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to the colours black, white and blue and to motion, 
while with girls, there is an equal distribution 
among the spectrum. If you give a range of 
crayons to four-year-olds, little girls will draw 
faces and flowers using all the colours. Boys will 
generally use black, blue and grey and try to draw 
something that’s moving. This is more technically 
difficult and tends to look like spaghetti junction. 
Inevitably, teachers praise the girls’ pictures.’

This often sends a signal to boys that art is 
something they’re no good at and the same is true 
of writing – boys’ fine motor skills develop later – 
and reading. The latter is also exacerbated by the 

choice of subject matter. At primary 
level, teachers are predominantly female 
and tend to choose stories that focus 
on relationships. Even the covers can 
put off young boys who want fantasy, 
science fiction and non fiction. Heidi 
just isn’t going to work. 

Falcons School in Richmond was lucky in this 
respect as, being a brand new Prep, it set up an 
entirely new library from scratch with the help of 
the local Lion and the Unicorn Bookshop. ‘We 
took boys down to see what they enjoyed reading,’ 
says Headmaster Antony Shawyer, ‘and built it 
up from there. They all seemed to like series of 
books that they could read one after the other and 
top preferences were fantasy and non-fiction but 
also detective stories. They like to discuss books 
as well. Frank, open conversation gives them 
confidence and it extends to lessons like PSHE 

Not so many years ago, it was a man’s 
world. Boys had the best schools, 
got the best results and the top 
universities were male bastions. 
But, as Bob Dylan once wrote, the 

times they are a-changing.
Since 2000, girls’ schools have routinely 

dominated the school league tables. The ratio 
of women to men at US universities is expected 
to reach 60:40 soon and many believe the UK is 
following on the same trajectory. And while no 
one can begrudge the girls’ success, people are 
starting to ask a rather tricky question. Why are 
the boys falling so far behind?

Statistics don’t tell the whole story, of course. 
Many boys from disadvantaged backgrounds, for 
instance, do spectacularly badly and drag down 
the boys’ results overall, but some argue that, in 
effect, education has been feminised.

Now some boys’ schools have started to fight 
back. David Cook is Headmaster of Merchant 
Taylors’ School in Liverpool. ‘The more 
we’ve looked into it,’ he says, ‘the more 
we think boys and girls learn in slightly 
different ways. Our conclusion was to 
play to boys’ strengths. Boys need pace 
and variety, so we stick to single lessons 
except for practical subjects. They like 
healthy competition and risk taking – so we have 
lots of quizzes at short notice. They like making 
something, role-playing, games. I’m not saying 
girls don’t like these things, but boys really like 
them. We don’t aim for a silent classroom – boys 
like to question and challenge – and we make sure 
there are large parts of the curriculum that involve 
physical exercise. If you do ballistics in physics, you 
fire something and get them to fetch it. ’

But a love for action does not equate to 
pure machismo says Jeremy Edwards who has 
just moved to Eaton House the Manor from 

Westminster Under. ‘I like 
to get the boys out on the 
field every single break 
time and give them the 
chance to let off steam,’ 
he says, ‘They’re far more 
effective learners then than 
on a wet day when they 
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sit inside. There’s an idea – voiced by supporters 
of co-ed – that all-boys schools are bursting with 
testosterone. In my experience, it’s the opposite, 
and you can achieve things in a single sex school 
that you can’t in a co-ed. At Westminster Under, 
it’s utterly cool to be reading lots, to sing in the 
choir and perform in plays – boys aspire to it. I 
feel that boys can feel more comfortable about 
themselves in a single sex school.’

All of this shows a profound understanding of 
how boys work, as observed by the best teachers. 
Now, though, it would seem there could be a 
growing body of scientific evidence to back their 

argument. It appears that boys and girls learn 
differently – right down to the very wiring of their 
brains. Neuroscience is beginning to show just 
how much gender defines brain development. 

Graham Able retired recently as Head 
of Dulwich College and as President of the 
International Boys’ School Coalition, which has 
been responsible for pushing much of the research 
forward. He is now CEO of the Alpha Plus 
Group of Schools. ‘There are unexpected findings 
about such things as differences in eyesight. All 
male primates have eyesight that gives preference 
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where they are completely unembarrassed even on 
topics like sex education.’ 

In the mainstream educational environment, 
however, so much discussion is unusual and 
desk-based learning and coursework, far more 
suited to girls than boys, are the norm. Dr Ralph 
Townsend, Headmaster of Winchester College, 
does not think single sex education is necessarily 
preferable for boys, but he does have concerns 
about the emphasis on coursework. 
‘I think it is true to say that the drive 
to keep more girls in the Sixth Form, 
which began about 30 years ago, had a 
lot to do with the introduction of a lot 
of coursework and the de-emphasis on 
final examinations. As a general rule, 
girls mature earlier, like to be clear about the right 
answer and prefer regular testing; boys tend to be 
more laid-back, mind less about getting answers 
wrong, but enjoy the adrenalin rush of getting 
ready for the big examination. Once they have 
matured (usually around the age of 16) boys tend 
to be prepared to chance their arm more than girls, 
and often, at that stage, take the intellectual lead.’

City of London School for Boys has virtually 
purged the classroom of coursework. Head David 
Levin, an IBSC trustee, says, ‘We’ve virtually 
dropped out of the National Curriculum to avoid 
coursework – except for practical subjects like 
drama, PE and art, we don’t have any. I want 
teachers teaching, not putting boys through 
boring hoops in order to pass the coursework 
elements. Boys like the build-up to the ‘terminal 
exam’ – it’s sudden death, chaps, so you’d better 
get prepared. Without coursework, we have much 

for boys. They need a structured environment so 
they can kick against it and try it out; they relish 
competition and don’t mind losing but they do 
mind making an effort when there’s no winner 
or result; and they need a lot of physical exercise. 
Boys find it very hard to sit still. I remember one 
extreme case in which a virtually unteachable boy 
was standing on one leg at the back of the class 
and rotating in circles. At the end of the lesson, 
he’d remembered everything; normally he’d 
have remembered nothing at all. And there are 
physiological differences. The most extraordinary 
is the 6-degree rule – boys and girls respond to 
temperature with a 6-degree differential. If the 
classroom is at the girls’ preferred temperature, 
then the boys go to sleep. 

‘People think boys’ schools are all about games 
and clubbability but I’ve been genuinely surprised 
by boys being together. I’ve seen more emotional 
honesty on stage here than I ever have 
in a coed production. And all the 
violins in our symphony orchestra are 
played by boys – in a coeducational 
school, the girls would be doing that 
and the boys would only play brass. 
So I think we actually get away from 
gender stereotyping.’

Gender stereotyping can apply to the teachers, 
too. ‘My reading of the predominance of female 
teachers in primary schools,’ says Dr Martin 
Stephen, Headmaster of St Paul’s Boys, ‘is it’s 
classic stereotyping. But I have no philosophical 
commitment to all-boys’ education. The reason 
we’re still single sex is we have enough very 
bright boys wanting our places but if we were 
founded now, we’d undoubtedly be coed. I am 
not in sympathy with the views of the IBSC 
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(International Boys’ School Coalition) although 
I’m not for a moment denying that you educate 
boys and girls in different ways. But a good coed 
school can manage that. There’s a better argument 
for all girls’ schools than for boys’. The argument 
goes that girls civilise boys, though I’m not quite 
sure what boys do for girls.’ 

At Magdalen College School, Master Dr 
Tim Hands describes himself as an ‘interested 
sceptic’ on the gender debate and he will be 
admitting girls into the Sixth Form for the first 
time this September. ‘I’m not opposed to single 
sex education though the numbers are dropping 
dramatically and I think the gender debate can 
confirm the stereotypes rather than explore the 
individual’s needs. I think the league tables have 
skewed the debate, too. I don’t buy that girls 
achieve better academically as many boys’ schools 
refuse to enter the league tables. Girls do mature 

earlier and there are big differences – but you could 
argue that in favour of coed with boys and girls 
learning from each other.’ 

So, what about those male role models? ‘We 
have many more male teachers,’ says Clive Dytor 
at the Oratory, ‘and they have the boys daily for 
sport, cadets, adventure training and all boys need 
this as part of the image of what makes up a man. 
We’re approaching our cadets’ inspection and 
we’ve got a Chinook helicopter landing in the field 
– the boys are very excited.’

From leFt: 
young musician at 

Winchester; enjoying 
rugby at the 

oratory school; 
practical science in the 
classrooms of city of 
london Boys’ school

a pecking order – they like prefects and house 
captains, that fairly traditional structure. Even in 
our young age group where you haven’t got the 
hormones of puberty, they need to learn how to 
channel their energies.’ 

‘The medical definition of adolescence for girls,’ 
says Tony Little, ‘ends at 18. For males, it’s 28! 
Boys can’t deal rationally with lots of things at 
once. They overload easily and they’re much more 
effective if they’re solving a problem. It’s one of 
the things adults frequently get wrong – you can’t 
bring up problems with his homework, then the 
state of his room, then the washing up. Physically 
and neurologically, at 15, your son is literally not 
all there. The good news is, he will be one day.’

Alison Fleming, Headmistress of Dulwich 
College Junior School believes changes must 
be made. ‘At the top end of coed junior schools, 
girls hit puberty and as a result boys get dragged 

towards adolescence too young. Here, 
they’re still little boys in year 6. We 
make sure all our teachers, male and 
female, like teaching boys – it’s all 
too easy to favour little girls who are 
so eager to please and have ‘easier’ 
behaviour. Boys need measured risks 

– if we’re not careful that will be squeezed out 
completely. From year 4, our boys go on adventure 
trips, stay in dorms, go hill walking and later 
canoeing. It’s really important stuff for their 
development. The disengagement of so many boys 
and young men means they slip through the net. 
They don’t go to university or take professional 
jobs and they just cause big problems. Unless we 
can start to really engage them in education and 
society, I can’t see any reason why that’s going to 
get better.’
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more teaching time and go beyond the syllabus 
to do things that are more interesting. And you 
have to keep their interest. We have competing 
teams, answers flashing up on boards and they 
literally get up and move up and down the league, 
changing seats. We don’t have long stretches of 
talking or leave them reading or writing alone.’

Boys like making things and doing things. 
However much Health and Safety may deplore it, 

they yearn for the old-fashioned smells and bangs 
type of chemistry. They want to join in and make 
themselves heard. All too often, though, they find 
themselves in an environment where sitting still 
is praised as good behaviour and end up labelled 
disruptive or naughty. But – however inconvenient 
for the teacher – isn’t this just boys being boys?

Clive Dytor is Head Master of the Oratory 
School. ‘One set of prospective parents came to 
see me,’ he says, ‘and admitted their son was on 
Ritalin. But he just needed to get out and get 
some exercise. Our boys move around a lot. Every 
day they do sport or cadets or adventure training. 
We’ve cut lessons down to 35 minutes instead of 
the usual 40 and we give them a high activity diet 
– otherwise they’d drive us and themselves mad 
with all that energy and testosterone. 

‘You’d expect a boys’ school to be good at sport. 
The real test is whether they can do sensitivity. 

I believe boys are more unself-conscious when 
surrounded only by boys and less likely to label 
subjects like art and music as ‘girly’. Boys sing as 

trebles here without a second thought,  
and art is considered a cool subject 
because the art master is a mainstay of 
football and cricket.’

Joseph Spence, Master of Dulwich 
College agrees. ‘Before I came here a 
year ago,’ he says, ‘I had worked in coed 

and, while I am a great believer in it, it has also 
been wonderful to be in an environment where 
we don’t have to deal with gender stereotypes in 
the same way. People comment that there’s ‘lots of 
work being done’ – an interesting choice of words 
– in coed to encourage boys to act on stage, sing in 
the choir, study foreign languages. In an all-boys 
setting, their aesthetic sensibilities seem to develop 
with less anxiety. It gives them a little more space 
to develop. I think we’ve reached the stage of a 
crisis about masculinity and it can only be a good 
thing if boys are spared that during adolescence.’ 

It may seem surprising that Tony Little, 
Headmaster of Eton and Vice-President of 
IBSC, is not a fervent carrier of the single sex 
banner. ‘I’m not a particular evangelist for single 
sex over coed,’ he says, ‘but I do think we’ve been 
slow nationally to wake up to boys’ educational 
needs. There are three main things that matter 
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