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Gap-minding, gap-closing, gap-worrying:
addressing the gender gap in primary children’s

writing

Key takeaways

1. The so-called ‘gender gap’ in schoolchildren’s writing (girls performing better than boys
in writing attainment) has been an educational concern for the last 20 years. It becomes
even more pressing following the COVID-19 pandemic and its detrimental effects on
children’s writing habits. This is a particularly pertinent issue in the Liverpool City Region
where writing attainment at primary school level is below the national average.

2. Our research indicates that gender-related writing issues cannot be adequately
addressed unless there is agreement on what ‘good’ writing means. There are, however,
noticeable differences in perceptions of what ‘good’ writing is between children, teachers
and education stakeholders. This lack of consensus needs to be addressed to avoid
compromising the successful achievement of literacy outcomes.

3. Education stakeholders and teachers positively advocate the principles of gender
equality. However, further guidance as to how to embed these principles in their policies
and practices on children’s writing is needed in order to avoid the unintentional
reproduction of the gender inequalities that they try to counteract.

4. Limited vocabulary and inadequate transcription skills are consistently mentioned as
issues for boys in the production of ‘good’ writing. Our research evidence provides only
partial support for these gender-related associations and shows the importance of
considering linguistic-specific evidence to tackle perceived gender-gap issues.

5. Equipping our teachers with evidence-based knowledge and tools to develop high-
quality teaching resources constitutes the best strategy to both address gender-gap
matters in writing and to maximise the development of children’s literacy skills. This can
only be achieved through targeted collaborations between local authorities, schools and

research units in the City Region.

1. What is at stake with the gender
gap in writing?

Concerns about a ‘gap’ in writing attainment
between boys and girls (where girls
consistently perform better than boys) date
from the late 1990s, when central
government implemented a non-statutory
national strategy for literacy education and
a target-setting agenda to increase the
number of children working at or above the
‘national expectations’ in English (Beard
and Burrell, 2010). It has been at the
forefront of the educational agenda since
then and constituted the subject of several
reports from government agencies and
research studies, as literacy gaps “can start
early, persist through school and prove a
limiting factor” both in terms of educational
outcomes and socio-economic prosperity in
later life (Quigley, 2022: 11).

Policy Briefing 2(17)

The COVID-19 pandemic constituted a
serious setback to previous efforts to
address the writing gender gap. Remote
modes of teaching and learning during the
pandemic had a significant detrimental
effect on children’s writing (with at least a
6-point drop in writing-related activity for
each gender nationally, Clark et al. 2021)
particularly at the primary level and for
those from disadvantaged social
backgrounds (Juniper Education National
Dataset Report 2022). This is especially
worrying for Liverpool City Region, whose
outcomes in Key Stage 1 and 2 (primary
school age) attainment are in the lowest
10% nationally (Liverpool Education
Improvement Plan, 2021). All of this is set
in the context of the Levelling Up White
Paper, published earlier this year, which
aims for 90% of primary children to reach
the expected standard in reading, writing
and maths in 2030 (HM Government,
2022).




This briefing paper presents the main
findings from a Liverpool-focused study
of children’s writing and the gender gap
in local primary schools. Its aim is to
inform policy responses by decision-
makers working on improving writing
outcomes in the City Region.
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Figure 1: Most frequent words
in stakeholders' responses

2. The study and its methods

The study collected two types of data:
attitudes data and linguistic data. The
attitudinal data included:

e A survey on Liverpool schoolchildren’s
writing habits (year 5 and 6).

e Two focus groups, one with local
educational stakeholders (including
local education representatives,
teacher training providers and school
improvement advisors) and the other
with local teachers.

The linguistic data came from the analysis
of 120 narrative and argumentative essays
(60 essays from boys and 60 from girls)
written by year 6 pupils in Liverpool schools
in June 2021.We selected 15 vocabulary,
spelling and grammar features that recent
research has identified as indicative of high
quality in learners’ writing (Durrant et al.,
2022) and compared their use and
distribution in boys’ and girls’ writing.
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The aim of the research was to identify where
opinions on (gendered) writing and the actual
writing performance of boys and girls agree
and where they diverge. This evidence can
be used to either modify current practices or
develop new, tailored activity to tackle the
writing gender gap in primary schools.

3. The results
Boys vs girls: language analysis

We found that although girls write more than
boys (10% more), the quality of writing
between girls and boys was similar. The
differences between girls’ and boys’ use of
language are significant in fewer than half of
the features analysed (for more information
on the different tests, please contact the
authors of this report).

Furthermore, those significant differences do
not consistently signal boys’ under-
performance. This also tallies with previous
research, which suggests that boys’ lower
results in writing tend to be associated with
quantitative measures of writing (i.e.
frequencies), not qualitative ones (i.e. skill in
the use of features for character
development, for example) (Adams and
Simmonds, 2019).There were no noticeable
differences in the language results across the
two genres explored in the study (narrative
and argumentative writing).

Attitudes: what is ‘good’ writing at primary
school level?

Writing is a complex process that includes
different aspects such as writing purpose,
audience, technical accuracy, structure and
clarity of writing. This complexity makes it
challenging to regulate clearly what ‘good'
writing should look like at different levels
(Marshall, 2007). It is therefore not surprising
to find in our data marked variation in the
different stakeholders’ responses to what
'‘good' writing means at primary school-level:-

e Teachers and education stakeholders
consider reader engagement and
competent use of vocabulary, grammar
and punctuation as essential
characteristics of good writing.

e Children place significantly more
emphasis on transcription features such
as neat handwriting and correct spelling
as characteristic of good writing. This is
particularly noticeable in responses from
boys.




BOYS’ VS GIRLS’ WRITING

LANGUAGE ANALYSIS COMPARISON
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Figure 2: Summary of linguistic analysis of children’s data

Teachers’ and education stakeholders’
understanding of ‘good’ writing align with
the recommendations of national non-
statutory documents (STA, 2017). By
contrast, children’s views reflect a very
narrow concept of writing.

This ‘narrow’ view of writing is hardly new.
Of interest is the apparent lack of
awareness amongst many teachers of what
children perceive to be important when
writing. It is essential to the learning
process that teachers, children and others
involved in education share the same goals
when writing is being taught.
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1think the key thing

is cohesion throughout
the entire piece.
Making sure you've
got that subject

verb agreement

all the way through
constant use of your
adverbials. Consistent
handwriting as well.

- Teacher

I think what
makes a good piece
of writing is neat
handwriting you
need to stay in all of
the lines and you
need to havea
sharp pencil before
you start.

- Year 5 pupil




CHILDREN’S PERCEIVED CHALLENGES WHEN WRITING

PERCENTAGE OF CHILDREN

€ BOYS%

GRLE %

QUANTITY IDEAS
AND TIME

ASPECT OF WRITING

Figure 3: Writing challenges - summary of children's responses

Attitudes: challenges and concerns

The evidence shows differences in opinions
on the concerns or challenges facing primary
school children’s writing development.

¢ In their responses, children highlighted
transcription skills as an important
aspect that they struggle to master.
There were notable gender differences
here: girls found correct spelling more
challenging than boys, while boys
focused on the difficulties of
handwriting and punctuation.
Respondents, particularly girls, also
mentioned some non-transcription
features, such as ideas or vocabulary,
as writing challenges.

e Teachers and educational stakeholders
mentioned a lack of writing stamina (the
ability to sustain writing for an extended
period of time without losing focus),
restricted vocabulary and limited
reading as the main challenges to
improving primary school children’s
writing.

The foregrounding of spelling, punctuation
and grammar in recent Ofsted and
Standards and Testing Agency publications
(Ofsted, 2022; STA, 2017) leaves creative
writing and text-led approaches to teaching
writing lacking in prominence. Such text-led
approaches have been successful in the
classroom as a way of scaffolding
children’s writing development. They
highlight the importance of reading and
deconstructing high-quality children’s
literature, then using it as a model for
writing.
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Teachers and education stakeholders see reading
as a gateway to and having a

significant impact on writing. This tallies with
current research evidence, which has shown

that learners who are strong readers often

use a wider range of vocabulary: they tend to
‘borrow’ reading ideas, words or styles and

use them in their own texts (CLPE, 2017).

Attitudes: writing and the (perceived)
gender gap

The main differences between boys’ and
girls’ answers are in the socio-emotional
aspects of writing. Boys get less satisfaction
from writing than girls and, as a result, they
avoid engaging in writing more than girls. A
contributing factor to such dislike may be
boys’ perceived struggle with the physical
aspects of writing (handwriting) even at the
end of KS2.

Another revealing finding from the data is
that boys score lower than girls in how much
they think their writing is valued in their
immediate school community. This has been linked
in previous research to writing
feedback, where texts perceived to be written
by males receive more corrections and suggestions
for improvement than their
(perceived) female equivalents (Jones and
Myhill, 2007):
o Fiction is the genre both boys and girls
prefer to write.

¢ Girls and boys highlight the limited
opportunities they have to choose their
own writing topics in school.




CHILDREN'’S PERCEPTION OF THEIR WRITING
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Figure 4: Summary of children's perceptions of their own writing

e Boys and girls show similar confidence
levels when tackling a writing task in
school. However, boys have lower
scores in confidence about being ‘good’
at using handwriting and punctuation
than girls.

e Girls are prouder of their writing than
boys. They also have higher scores in
perceptions of their own writing.

Teachers and education stakeholders
observe that gender stereotyping and
‘sweeping statements’ that attribute certain
types of language to ‘boys’ and ‘girls’ as
gender categories is a harmful practice.
However, their assessment of the
difference in language use between boys
and girls often focuses on boys’ and girls’
behaviours. Some of those behavioral
traits reproduce long-standing attitudes on
boys’ underperformance that previous
research and this study reject as
problematic (see Mynard and Lowe, 1999;
Jones and Myhill, 2007).

In general, proposals by teachers and
education stakeholders to address the
gender-gap aligned with recent research,
as they emphasised that writing
improvement should take place though
high-quality teaching and interventions for
all children regardless of gender.
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They also suggested some gender-specific
solutions (see below) but the suitability of
these suggestions is questioned by research
evidence (see Lahelma, 2014; Heinz et al.,
2021).

e Boys’ writing is seen by education
stakeholders and teachers as more
‘factual’ and ‘hastier’ than girls’
writing, with little attention being
paid to structure, proofreading or
editing. These characteristics are
linked to boys’ perceived lack of
motivation for writing if there is not
a clear purpose to it.

e Girls’ writing is described as more
‘imaginative’ and having ‘better’
vocabulary, sentence structure and
presentation than boys’ writing.
Girls are considered to take greater
pride in writing and to be more
interested in pleasing their teachers
with the writing they produce.

e Respondents suggested boys’
perceived underachievement in
writing may partly be due to the
lack of male role models within the
school environment. Suggested
gender-specific solutions included
the incorporation of more ‘boy-
friendly’ genres, subjects and
perspectives.




4. Conclusion

Writing as one of the basic literacy skills is
a key pillar of socio-economic wellbeing. If
Liverpool City Region is to maximise its
potential and address its education
challenges, the so-called gender-gap in
children’s writing attainment requires
urgent attention. This is particularly crucial
in the post-pandemic world due to the rise
of blended (online and offline) forms of
communication that require skillful
manipulation of speech and writing. It is
essential that children are provided with a
high-quality baseline in writing as early as
possible in school if we want to avoid them
being at an educational and social
disadvantage later in life.

Our research, building on previous work,
identifies teachers as an important factor
in shaping literacy outcomes in children.
We therefore make the following
recommendations to be embedded
through teacher education at all levels,
from initial teacher training to continuing
professional development. The
recommendations are purposefully framed
in a very broad manner to allow educators
to shape them to their own modes and
practices. More importantly, they are not
gender-specific. This is because we
believe, in line with previous evidence, that
gender-specific recommendations can be
detrimental for the academic and social
welfare of the gender(s) not in focus.

Overall, the recommendations aim to raise
awareness of the issues around the
(perceived) gender-gap in writing,
challenge stereotypes and negative
perceptions of writing amongst children
and educators, and improve writing
practices across primary schools in
Liverpool City Region and beyond.

Recommendation 1: VVocabulary and
spelling are the only areas where some
differences between boys’ and girls’ writing
appear in our data. Therefore, variation in
language use between boys and girls is
not and must not be consistently translated
as ‘under-achievement’ for boys. A broad
concept of ‘achievement’, where all
relevant aspects of writing are equally
considered and valued, is needed.
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Recommendation 2: Leaders need to raise
awareness of the persistently narrow views
of writing amongst pupils. Mechanisms
need to be in place to unpick those views
and develop children’s understanding of
‘good’ writing as a balanced combination of
writing skills and writing purpose.

Recommendation 3: Leaders need to
monitor transcription features closely as
they are most frequently identified by girls
and particularly boys as difficult when
writing. Such monitoring needs to be
carefully planned in order not to overlook
the importance of compositional and
creative aspects of writing (see
recommendation 2).

Recommendation 4: The connection
between reading and writing needs to be
explicitly made in all classrooms through
text-led approaches to teaching writing.
Pupils need to be encouraged to use their
reading to scaffold and inspire their own
writing.

Recommendation 5: General perceptions
of boys’ and girls’ writing need to be
explored throughout the education system
(e.g. teachers’ CPD) to ensure that long-
standing gender stereotypes are discussed
and challenged. Teachers and school
leaders need to review the feedback they
provide to children on their writing to ensure
parity, drive pupil motivation and maximise
academic relevance.
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