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Boys’ Development Project
(Early Years Practitioners in Manchester)

November 2010 to July 2011 

Boys’ Development Project
The Boys’ Development Project was commissioned by Manchester City Council to deliver training and then support to early years projects from November 2010 to June 2011 with the following expected outcomes:

For practitioners

· An increased understanding of boys’ development and gender differences

· Greater confidence and sensitivity towards the needs of boys when planning provision 

· A better knowledge base on which to draw when supporting parents of boys

· Increased awareness of strategies that can improve outcomes for boys

For boys

· Improved EYFS profile results for boys

· Improvements in the gender make-up of the lowest 20% – boys less represented

· The inequality gap reduced in each school when compared with previous years (targeted work)

· For boys to be more engaged and confident in their learning

An initial two days’ training, followed by two half-day reviews (January and March 2011). Each project wrote up their work culminating in this final project report.

Why target boys?

Girls continue to outperform boys at all levels of education in the United Kingdom from Key Stage 1 to higher education [1]. 

Boys are four times more likely to be permanently excluded from school than girls [2]. 
Boys are at least four times more likely to have hyperkinetic disorders (ADHD) than girls [3]. 
At least three out of four children with speech delay are boys and there is a similar figure for learning difficulties generally and conditions such as autism and aspergers [4].

An estimated four out of five parents seeking help come forward because of their sons and not their daughters. There is a commonly held view that boys are ‘more difficult’ and certainly harder to discipline [5].

Within the 2010 Early Years Foundation Stage Profile for Manchester City gender differences are very apparent. On most of the elements girls are outperforming boys. As you will see below, it is 19.2 points on writing. 

· Biggest differences
Boys
Girls

Difference

· Writing
53.4
72.6
19.2

· Creative Development
69.3
83.4
14.1

· Social Development
77.8
88.5
10.7

· Emotional Development
72.4
83.0
10.6

· Reading
66.3
76.2
9.9

· Linking sounds and letters
69.7
79.4
9.7
When looking at the lowest 20% across the city the second highest contributory factor is being male.
Of the lowest 20%

67.6%
live in 10% most deprived areas

61.9% boys





44.4%
FSM





44.8%
first language not English





36.2%
June to August birth
Some current concerns

The commonly held view in primary and early years education is that boys trail behind girls (particularly in communication and fine motor skills required for writing) and that boys catch up when they are aged eight and nine. However, the Boys Development Project observations suggest that some boys are not catching up, with a growing minority of boys leaving primary with the same skills deficits that they arrived with [6].

We regularly see boys in KS1 who are unwilling (or unable) to take instructions, who are impulsive, struggle to reflect on their behaviour (when they have done something wrong), are easily wound up by others, distracted, over-physical and are seemingly unable to show self control.

The initial two days of training
Day 1 provided practitioners with: a good understanding of boys’ development; critical themes that impact on boys’ ability to settle and achieve within the school environment; a series of techniques that work well with boys and knowledge; and understanding of the skills that boys often lack as they come into school and other settings.

Day 2 involved supporting practitioners in: planning their work using an outcome-focus (improvements for boys and the learning environment); building in evaluation methods from the beginning (which are measurable); and with a feasible model of change. Day 2 also supported practitioners in translating this planning approach and understanding of boys into tangible projects, enabling them to think their projects through so that by the end of the training day they had strong, achievable and measurable outcomes along with evaluation mechanisms and a rough plan for the two terms. 

It was expected that initiatives would focus on the following issues where boys were known to have poor outcomes locally in Manchester:

language and speech delay; discipline and boundaries; communication and emotions; motivation and conflict.

We aimed both to stimulate and steer practitioners towards those areas where boys are having difficulties, with projects designed on the basis of need and realistic outcomes.

Most of the practitioners worked in private day nurseries, children’s centres or school reception classes. Most therefore worked with children from between the ages of two and five and this was the major focus of the training. Thirty-six workers attended the training and there were at least two from each project / centre involved.

Participants scored highly on the training and said they had an increased knowledge about boys as well as about planning and evaluating projects.

This report

Workers were given a series of questions and a format to write up their projects and, after a draft had been completed, a conversation led to additional material. What you see below is primarily the work of the projects.

Trefor Lloyd

Where was the project based? Tiddlywinks Nursery, Higher Blackley

Who was involved in the delivery? Tiddlywinks Nursery staff  

Who did you target? We targeted ten boys aged two to four years old. We chose them randomly and their ability was mixed. We also spoke to the staff team working with these children and their parents.

Expected outcomes? 

· Increase boys’ levels of creativity and expression (according to stepping stones)

· Increase boys’ levels of confidence  

· Increase boys’ participation in creative activities and their comfort alongside the girls 

· Develop a stronger partnership with parents to help boys’ achievement

What did you do? To introduce the project an artist delivered sessions to the boys. The session involved a huge piece of paper taped to the carpet. The boys were encouraged to mark-make and experiment with colour, size and shape. The artist also did an activity where she shouted out words and the boys had to draw what they thought that word meant. For example, she used words like zoom and swoosh, and asked ‘what do they look like?’ She allowed the boys the freedom of resources and let them express their creativity.
This was followed by two weekly creative sessions, with the boys divided into two groups of five and encouraged to increase their confidence by participating fully and developing their creativity. We introduced sessions concentrating on different mark-making techniques – in one activity we used straws to blow paint around sheets of paper. Boys were encouraged to create a picture using a different method of painting and discuss what they had made with us and with each other. In another session we used strings to dip in paint and drop onto our paper, pulling the strings and curling and wiggling them to create pictures. We also made sock puppets. We used different materials (glitter, sequins, buttons, felt, paper, tissue, string etc) to decorate socks to create imaginary or real characters. 

We then moved our focus from mark-making to movements and role play. We used the sock and other puppets to create stories and recorded them. We introduced a dance bag, which contained various resources including streamers, ribbons, scarves, pompoms, hoops and instruments. We started to deliver a weekly session using the dance bag encouraging the boys to listen to music and use their imagination by translating this into movement. We developed this further by adding different styles and speeds of music. The boys were interested in dinosaurs so we moved like dinosaurs to music, changing our bodies to reflect the changes in the music. 

To encourage the boys to role play, we followed their interests. The boys were interested in dinosaurs so we added them to the activities, we read stories and created our own dinosaur pictures which had a good effect on the boys. They started to bring dinosaurs into role play outdoors and wanted a den for them. We developed a den-making box with lots of materials so the boys could build caves and dens to support play. 

We also added a car wash to our outdoor environment where the boys dressed up and role played, washing cars and paying for services. 

The boys’ interests have recently changed towards pirates. We are now developing a fixed role play area in the garden alongside the tree house. The boys have decided they would like a pirate ship so we have added material such as tyres and wood to a playhouse to make a ship. The boys also have a box which includes dressing up clothes, treasure chests and maps.
How did you evaluate the project? We completed focused observations of the boys (to link to the EYFS criteria) which have also been included in the boys’ learning journeys to show progression. We took photographs and recorded videos (where possible) to record the boys’ participation and achievement. We have saved artwork completed by boys during sessions to compare and use eventually to identify their developments. We have conducted group tracking of all of the boys’ progress on EYFS in creative development. We have also carried out interviews with the boys’ parents to see if they could identify any changes in their sons as a result of the project.   

Looking critically at the expected outcomes:

· Increased levels of creativity and expression (according to stepping stones) – we have recorded the results using our tracking system which tracks progress against their age in months. We complete this assessment at the end of each term (December and April) which has shown that all of the boys have developed in their creative skills according to the development matters objectives.  However, we think the age groupings on the development matters are too broad to distinguish whether development was caused by our intervention or just with age (the age group is 40-60+ months). On reflection, we needed to develop a different way of recording this information. 

We have also looked at the artwork produced in some activities to determine progress. The boys have spent more time on their artwork and from video footage we have seen that they engage more in conversations during play. 

· Increased levels of confidence – this was measured through observations made by staff and questionnaires from parents.  Spontaneous observations have shown that the boys are more confident during activities that they wouldn’t usually take part in. They are engaged during circle time and friendship island activities and enjoy telling everyone ‘news’. They have become more engaged in role play in the home corner and outdoors and regularly take the lead in imaginative play. 

From talking to parents, we found that they have seen changes in their boys in relation to talking about what they have done at nursery, instead of the typical ‘nothing’ answer. For example one parent could not believe that her son was taking part in dance activities, as she said he ‘lacked confidence’. 

· Increase boys’ participation in creative activities and their comfort alongside the girls – by looking at observations and questionnaires we have determined that the boys are now engaging in more creative activities by choice and enjoy the dance sessions as much as the girls. They have shown they are just as confident as the girls during activities and through the child’s voice questionnaires we have evidence from the boys themselves to support: ‘There are girl pirates, there in the book. Look!’ 

Also, by looking at photographs we have seen more boys sitting in the creative area and the home-corner playing co-operatively with girls and enjoying play just as much as all-boy play. 

· Develop a stronger partnership with parents to help boys’ achievement – our nursery thrives on our working with our ‘parents as partners’. We believe we have a strong bond with our parents, but this has developed even more through the project. We have found a lot more parents engaging with the home observations procedure and most of the parents of the boys have contributed ideas to the Parent’s Voice project book. Through looking at the questionnaires we found that the project has given them the opportunity to talk in depth about the way boys learn and how to deal with their ‘boisterous’ ways. We provided a support network where we could discuss the reasons why boys behaved the way they do and the reasons between the gender gap of achievement. 

What impact has there been on the boys? 
The boys have all developed their creative skills and have new-found confidence when expressing feelings and ideas. They are more likely to take part in creative activities by choice and seem to feel comfortable. 

An unintentional impact has been that boys’ engagement has meant that they have started to take over play and the girls are the ones left in the background.
What impact has there been on staff? 
The staff team were initially concerned about their lack of knowledge about boys’ learning and have worked hard to change this. Staff have ensured that boys were given opportunities to develop their creativity and staff have tried to make nursery an interesting place where they can express themselves freely. Staff are now more likely to conduct spontaneous creative activities and have developed their own skills. They have made an effort to learn about boys’ development and have extended their creative skills in the process. 
Have parents been involved? 
Parents have told us that they have enjoyed being able to experiment with their children and provide different activities at home to support their learning. 
What have boys said?

‘We like doing things with no girls allowed. It’s nice and quiet now!’
‘Girls can’t be pirates … or storm troopers.’
‘Can we do this every day?’ (Talking about dance.)

What have staff said?

‘He has really come on in his creative development, especially role play. I can’t believe how much he enjoys it now that he can be a superhero. He didn’t like the home corner before.’
‘I never noticed the difference between the boys and girls, but now I can see it. I have sometimes been biased without knowing, but will now encourage all children to take part.’
What have parents said?

‘I can’t believe the change in my son. He never liked to dance but now he chooses to put music on in the car and sings and dances along.’
‘He has become more confident in telling me what he is thinking and he can communicate his feelings now.’
What will you do next as a result of this project? 
We plan to continue the creative sessions for boys in our setting as we have seen the impact the project had. We think continuing the sessions with the younger boys and the children who are starting in September will have a greater impact in the long term. We are also planning changes to our environments to encourage creative play and looking at how we can develop our outdoor space further to encourage creativity. 

What have you learnt? 
That boys learn in a completely different way to girls and it has to be catered for within the education system. It is not based on genetics or hormones and is more likely to be due to family attitudes and values. I have learned that parents and nursery settings are paramount in order to increase boys’ achievement as that they need to work together and teach the same values. I have also learned that the key to reducing the gender achievement gap is early intervention. 
Rachael Dunnington (Nursery Practitioner – Tiddlywinks Nursery, Higher Blackley, Manchester).

Where was the project based? St Brigid’s RC Primary School, which has a sixty-five place Foundation Stage Unit (Reception class of thirty and a Nursery class of thirty-five).

Who was involved? Reception class teacher and Teaching Assistant, Nursery class teacher with two Teaching Assistants 

Who did you target? Initially the boys in the unit, although we gradually ‘morphed’ in the girls as well. We found that as the project went on, the girls were feeling left out, so we broadened the original topic of ‘Superheroes!’ to become ‘Superheroes and Heroines!’

Expected outcomes? 
The original proposal was linked in with the whole school drive to raise standards of literacy across the curriculum. After some discussion we gave our project a subtitle of ‘Raising standards of literacy in all areas of EYFSU, particularly boys’ reading and writing.’

The expected outcomes were:

· to increase boys’ confidence in the learning environment

· to engage boys in meaningful and active mark-making

· to develop boys’ fine motor skills

· to develop and consolidate boys’ phonic awareness

· for boys to apply knowledge of letters and sounds in mark-making

What was your model of change? 
We started by looking at the data for boys’ literacy in the unit and identified the areas boys were struggling and thought about how we could develop these skills. These were the areas and skills where the boys traditionally underachieve – writing skills and reading. We reasoned that once they were using comics, we could engage them in reading and then move them onto writing skills by using these characters and the new-found interest as a stimulus. So we thought about written descriptions of a hero vehicle, or labelling the different parts of a hero costume. One particular activity was writing of a ‘Wanted’ poster for the arch enemies of our favourite superheroes. 

Various activities and ideas for displays and events were suggested, all of which were agreed upon and noted for further discussion. However, the point was raised that this wasn’t just about giving the boys a topic they were interested in, but something that was sustainable. It was with this in mind that we looked at how we could use our skills as practitioners and adults to carry on the work once the superhero topic had finished.
It took a full INSET session for us as a unit to realise that we were in danger of missing the bigger picture – it was how we modelled and taught key skills and make learning accessible to the boys, rather than simply giving them ‘nice’ fun activities to do. We left the discussion with a mantra – ‘It’s not what we do, it’s how we do!’ and this became our focus for subsequent planning. This mindset influenced much of our thinking during the project.

What did you do?  
To mark the launch of the project, we took delivery of our second set of Play Club bags (small drawstring bags to be taken home weekly, containing a text and / or a CD, plus various props to promote retelling and discussion) as well as replenishing those bags from our first set that needed updating. These are now part of our weekly activities, and are beginning to show other benefits in children’s appreciation and understanding of story and rhyme.
The core of the project involved setting up and running guided writing and reading groups within the two classes, based on children of similar ability who were working towards similar ‘next steps’ in their learning. The biggest change was how we carried out our adult-focus tasks which were aimed at a targeted core of children, again based on their ‘next steps’. As a result, boys were quickly picked out to work on and consolidate their literacy skills, but not singled out as being low-achieving. We were also aware of the need to talk before writing and so a lot was done on shared texts using familiar characters as a stimulus for discussion, as well as using more boy-friendly texts and film clips. Without realising it the boys were talking for writing and were given a real reason to pick up a pencil.
More provision was made for exploratory and imaginative play (especially the dressing up and role play areas). Again, this was designed to give the boys (as well as the reluctant girls) a reason for writing and to allow writing to come off the table and out into the various different areas of the setting.  
When targeting the guided reading groups for their ‘next steps’ in learning, we simply carried on doing what we had always done, but rather than slaving away using texts the boys may not necessarily respond to, we bought four or five copies of a Batman comic, or used a guided reading book that featured heroes in some way. Similarly, the follow up writing task was linked with the theme of heroes and hero stories. The guided writing tasks were similarly structured around a superhero purpose, such as writing to a superhero to tell him that we need his help to catch someone who has pinched all our biscuits from the snack table.
We encouraged writing in the different areas by setting exploratory and imaginative play-based tasks. For example, the dressing-up area had a clipboard with a blank template that required the children to write down who they were going to be, why they had chosen that particular person, and what it was they were going to rescue as well as who were the enemies they were hoping to defeat?

How did you evaluate the project? 
Using eRoa data, we looked at the position the boys were in at around the time the project began (particularly considering their profile scores for CLLD) and we compared and contrasted these with the most recent eRoa data from the second Spring term. Looking critically at the expected outcomes:
· To increase boys’ confidence in the learning environment – boys are accessing mark-making resources with confidence, both at the mark-making area, as well as using the ‘writing-to-go’ boxes around the unit.

· To engage in meaningful and active mark-making – boys are now beginning to write for a purpose and to see writing as  something that is permanent and thus can be used at a later date (ie: writing lists and maps for finding treasure outside; or writing a list of things they need to make their model then drawing and labelling their model once it has been made). 

· To develop and consolidate phonic awareness and apply knowledge of letters and sounds in mark-making – eRoa data shows that boys’ phonic awareness has improved dramatically since the project was introduced. It seems as though there is a direct relationship between this and boys realising that they can write for a purpose and that they see a need and have a desire to write. 
· As the boys began to write more, they became more aware of things like finger spaces, bullet points, simple punctuation, capitals and full stops. Also, they began to see the different forms and features of writing and know what makes a particular piece of writing what it is – lists, labels, instructions and the like. As a consequence their fine motor skills became more developed, as they (logically) were practising their grip and pencil hold and hand-eye coordination more and more in their day-to-day activities.

What impact has there been on staff?  
We have continued with staff development regarding differences between boys and girls, especially in terms of learning styles and how this affects phonic learning. Staff members are also getting better at understanding ‘how boys learn’, and especially how to plan for more effective Key Person sessions and focus groups.

We have improved our planning for clearer progression in the more creative and fine motor activities (such as cutting and sticking to make props for role play including masks, badges, and Ben 10 watches), and planning that makes better use of our outdoor environment (usually where the boys all are!). 

Have parents been involved? 
No parents were targeted specifically, but we have kept them informed through the newsletter which went out at the start of the Superhero topic to let them know the kinds of activities and learning that would be taking place in the unit.

What have boys said? 
All the boys in the unit have really engaged with the Superhero topic, with many asking what we will be doing next. A lot of the children also particularly enjoyed the focused tasks, where they experienced reading and writing for enjoyment. The boys have really benefitted from the project and it looks as though the current topic of Transport will feature similar activities and tasks designed to get them thinking like ‘real writers!’

What have staff said? 
Staff in the unit have really taken the project on board with amazing results both for the children and for their own development as Early Years practitioners. Staff have commented upon how differently they now see boys and how they feel better equipped to plan for boys’ learning and ways to interact with what was previously thought of as ‘idleness’ and an unwillingness to write.

What will you do next as a result of this project? 
Even thought the topics will change, what will remain is the way we approached the Superhero topic. Planning now features more discussion around boys’ learning and children are targeted more in terms of ‘next steps’. Greater emphasis is now placed upon the writing process (placing more emphasis on initial discussion and enjoyment of a text, moving onto innovation and then revising and editing what they themselves have written).

What have you learnt? 
Looking back over the project, I think it is all too easy to get set in a routine. The demands of planning, assessing and being with the children means that we sometimes don’t always see the best way forward. It was refreshing for me to step back and see how we could take what was fundamentally a large and important part of our practice (planning and assessment) and turn it around to make it more effective and gender-specific. It was also useful to have the review meetings with other settings and schools, as this gave the chance to meet and discuss problems – we often found that others had met the same obstacles and could offer a way around them.
Matthew Selby, St Brigid’s RC Primary School, Beswick, Manchester.
Where was the project based? Tiddlywinks Nursery in Crumpsall

Who was involved in the delivery? Jennie Mansell, Jenny Smillie and the foundation room team Joanne Hodson, Zulaikha Ayrub, Alicia Houghton and Michelle Kelly

Who did you target? A group of eight boys aged three and four years old. We also had a group of eight girls to compare against.

Expected outcomes? 

· Increased levels of confidence for communicating their thoughts, 
feelings and ideas

· Increased levels of vocabulary
· Increased levels of interactions between other children and adults
· Increased participation and cooperation in creative and role play activities 

What was your model of change?  
To follow the boys’ interests in superhero play and fold this into other areas of learning and development, in particular supporting their expressive and creative language.
What did you do? 
We began by introducing prop boxes to make stories with and carried out story sessions. From this the children made their own story books and we also made superhero boxes to support stories and role-play.  This then led onto the children making their own comics which inspired a keen interest in mark-making for the boys, in particular drawing their favourite superheroes. Dressing-up resources were brought to support the theme through role play.
How did you evaluate what you did? 
The team took time out to reflect as a group on the observations they had made and recorded thoughts in a reflective diary. Questionnaires were used to evaluate staff, children and parents’ ideas about the ways in which boys develop and monitor their interests, at the beginning and the end of the project. Both staff and parents recognised that boys like to be active and play outside. They also mentioned that boys want rewards for activities such as tidying up. Some parents also mentioned that their boys needed encouragement to talk about their day. Staff mentioned that boys found sitting still and listening difficult. 
At the end of the project staff recognised the importance of following the boys’ interests and developing this. Children’s comments were also collated, which showed that boys and girls like to play in their own gender groups unless they are playing a game led by an adult.  
Photographs and video footage were taken to show what the children had done and how they had progressed. We also tracked the children’s progress all the way through the project to see how they had progressed.
Looking critically at the expected outcomes:

Increased levels of confidence for communicating, thoughts, feelings and ideas – At the beginning of the project the boys lacked confidence in communicating their thoughts, feelings and ideas during creative and imaginative activities. Focussing on superheroes gave the boys the confidence to share with adults and peers their ideas – it had a particular impact on some of the ‘less dominant’ boys who generally tended to follow the lead.  
Increased levels of vocabulary – Boys used a lot of language that involved ‘pow wow’ etc during their play. We found that the boys didn’t use a lot of words during conversation. Having a focus on superheroes, and creating the superhero-themed prop boxes encouraged the boys to use their language during imaginative play. In contrast, the girls were very confident in this area using lots of language during role play activities. 
Increased levels of interactions between peers and adults – At the beginning of the project we found that the girls spent a lot of time around the adults and the boys tended to go off and play elsewhere. 

We wanted to focus on developing their interactions with adults and peers by developing their language and communication. As a group the boys began to communicate and cooperate together, asking each other for help or supporting each other during creative activities – their interactions developed as they cooperated and shared resources –the Spiderman figures were particularly popular. 
Focussing on superhero play engaged parental cooperation and this had a positive impact on boys’ development as they witnessed adults communicating with each other.This meant the boys were more inclined to talk to their parents about activities they had carried out at the nursery and vice versa.
Increased participation and cooperation in creative and role-play activities – The level of involvement in creative activities, in particular mark-making, rocketed as a result of directly focussing on boys’ interests. The boys targeted spent huge amounts of time working together in the creative area drawing detailed pictures of their favourite superheroes and re-enacting role play scenarios with their own creations.
Again this also increased parental involvement as many of the boys would bring pictures they had created at home to nursery each day or even share prop boxes and story boxes they had used at the nursery, at home with parents.  
What impact has there been on boys? 
The boys’ communication has developed well which has made an impact on their interactions with adults and peers and their role play. The progress the boys made overall was unbelievable. Some boys initially lacked confidence in their own abilities but this grew immensely throughout the project. The boys learned that they could tackle challenges themselves without having to ask an adult.
As a result of focussing on superheroes an unintentional outcome was the development of the boys’ mark-making, which became a central focus for the project. As a result the boys can now draw detailed pictures of superheroes and people. This has also lead to them writing their names and has proven to be a successful example of folding children’s interests onto more formal learning. 
The boys’ social skills have also developed. They have become more supportive towards other children and enjoy encouraging their friends and helping them if they are struggling with something. The boys have also developed their physical skills in climbing and balancing.
What impact has there been on staff? 
Staff have developed more of an understanding of how boys learn. They have an understanding of the importance of following a boy’s interests to motivate him in his learning and how they can carry out activities to support superhero play.  
What impact has there been on parents? 
While it is always the intention to encourage parental participation in children’s early learning, this project has seen an increase in parental participation as the boys were more inclined to share their successes and their experiences at nursery. This had the knock-on effect of parents wanting to find out more and actively taking part in home-learning activities and utilising resources such as story sacks and prop boxes.  
What have boys said? 
The boys really enjoyed the superhero play and would always like to have superhero play at nursery. They have recognised they are better at drawing, putting on their own coat, climbing, making stories etc. They have been learning about mini beasts and some have said they want to learn how to draw butterflies.
What have staff said? 
They have learned the importance of following the boys’ interests and reflecting on why boys do what they do. All staff have reflected and aim to support the boys’ interests to the best they can.
The staff have recognised the progress the boys have made over the recent months as a result of following their interest in superhero play and how the boys now access more areas of the provision. They have also recognised the confidence the boys have now in their own abilities and how they have progressed in all areas of learning. They have also recognised that the boys now seem more focused during adult-led activities.
What have parents said? 
The parents have recognised the achievements that the boys have made especially in terms of being more independent and mark-making. They enjoyed making superhero prop boxes at home and using the nursery’s resources to make stories. They say that the boys prefer to make up their own stories at bedtime now. 
The parents have all been positive about the project and impressed by the progress their boys have made. They all commented on the progress their boys have made in mark-making. Some comments were made such as ‘they have progressed very well, are more sociable and they play better with others’ along with ‘they seem calmer’. Some mentioned that their son’s language has developed as well as their imagination in telling stories and in role play. 
Jennie Mansell and Jenny Smillie, Tiddlywinks Nursery in Crumpsall

Where was the project based? Martenscroft Nursery school and Sure Start Children’s Centre. 

Who was involved in the delivery? Michelle Barton, Lisa Taylor and the staff team working directly with children aged 2-3 years. 

Who did you target? A group of five boys aged between two and three years.

Expected outcomes?
Increased confidence in mark-making and early writing skills. 

Increased skills in writing and mark-making.

Increased understanding that marks have meanings.

Practitioners having more confidence in working with boys and an understanding of boys’ development.

What did you do? 
Initially we analysed district and centre data to identify the areas where boys were not achieving at the same rate as girls. This highlighted that boys were underachieving in writing. 
As a result of a staff briefing and questionnaire we selected a group of boys and observed their interactions and talked to them about their interests and looked at their current work. 
We delivered a number of activities, which included:
Playdough through a six-week programme aiming to help develop the muscle structures needed for the physical process of writing. Boys started by manipulating large amounts of dough. As their movements became more controlled our activities became more refined – such as using tweezers and scissors with the playdough.
We used paint on toy car wheels with the boys making marks on large paper using forwards and backwards movements. We continued this theme by encouraging boys to follow a given track which involved more concentration and greater skill.
Outdoor chalking (on a large scale) was also used, with boys encouraged to make their own road and to follow the bike path with their chalks.

We also used large paper in the construction area. This involved the boys building with a range of bricks and making marks onto paper of things like roadways and buildings with the boys being encouraged to talk about the marks they had made.
Dance and movement session where we encouraged boys to use large pieces of material and scarves to make large movements in different directions while listening and dancing along to the music.
Different implements to paint with were used such as pieces of string and rope. 
Boys within the room were seen to enjoy carrying bags around, so we made some ‘explorer bags’. These were used indoors and outdoors. Boys were encouraged to make a map and then go on a journey. Every so often they were asked to stop and write about what they could see.
How did you evaluate the project? 
Observations of boys were made by staff. We kept a portfolio recording activities: we measured the writing boys produced, and the content of their writing against their Record of Achievement; we compared boys’ ‘work’ from the beginning and end of the project; and we gave staff questionnaires and collected staff comments at planning meetings.

Looking critically at the expected outcomes:

–Increased confidence in mark-making and early writing skills 
Measured through observations and quantity of work. Boys were accessing activities more often and were more engaged with their work. While we have seen more work, we haven’t as yet seen an increase in the length of writing samples. 
– Increased skills in writing and mark-making 
Using Manchester’s record of achievement to assess and track boys’ attainments in writing all of the boys moved up a skills level. 
– Increased understanding that marks have meanings 
All boys were able to use single words and short phrases to talk about what they produced, with most of the evidence being observational.
– Practitioners having more confidence in working with boys and an understanding of boys’ development. 
The target was for 90% of practitioners to report increased knowledge and confidence in understanding boys’ development. While staff at Martenscroft are generally highly qualified and confident, they did report increased knowledge and ideas.
What impact was there on the boys targeted? 
Boys were reported by staff to be calmer within the room. Boys are more engaged and confident with mark-making activities and they seem to have improved relationships with a range of staff members.
What impact was there on staff? 
Staff are making more focussed observations and they are informally discussing boys’ development and ideas for activities.
What have boys said? 
Boys have asked for paper and resources within the room. They have demonstrated pride in their achievements, asking staff to ‘look at my work’. Boys have even been asking: ‘Where are the bags, have we got the writing bags today?’

What have staff said?

‘It’s so important to follow boys’ ideas – it keeps them so interested.’
‘One boy didn’t know how to make marks. He just used to roll his pencil on the table. Now he is drawing.’
‘I have never seen him so engrossed.’
‘They are asking for resources.’
‘Its changed how I look at the boys in the room.’
What have parents said?
‘It’s really difficult to know what to do with boys. They just want to run around.’
‘This has given me ideas. At the moment he likes writing on the wallpaper!’
‘These ideas are like gold dust.’
What will you do next as a result of this project?   
–
Our next step will be to ensure that this project is embedded in practice. The strategies we have used will be continued and extended to targeted groups as needed.

–
We will develop writing tents and spaces that appeal to boys, extending and continuing the project.

–
We will take the boys on short journeys using the explorer bags and give them more to talk and write about.

–
We are thinking about developing workshops for parents and carers of boys, so they can do similar activities at home.

–
We will analyse data from each group of boys to identify specific areas of need.

What have you learnt? 
–
We have learned that although we treat all children as individuals boys do have some traits that need to be addressed. There are specific activities and language that boys will respond to and enable them to achieve.
–
We have developed a sounder knowledge base about boys’ development and also what is myth and what is reality.

–
We are much more confident about planning provision to improve outcomes for boys.

–
We have also learned more about developing an outcome-based approach and about being specific with project outcomes.
Anything else you think is important? 
This has been a fantastic project to be involved in. It has given us time, space and improved knowledge to consider our provision for boys and will help us to improve outcomes for boys.
Lisa Taylor and Michelle Barton

Martenscroft Nursery school and Sure Start Children’s Centre. 

Where was the project based? Royle Green Sure Start Children’s Centre 

Who was involved in the delivery? Hayley Williams (lead Childcare Practitioner) and Yasmin Akhtar (Childcare Practitioner) as well as Children’s Centre practitioners and manager; Lisa Gill (speech and language therapist) and parents and carers who were informed about the project and who were sent a questionnaire about social time at home.

Who did you target? A group of six boys aged 3-4 years old

Expected outcomes? 
· Boys’ increased confidence in communicating their thoughts, feelings and ideas with each other and adults.

· Boys’ increased vocabulary. 

What did you do? 
We began by observing the boys’ interests and how they play differently with girls.
We reflected on gender and the impact it has at the centre. 
We provided an area in reception for all parents and carers and centre users to see (a display board with lots of handouts and information about the Boys’ Development project and gender-related issues). 
We provided the boys with character paper (like Ben 10, Spiderman, Toy Story) of their choice outdoors to encourage mark-making on a larger scale (this lead onto using big mark-making tools such as chalk outdoors).
We made a phonic alphabet with images following boys’ interests – so for example the letter ‘B’ was illustrated by ‘Ben 10’.
We made a ‘look who’s talking’ space where we could bring the group of boys out or have one-to-one sessions away from the unit. This space is very calm and relaxing with soft music and a cosy space for them to relax. The reason for this was to create an area away from the busy unit to plan small group activities or some one-to-one time. We observed that some of the boys were more confident in communicating in small groups and quiet spaces with known and trusted adults – eg key person.
Following on from the boys’ interest in superhero play we introduced ‘show and tell’ where the boys came dressed up and explained their outfits to all the children (the most popular outfits were Batman and Spiderman).
We purchased a castle and knights from the Centre’s budget to extend their imaginative play.
In a team meeting with the entire Centre’s practitioners we had a long discussion about gender, superhero play, gun play and the project and their involvement. We gave the practitioners a questionnaire at the beginning of the project to see what the their understanding of gender was. We felt it would be a good idea to compare the practitioners’ knowledge before the project and at the end. (We will provide the staff with another questionnaire in a couple of weeks and have a discussion during a team meeting about what they have learned.)
We made an emotions area with mirrors, emotion puppets and books to encourage the boys to talk to others about their feelings. The boys guessed which emotions they thought each picture was as an activity following on from ‘how do you feel’ book.
To extend the boys’ physical development we created an indoor movement space and provided stretch and grow sessions, music and movement, dance and singing.
Letters and sounds activities were carried out daily.
During parents’ evening we had an interactive display about the Boys’ Development project which the parents showed a lot of interest in. 
How did you evaluate the project? 
By reflecting on the many activities and observing the boys. We also evaluated and recorded the activities through writing up, taking photographs and video tapes.

Looking critically at the expected outcomes:

Boys’ increased confidence in communicating their thoughts, feelings and ideas with each other and adults – Some of the boys (four out of six) have become more confident in communicating, especially in larger groups. They have shown their improved confidence during activities such as ‘show and tell’. The boys have continued to struggle to express their feelings although they are very confident in expressing their own thoughts and ideas. 
Boys increased vocabulary – The boys’ overall vocabulary has increased (five out of six). They are now a much more confident group of boys who are talking more to each other in small groups and during general play.

What impact has there been on staff? 
This has been very good; all the staff are happy and feel confident in carrying out certain activities with the boys including role play and even gun play. 
What impact has there been on parents? 

Some parents have been really interested and wanted to know more, where others haven’t really wanted to get involved. 
What have boys said? 
During an activity in the ‘look who’s talking’ area Yasmin challenged the boys by saying: ‘This is to hard for you. You won’t be able to do it.’ Austen’s reply was: ’Yeah we can. This is a boys’ game. It’s too hard for the girls.’

A group of boys were engrossed in the phonic alphabet when Tyler asked Yasmin: ‘Is this a boys’ picture game because it’s got Ben 10 on it?’

When Yasmin would call the boys to go and do an activity out of the room the boys would be very confident and act as if they were in charge. They made comments like: ‘The boys are going with Yasmin, the girls have to stay here.’ (The boys seem to have a boost of self esteem and are more confident all round, they are also more engrossed in their play.)
What have staff said? 
There have been mixed feelings from the staff team. During the team meeting we had a very big discussion about superhero play and gun play. Some staff were willing to try it out while others were against it. So, for example, one staff member asked why we were encouraging it, pointing out that it could lead onto the children becoming members of a gang when they get older. Another staff member mentioned that there are no statistics showing that children who role play with guns in the early years turn out to be criminals. Another commented that it would difficult to stop boys partaking in this kind of role play when guns are glamorised in the media and in cartoons. 
The superheros that the children impersonate did not use guns, so therefore it seems that some children simply have a fascination with them and it can be a natural instinct to want to play with them. I agreed with the approach Hayley had highlighted and said I would monitor the play and intervene only when the language or actions became a concern.
What have parents said? 
Parents were very interesting, and this has led to questions about discipline and boundaries with their sons. We have been giving them techniques to try.
What will you do next as a result of this project? 
We will continue planning other activities for the boys (eg letters and sounds), other sessions in the new movement area and in the ‘look who’s talking’ room. We will continue involving parents, practitioners and other agencies in the project and we have planned a training day with all the staff team on gender and related issues. 
What have you learned? 
This project has really opened our eyes. We observe and interact with boys differently now we know the background around gender. We use simple and consistent language at all times when we communicate with boys and give them time to talk. We feel confident to continue supporting the boys to thrive in their achievements and help them to develop their communication, language and literacy skills. We have found that challenging them rather than telling them seems to work (eg ‘You won’t be able to do it.’) and seems to maintain their concentration.
Hayley Williams and Yasmin Akhtar 

Where was the project based? St Chrysostom’s Primary School

Who was involved in the delivery? Amy Harper and Rebecca Turnbull, with Teaching Assistants, involved in observing and delivering targeted sessions. 

Who did you target? Boys in reception classes. 

Expected outcomes? 

–
Increased quantity and quality of writing produced by all of the boys in reception.
–
More regular communication through writing by the boys

–
Boys enjoying writing and developing a sense of achievement

What did you do? 
We began by planning around boys’ ideas and interests which included looking at different countries, animals and the dark.
· What is in the box? Boys write suggestions and post them in the box and discuss ideas using our senses to broaden descriptive vocabulary.

· We have improved our role play and representational play areas and have been writing in role and thus have developed more purposeful play.

· We have continued to observe children during self-chosen activities to ensure we keep up with their interests.

· We have a writing of the week board and continually praise children’s writing .
· We celebrate work in a variety of ways such as WAGOLL and our working wall where children are able to put work up by themselves to share with the class and parents. 
· We have targeted a specific group and aimed at narrowing the gap and devised a timetable of additional support.  
· We have developed a series of thematic topics such as ‘Our Wonderful World’, map making and finding out information about different countries.
· We have been working with a literacy specialist to support our provision for reading and writing.
· We have been reviewing our data and then devised an action plan regarding some of the profile points that boys were struggling to achieve.

How have you evaluated the project? 
We have looked at the work boys have been producing, especially evidence of writing. We have been observing boys, making comparison with earlier work, regularly reviewing progress, weaknesses and new targets and continuing to look at data. 
Looking critically at the expected outcomes:

Boys accessing writing area each morning and afternoon. Most boys are writing in all areas of the classroom. They will freely choose to go to the writing area, but prefer to access writing within the role play and construction areas. They are beginning to write for a purpose and have more motivation to do so. 

Amount of pieces of writing produced a week by boys during free choice. Boys are writing much more and now use a variety of writing formats such as lists, maps and pirate descriptions. 

Quantity of writing by boys during adult-led sessions. The quantity of writing has increased for both girls and boys, however some children still need lots of encouragement to write and lack confidence. 

The amount of communication between boys and practitioners. Most boys are freely communicating although there are some who still find it difficult to communicate in appropriate ways and find it difficult to express themselves verbally.

What impact has there been on the boys? 
The majority of boys show more confidence and enjoy sharing their work. We have seen improved communication skills, effort and concentration.

What impact has there been on staff? 
There is a greater awareness of boys’ specific needs; negative views and stereotypes have been changed and there is better quality of communication with additional staff. 
What impact has there been on parents? 
Through communications with parents in newsletters and verbal conversation, parents have given feedback that they are more aware of the different ways of motivating their child to write. 
What have staff said? 
Staff, both in reception and in other parts of the school, have said they can see progression in boys. Teaching Assistants have said they are more confident in what they are looking for in observations and have a greater knowledge of ways to motivate both boys and girls.
What will you do next as a result of this project? 
We will continue to question children on interests prior to planning a new topic and carry on motivating using praising strategies and modelling work and also continue to keep our knowledge about boys current.
What have you learned? 
Never to underestimate the importance of giving time for verbal communication prior to writing. Children will not be able to write as effectively if they do not have the skills to communicate ideas in an encouraging setting. To treat children as individuals not necessarily gender related as we have been made aware that there seem to be more differences between the boys themselves than between boys and girls.
Amy Harper and Rebecca Turnbull of St Chrysostom’s Primary School.

Where was the project based? Scout Drive Children’s Centre and Newall Green Primary School.

Who was involved in the delivery? Emma Lenihan (Children’s Centre Teacher), Ann Williams (Daycare Practitioner) and Shelley Lynton (Newall Green Foundation Stage Co-ordinator)

Who did you target? Eight boys at the Children’s Centre (aged two to four years of age) and six boys at N.G. Primary School (aged four to five years of age). Originally six boys from Scout Drive were selected because they were not working at their expected level of development, particularly in the area of language development and PSED. However, as there were only eight boys in the group at Scout Drive, all eight were part of the project although one child left Scout Drive during the project.

Expected outcomes? 

80% of the targeted boys will improve their speaking and listening skills.
80% of all targeted boys will be able to complete an age-appropriate activity independently (such as putting on their coat).

All practitioners will have an increased awareness of how boys communicate and how to increase speaking and listening skills through their interactions.

Practitioners will speak to boys more appropriately and more often.

What did you do? 
Staff were briefed about the project and its aims, activities and expected outcomes. Weekly circle time sessions were delivered to boys to develop their speaking and listening. Staff created Communication Spaces, stemming from the boys’ interests and needs. All staff were encouraged to stand back and encourage boys to be more independent.
A similar briefing was offered at Newall Green to discuss the project, aims and activities, and their activities were similar with staff creating a communication space (developed from the boys’ interests and ideas) and one-to-one and small groups concentrating on speaking and listening activities. The communication space offered the boys a place to develop confidence when speaking and to listen carefully to others. 
Speaking and Listening activities were offered to the class twice a week and a SEAL session was offered once a week. All staff were encouraged to stand back and let all children be more independent.
As the project developed in Newall Green, a group of Year 3 boys (identified to similar criteria as the Reception children) visited the Reception class once a week and offered talk-focussed activities. The Year 3 boys also came to the Reception class during their ‘Golden Time’.

Observations showed that the boys in the project preferred to play outside and were not taking part in any type of in-depth conversation or interaction with each other. So we decided to fence off our woodland area during the first weeks of the project and special talk areas were introduced to encourage the boys to talk more by creating a quieter area outside. The area is now very popular and we have decided to develop this area further and add to it.
A rope swing was introduced to challenge the boys to be able to explore outside without being reprimanded by other staff. It has been so popular that we have added another. This activity provides an element of risk taking and encourages lots of turn taking and problem solving as the children are often heard trying to work out ways of enabling more than one child on it at a time. 
How did you evaluate the project? 

–
Evaluation at Scout Drive CC was made through regular detailed observations of staff and boys.

–
The boys have been tracked to show where their starting points were and how much progress they have made since, particularly in CLLD and PSED.

–
At Newall Green detailed observations, video, photos and a baseline at the beginning and again at the end of the project have been used to evaluate outcomes. The EYFP scores have been monitored during the length of the project. 

–
All information workshops for parents and staff at the school have been evaluated with feedback questionnaires.

Looking critically at the expected outcomes:

80% of the targeted boys will improve their speaking and listening skills. This target was reached at Scout Drive and exceeded at Newall Green. We have seen significant improvement in both their speaking and listening skills, which in turn has had impact on all areas of learning that are assessed through language. 

All practitioners will have an increased awareness of how boys communicate and how to increase speaking and listening skills through their interactions.

All practitioners that attended the workshop sessions at Scout Drive and Newall Green have recorded an increased awareness of how boys communicate. 

60-80% of practitioners will speak to boys more appropriately and more often. This is difficult to evaluate as five staff members out of the original eight at Scout Drive have since left due to city council cuts, maternity and long-term sickness. Most of the staff at Newall Green are thought to be more aware of the way that they speak to boys. In hindsight this outcome is a bit vague and could have been defined in more detail.

80% of all targeted boys will be able to complete an activity independently. At Scout Drive we were just under the target, while at Newall Green we achieved the target, gaining 3/4 – profiles points in Dispositions and Attitudes.

What impact has there been on the boys? 
The boys at Scout Drive have enjoyed having some time just for them and have asked ‘Can we just have the boys?’ during activities. Language and confidence has improved for all of the boys. Boys do try to achieve more themselves and know that the practitioners will ask them to try themselves or leave them to struggle.
From observations of the children, staff have also provided more physical and risk taking equipment and spent time with children talking about safety aspects.
Newall Green staff have found that there is a noticeable improvement in boys moving from the carpet and carrying out their activity independently. The impact of this is a calmer environment in which all children are more focussed.

All targeted children at Newall Green have increased their profile results in CLLD.

All boys (apart from one) in the project have made significant progress in their PSE scores. For the one, there have been incidents of him hurting both staff and children in the setting, but these have decreased significantly during the project. This child also managed to achieve point R9 and W9 in CLL, showing a real change in attitude towards learning in most other areas of his learning too.
According to the Year 3 class teacher, there has been an impact on the boys involved with Reception boys, with an improvement in their confidence, speaking and writing skills (they are now able to plan ahead, give clear instructions, take turns in conversation and use more descriptive and imaginative language). Their general outlook on teachers and behaviour in class has also been improved.
At Newall Green one of the boys doubled the use of his language, including his use of descriptive words. He began describing his models in greater detail and was able to stand up and tell the whole class a story confidently, using expression. His mum has noticed a change in his confidence too. She has mentioned to staff that he was reluctant to come to school before Christmas, but was now keen and couldn’t wait to get there. 
What impact has there been on staff? 
At Scout Drive, there was very little impact on the whole staff team. As a result of the cuts and staff leaving we have had to introduce the methods and approaches to agency and new members of staff as they have come in.
Feedback from staff at Newall Green indicates that most staff now use shorter sentences to make instructions clearer. Some staff have also considered their activities and planning to ensure some activities are based outside as this is where it was observed that boys felt most confident in the learning. Staff stand back more to allow them to struggle (all Reception staff do this) and become more independent.
What impact has there been on parents? 
Due to the difficult period of change within Scout Drive Children’s Centre, a parents’ workshop had not been held. Parents have been informed of the project on a one-to-one basis.
A workshop for parents at Newall Green and staff has since found a noticeable difference in the way that some parents behave with their boys. One mum now stays in the morning and supports her son rather than doing the task for him. She speaks more positively and praises her son for what he can do rather than what he can’t, which was commonly observed before she attended the workshop.  
What have boys said? 

‘Can we have the boys’ time?’
‘I don’t say that word can’t anymore do I? It’s because I can, so I do it and I know I can do it, because I tried.’
One boy who usually lashed out a lot began to tell an adult if he thought someone was being mean or had hurt him. He became more aware of his actions and began to talk through things with adults rather than lashing out. 
What have staff said?

‘Wow, it really works. I tried using a simple command and lowered my voice and he did it straight away.’
‘I’ve thought more about making instructions clearer.’
‘It threw some light on the way we perhaps speak to boys.’
‘I will try to plan more active learning and make time for more talk in sessions.’
‘I have a better understanding of boys now and now try not to rush in and prevent them from being independent.’
‘I make sure that my expectations are clearer and shorter for the boys to understand.’

What have parents said?
‘We have boy time now and we sit together to read at night.’ – dad from NG

‘I will now talk to my boys more and wait for their response rather than answering for them.’ – mum from NG

‘I will change my attitude, keep calmer with my son and apply the techniques taught today.’ –mum from NG

‘I will definitely change the way I speak to both my son and my husband now.’ Adding later on … ‘I’m going to stop doing everything for them!’
‘I will make him do things now, be more independent instead of relying on me.’
What will you do next as a result of this project? 
Newall Green will continue to develop practice using the strategies that we have learned. We will do more peer teaching and hold more workshops for parents about the ways boys learn. 
What have you learned? 
We have all learned lots of very useful techniques that have had an effect on our professional and personal lives, especially around the use of language and supporting independence in boys.
We have consequently made better links with parents and have a better understanding of boys and how they learn. Activities to meet the needs of boys and all children are considered carefully with many lessons being more active. Targeted learning now takes place more frequently outside. When boys are more independent, it makes life easier for everyone.

Anything else you think is of importance? 
We think it is crucial to have as many people working together as possible. Disseminating information to staff and parents really did offer more understanding and collaborative working leading to a bigger impact on the boys. When the staff didn’t work collaboratively it was harder to keep the momentum going and keep the activities going.
It was really important to know the children and to observe carefully what their particular needs were.

Emma Lenihan (Children’s Centre teacher), Scout Drive Children’s Centre 

Where was the project based? Moss Side Sure Start Children’s Centre, Manchester

Who was involved in the delivery? Alec Smith (Children’s Centre teacher) and Helen Mayer (lead Day Care practitioner)

Who did you target? Five boys identified as having low language levels.

Expected outcomes? 

Boys increased communication levels with staff and other children increased

Boys increased vocabulary

Boys able to negotiate with each other in their play

Staff increased communication with boys
Staff ‘tuning in’ to boys needs

What was your model of change? 
By increasing relevant and quality interactions with boys, their speech and language skills would increase.
What did you do? 
We started by delivering staff training (with the Speech and Language Team (SaLT)) on interactive methods that can be used in all areas of the curriculum. We incorporated a focus on boys and what they need, as well as how problems with speech and language can cause difficulties as they grow older. 
We developed materials to use with the children in circle times that encouraged pre-communication skills such as looking at the person talking, taking turns and making choices.
Targeting a small group of five boys I used one of the programmes from the SaLT to develop language skills and vocabulary and tailored this specifically for boys. 
We focused on animals, clothes, transport and body parts using active learning methods and real objects. These were then combined with the skills that had been learnt in the circle times in other areas.
With the other boys in the group we started to look more specifically at their interests and how we could use these to increase interactions between boys and adults. They were interested in buildings and construction and we mixed this in with a bit of transport (ie trains). However, due to staffing and costs we were unable to complete this part of the project (we had planned to go in to Beetham Tower to look at map making and construction).
How did you evaluate the project? 
We made observations of the boys’ assessments against EYFS development statements and through questioning staff about their practice. 

Looking critically at the expected outcomes:

Boys increased communications with staff and other children increased – Observations by staff have shown an increase in interactions with the boys. This was partly because they formed a closer group themselves, as well as staff being more aware of what was needed for these boys. One problem that has arisen is that one of the boys has become attached and sometimes over-reliant on the members of staff that were involved in the project. 

Boys’ increased vocabulary – Through tracking and observations it has been noted that the boys’ vocabulary has increased, although not to the levels that we hoped for by the end of the project. This has been due to cuts and the shortening of the project. In spite of this, tracking has shown that three of the five boys made significant progress in the ‘Language for Communication’ section of tracking and, while they have not yet reached expected levels, they are much closer to them.

Boys able to negotiate with each other in their play – This is the area we have seen the biggest change in the boys. Because we have focused on the pre-language skills in circle times, we have observed that the skills that the boys need to negotiate with each other have really improved. One boy who did not have the language to ask for objects and had difficulties waiting his turn, is now able to take turns, as well as naming the objects that he wants. 

Staff increased communication with boys – Nearly all staff communications with boys have really improved especially since the training. However one member of staff, who unfortunately was away during the training, has really struggled to grasp the strategies. This member of staff is quite shy and the skills needed have not come easily to her.  

Staff ‘tuning in’ to boys needs – Staff have become more tuned in to the boys when planning. This has led to some really nice work, independent of the project around trains, which will culminate in a visit to the Museum of Science and Industry to look at a real steam train with the group involved.
Further to this, when talking to the boys, staff have realised that what works for the boys does not necessarily work for the girls. This was really evident at times when staff discussed dominance. One of the boys in the group can often be very quiet, though in some areas he can be very chatty. Staff noticed that this was because his sister and her friends were the dominant ones in the room, leading him and others to take a back seat. Staff worked with these boys to make them feel more confident around this group as well as give them more time when they get to work by themselves.

What impact was there on the boys targeted? 
All but one of the boys have moved along in their development when compared to the baseline in language development, with one of the boys already having reached expected levels for his age. This boy has been able to join in with more of the activities on offer and has a greater understanding of the requirements on him. 
For one of the boys learning ‘turn taking’ has made a big difference to him, not only in the group sessions, but also in his own play, moving along his scores on the PSED scales. 
What impact has there been on staff? 
After discussions about how boys learn staff are now much more focused on making sure that boys are catered for in the planning sessions and making sure that the skills that we were focusing on were brought in to all areas. Staff have also found that since focusing on early communication skills, their group sessions have run much more smoothly, especially when using short instructions such as ‘good sitting’, along with a picture to support the words. Staff interactions with boys have increased in number as well as in quality.
What impact on parents? 
Parents of the boys have found that their behaviour at home has improved as the boys have been able to communicate more. 
What have staff said?
‘Cool! Best training I have been on.’
‘I will change how I use lots of words when speaking to children and especially boys!’
‘Made me think differently about how boys may learn differently to girls and how to communicate better and interact with them.’
What have parents said?
‘My son’s behaviour has been much improved since starting the project.’
‘He has started to use more words.’
What have you learned? 
When working on language with boys, activities need to be more focused on the physical and the purpose for talk and not just giving them language and vocabulary. We have also realised the importance of teaching the pre-language skills such as attention and listening to enable boys to focus on the activities as they are being run.

Anything else you think is of importance? 
Just a shame that with the cuts in the setting and my role changing that I have been unable to continue the work started!

Alec Smith (Children's Centre teacher), 
Moss Side Sure Start Children's Centre, Manchester


Critical reflection on the expected outcomes of the project overall

For practitioners

An increased understanding of boys’ development and gender differences

After the training days there were fifteen projects that developed initiatives. While this report contains write-ups of nine of these the others were lost as a result of city council cuts and the knock-on impact of these on children’s centres, nurseries and schools. 
From the training course evaluations, but more importantly the write-ups above, there is significant evidence that practitioners’ understanding of boys’ development – and in turn gender differences – were increased.

Greater confidence and sensitivity towards the needs of boys when planning provision 
Again, the project write-ups reflect workers’ use of centre / school data and wider city and national trends to highlight areas of concern and potential improvement. Workers also spent time observing and engaging boys as well as discussing the needs of boys with other staff and parents. Gathering this ‘background’ helped workers to plan interventions. 

A better knowledge base on which to draw when supporting parents of boys

Workers’ increased knowledge of boys’ development and, in some cases, techniques in areas such as discipline and boundaries, have certainly increased their confidence in engaging parents. Some have reported that parents in turn have been more actively engaged with their sons’ education and the nursery / children’s centre or school as a whole.

Increased awareness of strategies that can improve outcomes for boys

While there was some variety in the areas that projects were wanting to improve (mark-making, communication skills and creativity) the selected methods and approaches, while effective, were relatively narrow. Superheroes was obviously a strong theme, as were more traditional ‘male’ areas such as dinosaurs and transport. Most projects went for existing resources and ideas and, while there was nothing wrong with this, only one project actively developed their own resources and another two adapted existing materials they were given or directed towards.
This does not of course mean that workers were not ‘aware’ of strategies, but maybe suggests that they were more likely to use a broader range IF they were more easily available.

For boys

Improved EYFS profile results for boys

Improvements in the gender make-up of the lowest 20% – boys less represented

The inequality gap reduced in each school, when compared with previous years (targeted work)

For boys to be more engaged and confident in their learning

Projects’ write-ups were finished by the end of June, which meant that the four expected outcomes for boys were not available at this time. Statistical data will be collected at the end of the term and will be available in the autumn. However, the write-ups suggest that on the whole all projects made a significant impact on the targeted boys.

Conclusions

Initial training followed by delivery support was an effective method to translate workers’ understanding and increased knowledge into practice. The project support gave the initiatives more momentum and status within the projects’ settings.

Workers who attended the training have been very active in integrating their learning into their setting with other staff and, in some cases, parents as well as of course the boys though their projects. This has resulted in similar initiatives being seen as an important part of agencies’ future development.

On the whole, projects targeted those boys who were struggling in the profiling areas the projects addressed. The methods and approaches used by the projects were effective in engaging the least approachable boys.

All projects engaged boys actively in their learning, through relatively easy and straightforward methods and approaches. Workers used simple but direct ideas (superheroes and other interests that boys already had) to target boys and built on the momentum that this generated. Once boys were hooked they were usually very active in driving the projects.

All of the projects found that once boys were engrossed in topics that they enjoyed, areas that boys are often reluctant to do (such as mark-making and creativity) became interesting and, in turn, made boys enthusiastic participants rather than reluctant or resistant ones.

There seemed to be a direct correlation between offering activities that the boys liked and were interested and familiar with and their eager engagement and an increase in their confidence levels on topics they struggled with before.  

As workers saw boys engage, many of the staff’s more generalised views of boys (as reluctant communicators and hard to get involved) disappeared and workers found boys both easier to work with and, in some cases, better behaved.

Interestingly, the projects enabled staff to discuss afresh issues such as gunplay, but from a viewpoint of ‘how are we going to engage with boys’ and not the rights and wrongs of guns. At least half of the projects reported that while staff were not always comfortable with the ideas they were challenged and quickly saw the benefits of a fresh approach for boys.

Projects also reported that as a result of the initiatives boys were also more engaged with staff and had longer and more frequent conversations about a range of issues and themes. Staff also reported that they felt more comfortable interacting with the boys.

Workers understood that engaging boys was an important first step and, in most cases, was very effective in ‘scaffolding’ boys via superheroes and other methods. So, for example, writing about superheroes led to writing about transport and then simply writing, because a boy’s competence and confidence had increased as a result of the initial activity.

Interestingly, for some of the projects, the focus on boys had led to them noticing specific areas that the girls were finding difficult and general gender differences. This seemed to increase gender awareness and the potential for benefiting both boys and girls, rather than being a way of favouring the boys. 

Trefor Lloyd

Boys’ Development Project.

320 Commercial Way

London SE15 1QN

0207 732 9409

www.boysdevelopmentproject.org.uk
Further reading

For those interested in this area of work, we have provided a number of useful books and websites.

Browne, N Gender Equity in the Early Years (2004). This is a very well researched book and is particularly interesting in terms of criticising the biological approaches so prevalent in Early Years.

Cohen, D How the Child’s Mind Develops, Routledge (2002). While this book isn’t about gender, it is very useful in terms of child development and more specifically cognitive development.

Connolly, P Boys and Schooling in the Early Years, Routledge Falmer (2004). This is an excellent study looking at gender and class in primary schools.

Golombok, S & Fivush, R Gender Development, Cambridge University Press (1994). Nothing exciting here, but a good solid text detailing gender development.
Kilmartin, CT The Masculine Self, Macmillan (1994). If you read nothing else on this list read Kilmartin; the text addresses a broad range of issues related to development and offers a number of perspectives – he understands gender!

Lloyd, T Discipline and Boys who are Under Five (a brief guide), Boys’ Development Project, (2010). This is the first in a series of booklets targeted at mothers of sons, but highlights the range of techniques developed by the BDP.

Sears, W & M The Discipline Book, Little, Brown (1995). Subtitled ‘everything you need to know to have a better-behaved child – from birth to age ten.’ This is for those who can’t get enough of boundaries and discipline. Very interesting chapters on ‘spanking’ and ‘morals and manners’.

Thorpe, B Gender Play (girls and boys in school), OUP (1993). This is a very well observed analysis of gender differences in play. Old now, but still hugely relevant and insightful.

(These notes have been prepared specifically for this training course and aim to be a reminder of themes the course addressed and not as a stand alone set of notes on boys).

DfES websites of reports related to boys and early years

http://www.ttrb.ac.uk/viewarticle2.aspx?contentId=13026
http://www.ttrb.ac.uk/ViewArticle2.aspx?ContentId=10763
http://nationalstrategies.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/node/88095
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Our own investigation in ten Children’s Centres found that four out of five cases for family workers were self referred from families concerned about boys.

6. 
One in eleven boys in England – one in seven in some areas – starts secondary school with, at best, the reading skills of an average seven-year-old. According to data obtained by the BBC's Today programme, 9% of eleven-year-old boys fell well below expected standards. But in Nottingham that proportion was 15% and the situation was only marginally better in Derby, Manchester, Rotherham and Telford. Education experts said it was hard for children struggling at age eleven ever to catch up. According to the Department for Education statistics, the proportion of children gaining that grade has increased dramatically over the last fifteen years, from 49% to 81%. But this masks a stubborn problem at the lower end of the school spectrum. In 1995, the proportion of eleven-year-olds getting Level 2 or below in English – the standard expected of a seven-year-old – was 7%. In 2010, it had fallen only to 5%. The figures show the problem is worse for boys. Overall in England, 9% of them – about 18,000 – achieved a maximum of Level 2 in reading. In some local authority areas that proportion was far higher: 15% in Nottingham, 14% in Barking and Dagenham, Telford and the Wrekin, Rotherham, Manchester and Derby. BBC, 17 December 2010: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-12000886 
Our critical assessment of the expected outcomes is as follows:

For practitioners

· An increased understanding of boys’ development and gender differences

· YES and involved staff teams

· Greater confidence and sensitivity towards the needs of boys when planning provision 

· YES and involved staff teams

· A better knowledge base on which to draw when supporting parents of boys

· Increased awareness of strategies that can improve outcomes for boys

For boys

· Improved EYFS profile results for boys

Too early to say

· Improvements in the gender make-up of the lowest 20% – boys less represented

Too early to say

· The inequality gap reduced in each school, when compared with previous years (targeted work)

Too early to say

· For boys to be more engaged and confident in their learning

YES
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