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Why take a different approach to literacy just for boys? 
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Boys are falling behind in their literacy attainments. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Literacy is widely held as comprising of four major aspects: reading, writing, listening 
and speaking.  The national benchmarking data, which is the basis for much of the 
discussion of boysÕ under-achievement, measures these four aspects of literacy.  The 
data shows that boys are clearly not performing to their expected capacities.  Evidence 
from all Australian states shows that as a group, boys are over-represented in the middle 
to lower bands of literacy attainment. This suggests that many boys are not doing as well 
as could be expected, particularly in the expressive modes of writing and speaking 
(Rowe and Rowe, 2000).   
 
Researchers in Australia, England and the United States consistently find that boysÕ 
literacy levels relative to girls have declined in the past two decades and that boys are 
disengaged from the process of learning to read (Brown and Fletcher, 1995). This is has 
a significant impact on boysÕ engagement in learning; their behavior in school; their 
abilities to complete school and their skills on entering the workforce. 
 
ACER research (Rowe and Rowe, 2000) shows low levels of literacy and numeracy 
achievement are important factors in early school leaving, which in turn affects the 
prospects for further education or employment. Literacy is an important tool which 
enables people to access opportunities at school and after leaving school. To not attain 
competency in literacy is to severely restrict life choices. Therefore, the importance of 
early literacy attainment cannot be overemphasised.  
Boys need to effectively master literacy if they are to expand their literacy practices into 

Boys are significantly more disengaged with schooling and more likely to 
at risk of academic underachievement Ð especially in literacy. 
(Browne, 2000) 
 
It appears that the major area of potential difficulty at school for boys is 
literacy. Achievement results in primary and secondary education suggest 
that there are significant gender differences, especially in the area of 
reading where girls outperform boys at both levels. 
(Cresswell, Rowe and Withers, 2002) 
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a broad range of interests outside of school and later in life. Reading, writing, listening 
and speaking are important literacy skills and boys who do not achieve to their potential 
in literacy are likely to limit their opportunities for further education and employment. 
Effective teaching and mastery of the technical skills associated with literacy is crucial 
for boys, however the issues for teachers is often making their teaching relevant in its 
application to a boyÕs life.   
 
Boys learn differently to girls. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Teachers often inadvertently structure classroom activities around their own learning 
styles. This means that school activities and assessments are more likely to concentrate 
on particular intelligences over others (eg. Verbal intelligence over kinaesthetic/body 
intelligence).The implications of this are that the learning preferences of many boys are 
not being adequately catered for in current programs.  As a consequence boys are 
reported as more disruptive, as displaying behavioural difficulties and have a higher 
suspension rate (Rowe and Rowe, 2000). 
 
The learning activities provided for boys and the behaviour of boys are closely related 
and there are clear links between teaching, learning and boysÕ behaviour (Rowe and 
Rowe, 2000). The evidence suggests that disruptive behaviour in classrooms is not only 
more likely to be exhibited by boys, but boys are more likely to be effected by it as well.  
It also suggests that student support and pastoral care are crucial for boys who are more 
likely to become disengaged and see themselves as outside the school culture. 
 
Rowe (1999) made links between inattentiveness, disengagement and the lack of 
development of literacy skills. Because boys are slower to develop verbal reasoning 
skills some current practices in literacy teaching disadvantage boys. Auditory processing 
is one area in which many boysÕ skills are significantly behind those of girls. The 
classroom implications are that a boy may difficulty processing language dense 
instructions and is easily distracted by other verbal cues in the classroom, he then does 
not complete (or sometimes even begin) the required task and gradually falls behind in 
literacy development. His behaviour may seen by the teacher as distractibility, 
inattentiveness or even defiance, all of which have a variety of negative consequences 
including disengagement and behavioural difficulties. 
 
Similar concerns have been raised about the type of literacy assessment tasks currently 
used in schools (Rowe, 1999), many of which require sustained attention and well 
developed verbal reasoning abilities. Many boys are not developmentally capable of 
completing such assessment tasks and they are consequently labeled as failing in 
literacy. Interestingly though, if the teaching and learning activities and assessment 
tasks were differently structured to become active and purposeful, boys would better 
demonstrate the range of literacy skills they do possess (Alloway, et al, 2002).  
 
However, we must take care not to categorize and pigeon holes boys with regard to their 
literacy levels. While it is clear that boys from indigenous, rural and low socio-economic 
backgrounds are at an educational disadvantage, compared to other boys and girls from 

Curriculum and pedagogy, although distinct in theory, merge in practice in the 
classroom. Boys are more likely than girls to respond negatively or overtly to 
irrelevant curriculum and poor teaching. (Boys: Getting It Right, 2002) 
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similar backgrounds, there are also a significant number of boys who can read 
competently but remain disengaged from the reading process (Love and Hamston, 
2003). Therefore teaching practices for all boys require scrutiny with regard to relevance 
of curriculum, variety in learning approaches and inclusion of cultural and background 
knowledge. 
 
A broader view of literacy has developed in the last few years. 
 

 
 
If boys are to develop their full capacities in literacy they need systematic and 
comprehensive instruction to help them develop basic technical skills. However, it 
appears that many boys, whether they are competent readers or not, are disengaging 
from school literacy programs and therefore failing to reach their potential. Effectively 
teaching literacy to boys therefore means gaining an understanding of the type of 
literacies in which they are interested and how they are most likely to engage with those 
literacies. In this way we can build on their strengths, both social and technical.   
Ever changing and expanding technologies have allowed us to expand our repertoires of 
communication. In keeping with changing communication modes and technology, 
definitions of literacy have broadened to include activities such as viewing (e.g. TV or 
film), and computer literacy (e.g. word processing or accessing the internet or navigating 
through programs to find information and produce texts). It is the new technologies that 
many boys have embraced and use of the technologies occupies much of their time. To 
use the technology new skills (i.e. literacies) have developed and it these skills in which 
boys are excelling. Unfortunately many school curricula do not provide opportunities for 
boys to display these skills or interests. 
 
The idea of literacy as a set of technical skills to be mastered has also expanded to 
include the notion of literacy as a social practice, with social as well as technical aims. 
The view of literacy as having a social purpose places an emphasis on the development 
of critical literacy (the ability to assess and analyse underlying values or viewpoints in 
any text). Boys have been noted as using literacy as the basis for their social 
interactions (Blair and Sanford, 2003) and often use their interests in areas such video 
and computer games or sport provides a point of contact with their peers.  
 
Incorporation of new the literacies and their associated skills have been recommended 
in order to better engage boys in literacy activities at school (Alloway, et al, 2002; Blair 
and Sanford, 2003; Boys: Getting it right, 2002). 
 

Traditionally, literacy instruction has focused on the teaching of reading, 
however, at the beginning of the new millennium literacy has acquired a 
much broader definition than the art of decoding and comprehending text. 
Educators are now expanding the notion of literacy to encompass other 
ways of knowing and relating Ð not just reading and writingÓ. 
(Voss, 1996) 
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Multiliteracies and boys  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Many writers now refer to literacies, multiliteracies or new literacies to incorporate the 
new skills needed to effectively use these new technologies. The term multiliteracies has 
been used to incorporate the increasing diversity of speaking, reading and writing skills 
used in personal, home/community and school settings. This is a term increasingly used 
by researchers to highlight the growing range of skills and situations in which aspects of 
reading, writing, talking and listening are used (Hagood, 2000). 
 
Boys are embracing the new technologies and the associated, wide-ranging literacies. In 
order to interact with their peers and with the outside world, boys utilize a range of 
literacies that are far more wide ranging than those practiced in school. As such literacy 
activities at school are viewed as boring and irrelevant. A broader view of the meaning of 
literacy in the world today would bring schools closer to what a boy may view as a 
meaningful literacy activity.  
 
Chief among these is digital literacies (such as computer and video games) in which 
many boys show expertise and confidence. Digital literacies come in many forms, with 
overlapping genres. When using technology boys are challenged at an appropriate skill 
level. With digital literacies there are clearly defined goals and purposes, feedback is 
immediate and steps can be taken to improve performance or change strategies if 
necessary. These are exactly the learning conditions to engage and encourage boys. 
 
New London Group (1996) argues that a pedagogy of multiliteracies should include the 
expanse of cultures, the diversity of text types and languages that people encounter in 
their everyday lives. Individuals construct meanings for language encountered through a 
range of tools, social and educational, and these tools vary from one community to 
another. They argue that a pedagogy of multiliteracies would include: 

o Situated practice: the curriculum incorporates authentic learning and is related to 
childrenÕs real life experiences and events 

o Overt instruction: explicit teaching of text features and processes 
o Critical framing: development of critical literacy skills in order to understand ways 

in which texts can be used to inform as well as influence 
o Transformed practice: transference of skills and processes from one text type 

and situation to another 
 
The use of mulitliteracies will not only increase a boyÕs motivation and engagement with 
literacy practices in school but will ultimately lead to improved literacy skills. 
 
Boys use reading and writing for different purposes to girls. 

 
 
 

Redefining literacyÉ will help us offer more choices and explore the 
meanings of different kinds of texts with particular powers to engage and 
express. It will also recognize and celebrate both who the boys are and the 
literacies they currently practice, which will allow them to see themselves and 
what they see as important in the classroom. (Smith and Wilhelm, 2002) 

The boys themselves are morphing literacies to suit their purposesÉ Boys 
and girls are engaging in literacy events outside school; howeverÉ boys are 
better preparing themselves for the world beyond school. (Blair and 
Sanford, 2003) 
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BoysÕ conceptions and uses of literacy are changing. They are influenced by their uses 
of technology and the changing requirements of reading and writing skills utilised by 
those technologies. Smith and Wilhelm (2000) found that while boys valued school-
based reading in theory, they often rejected it in practice as it had little connection to 
their activities (whether literate and not) out of school. Teachers and school curricula 
also tend to value particular types of literacy that may differ from the wide range of 
literacy opportunities open to boys in community settings. 
 
Blair and Sanford (2003) studied primary school boys in Canada tracking them for three 
years. They noted that boys employ a range of powerful literacy practices in their lives 
outside school and yet these skills go unrecognized and untapped in school. They 
coined the term morphing literacy to describe how the boys use and transform their 
literacy skills to meet their interests and academic and social needs both in and out of 
school. 
Blair and Sanford argue that for boys to be successfully engaged in literacy the material 
must have: 

¥ personal interest to the boy 
¥ active elements (physical or mental) rather than passive or reflective 
¥ built in success for the boy 
¥ elements of fun  
¥ a purpose connected to the boyÕs interests or some aspect of his real world 

 
While acknowledging the practical difficulties that would be encountered if classrooms 
were built around the individual interests of each boy in a class, it is reasonable to 
consider encouraging engagement in literacy activities through the use of boysÕ 
strengths and their interests in popular culture. This can lead purposeful reading and 
relevant teaching and learning activities, with elements of activity, fun and ultimately 
success.  
 
Boys are influenced by their home environments. 
 

 
When literacy is seen as a social practice it is possible to acknowledge that boys arrive 
at school with a broad knowledge of the social uses of literacy within their own homes 
and communities (e.g. story telling, letter writing, use of calendars, shopping lists, etc). 
When the culture of the home and the school are closely aligned the boy is more likely to 
fit easily into school and experience few difficulties. Unfortunately, there is often a 
mismatch between home and school cultures. As a result there is also a mismatch 
between school literacies and the social and community literacies which the boys 
outside of school (Cairney, 2000). This contributes to boysÕ disengagement with literacy 
activities at schools. Additionally, because of the literate mismatch, some families feel 
devalued and irrelevant in their sonsÕ educational lives and consequently unable to 
participate in or contribute to their sonÕs literate development.  
 

ChildrenÕs expertise in functional or practical areas are often hidden because 
of the incongruity between home and school cultures and the lack of 
opportunities to demonstrate proficiency  in areas beyond the narrow literacy 
agenda that exists in many schools. (Voss, 1996) 
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Kalantzis, et. al (2003) argue that the experiences and interests of learners, outside 
school, are central to a successful curriculum. Therefore the lifeworld experiences 
learners bring to any learning situation need to be considered i.e. prior knowledge and 
capability needs to be acknowledged. The lifeworld experiences (who and what they are) 
of boys are increasingly being recognised as a crucial component in the development 
and achievement of literacy skills. 
 
In the case of boys this would entail acknowledgment of different learning styles as well 
as cultural and individual differences. They argue for a curriculum that incorporates 
problem based learning, opportunities to work collaboratively as well as autonomously 
with an emphasis on deep learning. 
 
Cairney (2000) in his extensive research into the importance of parents in the 
development of childrenÕs literacy argues that there are many forms of literacy, each with 
specific purposes and contexts in which they are used. So if a teacher wants to create 
greater literacy engagement and motivation for a boy, one way to do that is to gain an 
understanding about how literacy is used in a boyÕs home. The teacher can then use that 
knowledge in the development of teaching and learning activities that will make literacy 
(in all its forms) more meaningful for a boy. 
  
A consequence of teachers incorporating facets of a boyÕs lifeworld and elements from 
his home environment is the establishment of a dialogue between the home and the 
school. By acknowledging the contribution of the home environment in a boyÕs education 
a more equal partnership is created, and school-parent partnerships operate best as a 
two-way process. With the acknowledgment of a broader definition of literacy in a school 
context, it is possible to incorporate home literacy practices into classroom literacy 
activities. A broader definition would incorporate non-traditional and multiliteracies such 
as map and diagram reading; use of manuals for construction and repair work. A 
broader definition also acknowledges the role that both fathers and mothers play in 
modeling literacy related activities.   
 
 
 
Victoria Clay 
Team Leader Ð Boys in School program 
Family Action Centre 
University of Newcastle 
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