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Research question: How can we improve the attainment of ‘white-working class’ boys? 

1.) Context 

National context: 

For too long there has been an expectation that boys will not do as well in their GCSEs as girls. In Summer 

2017, this expectation was once again fulfilled with 71% of female students achieving a 4 grade or above in 

English and Maths, compared to 61.5% of males achieving the same grades. This gap was the widest it had 

been in 15 years of gender comparative data (DfE 2017.) 

Local context: 

At Priory School, Lewes, this national picture was also echoed, but with a slightly narrower gap. In Summer 

2017, 80% of girls achieved a 4 grade or above in Maths and English, compared to 74% achieved by their 

male counterparts. (Fischer Family Trust - 2017)  

Further analysis of localised results: 

When we start to pick apart the male data even more, we see that one particular male group seems to 

perform worse than others do.  Pupil Premium Grant (PPG) boys who identify as ‘White-British’ in the 

admittance ethnicity survey, average an Attainment 8 score of 4.3 in comparison to non-PPG White boys 

who achieve an Attainment 8 score of 5.5, a difference of 1.2.  

What does this mean? 

These findings mean that there is a systemic failure nationally for a group of pupils often defined as ‘White 

Working-Class.’ The Sutton Trust (2016) report ‘Class Differences’ concluded that pupils belonging to this 

group had less of a chance of attending a University than their counterparts. It also reported that only 24% 

of pupils from this group would achieve 5 A*-Cs (Kirby and Culinane 2016). The national results and the 

local results both indicate that there is a need to address this attainment gap. In its first research project as 

a Teaching School, the Lewes Teaching Alliance will aim to work alongside local Alliance schools to analyse 

possible future interventions and good practice.  

Contextual issues: 

East Sussex has a large disparity of wealth. The town of Lewes has often been viewed as ‘affluent’ yet we 

find many of our pupils do not in fact come from an affluent background. In the most extreme example in 

Sussex, “one area of Hastings, child poverty is running at over 75% (Baird ward, Hastings (75.5%), whereas 

in Lindfield, Mid Sussex, less than 1% (0.90%) of children live in poverty” (Sussex Uncovered 2- Bridging the 

Gap 2016.) The Lewes Teaching Alliance will be working across several communities whose backgrounds 

differ greatly, so it is essential that we consider these differences in all that we do.  Appendix 1 shows that 

three areas which the Alliance hope to work with; Lewes Castle, Newhaven Valley, and Peacehaven North, 

appear in the top 100 out of 999 deprived wards in Sussex.  

 



 

 

2.) Definitions: 

This project will use an adaptation of definitions used in the Select Committee Report (2014) and those 

which were adapted for use in the HAWWC project (2016). 

• working class: Traditional notions of what constitutes ‘the working class’ are based on a categorisation of 

employment occupations but we are pragmatically going to use FSM eligibility as a proxy for working class. 

The Economic Policy Institute (an American think-tank) describes the practice of using poverty as proxy for 

class in generally positive terms (2013). 

 • white: ‘White’ is a broad heading within classifications of ethnicity which can be used to make 

comparisons against other aggregated groups such as black and Asian. Within the white group the 

overwhelming majority of children fall into the subgroup of white British, but other subgroups include 

white Irish, Gypsy/Roma, and ‘Other white’, which encompasses a range Economic Policy Institute of white 

mostly European ethnicities. The smaller size and greater complexity of other groups within the ‘white’ 

category has led us to focus primarily on the performance of white British children, and this matches the 

focus of Ofsted’s Unseen Children report (2013). 

Taken from High Achieving White Working Class (HAWWC) Boys Project (2016) 

Using the above, the definition for this project will be: 

White Working-Class Boy – A young man aged between 5-18 from a ‘White-British’ ethnic background who 

is eligible for Pupil Premium. (2018) 

 

 

Issues surrounding Definition: 

The terminology of ‘White working class’ is a rightfully complex one. Connotations and generalisations 

have led to many conflicts and issues surrounding the use of the term. In early 2018 the term came into 

the headlines once again with the successful musician, Professor Green, presenting a documentary titled 

‘White Working-Class Men.’ If we are to use the parameters set out in the above definitions, there will 

inevitably be many objections if contexts and aims are not clearly communicated, and we need to tread a 

careful path.  

Definition for this project: 

The following definition is to be used, taking into consideration the contextual sensitivities outlined above: 

White Working-Class Boy – A young man aged between 5-18 from a ‘White-British’ ethnic background who 

is eligible for Pupil Premium. (2018) 

 

 

 

 



 

 

3.) What are the causes of this attainment gap? 

There has been a plethora of varying theories put forward to explain this persistent gap between male and 

female attainment, let alone that of White Working-Class boys. The most convincing argument put forward 

in the eyes of an everyday classroom practioners is that off ‘expectations.’ Expectations refer to those of 

the school community towards White Working-Class boys, as well as parental expectations. 

 The Impetus paper (2014) worked alongside 11 organisations who collated a list of emerging themes 

whilst exploring this issue. One of the points put forward was that “White working-class children and young 

people were particularly likely to see no link between being successful at school and future employment 

success” (Impetus- Digging Deeper: 2014). Other arguments put forward in this paper were based around 

cultural context. It claimed that sometimes the background that these White working-class boys came 

from often had “homes and communities which had different rules, norms, and values to school.” (Impetus- 

Digging Deeper: 2014). 

If we are realistic in our analysis, we must accept that the expectations put forward by schools influences 

this attainment gap. Michael Marland (1983) argued that teachers treated boys and girls differently. The 

perceptions of gender equity were eloquently summarised by Myhill and Jones of Exeter University (2006) 

in their paper ‘Pupils’ perceptions of gender equity in the classroom.’ Through the use of pupil interviews, 

they concluded that expectations of boys and girls differ, with boys being treated more negatively by 

teachers, and this perception increases with age (Myhill and Jones 2006).  

The idea of girls being ‘studious’ and ‘organised’ in comparison to boys who are ‘lazy’ and disorganised’ is a 

social construct which is still perpetuated in some learning environments. As early as 1992, Kruse claimed, 

“girls are constructed as the good student while boys are viewed as the interesting person” (Kruse 1992).  

The argument for this is even more compelling as Myhill and Jones (2006) cite Warrington’s (1996) 

statement that “teachers tend to under-predict boys’ and over-predict girls’ GCSE results.  

Stereotypes based around boys and girls have a physical impact on exam outcomes. In 2018, the well-

known educationalist, David Didau, argued that handwriting bias still influences boys’ attainment at GCSE 

level (Didau 2018).  To focus on handwriting has not been popular in recent times, yet we are fooling 

ourselves if we do not prioritise it as it is the final form in which pupils’ work will be delivered to an 

examiner.  Didau argues that handwriting creates a ‘halo’ effect where “We tend to assume that people 

with well-formed, easily legible handwriting are also cleverer”(Didau 2018). If we carry on perpetuating the 

idea that boys are allowed to have ‘scruffier’ work and girls are supposed to have ‘beautiful’ work, we are 

setting our boys up to fail.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

4.) Pupil viewpoints surrounding teacher perceptions of gender 

An anonymous pupil survey was carried out with 80 pupils aged between 14-16 in April 2018 about their 

perceptions of gender equity at Priory School, Lewes.  Pupils were asked the following questions, here are their 

responses: 

 

 

 

 

Do you think teachers treat boys and girls any 
differently?  

Yes No No view

Do you think teachers use different language 
when speaking to boys compared to girls? 

Yes No No view

Do you think girls 'get away' with more by 
teachers than boys? 

Yes No No view



 

 

5.) What needs to change? 

a) Fairness in expectations 

The fact that little has changed with the gender attainment gap in so many years is a clear indicator that 

the possible interventions and solutions will not be short term projects. If we are to accept Myhill and 

Jones’ (2006) argument that low expectations of boys is the cause of their poor attainment, we need to 

look at an entire change of ethos geared towards academic excellence.  Local schools in East Sussex who 

have previously had grade 3 or 4 OFSTED inspections have had no choice but to enforce a binary behaviour 

policy. In the last few years, local schools who have taken a high standards non-negotiable approach have 

seen success in creating positive progress 8 residuals.   The Independent Review of Schools report carried 

out in 2017 by behaviourist Tom Bennet concluded that two features of highly successful schools are 

“detailed expectations” and “consistent practices” (Bennet 2017). It is essential that if a school is aiming 

for high expectations of all students that they must be particularly detailed in what they are asking for. The 

Review made the point that “Expectations must be exemplified in as much detail as possible. Many 

problems with creating a strong culture are rooted in the misapprehension that a vision has been 

demonstrated clearly when it has not, or that an expectation has been made clear but in fact remains only 

vaguely comprehensible to its recipients.” (Bennet 2017).  

b) Change the language: 

In order for both boys and girls to achieve, it is also essential that we break down some of the gender 

stereotypes that are perpetuated in education. Language is a key part of breaking down this stereotype as 

there are connotations just by using terms like ‘those boys’ or ‘that group of girls.’ The White-working class 

has become viewed as disenfranchised since the beginning of ‘class dealignment’ in the late 20th century. 

Teachers can help combat this by monitoring the level of interactions they have with males and females, 

and perhaps asking an observer to jot down some of the terminology used towards boys and girls. The 

language we use is a habit, and we can unlearn these habits. Swann (2003) claims that by putting the focus 

on language and male underachievement is half of the battle. She argues that “The focus on male 

underachievement and the general move within language and gender studies towards investigating 

masculinities has led to a number of projects investigating language and masculinities in the classroom” 

(Swann 2003). Some commentators have gone even further and argued that we should eradicate gender 

based language in the classroom all together. Prior (2017) makes the case that “This type of language is no 

longer acceptable in many sectors of society, so learners should be taught how to avoid it (Prior 2017).  

c) Worthwhile Intervention: 

One of the most popular contributors to the debate around boys’ attainment, Gary Wilson, makes the case 

that “it is still not uncommon for intervention to occur as late as Year 10 or even Year 11, and often just 

with boys who are borderline” (Wilson 2013). Since the emergence of PiXL (Partners in Excellence) ‘fine 

grading’, we find that schools are getting better at starting earlier with their intervention programmes. 

Wilson (2013) provides a specific point in which secondary intervention should perhaps take place, Year 8. 

He makes the argument that peer mentoring is underused, and that we should be providing some of our 

youngest vulnerable students with good role models from the years above. Wilson succinctly claims that 

“Pupil tracking systems allow for far earlier recognition of academic underperformance than they have ever 

done before. We need to act upon the information they provide us” (Wilson 2013) 



 

 

6.) Conclusions 

A combination of fairness in expectations, gender neutral language, and worthwhile intervention is one 

mixed approach of attempting to deal with the attainment gap between boys and girls. These three 

methods contribute to producing a facilitative environment for both boys and girls to succeed in. Fletcher 

and Sarkar (2016) produced the table below to exemplify the four different states that can exist in the 

classroom. They argue that when pupils are met with a high level of challenge, and a high level of support, 

optimal learning can happen.  

 

Our high expectations of boys’ behaviour leads to a high level of challenge in school. Our positive 

relationships alongside our neutral consistent approach to behaviour, creates a high level of support (Dix 

2017). Our worthwhile interventions that focus early on prove to young men that we are investing in their 

success from an early age. Reeve (2002) emphasised the point that pupils require a purpose to work 

toward success. In his experiment, he concluded that linking activities to pupils’ future goals was the most 

successful way of engaging students in their studies. 

 

7.) Next Steps 

The Lewes Teaching Alliance will conduct a piece of action research that tracks the attainment of ‘White 

working-class’ boys over an academic year (2018-2019). Teachers at Priory School and it’s Alliance partners 

will also deliberately exercise the three approaches outlined above and see if there has been any 

quantative and/or qualitative change.  
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