Boys’ Writing Project report

Project consultant: Julie Cigman  
1 About the project

The projects gave a group of practitioners the opportunity to engage in action research in their classrooms in response to concerns about boys’ underachievement – to ask some important questions about why boys are underachieving, and to explore what works best for boys.

1.1 Aim of the project

“The qualities and skills that are most valued by schools, the ability to communicate orally and represent ideas on paper, are often the very aspects of learning that boys find most difficult.” Confident, capable and creative: supporting boys’ achievements DCSF 2007

We know that boys are as capable as girls but, in a female-dominated profession, are practitioners recognizing and responding to the boys’ interests and learning styles as readily as they respond to girls? The project set out to explore this question and to research:

‘How can we improve boys’ motivation and attainment as writers?’
1.2 Project outline

Reception classes and their feeder nursery classes or pre-schools took part in the project. 

The action research involved:

· Making an audit of current provision
· Making observations of the boys, to find out where they chose to go, what they chose to do, the language they used in their play, and their styles of play and learning
· Reflecting on adult interactions with the boys, particularly in child-initiated play
· Writing an action plan based on findings from their audits and observations
· Buying some new resources, and making changes identified in their action plan 
· Evaluating the changes that were made and planning next steps
1.3 Documenting the project
Portfolios
Each school and setting created a portfolio documenting the action research which included

· Action research documents: audits, action plans, and end of project summary

· Observations of the children

· Photographs of the children 

· Photographs of specific activities that worked well

· Evaluations of activities
Case studies
Each school and setting also chose two boys to observe closely during the project, and to make interventions to improve the boys’ motivation and attainment as writers. 

2 Audits
At the beginning of the action research project, practitioners made an audit and evaluation of current provision and practice. 

The Unique Child 

Observations of the boys were made, to get a better understanding of where boys chose to play, and their styles of play and interests. General findings, following initial observations showed:

· Many children lacked confidence, especially boys. They were reluctant to mark make and said “I can’t” 
· Boys and girls had different styles of play – girls tended to play collaboratively and use language more, boys tended to play in smaller groups, alone or alongside each other

· Girls did mark making at a table, the boys preferred being outside

· Boys often rushed through an activity with an adult so they could go and do something more interesting
The Enabling Environment

Each school and setting made an audit of their resources and areas of continuous provision, to see how effective the environment was in stimulating and motivating boys to write. 
There were some positive findings. Some of the project schools and settings had good resources. Some found that they had a good choice of resources inside but not outside. They all found areas of the continuous provision that could be developed. A common theme was lack of variety and flexibility and in some places resources weren’t freely accessible. A summary of findings showed that:

· More ‘writing on the move’ resources were needed 

· More ‘role play’ writing that relates to boys’ interests was needed

· More resources, and a greater variety of resources for mark making were needed and these needed to be constantly accessible

· There were limited resources for writing outside the mark making area
· More information books were needed
· A more print-rich environment was needed, with children’s words scribed and displayed and children’s own display boards 
Learning and Development
Practitioners used the findings from their audits and observations to reflect on their planning, and to evaluate their effectiveness in supporting and motivating boys to write. Findings included:
· Mark making was generally only encouraged at the table, though there were opportunities elsewhere. Activities were set out on table tops in a formal manner 
· There was a need for more storyboards and props to enhance storytelling

· There weren’t enough opportunities for writing outside

3 Action planning
The process of auditing and observing current provision and practice gave practitioners the chance to think in depth about their practice as a whole staff team. The findings motivated everyone to buy new resources, move existing resources around, and come up with new and exciting ideas when they were planning activities. Some settings changed their timetable to allow more time for adults to observe and support children’s play. 

Action plans included:
The Unique Child

· Use children’s observed interests in planning 
· Allow boys to write where they are comfortable – eg on the floor

The Enabling Environment

· Have a variety of interesting, open-ended mark making resources available at all times, everywhere

· Make the mark making area bigger and more comfortable, with space to write lying down

· Move tables to make more space

· Make the book area more inviting
· Establish a mark making area outside with a large writing trolley and ‘writing on the move’ resources 

· Create role play areas to suit boys interests with interesting mark making materials  
· Put writing tools where the boys choose to be – eg construction area

· Enhance fine and gross motor provision
Learning and Development
· Involve children in planning (based on Reggio Emilia model)
· Adults will act as positive role models, writing during the session 

· Adults need to support boys’ imaginative play and extend play with mark making opportunities and props, inside and outside

· Plan more large scale mark making activities outside and inside

· Use story telling and role play to extend learning 

· Develop Letters and Sounds activities phase 1

· Plan activities to enhance fine motor skills

· Share latest research about gender differences with all staff

4 Evaluation: what was the impact of the project? 

“ He is now a true writer. He is confident in his own abilities and takes real pride in whatever he produces. He often takes the lead in organizing activities outside and encourages less confident children. This project has helped to empower him and take away the pressure that was holding him back. He has a natural ability that blossomed under the conditions we developed.” (Reception teacher about one of her case study boys)

At the end of the project there was evidence in all of the schools and settings to show that more boys engaged in mark making confidently, independently, spontaneously and in their play, not just in planned activities. The boys were using their writing skills at different levels – some were now making attempts at writing sentences and applying their phonic knowledge. Others were starting to write CVC words, others were writing their names and letters from their names. There was a general agreement among the project practitioners that the boys now believed that they were writers, and were aware of what they could do. They were no longer afraid to ‘have a go’. 

The Unique Child
· Boys were motivated by having an adult who supported and valued their play 
· Many boys chose to write because the motivation became intrinsic 

Positive Relationships

· Adult praise, encouragement and modeling was important in getting boys to write and mark make in more areas 
· Home –school links were strengthened as parents contributed ideas

The Enabling Environment

New resources and changes to the environment encouraged more mark making, and language…
· Having a larger mark making area and mark making on a large scale encouraged collaborative working

· A greater variety of mark making materials encouraged more writing and mark making

· Boys were motivated by impermanent resources – eg whiteboards, chalks, water, whiteboard bats

· Writing frames in role play and mark making areas enhanced writing 

· Scribing stories helped boys extend their ideas over time

Learning and Development
· Boys’ physical and active learning style became incorporated into the planning and continuous provision

· Staff spent more time talking with children and sharing in child-initiated learning. This gave children confidence to share their ideas 

· Den-making was popular and led to imaginative and collaborative play which was carried on from one session to another
· Boys have made good progress in all areas of CLLD 
· Fine motor skills improved, following activities with mark making and non-mark making resources
The projects had a very real impact on provision, practice, children’s positive dispositions, and attainment. Possible future developments could include:
· Area networks led by practitioners to disseminate their action research

· Run similar projects for Reception and Y1 teachers to support transitions

In summary: Ten Top Tips from practitioners to get boys writing

1. Have fun and enjoy writing – children and adults!

2. Have motivated adults who value and engage with the boys’ play and who are skilled at supporting writing at each stage of development
3. Give plenty of praise and encouragement

4. Share and display boys’ mark making (instantly)

5. Make time to talk and listen, and flexibility - then ‘go with it!’

6. Take learning outside

7. Plan from the boys’ interests 

8. Have exciting, varied and accessible mark making resources everywhere!

9. Create large scale mark making activities, have small world resources and puppets for language development
10. Try something new – go for it!



Outside: A boy and a girl are facing each through the space inside the easel, drawing on notepads for 20 minutes. The boy sings: “I like to draw, I like to draw, I like to draw.”
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