction of
performance on literacy tests. In the recent national survey of students’ literacy
performance at years 3 and 5 conducted by the Australian Council for Educational
Research (Masters & Forster 1997), it is reported that ‘the mgjority of students are
achieving well, with many students working well ahead of expectations' (p. x), but
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that, overall, boys show dlightly lower scores on the various assessments
administered. The executive summary of this report concludes:

Gender differencesin literacy achievement are greater for
Writing and Speaking (the expressive modes of literacy) than
for Reading, Listening and Viewing (the receptive modes).
The greatest gender difference occurs in Writing and the least
for Viewing. This gender difference in achievement does not
widen significantly between Year 3and Year 5. The
differences between boys and girls' levels of literacy
achievement are greater among students from low socio-
economic backgrounds than among students from other socio-
economic groups. (p. vii)

Over the last two decades, many studies in OECD countries report a comparable
advantage for girls over boys on some tests of literacy (as summarised below). Itis
clear from an initial scan of the research and professional literature, however, that this
isnot an entirely consistent finding. For example, some more recent studiesin
Australia (see Luke, Freebody & Land 2000 for a summary of these) indicate that
boys' literacy scores are improving relative to those of girls; some assessmentsin the
United Kingdom do not show the same effects; and alarge United States national
study shows advantages for girls on narrative-based but not exposition-based tests. So
itisclear that, in order to develop understandings about boys and literacy that can
form the bases of practical action and productive policy, sophisticated analyses of
available data are required.

This study aimed to document, interpret and enhance what schools do and what they
can do, in concrete and definite ways, to develop boys' literacy. Within a stipul ated
time-frame the study was to trial a number of specified, manageable classroom
interventions.

The study did not attempt to address, in any comprehensive or substantial way, al the
possible explanations of the differences between boys and girls on literacy test scores.
There are two reasons for this. Thefirst isto do with the need for caution in
interpreting test score data (see Luke, Freebody & Land 2000); the second concerns
the pragmatics of teachers’ work and the need for educationally actionable
interpretations that can lead to cumulative sustainable long-term literacy learning.

In reporting test and assessment results, thereis aneed to consider the validity of the
testing in terms of the experiences of studentsin the particular systems, syllabuses
and classroomsin which their literacy capabilities have been developed. It is arguable
that the tasks used in tests have a variable and indeterminabl e relationship to the tasks
that constitute students’ various learning experiences. It is difficult to be clear on how
directly the performance on tasks in a Statewide literacy test relates to the particular
settings that have formed the platform for students’ literacy experiences. These
experiences are functions of varying school policies, material and human resources
and teachers and school administrators' professional judgments. These issues
themselves relate to the nature of the community, cultural and social conditionsin
which a school operates, and the syllabus materials and curricular guidelines that set
the boundaries for that operation.

Introduction 13
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[S]tudents at the same chronological point in their education
are not necessarily at the same point in their progress through
the syllabus, nor do individual teachers instantiate the generic
syllabus contents with the same emphases, to comparable
depths, or even in qualitatively similar ways.

(Luke, Freebody & Land 2000, p. 40)

Aswell, most tests are restricted in the representational modes they employ. They
tend to rely largely on pencil-and-paper and print administration, need to be
completed within a specified time, have no practical consequences for the students
who complete them (other than *doing the test’), and pay little attention to how the
forms and functions of texts work differently in different knowledge domains and
task settings. Knowledge about the pragmatic and critical management of textsin
everyday settingsistypically beyond the purview of most literacy test settings.

Further, test results are generally taken to be * snapshots’ of literacy performance.
Most do not gauge students’ developing capabilitiesin literacy tasks over time. The
informativeness of test results relies on the questionable belief that any reliable
literacy test offers a reasonably transparent view of a student’s ongoing capabilitiesto
participate in literacy events. So how does a teacher or a school use the information
gained about a student from atest? Test results may be used to allocate resources or
alert parents and teachers to potential difficulties with individual children, but the
limitations to their validity and utility suggest caution in interpreting their
significance and in relying on them for teaching.

Pragmatics of teachers work

The second reason we do not attempt to ‘solve' the question of the root causes of
differencesin literacy scores among boys and girls has to do with our sense of the
pragmatics of teachers' work and the kinds of research that can productively inform
that work. Theoretical positions that give explanatory prominence to gender
differences rely variously on neurological, socio-biological or acculturational
accounts, and focus on hypotheses to do with brain lateralisation, activation levels,
attention span, relationships with parents in early childhood and other early family-
based variables.

This study neither pursues nor makes any empirical claims about these accounts. Nor
does it set them aside. As these issues form part of significant discourses that shape
current educational and community practice, they need to be treated as relevant to
educational practice, and their various inflections need to be documented if we areto
understand and critique that practice. Our reports of surveys and interviews
conducted with parents, teachers and school administrators (see Chapters 4 and 5)
provide ample evidence of the prevalence of various kinds of explanations of the
literacy achievements of boys versus girls, and of the direct implications those
explanations are taken to have for actual and recommended educational practice.

Aswe report in Chapter 3, a scan of the extensive research and theoretical literature
on this topic shows a number of distinct hypotheses aimed at accounting for the
literacy performance difference between boys and girls. Each locates the problemin a
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distinct place. The strong forms of these hypotheses can be put as the following
propositions:

* Thereissomething intrinsic to the biological or neurological make-
up of boys that relates particularly to the learning of literacy in
school.

* Thereissomething in the early acculturation of boysthat is directly
relevant to thislearning.

* Thereissomething in the materials used in schooling, in particular
those materials relating to reading and writing lessons, that
disadvantages boys but not girls.

*  Thereissomething particular, definite, and knowable about the
particular interests of boys, contrasted to those of girls, that literacy
learning in school does not take sufficiently into account.

* Thereissomething in the strategies typically used in early-primary
and middle-school literacy lessons that systematically disadvantages
boys.

e Inaculture such asours, or in certain subcultures, literacy practices
themselves (the activities of reading and writing) are gendered. They
are regarded as feminine activities.

Because each of these hypotheses characterises the apparent differencesin boys and
girls' literacy performance differently, each has different implications for responding:

» Differencesin the literacy performance of boys and girls are aresult
of the different physical activation levels of boys and girls, with
implications for their attention.

* They areaproduct of different cognitive processes typically
employed by girls and boys from their early acculturation.

* They areaproduct of the general advantage enjoyed by girlsin
language and communicational proficiency that results from gender-
based differences in acculturation in the early years of life in family
settings.

*  They result from boys' identification with male parents who
themselves may read and write less, may read and write more
technical and work-related materials, and may read and write less for
pleasure.

* They arearesult of the ‘feminisation’ of the primary-level teaching
profession, which givesrise to problems for boysin relating and
identifying with their teachers.

* They areafunction of the combination of boys relatively lower
persistence with tasks in which they are not interested and:

— the‘domesticated’ materials used in primary schools to teach
reading and writing; and/or

— the emotion- and reflection-based pedagogies used in the primary
school years.

* They areafunction of the availability of manual rather than
communication-based work for malesin traditionally male vocational
pathways, and
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* They areadirect function of the social construction of literacy asa
gendered set of practices, attitudes and skills.

Many of these possibilities could not be rigorously addressed within the terms of this
study. However, acritical point that is documented in Chapters 4 and 5 isthe inter-
relatedness of these ideas in the understandings of educators and in the powerful
accounts they give of their teaching. Further, through its variety of methods and
analytic approaches, the study addresses the multiple causality of boys' literacy
learning. In a country as economically, linguistically and culturally diverse as
Australia, different patterns of causality may be in operation in different sites and at
different times during a student’ s progress through the primary school years. Keeping
that in mind, a search for the one cause, or the one ‘underlying’ factor may result in
recommendations that are educationally counterproductive for many boys and girls. It
isin that context, then, that we focus on materials, classroom tasks, pedagogy and the
social organisation of classroom work, in exploring avariety of approaches.

We restricted our surveys and interviews to practicable classroom-based issues
because recommendations concerning, say, the need for the parental re-acculturation
of boys, or the need to overcome widespread cultural attitudes can amount to
acceptance and reinforcement of whatever hypothetical differences— physiological,
psychological, social or otherwise — are deemed to characterise boys versus girls. The
focus of the project is fundamentally about what schools can do, even in arelatively
short time, and what we can show they can do in avalid and reliable way.

DESIGN

The project had two major functions that formed the two phases of its organisation:

»  Drawing together research, recommendations and theories about boys
and literacy from published sources and from the statements of
educators and parents of primary-school students (Phase 1);

» Developing and trialling arange of classroom interventions directed
to improving boys' literacy learning and evaluating those
interventions (Phase 2).

Phase 1
The aims of the Phase 1 work of the study were to:

e draw together a set of understandings on the issue of boys and
literacy learning in the available research literature;

» collect and critically analyse recommendations made to teachers on
the issue of boys and literacy learning from the available professional
development literature; and to

e collect and document the views of arange of participants — school
principals, teachers and parents — on what they have observed about
boys' literacy learning and how that might be enhanced in schools
and homes.
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Data sources

Available research and professional development materials

For some time a corpus of research and professional development materials has been
accumulating on the general issues of gender and education, boys and education and,
more specifically, boys and literacy. Phase 1 included areview of these materials to:

» establish the prevalence and degree of difference between boys and
girls’ literacy performance;

» collate and critically analyse the various explanations and hypotheses
preferred in this corpus of work; and

» collect the kinds of recommendations offered to schools and teachers
on how to enhance boys' literacy learning, in terms of policies,
assessments, materials, tasks, and classroom strategies.

The findings from this review (see Chapter 3) formed the basis for the devel opment
of survey and interview materials for use in other aspects of Phase 1.

Educators and parents’ perceptions and practices

Three surveys were conducted of the views of primary-school teachers and parents of
primary-school students:

1 Anéectronically managed survey of primary-school teachers' beliefs
about the issue of boys and literacy, including their views of
appropriate and effective programs, strategies and classroom
organisation (see Appendix 1);

2 A pencil-and-paper survey of the perceptions of parents of primary-
school students of how literacy performance can be enhanced at
school and at home (see Appendix 2); and

3 Anelectronic discussion list where matters relating to the literacy
education of boys were canvassed.

The electronically managed teachers survey, established at the Curriculum
Corporation website, could be downloaded and completed as a hard copy. The survey
(see Appendix 1) was presented in three sections. The participants submitted
responses for each section before moving to the next section:

»  Section 1 sought background information on teachers and their
schools (their years of teaching experience, the kind of community
and socio-economic context in which the school operated, and so on);

»  Section 2 contained Likert-scale items, where teachers indicated the
degree to which they agreed or disagreed with 16 statements drawn
from the research and the theoretical literature concerning boys and
literacy; and

»  Section 3 asked for descriptions of the backgrounds, characteristics
and particular literacy difficulties of boys and girls who struggle with
literacy requirements of school; and the literacy programs, teaching
and learning strategies, and classroom management strategies that
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teachers have found to be successful in improving literacy outcomes
for boys and girls.

The web address was advertised during interviews with principals and teachers, in
professional journals for teachers (for example, the PETA journal), and in lettersto
primary school principalsin Queensland, New South Wales and Tasmania.

There were 453 responses to this survey (448 responses to Section 1; 414 responses
to Section 2; and 313 responses to Section 3). Of the 414 teachers who responded to
Section 2, most (371 — 90%) taught in schools in Queensland (166), New South
Wales (159), or Tasmania (46), with a smaller number from Victoria, South Australia
and Western Australia (29); while 14 respondents did not indicate the State in which
they taught. The results of this survey are presented in Chapter 4.

The parentsof studentsin year 2/3 and year 6/7 classes of the teachers interviewed
during Phase 1 of the project (see Interviews, below) were asked to distribute, collect
and post back to the research team a short survey (see Appendix 2) to be completed
by parents of the studentsin their classes. The survey asked parents whether or not
they believe that boys experience more difficulty with literacy than do girls, what
they do to encourage and assist their children’s literacy development, and what they
believe that teachers could do to improve literacy outcomes.

Responses were received from parentsin 22 of the 24 Phase 1 schools in the study; of
these 22 schools, we received responses from one class in four of the participating
schools. The total number of responses was 298.

Thediscussion list was established at the Education Network Australia (EANA) site.
It was advertised at the same time as the electronically managed survey. The
discussion list was open to anyone interested in boys’ literacy achievement and
development. Members of the list were asked to address the following questions that
arise directly out of the questions posed in the statement of the study’s aims:

* Areboys disadvantaged or underachieving? If so, which boys, and
why?

*  What factors influence any educational disadvantage of boysin
literacy learning and development?

*  What practices and strategies are effective in improving literacy
outcomes for boys?

Seventy-two individuals subscribed to the list, including the research team (five) and
the Advisory Group (eight) for the study.

Interviews

Face-to-face interviews were conducted during 2001 with two teachers (year 2 and
year 6 teachersin New South Wales and Tasmania; year 3 and year 7 in Queensland,
but henceforth in this chapter referenced as year 2 and year 6), in each of the 24
schools of Phase 1 of the study. In most cases, a senior member of the school’s
administration was also interviewed. The 24 primary schools in Queensland, New
South Wales and Tasmania included single-sex (boys) schools and schools in which
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boys and girls were grouped separately for substantial periods of literacy work time
(gender-separated classrooms). Each school was described within a matrix devel oped
to account for: high/low socio-economic status; English-speaking background/first
language background other than English/Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander
language; rural and provincial locations/suburban and urban locations.

The school principal and the two teachers at each school were asked to discuss why
some of their students were achieving very well while others were doing very poorly
in the context of their class group, and to explore the consequences of this. The
results of these interviews are presented in Chapter 5.

Sudents' performance

Data were collected on the literacy performance of students in the 24 participating
schools, including broad-gauge quantitative school- and class-based test data, to
allow standard score comparisons to be established across the 24 schools. Other
related information on the students was also collected. A range of analyses (see
especially Chapters 4 and 7) explore the inter-rel ationships among these and long-
term school performance data.

Data analysis to inform Phase 2 of the study was conducted continuously during
Phase 1 of the study, with a view to identifying sets of practices that were seen as
helping to improve boys' literacy outcomes.

Phase 2

Phase 2 focused on developing and trialling classroom interventions, and evaluating
and documenting their effectiveness.

Participants

From the 24 schools and 48 teachers of Phase 1 of the study, 12 schools and 24
teachers (one each at years 2 and 6) were selected to continue participating in Phase
2. The schools were selected to represent arange of educational settings across the
three participating States, especially in regard to:

e arange of socio-economic settings;

» schools and communities with varying levels of students whose first
language background is not English;

e amix of inner-suburban, fringe-suburban and rural-provincial
schools; and

*  mixed-gender classrooms, single-gender schools and classroomsin
which boys and girls were separated for some literacy-related
activities.

Training for participantsin Phase 2
The training for Phase 2 was aimed at enabling the participating teachers to:

* extend their understandings of links between gender and literacy;
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e re/search and reformulate their current programs and practices,
» develop aprogram of action and a method of monitoring, evaluating
and reporting that program of action.

During these training sessions participants were engaged in:

e questioning current public discourses about boys' literacy and boys
education more generaly, and exploring practical waysin which
research can help provide productive ways of enhancing boys
literacy learning;

e revisiting assumptions about ‘boys and about ‘literacy’ that lie
behind many of the strategies schools implement or endorse to
address boys' underachievement in literacy;

* understanding how the socia construction of masculinity can affect
boys' participation in literacy classrooms.

Thisinvolved participating teachers in addressing questions about strategies
identified in Phase 1 research, such as:

*  What understandings of, and assumptions about, boys underpin each
of these strategies? Are these understandings and assumptions based
upon stereotypes? Are they consonant with your professional
experience?

*  What assumptions about classroom literacy practices are implied by
each of these strategies? What understandings of ‘literacy’ and of
‘literacy learning’ are assumed?

* Arethese strategiesinclusive or potentially exclusive and
marginalising? Do some of them have the potential to disadvantage
girls’ literacy learning in the classroom? Or the literacy learning of
particular ethnic or cultural groups of boys? Will they prepare boys
well for literacy learning in the secondary school and in post-
schooling contexts?

In small groups, participating teachers engaged in activities in which they were asked
to consider assumptions, views and theories about literacy, literacy learning and boys
that underlie some of the strategies identified in Phase 1 schools as helping to
improve boys' literacy achievement. For example:

1 For literacy work, teachers need to group students according to the
same sex ?

* Boysaredistracted by girls? They show-off or play the fool?

* Boysare embarrassed to express themselvesin front of girls?
They do not become serious participants in the class activities?

» Boysand girls need different pedagogies for effective literacy
learning? For example, boys need more structured, explicit
teaching? Boys need competition? Boys need activity, and arapid
change of activities?

2 Classroom literacy work often draws upon personal experience and
reflection?

* Boysare embarrassed to display emotion or sensitivity in public?
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3 Classroom literacy work is often too narrowly focused on reading and
writing activities?
* Boysenjoy talking and acting?
* Boysare performers and love the limelight?
» Boyswant to be active’ not ‘passive’ learners?

4  Classroom literacy activities draw too strongly upon ‘fiction’ and
‘creative’ writing and reading activities?

5 Boysdon't like writing, or won't write, because of classroom writing
topics?

6 Boyswill enjoy or engage in writing activities that are functional and
seen to be relevant?

7 Boysdo not value imaginative or personally reflective writing tasks
because they regard such activities as ‘feminine’ ?

8 Thereisaneed to develop awhole-school focus on boys as readers

and writers?
» Literacy achievement will improve if students read more
extensively?

» Boysneed to be enticed into libraries? Boys are not ‘readers’ ?
» Libraries areregarded as places for girls and women?
9 Thereisaneed for the presence of adult men in literacy classrooms?
* Studentswill become readers and writersif they see the
functional use of literacy in the world beyond the school?
» Boys need positive role-models of men as readers; they consider
that reading isfor girls and that real men don’'t read?

Classroom interventions

Teachers planning of school-based work was done in consultation with the research
team. In some cases, teachers refined their current strategies and programs in the light
of issues raised and discussed in the earlier sessions. In other cases, they developed
new projects for improving boys' literacy achievement that were better suited to their
demographic and community needs.

One teacher dropped out during the intervention period and was replaced with
another from the same school.

The research team devel oped a checklist for teachers to use in the preparation and
evaluation of their project, and three proformas (Progress report, Final report, and
reports on student performance using the four-roles model discussed in Chapter 3).
The team also arranged for regular contact to occur between the teachers and the
research team. Final reports were received from all teachers. Progress reports were
received from all but two teachers (one of whom was the replacement teacher). At the
end of the intervention period (ranging from 10 to 16 weeks depending on the start
dates of the teachers), interviews were conducted with all teachers and most
principals.

The classroom interventions are described in Chapter 6.
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Evaluation

Each intervention was evaluated in a number of ways. Prior to the commencement of
the intervention, teachers were asked to nominate the numbers of studentsin their
classrooms who were having substantial difficulties (those that would impede their
progression as effective learnersin the school years ahead) in the terms of the four-
roles model:

*  Their management of the basic codes of reading and writing;

*  Thelr capacities to understand the meaning systems at work as they
read and wrote texts for school;

* Thelr abilities to use texts across a range of social purposes,
including an understanding of the relationships between the forms
and functions of different text-types and genres; and

»  Thelr capacity to think critically in the analysis of how texts build up
their meanings, and the consequences of different choices that
authors make in the construction of texts.

Teachers also provided ongoing reports of their progress during the intervention and
an interview report at its conclusion. (Note that some final reports were presented in
interview format and some via written survey, and that there were some minor
changes made in these questions across occasions, mainly relating to the amount of
information and detail requested.) The teachers were asked gquestions such as:

1 Beforeyou becameinvolved in our project did you consider gender
to be an important aspect of literacy education? If so, what were your
general ideas at that time?

2 Describe the idea you devel oped to implement in your classroom — its
conceptual rationale, and why you thought it would be effective for
the particular students you teach.

3 Werethere any difficulties you encountered in implementing your
project?

4  How hasyour project changed the way you approach your teaching?
Y ou may wish to mention materials used in class, the organisation of
work in the class, and any particular strategies you have used.

5 Canyou list the main outcomes of your project that you have
observed so far, including any improved student |earning outcomes?

6 If you wereto begin your project again, what aspects of it would you
retain or intensify?

7 If you were to begin your project again, what aspects of it would you
change or delete?

8 Can you describe how one or two of the boysin your class have
benefited from your project so far?

9 If you were to make recommendations to your colleagues at your
school about how they could improve the literacy learning and
teaching of the boys in their classes, what specific things would you
recommend?

10 If you were to make recommendations to your district office or State
department of education about the literacy education of boys, what
one or two specific things would you recommend? Again, you may
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wish to mention materials used in class, the organisation of work in
the class, and any particular strategies you have used, but you may
also wish to consider more general policy issues about, say, the
organisation of schools, assessment and so on.

11 Hasyour involvement in the project so far changed the ways in which
you think about literacy?

12 Hasyour involvement in the project so far changed the ways in which
you think about the education of boys?
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3

LITERACY, GENDER AND BOYS’ EDUCATION:

THE BACKGROUND OF THEORY AND RESEARCH

Any informed consideration of literacy learning and the performance of boys needs to
take place in terms of current understandings of the nature, cultural context and
consequences of literacy for societies, communities and individuals. This chapter sets
out our review of and our position on the three elements that constitute the framework
and context for this study. First, we discuss the significance and nature of literacy,
including how it is currently defined, researched and acted upon in the contemporary
Australian setting. We then present areview of issuesin gender and education,
elaborating on previous research and theory and describing our own position. Finally,
we review the relevant research and theory specifically on boy’s literacy and
performance.

LITERACY

The significance of literacy

Literacy issignificant for societies and individuals. Most theorists and researchers
stress the social effects of literacy, variously crediting it with levering up economies,
building social cohesion, enabling democracy, and establishing and maintaining
levels of civic well-being. It is also argued that literacy provides individuals with
access to logical thought (Olson 1999), scientific learning, employability and a sense
of socia belonging.

While some of these aspirations for literacy have been tempered by studies of
emerging literacy in various societies (for example, Fuller, Edwards & Gorman
1987), even to the point where some of them have been labelled ‘ literacy myths' (see
Graff 2001), it is clear that the spread of literacy activities constitutes an ‘ emergent
property’ for asociety; that is, literacy does not just operate ‘on top of” a culture, but
rather changes the nature of that culture, making different kinds of activities and
relationships possible. Similarly, literacy can be seen as an emergent property for an
individual, changing how that individual can relate to others, function in a society
and, in effect, change aspects of that person’s sense of identity. For instance, thereis
now abody of research showing the implications of inadequate communicational
capabilities, especially those associated with literacy. These capabilities have been
shown to relate to short- and long-term employment; inadequate capabilities have
been directly associated with the acceleration of intergenerational exclusion and
alienation (Brine 2001; Bynner & Parsons 2001). Regardless of the particular nature
of the broader cultural consequences of literacy learning, literacy is an important
aspect of the avenues through which people relate to and function in their
surroundings.
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This means that debates and policy developmentsin literacy education need to be
considered in terms of the social, cultural and economic conditions prevailing in a
particular society at a particular time. For instance, current Australian concerns over
the economic consequences of literacy relate in part to recent changesin the
employment environment. Briefly, all employment sectorsin Australia (professional,
manufacturing, construction, trades, etc) showed flat or dropping employment share
across the 1980s and 1990s, except for the service sectors, which showed growth of
about 9 per cent from 1978 to 1992. The growth rates in employment share from 1990
to 2000 give aclear view of the significance of information management, of which
literacy capabilities form acrucial part: the professional management sector has 45
per cent of the growth in employment; the semi-professional sector has 25 per cent;
and the clerical and sales sector, (which includes considerable growth in casual
employment rates), 30 per cent. These can be compared to growth in the
labouring/unskilled sector of 4 per cent, and of zero growth in the traditional trades
sector (the sources for these measures are Stewart & Berry 1999 and the Australian
Bureau of Statistics 2001).

These devel opments have implications for the significance of literacy education in
contemporary Australia, and for the relationship of school literacy learning to job and
training pathways. The current Australian employment and training scene has
changed in ways that are significant for boys. Of particular note is the stagnancy of
employment sectors traditionally associated with the employment of males with

bel ow-average school performance. More broadly, there is a substantial movement in
Australian employment growth towards sectors handling information exchange and
the management of increasingly sophisticated communication capabilities.

The changes described above have coincided with significant changesin income
distribution in Australia over this 20-year period, with distribution inequality
measures ranging from 0.30 in the late 1980s to 0.45 in 2000 (with OECD average
estimates being 0.28 for the late 1980s and 0.35 for 2000). Thisincreasein the
inequality of income distribution relates to longer-term changes in employment
patterns . Y oung Australians leaving school are now significantly more likely to
change jobs and to move from (increasingly casual) jobs to training, sometimes back
and forth, for longer periods of their lives. These economic trends, regardless of their
other implications, place increasing pressure on young Australians to manage diverse
and rapidly changing communicational demands. Taken together, they indicate that
flexible, adaptable real-world literacy and learning capabilities are more important
now than they might have been for previous generations; the employment sector
changes suggest that this increased importance applies with even more force to boys
who have difficulties at school.

Further, as Freebody and Muspratt (2002) show, many young Australians already
operate in a complex communicational environment, reflecting the rapidly evolving,
cross-modal demands of the workplaces and educational and training sites that await
their departure from school (Mikulecky & Kirkley 1998; Thomas, Sammons,
Mortimore & Smees 1997). This environment isradically different from the * native’
communicational patterns of most educators. Thereis, therefore, a need to monitor
the effectiveness of understandings of relevant literacy activities and the extent to
which those understandings are acted on productively. Schools are now under
mounting pressure to extend and change students’ abilities to combine multimodal
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literacy activities, using a variety of technologies, in ways that change the structures
of how they learn, represent and communicate their new knowledge (Tierney 1996)
and that move beyond the traditional literacy purview of primary education
(Merchant 2001; Snyder 2001).

Such changes a'so reflect the changing nature of work and learning sites. Oman
(1999), head of the Research Program at the Development Centre of the OECD, has
recently pointed to the ways in which literacy capabilities are deeply implicated in
current moves away from the traditional organisational features of work sites.
Effective workplaces, including educational institutions and systems, he argues, are
increasingly characterised by:

* theintegration of thinking and performance;

» organisation based on principles of networking rather than hierarchy;

e broader definition of job responsibilities, focusing on collaboration
and teamwork; and

e an emphasis on the continuous improvement and innovation of
practice as a fundamental day-to-day imperative.

He characterises these successful organisations as ‘flexible’', and comments on how
they become that way:

They do so, above all, by more successfully exploiting the
human intelligence, creativity, flexibility, and knowledge
based on experience of their workers. Compared to Taylorist
organizations, they are learning organizations, which often
show much greater sensitivity to change, and the potential for
change, on both the demand and the supply side of the
markets in which they operate. (p. 51)

There is adirect connection between these systemic changes in work, education and
training — and the abilities of collectives and individuals to manage effectively a
variety of communication activities, the most prevalent of which take the form of
literate communications.

These issues matter in any consideration of literacy education asit pertains to boys.
The nature of the employment and training options available to young people, the role
of their literacy capabilitiesin the expansion of those options and, most significantly,
measures to enhance literacy learning in boys, all bear on what can be achieved
through educational efforts. Many of the structural implications of these
considerations have been explored elsewhere (most explicitly in Luke, Freebody &
Land 2000, on which much of the following discussion draws), but the required
changes in pedagogy call for policy and practice that takes into account student
diversity, the economic and cultural pathways of young people, and teachers' pre-

and in-service training in literacy education.

Varying definitions of literacy

Much has been written about literacy. The term has offered educators and researchers
many orders of interest. There is a'so much debate about what literacy is, its
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consequences for individuals, communities and societies, and how best it can be
taught. A number of issues that have been the objects of these perennial debates have
particular relevance to the issue of boys' literacy performance, for example, the
evidence for one ‘basic’ competency or set of sub-competencies underlying literacy,
and whether or not literacy activities are best regarded as sets of specific activities,
practices, and dispositions that vary substantially in their make-up from site to site,
community to community, and culture to culture.

These issues have theoretical, empirical, professional and policy implications that
have engaged researchers, teachers, curriculum devel opers and educational
administrators for many years. The significance of definitional issuesin literacy
education reaches beyond academic discussion to the classroom, to the educational
publishing house and to departmental head offices. Differing definitions of literacy
have had substantial effects on the nature and effectiveness of educators’ attempts to
enhance literacy performance in schools, workplaces and communities (Freebody,
Cumming & Falk 1993). So definitions of literacy and literacy learning need to form
the centrepiece of an educational intervention.

Definitions of literacy are, to some significant extent, context-driven in that they are
tailored to particular features of the educational, institutional and cultural context in
which they need to be put to work. Furthermore, while definitions of literacy and
numeracy practices set limits to the imagination of educators and policy makers, they
do not guarantee particular forms of educational or cultural intervention. Here isthe
definition UNESCO used in theill-fated Experimental World Literacy Program
(EWLP), cited in Oxenham (1980):

A person isliterate when he (sic) has acquired the essential
knowledge and skills which enable him to engage in al those
activitiesin which literacy is required for effective
functioning in his group and community, and whose
attainments in reading, writing and arithmetic make it possible
for him to continue to use these skills towards his own and the
community's development. (p. 87)

Baker and Street (1991) made the following comment on the outcomes of this
definition:

In practice this apparently relativistic and functional
definition of literacy has been largely associated with
narrowly defined programmes with work-related objectives,
concerned with improvementsin labour productivity ...
Ideologically specific objectives had been disguised behind a
supposedly neutral model of literacy as simply technical
skills. (p. 2)

So definitions can be ignored or variously acted out in the implementation of
programs apparently derived from them. A final comment on the fate of UNESCO's
definition and the EWLP is given by the former Director of the Literacy Secretariat of
UNESCO (in Limage 1993):
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While UNESCO had promoted what it called the ‘ mass
literacy campaign’ approach inits early years, it turned to a
more targeted strategy, called ‘functional literacy' programmes
in the mid-1960s and early 1970s. When learners in these
latter programmes discovered that the only ‘functionality’
involved was to make them better workers, the majority of
these experiments failed ... No single solution can be applied
across countries. Programmes and strategies must emanate
from perceived needs within individuals and their
communities. (p. 23)

But definitions can become culturally self-fulfilling. A particular version of what
counts as literacy may itself come to shape how teachers are trained, how students at
school are trained, how industry trainers learn and pass on what counts, how
educational researchers operationalise literacy in their studies and how, finaly, all
groups come to define the activities called literacy. That is, selective traditions of
activities can come to count as literacy-for-that-culture, while other tasks presented in
daily public and private lives come to be alocated el sewhere in the institution of
schooling, or outside it, or ssimply fail to appear in the public and private activities of
that culture. Thusthey remain invisible, implicit or not valued. It isan empirical task
to explore the degrees of commonality in ‘what counts' from one site, community, or
culture to another.

Recently, there have been strong arguments to the effect that literacy educators have
overstated the case for a single psychological ‘commodity’ called literacy. There are
many reasons for the movement away from unidimensional definitions of literacy or
numeracy, beginning in the late 1970s and early 1980s, with reports of the research of
Scribner and Cole (1981), among others, on cross-cultural literacy activities (Graff
1987, p. 2).

Literacy practices have been topics of agreat deal of debate, much of it addressing
very fundamental issues such as the nature of the intellectual and socia learning
presented by literacy practices, and the best ways of teaching and learning about
these. In particular, literacy education has, for over fifty years, been an arena of
persistent and often hostile differences of opinion. Upon completion of her massive
review of the research literature of reading acquisition (areview to which we will
return in alater section), Adams (1990) began her summary of that review in this

way':

The question of how best to teach reading may be the most
politicised topic in the field of education. ( p. 1)

Itislikely that this comment applies even more forcefully to literacy education now
than it did when Adams compiled her report.

Traditionsin the study and practice of literacy education

It is possible to classify schools of thought about literacy and literacy education into
three large, generic categories (adapted from Gilbert 1989b, and Christie et a 1991):

Literacy, gender and boys’ education: The background of theory and research 28



Boys, Literacy and Schooling

» theskills approach, emphasising the perceptual procedures of
decoding (for reading) and encoding (for writing);

» thegrowth and heritage approach, emphasising both the private,
personal, and individual ways in which people use and grow through
reading and writing, and the significance of reading and writing in
offering access to the valued literary heritage of a culture;

» thecritical—cultural approach, emphasising the variability of
everyday literacy practices from culture to culture and site to site, and
the analytic, critical nature of using reading and writing in everyday
social experience.

These approaches are briefly discussed here principally because some understanding
of the available theoretical positions current in literacy education is necessary in order
to have some termsin which to interpret the theoretical or philosophical reactions of
the various participants in the study to questions about boys and literacy.

An important preface to this discussion is that these approaches are made up not just
of different propositions about the nature of literacy or how best to assessit. They are
also associated with different ways of knowing about social and educational practice,
and they call on different kinds of support from formal experimental or observational
research, from linguistics, from ethnography, or from the everyday experiences of
educational practitioners.

It is also important to note that in the report on the place of literacy education in
teacher education programsin Australia (Christie et al 1991, Chapter 2), which
surveyed the views of many teacher educators involved in literacy education courses,
views only rarely amounted to pure forms of the approaches outlined here. Teacher
educators generally held combinations of ideas, many explicitly characterising
themselves as ‘eclectic’ or ‘pragmatic’. As Christie et al pointed out, this combination
of perspectivesis predictable given the rapidly changing circumstances of literacy
education in Australia since 1945 and the visibility and complexity of the contests
between differing approaches.

Skills approach

Drawing largely on psychological traditions of theory and research design, along-
standing and growing body of work has developed in which reading and writing are
thought of as calling on the orchestration of perceptual or, in some versions, cognitive
skills (for early examples see Gough 1972 and LaBerge & Samuels 1974). Thereisa
focus on the extent to which decoding and encoding skill and fluency predict early
access to literacy practices, and the importance of the special problemsthat are
presented by the generally alphabetic nature of the English script system. Such a
system, it has been argued (for example, Byrne 1999), demands awareness of the
phonemes of the language, in contrast to a syllabic language which makes no such
demands for its code to be cracked. Since neither this awareness nor the information
processes that come into play in its application can be thought of as particularly
‘natural’ or even ‘easy’, then explicit instruction seems required for those learners
who encounter literacy-saturated societies.
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Approaches to literacy that emphasise skills-based |earning and teaching have been
consistently well-supported by several extensive reviews of research programs
exploring the causes of difficultiesin literacy acquisition. For example, some 35
years ago, Chall (1967) reviewed the available research literature on skills-emphasis
versus meaning-emphasisin early-reading programs and concluded that the consistent
positive outcomes evident in the research favoured a skills emphasis, even though she
conceded that teachers often had mixed orientations rather than pure or strong forms
of either. Studies have been summarised by, for example, Stanovich (1986; 1989),
Adams (1990) and Snow, Burns and Griffin (1998), with little challenge issued to
Chall's early conclusions.

In summary, there is much research on the acquisition of English literacy that leads
strongly to the conclusion that a fluent knowledge of the nature and content of the
relationship between phonemes and graphemes is a necessary component of
successful early learning. The case has also been overstated in the claim that such
knowledge is not only necessary but also sufficient for literacy acquisition. Juel
(1988), for instance, has argued for a‘simple’ model of reading: that successful
reading is nothing more and nothing less than successful decoding and ordinary
speech-like understanding. Skills approaches most explicitly in the ‘simple model’,
have typically given no attention to the differences in communicator relationships
between speakers and hearers as opposed to readers and writers; the different
syntactic and semantic patterns that characterise spoken versus written language use;
and the different ways of representing everyday and specialised knowledge. These
points are expanded in later sections, but it has been partly in reaction to these
explicit or implicit overstatements that some literacy educators have explored other
aspects of becoming ‘literate’ in contemporary society and developed other positions
and instructional approaches.

Growth and heritage approach

Views of literacy that are based on notions of self-described  child-centred’
orientations to learning, have had a strong impact on language and literacy learning
and teaching. Predominant among these views over the last 30 years are those
described as ‘ growth’, ‘ psycholinguistic’, ‘whole language’, ‘ language experience’,
and ‘process’ approaches, early expressions of which are Goodman (1967) and Dixon
(1967).

These views give prominence to the idea of the child-learner as ‘growing’ and the
teacher as facilitating that growth through the orchestration of language experiences,
to the processes whereby literacy attainment occurs, and to the social environment in
which it occurs, rather than to text or product outcomes. With respect to reading and
writing acquisition, the growth approach stresses that English script, with 26 |etters to
account for 44 sounds (in public Australian), is not purely alphabetic; and that this
level of irregularity istoo great to warrant basing a curriculum on the teaching and
learning of the phoneme—grapheme relationship.

Goodman (1967), for example, has posited three code systems involved in reading
and writing: the grapho-phonic code, the syntactic code, and the semantic code. It is
this latter code, most growth exponents argue, that should be the focus of literacy
acquisition. In more current inflections of the growth approach to reading, Goodman
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(1988), for example, stresses the relationship between ‘invention’ and ‘ convention’ in
the reading process, and the need for the teacher to set up natural conditionsin which
avariety of texts are read and written.

Similarly, with respect to writing education, a view of written language as secondary
to oral language in immediacy and ‘ authenticity’ developed among growth educators,
such as those who worked on the British Schools Council Writing Project (see, for
example, Britton et a 1975). They stressed the importance of ‘expressiveness’, most
directly attained in spoken language, and the consequent importance of expressive
writing. Thisform was said to be close to speech and thus afforded the best way for
the individual to explore and test new ideas, and also the most authentic form of the
writer'strue voice.

In these respects the growth approach and the heritage approach are related (see
Dixon 1967 and Gilbert 1989b). It is arguable that the growth approach to literacy
education has had most influence in the primary years of education, whereas the
heritage approach has shaped the secondary and tertiary education studies of English
(Christie 1993 extends this point). The idea that the study of reading and writing in
the school subject English has as its consummate goal an appreciation of the great
‘thoughts and feelings' of the culture relates directly to the notion that the acquisition
of literacy practices has primarily to do with personal expression — with ‘ pro-speech,
pro-expressionist, pro-personal’ language activities (Gilbert 1989, p. 10).

Critical—cultural approach

In the critical—cultural approach, literacy educators draw on three theoretical
resources: critical social theories (Gee 1999), textual and discourse studies
(Fairclough 1995; Martin 1992) and ethnographic research methods as applied in
anthropology and other cross-cultural studies (Barton & Hamilton 2000; Street 1995).
Attention is focused on the ways in which institutions value certain literacy and
numeracy traditions over others, and on practices that add to or reinforce the forms of
order required by society's institutions, in particular, the school and the workplace. In
these ways certain powerful literacy practices become institutionalised and others
become marginalised or devalued (Gee 1991).

The basic position devel oped within these schools of critical linguisticsin their
approach to literacy education has been summarised by Christie et al (1991) in the
following terms:

It isour position that critical and informed participation in
Australian society requires that students be given equitable
access to:

1 wide-ranging competencies to deal with diverse genres,
texts, and discoursesin various socia contexts —
occupational, academic and community —and in various
media, including print, electronic, and visual;

2 the capacity to use text as a means for learning and
decision making in periods of education across the
different phases of living; and
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3 the capacity to use text as a means to appraise their
positions in changing economic, occupational and social
conditions. (p. 2)

A further feature of textual and discourse studies and their impact on literacy
education is their concentration of attention on the functions of textsin the cultural
and situational contexts in which they are used. The basic premise of this approachis
that there are certain textual forms that are effective, efficient and thus powerful
means of action in any given society at any given time and that, further, the
responsibility of education is, at least in part, to educate children into a secure control
over these powerful public forms of acting through literacy practices. Such
approaches have a so concentrated attention on the forms of reading and writing that
occur in classroom contexts (see, especialy, Baker 1991; Freebody & Gilbert 1999;
Gilbert 1989b). From these different perspectives critical—cultural studies offer a
variety of critiques of the growth approach and may be seen as direct reactions to the
limitations of progressivist educational models (see Freebody in press):

» Linguists have generally taken the text, as a structured object, to be
the prime unit of focus of critical literacy.

« Sociologists have generally focused on how various uses of language
signal the effects of social formations such as race, gender and class,
and how these formations in turn give shape to how people read,
write, look, talk and listen.

*  Anthropologists have taken cultural practices, and the ways that
different literate representations implicated variously afford these, as
the most productive analytic focus.

The following approachesto critical literacy relate to the particular theoretical
premises and procedures that define each of the above disciplines:

» Critical literacy is about giving al individuals, groups and
communities access to the powerful textsin a society through
enhancing their knowledge of how these texts are constructed and
how they can be deconstructed.

» Critical literacy is about transforming the socio-political processes
that make some texts more powerful than others, by mainstreaming
and giving privilege to minority and marginalised texts, for example,
indigenous/native texts and feminised texts.

» Critical literacy is about transforming education, the major context in
which members of a society learn not only what texts and textual
practices are valued and dominant, leading to practical
understandings of how people are educated to become both the
objects and subjects (both the topics of and the readers and writers)
of alimited set of ways of representing reality.

Educators working from a critical—cultural perspective have pointed to the
ambiguous effects, both personal and cultural, of literacy acquisition. Certain forms
of literacy education have the power to enhance a community's well-being for diverse
cultures, while other forms have the power to homogenise cultures, and to emphasise,
punctuate, and even justify marginality for some groups (for example, Comber,

Literacy, gender and boys’ education: The background of theory and research 32



Boys, Literacy and Schooling

Badger, Barnett & Nixon 2001). Asthereisno longer any strictly monolingual
society, there is aneed to review continually how well literacy education is directed
to the well-being of all groups within the society.

In summary the critical—cultural approach draws attention to the historical, linguistic
and cultural products of literacy rather than emphasising the cognitive or social
processes of teaching and learning (Brandt 1999; Luke & Freebody 1997). The
critical—cultural view simultaneously emphasises the nature of what is written, its
diversity, and the course of its action in a particular cultural and political milieu. This
emphasis upon the actual products of reading and writing and their role in cultural
activity has become associated with so-called ‘explicit’ teaching model. Aswith the
skills approach described above, critical—cultural orientations, particularly those
associated with critical linguistics and discourse studies, tend to favour the direct
transmission of powerful forms of text use. They reject a progressive-liberalism that
focuses upon personal expression as the prime function of educational activity. Most
strongly related to the critical approach isthe view of literacy practices as courses of
cultural, social and political action (Freire & Macedo 1987). This approach draws
attention to the fact that learning about literacy always takes place in a particular
social, cultural and ideological context, for a particular purpose, and that it is these
socio-cultural conditions that determine the nature and efficacy of educational
interventions.

Theframework for thisstudy A practice-oriented approach to literacy education

The approaches outlined above, representing relatively ‘pure’ orientations to literacy
education, can be drawn together in various ways. The model used in this study does
not reject the emphases of these specific approaches, but rather takes it that the *old
basic’ skills, meaning-making in purposeful text use and production, and the critical
analysis of textual messages are all capabilities of a person who can function well ina
literate society. The approach adopted here also moves beyond aview of literacy
based on print technologies, to literate communications that involve multi-modal and
multi-technological activity.

A definition of literacy, for example, as basic reading skills, as phonemic awareness,
as grammatical mastery or as correct spelling, cannot lead to the programs that new
times demand. These components are important, but they do not say enough. They are
essentially silent on what students might need to write, how, to what ends, in which
media, using which kinds of technologies.

Our approach to literacy in this study attempts to take balanced and realistic
consideration of the communicative tasks that |earners face. To become functional
and independent members of literacy-saturated information societies, students must
master a variety of forms of communication (adapted from Luke, Freebody & Land
2000):

» the systems of spoken language, including the common public
language of a society and any community languages spoken in their
local sites;

* thesystemsof aphabetic writing and print culture, including the
traditional ‘basics' of print reading and writing, handwriting and
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spelling in the common public written language (in our case,
English), and those other codes that are used in their local community
sites, such as braille and sign language; and

» the multimediated, blended systems of linguistic and non-linguistic
sounds, and visual representations of digital and electronic media,
online and on-screen sources of information that mix print symbols
with visual, audio and other forms of expression (see Cazden et d
1996).

As young people progress through community and school life, and contend with the
various institutions of higher education, civic and public culture, work and mass
media, they need to master abroad array of texts, designs and messages (Unsworth
2001). The flexible and sustainable mastery of literacy entails the capacity to expand,
integrate and exchange these capabilities for others across the life span.

Several Australian States (for example, New South Wales Department of Education
and Training 1997) have adopted or adapted a model called the ‘four resources
framework’ (Freebody & Luke 1990; Luke & Freebody 1998; Freebody & Lukein
press) to describe and structure their literacy planning and professional development.
This framework has been used by schools to plan their literacy programs, and by
teachers and researchers to describe engagement with the new technologies. This
framework is based on four sets of practicesin which students devel op capabilities
within four ‘roles’:

e Code breaker: The practices required to ‘ crack’ the codes and
systems of written and spoken language and visual images.

* Meaning maker: The practices required to build and construct
cultural meanings from texts.

e Text user: The practices required to use texts effectively in everyday,
face-to-face situations.

* Text analyst: The practices required to analyse, critique and second-
guess texts.

All four sets of practices need to be developed across the range of socia situations,
genres or text types required in the curriculum and in everyday life, so that learners
can engage effectively in listening, speaking, reading, viewing and writing activities
in an educational or community setting.

We arrive at akey proposition concerning the nature of literacy (adapted from Barton
& Hamilton 2000): that literacy is productively understood as an open-textured
category of socio-cultural practice. That is, other than the involvement of printed,
electronic and iconic-visual representations, literacy practices cannot be strictly pre-
defined in terms of criterial and associated features, precisely because the range of
socio-cultural practices in which these representations play some part cannot be pre-
specified. This orientation allows us to incorporate information derived from test-
scores into a broader and more practice-based consideration of literacy, asit is
conducted in arange of educationally important sites, with particular technologies,
and for particular practical socia and individual purposes.
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GENDER AND SCHOOLING

Several decades of work have produced a sizeable body of research material
documenting both the ways that schooling experiences impact differently upon boys
and girls, and the ways in which ‘ schooling’ isitself a gendered endeavour,
contributing towards the construction and reinforcement of gendered ways of ‘being’.
Both of these issues are worth revisiting briefly in this second section of the chapter,
as a background for understanding boys' literacy achievement. Both indicate how
literacy classrooms, and literacy performance, are situated within alarger school
context of gendered participation and performance, and gendered social practices.

Gendered differencesin school participation and performance

Educational participation, performance and outcomes are demonstrably influenced by
gender, although recent reports indicate the complexity of these data. While clear
differences can be identified between boys and girls, these differences do not always
trandate into disadvantage in straightforward ways. In general terms, however, the
literature indicates severa key areasto consider in terms of the different effects of
schooling on boys' and girls' lives.

Retention

Girls stay at school longer than do boys. Approximately 78.5 per cent of girls
complete year 12, compared with 66.4 per cent of boys (Collins, Kenway & McLeod
2000, p. 2). Boys are far more likely to form the cohorts of ‘early school leavers’, and
far more likely to look for job opportunities at the end of year 10. However other
factors are significant here. There is strong evidence that particular groups of boys —
notably working-class boys, boysin rural and remote locations, and Indigenous boys
—arefar more at risk of dropping out of school than are boys from professional
families. (Lamb 1996; Ainley 1998). Ainley (1998, p. 64) notes that the declinein
school completion has been uneven across school systems and social groups: that it
has impacted more upon males from low socio-economic backgrounds than other
groups, and more upon boys from government high schools — particularly boys who
have had little earlier success at school —and upon boys from ‘unskilled’” family
backgrounds. While 88.6 per cent of boys from ‘professional’ backgrounds could
expect to complete year 12, only 59.2 per cent of boys from ‘unskilled’ backgrounds
could expect to do so. While percentages for girls were similarly skewed (94.9 per
cent and 68.7 per cent), boys' rates of school completion are worse than girls.

Subject choice

In the senior secondary school, boys are more likely than are girlsto cluster around
the higher-level mathematics and science subjects, and the information technology
subjects, and to avoid literacy-related subjects (Teese et al 1995; Lamb & Ball 1999).
This gendered division inevitably privileges the mathematics, sciences and
technology areasin boys' eyes, and devalues literacy-based subjects. It tends to
narrow boys' curricular options by coercing them into curriculum decisions and
choices that are made more on socia expectation than on personal ability and
competence. It also establishes an early link for boys between literacy and
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‘relevance’ . For example, can literacy be particularly relevant and important if itis
not required and important in the prestigious domains of the senior school?

Performance

Literacy performance is considered in the following section of this chapter; but, in
general, girlstend to outperform boys on many school measures, although as we have
indicated earlier, data are not clear-cut. While boys and girls tend to perform
relatively evenly at the top of the performance range, boys are more likely to spread
out across the performance range and to cluster more at the bottom, while girls are
more likely to cluster closer to the mean (Collins, Kenway & McLeod 2000). On
most measures, girls perform better, and are more engaged with school, than are boys.

Post-school destinations

Girls are more likely to enter higher education straight from school than are boys, and
boys are more likely to proceed to TAFE than are girls. These figures are clearly
linked with retention figures (more boys leave school early than do girls) and to
performance (because girls perform better at school, they are more likely than are
boys to gain university entrance to their preferred course). However there are also
strongly gendered patterns in students' post-school decision-making, with many boys
preferring a work-related location to a higher education option (Alloway & Gilbert in
press).

The difficulty with much of this data on participation and performance, as studies by
Coallins, Kenway and McLeod (2000), Teese et a (1995) and Lamb (1996) make
clear, isthat gender is not the only factor at work here. Collins, Kenway and McLeod
conclude that socio-economic status makes more difference to educational
participation and performance than does gender, and that particular groups of boys
(and girls) are the ones most at risk of being disadvantaged in school participation
and success. While it isimportant to recognise the impact of gender, particularly in
terms of expectations students may have about appropriate futures and appropriate
destinations, it is also important to acknowledge that there is a complex interplay of
factors making choices for some students infinitely more difficult than for others.
Factors of ethnicity, rurality and poverty compound the picture of school participation
and performance. For some groups of boys — and for some groups of girls — choices
and decisions are highly restricted.

The gendered practices of schooling

The school as a gendered institution

Schooals, like al institutions, are thoroughly gendered in their organisation and
practice. By focusing on the culture, activities and interactions of children and
adolescents, there is sometimes a danger of seeing the school itself as some neutral
background in which students construct gender among themselves. However the
school as an institution, with its historically reproduced rules, routines, expectations,
relationships and rewards, and its deployment of artifacts, resources and space,
actively shapes what happens within it, for all its inhabitants. Gender — particularly
masculinity —is pervasively and powerfully implicated in this shaping (Angus 1993).
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The organisational structure and symbolism of schools, the school management
practices which constitute it, the part teachers play in sustaining gender relationships,
and the role of the curriculum in reinforcing gender stereotypes, are important issues
to consider in this ‘shaping’ (see Gilbert & Gilbert 1998).

Researchers have frequently documented, for example, the competitive, sporting,
point-scoring version of masculinity which dominates school management (see
Davies 1992; Mac An Ghaill 1994). Mac An Ghaill labelled teachersin his study the
‘new entrepreneurs’, and shows how the values of ‘rationalism, possessive
individualism and instrumentalism’ dominate a school, producing a sexist division of
administrative tasks and status hierarachy, and a valuing of rationalist taskslike
testing over emotional ones like counselling.

This can often be noticed in other staff relationships which also promote particular
forms of masculinity in schools. A range of personal and professional relations
among staff are involved in this process, as when male and female teachers distribute
such tasks as discipline or organising sports in stereotyped ways. Parental
involvement is also often complicit in this. Mothers, for example, are likely to be
more involved in their children's schooling than are fathers, through such activities as
voluntary assistance at canteens or attendance at parent nights (Lareau 1992). Fathers
may be more involved in more public or higher-status activities like parents
organisations, working bees or fund-raising.

The most well-documented forms of gendered relations in the institution of schooling
are the relations between staff and students. Since the earliest feminist research on
teachers' interactions with children, there has been a constant flow of evidence of
this. From the first years of school, teachers distinguish boys and girlsin their
reference to children (see Thorne 1993). For instance, they use labels of *big girl” and
‘big boy’ asterms to praise or admonish children, producing a clear image that to be
mature is to be mature in a particularly gendered way. It is no surprise that children
themselves then claim these labels as identities to distinguish themselves from babies.
In Thorne's study, these particular terms ceased to be used by teachers by fourth
grade, but were replaced by terms like ‘ladies and gentlemen’, continuing the gender
distinction as a central element of student identities.

In her review of research on gendered interactionsin early childhood education,
Alloway (1995) reports an impressive variety of waysin which teachers' interactions
with children conform to sexist stereotypes. In these studies, teachers interacted more
with boys than girls when the children were engaged in stereotypically masculine
activities such as block construction and climbing, while they gave more attention to
girlsin such activities as dramatic play. The kinds of questions teachers ask, their
responses to children’'s answers, their practices of rewards for behaviour, and their
perceptions of student ability were influenced by assumptions about gender
differences. Thiswas also Walkerdine' s conclusion (1989), who showed that girls
who performed well were more likely to be seen by teachers as working hard,
whereas boys' high achievement was described in terms of their natural wit and
brilliance. Boys at school also learn what it isto be ‘aman’ from the behaviour of
many of their male teachers. In arecent Australian study, boys describe how male
teachers commented on the looks of girls passing outside the classroom (*1’d buy that
for adollar!”), and how male teachers see being ‘ one of the boys avauable asset in
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controlling boys (Kenway, Willis, Blackmore & Rennie 1997). Similarly, in Mac An
Ghaill's study (1994), teachers ridiculed boys by saying they were acting like girls.

Beynon's study (1989) of aboys' school showed how physically coercive discipline
methods such as shaking, pushing and hitting were part of what it meant to be a good
teacher in the eyes of the principa and staff. Askew and Ross (1988) report that many
women teachers feel the pressure to conform to this authoritarian teaching style, and
that boys push them to ‘teach like aman’.

In many important ways, schools and teaching are imbued with particular versions of
masculinity and femininity which become part of what students engage with, when
they engage with formal schooling. Within itsinstitutional construction and the
relationships teachers devel op with students, constructions of gender are constantly
on display and offering themselves as waysto ‘do’ masculinity and femininity.

Masculinity and the curriculum

Within the school, research has also documented how distinctively different ways of
‘knowing’ become associated with masculinity and femininity so that the curriculum
becomes ‘ gendered’. In simple terms, this often comes to mean that masculinity
becomes identified with mathematics, science and technology, and femininity with
humanities, the arts and the social sciences. In hisreview of the gendered polarisation
of humanities and maths/science subjects, Martino (1995a) argues that this division
derives from the history of gender divisions in the workforce. However the division
also points to the gendered nature of the common-sense distinction between the
public arena as a predominantly masculine site, and the private domain of family and
personal relationships as a feminine site.

Divisions like these have given rise to claims that girls, because of their intuition,
emotion and expressivity, become naturally assoc