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Education in Britain is facing changes regarding where strong attention from teachers is needed to be placed within the classroom. Previously in history, strong attention has been placed on the girls in the classroom due to more males receiving jobs and issues with regards to gender in the past, leading to only a select number of jobs being available to female applicants. Nevertheless, if ‘we are to believe the impression given by the media, any gender disadvantage previously experienced by girls has now been transferred to boys, reflecting a whole new set of relationships in the classroom.’ (Francis, 2000: 4). Therefore, this report will utilise the transference of attention towards boys in the classroom and why this has become necessary whilst focusing on a potential solution to the ever growing problem of a lack of engagement towards academic work in order to increase their academic potential.

The report will focus its attention on School X and one particular class upon which action research has taken place within. School X is an ‘11 to 18 mixed, community school maintained by Rhondda Cynon Taff Borough Council. It is an English medium school with significant Welsh provision’ (Estyn, 2016: 1). School X serves a catchment area across the Rhondda Valleys and attracts learners from as far as Ogmore, Bridgend where the proportion of pupils that are eligible for Free School Meals (FSM) is 20.9% (My Local School, 2019), which is slightly higher than the 17.4% average for Wales (Estyn, 2016: 1). Furthermore, in order to explore my thesis concerning the engagement and attainment of learners through competitions, I selected one class to conduct the action research with. The class in question is a Year 8 Special Needs class containing 12 learners with a variety of learning needs; four boys and 8 girls. 

 In order to understand my thesis concerning the contrasts between boys and girl’s attainment and engagement in the classroom in more depth, an understanding of the key literature is essential. Expanding upon Francis’s understanding about how boys are represented in the media in comparison to girls, education is in need of revitalising the ways in which we tackle the imbalance in the classroom. Firstly, an understanding of how this transference of disadvantage has developed is required. Francis explains that a reason behind the change has stemmed from a lack of manual labour jobs being available to unskilled boys. Therefore, there are a few opportunities for the less academic males upon finishing school, leaving this demographic to ‘have less incentive to work hard…and that this may to some extent explain their comparative underachievement in school.’ (Francis 2000: 7). 


Furthermore, Francis elaborated her reasoning in line with an explanation from Arnot et al. 1999, with regards to events of the past playing a larger part in the changes concerning a lack of attainment and engagement, particularly the Second World War. Proceeding the war, girls discovered more potential jobs that were available to them that previously they had not considered or been able to access before; nurses, whereas boys were no longer needed for the physical jobs within the army. Again, this may have had an effect on the motivation that males have utilised in school. 

Additionally, there has been modern challenges in society that have played a part in the background to boys wanting to achieve in school. More children are being born into single-parent families, a social change that was not as apparent in Britain 50-60 years ago. Through this perspective, there has been a reversal of roles leading to ‘deep issues regarding the effects of child bearing and socialisation’ (Bleach, 1998: 9). Many boys have experienced a ‘demise of the traditional breadwinner’ leading to a result of boys not being ‘exposed to the ‘masculine’ dimension of some values’ (Bleach, 1998: 9). This impact has been a result of more families splitting due to a variety of reasons; e.g. unemployment, at a time when children are often small.  As they grow up, mothers are left seeking divorce and usually have more entitlement over their children than the men. 

Equally, Bleach has gathered research concerning the difference between girls and boys with regard to achievement. Research on a growing foetus has proposed that ‘females can be observed moving their mouths at an earlier stage, which may reflect a more general pattern of advanced development from conception’ (Bleach, 1998: 2). Additionally, John Locke observed in 1693, that ‘little girls learnt French much faster than boys did Latin’ (Financial Times, 2018). Bleach has reinforced this observation that ‘girls are certainly more sensitive to sound and the detection of intonation patterns, thereby making them more likely to learn a language earlier.’ (Bleach, 1998: 2) However, the English philosopher (Locke) defended the boys, regarding that French was learnt through a method of conversation; a different approach to how the boys learnt Latin. Therefore, it could be argued that the girls may have the physical construct to perform better within academia, but this does not mean that boys are any less capable; simply they learn through different methods. 

Additionally, a Financial Times article entitled ‘Why are boys falling behind at school?’ explained that in ‘developed countries, on average, boys underperform girls at school. They are much worse at reading, less likely to go to university…In Britain, white working-class boys perform especially badly’ (Financial Times, 2018). Furthermore, the issue of a lack of engagement and attainment from boys in the classroom has been developed to an outcome for the demographic in question; ‘Adults with poor literacy tend to have bad health, low wages and little trust in others’ (Financial Times, 2018). Additionally, the article suggested further that the number of males still living at home has increased; ‘in the UK in 2017, almost a third of males aged 20-34 were doing so, compared with a fifth of females’ (Financial Times, 2018). The article provides some shocking statistics that further express the issue of boys engagement and attainment in comparison to girls in the present day, leaving the issue to be one in which cannot be simply ignored by the educationalists. 

An Estyn report entitled ‘Closing the gap between boys’ and girls’ attainment in schools’ reinforces the assumptions from Bleach concerning girls gaining maturity a lot sooner than boys. ‘Girls are far more likely than boys to adapt to learning which is based on a large amount of listening, reading and writing’ (Estyn, 2008: 16). Furthermore, the report expresses that girls ‘generally pay more attention and behave better in class’, again, this reinforces the ideas raised by Bleach upon the contrasts between girls’ and boys’ attainment and maturity. 

As we have already seen, there are a variety of external factors that affect the level of engagement and attainment of boys; biological factors, home life, lack of manual labour jobs, etc. Nevertheless, there are other factors that stem directly from the boys themselves. Francis not only discussed the ideas concerning the lack of manual jobs for the unskilled boys upon leaving school, but subsequently explained the ‘construction of class clown’ (Francis, 2000: 55). The idea of a class clown has been renowned as being an aspect of lots of boys personalities and it is closely linked to social status. Schools can be seen to be a place for the development of a child’s social status and understanding who they are and what their talents may be. Equally, there is a strive to acquire a certain level of social status at school. The attempt to seek a social status is closely interlinked to popularity: ‘To attain school status pupils often need to be popular; many fear being unpopular because of the negative consequences that ensue’ (Jackson, 2006: 74). Learners seek popularity in different ways; girls are more often seen developing their popularity through their academic achievements whereas boys are seen to seek attention through displaying characteristics of a ‘class clown’. 

The character of a ‘class clown’ can be desirable to boys during their school years as ‘such a role can play a useful and appropriate role in the boy’s construction of himself as masculine’ (Francis, 2000: 55). This idea can be linked back to the external factors that have previously been mentioned; growing up in a single-parent family where they do not have regular contact with a masculine figure (Bleach, 1998). Therefore, this observation can be twofold, providing educationalists with a deeper understanding as to why boys might be disengaged within the classroom.  Through these two suggestions, boys are left to seek attention and verification from their peers, in this instance, they utilise the characteristics of a ‘class clown’. 

‘Social status is derived from amusing the class and from being seen to cleverly or bravely resist the teacher’ (Francis, 2000: 55). Ideally, the boys in question wish to seek popularity in this way, expressing silly behaviour that has ‘often endowed them with power in the classroom’ (Francis, 2000: 61). Additionally, there are reasons from within the classroom that have led to the creation of ‘class clowns’: ‘greater number of boys are less likely to be affected by negative peer pressure making them more willing to react against authority and engage in disruptive behaviour’ (Estyn, 2008: 18). Ultimately, boys are viewed as being more confident within the classroom environment with regards to the social aspect of school life, leaving them with more control over the lessons as they choose to resist the authority of a teacher to amuse their classmates.

Furthermore, the issue extends to not only how a teacher attempts to engage learners that are disengaged but also how to control the ‘class clown’ to ensure that the roles of a teacher-pupil relationship (one in which the teacher is in control) do not get reversed. Therefore, the issue of raising attainment and engagement of boys in the classroom may not just be about engaging them in both the lesson and topic as a result of the pupil thinking the lesson is dull, but equally, ensuring the relationship between the teacher and pupil remains and that the teacher controls the ever changing behaviours of these learners in question. 

Nevertheless, displaying characteristics of a ‘class clown’ is not the only avenue that disengaged boys seem to take with regards to what the literature has recorded. ‘Concerns about ‘laddish’ behaviour are pervasive in current education discourses’ (Jackson, 2006: Introduction). A ‘class clown’ is simply a strand to the ‘laddish’ behaviours that boys are exhibiting in the classroom. Jackson explores an idea from education correspondent Liz Heron (2002: 2): ‘The girls’ lead over the boys at GCSE has been put down to the growth of ‘laddish anti-learning culture’ among teenage boys…that it is uncool to be bookish, a swot, or good in class’ (Jackson, 2006: Introduction). These behaviours have developed and become more obvious and a cause for concern in the modern education systems that pose the question; ‘So what can be done for boys?’ (Financial Times, 2018). 

Jackson explains that boys with this ‘laddish’ behaviour often have a desire to gather an approval from their peers, usually involving behaviours that reflect their perception of wanting to appear ‘hard’. Jackson explores this aspect of the behaviour as ‘another manifestation of the ‘effortless achievement’ ideas that has frequently been applied to boys’ schoolwork’ (Jackson, 2006: 104). The result of the disengagement that boys exhibit in the classroom is detrimental to their learning; not only to their own learning but the learning of their peers and the lessons delivered by the teacher. This can be observed as an effect of the boys simply monopolising the space in the classroom. They are seeking control and hoping to draw attention to themselves in order to gain the approval of their mates and ultimately gain popularity within the school environment. Nevertheless, there must be reasons as to why the boys in question are choosing to seek this method of attention in order to establish themselves in schools with a certain level of popularity. 

An area that can offer a possible justification for the lack of engagement in the classroom from boys has been noted as the ‘self-worth theory’. This theory understands the priorities of pupils in the classroom, in our case, boys. The theory ‘assumes that the search for self-acceptance is the highest human priority…in schools self-acceptance comes to depend on one’s ability to achieve’ (Covington, 1992: 74). With this in mind, the desire to appeal to their mates as being popular could be argued to simply be a mask that enables them to hide from pressures from schools to perform academically. Covington further implies that as a society, performing at a high level is regarded as being of primary importance, it is understandable that ‘students often confuse ability with worth’ (Covington, 1992: 74). Through this theory, a deeper understanding of the learner can emerge. The cost of failing if we are to follow Covington’s theory is to be considerably high, potentially making learners scared of the outcome of their results. 

Covington established the theory in relation to US society, explaining that ‘individuals are generally considered to be as worthy as their ability to achieve’ (Jackson, 2006: 29). With the ideas of the self-worth theory in mind, the overarching assumption is that there is a large push within society to achieve and perform academically, however, there seems to be little support for those that may not be able to meet these expectations. These pupils seem to fall to the bottom of the pile and are not deemed as important as the high achieving learners in the classroom. Through this assumption from Covington, learners can be regarded to be too scared to try as they are frightened of what will happen if they fail. Reasons for this fear can be regarded as being stemmed from the authority within the classroom: ‘many more boys experience criticism and a sense of failure in school…generates low self-esteem, limited expectations and a lack of aspiration’ (Estyn, 2008: 18). Boys can be regarded as being particularly scared to try as they do not wish to be on the receiving end of further criticism. Ultimately, this can be seen as the fear of the unknown; they already receive criticism from not trying in class and receiving low attainment, however, they have been able to combat this fear by demonstrating characteristics of a ‘class clown’. They can be perceived as being comfortable in this state in the classroom, however, trying to push their attainment is something new to them; perhaps feeling apprehensive of how to go about such a task and feel too frightened to ask due to the cost of failure being so high. 

Furthermore, alongside the big strive to achieving from society, there is also a large element of their school life that is centred around the social engagement they receive. Learners are searching for acceptance from their peers; as we have already encountered from Jackson, girls are far more likely to gain their social acceptance through their academic performance. Girls can be regarded as linking the two main aspects of school life together, perhaps showing a higher level of maturity; they tie in the high demand for academic success with the demand for acceptance from their peers.

Having already discussed the problem of a ‘class clown’ in the classroom, we could now justify the reasoning for such characteristics; boys being frightened to fail as they do not trust their own capabilities within academia, therefore, they are reluctant to try, instead, simply taking hold of the need for acceptance in school from their peers as their main strive in school. Bleach makes a similar assumption: ‘more boys opt out of the academic race through fear of failure.’ (Bleach, 1998: 110). Ultimately, the varying reasons for the lack of engagement and attainment from boys in school has led me to understand how it may be best to approach the action research with the year 8 class. Furthermore, the multiple depths of reasoning have led myself to realise that the action research that I have conducted is simply a drop in the ocean with regards to solving this ever-growing problem in education. Nevertheless, action research within this field is of high demand due to the issues of the gap between boys and girls attainment is an ever-growing theme on almost all schools School Improvement Plans that feed into the Departmental Improvement Plans. 


The issue of the gap between boys and girls is certainly one in which has been highlighted as a target for School X and it is outlined in the School Improvement Plan (SIP) for this current academic year (See Appendix 1). The issue of engaging boys and boosting their attainment is found under School X’s main priority: ‘Improving Pupil Outcome and Wellbeing’ under the sub heading, ‘Improving Provision and Outcomes for Vulnerable Groups’. Within this section of the SIP there are three main section of which, the issue is targeted. These sections include the following: achieving academic excellence, displaying excellent behaviour and reaching attendance levels of 95% and more. This approach follows the idealised method that Estyn have set out on their website: ‘devise a coherent whole-school policy for raising boys’ attainment’ (Estyn, 2019).

One of the main actions taken to target the ever growing problem of low attainment and engagement of boys (FSM are also targeted in the same areas in the SIP of School X), is that of introducing Class Charts into the secondary school. Class Charts is an interactive system that School X have recently introduced into their school (November 2018). Class Charts is a tool ‘to ensure all teachers are aware of learners’ needs, massively reduces low-level disruptions and exclusions…improves lesson involvement and boots peer-to-peer learning’ (Provision Map, 2019). Class Charts is seen as a powerful tool in the education sector and has been commended by School X since its introduction in combatting low-level disruptions as they understand the sanctions that have to be taken if they do not follow basic school procedures. Furthermore, Class Charts has an app that both parents and students can access to view their achievement and behaviour points. This has been proved to be extremely effective in making these sanctions clear to the parents concerning how their child is behaving during the school day. Using this tool in the classroom has helped to combat issues centred around ‘class clowns’ during lesson time. Learners have been made aware of the sanctions they face if they do not follow rules and as a result, this has decreased considerably. 

A further strand of the SIP that targets the issues of academic success in boys takes the action of ensuring there is a focus on the attainment of boys in all departments; this action is to be enforced through ‘excellent lessons in all departments’. However, with regard to what an ‘excellent lesson’ actually is, we as teachers are left to try and test methods of increasing this target and boosting their attainment. Estyn have suggested that we as teachers are to ‘find ways to meet pupils’ individual learning needs through tracking their progress and targeting support where it is needed most’ (Estyn, 2019). The school policies set out by School X fit in closely with the literature that has already been discussed. School X have already set out a ‘coherent whole-school’ approach that targets boys in particular. Furthermore, School X has already introduced the tool of Class Charts to combat increasing characteristics of ‘class clowns’ in lessons, with relatively optimistic success. 


In light of the literature that I have explored and the school policy and procedures of School X that I have had to adhere to, my action research project required an exploration of a series of methodologies that I could potentially utilise. ‘Research is a form of disciplined enquiry leading to the generation of knowledge’ (Koshy, 2009: 1). In order to reach the required knowledge, a range of approaches are necessary in order to meet the ‘aim of improving practice’ (Koshy, 2009: 1). Therefore, in order to be able to conduct thorough research, multiple ways of testing the thesis and gathering evidence has to be utilised. Furthermore, this style of research has in turn been described as “action research”. This style of research is a ‘method for improving practice. It involves action, evaluation and reflection and, based on gathered evidence, changes in practice are implemented.’ (Koshy, 2009: 3). Furthermore, it ‘is likely that the practitioner will become a better educator because of his research involvement’ (Wiersma, Jurs, 2005: 28). 

In order to create action research to the highest standard that has the most impact, utilising ‘triangulation’ is necessary: ‘Triangulation may be defined as the use of two or more methods of data collection in the study of some aspect of human behaviour’ (Cohen, Manion, Morrison, 2002: 112). The need for this type of data collection is to ensure that more than one source is used in order to not become exclusively reliant on one method of collection. ‘The attempt to build out invalidity is essential if the researcher is to be able to have confidence in the elements of the research’ (Cohen, Manion, Morrison, 2002: 113). Therefore, before venturing out onto the action research that would be undertaken at School X, I established a number of different ways that I would be collecting the data and what methodology would be sufficient for the issue of the lack of boys attainment and engagement in the classroom. 

Firstly, the methodology that I decided to utilise in order to conduct research on the above issue was that of utilising competitions in the classroom to boost motivation, engagement and attainment from boys. A range of assumptions from literature has suggested that this would be a great methodology to conduct the research and gather the required result. Becker expressed that ‘Competitions can be useful in motivating some students to learn’ (Becker, 2016: 265). With engagement and motivation at the centre of my thesis, this avenue seems to justify the methodology that has been chosen. Furthermore, not only did Becker regard the method as being a great tool to boost motivation, additionally, it has been added that competitions can be ‘especially effective if they are tied to a collaborative practice or review activity before the competition’ (Becker, 2016: 266). 

Utilising competitions in the classroom has not only been regarded as a useful tool for motivation, but rather an effective tool for learning in the classroom: ‘Providing opportunities for them to learn through competition is a great idea’ (Gurian, Stevens, Daniels, 2010: Contents). The method of adding competitions into more lessons can be regarded as part of the learning as opposed to simply being something that can be used to engage the boys in the classroom. Nevertheless, using competitions as the methodology for the action research does not come risk free, instead, it has to be argued that it is not a quick fix method for engagement: ‘teaching competition should be done gradually and in developmentally appropriate ways’ (Rimm, 2008: 148).

Reinforcing the advantages of using competitions as the methodology for the action research to be undertaken was the Estyn report concerning the gap between boys and girls in the classroom. The fifth recommendation highlighted encompassed the following: ‘make better use of learning, teaching and assessment approaches that appeal to boys. These include providing more variety in lessons including competitive activities’ (Estyn, 2008: 6).

In order to see how successful the action research intervention has been with regards to my thesis, several data collection techniques were required when following the triangulation strategy. I chose to utilise two different techniques to collect the data: observations and numerical data. ‘Observation plays an important part in any kind of data gathering and most action research projects use this as an instrument’ (Koshy, 2009: 92). Furthermore, it is ‘a major means of collecting data in qualitative research’ (Merriam, Tisdell, 2015: 160). Therefore, the method of observations can be seen as a perfect choice when conducting qualitative research, where ‘researchers are interested in understanding how people interpret their experiences’ (Merriam, Tisdell, 2015: 6). Additionally, qualitative research places ‘much importance on data being gathered in natural or real-life settings as the ‘action’ happens’ (Lankshear, Knobel, 2004: 68). As the action research is striving to collect research during ‘real time’, using a qualitative approach when it comes to utilising observations as a means of data collecting can be regarded as an ideal choice. 

Nevertheless, utilising observations as a means of collecting data does not come without its limitations. Ultimately, observations can only reveal so much when it comes to what is happening in the classroom; engagement from learners, atmosphere and reception from different tasks, etc. Observations do not provide numerical data that can provide further detail into how the class have responded to the task, what they struggled with and how this compared with the other students in the class. Therefore, utilising a further means of collecting data that gathers numerical evidence aids the observation limitations and ensures that the gaps are able to be filled in, leaving a much more focused and in depth range of data. Furthermore, I decided to utilise observations in a ‘systematic and rigorous way’ (Wilson, 2017: 63) ensuring that I adhered to the method of triangulation to provide a thorough set of results.

In order to plan effectively for the action research that I undertook, I took advice from the Estyn report concerning the gap between boys and girls attainment. In order to engage male learners, Estyn have suggested a few areas upon how it is best to combat the issue: ‘provide a brisk start, precise instructions and clear structure in lessons’ (Estyn, 2008: 24). Using the above instructions from the Estyn report, I planned a sequence of three, fifty-five minute lessons with the desired class (Year 8 Special Needs Class) on the topic of baptism. The aim of the action research that was undertaken encompassed the thesis that adding competitions into lessons will increase engagement and attainment of boys in particular. Keeping in line with the advice from Rimm; ‘teaching competition should be done gradually and in developmentally appropriate ways’ (Rimm, 2008: 148), I planned the sequence of lessons utilising the gradual approach. 

The three lessons that I planned and delivered to the Year 8 class included a range of competitions that were built in gradually and scaffolding was utilised in the early stages in order to ensure that the task was effective for the learners. Utilising Rimm’s perspective of a gradual approach, competition task ideas were adapted accordingly. With regards to the first lesson of the action research, the learners were fairly new to the idea of taking part in competitions in the classroom; they had completed some with their class teacher previously, however, I had not utilised this learning method whilst teaching this class before. Furthermore, the lesson was the first of which they were learning a new topic; baptism. As relatively new concept to the class, a competition style task to consolidate the lesson seemed fitting to the learning of the pupils. The first competition task that the learners participated in was a ‘run and write’ style task that the learners were familiar with. Using a familiar strategy was a purposeful step as the learners are already learning about a new topic, therefore, a familiar task where they understand the concept and the criteria would ease any worries of being uncertain about the content. 

The task included splitting the class up into two teams with each learner receiving a 5w’s sheet to complete (5w’s include What, Where, Who, Why, When) (See Appendix 2). One learner at a time from each group would come to the front of the class to read the information on the sheet that I provided them with. Each piece of information that they read corresponded to a box on their sheet; the ‘Where’ box had already been completed by myself in order to bridge the gap of their learning and provide the learners with an example of my expectations of the finished task. The class enjoyed the element of competition that the task provided as they enjoyed trying to beat the other team members through a healthy competition atmosphere. 

Another competitive task that I utilised for the first lesson in the sequence of action research was that of a key word bingo game. The learners each had a bingo card of nine key words that they had used during the lesson: all learners received a slightly different layout of the nine key words. 

Furthermore, in order to make the task accessible I utilised the learning theory developed by Vygotsky and his ‘Zone of Proximal Development’. The scaffolding that is placed within the zone in order to reach their proximal development, ensures that learners can achieve extra and enter this zone with the support of both their teachers and their More Knowledgeable Others (MKOs). ‘Scaffolding is essential in the early stages to support the structure as building work progresses but can be withdrawn as the shell of the building is complete’ (Bates, 2016 :47). With regards to the first attempt at utilising competitions in the action research, scaffolding in the form of a key word bank was provided to each learner. Within the key word bank included: the name of the key word, an image of what the key word looked like and also a concise description of the key word (See Appendix 3).

The initial findings of the first test of utilising competitions in the classroom were relatively successful. The learners were particularly engaged as there was a reward at stake for the winners: first to win a line were to be rewarded with Class Charts achievement points. Furthermore, the boys in the class were particularly engaged as they enjoyed the element of receiving a reward if they worked hard to locate the correct key words. 

Building on from the first lesson, the second test of utilising competitions followed a similar pattern. The learners had previously learnt through a variety of competitions about infant baptism, therefore, the second lesson followed the similar pattern of understanding the mirrored content but learning about an adult baptism. The lesson followed a similar structure, nevertheless, the competitive tasks remained a focus in my planning. The key word bingo was utilised for a second time as a starter activity to reflect on the prior knowledge the learners had acquired in the first lesson, however, the learners were not allowed to utilise the key word bank that they had received in the previous lesson. Building on from Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development, the learners had gained the experience in the previous lesson to be able to meet the challenge of entering the zone with regards to their knowledge on an infant baptism. 

Utilising relatively similar mirrored lessons on infant and adult baptism enabled the learners to have stability with regards to the activities of the lesson. Keeping in mind Rimm’s idea of a gradual process for integrating competition into the classroom, she also expressed that ‘All students should learn to both collaborate and compete in the classroom’ (Rimm, 2008: 148). Furthermore, the classroom should be a place whereby the learners are able to gradually understand what constitutes as healthy competition. Learners, once they have left school, will be met with competitive challenges that they will have to face, therefore, the ‘classroom should gradually prepare children for both competitive and collaborative experiences’ (Rimm, 2008: 148). 

The final lesson in the sequence for the action research collected all the skills and content the learners had developed and learnt over the last two lessons.  The lesson content focused on finding comparisons and differences between the two ceremonies using pictures and key words as a class before the final task of the lesson: Kahoot! game to consolidate the knowledge the learners had gathered over the topic of baptism. Kahoot! are ‘on a mission to make learning awesome and unlock the deepest potential of each and every learner by making learning fun and engaging through games’ (Kahoot!, 2019). 

The Kahoot! game was constructed to work in the classroom with learners working in pairs; a scaffolding strategy to work as a pair as a result of the lower ability in the classroom, learners would be able to confer with each other before deciding on their answer. The learners had to answer 8 questions that were displayed on the screen along with a selection of answers and choose what they believed was the correct answer in accordance with the colour of that answer on the screen. Learners were listening carefully as I read out each question to them first before they were in control of what answer they were going to choose. The aim of the competition is to select the correct answer as quick as possible. The learners are able to see at the end of each question where they are placed on the leader board, a further incentive to choose the correct answer. The learners were able to work collaboratively and calmly alongside enjoying the interactive activity in the classroom. The results from the game of Kahoot! demonstrated how well the element of competition had worked with this Year 8 class as the majority of the pairings had every question right in the quiz, with only a few getting a question or two wrong. (See Appendix 4 for the results). 

Utilising visual, electronic games has a multitude of advantages when it comes to engaging boys and boosting their attainment in the classroom. Kahoot! has its main purpose of engaging learners; a thesis that is central to the purpose of this action research. Therefore, utilising this strategy as a means of utilising competition in the classroom seemed like an obvious choice, especially for the final ‘exit’ lesson of the action research. Furthermore, not only have Kahoot! suggested that it is a great tool for increasing engagement in the classroom, Estyn have suggested that ‘interaction nature of many new technologies helps create learning environments where boys can learn by doing’ (Estyn, 2008: 26). Therefore, not only is the technology a great tool for engaging learners in general in the classroom but using a technology has been suggested to increase the learning and attainment of boys; ‘learn by doing’. Ultimately, we as teachers must realise that pupils learn in different ways; not every learner will simply learn from reading a book, some learners have to actively try to work things out or learn through other activities aside from sitting behind a desk. 

With regards to understanding that pupils have different means of learning and are not wired the same to learn in one particular way, so too must we as teachers realise this revelation when providing merits in the classroom. If we look at the way achievement points are distributed generally, they often target the hardworking attitudes of girls in the classroom; sitting quietly, contributing when asked, producing neat and detailed pieces of work. Through this perspective, the characteristics of a ‘class clown’ or disengaged boy that we have seen over the course of this action research can never match these expectations. Therefore, rewarding achievement points to learners when working collaboratively and within competitions in the classroom is far more accessible to all learners in the class and can be particularly attractive to boys. In order to ensure the success of the competitive tasks that are introduced into the lessons, this aspect regarding the merit system must be understood and utilised effectively. We as teachers must recognise the skills that boys have in the classroom as opposed to only valuing the achievements of the ‘perfect pupil’ (Bleach, 1998). 

Therefore, utilising competitions can be a far better way to alter the merit system in the classroom and ensure that achievement points are distributed more evenly with regards to gender, a further attempt at increasing the engagement and attainment of boys in the classroom. Furthermore, it is important to note that in order to increase the engagement of boys in the classroom, they must be able to have a greater sense of choice in the classroom, leaving them to feel as though they have a sense of control (Jackson, 2006). The control that boys desire had already been noted in the characteristics of a ‘class clown’ that they display in the classroom. Therefore, we as teachers need to understand that boys desire to be in control and we must find ways to provide them with more choice with regards to tasks within the lesson. Furthermore, providing a range of tasks that they have to choose from, of which the tasks utilise a range of skills; collaboration, competition, thinking, analysing, would allow the learners to feel as though they have acquired the sense of control that they exhibit as a ‘class clown’. In addition, it is as important to realise that boys will usually engage in the lesson if they are interested in the content of it. Therefore, using competition has to be planned in an effective manner when the learners are interested in the element of competition, the idea of a reward but alternatively they need to have an interest in the content that they are learning (Jackson, 2006). 

The action research that I have conducted at School X has provided myself with a range of evidence that I can use to draw a valid conclusion to the thesis: can utilising competitions in the classroom increase the engagement and attainment of learners, in particular, that of boys. The data that has been collected has been gathered from two different approaches; qualitative and quantitative, utilising methods of observations from myself, the class teacher and the teaching assistant, alongside the numerical data from the Kahoot! game. 

The primary method of collecting data for the action research into the thesis has been that of qualitative research. The principle purpose for utilising this method as the basis of the action research was to gather a ‘deep understanding or perceiving, describing, and interpreting reality’ (Watzlawik, Born, 2007: 59). The reasoning for choosing this method of data collection was justified through reading several pieces of literature highlighting the importance of qualitative research with regards to action research. ‘Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding how people interpret their experiences’ (Merriam, Tisdell, 2015: 6). Furthermore, a primary method of collecting qualitative data utilising the tool of observations as it ‘offers a first-hand account of the situation under study’ (Merriam, Tisdell, 2015: 160). Therefore, choosing this method of collection in order to come to a conclusion to the thesis of the action research was the most advantageous avenue for this research at the start of the sequence of lessons. 

Using the tool of observation as the main opportunity for data collection over the three lessons taught had an abundance of advantages for the research in question. Using the competitions as the strategy for the research and collecting evidence through the experiences in the class enabled myself as a researcher to ‘place much importance on data being gathered in natural or real-life settings as the ‘action’ happens’ (Lankshear, Knobel, 2004: 68). Through this perspective, using observations enabled the strategies to take prime importance in the action research within the classroom, and furthermore, I was able to watch the action in the classroom in ‘real time’ as opposed to gathering numerical data throughout every lesson. 

With regards to the tasks that I tested in the classroom over the three lessons in the sequence, I have discovered a variety of advantages and disadvantages in accordance to the methods that were used. The task of ‘key word bingo’ that I implemented into the first two lessons worked relatively effectively for the consolidation of the key words and the spelling of these words too. Furthermore, the learners were actively engaged in the task when they knew that there was a reward of achievement points at stake for the winner of a line. In light of the effectiveness of the games of key word bingo, there were some drawbacks to the game. The game was fairly short in length and every learner had the same nine words on their game card, leading to the game only being able to stretch to a line as opposed to the game lasting until a learner has a house (all nine words) as every learner would reach this milestone simultaneously. 

Therefore, the game of bingo in this situation was limited leading to the data only able to show a small amount of what the engagement of the learners has been during this period. Nevertheless, ‘research is a systematic process by which we know more about something than we did before engaging in the process’ (Merriam, Tisdell, 2015: 5). Therefore, it is only through testing different methods and seeing the results in real time can be understand what has worked well and what improvements can be made and adjusted for the following strategy to receive more information regarding the thesis. 

Furthermore, through the numerical data collection of the Kahoot! game, the quantitative approach enabled the triangulation method to be utilised. The game enables numerical data to be gathered to in order to establish some statistics for the class and be able to understand which learners responded better the element of competition, the design of the questions and the content that was covered. However, in order to allow the numerical data to be far more reliable, a pre and post-test using the same method of a Kahoot! game would have proved to serve a better purpose than a range of quantitative and qualitative data recording different areas and experiences. Therefore, if the action research was to be undertaken again with a similar class and thesis, the best approach to be taken would be to utilise quantitative methods as a tool for pre and post testing in order to gather a more accurate understanding of what the engagement and attainment of the class was like before the research and then subsequently after the research. Through this mindset, qualitative research could be utilised during the sequence in addition to the numerical data collected to ensure that the triangulation aspect of action research has been pursued. 

In light of action research that I have undertaken at School X I have discovered a number of limitations and some areas that can be developed for future action research in this area. As already mentioned in the findings of the action research, the element of competition that has been utilised in order to be able to increase both engagement and attainment in the classroom had overall, been a success. The competition style tasks were used to target the low engagement of boys in the classroom; working on the basis of a reward as a result of hard work and competing against their peers. With regards to the class in question that partook in the action research, the competitive tasks worked well and there were little issues. Nevertheless, if this form of action research was to be conducted over a longer period and at a much larger scale, a number of alterations and attendance to detail needs to be addressed. 

Using strategies encompassing competition and collaboration in the classroom has received an abundance of support within academic literature, however, following on from Rimm’s initial understanding of utilising competition in the classroom following a gradual approach, there are other factors that need to be reflected upon. ‘Underachieving students often have highly competitive feelings, but they have not learned the resilience necessary for coping with losing in competition’ (Rimm, 2008: 148). In this respect, competitive tasks should not be added into lessons as a matter of simply attempting to tackle engagement of boys in the classroom as more often than not, these learners will not respond as well to failure in competitions, perhaps leading to a further issue of engagement and attainment in subsequent lessons. Furthermore, this mindset of boys has already been addressed in academic literature that has previously been discussed; boys would rather not try and perform poorly than try hard and fail in the classroom. With this assumption in mind, the strive to utilise competitive games in the classroom must enter into lessons on a gradual basis where the teacher is responsible for ensuring that all learners remain engaged and do not simply fall at the first hurdle through a fear of failure. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Proceeding the initial perspective of the reservations with introducing competition into the classroom, there are a variety of ways of increasing engagement through more creative approaches whilst still including both a competitive and collaborative element. Another assumption that encompasses the advantages of using competitions in the classroom to increase the engagement of boys in particular expresses an alternative to the four walled classroom where the action research of this assignment took place. ‘Taking students outdoors is a brain-and body- friendly activity that has the potential to be a rewarding experience’ (Gurian, Stevens, Daniels, 2010, Introduction). Using this idea of tasks to increase engagement of the learners enables an alternative environment for learning. Some learners may not respond well to the structure of a classroom: tables in rows or groups, teacher at the front, writing in their books. In some cases, utilising the idea above could largely benefit the thesis of increasing the engagement of learners. Tasks could still follow a certain level of structure that the teacher could adhere to, nevertheless, boys in particular may respond better to outside of the walls of a classroom, where they have more space, can work in teams and have a different environment to learn from. 

Furthermore, for future development of the thesis of increasing boys engagement and attainment in the classroom, competitions could still be utilised, however, the content in which could be adhered towards boys in particular. With regards to the subject of Religious Education in particular, ‘challenging stereotypes and linking to positive male role models’ (Estyn, 2008: 25), engagement of learners could increase. As the literature at the beginning of the assignment has already suggested: boys in the modern world have fewer male role models as a result of being brought up in single parent families, the chance to target this ever growing issue can be addressed. This could be particularly advantageous in the subject of Religious Education where critical thinking and understanding stereotypes and where they stem from are at the heart of the subject. 

In conclusion, in light of the research that I have undertaken at School X over a sequence of three lessons, a number of limitations of this research have been established. The length of the study in particular only allowed the research to gather so much data over a short period of time and this disabled Rimm’s assumption of a gradual approach to introducing competitions in the classroom from being able to come into effect. Furthermore, through this initial action research, I have been able to understand what alternative approaches to the thesis could have been utilised in order to acquire a deeper understanding of increasing engagement in the classroom. With regards to the limitations, subsequently, a thesis with as much depth that has already been addressed in the literature highlighted, requires more time than three lessons and a broader range of strategies and data collection to gather a much deeper response to the thesis established. If I was to trial the action research again, I would utilise a range of competitive games using different environments that can target a range of skills that both girls and boys are associated with in addition to a range of quantitative methods of collecting data to provide a more accurate response to the problem of issues of engagement and attainment in the classroom. 




Appendix 1 – School X’s Improvement Plan
[image: ]


Appendix 2 – 5W’s Worksheet
Below is the 5W’s worksheet that the learners received and were informed to complete in the ‘run and write’ activity. Learners worked in teams and took the responsibility of coming to the front of the class and reading the content of the sheet in turns and returned to their group to explain what they had read. The ‘Where’ box had been completed by myself prior to the task in order to provide an example of my expectations from the task. 
[image: ]


Appendix 3 – Key Word Bank

[image: ]Below is the key word bank that was provided to each learner in the class to assist them with the competition of key word bingo. As the teacher, I read out the concise description and the learners had to cross off the correct key word off their bingo card.










































Appendix 4 – Results of the Kahoot! game

Below is the Excel spreadsheet that Kahoot! provided me with at the end of the game. Using the results is a great tool for seeing where the strengths and weaknesses of the class are, and which learners may need more assistance in the following lesson. 
[image: ]
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