
4. 
Australia: 
socialisation and 
socio-economics 
There is almost no gender disparity at primary school level in Australia. The 
net enrolment ratio (NER) in 2002-2003 was 94.3 per cent for boys and 95.1 
per cent for girls, leading to a gender parity index (GPI) of 1.01. The disparity 
increases at secondary stage but still remains insignificant. In 2002-2003, the 
NER for boys at secondary stage was 87.0 per cent whereas it was 89.1 per 
cent for girls, with a GPI of 1.02.9 Therefore, although the lower likelihood 
of boys compared to girls completing their secondary education and entering 
tertiary education has been a subject of discussion in Australia, the issue of boys' 
underachievement in the country mainly relates to under-performance. 

A number of performance indicators for secondary stage education in the 
1990s indicated underachievement of boys in different parts of the country. For 
example: 

• aggregate results at Year 12 level show that in the 1999 New South Wales 
Higher School Certificate, for subjects studied by more than 100 students, 
girls' average marks were up to 11 per cent higher than boys' in 36 of the 
40 subjects; 

• in Queensland in 1998, a greater proportion of girls were in the top 
performance bands in 36 of 45 Year 12 subjects; 

• in South Australia in 1998, a higher proportion of girls were in the top 
performance bands in 27 of 34 Year 12 subjects; 

9 These data are sourced from UNESCO, 2006. Gender parity index refers to girls' NER/ boys' NER. 
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• the difference between boys' and girls' average results in the New South Wales 
Tertiary Entrance Score (TES) widened from 0.6 marks in 1981 to 19.4 marks 
in 1996, with the difference increasingly rapidly in the early 1990s. 

As a result, the relative achievement of boys and girls in Year 12 assessments has 
featured prominently in popular as well as academic debate. 

WHAT DOES PISA INDICATE? 
Australia has been part of the international tests known as the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA), which have been conducted on a large 
sample in Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
countries and a few developing countries every three years since 2000. The 
available analysis of PISA results for Australia helps in getting a more nuanced 
understanding of the issue.10 PISA 2000 focused on assessing students' capacity 
to apply knowledge and skills to reading, mathematics and science. PISA 2003 
focused more on mathematics and PISA 2006 on science. The assessment 
includes a variety of tests to examine different kinds of skills and knowledge 
of 15-year-olds. PISA results for 2000 show that Australia was one of the top 
scorers in all three areas - reading, mathematics and scientific literacy - and was 
also well above the OECD average in all of them. 

PISA 2000 showed that there was no significant difference in girls' and boys' 
performance in mathematics and science in any of the Australian states or 
territories. PISA 2003 also did not show any gender difference in overall 
mathematical literacy in Australia. However, almost twice as many males as 
females achieved the highest PISA proficiency level in mathematics, indicating 
no evidence of boys' underachievement in this subject. The situation changes, 
however, when it comes to reading literacy. Girls performed better than 
boys, though the level of difference was lower in Australia than most other 
OECD countries. The level of the gap also varied between different states and 
territories, being significantly higher in some as compared to others. 

There is a correlation between achievement scores and socio-economic status 
in most countries, with those from poorer socio-economic backgrounds 
performing worse than their counterparts from more prosperous backgrounds. 

10 The analysis of PISA results is based on (i) files downloaded on PISA 2003 from the 
Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) site, (ii) ACER and OECD, 2001 and 
(iii) Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2005 (all downloads from the Internet). 
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Australia is no exception to this. In addition, the Australian analysis also shows 
that socio-economic status compounds the difference between boys and girls in 
terms of their reading literacy, with boys from low socio-economic backgrounds 
found to be almost twice as likely to be in the lowest quarter of reading literacy 
results than girls from similar backgrounds. The results for 
mathematics and science also show a relationship between 
socio-economic status and the likelihood of achieving a low 
score, but this is the same for both boys and girls in science 
and not large enough to be significant in mathematics. This 
suggests that schools may play a larger role in the development 
of mathematical and scientific skills than they do in reading 
skills, a conclusion corroborated by the fact that students 
in Australia who came from a non-English speaking home 
background performed at an equivalent level in mathematical 
literacy to students whose home language was English, but at 
a lower level in reading and scientific literacy. Students' results 
also showed some differences according to the location of 
their schools. Students in provincial cities performed as well as 
students in large cities and major urban areas, but students whose schools were 
in remote areas performed less well than other students in reading and scientific 
literacy. There was no difference in mathematical literacy results by location of 
school. The environment outside school appears to play an important role in 
building reading literacy and, to some extent, scientific literacy. 

An analysis of results related to 'engagement with reading' provides some insights 
into the reading literacy scores. 'Engagement with reading' reflects how much 
students like reading, how much they enjoy talking about books and go to 
libraries, whether reading is a favourite hobby, and so on. Australian students were 
at the same level as the OECD average in this area with - as in most countries 
- girls scoring significantly higher than boys. Attitudes towards reading were 
moderately strongly related to reading achievement in Australia, where a third of 
the students said they never read for enjoyment. While this percentage was higher 
in a few other countries, the achievement difference in reading literacy between 
students who never read for enjoyment and those who read for an hour or two 
each day was greater in Australia than in any other country. 

It is also noteworthy that though nearly 40 per cent of Indigenous students in 
Australia performed at par with average, in general they performed at a lower 
level than the non-Indigenous students in the three assessment areas: reading 
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literacy, mathematical literacy and scientific literacy, with results below the 
OECD mean. Gender differences were similar to the other Australian students, 
with females outperforming the males in reading literacy No significant gender 
differences were found in mathematical or scientific literacy The influence of 
home background factors on performance was examined. The mean socio-
economic status of Indigenous students was lower than that of non-Indigenous 
students, and resources such as books were fewer in their homes. There 
was, however, a higher level of equity, with less difference in performance 
between low and high socio-economic status Indigenous students than for the 
performance between low and high socio-economic status non-Indigenous 
students.11 

What is significant is that the most important school factor related to 
achievement in Australia, as in most other countries, was the overall socio-
economic background of the student body. Other factors such as instructional 
climate and practices at the schools were also related to achievement. For 
example, Australia scored relatively high, together with the United Kingdom, 

on the index of teacher support, as perceived by students. 
Performance is positively correlated with greater opportunities 
to ask questions and Australia also ranked quite high on this 
indicator. 

The analysis of PISA results makes it clear that gender is 
only one dimension of differentiation that characterises 
performance outcomes of 15-year-olds in Australia. Socio-
economic status turns out to be more critical for both boys 
and girls. However, what makes gender important is that 
similar trends of no significant difference in mathematics and 
science scores and a significant difference in favour of girls 
in reading literacy are observed for all socio-economic and 

social groups. An examination of several facts reveals that the difference in 
socialisation that boys and girls experience might be playing an important role 
in enabling girls to perform better in reading literacy and language. The fact 
that boys have much less 'engagement with reading' reflects their socialisation 
pattern where from an early age they are encouraged to take part in outdoor 

11 The details provided here on Indigenous students have been taken from De Bortoli and 
Cresswell, 2004 (downloaded from www.acer.edu.au/research/special_topics/ind_edu/ 
research.html). 
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and physical activities, whereas girls are encouraged to enjoy indoor activities. 
The experiences of boys and girls in terms of the kinds of play materials they 
possess, the sports they are encouraged to participate in, the activities they 
are engaged in by parents and others are usually quite different from one 
another. The nature of activities that are considered suitable for girls is usually 
such that it helps in building better language and interactive skills, including 
an inclination towards reading, whereas the opposite is true for boys. This 
explains boys' relatively lower performance in reading literacy to some extent. 

In this context, it also becomes important to understand the role of 
socialisation in relation to mathematics and science achievement scores. 
Mathematics and science have traditionally been perceived as 'masculine' 
subjects almost everywhere in the world. A focus on girls' education and 
women's rights emanating from various movements changed this to some 
extent so that doing well in what had traditionally been considered a 
male domain became a matter of pride for girls. Unlike language, school 
interventions play a major role in subjects such as mathematics and science, 
and hence in countries where girls attend schools regularly, they have also 
started performing well in these subjects. However, the fact that girls feel less 
confident in their abilities despite performing as well as boys in mathematics12 

is a reflection of the stereotypes that continue to exist in society. This is also 
confirmed by recent research on school subject selection and subsequent study 
and work participation in Australia, which found that males are still much 
more likely than females to be taking advanced mathematics and science at 
senior secondary school and to move into mathematics and science-related 
courses in higher education.13 

The above analysis indicates that factors similar to those that kept girls away 
from selecting subjects such as mathematics and science are contributing in boys' 
underachievement in language in Australia, at least to some extent. Socialisation 
and gender stereotypes in different walks of life get reflected in subject selections 
and performance outcomes. Schools can play a role in changing this, but it is 
not clear to what extent they can make a difference. The following case study 
of a school located in the outskirts of a capital city in Australia provides some 
insights into several of these issues. 

12 As reported by UNESCO, 2006. 
13 As reported in Thomson et al, 2004. 

71 

boys'UNDERACHIEVEMENT 
CASE STUDY: AUSTRALIA 



boys'UNDERACHIEVEMENT 
CASE STUDY: AUSTRALIA 

A GOVERNMENT PRIMARY 
SCHOOL IN QUEENSLAND 

Background 
An inner-city government co-educational primary school located in a 
multicultural setting in Queensland was identified for the purpose of the 
case study. The school was chosen because of its leadership, its attempts to 
implement whole-school pedagogical reform and the impact of these factors on 
the educational engagement and participation of all students including boys. 
The school was studied in-depth by Lingard et al (2002), who had identified it 
as "one of the best schools for boys". The school was involved in the Productive 
Pedagogy trial programme and had noted no difference in literacy scores 
between boys and girls, which was attributed to the learning culture within 
the school. In addition the school has recorded high literacy scores on national 
and state tests for both boys and girls. It has embraced multi-age classes and 
co-operative learning, and has a strong focus on professional development for 
teachers and on collaborative decision-making. This school was identified for a 
re-visit to try and reassess its practices and extract lessons. 

Located in a low-income area and opened in 1978, the school has over 800 
students and 65 teachers (the majority women). It has faced multiple challenges 
mainly because of the socio-economic and linguistic background of the students 
that it receives. Most of the children come from poor families, often struggling 
with livelihood choices. The incidence of dependence on welfare schemes for 
survival is high and so is the rate of crime. Many households have been living 
on the dole (state-subsidised benefits) for two to three generations. A number 
of parents reportedly have criminal backgrounds and have spent time in jail. 
The tradition of education is not very strong in these households. These factors 
get reflected in a variety of ways. As revealed by the principal and the teachers, 
there is some level of student absenteeism and late arrival to school is also not 
uncommon. The difficult home situations deprive children of a conducive 
environment for studying. A number of teachers raised the issue of needing to 
concentrate on behaviour management and the impact this has on learning. 

The school has an Indigenous student population of approximately 5 per cent 
as well as a high proportion of students of Asian and Pacific Island descent. 
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The principal estimated that around 10 per cent of the students have language 
difficulties at school due to English being their second language. In the six 
observed classrooms were students from Cambodia, the Cook Islands, Fiji, 
New Zealand, the Philippines, Russia, Serbia, Samoa and the Ukraine, as 
well as Indigenous Australians, Torres Strait Islanders and Anglo Australians. 
Classrooms with students having a variety of mother tongues pose a serious 
challenge to teachers. In addition, the school also gets a high number of students 
with special learning needs despite the fact that other schools in the area have 
specialised in this field. There is a Special Needs Unit in the school with seven 
staff members and around 70 students. The principal feels that recognised special 
needs are only one aspect of the problem, however, with over a quarter of the 
students being in need of some kind of support. 

The case of this school is especially relevant considering that 

i socio-economic status is the most important factor related to 
underperformance of students in Australia; 

ii boys' relative underperformance is evidenced largely in reading literacy; 

and 

iii the difference between boys' and girls' achievement outcomes for reading 
literacy is wider for lower socio-economic status groups. 

The school has been maintaining a database of progress of students, and this shows 
a positive change over the years. The earlier study by Lingard et al (2002) had 
noted a student-friendly school culture, with no evidence of poor behaviour, and 
where students were provided with the social skills to avoid conflicts. Absenteeism 
was not a problem except in certain specific cases in the year that research was 
conducted, and the school had had no suspensions or exclusions and had only one 
bullying incident noted in the Annual Report. This progress is attributed to the 
pedagogical reform adopted by the school. The school claims that this has helped 
all students, those who had traditionally been underachievers and those who had 
been performing well. Although it would require more research to prove that the 
school has made a difference in terms of impact on students' performance, especially 
on boys' achievement, the general image as well as the experiences of students and 
teachers suggest that the school is 'different' and has been successful in creating an 
environment of optimism, hope and high expectations. The reasons for this success 
can be traced to imaginative and committed leadership from the principal and a 
number of reforms initiated in the school, including pedagogical practices as well as 
strategies for greater involvement of parents. 
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What made learning experiences different 
An empathetic  understanding of the socio-economic, 
linguistic and cultural background of students 

The principal as well as most teachers who were interviewed showed an 
empathetic understanding of the socio-economic, linguistic and cultural 
background of students. This understanding was particularly evident in statements 
made by the principal. While he recognised the challenges posed by students' 
poor socio-economic status and multicultural background, he also saw this as an 
opportunity, as evidenced in his statement, "a lot of the multicultural dimensions 
in low socio-economic groups are advantageous". He emphasised the fact that 
though the students are currently facing poverty, many of these families come from 

very rich cultures that could be used positively. Most teachers 
also reflected a good understanding of backgrounds and the 
impact this could have on behaviour as well as learning. For 
instance, one teacher referred to the fact that many children 
suffer from malnutrition due to bad diets, which affected their 
attention span and motivation. Similar references were made 
regarding English not being the children's first language and 
their experiences of war and conflict in some cases. Overall, 
it appears that the school environment is such that teachers 
developed empathy for students' backgrounds and tried to face 

the challenge of resolving issues related to these. None of the students interviewed 
shared any negative experience from any teacher in this context. 

Unlike many other schools facing similar problems, this school depicts a faith 
in children's inate desire and ability to learn, and the recognition of the fact that 
schools can actually play a negative role at times. The principal articulated this as: 

Kids basically want to learn. That is not their problem. That is a 
natural desire. They came well packaged with that right since birth 
...Schools can switch that off; individuals can switch that off. 

Teaching methods  and  learning  opportunities: 
Focus on  cooperation  and  engagement 

The school focuses on cooperation and teamwork in its pedagogy and the kinds 
of learning opportunity it tries to create. It uses double teaching spaces, with 
two teachers working as a team to teach two grades. The physical arrangement 
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of classes is such that the students' desks are placed at each end of the space in 
front of an ICT whiteboard and a blackboard, and a central area is used to do 
ground activities and to access the whiteboard. 

The use of interactive ICT whiteboards is a special feature of the school, 
which has invested heavily in teaching aids. These boards use a data projector 
connected to a computer and give a large visual of the computer screen. 
Students and teachers are able to control the computer through the touch-
sensitive whiteboard. Teachers create learning activities that are saved into 
a central directory accessible by other teachers. This, in effect, works as a 
digital library that gets expanded as teachers keep adding new activities. 
Although creating a new activity take a lot of time and energy, once this 
has been done, other teachers can easily use it. In the course of time, as 
new activities are added, the need to develop activities is expected to be 
substantially reduced. 

Classroom observations showed that the use of ICT boards has tremendous 
potential for making learning interesting and engaging for children. Students 
enjoyed taking turns and discovering through the board new aspects of whatever 
they were learning. The board was used in a variety of ways. For example, it 
was used as a literacy aid where reading words were presented in the form of a 
PowerPoint presentation, and students in Grade 2 read the words out loud to 
much delight as these bounced around the page. In a science-based class where 
students were looking at the human body, the teachers accessed an interactive 
programme that allowed students to virtually dissect parts of the body and read 
about their properties. In a number of other classes, students were observed 
participating in activities to support mathematical skills such as addition, 
multiplication, division and subtraction. Teachers were united in their opinion 
regarding the success of these boards in keeping children engaged and more 
interested in learning, including children with special needs. 

Students were also quite articulate when talking about the use of the technology 
in the classroom. They could identify elements such as not having to use an 
eraser, using hands to write and erase and not having to use a keyboard to 
control the computer, in addition to mentioning their enjoyment in playing 
games on the board. A number of these games had educational value (e.g., 
hangman, number-cruncher and snakes and ladders). Children also enjoyed 
other aspects of using the technology such as pulling up the keyboard, using 
the timer, writing text and converting it into a font, using symbols, colours and 
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different fonts, customising text and images and so on. They also demonstrated 
writing math equations and converting them into a font. 

Moreover, students who were interviewed cited skills such as teamwork and sharing 
as advantages of using the whiteboard. This indicates that the school has been 
successful in communicating these important messages to children. Given the fact 
that teaching social skills has been a central agenda of the school, this is definitely 
a marker of success. In general, there is a lot of focus on engaging children in a 

variety of activities in and outside the classroom, and both boys 
and girls appear to enjoy participating. Extra efforts are made 
to engage children needing special attention. For instance, the 
special education unit runs a full-fledged café once per week with 
the active involvement of students, giving them the opportunity 
to fully participate in a cooperative manner. No gender 
differentiation was observed in terms of work allocation and 
efforts to engage the children. The choice was guided by the level 
at which each child was in that particular subject. 

The school is also part of a larger project focusing on a new system of formative 
assessment where children and teachers both reflect on the progress made. The 
involvement of students in their own assessment ensures their engagement 
and ownership, leading to new kinds of learning. However, the principal 
also expressed his reservations about certain aspects of this project as some 
interventions can be far removed from the backgrounds of the kinds of students 
coming to the school. This concern also revealed the fact that a generalised 
intervention can at times be unsuitable for specific children such as those from 
low socio-economic and varied cultural backgrounds. 

As observed by Lingard et al (2002), the school does not participate in inter-
school competitive sport, and has explicitly rejected a 'deficit student' and 'deficit 
family' approach in interpreting students' learning and behaviours. They had noted 
that the curriculum focus was on environmental education and philosophy, and the 
children were taught how to resolve conflict by talking through issues. It did not 
have programmes in place specifically for boys. The researchers in that study had 
also noted the widespread engagement of students and reported that there were no 
observable gender differences. The emphasis on quality pedagogy and a supportive 
classroom and whole school environment, along with the teaching of skills to help 
students handle conflict and differences of opinion, appeared to be the factors 
contributing to the commendable outcomes (ibid). 
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The previous research (Lingard et al, 2002) also observed that while students 
were expected to treat teachers with respect, they were also able to engage 
in frank and open discussion, where disagreement was possible and where 
both teachers and students could express their opinions and usually reach a 
meaningful resolution. The intellectually challenging nature of classroom work, 
such as the introduction of philosophy into the classroom, within a supportive 
school environment, was identified as having great social as well as academic 
rewards. 

Confirming or breaking gender stereotypes ? 

While the teachers demonstrated awareness of the debate surrounding boys' 
underachievement, they struggled to find evidence of it at the school as in most 
cases it was female students who presented significant behavioural problems 
that had to be addressed with specific strategies beyond the classroom. When 
prompted, teachers talked about differences between boys and girls in terms of 
behaviour and learning, but no uniform pattern emerges from these statements. 
Depending on their individual experiences they came up with statements that 
often contradicted each other. If one teacher said "boys learn faster", another 
said, "boys just get really uninterested quite easily... they do lack motivation 
and they can be lazy", and yet another said "the boys do better.. .they just learn 
quicker than girls". Similarly, regarding girls, if one teacher said "some of them 
are a bit chatty.. .but they get their work done", another said, "my girls are well 
behaved, there's no problems there, they're just academically not at the level of 
the boys", and yet another said, "a lot of my girls are achieving, they're actually 
completing work of a higher quality than what the boys are". It is also important 
to point out that most teachers qualified their statements by adding that what 
they were saying did not apply to all. In general, what they were communicating 
through seemingly contradictory statements was that they had not really 
experienced major differences, a view actually expressed by some teachers. 

Interviews with teachers, students and the principal as well as classroom 
observations suggested that the school did not have any specific intervention for 
boys or girls, and did not perceive gender to be a major issue per se. This was 
reflected in the fact that they did not articulate this as a challenge. However, 
the focus on actively engaging each child depending on her or his situation 
appeared to be talcing care of children's needs adequately at the primary stage of 
education. This became apparent from some of the statements made by young 
students in their interviews. 
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A number of boys interviewed identified the arts as their favourite subject 
while mentioning that they also enjoyed doing mathematics on the whiteboard. 
This indicated that they did not see the subjects as 'feminine' or 'masculine'. 
This is important as art and reading are often labelled as 'feminine', making it 
difficult for boys to accept that they like these subjects, which then leads to poor 
performance. Also important is the fact that all of the stereotypical notions about 
boys and girls that children expressed in their interviews had emanated from 
their homes. For instance, one child responded to the issue of physical fights 
by saying that his mother and sisters always tell him that "boys are stronger". 
The implication was that if they are stronger they have to show that by fighting. 
Similarly, another boy said his mother takes him and not his sister everywhere 
she goes. These experiences are creating the notions of what is 'masculine' 
and what is 'feminine' and have started affecting their behaviour. The school 
experiences so far had not reinforced any of these ideas as the teachers could 
narrate examples of both boys and girls being punished and other such incidents. 

Although the school did not explicitly engage in countering the gender 
stereotypes being created in the society, many of its interventions actually led to 
breaking stereotypes. This includes the engagement of all students in all types of 
activities and encouragement to all students for all kinds of subjects. In addition, 
one of the incidents narrated by students is worth noting. Two boys were 
discussing the 'lollypop lady' (a kind of volunteer who is traditionally a woman) 
when one of them said he could be one. The other pointed out that he would 
have to be a 'lollypop man' and that "dads never do it". The first one replied that 
this was not necessarily so, as the principal had performed this task once. The 
other one agreed. It is clear from the example that the principal's act had helped 
break the stereotype, and such interventions go a long way in creating alternative 
images. 

Community outreach 

The school has been actively involved in trying to develop parenting skills 
and leadership among the community and engaging it in school activities. 
Although they feel that they have not been very successful, their ideas have been 
imaginative and their efforts have made some inroads. The need for a proactive 
approach in providing support to parents on parenting skills was strongly felt 
and some courses had been organised. Though this generated interest and 
parents enjoyed them, according to the principal, it did not lead to significant 
behaviour change. The school was planning a community renewal project 
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focusing on the needs of young mothers on a range of issues including nutrition 
and nurturing through inter-agency personnel working on-site. 

In order to build leadership among parents, the school has a system of having 
classroom parent representatives, with new people inducted every year. This 
has been running successfully and parents have responded well. The school also 
tried to involve parents as resource persons by giving them the opportunity to 
come and share with the children their experiences relating to their work. The 
response to this has not been overwhelming, but some parents responded and 
the intervention was successful to some extent. 

The School as a Learning Organisation 
This case study makes it clear that this school could be termed a learning 
organisation in the sense that it is continuously learning from others' experiences 
as well from its own. A few examples of how the school has been learning and 
growing will help clarify this observation. In order to gain a better understanding 
of schools functioning in multicultural situations, the principal and teachers looked 
at a school where detailed research had been conducted on 
dealing with multicultural challenges. References were also made 
to other research and projects by the principal and teachers, 
reflecting their awareness of those interventions. 

How the interactive ICT board got introduced into the 
classroom is also a revealing story. In 2003, the principal 
brought one such board to the school after he saw it being used 
in a school in England. This was placed in the staff room, but 
remained underused. A Grade 1 teacher, having seen the use 
of this board in some city school elsewhere, approached the 
principal to allow her to take this one to her classroom. She presented a detailed 
outline of how it would be used and was given permission to take it. She and 
another teacher, who were sharing the classroom in the cooperative system, 
experimented a lot and came up with many useful lessons and activities. On 
seeing and hearing this, other teachers also demonstrated interest. Two more 
teaching teams drew up proposals for the board's use in their classrooms and 
they too were provided with boards. Others followed suit and the school has 
now introduced this into every classroom. The fact that the principal encouraged 
teachers' initiatives and they learnt from each other shows an environment that 
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is open and conducive to experimentation. The cooperative teaching practice 
also appears to have contributed to teachers developing a sense of shared 
responsibility. These are indicators of the school being a learning organisation. 

It is also important that technology was not being viewed as an end in itself, but 
rather as a way of creating an interactive learning environment. The principal 
was emphatic in pointing out that this was all about pedagogy and a positive 
learning environment, and that the boards cannot be recommended to all schools 

in isolation of other aspects. The principal and teachers 
showed a reflective attitude regarding their challenges, efforts, 
successes and failures. They were honest in sharing their 
experiences. This too is a sign of a learning organisation. 
It was also clear that a lot of this could be attributed to the 
direction provided by the principal in allowing leadership 
skills to be developed in all teachers. The principal was taking 
the lead in understanding the specific needs of the school and 
promoting the whole school pedagogical reform that focused 
on team teaching and an interactive learning environment that 
takes the students' social circumstances into account. 

Again, these observations are similar to those by Lingard 
et al (2002), who explained this school's success as a 
combination of intellectually demanding teaching and 

assessment, accompanied by a strong emphasis on supporting all students 
and recognising difference, the creation of a teacher professional learning 
community, and leadership practices that support the school culture. They 
thus concluded that "these appear to be the necessary ingredients for ensuring 
effective and engaging learning for students in schools across all locations" 
(ibid: 63). 

CONCLUSIONS 
This school provides an example of how pedagogical reform practices can help 
in active engagement and higher learning levels of all children, boys and girls. 
The principal and teachers were unambiguous in communicating that they do 
not see boys' underachievement as a specific issue. They believe that an engaging 
learning process in an interactive and contextualised learning environment is 
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the solution. The school faces serious challenges in terms of the socio-economic 
status and multicultural background of the children, but the combination of 
good leadership, pedagogical reform and efforts to understand the situation 
and involve the community has helped it achieve results. Although this is not 
their explicit aim, a number of these interventions are designed in such a way 
that they help break down gender stereotypes and allow both boys and girls to 
realise their potential in learning. This definitely has lessons for other schools 
as well as for policy makers. However, given the fact that children are exposed 
to a number of gender stereotypes in their home and the society in which they 
live, a conscious integration of some of the gender aspects in the process of 
pedagogical reform would perhaps ensure that the school is able to counter the 
societal influence. 
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