Is there a marked difference between the proportion of girls
and boys opting to take geography at GCSE in your school?

Is there a marked difference in the attainment of boys and girls in
both internal and external assessments?

Is there a definable difference in the way members of staff in your
school interact with girls and with boys?

The relationships between sex, gender and geographic learning are far more complex than
is commonly believed (Hardwick et al., 2000, p. 244).

This chapter explores the ways in which the performance and attainment of some
students in geography may be linked to their gender. It mainly focuses on assessment
issues, drawing on the much reported variations currently seen in the attainment of boys
and girls in geography (and indeed in almost all other curriculum subjects). However, the
variation in the assessed performance of boys and girls is only one aspect of observable
‘gender differences’ in geography education - therefore other aspects of ‘difference” will
also be explored.

We refer to a series of small action research projects designed to generate data to
help us understand why there is currently a persistent ‘gender gap’ in terms of attainment
in many schools. The original basis for this work, which was undertaken by members of
the Geographical Association’s Assessment and Examinations Working Group (AEWG),
were investigations into the assessment of boys’ and girls” geography in secondary schools
from key stage 3 to post-16 level.

First, it is important to understand what the term ‘gender’ means. It is a word that is
often used inaccurately as a synonym for the term ‘sex’. Whereas the term ‘sex’ refers to
a person's biological characteristics (male/female), the term ‘gender’ takes account of
socially and culturally defined characteristics. The various roles, responsibilities,
behaviours and attitudes of the sexes are therefore linked to their gender, whereby the
‘lived experience’ of being either male or female affects the way we are.



Second, it is helpful to understand the various ways in which geographers have been
and are concerned with ‘gender. In recent years much research within academic
geography has focused on gender issues - often concentrating upon the geographical
implications of the unequal access of the sexes to employment, transport, ownership of
property, education and power (Butt, 2000). Gender studies in geography have
traditionally tended to challenge the ‘invisibility’ of women within the subject, as well
as to question assumptions about the roles of the sexes - for example the simplistic
notion that female worlds equate with the home and domesticity, while male worlds are
largely located within the public domain and realms of paid employment.

In the 1980s and early 1990s some members of the geography education community
began to take a particular interest in gender issues within the teaching of geography,
initially from a subject perspective, resulting in the publication of various articles and
book chapters (see, for example, Bale, 1982; Larsen, 1983; Monk and Williamson-Fien,
1986; Atkinson, 1992; Monk, 1996). More recently the issues surrounding the differences
in the attainment and behaviour of boys and girls in geography education, rather than
gender issues within the subject itself, have come to the fore as a result of overwhelming
evidence of national variations in their assessed performance. Although these findings
are important in themselves they are underpinned, and partly explained, by a variety of
readily observable day-to-day phenomena within the classroom relating to how boys and
girls learn. In short, boys and girls may learn differently, prefer different styles of
teaching and learning, and as a result gain different things from lessons. The ways in
which (certain) boys often seek attention in class, answer oral questions readily but
dislike engaging in writing tasks, and dominate practical activities may contribute
(subtly or otherwise) to the eventual differences in assessed performance between the
sexes. Issues of motivation, preferred learning styles, pedagogy, prior subject knowledge,
assessment methods and lived experience also have roles in explaining the variations in
the performance of students at all levels.

Other aspects of gendered performance within geography education have also been
researched over the last 20 years. For example, valuable research has concentrated on
variations between the sexes in spatial concept development and graphicacy skills
(Boardman, 1983; Matthews, 1986). More recent work by Warrington and Younger (2001)
and Bradley-Smith (2002) widens the focus further still. In the case of Warrington and
Younger's research the academic performance of single-sex classes within a mixed
comprehensive school was analysed to ascertain whether segregation improved the
achievement levels of both girls and boys. In essence the
research concluded that single-sex education provided

a ‘conducive and sympathetic environment for
students’ learning’ (Warrington and Younger,
2001, p. 339), but that segregation favoured
girls more than boys. There was also substantial
evidence that girls and boys reacted differently to
changes in their educational context, and the
teaching and learning styles offered to them.
Bradley-Smith’s research
(2002), focusing on the
‘invisibility" of certain
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geography classrooms, notes that differential attainment and performance does not
relate only to simple divisions of sex and is briefly reported upon later in this chapter.

Reports and updates published by Ofsted (2000) and QCA (2003, 2004) highlight the
range of standards achieved by students at key stage 3, GCSE and A-level. These clearly
establish that in nearly all subjects, and at almost all levels, boys consistently perform
less well than girls in formal assessments. This finding is not new - indeed since the mid
1990s concern has been expressed about the under-achievement of boys, both generally
and within the context of geography education (Butt and Smith, 1998). Examination
statistics reveal that in fact both boys and girls have improved their attainment over
recent years, but that girls’ assessed performance has improved faster than boys. A
similar trend can be seen in other developed countries - giving rise to debates about
boys” under-achievement either in terms of them being ‘failed” by the education system,
or about the effects on their schooling of the innate characteristics of their sex (Epstein
et al., 1998).

In addition, huge differences in levels of performance still occur between schools
whose students come from different socio-economic backgrounds. Indeed these usually
represent the more significant and enduring variables with respect to attainment. The
variation in performance between the sexes is just one element in a wider and more
complex set of assessment issues - for example, there are also notable differences in
reported attainment between ethnic groups and in relation to parental levels of education.

Within the small action research projects conducted by AEWG members, three key
questions were identified:
Does girls’ comparatively better performance in geography in English and Welsh
schools tell us more about the assessment methods used than about inherent
differences in ability?
Do assessors themselves have an influence on patterns of student performance?
Are differences in the attainment of boys and girls related to preferred learning
styles in geography rather than to any innate differences in their ability to learn
geographical concepts and ideas?

Research which simply looks at the differences in achievement and attainment in
geography on the basis of sex alone (that is, the mere differences in performance of boys
and girls) is limited in its usefulness. Account needs to be taken of the factors which
contribute to these differences. Researching possible relationships between assessment
outcomes and gender may be more complicated but will ultimately yield more
meaningful results.

However, let us at least start from the baseline of comparative levels of performance
by considering the evidence of boys’ and girls” attainment in geography at key stage 3,
GCSE and A-level in 2003 and 2004 (Figure 1).

Here we see that girls out-perform boys in geography at each of the formal
assessment points in secondary education. It is worth noting that such results include
both teacher assessments (in key stage 3) and external assessments (in GCSE and A-
level). Within Figure 1 history is used for comparison purposes at key stage 3 and reveals
similar variations in girls” and boys’ performance to those seen in geography. (Girls also
perform above the level of boys at key stage 3 in design and technology, information
technology, modern foreign languages, art and music.)
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(a) Percentages reaching expected levels (5 and above) in geography at the end
of key stage 3 in 2003. (data for 2002 included for comparison purposes).

All students

Geography 63 61 73 71 68 66
History 62 60 73 71 67 65

Male 6.3 18.8 35.0 59.4 | 75.8 86.7 93.9 96.9 100.0
Female 10.0 25.8 43.2 66.8 | 80.6 89.6 94.8 97.7 100.0
Total 8.0 21.9 38.6 62.7 | 77.9 88.0 94.0 97.3 100.0

Total entry
Male 19.9 45.5 70.8 89.1 97.6 100.0 18,762
Female 29.0 57.6 80.0 93.2 98.7 100.0 15,453
Total 24.0 51.0 75.0 91.0 98.2 100.0 34,215

Figure 1 | Geography assessment and examination results by sex, 2003 and 2004. Note the variation in the
‘gender gap’ at level 5 in key stage 3 (10%), at level C in GCSE (7.4%) and at level C at A-level (9.2%).
Source: QCA, 2004.

Age and level m Science

73 57 58 59

Age 11, level 4 and above 69 70
Age 14, level 5 and above | 72 55 62 62 55 55
Age 14, level 6 and above | 35 20 37 38 24 24

Figure 2 | Percentage of girls and boys reaching expected levels at age 11 and 14 in 1999 in English,
mathematics and science. Source: Ofsted, 2000.

Interestingly, when similar data for the core subjects are considered we find that the
large variations in performance between the sexes seen in most non-core subjects at key
stage 3 occur only in relation to English (Figure 2). In mathematics and science boys’ and
girls’ performance is almost identical (that is, within a percentage point of each other).
It might be reasonable to suggest that the differences in attainment between the sexes
in geography and history at key stage 3 has something to do with both subjects being
more literary’ than ‘scientific/mathematical’ in their content, approach and means of
assessment. It can be argued that geography should have a reasonably strong
‘scientific/mathematical’ element within it (which might draw girls’ and boys’




performances closer together), but this is not apparent from the differential attainment
of the sexes in geography at this level. We might therefore assume that because girls
perform better than boys in ‘literary’ subjects - as suggested by the data in Figures 1
and 2 - geography is perhaps being taught, and, more importantly, assessed, as a
‘literary’ subject at key stage 3.

Wood (2002) has carried out research to pursue the question of whether the
dominance of ‘literary’ assessment in geography favours girls rather than boys. Drawing
upon evidence collected across all subjects and age groups within his secondary school
Wood discovered that girls and boys in his school followed national trends in their overall
pattern of assessed performance in geography (the data included both teacher
assessments (see Chapter 34) and external examination results and the results of a
questionnaire survey of students’ attitudes towards learning geography). Importantly,
Wood concluded that:

in those assessments which are focused on longer, prose styles and on investigative work in
years 7 and 9 — where there is less direct structure both to lessons and the nature of the
work produced - girls do substantially better than the boys (Wood, 2002, p. 42).

However, this ‘gap’ in the performance of the sexes had narrowed by the time students
reached the age of 16.

Drawing on evidence from questionnaires completed by students within the school,
Wood also discovered that:

at key stage 3, boys do not enjoy writing about geography as much as girls. However,
by GCSE they are equally likely to enjoy this aspect of the subject,

whilst not enjoying writing about geography, boys appear to think they are better at it
than girls, although again this is so only at key stage 3, showing no gender difference
at GCSE,

boys appear to enjoy using computers and discussing geography much more than
writing about it, especially at key stage 3. Girls generally enjoy these aspects more than
they do writing about the subject, but are not as enthusiastic as the boys,

once again, boys feel more confident than girls about their use of computers and their
ability to discuss the subject, and

interestingly, while boys tend to take note of teacher comments nearly as assiduously
as girls at key stage 3, this is not the case at GCSE (Wood, 2002, p. 43).

When conducting interviews, Wood found that boys often said that they preferred
assessment feedback to be in a verbal rather than a written form as they were able and
willing to take immediate note of any main points from assessments and make use of
them in subsequent work. Girls, on the other hand, were found to prefer written
comments, arguing that these allowed them more time to reflect on, and make use of,
the feedback. In the light of these observations it is clearly important for teachers to
consider multiple formats when feeding back to students on the work they have
completed.

Bradley-Smith (2002) shifted the focus of research away from the under-achievement
of boys compared to the generally higher achievement of girls - towards the ‘invisibility’
of significant numbers of girls who may also under-perform in geography. She
characterises these girls, found across different ability and gender groupings within
schools, as:

always quiet and compliant; they demand little and contribute little. They draw so little
attention to themselves that it is often difficult to recall whether or not they were actually
present in a particular lesson (Bradley-Smith, 2002, p. 143).

Bradley-Smith identified three major action research questions:
How do certain girls manage to achieve ‘invisibility’?
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Are they under-achievers?
What are the implications for my teaching?

Underpinning these questions were several others:
Do such girls behave the same in all lessons?
How do they cope with groupwork or practical sessions?
Is ‘invisibility” a condition they have chosen to adopt?
Are such girls being isolated by the system, their teachers and their peers?
And, significantly, if ‘invisible’ girls are found not to be underachievers, does their
silence and apparent lack of engagement actually matter?

Research was conducted with a group of year 9 girls through structured lesson
observation, interviews and an analysis of subject reports. Those ‘invisible’ girls studied
tended to conform to Bradley-Smith's original view - they were ‘quiet and compliant’,
neither ‘demanding nor contributing. They did, however, engage in a great deal of
‘horizontal’ interaction with their peers and were generally happy to talk to, and get help
from, other members of the class. When interviewed these girls said they were not afraid
of talking to the teacher, nor worried about getting answers wrong, but that they
preferred the support of their peers - an approach they had adopted since primary school.
The girls all said that their teachers did not really know them, but that this was not really
a concern. All claimed that groupwork was the best type of learning activity, that
friendship bonds were important and that they either ‘liked” or ‘quite liked" school. In
practical lessons these girls might be ‘covered” by other girls; ‘invisible” girls would also
avoid attention being drawn to them from the teacher by ensuring that classwork was
completed, although not always to their highest standards. Bradley-Smith concludes that:

The invisible girls seemed to have found a ‘comfort zone’ within the school system whereby
they have removed themselves from the possibility of any personal challenge or pressure
(2002, p. 146).

Evaluations of reports written on these girls confirmed that very few teachers really
‘knew’ them, and often teachers’ comments were phrased in a non-committal manner.



The action taken as a result of these research findings aimed to involve ‘invisible’
girls more fully in the learning process. Bradley-Smith therefore resolved to:

learn all the girls’ names at the start of the year;

redirect question-and-answer sessions towards the ‘invisible’ girls, giving time for

them to prepare answers in pairs before responding;

predetermine groupings for discussion work and to allocate specific roles and tasks

to individuals during groupwork;

assess differently, avoiding ‘rewarding’ material which may have been simply copied

from others - marks previously awarded were found not to be a reliable assessment

of these students’ abilities;

create more time for one-to-one teacher-student interaction.

Perhaps one significant outcome of this research project was that all the ‘invisible” girls
ended up opting for geography in year 10.

Action research, in the contexts of different schools, has resulted in some findings
concerning the three research questions outlined above. Each of these findings will
require further work to establish whether they are commonly applicable in a range of
educational settings and with different sets of students.
The ways in which we assess students almost certainly create a bias towards one sex
or the other. Multiple-choice questions and problem-solving tasks often appear to be
favoured by male respondents; assessments that require more than a ‘one word’
answer or the creation of a very brief section of prose may favour female
respondents. The introduction of GCSE coursework is therefore generally believed to
have favoured girls and helped remedy their previous under-achievement.
Research into teacher assessment shows that certain teachers regularly report
consistently high patterns of achievement among either girls or boys. This may be a
gendered response. The teacher, possibly unknowingly and unintentionally, may be
setting either ‘feminine’ or ‘masculine’ assessment tasks in geography and then
consistently rewarding the performance of girls or boys as a result.
The format of feedback following assessments may markedly affect boys” and girls’
longer-term progress in geography. It may be necessary to develop and use multiple
media to feed back comments on students’ work.
If there are differences in the content and concepts that girls and boys readily attain
in geography - and some evidence suggests that there are - we are still unclear about
these areas of knowledge, understanding and skills and how we should respond in
our teaching.
Certain groups of girls, here referred to as ‘invisible’ girls, may behave in ways that
challenge their teachers to reconsider their methods of teaching and assessment.

It can be postulated from research findings across the curriculum that only particular
groups of boys perform badly in geography (and other subjects) in schools (Covington,
1992; Martino, 1999; Jackson; 2002, 2003). These boys often have common socio-cultural
and socio-economic characteristics, particularly relating to their class, ethnicity and the
level of their parents” education. In most subjects girls out-perform boys during key stage
3 and at GCSE - but this gap can narrow significantly at A-level and degree level,
particularly in mathematics and the sciences. Why should this be so? Is it due to changes
in student motivation, shifts in teaching and learning styles, by student ‘self-selection’
for courses, or because of some other factors? There is also evidence that when females



enter the labour market their (generally) higher academic achievements compared with
males do not generally transfer into higher wages or better career progression, due to the
influence of various extrinsic factors (Epstein et al., 1998).

Even if researchers eventually succeed in discovering the reasons why boys and girls
currently perform differently in certain subjects should we always take steps to redress
the imbalance? For instance, if it were proved that teaching boys and girls separately in
geography improved their attainment would we wish to condone this approach? Should
we attempt to improve boys’ attainment by careful attention to their preferred teaching
and learning styles if this were to discriminate against girls? Similar questions can be
raised with reference to the effects of setting or mixed ability teaching, of seating boys
and girls together, or of ‘matching’ teachers to students of the same sex. In short, should
we strive to enhance academic performance regardless of the social effects of so doing?

A cause for some concern is that the relative achievement levels of girls and boys are
sometimes explained not in terms of their relative innate abilities, but in terms of their
relative levels of diligence, with girls being perceived as more diligent than boys.
Alongside this is the assumption (not adequately researched or easy to test) that when
boys under-achieve this is due to extrinsic factors, such as the influence of pedagogy,
teachers, or the curriculum, not to any defects in intellect or lack of innate ability
(Epstein et al., 1998).
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Implications for practice

(a)

(b)

()

(d)

How do we ensure that internal assessment opportunities are varied in nature to allow
both genders an opportunity to show themselves at their best?

You can do this by ensuring that there are a number of different types of assessment across
a key stage. These should include practical opportunities, such as fieldwork, and associated
written follow-up; visual assessments using maps, photographs and video; ICT-oriented
work; and decision-making and problem-solving exercises. This allows for a varied approach
from students, and ensures that assessments are not merely collapsed into extended written
pieces which boys tend to find especially difficult.

How can we ensure that longer assessments are broken down into smaller elements to
ensure full understanding?

Given the preliminary research evidence that boys find it difficult to undertake
un- or semi-structured coursework, you should develop extended work from the start of a
student’s secondary experience, and break it down into sub-divisions to ensure accessibility
for both girls and boys.

It is important to vary the formats for assessment feedback to students.

Given that there is some research evidence that boys and girls access and make use of
feedback information in different ways, you should vary formats, and always make verbal as
well as written comments on students” work. This should help ensure longer-term progress
for both genders.

It is important to be conscious of gender differences in the level of classroom
interactions.

Given that there is evidence that teachers tend preferentially to interact with boys (or, more
seldom, girls), every effort must be made to redress any such imbalances in the level and
extent of verbal interactions with students in the classroom to ensure parity of access to all
students. This is especially necessary in cases where “invisible” girls are present - described
earlier in this chapter.



	Chapter 29:  Gender issues in geography
	How does gender affect geography education?
	The main assessment issues
	Research questions and differential attainment
	Research findings
	Conclusions
	Related material from the Geographical Association
	References
	Implications for practice

