WHAT CAN BE DONE TO HELP BOYS?

MENTORING

Mentoring is important because boys are strongly influenced by peers.  Boys want very much to be accepted by other boys. They are influenced by other boys to play sports, see movies, or work.  Boys are more actively involved than most girls.  Mentoring aims to

harness boys’ powerful need to look up to older boys.

Strategies using mentoring include:

· Paired writing sessions, with an older boy or an older girl encouraging a younger boy

· Getting male teacher education students to take an interest in one or two boys. A personal visit to the School could begin this. It could be followed up with phone calls and email messages. 

· Having a Primary School Activities Day in which secondary boys teach the skills they have learned to primary school students.  A similar method may be tried in regard to football/basketball coaching. Mentoring has been found to increase skills and confidence in both the mentor and the mentee.

· Bringing “Old Boys” back to School specifically to facilitate active reading.

· Identify underachieving boys.  Allow boys to choose a teacher mentor to discuss homework, deadlines and other matters.

· Using Senior High boys to mentor a younger boy who is underachieving.

GROUPING IN THE SCHOOL

Research shows that boys often underachieve because of the ‘sets’ or learning groups they are in (Klein, 1995). Thus the School could:

* Examine the learning groups in the School

* Pinpoint boys who are underachieving, and provide learning support for them in smaller groups.

HARNESS A FATHER’S INFLUENCE

Fathers have a strong influence on their children. Yet fathers are underplayed in research literature on the family. Research indicates that boys deprived of a father (e.g. because of divorce) often suffer academically.  This evidence suggests that schools should:

· Work harder at understanding the roles that fathers play in boys’ lives.

· Encourage fathers of boys to stay in their children’s lives after divorce. This could be done through seminar(s) or a fathers’ group.

· Provide talks by well-known figures on better fathering.  
· Activities for fathers and boys could be planned, perhaps with a reading or sporting focus. 

· Men could be brought into schools in a number of ways. There are Grandparents’ Days etc held by some schools. Rather than these on-off activities, it would be more productive to bring grandfathers into the school in a more continuing and systematic way e.g. for weekly sessions to hear boys read or watch them perform in some special activity. Fathering could be the subject of a debate ‘That fathers are irrelevant in the lives of boys today’. [The title is intentionally provocative.]

ACTIVE LEARNING

Teachers could usefully reflect on the need for active learning, and how it could be increased. Some suggestions include:

· Starting lessons with a ‘take 5’ approach: ‘write down 5 things you learned about Hannibal’s battle strategies last lesson. Compare with your partner. How many of these had never been used before?’

· Ending lessons with an activity which sums up the key learning idea: ‘Tell your partner: what was the most important thing you learned about veins in this lesson?’

·  Visits to institutions in which the intention is for the students to learn in a context designed to provoke curiosity, rather than for teachers or guides to retail information.

·  Boys sometimes prefer to learn by means of debates, role-plays, and investigations.

· Stand boys in a circle and throw a ball to them. Whoever gets the ball has to make a comment about the activity they have just done.

STRUCTURED ENVIRONMENTS

Most boys need structured learning more than girls do. They don’t cope well with long explanations and vague instructions like ‘Discuss’ and ‘Explain’, especially in junior high school.  Instead the School could:

·  Set up models of structured lessons with 3 minutes to do an introductory activity, followed by 5 minutes of discussion in pairs, and so on.

· Vary the partners with whom boys are working so that every boy works with the other boys in the class. And the girls too!

· Make sure that assessment tasks provide sufficient instructions so that underachieving boys can identify the steps they need to follow to complete the work.

· Work towards larger writing exercises through building smaller steps.

· Show boys how to write essays, construct sentences and paragraphs.

INCREASE REWARDS

As boys are often disengaged from schooling, they need more incentives than girls to work well at school. Boys seem to need praise as much as girls, but get it less often. The reasons for this might require an investigation into the ways males relate, and the frequency with which praise is associated with acceptably male activities such as sports, rather than feminist activities such as reading and writing.  The school could review its pattern of rewards for good academic work, and check with boys on how they would like to be rewarded.

IMPROVE LITERACY

Research has provided evidence that boys’ imaginations are being captured by sports or computers; but ‘real men don’t read’. The school could work harder to provide support for readers and boys struggling with reading.

Suggestions include:

· Assess the reading habits and preferences in boys in the danger years (8th & 9th Grade).  Use the data to improve strategies for boys’ literacy.

· Have a Book Week in which every teacher talks about books he/ she read in her/his mid-teens. P.E. teachers and Coaches should participate in this activity.   It is they whose influence may be the most valuable.

·  Provide a wider range of non-fiction material: stories related to TV stories, war themes, science fantasy, nature investigations, fishing, and football magazines. All have a place in getting boys to read more enthusiastically.

· Try getting boys to learn by means of individualized instruction on cards or through a contract with a teacher.

· Allow older boys to visit younger boys to listen to their reading and provide academic encouragement.

· Work with boys to provide suitable incentives and rewards for readers. Ask boys what rewards would work.

· Use computers in creative ways to get boys to interact with poetry through dramatic and interactive exercises.

REVIEW THE CULTURE OF THE SCHOOL

Conduct a survey to find out what boys think about the school.  Ask for feed back and ideas for improving instruction.

IMPROVE WRITING AND ASSESSMENT

Most boys feel frustrated by an emphasis on terms like ‘Discuss…’, ‘Account for…’ and Explain…’. By the end 12th grade, students should be able to know how to act on instructions like ‘Discuss’. But in earlier years, they need to be shown how to provide an argument for a point of view. Boys may respond better to:

· List the reasons why…

·  Provide arguments for…

· Fact Race:   ‘I bet you I can write down more factors of the number 9 than you can in 1 minute’ or ‘Write down as many reason for as you can  remember for why the war broke out’.  Boys enjoy competition.  

LISTEN TO BOYS’ LEARNING NEEDS

Research indicates that more boys than girls feel school is a complete waste of time. The School could improve the enjoyment and satisfaction boys have of school by:

· Ensuring that boys’ learning needs and preferences are listened to and acted upon.

· To this end, doing classroom research with the boys about how they prefer to learn.

· Don’t stereotype boys by assuming that boys are all the same. Encourage boys with unusual interests. Set the tone by providing for differences in learning styles, reading matter, approaches to reading.

USE INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY

The research shows that boys often favor learning that is related to computers.  Accordingly the School could:

· Ask boys how to improve teaching in each subject

· Provide more opportunities for computer-assisted learning

· Continue assistance given to teachers and others in the School who help boys learn on computers

· Encourage cooperation among boys who have various abilities with computers.  Don’t set computer-strong boys against sport-successful boys.

RAISE EXPECTATIONS

Research suggests that teachers expect less work from boys, especially in English.  If ‘real men don’t read’, most boys seem not to want to read. Too many academics underestimate the importance for boys of being masculine in ways that are acceptable to their peers.   Teachers too often expect boys not to be interested in reading and writing. The boys then prove that the teachers were correct in their expectations.  Promote reading at home.  Make a suitable range of material available to boys to take home. 

USE HUMOR

Males relate to other males through humor.  Teachers can connect with boys using humor in a positive way. The jokes should not push boys into stereotypes by mocking boys who are not strong or powerful. 

Adapted from “IT AIN’T COOL TO LIKE SCHOOL”:  WHY ARE BOYS UNDERACHIEVING AROUND THE WORLD? AND WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT IT? By Peter West.

