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Thank you very much for inviting me to present work on our concerns with gender and
education in the UK. I have prepared two papers for this visit to Japan and in the second
one, for the open meeting, I shall provide the background on teacher’ and women’s
movement activism, and the central and local government polices, which have provided
the context and stimulus for academic research. In this more theoretical paper I have been
asked to concentrate on a particular phenomenon: the concern being expressed, not only
in the UK but in other countries too, as to why boys’ results on national attainment tests
and do not seem to be keeping up with those of girls.

In order to address this issue as it relates to England and Wales, I need however to
provide a little background. To avoid overlap with tomorrow’s paper, I shall note here
simply that, after concern with girls’ and women’s education in the first wave of feminism
(1860-1914), there was a time when the battle was thought to have been won. Girls and
young women were seen as having access to substantially the same educational institutions
and to the same curricula as boys and young men. Attention in the newly emerging
sociology of education of the 1950s and 60s was thus focused on social class inequalities,
since both boys and girls from the working class certainly had very different educational
opportunities from those (boys and girls) in the middle and those in the upper classes.

However, with the anti-racist and women'’s liberation movements of the late 1960s and
1970s, there came a focus on how badly Black children were faring in UK schools as well
asin colleges and universities, and arenewed concern with sex divisions and inequalities.
‘Race’ and gender (as the social elements of sexual divisions became called) were initially

often considered separately, and also separately from social class. This was clear in, for
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instance, an important Inner London Education Authority pamphlet entitled Gender, Race,
Class (note the commas!) which had three quite separate section on each dimension of
difference. In the late 1970s and 80s there was also pressure from gays and lesbians for
concern with the experiences of young people growing up and ‘coming out’ in schools,
and from disability activists to incorporate those with special educational needs into

mainstream schools.

One of the causes of the demise of such equity projects in the 1990s in the UK was the
need to cope with the Government’s rapid introduction of major changes to the educational
system (see also Leonard 2000). These initiatives came from a concern about the future
employability of students and were aimed at improving standards and performance in
both schools and universities. New modes of public management replaced a previous
trust in the competence and commitment, teaching (and other) professions; and in order
to continue to get funding, schools and further and higher education colleges had to
divert their attention to government concerns - which did not include race and gender and
certainly not homosexual rights - and focus instead upon an agenda which stressed efficiency
and effectiveness. This included a new National Curriculum and new modes of inspection
in schools, and systems of auditing performance at all levels of education. Specific
performance indicators — the results of Standard Attainment Tests (SATs) atage 7, 11 and
13, and the General Certificate of Secondary Education and Advanced level examination
results of 16 and 18 year olds in each school, and the research productivity and teaching
performance of each higher education institution - are now publicized as ‘league tables’
in local and national newspapers. Collecting the data to construct these indicators is both
time consuming and costly, but the resulting over-simple figures are of over-riding
importance to each institution since they determine their relative prestige and competitive
position. They have therefore both steered the focus of and greatly intensified teachers’

work at all levels — as I imagine members of this Forum are aware.

The SAT scores and GCSE and A-level exam results which are issued each year distinguish
by sex, and I think this is largely what has lead to the emergence of a panic around boys’
so-called ‘underachievement’. Newspapers construct stories around the press releases
and pundits (including myself) get invited on the television and elsewhere each year to
comment on the “fact’ that girls are outperforming boys. The BBC's flagship, heavy-weight,

documentary programme Panorama has also devoted several programmes to asserting
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that the world is being turned upside down because ‘The Future is Female’. This year the
newspapers made much of fact that the difference between boys and girls results had very
slightly declining (0.3%), but the panic continues and has had marked effects. E.g.,, when a
revision to the National Curriculum was being worked on recently, the Minister for
Education wrote an Introduction expressing concern about boys literacy and calling for
special provision for boys. (I was present at a meeting where the spokesperson from the
Equal Opportunities Commission pointed out that this provision, which was included in
the draft revision, would actually be illegal under the terms of the Sex Discrimination Act
1975). While despite fifty years of the mainstream educational establishment moving state
education to a coeducational mode, and firmly squashing feminists who in the 1970s
questioned if coeducation was as good as girl-only schooling for girls, the provision of
single sex classes in schools is now being reconsidered for certain subjects, because this

might help to improve boys’ performance.

In this resurrection of ‘sex antagonism’ (a phrase first used by the National Union of
Elementary School Teachers in the 1920s and 30s), various important elements have got
quite lost. If one tries to argue that it is not a simple case of ‘boys underachieving’, but
rather of our needing to ask some very basic questions about which boys and which girls
do well or badly and at what, and why, journalists are not interested because this makes it
all ‘too complex'. It is even more difficult to disentangle what the changes have been over
time, and how much of the change has been due to changes in educational policy as
opposed to changes in the labour market and family life and in the general national
cultural ethos due to feminism (Arnot etal. 1999). But of course in terms of gender theory,

and encouraging interestin gender, it is all extremely interesting!

Which boys and which girls do well or badly

Let us therefore start with the question of which boys and which girls do well or badly

and at what -in so far as we can say, given limitations in the data.

We do know thatin the SAT results for 7and 11 year olds, boys on average do clearly
less well than girls at reading, but they are slightly ahead overall in tests of maths

and science.
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Atage 16, although both genders’ results are improving year on year, boys are
improving less fast, so now nearly 9% more girls get good resultson their public
examinations (that is to say five or more subjects with an A or A*, Bor C grade).
Girls do markedly better in English (58.5% of girls and 50.8% of boys got at least a C),
but in the popular ‘double science’, 52.4% of girls and 51.1% of boys got A*-C, while
in mathematics the difference is much less: 50.1% of girls and 49.7% of boys got a Cor
over.

By 18, A-levels, the issue is more the choice of subjects, with girls only slowly moving
into ‘masculine’ fields. But those boys who do take English (or history or modern
languages), do well, and similarly girls who study physics.

Atuniversity women’s now comprise slightly more than half of all undergraduates,
but they get more second class and men more first and third class degrees. While at
the highest level, the doctorate, the proportion of women has risen from 15% in the
early 1970s to 40%, and in so far as one can judge form slightly wobbly statistics,
within each disciplinary area, both sexes are equally successful and within the same
length of time — though women are spread more evenly across the fields and men

are more clustered in physical science and engineering.

First a few comments on these figures. In general when tests do not produce the results
you expect (e.g. if Black children came out doing better than white in the US), people
query the quality of the test and change some of the questions until they get the result
which is the same as the results from previous tests and/or which seems intuitively
correct. Lots of questions have been raised about the quality of the SATs tests, which were
introduced rapidly and which are difficult to produce and standardize each year (see e.g.
Fielding et al. 1999). But the gender results are almost never queried — people expect
boys to do worse at reading and better at science. Moreover if you have large scale
studies, you will get statistically significant differences between two groups, but these are
not always socially significant. Boys doing less well clearly is hugely socially significant.
Moreover it is treated as if these are uniform findings, but in factin some schools the boys
are doing better across the board, and in other schools they fluctuate from year to year, so

it we lose much of the richness of the data by always generalizing.

Second, the 16+ maths results, e.g., by focusing on the proportion getting A-C results,
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disguise the important fact that more girls get put into the medium band for mathematics
and gain the top mark in that stream (that is to say, a C), but this will not allow them to go
on to specialize in maths at the next level. Moreover, the focus is on just some of the
subjects students study —— those perceived as centrally important. But if we are concerned
with a healthy mind in a healthy body, what about (or how significant is) the relative
performance of boys and girls in Sports (and which sorts of sports) and in Art?

Third, boys have ‘underachieved’ for years. When we had the 11+ intelligence test for
entry to selective secondary schools, these grammar schools used to take the top 30% of
girls and the top 30% of boys, because to take the top 30% of pupils, would have meant
grammar schools with 60+% girls — which can’t be right! The rationale then was that boys
mature more slowly than girls, and so their real potential wasn’t picked up so early.
Similarly, an historian colleague studying the 18th century says there was amused talk
then of boys not doing well because of their ‘habit of healthy idleness’. (But of course they
were then not in direct competition with their sisters.) However there hasbeen a considerable
turn around in a short time and girls are undoubtedly doing better educationally than in
previous decades when they were well behind boys, and they do seem to have pulled
ahead at 16 now there is a common curriculum and they have changed labour market

expectations.

If we bring race and ethnicity into the picture, however, the picture becomes much more
complex. We don’t have national statistics because this information (and information on
social class background) is not collected on examination entry forms, but particular studies
(see Gillborn and Gipps 1996) suggest that African Caribbean girls do well, while African
Caribbean boys do very badly, some south Asian girls (Sikhs) out-perform white girls, but
others (Bangladeshis) are right at the bottom of the table. There is also variation across the
country, and not just between prosperous and poor regions: in Northern Ireland 72.2% of
entrants got A*-C grades, compared to 57.1% in England and Wales.

Social class is certainly also a central variable. There is an ever- widening gap between the
those who are doing really well (the top 20% gaining the equivalent in points of 12 Cs)
and the bottom 20% achieving the equivalent of one C. The top are pulling away while the
bottom are stable.



It is therefore a complex picture, and the simple statement that girls are doing better (and
that the future is female) are over-simplifications to provide headlines and to sell TV
programmes. But they are encouraged by the government’s choice to focus upon
‘outcomes’ / performance indicators, and to present the data by gender with no other
cross-correlations. They have enormous consequences-- as already noted and including
affecting children in school. The pupils also read the newspapers and the boys may be
disciplined with threats about not doing as well as they girls, and they may have their
poor reading performance exposed and be shamed.

Theoretical development

Just as there was anger from the women’s movement in the 1970s at the extent to which
gender issues had been ignored and differences between boys and girls overlooked, so
there is justifiable anger and cynicism that now that in some ways boys are losing out, this
is headline news. But such cynicism should not make us overlook the fact that there are
problems for certain groups of boys at certain ages and in certain subject areas (and for
certain groups of girls at certain ages and in certain subject areas), and that there are also
gender dimensions to all educational issues all of the time and these need constantly to be

considered in analyses and in policy making.

Fortunately there has been quite a lot of work in this field over the last thirty years, even if
wesstill need more systematic quantitative and qualitative data collection, and even if it is
difficult to try heuristically to disentangle the fused elements of different social inequalities
while keeping an historical and a comparative perspective on the wider context of the
labour market and marriage and allowing for changing social policies. English-speaking
feminism in the 1970s developed the concept of gender --- one of a number of key concepts
(including sexism and patriarchy and homophobia) — from the work of Margaret Mead
and role theorists, to distinguish between physiological and psychological possibilities
and the cultural constructions of these potentialities in different societies. This was a key
point in theorizing because it stressed that whatever the contribution of nature, nurture
was as, if not more, compelling in respect of sexual divisions in society — and that
included sexual behaviour and the social pressure towards heterosexuality (see companion

paper). Moreover, whenever one sets the balance (mainly nature or 99% nurture) education

26



AEKEFRE 72— L No.6

has a political choice to encourage or to minimize ‘natural’ potentials. That is to say, one
can argue for an education system which stresses and encourages differences between

boys and girls or one which seeks to minimize them.

Feminists have sought to minimize differences, arguing that it was not that women want
‘to be like men’, but rather that in a society divided binarily, masculine behaviour is
hegemonic and rewarded. (Praise for motherhood, for instance, is largely lip-service and
part of a process of excluding women from the public sector and keeping them economically
dependent and subordinate.) We are averse to the binary division and the stunting it
effects on all individuals — e.g. it is as bad for boys in school not to engage in art,
languages and dance as it has been for girls to eschew technical subjects and science — but

the employment costs for those who are stuck on the feminine side are much greater.

Our work on education in the UK until the mid 1980s was concerned with first putting
gender back on the map and then exploring its parameters. There were differences of
perspective between a more liberal, individualized and a more structural, conflict approach.
Advocates of the former stressed trying to change attitudes and if that did not work,
threatening or actually using the law to require equal treatment (the approach of the EOC
and various established women'’s organizations); while those who saw education from a
social reproduction perspective, stressed how the differential (formal and informal)
curriculum, pedagogy and assessment processes in schools were part of the process of
reproduction of gender inequalities — so education was not so much a tool for change as a
site where men’s power had to be contested (the approach of most grassroots feminist
organizaticns and social researchers). The latter group was however divided among itself
between those who contested male advantage and stressed not only the boy centred
curriculum and pedagogy, but also boys’ use of sexual harassment and violence in schools
(radical feminism); and those who stressed the advantages of gender (and race) divisions

to capitalism.

More recent research has been much influenced by post-structuralism and is focused on
specificcontexts rather than overall social structures, and it stresses the fluidity and constant
reconstruction of gender. That is say, that education systems do not simply act upon
pre-existing social differences which are brought into schools, colleges and universities,
but rather that educational institutions themselves reconstruct gender, with teachers, pupils
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and others actively engaged and constantly modifying the process. We recognise that
while there are always gender dimensions to all school (and other) social interactions, it is
never a question of just gender, but of other elements too (including class, ethnicity/race,

sexuality, ability, and size) interacting in constant flux.

I will try to illustrate this with two very short accounts from my own recent research, the
first emphasizing the interaction of gender, race and class; and the second the complexity

of what sort of masculinity and femininity is developed in different schools and classrooms.

* Gender and Special Education Needs (SEN)

We visited all the primary (5-11 year old) schools in one part of London and asked which
children were thought to need help with their learning (i.e. some extra help but not such
marked needs as would require them to be taken out of mainstream schools), and what

extra help they were given.

We found boys get the lions share of resources but that the patterns were different for
Black boys and girls from White boys and girls. Many Black pupils, about equal numbers
of boys and girls, were thought to have ‘mild to moderate learning difficulties’, but that
almost only white boys were thought to have ‘specific learning difficulties” (mainly dyslexia).
This meant that it was White boys who got far more of the specialized, expensive learning

support.

Our interpretation is that White parents who are concerned about their son’s progress
seek external advice and then push the school to provide them with extra, specific support.
Black pupils’ parents are generally less knowledgeable about how to use the education
system, or have fewer resources to support them in getting expert diagnoses. Therefore
when racist processes in and out of school slow Black children’s progress, these pupils are
seen as simply ‘slow’, with little distinction by sex. White girls’ socialization ensures few
of them are disruptive in class and provided they keep busy and make reasonable progress
(often thanks to help from other girls in the class) they get overlooked (see Daniels et al.
1998, 1999a, 1999b).

* Gender and Learning
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We have studied intensively classes of 10-11 year olds in twelve schools in two metropolitan
areas of England, where the schools were overall getting high or low SATs results. In
some schools boys were doing better than girls and in others where girls were doing
better. We focused on how children are constituted by their classroom experiences and
particularly through performing learning and gender identities while working in formal
learning and friendship groups with as the key idea that children may (or are encouraged
to) ‘shift positions’ by virtue of a school’s specific values and pedagogies.

Masculinities and femininities are highly diverse, as are the relations between and within
each gender, and constructing gender identity is an on-going process. So the base for the
whole project was the question of how we come to be who we are, how we are and when
we are as the result of our taking up, refusing or less usually re-configuring positions
made available within specific, and thus alterable, social, interpersonal and institutional

relations and discourses,.

This work showed us first just how misleading SATSs can be about what is happening in a
particular school; and also how, although we can paint very rich pictures about what is
happening in different classrooms (in schools with different management styles, different
catchment areas and different classroom teachers) in becomes increasingly difficult (in fact
impossible) to say what pedagogy is ‘best’ for boys and for girls. However, we can say
with some certainty that some of the government initiatives around, for example, boys
literacy, which are based on increasing competition between boys, and between boys and
girls, will definitely be counter-productive. We found boys did best when they were
taught to be more caring and sharing, whereas middle class girls (who have such skills
already) benefit from a stress on competition and individuality (see Fielding et al 1999,
Creese etal. in press; also Attar and Moss 1999, 2000).

Conclusion
The UK is committed to providing equal educational opportunities and is in line with the

United Nations Beijing declaration, etc. But equity issues have been buried by the focus on

the importance of education to national competitiveness and the stress on (supposedly
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gender neutral) efficiency and effectiveness and the potential of new management systems
to spearhead change. While girls in general have utilized the educational openings made
available to them over the last 20 years, many of them, and their brothers, have also
suffered from the sharp increase in socio-economic inequality which has occurred in the

UK. We have shockingly high rates of child poverty (see the UNICEF Report 2000).

We need to clarify very specifically what the gender issues are in relation to achievement,
taking account of social class and race and other inequalities — and we need also to
consider gender in relation to other aspects of education, since education should be about
more than just doing well in examinations. The phenomenon of ‘boys falling behind girls’
is partly a product of a new and narrow definition of educational achievement; partly to
do with girls’ and women now having access to and feeling free to use educational
opportunities denied them in the past; and partly to do with girls and boys attitudes
previewing their changed employment and family patterns. As researchers we have to
stress the complexity of issues: that it is not possible to consider one inequality at a time
since ‘gender, race, class’ interact. Moreover if many different policies are put in place
very rapidly, efforts at broadening for instance social class access to education may be
countered by the unintended class (and gender and race) effects of other changes. We
should stress the need to monitor and evolve rather than favouring revolution (however

good ‘radical overhaul’ may be for politicians careers and egos).

We still need to evaluate fully what was achieved in the 1980s and 1990s and how much
was due to changes to central government policy and how much to now disparaged social
movements and local institutions. Studies conducted for the EOC and the Economic and
Social Research Council (Arnot et al 1999, Salisbury and Riddell 2000) suggest the National
Curriculum has made a contribution in preventing children making too early sex-
stereotyped subject choices, but there are problems (for students of both sexes) with the
removal of concern with equal opportunities from the Teacher Training Agency’s agenda
for initial teacher training, from continuing professional development for newly qualified
teachers, and from school inspections. Gender topics are also not an important element in
either the National Curriculum or in Subject Review in higher education. Such staff
development sessions as now exist have been taken over by talk of ‘quality’, ‘targets’ and
‘leadership’. In the past, the presence of some feminist activists in a school or college

could ensure some time was devoted to gender awareness raising, and some staff would
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go on specialist in-service courses and do Masters degrees to develop their ideas in this
field. The stress on standards sacrificed creative curriculum, pedagogic and assessment
diversity, and cutbacks in LEAs lost much leveling out between schools and innovative
anti-racist and anti-sexist work. The current intensification of teachers’ (and administrators’
and researchers’) work at every level of education means staff no longer have time (or
encouragement) for individual reflexivity and collegial discussions, and the narrowing of

the work is likely to lead radical and liberal individuals to leave the profession.

We certainly need to counter the re-emergence of simplistic biologism and / or anti-feminism
embedded in the current panic about boys’ (supposed) underachievement - which assumes
that girls’ gains are boy’s losses: that boys are being ‘disempowered’ and losing out to
girls, so resources should be shifted back to boys (i.e. away from girls). Certain boys still
get the bulk of the resources; only certain boys are doing badly, and the issue is much

more than a zero-sum game between boys and girls.
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