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Abstract 
 
The idea of raising boys’ literacy standards, especially their writing skills, has been 
an integral part of the British Government’s educational policy.  Concerns about boys’ 
achievements in literacy, particularly writing, have been extensively documented.   
 
However, the area which still remains relatively unexplored is the disparity between 
gifted boys’ ability in Maths or Science subjects, when compared with their ability in 
writing subjects. According to Achter et al. (1997), ‘95% of the 1000 gifted children 
looked at had a considerable difference between their performances in Language 
and Maths.’  Therefore, this research will concentrate upon whether it is possible to 
identify and develop pedagogical approaches which can be used with boys in order 
to bridge this gap in English.  It will seek to understand whether unevenness is a rule 
among academically gifted students, or whether there are ways to achieve 
consistency. 
 
The school in which this research is based is a selective boys’ grammar school, and 
there is evidence to suggest that gifted students are performing less well in their 
writing subjects, both at Key Stage Three and Four.  In this paper we aim to 
investigate reasons for this gap, by investigating boys’ attitudes, and trying to 
establish whether these play a part in contributing to the disparity of results. 
 
The aim of the project is try to develop various pedagogical approaches which could 
be used in schools, to try to bridge this gap, and improve gifted students’ (especially 
boys’) measured performance in writing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Introduction 
 
Boys’ Underachievment 
 
Boys’ underachievement has been a major concern amongst academic circles and 
government bodies (Gorard, Gillborn, Mirza, Phoenix, Francis, Daly) for many years.  
In 1996, The Gender Divide (Ofsted, 1996) highlighted the gap between the 
performance of boys and girls, since then, boys’ attainment has continued to be 
lower than girls, in both Key Stage Three tests and GCSEs.  Attempting to tackle this 
apparent underachievement is a complex challenge.  
 
The subject of boys’ underachievement is diverse: there has been research into 
reasons for male underachievement which concentrates on socio-economic 
background, in particular working class males (Griffin, 1993, Coard, 1971), or the 
Rampton and Swann Report (REF) takes a racial focus and reports on academic 
underachievement amongst black (African Caribbean) pupils; further still, Griffin’s 
(2000) research into underachieving boys concentrates upon underachievement in 
association with New Labour youth policies. 
 
The DfES  have recently published various documents recommending ways in which 
boys’ achievement can be raised. However, as yet, they have failed to recommend 
strategies to cope with underachieving gifted boys. It seems that a relatively new 
concern would not only to look at boys’ apparent underachievement, but to 
concentrate specifically on the underachievement of Gifted children, by seeking out 
disparities between their abilities in Maths or Science, when compared to English.  It 
seems that gifted boys perform less well in the latter subject. 
 
Therefore, this research aims to combine both issues: boys’ apparent 
underachievements, but specifically concentrating upon gifted boys’ 
underachievement. We feel that that research such as this is vitally important, not 
just for English teachers, but all teachers, because all schools and educators should 
focus upon trying to improve boys’ writing skills in every stage of the secondary 
curriculum, and a lot of schools fail to specifically concentrate upon their gifted 
students; it is generally assumed that they are performing well.  However, high 
grades do not necessarily reflect good performances, it is the inconsistencies 
between subjects such as English and Maths which should be looked at, because 
these could suggest that there is room for improvement. 
 
Can Gifted Children Underperform? 
 
The term ‘underachieving gifted boys’ seems paradoxical. What exactly is ‘gifted 
underachievement’? Even trying to define what an able child is can be extremely 
problematic, as the DfES states, ‘no single, simple definition exists,’ therefore, trying 
to define ‘gifted underachievement’ is even more complex. Early researchers 
(Raph,Goldberg, and Passow, 1966) and some more recent authors (Davis and 
Rimm, 1989) associate underachievement with discrepancies between a child's 
measured school performance and an ability index, for example an IQ score.  
 
However, this definition fails to provide detailed knowledge about discrepancies 
between subjects and would suggest that their ability level is fixed.  Rather than 
trying to quantify underachievement, we can view any type of achievement as a 
behaviour which can alter over time, rather than a statistic.  It is often the case that 
underachievement can be attributed to attitudes or work routines. 
For some of the students in this research, they, or their teachers, will feel no 
evidence of ‘underachievement’ as such.  Therefore, this research does not look to 



concentrate upon ‘underachievement’, but rather concentrates upon consistency 
across abilities.  The children selected for this research will all be those who are 
scoring slightly lower in their English levels, when compared to their Science and 
Maths, either by looking at CATs data, or Key Stage SATs scores.   
For this project, we selected sixteen students: 8 from Year Eight and 8 from Year 
Ten.   
From looking at the examination data, it is clear that all the students selected for this 
study are gifted, and showing exceptional performance in Maths or Science, yet  they 
demonstrate a disparity between their results for English-some demonstrate as much 
as a two level difference.  We chose boys who were predicted to achieve a Level 
Eight in Maths, according to CATs, but only a Level Six in English.  Whilst Year Ten 
boys were selected on the basis of those who achieved a Level Eight in their Maths 
Key Stage Three SATS and only a Level Six in English. 
 
This research will investigate as to whether ability in gifted students is a behaviour, 
which can be linked to attitudes, and we will investigate students’ attitudes, to see if 
these can improve their performance, making it consistent with other subjects. 
 
Why is there a gap in Gifted and Talented boys’ measured performance in 
writing at Key Stages 3 and 4, compared with their performance in 
Maths/Science? 
 
A number of academics (Wragg, 1997, Claire, 2005, Epstein et al, 1998) have 
argued that underachievement in boys’ writing represents a crisis in masculinity. 
These theorists reject the notion that underachievement can be linked to writing 
difficulties, and instead are concerned by a ‘laddish ethos’ developing amongst boys 
which is encouraging them to feel that working hard in school is not masculine or 
‘cool.’ (Wragg, 1997, p.45)  Several authors have coined the phrase ‘doing gender’ 
(Claire, 2005, p.19) to suggest that perhaps boys’ reluctance, or low achievement in 
writing, can be attributed to reinforced gender behaviour, particularly the idea that it is 
not a masculine attribute to enjoy writing, whereas perhaps boys regard subjects 
such as Maths or Science as being traditional male subjects, and ones in which it is 
‘acceptable’ to excel in.   
 
It is useful to draw upon international findings when considering whether a ‘laddish 
ethos’ is preventing boys from performing well.  Sally Hansen’s (2001) study into 
gender differences of Year 11s in New Zealand reflects some interesting findings.  
Her research contradicts the idea that students associate writing with femininity.  
Instead, her research reveals that students ‘indicated an awareness of differential 
outcomes for boys’ and girls’ writing in the way in which their respective discourses 
were regarded and valued by others.’ (Hansen, 2001, p.2)  Hansen presents her 
findings as gender based attitudinal writing differences and writing preferences, 
showing that students expect the writing of girls and boys to be different, however, 
the students don’t necessarily feel it a female activity, or one that boys are excluded 
from, but they do categorise boys’ writing and girls’ writing as separate practices. 
Which ever stance is taken: whether boys are losing their masculinity when writing, 
or whether they see it as different practices for each sex, both theories would support 
the idea that ability is a behaviour, and one which could be changed, or altered. 
Therefore, this research will seek to prove this idea, when interviewing the students. 
 
 
 
 
 



Can we improve Gifted and Talented boys’ mastery of achievement in writing, 
using a variety of teaching and learning strategies? 
 
A traditional approach towards writing? 
 
The ERO report shows that boys can show greater adaptability to more traditional 
approaches to learning which emphasise memorisation of facts and rules and are, 
‘more willing to sacrifice deep understanding, which requires sustained effort,  for 
correct answers achieved at speed.’ (p.9)  This could provide an answer as to why 
the students are performing better in Maths when compared with their English. If this 
is true, that boys have possess different learning behaviours, then the teaching of 
writing needs to reflect this. 
 
The modern approach towards writing? 
 
In contrast to teaching English traditionally, it also needs to be questioned as to 
whether writing practices within schools should also be moving with the times. As 
Kress points out, ‘the new world of communication is vastly more diverse and 
demanding than that implied in the currently advocated, traditional literacy agendas. 
It is, in some ways, more aligned with what boys do after they hit the start button of 
their Playstation or computer.’ (Kress, 1998, p. 5)   It is clear when teaching boys that 
they enjoy ICT and this should be used as a way of encouraging writing.  The 
computer encompasses all of the aspects suggested as important in current 
research-it is hands on, so caters for the kinaesthetic learner, it is visual, and as 
Bearne and Warrington point out, ‘there is a tendency for boys to draw on visual 
sources for their writing.’ (Bearne and Warrington, 2003), and most importantly, it 
takes away the skill of handwriting, something which boys often dislike. 
 
Is there a problem with boys’ self esteem, when it comes to their writing? 
 
Several theorists have linked the underperformance of boys in writing to low self 
esteem. After questioning 215 Year 11 New Zealand students about their writing, 
Sally Hansen’s (2001) research concluded that there was no evidence of a ‘loss of 
confidence or low self efficacy beliefs for the boys in comparison to the boys.’ 
(Hansen, 2001, p.4).  In fact, in her research into Year boys’ and girls’ attitudes 
towards writing, she found that there was a high level of self efficacy beliefs from 
both boys and girls questioned, and none of the anecdotal comments from boys were 
related to issues about self efficacy beliefs, whereas several girls’ comments 
indicated their concerns. 
If our interviews do conclude that there is a problem with self esteem the future does 
look bleak if we consider current thinking which suggests that it is difficult to alter self 
esteem, and questions whether it is worthwhile to attempt this.  Professor Roy 
Baumeister (Florida State University) writes, ‘forget about self esteem and 
concentrate more on self- control and self- discipline…recent work suggests that it 
would be good for the individual and for society-and might even be able to fill some of 
those promises that self esteem once made but could not keep.’ (The Guardian, 17th 
May 2005) Baumister’s report for the American Psychological Society reads: "We 
have not found evidence that boosting self-esteem causes benefits….Our findings do 
not support continued widespread efforts to boost self-esteem in the hope that it will 
by itself foster improved outcomes.’ 
German research (Lehwald, 1990, Boekaerts, 1991) into gifted students has found 
that fear can inhibit the development of curiosity, and they feel that that gifted 
students not only have an urge to achieve highly, but an urge to control themselves.  
It is this controlling which can inhibit creativity.  
 



What must also be remembered, when considering motivation, or esteem that able 
pupils, or those intellectual, artistic and emotionally satisfying activities’ (Freeman, 
1997). labelled as  'gifted' can sometimes be susceptible to extra pressure from 
teachers and parents to be continually successful.  Is it this pressure which is actually 
inhibiting the students in the subjects where they have the opportunity to be creative, 
rather than logical and practical? 
 

First Phase of Project 
Results of First Interviews 

 
At the start of the project all students were interviewed with an NLP practitioner, in an 
effort to establish their attitudes towards English, Maths and Science.  If this research 
aims to understand why these gifted students show better performances in Maths 
and Science, when compared to their English, it is vital that we concentrate on the 
students’ attitudes and ideas.  These may inform our understanding as to whether we 
can achieve consistency between Maths, Science and English. 
 
Why is there a gap in boys’ measured performance at writing? 
 
When interviewed, the students all expressed their liking of Science, with the majority 
of boys expressing Physics as being their favourite subject, over Maths. This 
common strand was one of the most interesting results from these interviews. The 
students tried to explain their love of Physics, putting forth the idea that the 
practicality and physical side of Science is enjoyable. Several students talked 
enthusiastically about a squash ball experiment as being a memorable lesson, where 
the students were allowed to adopt a ‘hands on’ approach. 
 
When asked their feelings about English and, in particular writing, some of the 
students expressed a problem with using their feelings within their work, this links 
back to Hansen’s ideas of a crisis in masculinity and a ‘laddish ethos’ developing in 
writing subjects .  During the interviews one student seemed uncomfortable when 
using the word ‘feelings’ and reformulated his speech by replacing the word with 
‘ideas’. The interviews demonstrated that some of the students feel uncomfortable 
with English because of the emotions involved, it seems they would prefer the 
detached subjects of Maths and Science. Two students confirmed this idea further 
when they expressed their dislike of writing in the first person.  It seems that these 
students prefer the objective, detached side of Science, being able to look at the 
surrounding world, rather that the personal, intimate side of English which focuses on 
the individual. This raises an interesting question for this research project: could the 
students’ apparent underachievement in English be attributed to their negative 
attitudes towards the subject, rather than their actual ability? 
 
Do the students suggest any teaching and learning strategies which could 
raise performance in English? 
 
From these interviews it is clear that students want English teachers to use more 
practical methods of teaching, obviously just like their Physics or Science lessons.  
Other students also liked the competitive/game element to Maths, and expressed 
their enjoyment of the quick-fire round, whereas all students explained that English is 
not practical.  However, one student was very explicit in how English teachers could 
improve their strategies, and he put forward the idea that teachers should 
demonstrate work on the board, just like science teachers would demonstrate an 
experiment to the class.  It seems that this simple idea of teacher modelling could be 
a strategy which could be used to improve performance. 
 



The boys interviewed identified the content of English lessons as another reason why 
these students are perhaps not performing as well as in their other subjects. The 
most common complaint was that English failed to reflect their interests: two students 
mentioned their love of sport, but lamented that this was rarely reflected in their 
English lessons, and one student said that he didn’t enjoy books chosen by teacher.  
Another student put forward the idea that he preferred facts rather than fiction, and 
this interest was never catered for.  Again, this would support the argument that it 
may not necessarily be down to ability, when attempting to explain the 
‘underachievement’, but it may be as a result of the subject and teaching choices.  It 
seems Kress’ views about modern approaches and awareness of the new world of 
communication are justified, and schools should be more aware of these rather than 
using traditional literacy agendas.  This is certainly in keeping with our findings and 
English Departments should be considering their subject content in light of this.  
 
Is there a problem with self esteem? 
 
From these initial interviews it seems that this research would concur with Sally 
Hansen’s research (Hansen, 2001) that self esteem is not a problem.  The problem 
that did appear, however, was the fear of failing.  When talking about their work, all 
students referred to grades, and whenever asked about specific piece of writing they 
knew the grade exactly, using specific marks such as percentages.  It seems that 
these students do not appear to have any problems with self esteem, rather they are 
more concerned with their achievement.  Again, perhaps this fear of failure could be 
inhibiting the students’ curiosity towards English, which would suggest it is a 
behaviour, rather than an ability which is preventing high performance in English. 
 
Is there a difference in boys’ attitudes/mindset towards Maths and Science 
compared with their attitudes towards writing, and does this have an effect on 
the standard of their work? 
 
The interviews have shown that there definitely is a difference with the students’ 
mindsets towards Maths and Science in comparison to English.  Several of these 
gifted students view their studies in terms of how relevant they will be to their 
careers, one expressing the view that Physics would be far more relevant to his 
future career choices, because he wants to be a Chemical Engineer, whereas one 
student questioned the worth of English as a career option. 
 
When discussing their work in the various subjects, it was clear that the students 
possessed a more positive outlook about Science and Maths.  The students talked 
about the logical side of Maths and they enjoyed research projects about the Earth, 
for example one boy mentioned a solar system project in Physics.  They seemed to 
value the subjects which had relevancy to the world around them. 
 
There were some positive attitudes towards writing, many expressed the enjoyment 
of creative writing and poetry.  However, all students questioned showed a dislike of 
essay/discursive or lengthy pieces.  Ironically, despite their dislike of lengthy pieces, 
many students talked about how they often write long pieces to ensure that they have  
covered all the correct points.  Again, they are preoccupied with their achievement 
and succeeding. 
 
The interviews also highlighted the fact that several of these students have concerns 
over punctuation and spelling.  It seems that these students dislike the lack of control 
in English, especially with writing mechanics.  It seems that punctuation is an area in 
which the students feel they can ‘fail’, because they are not totally secure with the 



theory involved, and therefore feel that they will lose valuable marks.  Perhaps 
teacher preoccupation with punctuation is discouraging these students?  

 
Second Phase of Project 
Chateau de Chantereine 

 
Following the interviews, we invited Barry Simner, professional writer, to accompany 
us, along with our Higher Education mentor, Phil Rigby and the sixteen boys to 
France for five days. We felt that the students would benefit from time out of school, 
away from peer pressure, in a different, relaxed environment. 
 
 In the light of our findings from the interviews we discussed strategies which we 
would experiment with during the writing phase of our project.  These included ways 
to make the teaching of writing tightly structured and as Mathematical as possible.  
For instance, looking at the structure of ballads and sonnets, and trying to 
incorporate numerical or scientific language into the teaching of these.  For example 
the writer said ‘here are some things to experiment with’ and ‘later you could use this 
as a formula for your writing.’  He even mentioned ‘breaking down a task, like the 
way you would write up an experiment in Physics.  He called writing a ‘process’. 
 
Barry started this ‘experiment’ on the coach journey to France. He explained to the 
students his own writing processes, using for example, a piece of TV drama which he 
is currently researching.  He emphasised the importance of listening and observing, 
and then iussued the students with very structured tasks to complete. Whilst setting 
this up, he used the language of research and investigation, again trying to highlight 
a more scientific approach to English. The task involved the students writing down 
and recording ten interesting snatches of conversation which they overheard 
throughout the journey. (Examples were: ‘If you have a soul please nod,’ ‘did he just 
wave at me.) He then asked them to collect a list of interesting names which they 
came across on their journey. (examples collected were: Dave Gilhooley, Chill, 
Norbert, Willy Betz, Pilkington). They were asked to observe and make notes about 
three interesting characters encountered during the day.  One student example: 
 

‘ we saw a truck driver with a bald head and a long white beard vaguely 
resembling Santa Claus, wearing a fluorescent jacket.’ 

 
Finally, they were asked to record three memorable views from the coach window.  
For example: 

‘a hotel, without a roof, the tiles falling off, debris on the floor and a group of 
men involved in discussion outside.’ 

 
This would be used for the students’ first piece of writing and they seemed to 
appreciate the fact that the tasks were broken down clearly.  The students all 
seemed to be enthusiastic over this task, because it had a relevance to them, it was 
not long, and it incorporated the world around them, rather than involving solid 
chunks of writing. 
 
Upon arrival at the Chateau Barry held a writing session, at which the students 
expressed a reluctance at the mention of the word ‘writing’. However, Barry persisted 
with the scientific approach, explaining that their previous research was part of a 
process or experiment, and now all the ingredients were going to be brought 
together. Barry collected one example of the four tasks set from each child. He then 
explained that all the students needed to do to write a TV drama was to pull together 
their research, in effect they already had their character names, interesting character 
details and a setting. Because of the structure of this task, the students seemed to 



relax, because it appeared they had already done much of the work.  The reluctant 
writers all had material by which they could be prompted. This task demonstrated to 
the students a new method of how to approach a writing task. It discouraged them 
from viewing the piece as open-ended and free, they saw it as very tightly structured. 
Some of the students really seemed to enjoy the task and engaged with it in a very 
focused manner. 
Barry suggested to the students that some of these characters could even be used in 
a TV drama, giving them a definite sense of purpose, or relevancy to their lives. 
 
The next day involved the students spending a morning in a local cheese factory, 
Neufchatel.  The students were given a demonstration of the cheese production and 
were allowed to taste the cheese at the end.  Barry had set up the writing task in 
advance, by instructing them to record any interesting sights, smells, taste and 
sounds (use of the senses). The students seemed to enjoy this activity, probably 
because of the scientific nature of the process. After the visit we started the next 
writing session. Barry asked the students to write a list of twenty interesting words 
which described their experience at Neufchatel.  One student example: 
 
‘Milk, creamy, preservatives, cow, enzymes, vache, salt, brown and white,  cellar, 
mature, temperature.’ 
 
Barry then instructed them to share these words with the rest of the group and said 
the students could ‘steal’ any effective words, which is the process of ‘good writing.’ 
He then asked them to write their words in alphabetical order, a method of 
introducing alliterative effect, this became clear once they read their words aloud. 
The students were then asked to make these twenty words into some form of a 
poem, using conjunctions or verbs to try to link the words.  The students were all 
eager and produced promising poems. Although there was an alarming number of 
references to cow poo, Barry suggested they deleted these in the drafting process. 
He gave them one final instruction and that was to include the story about why 
Neufchatel cheese is heart-shaped.  During the war French women fell in love with 
English soldiers but they could only communicate this by offering the cheese as a 
token of their love. This resulted in some stunning final drafts of poetry: 
 
A Soft Heart of Hay: 
An extract: 
‘In the caves they hid, waiting for the mademoiselles to come, bearing gifts. 
The French ladies gave the English soldiers a cheesy heart-shaped master piece. 
A soft heart of hay and hard work are the ingredients for well matured love.’ 
 
(A surprisingly sophisticated, sensitive response from a Year Eleven student) 
 
This strategy of teaching poetry was extremely effective because the initial starting 
point was to look at a scientific process, in this case, cheese making and then over 
laying it with a scientific and structured approach to their writing.  The instruction at 
the very end to incorporate the romantic story worked well as a way of getting the 
boys to use emotions, an area which they initially expressed discomfort with during 
the interviews.  It worked well because the ‘emotional’ part was brief, precise and 
was the final ingredient to add to their poem and all of them managed this effortlessly 
and some exceptionally well, none of them expressed any discomfort.  It was another 
teaching strategy which could be used with a scientific basis. 
 
The next writing session involved showcasing to the boys powerful pieces of poetry, 
written by men, which had violent, disturbing undercurrents ( Not the Furniture Game 
by Simon Armitage and O What is the Sound? By W.H. Auden) Barry read the 



poems aloud and then discussed their meaning. The Armitage poem taught the 
students powerful metaphorical devices, whereas the Auden poem was more tightly 
structured and involved two narrative voices which reminded the students of their 
initial work of recording conversation. The poems also incorporated all the senses, 
effective rhythm and repetition.  The boys discussion reflected many different 
readings and perceptions of the poem and Barry pointed out that O What is the 
Sound bore strong resemblance to a TV drama in that it had voice, setting, strong 
character-al the time reinforcing previous work completed. Surprisingly the students 
all volunteered their answers freely and in an analytically mature way, they were 
coming up with some mature comments which impressed Barry. During the session 
he also introduced the students to Other Men’s Flowers by Lord Wavell, an anthology 
of poetry written by a general who had remembered all of the poems by heart, 
demonstrating that poetry is a male activity and to recite it, a good poem can be as 
violent and disturbing as a piece of TV drama or a film.  This was also an intro to the 
main writing activity to arise from the visits to the war sites. 
 
The students were assembled night before and given a slip of paper which had their 
task on, it was explained that during their visit to Arras and Vimmy Ridge this was 
going to be the activity.  The boys were extremely sombre and expressed a 
discomfort at war cemetery, said ‘felt weird.’ Same boy who couldn’t use word 
emotion in initial interviews. On the coach returning they were asked to write up the 
task from their viewpoint, some wrote from the green keeper, the mole, a crow, 
soldier. The feedback session involved them reading out their responses and it 
became apparent that they were all describing the same events but from different 
perspectives. Magical quality. Barry very impressed-the group reading-the emotions.  
Not the written word but the spoken word-detached perspective allowing them to 
express their emotions, rather than using first person, which much more successful. 
 
Conclusion  
 
After completing this research, it is clear that there is a real strategy that can be 
developed usefully within the English classroom, when teaching writing to Gifted 
boys.  We have discussed this within our own department and our colleagues are 
going to experiment with our findings in their classrooms next year.  Therefore, we 
feel that we are leaving some kind of legacy.  In addition to this we have provided 
NAGTY with a presentation and disseminated our research to five English 
departments within our own authority.  In both cases, there was a high level of 
interest about our findings and plenty of questions-the feedback from schools has 
been very exciting, in several cases NQTs have even been inspired to visit Science 
lessons and observe the teaching strategies employed, and consequently, their 
teaching of writing has changed. 
 
 We are unsurprised to find that there are no neat solutions or answers to our 
research questions, rather we are happy that this research has much further scope 
for investigation and has led to more questions and ideas.  We have proved that we 
have asked worthwhile questions, that others may choose to follow up in their 
classrooms.   
 
What is clear, however, is that this research has proved that these boys’ measured 
performance in writing can improve, and that it is more their attitude, or their mindset, 
rather than their ability which is hindering their performance. 
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