Doing the sums on

Girls and boys are both going

backwards in maths, but for

different reasons, report

Bridie Smith and Elisaheth Tarica.

IRLS and maths just dout
G add up. Or su the theory
goes. Bul rescarch from
Monash University suggests that
girls” under-represcntalion in
inaths-relaled careers is due to a
lack of inlerest and sell-belief]
* rather than alAlity.

A three-year study of gender
imbalance in secondary school
maths participation has found
that boys are full of bravado
while girls lack confidence in
their abiliy.

Author of the rescarch paper
Dr Helen Watl, from Maonash
University's faculty of education,
says an inflated sense of ability
gives boys an advandage over
fernale peers which lasts well
inte their professional lives.

“Boys pul thetnselves forward
more because they are more
confidertt, and that leads 1o a
spiral of benefits,” shie says.
“They participate in more
advanced 1naths, which scaffolds

_ their access (o cortain types of
high-status, high-income carcers
and educational opportunities.”

Boys, she says, are 20 per cont
more likely 10 be studying a
higher level of maths in their
final two years of secondary
educaltio.

Dr Wall's research was part of
an internatiomal study on gender

itbalance i aths participation
between boys and girls in
Australia and Amierica. A total of
1323 male and fenale students,
frow years 7 1o 11, were surveyed
at three Sydney coeducational
secondary schiools.

Dr Watt says American

research suggests thal girls” fack
- of interest in maths subjects
began even before prisnary
school. "We need to think very
carelully about the types of
perfonnance and ability

messages we are giving girls,”
she says. “From parents, from
teachers and fromn the media . .
the sorts of mmessages they
receive are shaping girls”
aspirations,”

Her rescarch adds another
slant to the continuing debate
about learning and gender
differences. Girls generally
outshine boys academically and
there is much debate about why
this is so, including the theory
that the sexes have different

learning styles; girls show betler
cormaumication and social skills
while hoys have more trouble
with literacy.

But sonie educators believe
thal by dingiug to iraditional
“male” educational paths,
lcenage boys may be sabotaging
their chances of excelling at
school.

Dr Peter Cox of La 'Trobe
University's school of education
found that tnany boys choose
traditionally inasculine subjeds,
such: as maths and science,
because they are likely 1o be
teased aboul studying feminine
subjects — not because they are
good at them.

By doing so, he says, boys are

ensuring they are nol as broadly
educated as girls.

“They don't have the saue
exposure 1o the hnnanitios
subjects, aud they could do with
more cxposure,” Dr Cox says.

s 2005 study iuto gender
differences in high school maths
and science found that boys were
wich more likely to be teased
about their sexuality if they
appeared to study hard, or il they
studicd “ferninine™ subjects.

“Ihe students seeined 1o hold
a lot of sex-stereotyped beliefs
about appropriate subjects,
Isehaviour and jobs, which are at

maths gpd girls

[P

adds with norms of
coternporary society,” he says.
Professor Johauna Wy,

director of the youth resource
cenire at Melboume University,
says there is a very strong paltern
for boys to thiuk they ueed to do
a certain subject.

“One of the reasons we sec
boys failing aud gitls being very
successful is that boys iu general
chioose to do hard maths and the
sciences. Aud they choose o do
those subjects whether they're
good at them or not,” she says.

Pressure to cling to traditioual
male cducationat paths can
create significant confusion and
angsl among tecnage boys,
especially those who lack nale
role models, she says.

‘There is compelling evidanee
that the perfoninauce of boys is
going backwards. Oue of the
tain questions being asked is
wiicther part of the reason for
boys' problemns is the lack of
men in schools.

It is estiinated that only one
in four primary school teachers
are mei, and many secondary
schools” staff ratios are skewed,
leading to criticisin that the
classrootn has become
feminised. The argument is that

il boys have only female teachers,

how will they learn to be wmen?
A 2002 Touse of
Representatives standing
cormuittee inguiry into boys'
cducation found there was no
single cause for boys’ relative
underachieverment at school.
However, the inquiry
reported, factors could include
the decline innale teachers,
schools 1ot paying enough
attenition 1o boys' different
learning styles, and that boys
were more likely to respond
negatively to poor teaching.

Age

Monday 5/3/2007

Page: 6

Section: Education
Region: Melbourne Circula
Type: Capital City Daily
Size: 531.41 sq.cms.
Published: MTWTFS-

Peter Egeberg, principal of
Thoribury High School, says
nale role models fir boys are
crucial.

“Aldol of pritnary schools
have mainly female teachers and
a ot have no iale teachers at
all,” he says. “And ofien there's
no father, or kids doi't live with
their father, so there can be a
lack of appropriate and positive
male role models.”

Messages they receive are
shaping girls’ aspirations.

HELEN WATT, Mcnash University






