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Will separating
girls and boys
JOHN KIRKMAN

help English teaching?

Director of English

Context
The achievement gap between girls and boys is widening. Last year, 26.5% of all girls’ entries to
GCSE examinations received an A*, compared with just 19.8% for boys. This was the biggest gap
since the exams were introduced. In the same year, 73.5% of all GCSE entries by girls scored C or
higher, compared to 66% of boys.
Naturally, the gap varies from subject to subject, with maths being a notable exception to the rule
(boys have outperformed girls for the last three years). But in English the problem is particularly
acute. 72.5% of all girls taking English Language GCSE last year gained A*–C, compared with
just 58.7% of boys.1 Most worryingly, there is strong evidence to suggest that the gap in literacy
between boys and girls is causing a gap in attainment at GCSE generally.2. It’s not just our own
results we’re affecting – it’s everyone else’s too.
This gender gap isn’t purely a characteristic of secondary education. It begins at primary school,
particularly in English. A recent Ofsted study noted:

“When boys enter secondary school they are already well behind girls
in English, although they achieve marginally better than girls in
mathematics. Except in a small number of schools, the gap does not close
during the secondary years.” 3
True to form, this pattern appeared in our founder cohort of Year 7s. Boys lagged behind girls in
English quite significantly. The table below shows many more girls than boys joined us on level
5, and significantly more girls came with a baseline above the nationally expected level for the
end of KS2 (4B). Our founder cohort of boys needed something to help them catch up, and they
needed it quickly.

1
2
3

2011 GCSE data
Girls Rock, Boys Roll: An Analysis of the Age 14-16 Gender Gap in English Schools (2003)
Ofsted – Boys’ Achievement in Secondary Schools (2008)
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Year 7 2010 intake – attainment on entry by gender
		
Y6 SATS Level
1
2
3
4
5
TOTALS

No

Male		
%

Female
No

%

3
4
22
53
15

2
2
12
30
8

0
2
10
44
24

0
1
6
25
14

97

55

80

45

There was clearly a gap which needed to be closed. In a new school, with no established ways
of doing things, all options are on the table. One that we decided to examine was single sex
teaching in English.
Single sex teaching is often thought to help girls’ and boys’ attainment, and accelerate boys’
progress in particular. There could be many factors at work here – increased performance isn’t
necessarily a direct consequence of gender separation. However, the weight of evidence cannot
be ignored, particularly when the problem of boys’ underachievement is so severe.
And it’s not just a question of progress and attainment. Many advocate the idea of teaching
boys and girls separately on socio-psychological grounds. As any teacher knows, boys and girls
exhibit different behaviour in the classroom; different learning preferences; different instincts and
dispositions. One study – Successful Single Sex Classrooms – suggests that boy-only classrooms:

“… can be one of the innovative environments that fully understands
a boy’s developmental trajectory...the success experienced in many boysonly classes and schools today is in large part due to vigilance on the
part of these boys’ teachers to create environments that fit the male
brain” 4
So that’s why boys have been doing so badly! No one was catering to the ‘male brain’ (always
tricky). This book then goes on to set out the benefits for girls, stating that:

“ … a girls only classroom can provide a place for learning that is free
of competition with boys, and the need for boys’ attention… it can be
a place where girls get involved, ask important questions and gain the
confidence to excel, especially in areas where they may previously have
been challenged.” 5
4
5

Gurian, Stevens, Daniels – Successful Single-Sex Classrooms (2009)
Gurian, Stevens, Daniels Ibid
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We could see how, if boys and girls were separated, then careful choice of text type, lesson
activities, and teacher exposition would allow us to target their gender specific needs.

Our response – boys and girls classes in Year 7
With the unique opportunity of building our English department from scratch, we wanted to pilot
the idea of single sex teaching, and investigate the effects it had not just on boys’ achievement
in the subject, but on that of all students. As explained in an earlier case study6, students at Ark
Academy were separated, at a whole-school level, into four bands, based on their average current
attainment in English and Maths. At a department level, we then divided each band into one boys’
and one girls’ class. A boy-heavy year – 97 boys to 80 girls – meant that in each band the boy
groups were larger (more on this later).

Designing a curriculum fit for purpose
With this structure in place, we now had to set about writing a curriculum and schemes of work
designed specifically with either boys or girls in mind. Almost any curriculum decision can have a
gender dimension, and it’s easy to over think the issue.
Let’s start at the top level: different texts can be chosen to appeal to different genders. That
seems a pretty uncontroversial statement, and certainly one borne out by my experience.
Successful Single Sex Classrooms suggested that boys prefer texts which have, ‘characters they
can identify with in terms of what they themselves like to do or hope to become.’7 Whereas girls
need ‘books...that provide strong female role models...who struggle to establish their place beyond
the traditionally established cultural roles and expectations for women.’8 This reflected my intuitive
views, and using this as our guiding principle we planned our first reading unit:

6

Co-teaching and curriculum design at Ark Academy– case study 2

7
8

Gurian, Stevens, Daniels Ibid
Gurian, Stevens, Daniels Ibid
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Chosen novel for Year 7 Girls: Noughts and Crosses by Malorie
Blackman
The girls’ book was ‘issue’ led, a first person novel with a strong
female protagonist – Sephy – at the book’s heart. Sephy struggles with
friendship, love and her own morality; she’s a character that the girls
could (and did) easily empathise with. Sephy’s friendship battles, the
conflicts between her principles and the morals of the outside world,
and the general growing pains she suffers resonated with the girls, who
made connections between her situation and their own lives coming into
secondary school. The book tells the tale of an exaggerated and upside
down world, where white people are second class citizens. The racial
thread through the narrative was gripping and challenging.

“It showed me a different perspective to how we live now.
I could relate to the everyday life of the main character
Sephy – all her problems and trials were real.”
Maaryah Siddqi, Year 7
Chosen novel for Year 7 Boys: Ostrich Boys by Keith Gray
For the boys, this Carnegie medal shortlisted novel was chosen. The
book is told from the perspective of a 14 year old boy called Blake and
his three mischievous friends. It’s a thrilling adventure story with a strong
moral twist at the end. Blake and his friends define themselves as
anti-authority, and show determination and courage in rebelling against
their parents and teachers. There are age-appropriate allusions to girls,
music, and drinking (students were particularly engrossed in these
passages). The story has pace and suspense, and appeals strongly to
boys’ sensibilities. However, most important is that it’s extremely well
written, and when broken down in lessons it provides powerful examples
of descriptive and narrative techniques. In no sense were we dumbing down by choosing this
text. The resolution of the story has a cautionary note for the boys, refuting some of the earlier
hedonism, but remaining authentic and not preaching to them. The motifs played to the boys’
imaginations, which led to high levels of engagement, and then to greater enthusiasm for their
written work around the text.

“I could relate to it. It was realistic and funny.
It showed how hard life and friendship is for boys.”
Cullen Holas, Year 7
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In a similar vein, the department chose texts with girls or boys in mind during the poetry unit.
Boys studied texts related to warfare and battle (excuse the stereotype) – ‘In Flanders Fields’
by John McCrae and ‘Charge of the Light Brigade’ by Alfred, Lord Tennyson. Girls on the other
hand looked at poems that required a more complex sense of empathy, such as ‘Remember’ by
Christina Rossetti and ‘Stop All the Clocks’ by W.H. Auden.

Pedagogy and Gender

Different classroom activities for the different sexes
Decisions about texts and resources were an important part of our pilot, but they were far from
the whole story. Arguably more important were the pedagogical differences – the different teacher
activities and (teacher constructed) student activities that happened in the boys’ and girls’ classes.
Boys and girls explore texts and learn skills and concepts in different ways. A good example is
boys’ natural competitiveness. The use of competition in the classroom took many forms, but
having races and competitions for literacy and grammar work, and celebration of students’ work
using our visualisers helped. Another difference might be ‘chunking-down’ the boys’ lessons into
a series of mini-episodes to sustain pace and engagement: rather than write for a whole hour
(which many girls would appreciate), writing for the boys was chunked down. Not only did this
appeal to them, but it allowed us to explore strategies for improving their writing more explicitly.
We also attempted to make tasks ‘relevant and meaningful to boys’9 through our planning – for
example the non-fiction texts used as exemplars for boys’ classes were around boy-centred
themes such as football, space exploration and science.
The table below details how boys and girls took different routes to the same, predetermined
outcomes:

Task

Boys

Girls

Exploring a poem

Role play, art work, music, drama

Pair discussion, diary entry,
annotating

Reading a chapter in a
novel

Short chunks, games for reading out
Group reading, silent reading,
loud such as pop-corn reading or ‘snake’ extended reading of chapters

Exploring a grammatical
convention such as the
past tense

Races to complete worksheets,
real life examples tailored to boys’
interests

Peer teaching, extended pieces of
writing as examples

Writing a newspaper
article about a historical
event

Write about the moon landing or the
1966 World Cup win.
Computer based research.

Write about the sinking of the Titanic.

9

Gurian, Stevens, Daniels Ibid
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The Stumbling Block

Where the gender split fell down
At the end of each half term we’d look at the progress of all students and discuss, among other
things, the impact the gender split was having. By February half term it was clear that whilst
things were going well in the main, in the X Band (which was the most boy heavy) the split
appeared to be limiting student progress, particularly for the boys. The X Boys class was relatively
big (25 students), whereas X Girls was very small (only 17). This graph shows the pattern
emerging by Easter:

Average Progress from Y7 Baseline

Sublevels of progress

3.0
2.5

A

2.0

B

1.5

Y
X

1.0
0.5
0.0

Autumn 1

Autumn 2

Spring 1

Spring 2

In my initial research, I’d found one argument against splitting boys and girls to be ‘one has
to wonder about the effects of doubling the number of disruptors and distracters’10 However
stereotypical it was to label boys as ‘disruptors’, the problem described in this quote was
happening in X Boys. The boys – whilst each wonderful and hardworking on an individual basis
– fed off each other’s distractedness and silliness, and this became very difficult to manage. It
was almost like having a stove full of boiling pans; once you had got the heat under one just right,
another pan would simmer over. Not only was this exasperating, it was having a seriously negative
effect on their behaviour.
In X Girls there were problems with student progress too. Here, with a relatively small class of
18 girls, the problem wasn’t behavioural. It was to do with the range of current attainment in
the class. The top student was on level 5B – the lowest was working at 3A. Clearly this made
planning to stretch the top end whilst supporting the bottom more difficult.
10

Alan Smithers and Pamela Robinson – The paradox of single-sex and co-educational schooling (2006)
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This mixture of factors in X Band – a disproportionate number of boys to girls, students with
challenging behaviours, and a wider spectrum of current attainment – meant that after Easter we
re-set all 55 students into a mixed gender top set (26 students who had generally made progress
in English that year and were working at level 4B) and a mixed gender bottom set (16 students
who had made little or no progress that year, who were working at 4C or below, and who were on
the school’s register of need). I taught this bottom set myself with a co-teacher and two LSAs,
further increasing the teacher/student ratio, and allowing me to get a handle on the problem.
The effects were immediate. The disruptive boys who were now divided across two classes
became instantly more manageable. The behaviour patterns exhibited previously were halved and
therefore much easier to address. The attainment gap was also narrowed, meaning that planning
and teaching became more focused and students progressed faster. It was quite magical to see
how effective this change was in transforming a classroom.

Results
Year 7 English results in our first year were very good, however it’s difficult to disentangle the
factors contributing to our success. My instinct is that the gender split played a part, but that
other factors, such as the quality of teaching and assessment, the streaming of students into
bands, the curriculum materials students followed, and the amount of work they were doing
at home, were equally if not more influential. The results seem to support the theory that ‘the
influences of gender are far outweighed by ability [and] social background’11. Or, put another way:

“Boys and girls tend to achieve better GCSE results in single-sex
schools than in mixed schools, but research suggests that factors such as
school type, reputation, history and ethos are also significant.” 12

11
12

Smithers and Robinson, ibid
Ofsted – Boys’ achievement in secondary schools (2008)
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How we did – Year 7 attainment and progress in our first year:
Progress: Average sub-levels over the year
Girls		
Boys		
Overall		

2.53
2.12
2.31

Attainment: Percentage at or above 4A at the end of the year
Girls		
Boys		
Overall		

84%
65%
73%

If we dig below the surface of this data and bring in other evidence collected across the year we
can begin to draw some more detailed conclusions:
l	Single sex classes seemed to work well with top bands. You could argue that

students in these groups were on track for strong results anyway, because of extra
social capital they tended to have at home, the greater degrees of independence
they possessed, and the fact they were more prolific readers and had better
attitudes to learning.
l	Single sex classes also seemed to work well with our lowest bands. However, here
it is difficult to separate the gender issue from the benefits of small groups sizes
and the better teacher/student ratios provided by teaching assistants and coteachers.
l	It would seem that single sex teaching had a negative effect on the middle groups.
Here a broader spectrum of attainment levels, combined with challenging behaviour
from the boys, meant straightforward setting worked better.
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In the end, our experience was consistent with the findings of the Ofsted study quoted earlier –
namely:

“The effect of single-sex grouping in mixed schools is variable,
with some marginal gains reported but other unsuccessful examples.
Benefits arise from teachers’ deliberate control of seating and grouping
arrangements and the planning of activities that encourage boys and
girls to learn from each other [but not necessarily from splitting boys
and girls into separate classes]” 13
The interesting thing for us, however, has been the process. By splitting the classes, designing
the curriculum, reading the research, tracking the progress and evaluating the overall impact,
we’ve learnt so much about our founder students. We’ve observed how they learn best, how they
respond to different texts and how they behave when sheltered from the influence of the opposite
sex. It was a great learning experience for both us and the students, because it helped us reflect
on teaching and learning in English generally.

Reflection
The top line statistic from our first year puts girls well ahead: The 80 girls in our founder cohort
made an average of 2.53 sub levels of progress, whereas their 97 male counterparts made
2.12 (still a healthy amount). Whether this would have been the case without the gender split
is difficult to tell. Equally, it’s difficult to say is whether the gap would have been even wider had
students been taught in co-educational classes.
Looking back, it is not just the data that argues against the gender split. Boys lose out without
girls learning alongside them. Girls act as a positive influence: they help boys empathise with the
texts; support oracy in small group discussions; ballast sustained periods of writing; and inject
creativity and imagination into lessons.
This year English classes at Ark Academy are mixed, just as they are in all other subjects except
PE. The gender split risked making English a subject just for girls and top set students – not
something that everyone could make a connection with. I think that this quote best sums up what
conclusions we have come to in our work in our department:

“There are excellent single sex schools and excellent co-educational
schools. Our conclusion is that they are excellent for reasons other than
that they separate, or bring together, the sexes for education.”14
13
14

Ofsted – Boys’ achievement in secondary schools (2008)
Emer Smyth – Single-sex Education: What Does Research Tell Us? (2010)
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But how do we take this forward and use what we’ve learnt? We know we have to make
classrooms friendlier for boys, and include texts and examples in which both sexes will find
reflections of themselves. Importantly, we’ve learnt to be wary of stereotyping boys and girls.
Each, first, is a student, and won’t necessarily fit in with what we deliver for them. I certainly
wasn’t your typical boy at school, and I’m not sure there is such a thing. But even if boys and girls
do conform to certain behaviours, the great thing about mixed sex classes is that they can learn
from each other how to be different, and in a subject like English that is essential.
Above all, I think the most important thing the English department can do is continue to plan and
teach great lessons that enthuse all students and enable students – regardless of gender –to
achieve their full potential. This is what we strive towards.
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