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improvement in the performance of the more able students, Brtain's per-
formance in these internadonal tests is dogged by 2 ‘long tail of underachieve-
ment’ (Johnson, 2002).

The so-called underachievement debate is a central issue in education today;
it is synonymous with the nodon that all is not well with our schools, our
students and indeed our national education system. Wales, in particular, has
received its fair share of such unfavourable comparisons, from accusations in
the 1980s of an educaton system whose students were being ‘schooled to fail’
to more recent home natdon comparnsons fuelled by the publication of school
performance league tables. However, the notion of underachievement is
complex; there are problems both with its definition and measurement.
Frequently it is confused and conflated with ‘low achievement’ ~ an error that
has important policy implications both at the school and the individual level
(Smith, 20032, 2003b). Before effective strategies for raising performance can
be adopted by schools and before we can be more confident about labelling
one section of the school population as ‘underachieving’, it is essential that the
underachievement debate, with all its connotations, is more clearly understood.
Thus article adds to the discourse by considering two perspectives of the under-
achievement debate that are specifically Welsh in their focus: first, the age-old
issue of regional England/Wales comparisons and, second, the wends in the
performance of Welsh students at the end of their compulsory education.

A regional perspective: Wales versus the North East of England

On the one hand, comparing Wales with the whole of England might seem to
be of little value. But, if educational underachievement 15 ‘embedded in family,
social and community disadvantage’ (ETAG, 1998: 27), it would seem reasonable
that if a truly comparative assessment of Welsh standards were to be made, it
should be with an economically equivalent region. The economic well-being
of a regdon manifests itself through a range of economic indicators such as gross
domestic product-{GDP), average weekly earnings, economic actvity and
house prices. A review of these variables is prezented in tables 7.1 to 7.4. For
the sake of brevity, only the data related to England, Wales and the North East
are given here, but a complete break-down of all English regions appears in
Appendix 1.

&6 Emma Smith
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Table 7.1
GDP per head (as proportion of UK total)

Region 1991 1993 1996 1998
Wales 85.3 82.7 83.1 79.4
North East 852 85.8 84.3 78.8
England 101.8 101.8 101.7 102.0
United Kingdom 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Office of National Statistics (2001).

Table 7.2
Average gross weekly earnings (full time) (£) April 2003
Male Female
United Kingdom 522.6 394.8
North East 437.8 347.3
Wales 448.3 357.3
Source: Office of Nanonal Scatistics (2004).
Table 7.3
Average dwelling price (£ thousands)
1996 1999 2002
United Kingdom 70.6 94.6 148.1
North East 51.3 59.4 81.3
Wales 55.4 62.4 58.3
Source: Office of National Statistics (2001, 2004).
Table 7.4
Economic activity rates (percentages)
1997 1999 2003
United Kingdom 62.6 78.4 78.7
North East 58.2 7253 73.0
Waies 57.9 3T 75.3
Sour Office of Nauonal Stacisucs (2001, 20047,
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classroom, to the conflict of masculinity in contemporary society (see, for
example, Francis, 2000; Spendlove, 2000; Younger and Warrington, 1996}
However, an alternative account does exist. For example, Delamont contends
that ‘it is pointless to be swept away by a moral panic about “failing”, anti-school
working-class boys. This is not a new problem’ (1999: 13). Schools, she argues,
have never been able to deal with the working-class boy. According to Delamont,
the whole standards debate is surrounded by a ‘discourse of derision’ (1999: 3),
compounded by 2 lack of understanding of the academic gains made by all
pupils, and coupled with the media’s resistance to hearing good news. Gorard
(2001) disputes the fact that boys have ever attained higher grades than girls in
compulsory education at any time over the past twenty-five years. In an analysis
of examination data for all pupils at all levels, he demonstrates that achievement
gaps between these groups have remained relatively static and that differential
attainment by gender is ‘a product of the changed systemn and nature of assess-
ments rather than any more general failing of boys’ (Gorard, 2001: 10).

Nevertheless, a moral panic surrounding the achievement of the naton’s
young people does exist and has placed the notion of underachievement firmly
at the heart of the standards debate. It 1s performance in public examinations, in
particular GCSEs, that has been most widely used as evidence of an mcreasing
male—female gap in performance and to demonstrate the ‘underachievement’
of different groups of individuals. In order to examine the extent of any
underachievement of pupils in Wales, an analysis of gaps between pupil entry
and achievement at the end of compulsory schooling was undertaken.! In
particular, the relagve performance of boys and girls in Wales over the thirty-
year period from 1970 to 1999 was considered. This section presents the results
of the analysis as they relate to achievement in English, maths and Welsh.
English and maths were selected because they have long been core subjects,
and therefore compulsory for all students. As the examination data described
here was for Welsh Joint Education Committee (WJEC) exams only, it reflects
a predominantly Welsh population during the 1970s but less so since the intro-
duction of the GCSE 1n 1988, when more English schools began to adopt the
WIEC syllabus. By including the results for Welsh-language examinations, the
wrends in performance for a mainly Welsh cohort can be considered. The
figures and table below show the achievement gaps in the performance of male
and female entrants who gained a grade C or above at O level/GCSE or a
grade 1 CSE in the WJEC examimations in selected subjects between the yoar
1970 and 1999 2

a0 Emm: Smith
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English

In English the achievement gap between the male and female students has
hardly changed since the early 1970s. There 1s little evidence here of any differ-
ences over time in the relative performance of boys and girls in English -
indeed, the current gap is the smallest since the early 1980s.

Figure 7.1
Achievement gaps between male and female students (English)

Achievement gap
=g

o

04+—r=r—7r—77 L e

o) i b o Gl O "y 5
) Ay B A\ N N o o

I NN 3

Source: WJEC examination board.

Maths

In mathematics, proportionally more girls are now being entered for the
examination than thirty vears ago. The performance of bovs and girls has also
evened out since the early 1990s, with boys and girls enjoying almost equal
success. What happened in 1991 to affect boys’ scores so drastically is worthy of
further study, bur further investigations suggest that the change coincided with
the introduction of compulsory coursework in this subject.

Table 7.7

Achievement gaps between male and female students (maths)

Year Both Girls Bovs Achievement gap
1970 37.0 LT 42.0 -12.39
1975 314 ] 352 -12.41
1980* N/A N/A N/A N/A
1985 37.0 3.1 41.3 -11.06
1990 38.8 5.0 43.0 -10.29
1995 44.9 45.0 44.3 0.22
1099 48.3 48.5 47.9 0.4

* Introduction of the CS (common syllabus) exenunation — no gender-related dara available

Emma Smith 91



Cpo YINEY DUALHLS

§]7:53] 1UATIS ADTYDE 23 YBNOYI U343 1T ST SMOYS 51U2pnis Jo sdnoid jusiapip
10 JURUIUTENE [ETIUBLANID 310 SULRPSUOT {QeNNg CeO0T YIUS) JUSURASIYSE
-13pUN JO 1EY) WIOY ULEPp A(enadaouon §1 IUAUIIAJIDE MO] JO NSST SI ]
(CnHz YPIUS DN0T PrRIon) spunoifyoeq paSeueape A[EDTUIOUODD 2I0WU woy
sipad II2Y3 UEYI [00YIs Ul [1taa s3] unoMad ‘sswoy 1sarcod S wog Swuod
oUm SO A[RUIEL ‘TIUSPNIE SLUOS 18D 388D YA [[11s 5T 31 ‘B[dUIExs 104 "I51¢5 [j1is
op siuapnas Jo sdnolf uasegp jo soueunopad aqp ut sdel JuswzAsyOE ‘sa[EAy
ul §[oOYDs UL $339) Ul wIoiad siuapmis moy puesispun sn Surdpsy ut ssoupmny
-350 $)1 PIATRING 2aFY ABW JUSWISAIIYOLISpUN LIIZ SUI 2[IYm I9A3MOL]
‘[re3 01 pajooyos Juraq I138uo ou a1e syuapms Ysje Ay sdeyzad e 3s988ns o3 sn
pes[uSrur 35Tl ST 331 SINSY] SO I8 $2PeIZ D—y 7 2I0UT I0 AT PIASIYDE SPIO
~1e9A-9 JO 1U92 Iad ()G PUE YSTBUF UI [2a2] 193IE] [EUOHUEU S} PIASIYDE SP[O
—1ead-11 UsTe AN J0 122 12d g/ ‘TO0T UT SIA[ISUIaY 107 eads sINsaT UONBUILexs
21p ‘s9EAN UT UOBEONPI Ul WwsIUido Pamoual STY1 10] SUOSEDI 2Ul ISAIBY AN
‘uspo8107 2q jou sdeyzad pmoys puUBSUT Ela ST INOS PUE IIOU UIIMID] [SAEN
01 Aeas 3553(0tb 21 210ym Anunos e ur paisouucd, Sutaq jo Aucit sy ySnoyry
(qe0T ‘reurEeq) AMUNUNIOD JO J5US 1938213 € Uil ANUNOD [JBUIS ® UL ISE] SSAED
3o11081d POOST {UOSESI B SE S3[EA) JO SSAUPIIIIULOD, YT P31 OS[E SEY OTUSPEDIE
2uQ) “(BgQOT ‘IPUMIaE) SIUSPMIS YS[2 A JO 5$S900NS UODEUTIEXS U221 SARE[RT 313
10§ suoneue[dxo St U2AIT U29q [Je SAEY SP[O-IE2A-/ 107 $159) [EUONEU PUE SI]E
anfea Jo 20UASqE o1 ‘WNSAS UONIAdSUT [00YDS AU $$3] B ‘Dansuaya1dwos
[E00] a2 Jo Imieu snousSowoy ayJ (g7 ‘Woolg) puelSug W eyl woly
SurS1oaTp ST WS3SAS U3 ITYI 21 SUBIS U3 ‘SIEAINE[EOIE Ys[e S Jo Sumond
syl pue sjooyds IsiEads ou ‘1] pue ¢ se8e 3E SUNSS] paInuI ‘SI[qEl 90UE
~uoped JOOYDS OU YA SIEA) UT WI21S45 UCTEONPS 91 Ul Sutdueyo o1e sFurp
JE) ST IEI[D ST IEYA\ “ADUNOD UMO INO SPISUT UOHRESNPS JO IEIS 243 INOGE M|
s s[91 suosuedmion melp o1 Yomam surede suotdar ystSug Junord-£1ays pue
“SuIsEaIDUT ST SIUSPTIS I[EUIS] PUE S[EW Jo I2ueuuopad gSO0 213 usamiaq ded sy
S9[EA\ UT 1871 15983n0S 01 SN[ ST 2197, "31BINIIE 10U PIeIONYSTENS ISUIILU ST
ISYIOUE O1 2ADE[RI BUIASIYDIEISPUT, SE WIR1SAS [OOTDS §,UCTEU U0 IO SIUSPIIS JO
dnoi3 suo Suraqey j0 yoroidde snowoIOYDIP 2YI IEYI PIIBISUOUIIP IABY 3 A
‘uspn3s 3o sdnoid Urelsd JO JUSWISASIYDEIIPUN I1I 2IBIOMUIE PUE AT1 03 Pasn
ome s1sqrequoo] digsierusid Uim sqnpo gomawroy pue Jurgoeal xas-a[furs se
Uons s313218015 I3 [3A3] [O0YDs € I8 05T Inq Jeyew-Aoted a3 jo 2anoadsiad
211 woxy A[UO Jou 9JRqIP SPIEPURIS JUJ UO PEY SEY 2SIMOISTP JUSUISAIN[IE
-13pUn 23 PJUAN[UI 311 IBWINSAISAC O INOMPIP st 3] 2ansadsrad ysfep e
woy uousuiousyd JUSWILASIYIRISPUN Y1 JUIIEXS O JYINOS SEY I[I0Ie ST,

Hosnpue”

S3[V/| Ul VAT FUIMIANPVIIPUN) YT 10 01 PIIooyIS

N
[URISF R 26

((000T ‘gaesy 1007 ‘presos) ‘epdurexs 10 *93s)
aimoid Juatsmp A1ea e pajussaad sey sSurpuy sy jo uvoneaidisautel asaym
pue ‘ Sursamperspun, se pafaqe] Suq 1sypoue 1o dnois 2uo 03 pa[ ary EIEp
UODBUTIIEXS JO sUOReIa1dIanul 1URIaNIP 2I9UM SINIBISI 941 Ul PIAID S3OUEISUT
[e43428 318 21213 “paapu] ‘woddns noyim 10 ‘anbrun Jou st siskEuE-21 STy

" Burasnyoeispun, se sioq 2yl [2qg][ 03
dUspLas ySnous jou Azins pue Juas 1od ()] uey ss9[ A[ezeuss st soueuLopad
1913 US9/19q 90URISTIP 31 *(SUIEW ‘90UrISUT 107) sA0q 24 JO 1BY) USYELSAC, 2AB(
03 sreadde 2ouenniopad spS a1aym 9193[qNs U] "2A0QE PAQUIDSOP TUSWDASIYDIT
~19puUn 3o junoodde saneurafe Iy 01 woddns spusy sty ‘uouswousyd mau
E 300 5t 5103[gns 3s3yy ul s{oq JO JUSWRASIYOEISPUN, AUE Jel) PUE SUOP ALy
asu Aiqeqord Aoy serp 15388ns 01 219y 2ouspIAS ST 2T YSP A PUE ysSuyg
ul S Se s SE Op 10U Op sA0q B3 2013 ST 3 YSnoyI[y 'pauspim sey 9y a9
7e souruLopad S[EWS) pue S[EW UsamIag ded 213 2811 15985808 01 219Y 2DUIPIAD
Sunutauos ou st 219y ], "pasatjaq Arendod se no-reapo se 10U st s[18 pue sdoq
U29/39q 31EQIP JUSUISASIYDEISPUN, 913 JEY) 15238ns S[NSII UONBUTUIEXD 3593
‘ssapayueaaN wed € Agd [re jySnw uoneumurexs sy Sunsus spdnd Jo suon
-lodoxd a1 ur saFuEYD pue Y10M38MO2 JO UOYINPONIUT ‘3SIN0D 2UI JO AIMIEU
U Ut s35ueyd ‘Sqdurexs 104 '$31095 UOREUIUTEXS 30USNJUI ABUI SI0308) [E1943S

"pIEOq UOnEUIURXS DY A\ Bun0g

g
def ynamanaioy

(4s1a4) s1mopnis s[ews] pue afewr usamiaq sded juetmasaryoy
T°L 9andyg

‘stead Ay asey o 1240 s8ueypd jo uls
AUDISISUOD B[N UMOYS Sey] (SIS 213 Jo Inoawy ur) deS JUSWLASIYDIE Y ‘SS3[oYI
~I2A3N] "SIUIPNIS JO IPQUINU IS([EWS € juasardar Aous se uomenea o1 s[qudsosns
Apenonred s1e sinser o ‘1049moY ‘(pua 3 ssnou 99s) uonemndoed yspapn
Apueurwopsid e juessader Lo se “sezayur JO OS[e 21B US[a\ 10} SIMSaT YT

LRL|

§00Z (2) €1 vonpampz Jo pumof ysaAq a3y ],



The Welsh _Journal of Education 13 (2) 2005

of 2ll pupils, as measured by national tests, are steadily improving, inequities do
still exist and are most apparent among those from the poorest homes. The
next step perhaps for educators, researchers and pobicy-makers in Wales is not
only to understand why this may be the case, but also to ensure that swrategies
that are proven to close achievement gaps should be developed, refined, or

supported in wider practice.

E-mail: es25(@york.ac.uk

Appendix 1
Economic statistics, United Kingdom

Table 7.8

Gross domestic product (per bead)

1991 1993 1996 1998
United Kingdom 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
North East 85.2 85.8 84.3 78.8
North West and Merseyside 91.0 91.1 90.9 88.2
Y orkshire and the Humber 91.5 89.9 86.5 87.8
East Midlands 97.5 6.7 G4.3 94.8
West Midlands 92.7 92.8 93.5 91.7
Eastern 109.0 107.9 108.8 114.2
London 124.0 126.6 123.3 130.4
South East 111.2 111.0 114.5 116.7
South West 952 95.2 947 1.9
England 101.8 101.8 101.7 102.0
Wales 85.3 82.7 83.1 79.4
Source: Office of National Statistics (2001).

Table 7.9
Average gross weekly earnings (full time) (£) April 2003

Male Female
United Kingdom 522.6 394
North East 437.8 347.3
North West and Merseyadz 483.1 367.9
Yorkshire and the Hun.ber 463.3 360.4
East Midlands 467.3 357.4

< Enuvhe Snill
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Table 7.9 (cont.)

Male Female
West Midlands 4771 wou..\.
Eastern 528.5 wmw.ﬂ
London 716.5 uwm.m
South East 560.9 ﬁ‘u,m
South West 485.1 364.7
England -
Wales 448.3 3573
Source: Office of National Statisucs (2004).
Table 7.10
Average dwelling price (£ thousands)
1996 1999 2002
United Kingdom 70.6 94.6 fmm;
North East 51.3 594 81.3
North West and Merseyside 58.3 om.w CM.A
Y orkshire and the Humber 57.4 aw.w orw
East Midlands 59.8 69.5 111.7
West Midlands 64.6 76.6 118.8
Eastern 74.3 947 160.4
London 44,7 150.1 241 w
South East 88.3 118.4 wa.u
South West 68.4 90.3 157.0
England 5.1 N/A Z:m
Wales 55.4 62.4 88.3
Source: Office of Narional Seaustics (2001, 2004).
Table 7.11
Economiic activity rates (percentages)
1997 1999 2005
United Kingdom 62.6 th
North East 59 i.m]”
North West and Mereyside 59.49 700
Yorkshire and the Humber al.0 7746
ud g 30.1

East Midlands
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Table 7.14 (cont.)
v .
ear Both Girls Boys Achievement
gap
MMMM. 36.1 40.3 320 11.49
oo 35.8 422 28.9 18.60
35.8 N/A N/A N/A
1987 38.0 434 322 1473
Mwmw 41.6 483 345 16.56
a 441 51.3 36.4 16.87
e 44.6 50.8 379 14.43
10 46.3 527 39.5 14.23
TM@.,. 47.1 54.2 39.6 15.49
Gow 46.6 543 38.9 16.52
o mo.u 60.2 41.2 17.41
cu 53.2 61.5 44 .8 15.76
Mwow mwra 62.9 46.3 15.20
oo mu.‘\ 63.5 477 14.18
e m_.N_H 65.2 4.0 14.19
56.2 63.3 49.0 12.72
Table 7.15
Maths*
Y= I
ar Both Gixls Boys Achievement
gap
1970 37.6 327 420 -12.39
B.ww 363 325 39.7 -9.93
MQNH 37 321 41.5 -12.37
ohu 34.4 299 38.5 -12.53
“ohm_ 30.4 26.2 343 -13.29
in 31.4 275 35.2 24
2T 35.2 -12.41
_oNMH N/A N/A N/A N/A
Hm.,. / : N/A N/ N/A N/A
_cuw* N/A N/A N/A N/A
197 b.» N/A N/A N/A N/A
Hcmc* N/A N/A N/A N/A
EJH» N/A N/A N/A N’A
1982+ N/A N/A A N M}
1983* N/A N/SA N/A Z\>
fad el L s g

Schooled to Fail? The Underachievement Debate in Wales

Table 7.15 (cont.)

Year Both Girls Bovys Achievement
gap
1984 37.7 34.2 41.5 -9.66
1985 37.0 33.1 41.3 -11.06
1986* N/A N/A N/A N/A
1987 38.0 35.2 41.1 -7.74
1988 37.8 33.6 42.1 -11.24
1989 38.9 34.1 44.2 -12.95
1990 38.8 35.0 43.0 -10.29
1991 38.9 36.7 41.3 -5.90
1992 41.2 39.4 43.0 -4.36
1993 43.1 42.2 44.0 -2.08
1994 453 45.1 45.6 -0.55
1995 449 45.0 448 ¢.22
1996 46.3 47.1 45.6 1.63
1997 46.5 47.0 46.1 1.96
1998 47.0 48.7 45.2 A7
1999 48.3 48.8 47.9 0.94
Table 7.16
Welsh*
Year Both Girls Boys Achievement
gap
46.6 48.9 43.0 6.08
45.7 50.7 38.4 13.02
45.1 50.6 37.4 14.11
43.8 48.4 36.9 12.62
43.0 46.6 38.4 8.70
41.1 45.5 333 13.78
425 45.5 37.6 7.86
43.2 46.9 30.6 11.14
4.3 43.5 35.1 9.73
443 47.4 39.2 2.49
41.5 44.0 37.0 733
41.8 5.6 342 12.09
447 471 384 744

Emma Smith
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