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Abstract 

 

This case study investigates the underachievement in writing of a group of six year 4 

boys in a one form entry primary school in the West Midlands. Exploring one class 

teacher’s perceptions about the boys and capturing the boys’ perceptions about their 

experience of learning to write provided a detailed insight into why this group of boys 

was underachieving in writing (Simons, 2009). The boys were all eligible for free 

school meals and most demonstrated disruptive behaviour in the classroom. 

Literature on social policy has focused on ways to improve the teaching of writing 

within the curriculum specifically for children who receive free school meals and 

exhibit disruptive behaviour (Bennett, 2017; DfE, 2012). Consequently, literature 

about boys as writers has focused on their underachievement, for which disruptive 

behaviour is a contributing factor. This literature has not explained the causes of 

disruptive behaviour that can lead to underachievement in writing. Therefore, I have 

researched possible causes and developed a conceptual framework for my study 

that was influenced by psychological theories.  

This conceptual framework is used throughout the study to explore a broad range of 

possible causes for disruptive behaviour that go beyond focusing on the 

consequences of that behaviour. Data collection in this study focused on a 

questionnaire, interviews and a group interview with six year 4 boys to capture their 

perceptions and experiences relating to story-writing. An interview with the boys’ 

class teacher was also used to ascertain her perspectives about the boys as story-

writers. In the initial interviews with the boys, it became clear that they did not 

understand what skills are identified as requirements for successful writing in the end 

of key stage two assessment criteria. Following this data collection I delivered 
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sixteen additional story-writing activities over four weeks and carried out follow up 

interviews. 

The main contributions of this research to knowledge and practice are the need to 

look beyond disruptive behaviour as a cause of boys’ underachievement. The 

research highlights the need for boys to practice the skills required for successful 

writing prior to their having to demonstrate them in story-writing tasks. The teacher-

learner relationship may also have a role in supporting learning and reducing 

disruptive behaviour.  
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Glossary of words and phrases used in this thesis  

 

Word or Phrase  Meaning  

Assessment criteria The government’s recommended assessment criteria for 

writing which are used by teachers to assess children’s 

writing (Standards Testing Agency, 2017). 

Boys In this research: 8-9 year-old male pupils. In the literature 

more generally male pupils aged between 5 and 11 years. 

Disruptive behaviour Poor behaviour ranging from low level disruptions in the 

classroom to fighting (DFE, 2017:22). 

Laddish behaviour A lack of focus and seeming reluctance for learning, 

typically manifesting in disruptive behaviour and an anti-

school attitude (Francis, 1999; Willis, 1977). 

Learning to write For this research: the development and improvement of 

use of writing skills, such as adjectives, rather than the 

physical act of writing. 

Poor behaviour   This term is problematic because defining poor behaviour 

is subjective and hence many alternative definitions and 

classification of poor behaviour exist (Watkins and 

Wagner, 2000; Cameron, 1998). For the purposes of this 

research the phrase is taken to refer to any behaviour that 

detracts from the academic and social success of the 

school community, along with behaviour that diminishes 

the dignity of staff or students (DFE, 2017:22) 
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Self-efficacy The belief or confidence a person has about their ability to 

undertake a task successfully (Bandura, 1997; 1986; 

Meece and Miller, 1990).  

Story writing A more ‘child friendly’ term used to refer to narrative 

writing composition which the National curriculum: English 

programme of study expects children to be taught (DFE, 

2014).   

Successful writing  In this research: learners’ ability to evidence the elements 

listed on the government’s assessment framework for 

writing at key stage two (Standards and Testing Agency, 

2017).  

Teacher assessment Formative assessment which can include a range of both 

formal and informal processes which the teacher uses to  

inform their judgement of the learners’ success. 

Underachievement Underachievement is relative to a pupil’s potential 

achievement based on their previous attainment. 

However, it is also a term used when considering the 

achievement of different groups, for example boys and 

girls (House of Commons Education Committee, 

2014:11). 
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Acronyms 
 

DFE Department for Education  

EIF Education inspection framework 

FSM Free School Meals  

GCSE General Certificate of Secondary Education 

KS2 Key stage two (referring to the curriculum for children aged 

7 – 11 years old) 

Ofsted Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and 

Skills  

OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 

PISA Programme for International Student Assessment  

SATs Standard Assessment Tests 
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Chapter one: Introduction 

 

1.1 Rationale for my study 

The study investigated a group of six year 4 boys’ perceptions of themselves as 

story-writers and their class teacher’s perceptions of them as story-writers. These 8-

9 year-old boys all attended a one form entry primary school in the West Midlands 

and were considered to be underachieving in writing. The study had three specific 

focuses as follows: 

(1) To consider perceptions of boys’ underachievement in writing.   

(2) To investigate the boys’ self-perceptions as story-writers.  

(3) To explore whether extra story-writing activities would impact on these boys’ 

writing outcomes.   

These focuses influenced the development of two research questions. The study’s 

research questions were as follows: 

(1) What were the class teacher’s perceptions of the boys as story-writers and 

how did these compare and contrast with the boys’ self-perceptions?  

(2) What is the impact of extra story-writing activities on boys’ experience of 

learning to write stories? 

These questions were answered using data from a questionnaire, a group interview 

and one to one interviews conducted with the boys as well as an interview with the 

boys’ class teacher. In the first phase of data collection the participants were asked 

questions that focused on their experiences in school. I then delivered additional 

story-writing activities and carried out follow-up interviews with the boys.  
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1.2 Why this study is important to me 

English is not my degree subject specialism therefore this study has developed from 

my own experiences as a child who struggled to be a successful writer. These 

experiences prompted the thesis’ focus in looking beyond pedagogical practice, a 

learner’s socioeconomical background and boys’ behaviour, which social policy and 

teachers identify as causes for boys’ underachievement (Bennett, 2017; DfE, 2016; 

DfE, 2012a). Writing is an important skill which develops throughout education; 

however, I understand what it is to struggle with the writing process because of my 

own difficulties with it. Throughout the formative years of my schooling, I developed 

the view that I was not as successful as my peers because my spelling was very 

poor. This negatively affected my self-perceptions and approach to learning.  

 

1.3 Why the study is focused on boys’ experiences 

My own professional experience as a teacher has also influenced the study’s focus. 

As a teacher, I have always had a boy or group of boys who appeared to struggle 

with writing regardless of the pedagogical practices adopted. These boys usually 

appeared to be a bit ‘laddish’ and I felt their behaviour prevented them from 

achieving their potential. Because of my own experience of learning to write I had 

empathy for these learners. As a maths teacher within the school, I had heard 

conversations in the staff room where colleagues commented that certain boys’ 

behaviour prevented them from achieving their potential, specifically when writing 

stories. From my own experience as a struggling writer, I used behaviour as a 

strategy to avoid writing tasks. Behaviour is referred to in social policy literature as a 

potential cause for boys’ underachievement. Patterns in social policy data also 
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identified that a higher percentage of girls achieved age-related expectations (DfE, 

2019). I struggled to accept boys’ behaviour as the sole cause of their 

underachievement. This led me to explore literature for alternative causes of boys’ 

underachievement. I found some literature which focused on boys’ perceptions that 

girls were better at writing (Edwards and Jones, 2018; Myhill and Jones, 2006). This 

literature resulted led me to consider psychological theories as potential explanations 

for boys’ underachievement when writing stories. I could see links between the 

literature and what was happening for children within the school. However there did 

not appear to be literature which drew on this psychological theory to explain boys’ 

underachievement and possible reasons for boys’ disruptive behaviour. 

1.4 Why the study is focused on story-writing 

The focus on story-writing in this thesis has been influenced by the government’s 

end of key stage two assessment criteria which appear to see narrative writing as a 

key form of writing composition which children are expected to produce (Standards 

and Testing Agency, 2017). Key performance indicators for writing, such as end of 

key stage assessments, have fostered a stereotype within education which classifies 

boys’ writing as a consistent area of underachievement across education (DFE, 

2019; Ofsted, 2012; Ofsted, 2011). This highlights a need to help boys to become 

successful in writing, particularly as Aktas et al., (2021) state that story-writing is 

important for language and emotional development. Graham et al., (2013) also found 

that writing skills help learners to learn in other curriculum subject areas. Ulu (2019), 

Duran and Yılmaz (2019), and Akyol and Aktaş (2018) are just a few researchers 

who have found that boys’ story-writing is typically not as successful as that of their 

female peers. 



15 
 

 

1.5 Why did the study investigate causes for boys’ disruptive behaviour 

Originally, the study was going to focus on boys’ experiences of existing story-writing 

activities in their school. However, social policy literature raised links between 

children who are eligible for free school meals and the influence of disruptive 

behaviour on boys’ achievement outcomes (DfE, 2017). The school in which I was 

working at the time of the data collection also had a number of boys who exemplified 

this concern because they were both underachieving and presenting disruptive 

behaviour in class when approaching writing tasks. The narrow focus on boys’ 

disruptive behaviour evident in literature (Bennett, 2017; Ofsted, 2014; Ofsted, 2012) 

developed a second focus considering the possible causes for that disruptive 

behaviour that could lead to underachievement in writing.  

 

1.6 The development of a conceptual framework  

Social policy literature that emphasised links between underachievement and 

disruptive behaviour focused on addressing the behaviour rather than the cause of 

this behaviour (Bennett, 2017; CESC, 2014). In government literature schools were 

driven to address disruptive behaviour as it presented itself, rather than considering 

the causes of the behaviour (DFE, 2017; Ofsted, 2014; DfE, 2012). This gap in 

literature highlighted the need to explore a broad range of possible causes for boys’ 

disruptive behaviour. Possible causes for disruptive behaviour were found in 

psychological theories that included self-efficacy theory, attribution theory, 

expectancy value theory, goal orientation theory and belonging. They did not provide 

an exhaustive list of causes, but gave examples of the possible causes contributing 
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to boys’ behaviour and underachievement. This literature influenced the 

development of this study’s conceptual framework, which has been used throughout 

to consider possible broader reasons for disruptive behaviour, ensuring that the 

study looks beyond the behaviour itself and consequences of the behaviour. By 

considering possible broader causes of disruptive behaviour this study seeks to 

explore the root causes of why boys exhibit such behaviour, which is seen to lead to 

their underachievement in story-writing. The literature search also influenced the 

questions put to the participants in the study’s questionnaire, interviews and group 

interviews. 

 

1.7 Why the study includes story-writing activities designed by me 

As a maths teacher I tend to teach the children a method which they practice until 

they are able to apply it to problem solving. Another key aspect of maths lessons is 

oral rehearsal, which in my experience as a maths teacher is an effective strategy for 

helping the learner to recall key mathematical facts. I wanted to explore whether 

these strategies could be adapted and implemented with specific boys to help 

improve story writing. My experience influenced the story-writing activities used 

within this study. An exploration of the literature led me to consider whether using 

psychological theories to understand boys’ perceptions of writing would provide 

greater understanding of potential underlying causes of boys’ underachievement in 

writing. My own knowledge of the psychological theories developed from literature, 

meant I was well-placed to lead the intervention. As leader, I could adapt the story-

writing activities based on my data collection. In the initial interviews with the boys it 

became clear that most of them did not have an accurate perception of their writing 
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success. They also did not have a full understanding of the skills which were 

required for successful writing. Most of the boys perceived themselves as successful 

in writing as they attributed their success to skills, such as imagination. However, 

imagination is not a skill that is included in the end of keystage two assessment 

criteria and was therefore unlikely to support them to be successful in story writing 

tasks. This highlighted a conflict between the boys’ perceptions of the writing skills 

required for success and the skills described in the end of keystage two assessment 

criteria. Therefore, after the study’s initial data collection focussing on their 

perceptions of themselves as story-writers (at the time) and their experiences of 

story-writing in their classroom, I designed, delivered and adapted additional story-

writing activities, based on feedback from the boys, to see whether these activities, 

which aimed to support the boys in developing English writing skills, would support 

the boys’ perception of themselves as story-writers. These activities were 

continuously informed by the boys throughout the story-writing activities. My role as 

maths teacher within the school meant that I came to the research  with a focus on 

capturing, listening to and exploring the boys’ perceptions about writing before using 

this understanding to design the intervention. This justifies why it was important that I 

was both the researcher and teacher within this case study.  

I delivered sixteen 30-45 minute story-writing activities which all of the boys took part 

in. The story-writing activities took place four times a week, between Monday and 

Thursday. The first three activities of the week focused on developing the boys’ 

writing skills, such as their use of adjectives. The final story-writing activity each 

week focused on story-writing tasks, which provided an opportunity for the boys to 

demonstrate the rehearsed skills. One week after the story-writing activities, the boys 

had a follow up one-to-one interview to explore any changes in their perceptions 
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about writing. Following the introduction of a Spelling, Punctuation and Grammar 

(SPaG) test at key stage 2, SPaG lessons have become established within schools. 

At the time of this data collection SPaG was not embedded into pedagogical practice 

but has since been added to it. The story-writing activities within this study are 

different to SPaG as they enabled the boys to learn literacy skills and then practice 

these skills in story-writing tasks. The activities used within this research had a 

broader purpose than SPaG lessons focused on as they sought to develop the boys’ 

vocabulary and the application of this into sentences and their story-writing tasks.  

 

1.8 Contributions to knowledge and practice 

Based on the findings of this study, several contributions to knowledge and practice 

have emerged from the data which could help to improve boys’ behaviour and 

achievement when writing stories. 

- Social policy, literature and perspectives on underachievement and disruptive 

behaviour need to focus beyond disruptive behaviour and move to 

considering its possible causes. The study provides a conceptual framework 

for some of the possible causes of disruptive behaviour that can be used as a 

tool to move the focus away from addressing the disruptive behaviour to 

concentrate instead on possible reasons why that behaviour is present. Boys’ 

perceptions of themselves as story-writers need to be listened to and acted on 

to support their story-writing development. Boys in this study mostly had high 

self-efficacy as story-writers because of their perceived strength in having a 

good imagination. However, this conflicted with their underachievement in 

writing assessments because successful writing requires a greater range of 
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skills than the boys could identify or that they felt they could demonstrate in 

story-writing tasks. Strategies need to consider boys’ perspectives of their 

strengths and weaknesses and their experiences of possible conflict between 

their perceptions and their school experience in order to support their 

development in story-writing.    

- Boys need to understand that good writing requires more than having a good 

imagination. They need to be supported and have the opportunity to develop 

skills identified in the assessment criteria, including use of adjectives and 

adverbs and how to use speech punctuation prior to using these skills in their 

writing.    

- Spelling, Grammar, and Punctuation (SPaG) lessons may not be enough to 

support story-writing development. Boys in this study needed opportunities to 

practice literacy skills. Additional story-writing activities can support the 

development of essential skills that are necessary in story-writing and for 

school assessments, including how to structure sentences and the use of 

vocabulary.   

- A good teacher and student relationship is needed to support success in 

story-writing to encourage a reduction in disruptive behaviour. In particular 

teacher feedback should focus on the requirements of the assessment criteria 

to reinforce these features as skills needed for successful story-writing. 

Throughout this thesis the term ‘boys’ is used because, from the literature I have 

read, the term boys refers to males aged 5-11 years. The sample used in this 

research consists of participants aged 8 to 9 years. Disruptive behaviour is a term 

used throughout this thesis because, in the literature, various terms such as ‘poor’ 

(DFE, 2012), ‘negative’ (CESC, 2014) and ‘disruptive’ (Bennett, 2017) were applied 
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to behaviour. For the purposes of this research disruptive behaviour is taken to refer 

to any behaviour that detracts from the academic and social success of the school 

community, along with behaviour that diminishes the dignity of staff or students 

(DFE, 2017:22). I have selected the term ‘disruptive’ because it encompasses most 

terms used within literature to describe the behaviours which is said to contribute to 

boys’ underachievement.  

 

1.9 Structure of the thesis  

Turning to the structure of this thesis, I have five further chapters: Chapter two –

Literature review of social policy and teachers’ perceptions; Chapter three – literature 

review of boys’ perceptions; Chapter four – methodology; Chapter five – findings and 

discussion; Chapter six – conclusions and reflections. Chapter two considers social 

policy which has influenced the focus of this thesis, outlining how social policy has 

sought to improve the teaching of writing since the implementation of the National 

Curriculum in 1988. It explores some of social policy’s focuses and initiatives which 

have impacted on pedagogical practice. This chapter also reflects on research which 

draws upon teachers’ perceptions about boys and their approach to story-writing 

activities. These two sets of perceptions raise concern about boys’ behaviour as a 

key contributing factor to their underachievement but does not consider why boys 

exhibit these behaviours. 

Chapter three sets about reviewing the literature surrounding boys’ perceptions 

about writing. This chapter begins by considering two perceptions of boys reported 

within literature and some psychological theories provide thought-provoking 

alternative explanations which enabled me to explore possible causes of the boys’ 

underachievement. The literature surrounding the psychological theories influenced 
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the construction of a conceptual framework to consider alternative explanations of 

boys’ poor behaviour when approaching story-writing activities (see Figure 1). 

Chapter four describes my approach to the research and my researcher position. It 

justifies my interpretivist approach to the study and illustrates a debate between 

theoretical frameworks, concluding that case study is most appropriate for this 

research. This chapter outlines the ethical considerations which guided this research 

as well as discussing my reasoning for adopting certain methods of data collection. I 

then move on to describe how coding enabled me to analyse and interpret the 

participants’ responses. 

Chapter five aimed to answer the research questions for this study. This chapter is 

divided into three sections. First, the perceptions of the class teacher which 

highlights her opinions about the boys’ approach and behaviour when carrying out 

story-writing activities. This chapter then moves on to discuss my interpretation of 

the boys’ perceptions relating to writing. I use the conceptual framework to explore 

how the boys’ perceptions could explain their behaviour when story-writing. This 

consideration of the theories within the conceptual framework evidences that their 

underachievement is because of broader issues than those included in social policy 

and teachers’ perceptions. The final section of this chapter evaluates the impact of 

the story-writing activities on the students’ self-perceptions, behaviours and the 

teacher-learner relationship. 

Chapter six describes this study’s contribution to the research field, drawing upon 

reflections from the study to formulate conclusions which may be insightful for fellow 

practitioners when faced with boys who underachieve in writing. It also considers 
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alternative methodological approaches, including potential improvements and 

developments for this research.  

  



23 
 

Chapter two: Literature review ‒ social policy and teachers’ perceptions  
 

2.1 Introduction  

This literature chapter is focused on social policy firstly [mainly?] because my role as 

a maths teacher meant that I did not have recent experience of teaching writing. 

However, maths and literacy are both academic subjects that are measured and 

assessed and my own pedagogical practice in maths had been influenced by social 

policy. Therefore, I felt social policy was an important starting point for the literature 

review to support me to develop a rationale about the teaching of writing.  

This chapter will begin by exploring how social policy has sought to improve the 

quality of teaching and learning, specifically in relation to English as a core 

curriculum subject within schools. The chapter reflects the shift in social policy 

towards exploring concerns about boys’ underachievement, which has been a policy 

driver. As a consequence, boys’ behaviour and their social and economic 

background have been identified as factors which cause boys’ underachievement, 

specifically regarding writing. This chapter will go on to explore what social policy 

has done to attempt to address these issues, followed by a consideration of the 

literature on teachers’ perceptions about boys and their behaviour when writing. 

Finally, I will consider the literature which explains why it is important to ensure boys’ 

underachievement in writing is addressed. This literature was predominantly 

obtained by searching for Department for Education publications and Ofsted 

publications which focused on boys, writing, underachievement and behaviour. This 

literature shows an excessive focus on boys’ disruptive behaviour. There is a need 

for a broader consideration of boys’ behaviour and this justifies the use of my 
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conceptual framework which looks at the broader causes of boys’ 

underachievement? 

For this thesis, social policy is defined as actions taken by politicians and policy 

makers, including the introduction or amendment of provisions regarding education, 

with the purpose of improving individual welfare, social wellbeing and their outcomes 

(Alcock et al., 2016:7). This chapter will now move on to give an overview of the key 

concerns which have directed social policy within education, from seeking to improve 

the quality of teaching to apprehension about boys’ underachievement, then to 

concern about disadvantaged learners and finally to the impact of boys’ behaviour on 

learning. 

Since the mid-1980s there has been growing concern that the quality of teaching and 

consequently pupils’ achievement was not good enough to support them in adult life, 

for example in gaining and maintaining employment and functioning as members of 

society (Anderson, 2014; Adecco group, 2012; DES, 1985). Consequently, 

successive governments have implemented changes to try to improve education in 

England by creating a National Curriculum, making changes to inspection 

procedures, introducing a national literacy strategy and through academisation for 

persistently underachieving schools. 

In 1988, the Conservative government, led by Margaret Thatcher (1979- 1990), 

implemented the National Curriculum as a strategy for addressing inconsistencies in 

the achievement of pupils across England (DES, 1987). The National Curriculum 

imposed objectives and national criteria which appeared to remove teachers’ choices 

about what their pupils should learn (Simon, 1991). The 1988 Education Reform Act 

identified English as a core subject, for which attainment targets prescribed the 
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expected knowledge, understanding and skills which should be achieved by the end 

of each key stage (DES, 1987). However, the government’s desire for a broad 

curriculum had an adverse impact on Literacy because the standards in literacy and 

numeracy declined at this time (DES, 1992).  

A further measure for improving education was for schools to have more regular and 

robust inspections. In 1992, John Major’s Conservative government made changes 

to the school inspectorate because it was felt that HMI inspections happened too 

infrequently and did not focus on learners’ achievement (Ribbins and Sherratt, 

1997). Subsequently, the 1992 Education (Schools) Act required a report to be 

issued to school governors, local education authorities and the secretary of state 

after each inspection. These reports were also to be made available to the public 

and could be used by parents when making decisions about which school their child 

should attend (DFE, 1992). Ofsted inspections began in September 1993 and remain 

a feature of school improvement initiative (Hansard House of Commons, 20 October 

1992, Vol 212, Col 265W). 

Teachers were also issued with guidance from the National Grid for Learning on best 

teaching strategies. This guidance then formed the foundations of The National 

Literacy Strategy introduced in 1998 (DfEE, 1997). David Blunkett, Labour Education 

and Employment Secretary (1997-2001) reaffirmed the need for a focus on the 

teaching of English and set a minimum requirement of one hour each day to be used 

for that teaching. This set a precedent for the Labour government (1997-2010), 

which saw schools being given strict direction about the pedagogical practices to use 

within their classrooms. 

javascript:newWindow('https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/written_answers/1992/oct/20/school-inspections#column_265w')
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Continuing the Labour government’s drive to improve education, David Blunkett, 

launched the government’s policy of replacing failing schools with city academies 

which were independent of local authorities’ control (BBC, 2000). Furthermore, the 

Labour Government launched the ‘Excellence in Cities’ initiative which sought to 

improve standards of education in underachieving inner-city schools, so that they 

matched the standards reached in the highest achieving schools. 

Despite these social policy interventions, there remained concerns surrounding the 

quality of English teaching, particularly in primary schools. In 2012, Ofsted published 

‘Moving English forward’, a report into the teaching and achievement of learners in 

writing. Its findings were based on 268 school inspections between April 2008 and 

March 2011. It found primary schools had not made as much improvement in the 

attainment of English as secondary schools (Ofsted, 2012). This was suggested to 

be because of the lack of English specialist teachers working in this phase of 

education (Ofsted, 2012). Only nine percent of English lessons observed in primary 

schools were judged as outstanding by Ofsted (Ofsted, 2012). This variation in 

practice across primary schools meant that the teaching of writing needed to change 

to ensure that the national standard of writing improved (Ofsted, 2012).  

Graham et al. (2013) states that writing skills are vital for supporting learners in 

developing their knowledge and understanding in all areas of learning. Gewertz 

(2009) identifies that good writing skills support learners to be successful into 

adulthood. She suggests this could be achieved if there was greater collaboration 

between schools and further education providers, enabling schools to focus on 

developing the skills required beyond compulsory education and into adulthood. 

Eccles and Wigfield (2002), argue that when learners believe they have the skills to 

be successful they will expect success and this is illustrated by my own experiences 
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of learning to write and associated feelings of inadequacy. Several authors have 

highlighted writing as an important skill to develop so learners can express 

themselves and share their ideas (Klimova 2012; Smyth, 1998). Similarly, Graham 

(2006) explained that writing is not only needed for academic success, but it also 

enables communication with others.  

Because of the importance of writing, social policy has sought to improve standards 

in the teaching of writing by prescribing a National Curriculum, making changes to 

school inspection procedures and converting failing schools into academies. 

Williams-Brown and Jopling (2020) question the effects of the standards driven 

system of education that focuses on accountability, performativity, and assessment 

and refer to the negative implications of these factors on learners’ experience within 

education, particularly because SATs promote a restricted perception of what it 

means to be successful. Whilst I have been influenced by social policy such as 

‘Moving English Forward’ (Ofsted, 2012) to believe that pedagogical practice has a 

role in improving education, it was around that time that social policy interventions 

appeared to begin shifting towards concerns surrounding boys’ underachievement 

(DFE, 2012). Consequently, this research also moves away from seeking to 

recommend specific teaching strategies towards exploring the suggestion that 

underachievement is influenced by wider factors such as behaviour (DfE, 2012).  

 

2.2 Concern about boys’ underachievement 

Social policy then appeared to move to a focus on boys’ underachievement as a way 

to improve the education system. DFE (2012) highlighted a growing concern 

between differences in the achievement of boys and girls across all stages of 
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compulsory education, particularly in relation to writing. Boys will therefore be a 

focus of this study.  

In 2019, the key stage 2 SATs results revealed that 85 percent of girls and 72 

percent of boys achieved expected standards in writing (Standards and Testing 

Agency, 2019). This is not an isolated set of data. Between 2016 and 2019, an 

average of 12.5 percent more girls achieved the government benchmark for primary 

school leavers (Standards and Testing Agency, 2019). Some sources refer to 

concerns surrounding black boys’ underachievement (DFE, 2014; Ofsted, 2011). 

Other social policy documents focus on the underachievement of white boys (House 

of Commons Education Committee, 2021; House of Commons Education 

Committee, 2014; Ofsted, 2011; Ofsted 2008; Ofsted 2008a). It is not within the remit 

of this thesis to discuss at length the differing views about which sub-group of boys 

underachieves most; however, I acknowledge this as a theme within government 

agencies’ literature. Myhill and Fisher (2005) are critical of presenting certain groups 

of boys as most at risk of underachievement, for fear it could promote a stereotype of 

achievement and ethnic identity. Social policy appears to have moved to explore 

wider issues which could affect boys’ underachievement, for example, DfE (2012) 

explains that there are many factors which contribute to boys’ underachievement 

such as learners’ behaviour and social factors, and this has influenced the themes 

explored within this thesis.  

 

2.3 Concern about disadvantaged learners’ underachievement 

The social policy focus appeared to move from boys’ underachievement to address 

the underachievement of disadvantaged learners as a way of improving education in 
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England. Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, social policy began to 

acknowledge the link between a learner’s social and economic background as an 

influential factor on achievement. Ofsted’s annual report for 2006-2007 highlighted 

that learners from a disadvantaged background typically performed less well than 

learners from a wealthier background (Ofsted, 2007). The term ‘disadvantaged 

learners’ refers to learners who are eligible to receive Free School Meals (DfE, 

2015a). ‘Getting on, getting ahead’, a Cabinet Office Strategy Unit (COSU) 

publication which analysed patterns of social mobility, highlighted the importance of 

improving the attainment of disadvantaged learners in school because school 

achievement is believed to be a key factor in determining future success (COSU, 

2008).  

In 2008, a Cabinet office green paper ‘Excellence and fairness’, detailed the 

government’s proposed strategies for increasing social mobility. This plan referred to 

the need to improve pedagogical practice by developing a personalised approach to 

learning as a way of ensuring high levels of achievement for all learners (Brown, 

2008). This appears to refer to the concept of learning styles which Reid (2005), 

suggested were key elements in ensuring that learning is inclusive. The concept is 

referred to by Burnett (2005) and Cheminais (2002). However, learning styles are 

highly contested within literature, though the concept appears to be deeply 

embedded within teaching practices. Critics such as Coffield et al. (2004a and 

2004b), whose research questions the validity and reliability of learning styles, 

suggests this theory has limited evidence of effectiveness within education. It has 

been suggested that learning styles were fabricated by educational trainers to make 

money (Rayner, 2006; Hargreaves, 2004). Gipps and Murphy (1994) felt it was 

unlikely that all boys would be disadvantaged by using a specific learning strategy. 

javascript:newWindow('http://www.educationengland.org.uk/documents/pdfs/2008-getting-on.pdf')
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This literature would appear to suggest that learners are individuals who learn 

differently. 

The achievement of disadvantaged learners needed to improve because there was 

growing evidence of long term negative effects of underachievement in school. In 

2009 the Cambridge Primary Review of the primary National Curriculum and 

assessment practices was published. The review which was informed by 1,052 

written submissions, 66 research consultants, 28 research surveys and 14 authors, 

added to the growing concerns around the underachievement of learners from a 

disadvantaged background and the likelihood of them having a ‘bleak future’ (CPR, 

2009:71). Alan Milburn, a Labour politician and chair of the Social Mobility 

Commission from 2012 to 2017, chaired the report ‘Unleashing Aspiration’, which 

recommended ways to improve social mobility. This report found that whilst only 

seven percent of the population were educated in independent schools, many of 

their alumni took jobs in top professions. For example, 75 percent of judges and 70 

percent of finance directors attended independent schools (Milburn, 2009). This 

means that, in comparison, a relatively small percentage of learners from less 

affluent backgrounds have the opportunity to enter these professions, suggesting 

that these careers have become socially exclusive, reserved for members of society 

who are able to afford independent school fees. In response to these concerns, 

Michael Gove, Conservative Education Secretary of State (2010-2014), made it 

possible for all schools to apply to become an academy (DfE, 2010). He believed this 

change gave more power to schools and greater freedom for teachers to raise the 

standards of all children, but in particular those from a disadvantaged background 

(Gove, 2010). Since 2010, the Department for Education (2020), has reported that 

the number of academies has increased with 51 percent of all pupils being educated 
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in an academy, while schools that do not provide a good standard of education 

continue to be converted into academies as a measure for ensuring that all learners 

achieve their potential.  

 

2.4 The impact of boys’ poor behaviour  

Boys’ behaviour will be a prominent feature of this research because social policy 

has been focused on disruptive behaviour as a cause of poor achievement. Stephen 

Byers, Labour Minister of State for Schools (1997-1998), identified boys’ ‘laddish’ 

anti-school attitude as a key factor in their underachievement, informing the media 

that 7,000 more boys than girls left school without a single qualification, which he 

suggested would likely lead to their future unemployment (BBC News, 1998). Byers’ 

Labour predecessor, David Blunkett, also highlighted concern about boys’ disruptive 

behaviour and its effect on their achievement. He stated that the performance gap 

between girls and boys was linked to ‘laddish culture’ (Russell, 2000). Jackson 

(2010) defines the term ‘laddish’ behaviour as a group of behaviours which are 

attention seeking with the purpose of demonstrating hegemonic masculinity. Bennett 

(2017) suggests laddish behaviours may be an aspect of the broader term ‘disruptive 

behaviour’ which refers to poor behaviour from low level disruptions such as 

repeated whispering, to physical fighting.  

Poor behaviour in schools negatively affects learning because teachers need to use 

learning time to address behavioural issues (Ofsted, 2014). The OECD teaching and 

learning international survey, which aimed to help develop guidance on effective 

educational practices, found this loss of teaching time to be an international issue 

because a quarter of teachers disclosed that disruptive classroom behaviour wasted 
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around 30 percent of teaching time (OECD, 2009). It would seem important to 

address behavioural issues because the OECD (2011) also observed in tests carried 

out by the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), that learners 

experienced greater achievement when there was less troublesome behaviour.  

Poor behaviour may increase the likelihood of students being issued with fixed term 

and permanent exclusions. The research study published by the DFE in 2012, which 

explored the teaching and achievement of learners in writing, implied students from a 

poorer socio-economic background were more likely to demonstrate disruptive 

behaviour (DFE, 2012). Reports such as, The Social Mobility and Child Poverty 

Commission’s (SMCPC), ‘Cracking the code: how schools can improve social 

mobility’ (2014) and the House of Commons Education Select Committee (CESC) 

report ‘Underachievement in Education by White Working Class Children’, identified 

poor behaviour as a more prominent characteristic of boys who were from a 

disadvantaged background. It is believed this group of learners were two and a half 

times more likely to demonstrate behaviour problems (CESC, 2014). In the academic 

year 2019-2020, children eligible for Free School Meals (FSM) were also issued with 

more exclusions from school than those pupils who were not eligible. In 2017-2018, 

722 primary pupils who were eligible for FSM were permanently excluded compared 

to 365 who were not eligible for FSM (DfE, 2019a). Data for the academic year 2019-

2020 does not show this breakdown of figures but it does show that the rate at which 

FSM pupils are issued with permanent exclusion is 0.16 compared to 0.04 for non 

FSM learners (DFE, 2021a). This literature has informed my choice to focus on boys 

who receive Free School Meals, because these sources suggest that they may be 

more at risk of demonstrating poor behaviour resulting in exclusion from school. 

Particularly as DfE (2012a), reports that schools with a higher percentage of FSM 
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learners may be more likely to experience disruptive behaviour within their 

educational settings.  

Persistent disruptive behaviour continues to be one of the leading causes for school 

exclusion. National statistics for 2017-2018 showed nearly 30 percent (120,542) 

fixed period exclusions and over 33 percent (2,671) permanent exclusions were 

issued for persistent disruptive behaviour. Looking specifically at primary aged 

children, who are the focus of this study, nearly 33 percent of permanent exclusions 

and over 28 percent of fixed term exclusions in England, were due to learners’ 

persistent disruptive behaviour (DfE, 2019a). These figures suggest that disruptive 

behaviour is a concern for primary schools. 

These same statistics highlighted that primary aged boys were issued with a greater 

number of exclusions than girls. In the academic year 2017, 61,600 fixed period 

exclusions were issued to primary aged boys, but only 8,442 to girls, also 1,122 

permanent exclusions were issued to primary age boys compared to 112 girls (DfE, 

2019a). According to these figures, boys appear to be seven times more disruptive 

than their female peers. What has not been considered by these statistics is whether 

persistent poor behaviour could be a characteristic of laddish behaviour, which boys 

might be using as a self-worth protection strategy because of their anticipated failure 

(Jackson, 2003; 2002). This explanation may account for the disproportionately high 

percentage of boys who were issued with exclusions compared to their female 

peers. Bennett (2017) explains that this cycle of wayward behaviour and exclusions 

from school is likely to negatively affect achievement.  

It is important to address behavioural issues within school so that they do not prohibit 

learners from achieving success in adulthood. Students who demonstrate 
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nonconforming behaviours are believed to be less successful in later life, as 

suggested by the DfE in a report in 2012. This DfE report ‘Pupil behaviour in schools 

in England’, found that learners who continually exhibited poor behaviour were less 

likely to remain in education, employment or training and were at greater risk of 

leaving school with fewer, if any qualifications (Richards et al., 2009; Colman et al., 

2009). The Conservative government’s independent review of behaviour in schools 

in 2017 proposed a relationship between behaviour and academic success, implying 

that managing learners’ behaviour is of vital importance (DFE, 2017). Concerns were 

also raised regarding the transfer and growth of laddish behaviours to other ‘non-

laddish’ boys, which could influence the behaviours of other children within the class 

(Younger and Warrington, 2005). 

Good behaviour is seen as a vital component for ensuring that learners have a good 

learning experience and achieve success. The Steers report, ‘Learning behaviour: 

lessons learned’, highlighted good teaching as an essential component for fostering 

good behaviour and raising the standard of education within England (Steer, 2009). 

Amanda Spielman, Ofsted's Chief Inspector (2017-), emphasised the need for good 

behaviour when learning by promoting the importance of having robust behaviour 

management (Ofsted, 2019a). The effects of poor behaviour, such as increasing the 

risk of exclusion and underachievement, might have influenced policy makers’ focus 

on improving behaviour in schools. An aspect of the government’s strategy for 

improving behaviour is to have a separate judgement on the Education Inspection 

Framework (EIF) focusing on learners’ behaviours and attitudes (Ofsted, EIF, 2019). 

Reducing these negative behaviours may require us to look beyond behaviour 

management strategies.  
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The scale of concern surrounding disruptive behaviour is inconsistent and I would 

like to unpack this debate here. Although the Steer Report, whose conclusions are 

drawn from Ofsted data, found that generally behaviour in schools is good (Steer, 

2009:4), this positive finding might not have been an accurate reflection of behaviour 

in schools. The House of Commons report ‘Behaviour and discipline in schools’ 

(2011) acknowledges that the Steer report was predominantly informed by 

headteachers’ views about behaviour, which may not provide the most reliable 

account of behaviour because of the potential negative consequences of identifying 

disciplinary issues within their school, such as a lower Ofsted rating (House of 

Commons, 2011:10). Ofsted’s annual report for 2011-2012 stated that only two 

percent of primary schools had behaviour which was categorised as ‘inadequate’ 

(Ofsted, 2012b:31). However, the House of Commons Education Committee’s 

report, ‘Behaviour and Discipline in Schools’, whose evidence is based on a range of 

sources from local authorities to teaching unions, highlights that the perception of 

good behaviour in schools was not shared by teachers. They commented that The 

Teacher Support Network’s 2010 Behaviour Survey found that 92 percent of 

participants felt behaviour standards had declined (House of Commons Education 

Committee, 2011:10). I acknowledge that the behaviour in some schools could have 

worsened, although it is difficult to evidence a general decline or improvement in 

behaviour. This is because the subjective interpretation of behaviour may lead to one 

person viewing behaviour as bad, whereas another may view it as ‘high spirited’. 

Whilst the increasing number of exclusions within school might be argued as 

representing a deterioration in behaviour, it could equally be an indication of schools 

becoming less tolerant of more challenging behaviours (DFE, 2019a). However, bad 

behaviour is still seen as something which needs fixing, particularly when an 
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independent review of behaviour in schools referred to learners’ disruptive behaviour 

as a national concern which needed to be addressed to ensure students’ academic 

and later life success, for example in gaining employment (Bennett, 2017). It may be 

that teachers and schools are more comfortable explaining pupils’ underachievement 

as the result of childrens’ ‘bad’ behaviour. This is especially so, given the changes in 

expectations of teachers, increased accountability and the need for performativity, 

and changing guidance on how to teach (CSFC, 2010; DfEE, 1997). It would be 

natural for teachers to look to pupils as a cause of the ‘problem’ rather than 

identifying weaknesses in their own pedagogy.  

Haydn (2014), whose research sought to explore the extent to which behaviour is a 

problem within schools, suggests it may be difficult to get an accurate picture of 

behaviour, because of the need for schools to appear attractive to potential parents 

so that pupil numbers are maintained. There is a growing need for schools to 

evidence their performativity, particularly in a time when the number of students on 

roll impacts on school funding. There could also be additional pressure on schools to 

prove their ability to effectively manage learners’ behaviour. Behaviour management 

will continue to feature as one of Ofsted’s four performance measures of school 

effectiveness, because good behaviour is seen as creating a productive environment 

for learning (Ofsted, 2019). Ofsted reports are one way parents can judge the 

success of a school and it is unlikely that they would choose to send their child to a 

school where behaviour is rated poorly. This is not the place to discuss the extent to 

which parents have a real choice of school in all circumstances. My argument is that 

Ofsted reports were intended by the government to assist this choice. Whilst 

inspectors can observe students’ behaviour within school, this may not represent 

typical behaviour within the learning environment. Tom Trust, speaking on behalf of 
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the General Teaching Council for England, alleges that schools might use short term 

strategies to present a positive impression of a school’s behaviour, for example 

suspending or making alternative provisions for typically disruptive learners before 

inspections (House of Commons Education Committee, 2011:12). The pressure of 

competing for pupil numbers might see alternative strategies being implemented so 

that a more positive image of behaviour is created. This could explain the differing 

perceptions in social policy reports about behaviour within schools. However, it 

should be noted that there is a lack of universal agreement for defining poor 

behaviour which makes it difficult to obtain a completely accurate view of behaviour 

within schools.  

 

2.5 Teachers’ perceptions of boys  

Teachers also view boy’s behaviour as the main cause of their underachievement. In 

the 1990s it was believed that some boys did not value academic achievement 

because they were typically less engaged in writing tasks, consequently their 

behaviours conflicted with classroom expectations of behaviour (Rudduck et al., 

1996; Salisbury and Jackson, 1996; Mac and Ghaill, 1994). There continues to be 

concern surrounding boys’ negative attitude towards writing tasks. Edwards and 

Jones (2018), who sought to understand teachers’ perceptions about boys as 

writers, found teachers stated that boys did minimal writing and were reluctant to 

make amendments to improve their written work. Jackson (2010), who explored 

teachers’ perceptions of boys’ ‘laddish’ behaviours, learnt that some teachers 

explained boys’ lack of engagement and negative attitudes towards writing as 

stemming from boys’ motivation to create and maintain a ‘macho’ image amongst 
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their peers, which could be characterised as ‘laddish’ behaviour (Jackson and 

Dempster, 2009; Jackson, 2002). The expectation of laddish behaviours may result 

in boys demonstrating persistent disruptive behaviour and may explain the high 

number of boys who were issued with exclusions from school in comparison to their 

female peers (DFE, 2019a). 

Research by Delamont (1999), who reflects on the debates regarding schooling and 

gender, suggests that teachers’ expectations of pupils might be more favourable 

towards girls’ behaviours, thus putting boys at a disadvantage. It is suggested that 

the learning demands within certain subjects may have resulted in different gendered 

responses, which could account for the differing achievements by boys and girls 

(Bandura, 1997). Boys may be more reluctant to engage with writing tasks because 

they perceive them as a feminine subject, increasing the likelihood of them 

underachieving (Arnot et al., 1998). Individual gendered emotional and psychological 

responses to certain subjects may provide a possible explanation for boys’ 

underachievement in story writing which will be explored further within this thesis. 

Teachers’ negative perceptions about boys, where they are less engaged than girls, 

might also contribute to boys’ underachievement. Elwood (2006), who considered 

the effects of teacher student relationships on formative assessment, found that 

teachers marked more critically when they believed the writer was male. Jones and 

Myhill (2007), who highlight differences and similarities between boys’ and girls’ 

writing competency, suggests that teachers expect boys to be typically less 

successful at writing. Whilst there is limited research on this topic, it could mean that 

some boys may not reach the level of achievement they deserve because of their 

teachers’ rigid approach to marking. A factor contributing to boys’ underachievement 
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may be their teachers’ own expectations and preconceived ideas, leading to boys’ 

reluctance about writing.  

 

2.6 The importance of improving the education system in England 

Employer and international comparison studies in education identify a need to 

improve education in England because there are concerns that the English 

education system does not equip learners with the skills which are required by 

employers. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

launched PISA as an international assessment of different countries’ learners’ skills 

and knowledge in literacy, mathematics and science, to determine how prepared 

learners were for adult life (Hopfenbeck et al., 2016). PISA reported that in 2009, just 

over 40 percent of 15-year-olds in the United Kingdom achieved level 2 in the PISA 

reading scale, which is concerning as it is likely that learners with a low level of basic 

skills will leave education early, unprepared for further study and employment 

(OECD, 2009). Whilst PISA is seen to have an informative value, Lafontaine and 

Monseur (2009), criticise it because assessment design and methodology are seen 

to affect the results presented. For example, the PISA sample is criticised for not 

representing the general population of 15-year-olds, because less than five percent 

of learners with poor language skills or learners who attend special educational 

needs schools were represented within this study (Rutkowski and Rutkowski, 2016; 

OECD, 2014). The ranking value outcome of PISA has resulted in generalisations 

about a country’s effectiveness and quality of education which are sometimes used 

to initiate reforms to education; however, Ercikan et al. (2015) suggests it may not 
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provide a valid representation of the education system within a country (Leung, 

2014). 

The Adecco Group, who are one of the world’s largest employers, researched how 

businesses could maximise the potential of the workforce within the UK. Their report 

‘Unlocking Britain’s Potential’ (2012) collected data from 500 UK employers, 1,000 

UK employees, and leading business figures within the UK, such as the Chartered 

Institute of Personnel and Development, and concluded that education failed to 

provide young people with the attitudes, skills and behaviours which are required by 

employers (Adecco Group, 2012). This lack of skills is seen as a factor which 

restricts the country’s economic growth and competition for employment with the rest 

of the world. Pearson, a world- wide company which seeks to support learning, 

commissioned Professor Sir Roy Anderson to evaluate how prepared school leavers 

are for employment. The report, ‘Making Education work’ concluded that many other 

countries’ core skills in literacy were improving faster than in Britain (Anderson, 

2014). These reports draw attention to a disconnection between the skills developed 

within schools and the skills and attributes required by employers. However, the 

development of skills for employment is only one purpose of education. It is 

important that learners not only develop traditional skills such as reading and writing 

but also new styles of literacy, which acknowledge the broader diversity of text, for 

example social media and gaming (Wimmer and Draper, 2019). I see education as 

having a much broader purpose than just producing accurate written text. For 

example, we need to develop transferable skills to enable people to live and 

participate in their communities and to get on with other people. But I see literacy 

skills as fundamental to success in education because they underpin many other 

skills and impact on levels of confidence in everyday life.  
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2.7 Summary  

Social policy suggests boys’ disruptive behaviour as a key cause for their 

underachievement (DFE, 2017; Ofsted, 2014; OECD, 2011). Teachers also appear 

to attribute boys’ underachievement to their disengagement, leading to laddish 

behaviours, spiralling to further underachievement and disengagement (Edwards 

and Jones, 2018; Jackson, 2002). Social policy has also sought to improve the 

achievement of learners from a disadvantaged background because literature such 

as Ofsted’s annual report for 2006-2007 stated that learners from a disadvantaged 

background typically performed less well than learners from a wealthier background 

(Ofsted, 2007). Behaviour in schools is a prominent concern which has influenced 

social policy guidance about effective pedagogical practices to adopt when teaching 

writing. The inspectorate has also recently made changes to its inspection 

framework: it now includes a separate judgement for learners’ behaviours and 

attitudes. The DfE (2020) continues to see converting schools which do not provide a 

good standard of education into academies as the main strategy for improving 

education in England.  

This chapter outlines the influence social policy has had on pedagogical practice 

since the implementation of the National Curriculum. As a maths teacher, I have also 

experienced the effects of a policy driven school system which sees assessment 

criteria as a key factor in guiding mathematical content, methods and skills which are 

taught to learners. Since beginning this doctoral journey I have been particularly 

influenced by social policy data which highlights the vast disparity between boys’ and 

girls’ achievement in writing. The difference between boys’ and girls’ achievement in 

maths is much narrower. For example, in 2019, 78 percent of boys and 79 percent of 
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girls achieved expected standards in maths, whilst 13 percent fewer boys achieved 

expected standards in writing (Standards and Testing Agency, 2019). Not only was 

there a drive to improve standards from social policy, but the school in this case 

study was also categorised by Ofsted as requiring improvement, with a specific 

weakness in writing. This meant that at this time, there was a lot of pressure on the 

school and teaching staff to achieve progress with learners, especially in writing. 

Whilst I did not experience the same pressure because mathematics was not 

identified as a weakness, maths was still a core subject which was used to judge the 

academic achievements of learners. This justifies my approach of focusing on DfE 

and social policy documents rather than key texts about children’s writing 

development. 

However, neither social policy nor teachers’ perceptions appear to fully consider why 

some boys may behave poorly in schools. Whilst I concede that disruptive behaviour 

can contribute to underachievement, I believe a consideration of why boys may 

demonstrate these behaviours is required. The conceptual frameworks referred to in 

chapter three detail theories which will be used in this study to explore alternative 

explanations for boys’ disruptive behaviour.  

The Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission (2014) identify poor behaviour as 

a more prominent characteristic of boys who are from a disadvantaged background. 

This is supported by DfE (2019a) exclusion figures showing that more boys than girls 

were issued with a fixed term exclusion from school in the academic year 2017-

2018. As a result of this literature, I will be focusing on boys who are entitled to FSM 

and exploring their behaviours when approaching story writing tasks, particularly as, 

in light of the literature and reflections on my own learning journey, I can see that in 
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subjects which were reliant on writing I acted out as a way to disguise my low writing 

ability.  

Whilst social policy and teachers’ beliefs about boys provide an interesting insight as 

to the potential causes of male students’ underachievement, it seems that boys’ 

behaviour is the key cause of their underachievement. However, for me this does not 

provide any detail about why these boys may struggle to write successfully. What 

appears to be missing from this literature is an investigation of boys’ perceptions to 

explain their behaviour when learning to write. I am curious to understand whether 

the boys within this study are similar to myself and Jackson’s participants (2002; 

2003) in using behaviour to mask a fear of failure and frustrations with learning, 

which further contribute to underachievement. This influenced my decision to focus 

on developing the boys writing skills relating to the requirements of the end of key 

stage two writing assessment criteria within the story-writing activities. The boys 

need to understand that successful writing requires them to demonstrate a variety of 

writing skills. Referring to the conceptual (figure 1), by fostering this understanding 

and developing a variety of writing skills in the story-writing activities may aid the 

enhancement of the boys self-efficacy and behaviours when approaching story 

writing. The boys’ perceptions will provide an understanding of their learning 

experiences. I will then interpret their views using psychological theories to consider 

what may have caused their negative behaviours. The focus for the next chapter will 

be to explore two perceptions of boys which are referred to in the literature. I will 

consider psychological theories to bring together a conceptual framework (Figure 1) 

to explore more nuanced explanations for their behaviour and underachievement in 

writing, looking beyond poor pedagogical practice and boys’ behaviour. 
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Chapter three: Literature review ‒ boys’ perceptions about story writing 

 

3.1 Introduction 

As a Maths teacher I wanted to use this literature review to  identify what is already 

known about boys as writers to develop this studies methods of data collection. 

Chapter two has considered social policy and teachers’ generalised views of boys as 

writers which assumes boys’ laddish behaviour is a key cause for their 

underachievement (Edwards and Jones, 2018; DFE, 2017). My concern was that 

there was little consideration of the potential causes of boys’ poor behaviour. In 

exploring this literature, I aimed to understand whether there was a broader range of 

causes which affect the behaviour leading to their underachievement when writing. I 

found relevant literature, especially in literature on psychological theories, which led 

me to develop a conceptual framework that visually presented this broader 

consideration of possible causes. The theories I will reflect on are self-efficacy, 

expectancy value theory, attribution theory and goal orientation theory. These 

theories influenced my construction of the conceptual framework that enabled me to 

consider how these psychological theories could explain the underlying causes of 

poor behaviour. The first perception I will reflect on comes from Edwards et al. 

(2018) and Myhill and Jones, (2006), who referred to boys’ view that girls are better 

at writing, which the literature identified as a possible contributory factor to boys’ 

underachievement. The second perception comes from Epstein et al., 1998, who 

highlighted the importance of feeling a sense of belonging to their peer group, even if 

this negatively impacts on their learning. The term ‘belonging’ is taken to mean 

learners’ perceptions about feeling included, respected, accepted and supported 

within the learning environment (Goodenow, 1993). Whilst these opinions may not 

be shared by all boys, they offer an alternative insight to that of adults (such as 
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Government ministers, the media, writers of social policy and teachers) about the 

causes of boys’ underachievement.  

This literature was obtained by searching the University of Wolverhampton library 

catalogue and electronic data bases, in particular Education Research Complete and 

ERIC. I searched for items relating to boys’ underachievement, specifically referring 

to primary age learners and story writing. Reading Jackson’s (2002, 2003), research 

suggesting that laddish behaviour may be a self-protection strategy for boys because 

of their low self-efficacy, stemming from their experience of learning, was the 

beginning of my search into psychological theories for alternative explanations of the 

poor behaviour which had been linked to underachievement. Initially this literature 

provided a foundation for me to construct the conceptual framework (see Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1: My conceptual framework to illustrate the factors which influence learners 

behaviours  
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The conceptual framework considered ‘learners’ experience of learning to write’, 

‘perception of self-efficacy’ and the influence of these two factors on a learner’s 

behaviour as a way of explaining boys’ underachievement when writing stories. 

Based on Bandura’s (1997) identification that self-efficacy is influenced by a 

learner’s past experience, I see behaviour as forming part of that learner’s past 

experience and therefore these three aspects of the conceptual framework are 

continually repeated. I then began to explore literature surrounding motivation and 

contributing factors and the influence of self-efficacy on other psychological theories 

which affect behaviour. The literature exposed me to expectancy value theory, 

attribution theory, goal orientation theory and belonging as factors which influenced 

learners’ behaviour. Eccles and Wigfield (2020) explained that a learner’s self-

efficacy is a catalyst which influences learners’ expectations for success and failure 

and consequently their behaviour. Weiner (2018) suggested that a learner’s self-

efficacy affected the factors learners see as causing their success or failure, 

impacting on their behaviour. Ames (1992) identified a learner’s self-efficacy as a 

factor which shapes the motivational goals they pursue and directs learners’ 

behaviour. Epstein et al. (1998) explained that a learner’s self-efficacy facilitated a 

sense of belonging which influenced a learner’s behaviour. Using these theories 

enabled an exploration of the broader causes of boys’ behaviour. The literature 

surrounding the psychological theories mentioned in the conceptual framework 

states that they influence a learner’s behaviour: therefore behaviour is the final stage 

within the conceptual framework. 

This conceptual framework was developed in response to my own frustrations in 

literature which saw social policy documents such as DfE (2019a), CESC (2014) and 

DfE (2012), all identifying poor behaviour as a key cause of boys’ underachievement. 
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Consequently, the school inspectorate (Ofsted) has introduced learners’ behaviour 

and attitudes as a category which they will judge during inspections, encouraging 

schools to enforce stricter behaviour management strategies (Ofsted, 2019). My 

study seeks a deeper understanding of the possible underlying causes of poor 

behaviour to move towards a more effective strategy for tackling the problem than 

simply reprimanding boys as this behaviour arises.  

Bandura (1997) explained that behaviour is influenced by perceptions of self-

efficacy, a concept which is informed by experiences of learning. In addition, Eccles 

and Wigfield (2020), found that self-efficacy influences the degree to which a learner 

expects to be successful and the value they perceive a task to have, which in turn 

influences a learner’s behaviour when approaching a task. Weiner (2018, 2010, 

1985), also felt that learners’ perceptions of self-efficacy were key factors in 

explaining the causes of their success or failure in a task and their behaviour. 

Several authors have suggested that learners’ self-efficacy influences their 

motivational goals and in turn their behaviour when approaching tasks (Bieg et al., 

2017; Ames, 1992). Goodenow (1993) explained that perceptions of ability (self-

efficacy) were a factor in enabling learners to achieve a sense of belonging with their 

peers, which may mean they change their behaviour to feel as though they belong. 

This literature locates self-efficacy as a central concept which influences other 

psychological theories to explain learners’ behaviour. From this literature I developed 

this conceptual framework (Figure 1) illustrating the links between the theories which 

I will explore throughout this thesis to consider a broader range of possible causes 

for boys’ poor behaviour. This will enable me to contribute to the literature around 

boys’ underachievement in writing. 
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3.2 The nature of teaching writing in primary school  

Having considered how psychological theories can be used to explore the broad 

causes of learner behaviours which social policy and teachers’ perceptions believe 

causes boys’ underachievement, this section will discuss the social policy literature 

which identified the nature of teaching writing in primary school and why it is 

important to develop writing skills. The National Curriculum (1988) recommended 

literacy as a core subject, meaning that the teaching of this subject was a priority 

within English education. Social policy reports such as the Rose review of Primary 

Education (Rose, 2009), have sought to promote the need to develop good literacy 

skills to enable access to wider curriculum subjects. However, key performance 

indicators for writing, such as end of key stage assessments, have fostered a 

stereotype within education which classifies boys’ writing as a consistent area of 

underachievement at all levels of compulsory education (Ofsted, 2011; DFE, 2019). 

Whilst there does not appear to be one clear cause of the differences in achievement 

between male and female learners, different causes have been explored, such as 

the idea that teachers have different expectations of boys’ behaviour and classwork 

(Francis, 2000) and the suggestion that male teachers are more effective in teaching 

boys (Biddulph, 1998). It is not the purpose of this thesis to explore the strengths or 

limitations of being taught by a female or male teacher. Literature such as Robinson 

(2018), proposes that a more robust explanation lies in exploring boys’ perceptions 

of learning to ensure that they are engaged with their learning, along with my own 

experiences as a learner and teacher, makes me sceptical of the trustworthiness of 

arguments which explain boys’ underachievement as the consequence of a 

teacher’s gender. This thesis will instead explore psychological theories to uncover 

potential underlying causes of boys’ poor behaviour.  
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Regardless of the reasons put forward by social policy and teachers as causes of 

boys’ underachievement, writing is seen to be an important skill to develop in 

supporting learning (Gilbert and Graham, 2010; Wyse, 2003). Graham et al. (2013) 

reported that writing skills help to develop recall and interpretation skills which assist 

learners to advance their knowledge and understanding in other curriculum subject 

areas. Gewertz (2009) saw writing as a key skill which needed to be developed at an 

early age to help ensure success in adulthood, for example when completing an 

application form. Graham (2006) suggested that writing is not only important for 

academic success but also enables people to communicate with each other, for 

example with friends, family and colleagues. Smyth (1998) explains that writing 

provides people with the ability to express their emotions, benefitting learners’ 

psychological wellbeing. Klimova (2012), whose research explores why writing is 

important, found that creative writing in particular enhances a learner’s self-

confidence because it encourages linguistic and personal development resulting in 

increased motivation (Bandura, 1997). This literature justifies the focus of this study’s 

research on writing. 

 

3.3 Boys’ perceptions of writing 

Looking at boys’ perceptions of writing, several psychological theories (self-efficacy 

theory, expectancy value theory, attribution theory and goal orientation theory) have 

provided alternative explanations for their underachievement, and these offer a 

different perspective to social policy and teachers’ views about why disruptive 

behaviour happens. This section will build on Myhill and Jones’ (2006) discussion 

about boys’ belief that girls are better at writing, whilst also exploring why boys feel it 
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is important to achieve a sense of belonging, as identified by Epstein et al. (1998). I 

acknowledge that these views do not apply to all boys universally, but they do 

appear in the literature (such as Edwards and Jones, 2018; Jackson and Dempster, 

2009; Jackson, 2003). I will use the theories referred to on the conceptual framework 

to provide a broader explanation of boys’ perceptions and underachievement when 

writing, evidenced in their beliefs about themselves as writers of fiction and justifying 

the importance of the conceptual framework to this study.  

 

3.4 Perception one – boys’ belief that girls are better at writing (Myhill and 

Jones, 2006). 

Myhill and Jones (2006), whose study considered 144 boys’ perceptions of the 

causes of their underachievement and their experiences of writing, found that boys 

perceived schools to be places of injustice. The boys within the study explained that 

girls were better at writing because ‘girls get into less trouble’ whereas boys get 

upset when they are reprimanded and therefore are not as engaged with their 

learning. Myhill and Jones’ study provided some insight into the underlying causes of 

boys’ perceptions and this was the stimulus for this research exploring boys’ 

perceptions. The recognition that boys’ poor behaviour may be a factor in their 

underachievement echoes the arguments within social policy and teachers’ 

perceptions which identified behaviour as a prominent cause of boys’ 

underachievement, particularly in writing tasks. This conceptual framework begins 

with self-efficacy theory to investigate potential underlying causes of poor behaviour.  
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3.5 Self-efficacy  

Referring to Figure 2, I will illustrate how boys’ perception that girls are better at 

writing could be because of their lack of self-efficacy.  

 

 

 

Figure 2: My conceptual framework which shows the relationship between learners 

experiences of learning to write, their perception of self-efficacy and behaviour. 
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Experience of learning to write and self-efficacy  

The first stage in Figure 2 is ‘experience of learning to write’, this is because 

Bandura (1997), states that self-efficacy is influenced by three factors; past 

experiences, vicarious experiences and verbal persuasion. These are key elements 

of a learner’s experience of learning (Bandura, 1997; Zimmerman, 2000; Pintrich and 

Schunk, 2002). Each of these three factors will now be discussed to illustrate how 

they influence self-efficacy and behaviour. 

 

Past experience 

A history of experiencing failure when writing may lead boys to perceive that they do 

not have the skills or abilities to be successful in writing tasks (low self-efficacy). 

Bandura found that past experiences stimulated a physiological level of arousal, 

influencing a person’s level of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). This literature 

influenced the link between ‘experience of learning to write’ and ‘perception of self-

efficacy illustrated on the conceptual framework (Figure 2). The link between a 

learner’s experience of learning and self-efficacy, as suggested by Bandura (1997), 

explains my positioning of ‘a learner’s experience of learning’ and self-efficacy at the 

start of the conceptual framework. Perceptions of self-efficacy are seen to influence 

a learner’s behaviour. Pintrich and Schunk (2002) found that a student’s enthusiasm 

for carrying out a task was one factor which could suggest that a learner has higher 

self-efficacy, whereas a pupil’s reluctance implies that they have low self-efficacy. 

This literature illustrates the importance of the relationship between self-efficacy and 

behaviour which supported the positioning of behaviour at the end of the conceptual 

framework because it is dependent on a learner’s perception of self-efficacy. 
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Bandura (1997) suggested that learner’s self-efficacy is influenced by their 

experiences of learning to write. This literature influenced the conceptual framework 

as it suggests that this is a process which is continuously happening throughout 

learners’ journey through learning. Therefore, behaviour would seem to form part of 

a learner’s past experience of learning which again impacts a learner’s self-efficacy. 

Jackson (2002), whose research explores how behaviour is used by boys as a self-

protection strategy, stated that reluctance regarding learning could manifest itself in 

laddish behaviours, reinforcing boys’ perception of a low self-efficacy. This literature 

suggests a link from behaviour back to a learner’s experience of learning and is 

represented by the arrow in the framework from ‘learners’ behaviour’ back to the 

start of the conceptual framework.  

  

Vicarious experience 

Bandura (1997) observed that a role model achieving success would likely increase 

a learner’s self-efficacy. For example, if an underachieving boy who had a low self-

efficacy saw one of his peers who he perceived was of similar ability receiving good 

feedback on his writing, then he would expect to get similar praise. This literature 

reinforces the connection between a learner’s experience of learning and their 

perception of self-efficacy as highlighted by the two red boxes and red arrows on the 

left hand side of the conceptual framework (Figure 2). Based on this literature, a lack 

of peer role models experiencing success, which is part of the past experience of 

learning, could lead to the boys in Myhill and Jones’ (2006) research developing a 

low self-efficacy which could explain why they believed girls were more efficacious 

story writers.  
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Verbal persuasions 

Bandura (1997), found that verbal persuasions positively enhance a person’s 

confidence, helping them to believe that they have the skills to be successful. 

Margolis and McCabe (2006), whose research used self-efficacy theory to suggest 

strategies for improving struggling learners’ motivation, found that verbal 

persuasions were most effective when they came from a source which was 

considered trustworthy and credible. Schunk and DiBenedetto (2020), explained that 

verbal persuasion might help learners to feel that they had the skills to be successful, 

but learners must also encounter an element of success so that self-efficacy is 

maintained. This literature reinforced the relationship between a learner’s experience 

of learning and self-efficacy which is illustrated in Figure 2. Edwards and Jones 

(2018) and Myhill and Jones (2006) found that boys perceive girls to be better at 

story writing tasks, illustrating their low self-efficacy and implying that boys may not 

have experienced praise which acknowledged their writing skills. Therefore, boys 

may not feel as though they have the skills to be successful. In contrast, Anderman 

and Freeman (2004), observed that underachieving and struggling learners may 

perceive a sense of belonging as more desirable than teachers’ praise.  

 

3.6 Self-efficacy and behaviour 

Bandura (1997) suggests that self-efficacy influences behaviour. This relationship is 

illustrated in Figure 2. The four categories of behaviour which self-efficacy is 

believed to affect are termed: selection and choice of activity; cognitive processes; 

emotional responses; motivation and persistence. Selection behaviours refers to a 

learner’s choice to take part in an activity which may be influenced by their 



55 
 

perceptions of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). Bandura and Locke (2003) explain that 

self-efficacy can influence learners’ motivational goals, because students with higher 

self-efficacy are likely to show greater motivation in tasks when they believe they will 

experience success, compared to learners with lower self-efficacy who are likely to 

withdraw from tasks because they do not expect to be successful. Withdrawal from 

the task might be perceived by teachers as disruptive behaviour which could 

negatively affect learners’ academic success (Snowman and Biehler, 2006). 

Alternatively, Jackson (2003, 2002) proposed that such behaviours might be a 

method of self-protection because those learners may not have any other strategy 

which allows them to avoid the appearance of being perceived as less competent 

than their peers. 

Abbas and North (2018), reported that self-efficacy influences a learner’s cognitive 

processes, stating that students with higher self-efficacy might be more effective at 

problem solving and set greater aspirations for themselves, resulting in greater 

academic success, compared to pupils of the same ability but with a lower self-

efficacy. Bandura (1997) also found that pupils who lacked self-efficacy were likely to 

carry out tasks which offer a greater chance of success. Self-efficacy was also seen 

to influence learners’ cognitive behaviours. Jackson (2002) explained that learners 

were only likely to carry out tasks when they thought they would achieve success 

and were likely to disengage with writing tasks if they did not expect to achieve 

success. This literature may explain why the boys in Myhill and Jones’ (2006) study 

perceived that girls were better at story writing.  

 

Bong and Skaalvik (2003), identified that higher self-efficacy was more likely to 

support students and enable them to achieve academic success because it generally 
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leads to greater motivation, persistence and effort being applied to tasks. Bandura et 

al. (2001), found that a low self-efficacy negatively affected pupils’ effort and 

motivation because they were likely to assume that they might not achieve success. 

Elliot (1999) suggests that a lack of effort could evidence their performance 

avoidance motivation. However, Jackson (2002) felt this negative behaviour could be 

a self-worth protection strategy, enabling pupils to avoid the negativity associated 

with failing to achieve success. 

Bandura and Locke (2003) said it was possible that students with higher self-efficacy 

could develop positive emotions towards tasks when they expected that their ability 

would enable them to be successful. Margolis and McCabe (2006) found that pupils 

with a low self-efficacy were likely to experience feelings of anxiety, because of their 

assumption that they would not be able to develop the skills needed to succeed. 

Jackson, observed that learners who had a low self-efficacy towards a task, used 

self-worth protection strategies as a method of coping with their anticipated failure 

(Jackson, 2003; Jackson,2002). Bandura suggests that students with low self-

efficacy might also take longer to recover from the negative effects of failure and are 

more likely to fear failure (Bandura, 1997; Bandura, 1993). The literature surrounding 

self-efficacy has influenced the construction of the conceptual framework (Figure 2) 

by suggesting a circular relationship between learners’ experience of learning, self-

efficacy and behaviour and provides an alternative explanation for boys’ 

underachievement which is in contrast to social policy and teachers’ perceptions as 

discussed in the literature review (Chapter two). Bandura suggests there is a 

continual relationship between a learner’s experience of learning, self-efficacy and 

behaviour which is portrayed by the red arrows and red text boxes on the conceptual 

framework (Figure 2).  
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3.7 Summary  

Self-efficacy appears to be constructed from past experiences, verbal feedback and 

seeing others succeed (Bandura, 1997). Schunk and DiBenedetto (2020), explained 

that learners use their experiences to evaluate their skills and ability to assess the 

likelihood of success, which is termed self-efficacy . The conceptual framework 

illustrates this relationship between a learner’s experience of learning to write and 

self-efficacy (Figure 2). Prat-Sala and Redford (2010), who explored the connection 

between self-efficacy and motivation, suggest that self-efficacy evokes an emotional 

response which influences a learner’s behaviour in terms of their motivation and 

persistence, their choice to take part in an activity and cognitive processes (Bandura 

and Locke, 2003). This literature justified the link between self-efficacy and 

behaviour which is depicted in Figure 2. Banduras’ (1997) identification of past 

experience being a factor which influences a learner’s perception of self-efficacy 

means that a learner’s behaviour also forms part of their experience of learning, so 

that this cycle is continuous. This literature is depicted in the framework by the link, 

illustrated by the red arrow from ‘behaviour’ to ‘experience of learning’ (Figure 2). By 

exploring the research question ‘What were the class teacher’s perceptions of the 

boys as story writers and how did these compare and contrast with the boys’ self-

perceptions?’ I am aiming to use the conceptual framework to explore the impact of 

the boys’ experience of learning to write on their self-efficacy and behaviours when 

approaching writing tasks.  
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3.8 Expectancy value theory  

 

Figure 3: My conceptual framework depicting the relationship between learners’ self-

efficacy, their expectations for success, task value and behaviour.  

 

 

This section of the conceptual framework, as depicted in Figure 3, was influenced by 

the work of Wigfield and Eccles (1992), who proposed that a person’s perception of 

self-efficacy informs their beliefs about how likely they are to be successful in a task 

(expectations) and how important they feel the task is (task value). Their work on 

expectancy value theory used these two concepts to explain learners’ behaviours 

when approaching tasks (Eccles and Wigfield, 2020; Wigfield and Eccles, 2000; 

Wigfield, 1994). Wigfield et al. (2006) found that learners’ expectation about how 
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successful they were likely to be was strongly related to their achievement within the 

task. Eccles and Wigfield (2020), suggest that perceptions of self-efficacy lead to a 

corresponding expectation for success and it is this expectation for success which 

influences behaviour. Jiang et al. (2014) propose that when learners have a low self-

efficacy they are unlikely to expect to be successful, causing them to withdraw from 

taking part in the task. This literature illustrates the relationship between a learner’s 

self-efficacy, expectation for success and behaviour, as shown in the conceptual 

framework. 

The conceptual framework (Figure 3) also considers learners’ perceptions regarding 

the importance of the task and the influence this has on their behaviour. Eccles et al. 

(1983) stated that self-efficacy influences four task values which are seen to affect 

learners’ behaviours and motivation: attainment value, intrinsic value, utility value 

and cost. Eccles and Wigfield (2020) explain that attainment value refers to the 

pupils’ self-assurance surrounding the importance of being successful in a task. 

Eccles and Wigfield (2002), define intrinsic value as a student’s interest or enjoyment 

experienced from taking part in the activity. Eccles and Wigfield (2020) describe 

utility value as the degree of usefulness a task has in enabling the learner to achieve 

future goals, such as going to university. Wigfield and Eccles (2000) explain cost 

value as a learner’s consideration about how carrying out this activity may prevent 

them from doing a more enjoyable activity or one where they are more likely to 

experience greater success. 

I will now turn to explore the relationship between perceptions of task value and how 

they can influence a learner’s behaviour, as embedded in the literature about 

expectancy value theory and shown in Figure 3. Wu and Fan (2017), whose study 

investigated 584 students’ views about the relationship between self-efficacy and 



60 
 

task value, found that when learners perceived an attainment value, they were 

typically more motivated to achieve success. Wigfield and Eccles (1992), believed 

tasks were seen to be of greater attainment value if they enabled learners to conform 

to social norms, such as expected masculine behaviours. Eccles (2005) found 

learners who saw a task as having an intrinsic value were likely to be more 

motivated to work towards being successful in that task because of their own internal 

desire to achieve success, which echoes Deci and Ryan’s classic notion of intrinsic 

motivation (Deci and Ryan, 1985). Seetee et al. (2021), explained that learners tend 

to interact more positively with tasks that are seen to have an intrinsic value because 

of the interest and enjoyment which the learner associates with the task. Feldon et 

al., (2019) observed that learners are likely to demonstrate low motivation when they 

perceive a task as having little use to them in achieving short term or long term 

goals, meaning that they perceive the task as having a utility value. This seems like 

the theory of extrinsic motivation where pupils will take part in an activity for an 

external factor, rather than because of their own intrinsic interest (Ryan and Deci, 

2016). Research found that when learners perceive tasks as having an intrinsic or 

utility value, they might be more likely to achieve greater academic success (Plante 

et al., 2013; Steinmayr and Spinath, 2009; Chiu and Wang, 2008). Meece et al. 

(2006) reported that students could also interpret tasks as having a cost value, 

referring to the evaluation of the amount of effort and time required to be successful 

in a task. Wu and Fan (2017) suggested that learners’ low self-efficacy might 

influence their perceptions of cost task value because carrying out the task might 

reveal their lack of ability, which could cause them to withdraw their effort. This 

literature about expectancy value theory draws attention to the relationship between 

self-efficacy, expectations for success, task value and behaviour, and has influenced 
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the construction of the conceptual framework. The connection between these factors 

provides an alternative explanation for boys’ underachievement and is illustrated by 

the red text boxes and red arrows from ‘perception of self-efficacy’ to ‘expectations 

for success’ and ‘task value’ continuing to ‘learners’ behaviour’ on the conceptual 

framework (see Figure 3). 

Eccles and Wigfield (2020) stated that a learner’s perception of self-efficacy 

influences the degree to which they expect to be successful and also the importance 

they perceive a task to have. Literature acknowledges that learners’ behaviour is a 

consequence of these perceptions (Feldon et al., 2019; Wu and Fan, 2017). These 

two concepts could be useful when explaining Myhill and Jones’ (2006) findings that 

their participants believed girls were better at writing. The literature surrounding 

expectancy value theory suggests the boys may not have expected success and 

may not have felt that writing was an important task. I intend to use the connected 

concepts shown in Figure 3 to explore the research question ‘What were the class 

teacher’s perceptions of the boys as story writers and how did these compare and 

contrast with the boys’ self-perceptions?’ enabling a consideration of the probable 

causes of my participants’ behaviour when approaching story writing tasks.  
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3.9 Attribution theory 

 

 

Figure 4: My conceptual framework which shows the relationship between learners 

experiences of learning to write, their perception of self-efficacy, their perceived 

causes of their success or failure and learner behaviour 

 

 

Self-efficacy and attribution theory 

Heider (1958) first presented the ideas of attribution theory which other theorists in 

the field of motivation have, for example Kelley (1973). However, this thesis will 

focus on Weiner’s description of attribution theory because of his application of the 

theory to motivation in education (Graham, 2020). Weiner (1985) explains that 
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learners’ self-reflections about the causes of their success or failure can be related to 

three factors: locus, stability and control (Weiner et al., 1976). Referring to the three 

key terms within attribution theory, the locus considers whether the students see 

themselves as the causes of their success or failure or view them as due to some 

external cause. Stability refers to the learners’ perception of whether the causes of 

their success or failure are likely to change in the future. Control reflects on whether 

pupils have confidence that they are able to control the causes of their success or 

failure. Weiner (2018) stipulated that success or failure results in a corresponding 

positive or negative emotion, which leads to people searching for a cause of that 

outcome. Weiner (2010) assumes that success or failure in a task can be attributed 

to ability, effort, luck and the difficulty of the task.  

Wiener (2010) explains that when learners believe they have higher self-efficacy, 

they are more likely to attribute their success to ‘internal locus’, controllable and 

stable factors such as their ability. Bandura (1997) suggests that when learners 

interpret their skills and ability as the cause of their success their perception of self-

efficacy will increase, fostering greater motivation when approaching learning. 

Weiner (1985) explains that when learners with higher self-efficacy experience 

failure they are likely to interpret that failure was caused by ‘bad luck’ or a particularly 

difficult task, while still believing that they have the ability to be successful in future 

tasks. This literature influenced the construction of Figure 4, and explains the 

connection between self-efficacy and attribution theory. 
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3.10 Attribution theory and behaviour  

Graham (2020), who reflected on the usefulness of attribution theory to help 

understand motivation concerns within education, felt that a student’s interpretation 

of the reasons for their success or failure and the resulting thoughts and feelings that 

arise, are key factors influencing their decision to participate in future tasks 

(Chodkiewicz and Boyle, 2014; Perry et al., 2008). Soriano-Ferrer and Alonso-

Blanco (2020) highlighted the importance of understanding learners’ attributions to 

improve motivation when learning. Bouchaib et al. (2018) draws attention to the 

importance of understanding learners’ attribution to foster positive behaviours when 

learning, such as effort and perseverance, qualities which Gabillon (2013) found 

contributed to their self-efficacy. DiBenedetto and Zimmerman’s (2010) also found 

that pupils who believed their success was a result of their effort and ability achieved 

higher scores compared to students who saw ‘luck’ as being the cause of their 

success. This literature highlighted the reciprocal relationship between self-efficacy, 

attributions and behaviour as depicted by the red text boxes and red arrows from 

‘perceptions of self-efficacy’ to ‘the causes of their success or failure’, then to 

‘learner’s behaviour’ on the conceptual framework (Figure 4). 

Wiener’s (2010) attribution theory, linked a learner’s self-efficacy to the causes of 

their success or failure and which Cook and Artino (2016) thought impacted learners’ 

motivation and behaviour when approaching future tasks, influenced the construction 

of my conceptual framework (Figure 4). Attribution theory could provide an 

alternative way for us to understand boys’ underachievement in writing by listening to 

what they identify as the causes of their failure and success. Myhill and Jones’ 

(2006) finding that boys saw girls as better at writing suggests the boys in their study 

may have attributed their own failure to their lack of ability when writing, this may 
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lead boys to perceive their underachievement as something that is unlikely to 

change because it seems to be something which is out of their control. However, 

without further insight into the boys’ experience of learning it is difficult to see this as 

a trustworthy explanation of why the boys thought girls were better at writing. I am 

keen to explore whether my participants’ self-efficacy influences what they perceive 

as the causes of their success and failure, and also how their attributions might 

explain their behaviour when writing stories.  

Research question one, ‘What were the class teachers’ perceptions of the boys as 

story writers and how did these compare and contrast with the boys’ self-

perceptions?’ will facilitate an understanding of the boys’ views so that they can be 

better supported to accurately attribute their success to their skills and abilities, 

rather than luck.  
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3.11 Goal orientation theory 

 

  

 

Figure 5: My conceptual framework depicting a link between learners perception of 

self-efficacy, their motivational goal and behaviour.  

 

 

Didin and Kasapoglu (2021), suggest that learners’ self-efficacy is likely to influence 

the goals which they choose to pursue, factors which then affect their behaviour. 

Ames (1992) explains that a pupil’s enthusiasm can be categorised into three 

motivational goals, students who are driven to develop their own ability for its own 

sake are said to be motivated by mastery goals. Those who seek to prove their own 
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competency to themselves and their peers are thought to be motivated by 

performance approach goals (Elliot, 1999; Middleton and Midgley, 1997; Skaalvik, 

1997). When learners seek to avoid being perceived as incompetent by others, they 

are understood to be motivated by performance avoidance goals (Pintrich, 2000; 

Elliot, 1999). Whilst I am aware of Elliot’s (2011), development of this theory into six 

goals, Didin and Kasapoglu (2021) suggest that research carried out using the 3x2 

model of goal orientation tends to focus on the three traditional goals as described 

above. Therefore, this study will focus on the three original motivation goals 

described by Ames (1992). This literature which highlights a relationship between a 

learner’s self-efficacy, motivational goals and behaviour, has influence the 

construction of the conceptual framework. These links are emphasised by the red 

boxes and red arrows from ‘perception of self-efficacy’ to ‘motivational goal’ then to 

‘learners’ behaviour’ on the conceptual framework (Figure 5). This literature review 

will now consider how boys’ views that girls are better at writing (Myhill and Jones, 

2006) could influence their motivational goals when writing. 

 

Mastery goal motivation 

Ames (1992) found that students who are motivated by mastery goals are likely to be 

driven to develop their own skills and abilities. Meece et al. (2006), whose study 

reviewed the effects of gender on learners’ achievement motivation found that pupils 

motivated by mastery goals typically preferred more challenging tasks, compared 

with students who were motivated by performance avoidance and performance 

approach goals. Several authors including Brookhart et al. (2006), who examined the 

effects of 223 students’ self-perceptions, found that ‘mastery motivated learners’ 

typically had higher self-efficacy because they had greater confidence in their own 
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abilities’. (Orlando et al., 2018: Kaplan and Maehr, 1999). Bieg et al. (2017) explored 

the link between intrinsic motivation and mastery goals found that learners’ who were 

motivated by goal mastery typically demonstrated positive behaviours such as 

greater persistence, even when they encounter challenges, because they tend to 

have greater intrinsic motivation (Harackiewicz, et al., 2002; Elliot, 1999; Deci and 

Ryan, 1985). Research which explored the relationship between goal orientation and 

academic achievement found that pupils motivated by this goal were usually 

successful because they did not give up (Didin and Kasapoglu 2021; Brookhart et 

al., 2006; Kaplan and Maehr, 1999). This literature which suggests a connection 

between self-efficacy, motivational goals and behaviour informed the creation of the 

conceptual framework. The literature referring to mastery motivational goals justifies 

the connection between ‘a learner’s self-efficacy’, ‘motivational goal’ and ‘a learner’s 

behaviour’ as illustrated on the conceptual framework by red arrows and text boxes 

(Figure 5). 

 

Performance approach goals  

Loi et al. (2021) who questions whether learners motivated by performance 

approach goals primarily strive to achieve academic success or to avoid failure, 

found that learners motivated by this goal typically seek to evidence their abilities to 

others, for example their teachers and peers. Elliot and Church (1997) suggest that 

when learners are able to demonstrate their ability, they may be able to achieve and 

maintain a sense of belonging (Ames, 1992; Dweck, 1986). McGregor and Elliott 

(2002) observed that learners who are motivated by performance approach goals 

usually exhibit positive behaviours towards their learning, such as interest and 

engagement, and suggest this is because of their self-efficacy and high expectations 
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of success (Elliot and Church, 1997). However, Elliot (1999), questions the self-

efficacy of students who are motivated by performance approach goals because 

their focus of demonstrating their success to others suggests that they do not feel 

their skills will enable them to achieve a recognised high level of success (Elliot, 

1999). These pupils are likely to create an appearance of having higher self-efficacy 

but may not believe they have the skills to be successful in carrying out a task. 

Tolentino et al. (2014) clarified that low self-efficacy could explain why learners who 

are motivated by this goal generally experience anxiety surrounding assessments, 

are more likely to cheat and generally do not seek help, because this enables them 

to maintain an image of competency (Tas and Tekkaya, 2010; Skaalvik and 

Skaalvik, 2005; Urdan et al., 2002). This literature highlights a relationship between 

‘perception of self-efficacy’, ‘motivational goals’ and ‘learners’ behaviour’ which has 

influence the creation of the conceptual framework (Figure 5). The links between 

these factors are highlighted on the conceptual framework by red text boxes and red 

arrows.  

 

Performance avoidance goals 

Bipp et al. (2021) observed that students who appear to be motivated by 

performance avoidance goals often exhibit behaviours which do not help them to 

succeed, such as a lack of engagement (Elliot and Church, 1997). Senko et al. 

(2013) whose study explored the motivational goals learners adopt when carrying 

out high versus low challenge tasks, found that pupils withdraw their efforts when 

learning to avoid peer comparisons of who is the most successful in the task. Didin 

and Kasapoglu (2021) saw a correlation between learners who adopt this goal type 

and low academic success. Tolentino et al. (2014) stated that performance 
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avoidance learners often expect failure, leading to anxiety and shame prior to their 

assumed failure, and therefore seem motivated to hide their self-perceived low ability 

(Thompson, 1999; Elliot and Church, 1997). Chen et al. (2018) found that learners 

who were motivated by this goal tended to adopt self-handicapping, a behaviour 

Jackson (2002) refers to as a self-worth protection strategy used predominantly by 

boys to avoid negativity arising from anticipated failure. Jackson (2002) 

acknowledged that students' actions of withdrawing effort because of their desire to 

disguise their low ability, could be deemed by teachers to be a refusal to carry out 

the learning activity. This is likely to be viewed as disruptive behaviour and lead to 

sanctions. This interpretation of the causes of behaviour is concerning because 

social policy has sought to address poor behaviour through introducing stricter 

behaviour management procedures because ‘bad’ behaviour is seen to contribute to 

boys’ underachievement (Carkin, 2019; Edwards and Jones, 2018; DFE, 2017).  

The conceptual framework aims to explore and understand the underlying causes of 

boys’ poor behaviour because social policy and research exploring teachers’ 

perceptions (Chapter two: Literature review social policy and teachers’ perceptions) 

highlighted behaviour as a leading cause of boys’ underachievement. Literature 

surrounding performance avoidance motivation influenced the construction of the 

conceptual framework because it suggests a learner’s low self-efficacy is a factor 

which leads to them adopting this motivation goal. The relationship between self-

efficacy and motivational goal illustrated by the red text boxes and red arrows 

(Figure 5). Chen et al. (2018) and Jackson’s work around laddish behaviour 

suggests that motivational goals influence behaviour. This literature justified the link 

between ‘motivational goal’ and ‘learners’ behaviour’ depicted by red arrows on the 

conceptual framework (Figure 5). 
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In summary, learners’ past experiences of learning and self-efficacy motivate them 

towards certain goals (Didin and Kasapoglu, 2021). Learners’ goals are based on 

their view of their skills and abilities and, therefore, learners’ motivation goals are not 

only the product of self-perception but also a behavioural response to their 

perceptions of ability (Bipp et al., 2021). Learners motivated by mastery goals 

appear to be more successful because of their typically positive behaviours (Orlando 

et al., 2018).  

 

Pupils motivated by performance approach goals seem to be focused on creating a 

successful persona, rather than developing their own skills which could facilitate 

long-term success (Tas and Tekkaya, 2010). Learners with lower self-efficacy were 

more likely to be motivated by performance avoidance goals because of their fear of 

failure (Jackson, 2002, 2003). The literature justifies the depiction of a connection 

between ‘perception of self-efficacy’, ‘motivational goal’ and ‘a learners’ behaviour’ 

shown by the red arrows and red boxes in Figure 5. Reflecting on this literature, 

Myhill and Jones’ (2006) finding that boys felt girls were better at writing suggests 

the boys were not likely to be motivated by mastery goal orientation and were more 

likely to be motivated by performance approach or performance avoidance goals. 

However, further detail of the boys’ perceptions of their experience of learning to 

write is required to form any reliable conclusions. Therefore, I will continue to explore 

the relationship illustrated in Figure 5 within this study through research question 

one, ‘What were the class teacher’s perceptions of the boys as story writers and how 

did these compare and contrast with the boys’ self-perceptions?’ Understanding their 

perceptions of self-efficacy and motivation when approaching story writing tasks will 
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help me to comprehend why the boys demonstrate behaviours which contribute to 

their underachievement. 

 

3.12 Feminised schooling  

An alternative explanation of boys’ motivation towards the goal of performance 

avoidance could be the ‘feminised’ primary school concept. This notion is based on 

the hypothesis that boys are disadvantaged as schools fail to tailor pedagogical 

practices and curriculum content to boys’ interests and academic strengths because 

the majority of teachers are female (Sax, 2006). Palmer (2010) and Parker (2008) 

suggest that feminised primary schools have developed a schooling system which 

prevents boys from achieving success and favours the success of girls. Martino and 

Rezai-Rashti (2010) identify the ineffectiveness of only considering teachers’ gender 

when trying to remedy boys’ underachievement. Whilst many of the countries which 

take part in OECD research have identified a concern about the feminisation of 

teaching, the OECD (2004) did not identify any link between lack of engagement and 

boys having a female teacher.  

Historically, social policy has seen increasing the number of male teachers in 

primary schools as a strategy to increase the availability of male role models and 

offset the effects of ‘feminised’ primary schooling (Tyre, 2008; DfEE, 2000). Martino 

(2008) identified that recruiting more male teachers could help combat boys’ 

negative perceptions about writing because they provide an academic role model 

(Mills et al., 2004; Carrington and Skelton 2003). Spilt et al. (2012) explained that 

boys were thought to identify and bond better with male teachers because they can 

offer an alternative to traditional hegemonic masculine role models by modelling 

positive attitudes and behaviours regarding education and schooling. In the early 
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1980s the beneficial effects of having a teacher of the same gender were 

acknowledged in gender schema theory and some sources still postulate that male 

teachers are better positioned to understand boys (Watson, 2017; Bem, 1981). Mills 

et al. (2004), whose research looks at policy issues rather than actual classroom 

practice, states that in the absence of a ‘father figure’ male teachers must fulfil that 

role model (Mills et al., 2004). Mills’ claims rely heavily on Biddulph’s arguments 

about boys needing a father figure (Biddulph, 1995 and 1997). However, Biddulph’s 

arguments have been criticised as anti-feminist (Gilbert and Gilbert, 1998; Lingard 

and Douglas, 1999). Lingard et al. (2009) and Francis (2003) are also critical of 

these arguments, stating that male teachers use different approaches to pedagogical 

practice which are not related to their gender. Skelton (2012) criticises the notion that 

boys are disadvantaged by having a female teacher because it creates a perception 

that there is only one way of constructing a male identity. Francis and Skelton (2005) 

and Younger and Warrington, (2005) are sceptical of increasing the number of male 

primary teachers as a strategy for improving the teaching profession because, 

despite a social policy drive to increase the number of male primary school teachers, 

the achievement gap between boys and girls still exists. End of key stage 2 SATs 

data continue to show a variation between the achievement of boys and girls (DFE, 

2019). 

Martino and Kehler (2006), argue that the teacher-learner relationship, rather than 

teacher gender, is a more influential factor in boys’ learning and behaviour. Hughes 

et al.‘s (2008) three year study which sought to explore the teacher-learner 

relationship and its influence on the achievement and engagement of learners 

suggests that positive relationships, defined as encompassing trust, warmth and 

open communication, can positively influence pupils’ motivation and engagement 
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(Thijs and Koomen, 2008). Roorda et al. (2011) stated that a positive teacher-learner 

relationship facilitates effective learning and increases the likelihood of students’ 

academic success (Furrer and Skinner, 2003). Literature suggests boys’ 

underachievement and poor behaviour are dealt with more effectively when a 

positive teacher-learner relationship is already established, regardless of teacher 

gender (Matthews et al., 2009; Pomerantz et al., 2002; Coley, 2001). The boys in 

Watson’s (2017) study said that their relationship with teachers had a greater 

influence on their engagement in writing than the gender of their teacher. Carrington 

et al. (2007) conducted 300 interviews with 7 to 8 year olds about the gender of their 

teacher, and found that boys were equally likely to perceive both male and female 

teachers as role models (Sternod, 2011). Spilt et al. (2012), who explored 685 boys’ 

perceptions of the importance of teacher gender, found that negative relationships 

were likely to lead to mistrust and underachievement (Stipek and Miles, 2008; 

O’Connor and McCartney, 2007). This literature highlights the relationship between 

teacher and student as an influential factor in improving boys’ motivation, 

achievement and behaviour, reaching beyond simply the gender of the teacher. The 

teacher-learner relationship is an aspect of the ‘experience of learning to write’ which 

is illustrated in the conceptual framework by the red text box on the left hand side. 

Bandura (1997) states that a learner’s experience of learning influences their self-

efficacy. This justifies the relationship between ‘experience of learning to write’ and 

‘perception of self-efficacy’ which is depicted by the red arrow on the conceptual 

framework (Figure 5). Literature regarding motivational goals explains that self-

efficacy influences a learner’s motivation. This link is shown on the conceptual 

framework by the red arrow between ‘perception of self-efficacy’ and ‘motivational 

goal’ (Figure 5). The literature around the teacher-learner relationship suggests that 
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it influences a learner’s motivation and behaviour, which explains the connection 

between ‘motivational goal’ and ‘learners’ behaviour’ as shown by the red text boxes 

and red arrows on the conceptual framework (Figure 5).  

 3.13 Summary  

This literature review has revealed that social policy and teachers’ perceptions 

identify boys’ behaviour as a key cause of their underachievement when writing. The 

literature has influenced the construction of the conceptual framework as a way to 

consider the broader causes of boys’ behaviour leading to underachievement in 

writing stories. Exploring the literature about psychological theories has enabled me 

to construct a conceptual framework (Figures 1-5) which focuses on psychological 

theories to facilitate a consideration of alternative causes for boys’ 

underachievement beyond poor behaviour. It suggests that self-efficacy is a key 

concept which influences other factors, such as a learner’s expectations of success 

or failure, the importance of their task, what they believe to be the cause of their 

success or underachievement and their motivation goals. These theories provide an 

alternative explanation of boys’ behaviour and consequently their underachievement. 

From my own difficulties with writing I perceive a resonance with these theories. In 

my professional career I have also seen learners who do not have confidence in their 

own abilities act in ways that hide their own insecurities. I wonder whether some of 

the theories discussed here could also be useful when exploring the behaviour my 

participants show when approaching story writing tasks.  

The literature has also highlighted the importance of the teacher-learner relationship 

in enhancing learners’ motivation and behaviour, supporting them to achieve 

success in school assessments. This has provided a foundation for exploring the first 
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research question: ‘What were the class teachers’ perceptions of the boys as story 

writers and how did these compare and contrast with the boys’ self-perceptions?’ I 

will return to the use of the psychological theories discussed in my conceptual 

framework later, in the discussion chapter which looks at the broader causes of poor 

behaviour, to help to explain my participants’ underachievement. 

 

3.14 Perception two – boys perceived a need to belong to their peers (Epstein 

et al., 1998) 

 

 

Figure 6: My conceptual framework considering the interaction between self-efficacy, 

learners sense of belonging and their behaviour. 
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This section of the literature review and the conceptual framework was influenced by 

Epstein et al., 1998, who highlighted the impact of learners feeling a sense of 

belonging to their peer group on achievement in school. Goodenow (1993) defines 

‘belonging’ as feeling included, respected, accepted and supported within the 

learning environment. Allen et al. (2018) explained that higher self-efficacy is linked 

to learners’ perception of belonging. McBeath et al. (2018) identified academic 

achievement as one way for learners to achieve a sense of belonging. This implies 

that when learners do not possess high self-efficacy they may find it more 

challenging to feel as though they belong to their peer group. This literature 

influenced the conceptual framework by illustrating the relationship between 

learners’ self-efficacy and their desire for belonging. This link is illustrated by the red 

arrow between the boxes labelled ‘perception of self-efficacy’ and ‘sense of 

belonging’ in the conceptual framework (Figure 6).  

Reflecting on Myhill and Jones’ (2006) participants’ perception of writing being a 

feminine subject, their tendency to be motivated by performance avoidance goals, 

and their desire to create and maintain an image of masculinity could all be 

behaviour and perceptions arising from their desire to belong to their peer group 

(Wentzel et al., 2010; Croninger and Lee, 2001). This section will now move to 

discuss the positive and negative effects which striving for a sense of belonging has 

on boys’ behaviour, whilst evaluating how this may contribute to their 

underachievement in writing. Finally, I will turn to explore alternative explanations for 

boys’ negative behaviours which may indicate their need to feel a sense of 

belonging.  
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Anderman and Freeman (2004) identified that achieving a strong sense of belonging 

would likely have a positive impact on students’ behaviour, motivation and academic 

success. Goodenow (1993), who explored the effects of belonging on over 750 early 

adolescent students, found that learners who perceive that they belong to their peer 

group typically demonstrate greater engagement, motivation and achievement. Allen 

et al., (2018) also found that learners’ self-perceptions of ability were strongly 

correlated to their sense of belonging and to them exhibiting positive behaviours 

towards their learning. This literature influenced the conceptual framework and saw a 

need for a link between ‘sense of belonging’ and behaviour because learners appear 

to change their behaviours to enable them to achieve a sense of belonging (Van 

Herpen et al., 2020). This is evidenced in the conceptual framework by the red arrow 

between ‘sense of belonging’ and ‘behaviour' (Figure 6). It seems that boys may be 

more successful in writing tasks when they perceive that they belong to their peer 

group. 

Shaw (2019) suggests that a sense of belonging is a complex process which, for 

some, relies on peer to peer or teacher-learner relationships and for others is about 

taking an active part in school life, such as in sports teams. Smith (2007) found that 

boys assumed that these characteristics would enable them to establish and 

maintain a status within the learning environment. Frosh, et al. (2002) stated that 

primary age boys defined masculinity as something which was not undertaken by 

girls and was an opposite to female behaviours (Martino, 1999). Renold (2001), who 

investigated primary children’s perceptions of gender identity, observed that boys 

who desired to belong to their peer group generally distanced themselves from 

anything which was considered feminine by their classmates, such as academic 

work and, in particular, literacy. This literature suggests that some boys may feel 
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they needed to adopt typical gender-associated values, behaviours and attitudes to 

achieve a sense of belonging,  

Corso et al. (2013) suggest that when boys feel they do not belong to their peer 

group they are more likely to have a negative view of schooling and anxiety may 

result in low levels of engagement (Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2007; Anderman, 2002). 

Jackson (2010) observed that when boys failed to achieve a feeling of belonging, 

they are more likely to demonstrate laddish behaviours, such as not withdrawing 

effort (Jackson, 2003). These laddish behaviours could be those which social policy 

has sought to address, and which teachers identify as a barrier to their teaching. 

However, having an awareness of learners’ yearning to develop a sense of 

belonging might enable practitioners to balance academic requirements with that 

yearning for peer acceptance. This literature suggests that failing to achieve a sense 

of belonging may also negatively affect learners’ behaviour, contributing to boys’ 

underachievement when writing. 

Warrington and Younger (2011) found that when boys do not adopt laddish 

behaviours, they may be perceived by their peers as different, unpopular and 

‘uncool’. Jackson and Dempster (2009), explained that ‘uncool’ means that they can 

become socially excluded and possibly victims of bullying, preventing them from 

achieving a sense of belonging. They might also be viewed by their peers as weak 

and non-macho, leading to them being labelled ‘girly’ (Frank et al., 2003; Renold, 

2006). Boys appeared to see schoolwork as something to be avoided because of the 

associated social stigma which could well prevent them from feeling a sense of 

belonging.  
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Laddish behaviours which teachers’ perceptions and social policy highlight as a main 

cause for boys’ underachievement could be a strategy to protect boys’ self-worth 

against their fear of academic failure. Jackson (2002) defines self-worth protection 

strategies as behaviours which are prompted by situations that are perceived as 

threatening to that self-worth (Dweck, 1999; Covington, 1998). Law et al. (2013) and 

Ma, (2003) suggests that boys laddish behaviour is the result of their need to 

achieve belonging. Simons et al. (1999) stated that all pupils, even those who were 

perceived as unmotivated, would likely want to avoid being labelled as incompetent 

by others.  

This literature has influenced my understanding of boys’ laddish behaviour and 

conceptual framework (Figure 5) because it seems possible that laddish behaviour 

may be a self-worth protection strategy, to avoid the negative effects associated with 

their low self-efficacy.  

 

3.15 Self-worth protection strategies  

Laddish behaviour which may be a self-worth protection strategy, could enable boys 

to avoid the appearance and negative effects of failure, helping them to feel as if 

they belong to their peer group (Jackson, 2002). Typically, boys are understood to 

be more likely to implement self-worth protection strategies than girls because they 

are seen to be more competitive (Thompson, 1999; Askew and Ross, 1990).  

Research into motivating learners who are difficult to engage in the learning process, 

has found that boys are usually motivated to compete to be the best and may not 

take part in situations which they see as having a potentially negative effect on their 

self-worth (Warrington et al., 2000; Galloway et al.,1998). Covington and Beery’s 
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classic 1976 study of self-efficacy presented several protection strategies which boys 

use to defend their self-worth as learners. Jackson (2002) refers to several such 

strategies which could arise from boys’ desire to achieve a sense of belonging. They 

include procrastination, withholding of effort, work avoidance, effortless achievement 

and disruptive behaviours. Self-protection strategies might enable boys to foster a 

sense of belonging by preserving an image of masculinity. 

 

Students who decide not to apply effort until very close to the deadline could be seen 

to use procrastination as a tactic for self-worth protection. Jackson (2002) supposes 

that this approach seeks to make others believe that, if the learners had applied 

effort earlier, then they would have been successful (Harris et al., 1993). Another 

similar self-worth protection strategy is ‘withholding effort and avoidance of work’ 

which may be used when learners perceive there is little chance of success. This 

method enables them to create a pretence that they are not interested in work or 

academic success, providing them with an excuse when they experience expected 

failure (Covington, 1998; Covington and Teel, 1996). Galloway et al. (1998) explains 

that withholding effort might still enable them to feel a sense of belonging, as it 

allows them to maintain an image of masculinity within their peer group. These 

strategies create an illusion that if effort had been applied earlier, they would have 

been successful. However, it is also possible to see how these behaviours could be 

judged as ‘laddish’ by teachers and might reinforce the notion of poor behaviour as a 

leading cause of boys’ failure. 

Pupils who attempt to hide their effort might be trying to create the appearance of 

effortless achievement (Covington, 1998). Jackson and Dempster (2009) suggest 

that effortless achievement is recognised as highly desirable and it enables boys to 
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conform to an image of masculinity by evidencing natural ability (Epstein et al., 

1998). I take this to mean that boys’ hidden effort enabled them to be accepted by 

their peers because they did not appear to be trying hard. Warrington and Younger 

(2011) explain that effortless achievement creates an illusion that success in 

schoolwork just happens and is not the result of hard work, which could be 

detrimental to boys’ social image. However, a balance between academic success 

and social acceptance without the appearance of effort is very difficult to achieve 

(Jackson, 2006). 

Jackson (2002) identifies disruptive behaviour as a tactic for self-worth protection. 

Warrington et al. (2000) explain that teachers often represent boys as ‘unsettled’, 

particularly when taking part in writing tasks (Francis, 2000). Skaalvik (1993) found 

that poor behaviours disguise boys’ low expectations of success whilst providing an 

explanation for potential academic failure, rather than their presumed lack of ability 

(Wigfield and Eccles, 1992). These behaviours might also enable boys to maintain 

an image of masculinity (Younger and Warrington, 1999). However, they could be 

regarded by teachers as a challenge to their established behaviour management 

strategies, resulting in boys being disciplined, which may provide some explanation 

for the high numbers of boys who are excluded from school (DFE, 2019a). 

Regardless of the explanation for disruptive behaviour, some boys do not appear to 

be motivated towards academic success, which might be the impetus behind them 

using self-protection strategies. These behaviours are unlikely to support boys in 

developing the skills, knowledge and understanding required to become successful 

in writing tasks but might help them to belong to their peer group.  
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In summary, this section of the literature review has explored Epstein et al. (1998), 

whose findings highlighted the importance of learners feeling a sense of belonging to 

their peer group. The literature surrounding this topic highlights that a learner’s self-

efficacy is important to achieve a sense of belonging (Van Herpen et al., 2020; 

McBeath et al., 2018). When learners feel as though they belong to their peer group 

they are more likely to demonstrate behaviours that will support their success when 

learning (Allen et al., 2018). When boys do not perceive that they belong to their 

peer group, they are unlikely to see engaging in academic work as a vehicle for 

achieving belonging (Jackson, 2006; Younger and Warrington, 2005; Epstein et al., 

1998). Consequently, they are likely to change their behaviours as they attempt to 

achieve a sense of belonging to their peer group (Corso et al., 2013). The 

behaviours they exhibit could be an example of the laddish behaviour which social 

policy and teachers have sought to address (Bennett, 2017; Ofsted, 2014; OECD, 

2011). However, these behaviours could illustrate boys’ fear of failure and use of 

self-protection strategies because of their low self-efficacy (Jackson, 2002; Bandura, 

1997). This literature has informed the conceptual framework which depicts the 

relationship between self-efficacy, sense of belonging and behaviour as illustrated by 

red text boxes and red arrows (Figure 6). 

 

3.16 Summary of the literature review chapter  

I have explored boys’ perceptions as identified in the literature ‒ boys’ view that girls 

are better at writing (Myhill and Jones, 2006) and their belief that it is important to 

feel a sense of belonging to their peer group (Epstein et al.,1998). Self-efficacy 

theory, expectancy value theory, attribution theory and goal orientation theory have 

enabled me to explore alternative causes which influence learners’ perceptions and 
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behaviour. This literature justified the importance of developing a conceptual 

framework for this study (Figure 1) because it facilitates an understanding of boys’ 

perceptions and behaviours related to their experience of learning to write stories.  

The first research question, ‘What were the class teachers’ perceptions of the boys 

as story writers and how did these compare and contrast with the boys’ self-

perceptions?’ informs the gathering of my participants’ perceptions with the aim of 

gaining an insight into their experiences. This data will enable me to interpret 

whether boys’ behaviour could have been influenced by the broader range of causes 

within the conceptual framework. This exploration of the boys’ experience of learning 

to write enabled me to target support within the proposed story-writing activities. 

These activities aimed to develop the boys’ writing skills but also enhanced their self-

efficacy.  

The second research question is ‘What is the impact of extra story-writing activities 

on boys’ experience of learning to write stories?’ Following the story-writing activities, 

I will capture the boys’ perceptions through the use of a semi structured interview. I 

will again use the conceptual framework to interpret their responses and compare 

their opinions about the experience of learning to write before and after the story-

writing activities. This will enable me to consider a broader range of possible causes 

for the boys’ behaviour which social policy and the literature on teacher perception 

see as a key cause of boys’ underachievement. I am hoping if teachers had an 

awareness of learners’ views when learning to write, teachers might be able to help 

develop boys positive perceptions towards future writing tasks. The next chapter 

introduces a methodological framework for this study which rests upon these two 

research questions. 
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Chapter four: Methodology  
 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter will set out the research methodology and methods to facilitate an 

exploration of these research questions:  

1. What were the class teacher’s perceptions of the boys as story-writers and 

how did these compare and contrast with the boys’ self-perceptions?  

2. What is the impact of extra story-writing activities on boys’ experience of 

learning to write stories? 

This research was conducted at a one form entry primary school in an area of social 

deprivation within the West Midlands, where I was employed as a maths intervention 

teacher. All of the participants were entitled to free school meals which is an 

indicator that these were disadvantaged learners. The six participants were all male, 

aged between eight and nine years and members of the same year four class. They 

had all attended the school since age 5 when they joined the reception class. 

Teacher assessment data categorised all the boys who took part in this research as 

underachieving in writing.    
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Figure 7: My methodological framework  

 

 

Figure 7 outlines the research process as follows: first, I approached the 

headteacher of the school I was working in to discuss the intended research and 

sought consent to carry out the research. The discussion identified year four as the 

class to work with because according to formative assessment data several boys 

were underachieving in writing. Six boys who had not made expected progress were 

asked to take part in the research. Informed consent was given by the participants’ 
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parents. Informed assent was obtained throughout the research process from the 

boys. All six boys completed a questionnaire (Appendix 1) which provided an initial 

insight into their perceptions about learning to write stories. Following an analysis of 

the questionnaire several themes emerged which I wanted to explore with all of the 

boys within a group interview (Appendix 2). The responses from the group interview 

were then analysed to identified themes which were further explored within one-to-

one interviews with each of the six boys (see Appendix 3). An interview with the 

boys’ class teacher explored her perceptions of the boys and also provided her with 

an opportunity to inform me of what she believed the boys’ weaknesses in writing 

were (Appendix 4). The boys then took part in sixteen story-writing activities which 

lasted around 30-45 minutes each, where they practiced writing skills which could be 

used to improve their story writing. One week after the story-writing activities were 

completed, the boys took part in one-to-one interviews to explore any changes in 

their perceptions about writing. The interview questions can be found in Appendix 5. 

Several methods of coding were used to enable an interpretation of the participants’ 

responses.  

This chapter will discuss my research position, epistemology, ontological influences 

and my internal debate surrounding my position as an insider or outsider researcher. 

This discussion will then explore ethical considerations, the participants’ right to 

confidentiality, their right to withdraw, informed assent and how the sample was 

selected. I then identify the methods of data collection, illustrating why these 

methods were selected whilst acknowledging the limitations of each, and considering 

alternative approaches. 
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4.2 Research position  

Epistemology seeks to address the question of what knowledge is, and in doing so 

questions whether the procedures which apply to natural science should also be 

used when investigating the social world (Bryman 2008). Epistemology considers the 

researcher’s assumptions about how knowledge is constructed and shared. It is 

usual to position a study into either the positivist or interpretivist research paradigm 

based on a reflection of the researcher’s own assumptions. The paradigms typically 

have different assumptions about knowledge and reality which guide the style of 

research. 

First, positivism assumes that natural science approaches can be applied when 

researching social science phenomena (Cohen et al., 2007). Positivist researchers 

typically believe research begins with a theory or hypothesis which they test in order 

to validate their research, usually seeking generalisable findings (Hamilton and 

Corbett-Whittier 2013). The positivist researcher does not fully explore the 

individual’s actions or consider their intentions (Scotland, 2012). Positivism would 

therefore not acknowledge that two students who appear to be doing the same 

activity could have different intentions. For example, a boy who does not carry out 

any work could be refusing to carry out the work because he had a disagreement 

with friends at breaktime. Similarly, he might be choosing to withdraw from the task 

because he does not have the knowledge to carry out the work. Without exploring 

individual perceptions, we cannot hope to understand the cause of this behaviour. 

Whilst at the beginning of this research process I wanted this research to be carried 

out within the positivist paradigm, because I wanted to find a ‘magical’ pedagogical 

approach to teaching boys which would improve all underachieving boys’ writing, I 

soon realised that this was a naïve ambition and that boys’ perceptions held the key 
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to understanding their underachievement rather than a specific teaching strategy. 

Therefore, this research is not positivist because I am focused on understanding 

boys’ individual experiences of learning to write. My research relates to a specific 

time and context and therefore the findings are unlikely to be generalisable (Stake, 

1995).  

This research is positioned in the interpretivist paradigm because I believe that there 

are multiple ways to subjectively interpret social reality that is informed by people’s 

experiences and perceptions (Davies and Hughes, 2014). For this research I am 

seeking to capture the boys’ experience of learning to write stories but also the class 

teacher’s experience of teaching the boys. To understand boys’ behaviours when 

approaching writing tasks, we must first explore their perceptions of their 

experiences of learning to write (Crotty, 1998). As an interpretivist researcher I 

believe that an understanding of the social world is gained from the experiences and 

perspectives of the people who are part of the community where the research takes 

place (Cohen et al., 2011). This justifies my research exploration of the class teacher 

and the boys’ perceptions. This research begins with the boys’ interpretation of their 

world to gain an understanding of the potential causes of their underachievement 

when writing (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Listening to and understanding the class 

teacher’s and the boys’ perceptions, in my experience, has been an effective 

strategy for helping disengaged learners re-engage with learning.  

This study’s purpose is to gain an understanding of boys’ experiences of learning to 

write and it is characteristic of an interpretivist style of research (Kumar, 2011; Yates, 

2004). In capturing the participants’ perceptions, the data collected was not diluted, 

meaning that I captured their words which illustrated their view of reality and not 

another person’s interpretation of their experiences for me to then reinterpret 



90 
 

(Bartlett and Burton, 2009). Interpretivists believe that people’s understanding is 

created by the world around them, which influences their perceptions of 

understanding, actions and viewpoints (Williman, 2006). The pupils’ experience of 

learning to write is likely to influence their perceptions about their own skills and 

behaviours when writing. This research used knowledge acquired from both the 

class teacher and boys’ perceptions to implement supportive pedagogical practices 

which could improve their self-perceptions when writing.  

The interpretivist paradigm is criticised for lacking objectivity when collecting data 

because it does not focus on the concept of cause and effect to achieve 

generalisable findings (Taylor et al., 2006; Patomaki and Wight, 2000). This research 

did not seek generalisable findings as it sought to understand the individual nature of 

the participants’ behaviour and perspectives, to understand how their self-

perceptions can affect their experience of learning to write. A desire to understand 

individuals’ experiences is characteristic of interpretivist research (Cohen et al., 

2013:18). Typically, it is not possible to generalise data collected using an 

interpretivist approach as it is difficult to assume that two contexts will have the same 

complexities (Bartlett and Burton, 2009). In education, it is also not possible to 

guarantee that the findings of the research would be the same within another 

context. However, readers of this research may see similarities with their learners 

and may find the strategies used within the study useful when working with boys.  

My ontological position is influenced by constructivism which typically shares the 

idea that social interactions are important for developing knowledge (Bruning et al., 

2004). Learning is also seen as an active and personal journey where knowledge is 

created (De Kock et al., 2004). Constructivists see knowledge creation as 

individually or socially made. Individual constructivism is concerned with learners 
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using their beliefs and prior knowledge to create new knowledge (Phillips, 1997:153; 

Piaget, 1971). For example, when the boys approached writing tasks, they 

implemented their prior knowledge of using full stops to punctuate their sentences in 

story-writing tasks. This view supposes that once learners are shown a process, they 

will rehearse it and understand it, which will cause it to be stored in their working 

memory for them to be able to draw upon when needed (Schunk, 2000). Piaget 

promoted this view of formulating knowledge and focused on the meaning which 

individuals created because he believed that learning needed to take place in the 

learner’s own head (Piaget, 1971). This is in contrast to social constructivism which 

sees learning influenced by social interactions (Palincsar, 1998). Vygotsky appeared 

to combine both concepts of cognitive development by stating that learning first 

occurs socially and then internally by the individual child (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Contemporary research surrounding knowledge production still postulates that the 

combination of social and individual development is key to knowledge development 

(Radford and Roth, 2017; Guseva and Solomonovich, 2017). I find both of these 

concepts equally useful when thinking about learning because learners need to 

individually understand what they are learning, but I also feel that the influence of 

others, such as their peers and teachers, has a role in developing their 

understanding (Windschitl, 2002).  

These beliefs saw me being influenced by social cognitive theory, as illustrated in 

Figure 8, in terms of research focus and methodology, because social cognitive 

theory sees learning affected by both external and internal factors (Woolfolk et al., 

2008). It considers the role of both social and environmental factors on learning, 

motivation and behaviour (Schunk and Usher, 2019). This research uses Bandura’s 

social cognitive theory which identifies the influence of a learner’s self-efficacy on 
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their behaviour (Bandura, 1997), but also reciprocal determinism which describes the 

interaction between personal and social factors and how they impact upon behaviour 

(Bandura et al., 1986; Compeau and Higgins, 1995).  

 

 

 

Figure 8: Social cognitive theory diagram (Woolfolk et al., 2008:399) 

 

 

Within the literature review I have discussed the elements of this theory which has 

led to my belief that the relationship depicted in the diagram above provides an 
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alternative explanation for boys’ underachievement in writing. There are similarities 

between the above diagram (Figure 8) and the conceptual framework used 

throughout this study (Figure 1). Whilst both refer to the relationship between 

learners’ goals, expectations, attribution and behaviour, the purpose of each is 

different. Bandura’s diagram (Figure 8) is purposed to explain the factors which 

influence people’s learning. The conceptual framework used in this thesis focuses on 

the relationship between possible causes of disruptive behaviour. The key difference 

between these two diagrams is the central role of self-efficacy. The conceptual 

framework (Figure 1) views self-efficacy as a factor which influences learners’ 

expected success or failure and task value (Eccles and Wigfield, 2020); the factors 

they perceived as causing their success or underachievement (Weiner, 2018); the 

motivational goals learners pursue (Ames, 1992); and their sense of belonging 

(Epstein et al., 1998), which provides possible causes for boys’ disruptive behaviour 

and could lead to underachievement. The literature review and social cognitive 

theory also influenced the development of the conceptual framework (Figure 1). 

Therefore, I am particularly interested in the concepts of self-efficacy and how it 

regulates behaviour (Ambrose and Chiravuri, 2010; Bandura, 1986). In this research, 

I intend to explore the relationship between environmental variables, personal 

variables and attainment outcomes. Referring to my own conceptual framework 

(Figure 1) to consider a broader range of causes for boys’ behaviour and 

underachievement, I interpret ‘environmental variables’ to be a ‘learners experience 

of learning’. The conceptual framework (Figure 1) sees a learner’s self-efficacy, their 

expectations for success, task value, attributions for success, motivation goals and a 

sense of belonging as the ‘self-influences’ referred to in Bandura’s theory of social 
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cognitive theory. These factors are believed to influence personal variables which I 

surmise refer to the boys’ behaviour and attainment outcomes when writing stories. 

Hermeneutics facilitated my understanding and exploration of the research questions 

which centre around individual experience, which in this case study is taken to mean 

the boys’ experience of learning to write stories (Bynum and Varpio, 2018). The 

similar concept of phenomenology seeks to describe phenomena. However, 

hermeneutics aids an understanding of the social world by describing the meaning of 

a phenomenon whilst considering the contextual factors which influence it 

(Heidegger, 1962). This study not only sought the boys’ perspectives of themselves 

as learners and story writers, but also the contributing social and historical factors 

that had influenced their perceptions, which the combination of the boys’ perceptions 

and their class teacher’s viewpoints provided. I take social factors to be peer 

relationships, teacher-pupil relationships and socio-economic background. The 

historical factors refer to the children’s past achievement and experience of learning 

to write stories, development of learners’ identities and factors influencing motivation.  

Hermeneutics also promotes the use of the researcher’s prior knowledge and 

experience to aid interpretation of the phenomena (Lopex and Willis, 2004). 

Reflecting on my own experiences of learning to write led me to question whether 

some of the boys’ disengagement with writing, like mine, also stemmed from low 

self-efficacy. Throughout my teaching career I have always had an affiliation with 

boys who struggle with learning. A significant aspect for my own learning was time 

spent as a volunteer pastoral support within a secondary school behaviour centre. 

The setting focused on listening to the learners’ perspectives of situations to help 

them move forward with their learning (Rudduck and Flutter, 2003). This remains an 

integral part of my interaction with children and influenced this research focus of 
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using psychological theories to understand the boys’ perceptions about their 

experiences of learning to write, to then enable me to develop several story-writing 

activities which would help to address the assessment criteria and improve their 

story writing.  

Hermeneutics also suggests that research topics should stem from personal interest 

and experience (Van Manen, 1990). In my maths lessons I have also had success in 

using oral rehearsal to ensure mathematical facts are learnt, such as multiplication 

and division facts, I wondered whether oral rehearsal of sentences might also be an 

effective way for the boys to improve their perception of self-efficacy towards story-

writing. At the time this research was carried out, I was also aware from discussions 

with colleagues in the school that oral rehearsal was not a strategy which was used 

in this school when teaching story-writing. My passion for wanting to explore whether 

oral rehearsal could also be beneficial in supporting boys’ story-writing skills was 

influenced by Ros Wilson’s (2006) ‘Big Writing’ programme for teaching writing which 

I had experience of delivering in another school during the early years of my career 

as a teacher. The programme focused on oral rehearsal of literacy skills as a 

foundation to improve writing outcomes. Oral rehearsal is believed to improve 

linguistic performance (Ellis, 2009) and increase learners’ willingness to carry out a 

task (Jamalifar and Salehi, 2017). The benefits of oral rehearsal stem from learners’ 

increased perception of being competent in using the rehearsed skills 

(Fukuta 2016; Ogawa 2016). This seems to relate to self-efficacy, in that when 

learners believe their skills will enable them to achieve success they demonstrate 

more positive behaviours and interactions with the tasks (Bandura, 1997). In my 

experience, teachers expect children to include a variety of literacy devices in their 

writing, with limited explanation of which writing skills need to be demonstrated in 

https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.wlv.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/09571736.2019.1610475
https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.wlv.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/09571736.2019.1610475
https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.wlv.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/09571736.2019.1610475
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order for children to be assessed as successful in writing, or limited opportunity to 

practice those skills before having to apply them to their story-writing. My experience 

of using ‘Big Writing’ to teach writing and the motto used within the training, ‘if they 

can’t say it they can’t write it’, influenced my decision to focus the story-writing 

activities on rehearsing the skills outlined in the end of keystage two assessment 

criteria for writing. If the boys do not have an accurate understanding of the writing 

skills required for success, they may be unlikely to evidence them in story writing 

tasks. This meant that the initial development of the story-writing activities was also 

influenced by the boys’ perspectives. I decided to focus on the assessment criteria 

because they form part of a national assessment framework used to assess 

children’s writing. Therefore, developing an understanding of these skills through 

rehearsal could improve the boys’ self-efficacy and behaviour when approaching 

future story writing tasks. 

Hermeneutics does not rely on rigid analytical processes, enabling the researcher to 

remain focused on understanding the experiences which impact on the phenomena 

(Van Manen, 1990). Researchers who use this framework are required to continually 

reflect on findings to enable robust analysis of how the data facilitates understanding 

of the lived experience (Ajjawi and Higgs, 2007). After each method of data 

collection, I analysed the responses to inform the forthcoming method of data 

collection. The hermeneutic approach to research, which aims to understand 

people’s experiences, helps to develop my understanding of the boys’ experiences 

when learning to write. This approach enabled me to create story-writing activities 

which considered the participants’ perceptions and provided opportunities for the 

boys to develop their skills when writing stories. 
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4.3 Insider / outsider 

Outsiders have a fresh perspective on a situation (Kelly, 2014). I believed I was an 

outsider as I had little contact with the potential participants, only fleetingly entering 

their classroom to collect other children, who were not participants of this study, for a 

mathematics intervention (Southgate and Shying, 2014). On this basis, I thought the 

participants would only see me in relation to mathematics, and as an outsider to the 

teaching of writing. Because of my lack of pedagogical experience within this setting, 

I felt I would have the new outlook which is associated with an outsider researcher.  

My status as a teacher could also have led to me being perceived as an outsider 

because, whilst I interpreted that our experiences of learning to write were similar, I 

did not share their experience of learning to write (Hanson, 2013). My position had 

the potential for bias because the participants might not have expressed their own 

perceptions. I said that they should share their experiences with me and not just tell 

me what they thought I wanted to hear. As a measure for diminishing my status as a 

teacher, I attempted to make a clear distinction between myself as a teacher and as 

a researcher (Alderson and Morrow, 2011). My part-time contract allowed me to 

carry out all research activities on my days off. The children knew that Friday was a 

day when I was not usually in school, illustrating that I was there for a different 

purpose. I also wore more casual clothes to further illustrate the distinction within my 

differing roles within the school. These measures were implemented to make it clear 

to the participants that I was interacting with them not as a teacher, but as a 

researcher interested in their perceptions.  

I am aware that I am also an insider researcher because of my cultural insight into 

the school (Kelly, 2014). I had a professional insight into the school and an insight 
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into the weaknesses of the children’s fiction writing from their class teacher. This 

provided me with an advantage when beginning to design the research, enabling the 

aims of the research to be quickly clarified in order to address the weaknesses within 

the boys’ fiction writing (Alderson and Morrow, 2011).  

I believe I have a moving identity because, as this discussion illustrates, I am neither 

a complete insider nor a complete outsider but move along this continuum 

throughout this research process (Hellawell, 2006). This is in part because of my 

different identities within the research, as a struggling writer, teacher and researcher 

(Merton 1972).  

 

4.4 Case study  

My research is a case study, which uses an intervention activity within it. However 

this research is not classified as an intervention research study because it did not 

follow the processes of intervention research (Fraser and Galinsky, 2010; Rothman 

and Thomas, 1994). This is a case study because it is an exploration of perspectives 

and practices in one setting and it was not my intention to over-generalise the 

findings to all schools or that the intervention should be replicated in other schools 

(Simons, 2009). This research was tailored to meet the needs of the individual boys 

and the findings of this case study point to a research approach which considers the 

boys’ individual perspectives  

(Miles, 2015). These characteristics are typical of case study research. There is no 

single definition of a case study, although this style of research is widely seen as a 

way to capture an in-depth understanding of the complexities of a situation 

(Hetherington, 2013). Stenhouse (1978) felt that case study facilitated a way of 
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understanding complex phenomena but believed that the findings needed to be 

verifiable. The phenomena within this research is the participants’ experiences of 

learning to write. I believed that case study would enable me to gain a deeper 

understanding of the boys’ perceptions and experiences of story-writing so that I and 

my colleagues could be better positioned to improve these in the future. Merriam 

(1988) identified case study research as a method of interpreting various sources of 

data to enable a holistic analysis and description of a single phenomenon. Similarly, 

Yin (1994) suggests that case study should investigate multiple perspectives of 

phenomena in a real-life context. Stake (1995) says that case study is the 

understanding of the uniqueness of a situation through an in-depth analysis which 

considers the complexity of the situation. Using these definitions, I define case study 

as a way of understanding the range of underlying complexities of phenomena by 

interpreting multiple perspectives within a real-life context.  

Case studies include the need for descriptive, background information which informs 

the reader of ‘why’ and the ‘how’ this data was collected. For example, ‘Why are 

some boys underachieving?’ and ‘How can understanding the class teacher’s views 

and boys’ perceptions of learning to write, help improve boys’ academic 

achievement?’ By capturing the class teacher’s experience of teaching the boys and 

the boys’ perceptions of their experiences of learning to write, I aim to collect the 

wider information which is needed to inform change (Quintao et al., 2020).  

 

4.5 Information about the participants 

The school was a Catholic primary school in an area of social deprivation in the West 

Midlands. The school had been judged by Ofsted as ‘requires improvement’ for the 
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second time and a newly appointed headteacher was keen to make improvements in 

the teaching and learning of writing as this was an area of weakness within the 

school.  All of the boys who took part in this research were eligible for FSM, although 

this was not a criterion for their selection. Three of the boys were white British and 

three were from a global majority, but their ethnic backgrounds were also not a 

criterion for their selection as, within social policy, there is no consistency of findings 

that identifies which ethnic group is at greatest risk of underachievement. Also, in 

this one form entry primary school it would not have been possible to ensure the 

sample was representative of the general population. For these reasons, this 

research focused on understanding a group of underachieving boys’ perceptions 

about writing. The research was carried out in a school where I was already 

employed and this could have resulted in the use of convenience sampling, where I 

selected participants based on their availability to contribute to the research. Using 

this method would not have ensured that all had the shared experience of 

underachieving in writing, which was critical to the aims of this research. Instead, 

based on my own interest in boys’ underachievement and communications with 

colleagues, a particular weakness in boys’ story-writing was identified. On closer 

analysis of teacher assessment data, the headteacher and I identified a group of six 

boys in year four whose formative assessment data suggested that they were 

underachieving in writing. Therefore, this research used non-probability sampling, a 

term used when participants are selected and do not necessarily represent the wider 

population (Plowright, 2011). Adopting this approach meant that the findings were 

unlikely to be generalisable to other underperforming cohorts of boys; but this was 

not the purpose of the study (Bryman, 2008). Purposive sampling, a strand of non-

probability sampling, was used. The boys were selected because of their shared 
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experience of underachieving in writing, as opposed to being selected more 

randomly (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003; Ball, 1990). If I had used any method of 

probability sampling then boys who did not have an experience of struggling when 

writing stories could have been included in the sample (Cohen et al., 2011). Boys 

experiencing underachievement was essential for this study and it was therefore 

important to thoroughly take this into account in the sampling. 

Pseudonyms are used in place of the names of the participants in this study to 

ensure anonymity (Kumar, 2011). Mrs Anderson, the boys’ class teacher, had been 

at the school for one year prior to this research being conducted. She was the only 

year four teacher as this was a one form entry primary school. She had previously 

worked in another local primary school. She had some very clear attitudes regarding 

the boys’ approach to writing which she shared in a semi-structured interview.  

Harry seemed to be a popular boy within his class. He had a small circle of boys who 

he predominately stayed with during social times within the school day. Harry often 

liked to mess around which caused him to be reprimanded. He was a vocal member 

of the class who would volunteer answers during class discussions. Fred and Harry 

were good friends and shared similar characteristics and personalities. Fred’s 

behaviour during play time and lunch time often resulted in him getting into trouble 

with adults in school. Fred had a much quieter personality and did not willingly 

contribute to group discussions unless the group was made up of his friends.  

Philip had a very sociable personality and was willing to work outside of his 

friendship group. Philip had a good work ethic and usually quickly focused on his 

tasks, although he regularly became distracted by others, which meant that he 

needed constant reminders about maintaining his attention. Following verbal 
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encouragement, he was usually able to reapply himself to the task. Ben’s personality 

appeared to irritate his peers, which often resulted in disagreements, the aftermath 

of which frequently distracted him from his learning. Ben was very helpful and could 

be relied upon to do jobs around the school. He was very polite; for example, he 

liked to hold the door for adults when walking around the school building.  

Sam had a quiet personality and did not voluntarily contribute to group discussions, 

although when asked he usually had an insightful perspective to share. He was 

usually slow to begin his work and would sit in a lesson without doing work. Sam 

could be immature, for example making silly noises whilst everyone else was quiet. 

This characteristic got Sam into trouble on a regular basis. During Breaktime and 

Lunchtime he typically played with younger children rather than his peers, which 

could be because of his own immaturity. John did not like school. He liked football 

and played for a local team. He was typically slow to begin any writing task and 

sometimes refused to do any work which resulted in him being reprimanded.  

From these descriptions it is clear that their negative behaviour is a consistent theme 

which could explain these boys’ underachievement when writing. However, the boys’ 

insights into the experience of learning to write and their class teacher’s views about 

them will provide further details. Self-efficacy theory, expectancy value theory, 

attribution theory, goal orientation theory and belonging will be used to consider 

alternative explanations for the boys’ behaviour and corresponding 

underachievement when writing.  
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4.6 Case study styles  

In defining case study several writers have attempted to aid our understanding by 

identifying different types of case study (Yin, 1994; Merriam, 1988). It would seem 

that Stake’s groupings of ‘instrumental’ and ‘intrinsic’ case study are most widely 

acknowledged. Instrumental case studies involve using the case to explore an issue 

as a means of gaining understanding of something else (Stake, 1995). In this 

research the class teacher’s perceptions about the boys’ writing ability and the boys’ 

perceptions of their experiences of learning to write were explored to understand 

potential reasons why the boys were underachieving. Intrinsic case study is research 

undertaken to gain an in-depth understanding of a case because it represents a 

particular issue in addition to being of interest to the researcher (Stakes, 1995). For 

this research the boys were selected because they were underachieving in story-

writing tasks. This research would appear to fit into both of these styles of case study 

and I am comfortable with that, as I see these categories as ‘heuristic more than 

functional’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 1998:89).  

 

4.7 Case studies as a research approach 

Case study is a greatly contested concept which grew in popularity in education 

research because of concern that existing positivist practices did not consider the 

uniqueness of social science and the interrelationship of different aspects of the topic 

(Simons, 2009). The increasing use of case study in the 1960s and 1970s marked 

the movement away from educational research which sought to use statistics as a 

way to validate insights and understandings from the school environment (Elliott and 

Lukes, 2008). Case study is now an accepted approach for research used to 
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evaluate the complexities of educational phenomena in a particular moment in time 

(Merriam, 1988; Stake, 1995).  

There remains a tension in that the use of case study is sometimes seen as a 

‘second rate’ methodology because findings are fixed in a context and are subject to 

the researchers’ interpretations (Thomas, 2010). Consequently, case study is 

criticised for not producing generalisable findings (Miles, 2015). It is argued that 

criticising case study for not producing generalisable findings illustrates a failure to 

understand the worth of context-dependent investigations of practice (Flyvbjerg 

2006). Stake (2003) says that the purpose of case study research is to develop and 

construct context-based knowledge and further advance what is already known. 

Therefore, a lack of generalisability is not seen as a limitation but rather as a 

strength of case study research (Miles, 2015; Flyvbjerg 2001). Seeking generalisable 

findings is likely to divert the researcher’s attention away from understanding the 

participants’ viewpoints (Denzin and Lincoln, 1998). However, loose generalisations 

could be constructed which may be of value to the school rather than the population 

as a whole (Thomas, 2010). The findings from case study research can be built upon 

to create theory, arguably acting as a stepping stone towards generalisable findings, 

even though this is not the purpose of this style of research (Feagin et al., 1991; 

Campbell, 1975).  

The case within this research is a group of six boys who are in the same class at 

primary school. Through this research I am exploring their views to consider possible 

explanations for their underachievement and negative behaviours when approaching 

writing tasks. This research adopted a case study approach as it provided a holistic, 

in-depth understanding of the context, in this instance the boys’ experience of 

learning to write, which went beyond the collection of decontextualised data 
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(Hamilton and Corbett-Whittier, 2013). This knowledge and understanding was used 

to structure story-writing activities where the boys’ experience and self-perceptions 

towards writing could be evaluated (Rudduck and Flutter, 2000). This research gave 

a voice to the boys’ and their self-perceptions regarding their experience of writing 

stories as well as to the class teacher’s beliefs about the causes of their 

underachievement. Exploring these perceptions gave an insight into possible causes 

of their laddish behaviour. By interpreting the boys’ accounts, behaviours and 

interactions I was able to construct context-dependent knowledge about their 

experience of learning to write stories (Miles, 2015). Case study enabled me to 

understand the boys’ real-life experiences so that the story writing activities could 

begin to develop accurate self-perceptions of their writing skills and abilities 

(Flyvbjerg, 2001:70).  

I was particularly interested in understanding the boys’ experiences to better 

comprehend potential causes for their underachievement when writing stories, which 

the case study approach supported (Gerring, 2007). My social cognitive beliefs that 

knowledge is firstly informed by others and then made sense of by the individual 

required me to adopt an approach where I could consider not only the boys’ 

accounts but also the social and environmental factors which I felt impacted on their 

achievement (Bandura, 1997). Case study helped me to analyse, understand and 

explain the boys’ experiences when writing, whilst embracing the complexities of the 

situation. These included the class teacher’s judgements about the boys’ approach 

to story-writing tasks and the boys’ perceptions and beliefs about their ability to write 

successfully (Thomas, 2010; Stark and Torrance, 2005). Whilst generalisable 

findings were not the objective of this research, its conclusions may be of value in 

understanding boys’ experiences (Macdonald and Walker, 1975). 
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During the process of the case study, I implemented some story-writing activities as 

an intervention to provide the participants with an opportunity to practice the writing 

skills which were required by the assessment criteria. However, I did not follow an 

intervention approach because intervention research is distinguished by its emphasis 

on the design and development of interventions to solve a specific issue by informing 

practice (Fraser and Galinsky, 2010). The emphasis in this research was on the 

boys’ perceptions rather than the design and development of the intervention. Whilst 

this research specifies the ‘problem’ of boys’ underachievement in writing, this study 

was not meant to be researched as an intervention that could be generalised across 

all schools in order to improve boys’ writing. It became clear that this group of boys 

benefited from the positive teacher-learner relationship that developed during the 

story-writing activities. This case study focused on one school and a specific group 

of boys’ perceptions, and it is not the purpose of this research to make 

generalisations which could inform practice. However, some of the findings could be 

considered by other schools in relation to their own practice. 

I will now discuss some examples of how my approach was different to the 

intervention approach. First, this research did not follow the six stage process which 

is characteristic of an intervention approach as outlined by Rothman and Thomas 

(1994). Whilst this research could be seen as meeting the requirements for ‘problem 

analysis and project planning’; ‘information gathering and synthesis’; and ‘design of 

the intervention’, the study did not go through an early development and pilot testing 

phase and there was no experimental evaluation and advanced development. Once I 

had designed the general format of the intervention the story-writing activities took 

place without testing or evaluation because it would not have been possible to find 

another group within the school representative of the sample used in this research. A 
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key aspect of my study was to compare the boys’ perceptions prior to and following 

the story-writing activities, which does not fit into the intervention model of research. 

Dissemination, the final stage of Rothman and Thomas’ model, was limited to the 

teaching staff within the school where the research was conducted.  

Intervention research typically involves the continuous evaluation of the intervention 

content which is developed over time as a consequence of pilot studies (Fraser and 

Galinsky, 2010). This intervention did not go through revisions of content and the 

writing intervention was not piloted over time. The intervention was tailored to this 

group of boys and its content was influenced by the boys’ understanding from the 

previous session and the requirements of the assessment criteria. Bramlett et al, 

(2010) also see the purpose of intervention research as the evaluation of the 

intervention to ascertain its effectiveness. This study did not have the purpose of 

creating an intervention to be evaluated. Whilst the story-writing activities were an 

intervention, the study’s purpose was to understand the boys’ perceptions about 

story writing and explore how their approach to story writing tasks could be 

influenced by broader psychological causes. 

Whilst some of the approaches I adopted in the study could be interpreted as 

characteristic of intervention research, this research did not follow all of the relevant 

associated processes and its purpose of developing an understanding of the boys’ 

perceptions about story writing was not typical of intervention research. This 

research used an intervention within a case study approach because the research 

was carried out in one school and its findings are focused on this school’s practice 

and this sample of participants’ perspectives, facilitating a holistic and in-depth 

understanding of the complexities these boys experienced when learning to write 

(Hamilton and Corbett-Whittier, 2013). These factors, found in this school, influenced 
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this intervention because it used context-based knowledge about this group of boys’ 

experience of learning to write to help develop their story-writing skills (Miles, 2015; 

Stake, 2003) 

 

4.8 The story-writing activities 

The story-writing activities were not a method of data collection. The activities were 

an intervention which were used to support this study as they enabled me to 

understand and explore whether the intervention addressed the boys’ concerns or 

areas where they felt they needed more support. The sixteen activities took place 

four times a week for 30-45 minutes each. The story-writing activities were informed 

by social policy literature which identified that boys were underachieving in writing 

(Standards and Testing Agency, 2019; DfE, 2012) and data from the class teacher’s 

interview, particularly her identification that the boys lacked detail when writing 

stories, which is a requirement in the end of keystage 2 assessment criteria (DfE, 

2017). The literature surrounding boys’ behaviour as a factor which contributes to 

their underachievement, as reflected in the class teacher’s responses, led me to 

implement activities which took account of broader causes of the boys’ distracted 

and reluctant behaviour.  

The boys’ perceptions which emerged from the questionnaire, group interview and 

one-to-one interviews also informed the story-writing activities. It became apparent 

that the boys did not have an accurate perception of their writing success Based on 

the data collection, reviewed literature, social policy, my own experience of teaching 

mathematics and my own experience as a struggling writer, it became clear that a 

different approach needed to be implemented. When I am teaching maths, I 
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structure my lessons around the assessment criteria, which is one influence that 

supported my research design before my data collection. I first ensure that learners 

understand and are competent in the method they need to use. Then this 

mathematical skill is applied in a context of solving word problems. This experience 

of teaching mathematics led me to consider whether the boys could go through a 

similar process in order to develop their writing skills. Therefore, I decided to focus 

the story-writing activities on some of the skills which were requirements of the 

assessment criteria. First, I explained to the boys what features were required for 

successful writing, providing them with an opportunity to practice these writing skills 

to develop their competency in using the skills in future story-writing activities. The 

purpose of this intervention was to develop the boys’ self-efficacy in using the 

rehearsed writing skills which, according to literature on self-efficacy and the 

psychological theories referred to in the conceptual framework (Figure 1), should 

also see them demonstrate behaviours which would support them achieving success 

when writing stories (Bandura, 1999). One week after the story-writing activities, the 

boys took part in a one-to-one interview where I asked them about their experience 

of the extra story-writing activities.  

I led each of the story-writing activities. In preparation for the story-writing activities, I 

created wall displays which listed synonyms for said, looked, happy, sad, old, walked 

and some adverbs which they could use when writing. Each week followed the same 

format. The first two activities of the week were focused on developing the boys’ 

vocabulary used within their writing. At the start of the lesson, I would tell them the 

activity’s focus, explaining that the skill we were practicing was needed for 

successful writing. We carried out a variety of tasks enabling the boys to practice 

their writing skills. For example, the boys would take it in turns to pick a word. We 
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would then discuss the meaning of the word and how it could be used in a sentence. 

As a group we would practice saying a sentence using the selected word. Once 

everyone had taken their turn the boys practiced writing sentences using the words. 

This activity meant that the boys had heard several examples of sentences which 

they could write down (Appendix 6). Another activity involved me giving them a basic 

sentence which they had to improve. We took it in turns to add something extra to 

the sentence, for example this could have been inserting an adverb or adjective. 

Then the boys would write the sentence and improve it. For each activity they were 

encouraged to share their sentences with the group. This provided an opportunity to 

praise the features of the assessment criteria as well as receiving peer feedback.  

The third story writing activity of the week also focused on developing a skill, but this 

session was also used to plan the story for the next day’s activity. I provided them 

with a plan of what they could write about in each paragraph (Appendix 7). The boys 

would then write a sentence or keywords which they could use when writing the 

story. I prompted them to include the writing skills which they had practiced earlier in 

the week. The final activity of the week was used to write a story. Whilst the boys 

were writing I would read the work they had done, talking through good points within 

the work and questioning them about how they could improve particular sentences. 

For each of the boys, I shared good examples of their writing with the group.   

 

4.9 Data collection  

Within this research data was collected at the beginning and end of the study, as 

illustrated in Figure 6. The data from the children was collected using three methods: 

questionnaire, group interview and one-to-one interview. These methods aimed to 



111 
 

gain an insight into the children’s perceptions of their experience of learning to write 

stories. An interview was conducted with the class teacher to gain an insight into the 

potential barriers the boys had when writing stories. One week after the final story-

writing activity the boys took part in a one-to-one interview to explore their 

experiences of the extra story-writing activities. 

 

4.10 Questionnaires 

The questionnaire was issued to the six boys to gain a deeper understanding of their 

self-perceptions when writing and their experiences of learning to write stories (see 

Appendix 1). The literature regarding boys’ perceptions (Chapter 3), influenced the 

questions asked in the questionnaire because I wanted to ascertain if the 

participants in this research shared the same perceptions as those described in the 

literature. The data provided a starting point to find out the participants’ attitudes 

towards story-writing, enabling any change in their perceptions to be captured 

(Koshy, 2010; Bartram, 2019). For example, question nine on the questionnaire 

asked ‘Do you think you are good at writing stories?’ and was followed by the 

opportunity for the boys to share their reasoning by asking ‘Why do you think this?’ 

The questionnaire enabled the boys’ responses to be compared, which allowed me 

to identify patterns in them (Bartlett and Burton, 2009).  

 

4.11 How the questionnaire was administered 

I gave the boys the questionnaire and remained in the room with them whilst they 

answered the questions. This approach enabled me to read the questions to the 

boys and address any misconceptions or problems which may have occurred 
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(Newby, 2014). This measure was carried out as a way to ensure accessibility for the 

participants because reading the questionnaire aloud meant that their ability to 

respond was not impeded by their reading and comprehension abilities, which could 

have resulted in questions being left unanswered (Cohen et al., 2013). Administering 

the questionnaire in this way aimed to prevent the boys from construing it as an 

intimidating test situation where they were asked to complete the task in silence 

(Strange et al., 2003). The children were also able to check the meaning of 

questions when needed. Using a questionnaire as a method of data collection 

allowed all six participants to respond simultaneously (Bartram, 2019). This was 

beneficial as it enabled the data collection to occur swiftly and their absence from 

lesson time was kept to a minimum. 

 

4.12 Criticisms of questionnaires 

A weakness of questionnaires as a method of data collection is that there is an 

assumption that the participants will have an opinion or information to share on the 

research topics, which may result in irrelevant or untrue responses (Tymms, 2012). 

As a measure to prevent this, the children were told that they could leave any 

question unanswered if they did not have an answer, emphasising that the 

questionnaire was not a test. I also acknowledge that the boys’ writing ability could 

have hindered them in constructing a coherent written response. I could have 

provided them with possible responses which included ‘I do not know’ or ‘ I have no 

opinion’ or ‘this question is not relevant to me’ (Cohen et al., 2013). These options 

were not provided in this questionnaire because I required meaningful responses 
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and did not want the boys to respond thoughtlessly using easy options as that could 

mean that the task was completed quickly and without consideration.  

 

4.13 Types of questions used  

The questionnaire used both closed and open questions. Closed questions enable 

participants to choose their responses from a variety of options (Kumar, 2011). 

These options came from a literature research about boys’ perceptions of learning to 

write, from social policy and from teachers’ perceptions about boys as writers. Open 

ended questions enable the participants to provide comprehensive answers (Hartas, 

2010). I acknowledge that there are benefits and limitations to both types of 

questions, but by using a combination of question types I aimed to improve the 

reliability of my data (Bartlett and Burton, 2009).  

Closed questions are criticised because the categories provided may not fully 

represent the views of the participants. This may lead to responses which are ‘best 

fit’, creating a bias within the data (Kumar, 2011). Nevertheless, closed questions 

were used because the participants were children and questions needed to be short 

and ‘directly to the point’ (Cohen et al., 2011:382). I felt that closed questions were 

advantageous for this study because they did not rely on the childrens’ writing skills 

or their ability to express themselves in writing a response (Wilson and McLean, 

1994). Their responses could then be compared across the sample which 

highlighted commonalities in their experiences and perceptions of learning to write 

(Oppenheim, 1992). Although I acknowledge that using this type of questioning 

meant that these responses did not really tell me what the boys were thinking, my 

use of open-ended questions did provide that data.  
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Open-ended questions provided opportunities for the participants to give a detailed 

account of their own perceptions based on their experiences (Newby, 2014). For 

example, question two asked, ‘What do you enjoy about your favourite subject?’ 

Whilst the boys did not provide a detailed account of their perception of their 

experience of learning to write, I was able to use the responses as a basis for 

questions within the interview. Using this style of questioning, the boys were more 

likely to feel ownership over their responses, improving the reliability of the data 

collected (Hartas, 2010). Critics note that this type of questioning can result in 

participants providing irrelevant information which may come from a 

misunderstanding of the question and information required (Cohen et al., 2011). This 

was the case with some of the boys’ responses, as there were some anomalies 

within the questionnaire data. For example, when Harry was asked ‘Why do you 

think you are a good story writer?’ he stated, ‘Because you could be an author’. This 

form of questioning may also deter participants from responding as more time and 

composition is required (Cohen et al., 2013). Despite this, open-ended questions 

were used because they provided an opportunity to explore and understand the 

children’s perceptions (Kumar, 2011). Their responses to the questionnaire were 

further explored within individual interviews and a group interview. Interviews were 

not reliant on the boys’ writing composition and therefore provided a more in-depth 

understanding of their experience of learning to write. 

Dichotomous questions, providing the participants with a choice of two answers, 

were used within the questionnaire. For example, question nine asked ‘Do you think 

that you are good at writing stories?’ and question ten asked ‘Do you think story 

writing is important?’ This type of questioning has limitations as it has been 

suggested that people are more likely to agree with the statements provided, 
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creating potential bias within the data (Youngman, 1984). A further bias may also be 

created as the categories provided may only cover areas of interest to the 

researcher (Kumar, 2011). However, in some circumstances I wanted to filter the 

participants’ responses, requiring them to make a judgement on one side or the 

other, which enabled patterns in the responses to be highlighted (Cohen et al., 

2011:383).  

Multiple choice questions, which are a type of closed questioning, require 

participants to choose an answer from the statements provided. For example,  

 

 A criticism of this style of questioning concerns the ‘primacy effect’ where items 

placed at the beginning of a multiple-choice list are favoured above those placed 

further on in the list (Friedman and Amoo, 1999; Dillman et al., 2003). To help 

combat this effect, the questions and possible responses were read to the 

participants, which enabled them to make an informed choice. They were also given 

guidance as to how the questions needed to be answered. They were advised to 

listen to all of the possible answers before answering the question. A further criticism 

is that participants may comprehend terminology differently, i.e. strongly agree/ 
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agree, therefore a wide range of realistic responses are required to improve the 

accuracy and reliability of the data (Cohen et al., 2011). The questionnaire ensured 

that a realistic range of possible answers which were unambiguous was provided 

(see Appendix 1). Using terms which they were already familiar with meant that the 

boys did not need to decode the terms, which could have led to misunderstanding. 

From my perspective, this style of questioning could be quickly coded to identify 

patterns in the children’s responses, enabling further exploration within the 

interviews and group interview. 

 

4.14 Alternative question types that were considered  

Rank ordering questions could have been used, requiring the participant to identify 

degrees of preference (Cohen et al., 2013). Considering the age of the participants, 

they may not have had the skills to compare the values and could have found the list 

of possible responses overwhelming (Wilson and McLean, 1994). This could have 

encouraged them to guess answers, rather than to provide responses illustrating 

their perspectives. After consideration, and because of this, I decided not to use this 

type of questioning within my questionnaire. 

 

4.15 Interviews 

Interviews were carried out with the six boys and a separate interview with their class 

teacher. All of the children’s interviews were audio recorded as this enabled me to 

focus on the boys’ responses and further questioning when required (Winwood, 

2019). The boys’ interviews were then manually transcribed by me to identify 

similarities and differences in the children’s perceptions of their experience of 
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learning to write. However, the class teacher was unwilling to have her interview 

recorded. I therefore wrote down some brief notes from her responses which will be 

referred to in Appendix 4.  

 

4.16 Children’s group interview  

Because of possible barriers experienced by the boys when writing, interviews were 

used because that did not require them to write anything down. I wanted to explore 

their shared experience of learning to write and I felt a group interview would enable 

a broad range of perceptions to be captured simultaneously (Lodico et al., 2010). I 

could have used a focus group but the key difference between a group interview and 

a focus group is that in a focus group the participants discuss a topic provided by the 

researcher (Morgan, 1988). Considering the age and linguistic ability of the 

participants, my concern was that they might not have shared the same insights 

about their self-perceptions because they were not asked direct questions. In 

addition, a difficulty in using focus groups was ensuring that the participants felt 

comfortable enough to provide insight into their perspectives (Cohen et al., 2013). 

Whilst the same could be true for group interviews, I felt the participants were more 

likely to respond to a direct question, rather than discussing a topic independently. I 

therefore opted for a group interview as that enabled me to keep up the pace of the 

interview through asking questions to gain a deeper understanding of their 

perceptions.  

Group interviews enabled the boys to build on their peers’ responses, stimulating 

their thinking and enabling them to offer their own experiences of learning to write, 

whilst allowing them to contest each other’s’ views, which was not possible in a one-



118 
 

to-one interview (Bryman, 2015). This interaction occurred because the group 

interview promoted discussion rather than making them feel as though they were 

answering my list of research questions (Cohen et al., 2013). Group interviews were 

also useful in identifying topics to be covered within the subsequent one-to-one 

interviews (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992). This method of data collection enabled me to 

gain a broad understanding of the boys’ perceptions of writing, as well as their 

experiences of learning to write. 

 

4.17 Limitations of group interviews  

An acknowledged weakness of group interviews is participants’ interjections, 

particularly when they became passionate (Lodico et al., 2010). Although the 

children predominantly answered questions in the order in which they were sitting, it 

was still sometimes difficult to identify who said what. I could have used a talking tool 

to help control responses, where only the person holding the talking tool could talk 

and the other boys would then have to raise their hands and wait until they had been 

selected to talk. Considering the age of the participants, I felt they would have found 

this difficult and believed this could have prevented them from sharing their 

perceptions because they could become frustrated with waiting or forget what they 

wanted to say.   

The power dynamics within the group interview may limit its effectiveness as a 

method of data collection and could result in participants feeling uncomfortable in 

discussing personal perceptions or experiences (Lodico et al., 2010:123). Power 

dynamics are said to have a major impact when interviewing children; not only in 

terms of adult to child power dynamics, but also within the participants of the group 
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interview (Eder and Fingerson, 2003:34). This could happen if the group has a 

member who monopolises time or interjects when others are responding, meaning 

that not all members get an opportunity to voice their views (Lodico et al., 2010). 

This not only presents difficulties when transcribing the group interview but also 

results in the interviewer having to come back to one of the participants, who may 

have lost their enthusiasm for sharing their perspectives. This is difficult to avoid, 

although following the group interview with a one-to-one interview provided an 

opportunity to revisit topics which could remind them what they were going to say.  

 

4.18 The boys’ one-to-one interviews  

This research also used one-to-one interviews as a method for exploring the six 

boys’ constructs of the reality of learning to write stories (Punch and Oancea, 2014). 

The interviews were carried out with the purpose of clarifying, discussing and further 

exploring the boys’ responses from the group interview and questionnaire, as well as 

of providing them with an opportunity to share their experience and perception of 

learning to write (Cohen et al., 2018; Greig et al., 2007). I believe the sharing of 

personal perspectives of learning to write is a multifaceted topic and interviews are 

believed to facilitate a more in-depth exploration of complex beliefs, their 

experiences or their knowledge of difficult issues (Winwood, 2019; Lodico et al., 

2010). One-to-one interviews enabled rich data to be collected about boys’ 

experiences of learning to write. 

Generally, interviews make the participants feel more involved and more motivated 

to participate (Oppenheim, 1992). The interviews were short, no longer than 15 

minutes each. To ensure the environment was not distracting a sign was put on the 
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door to advise people not to enter during the interviews. These actions were taken 

as a measure for maintaining the interviewees’ motivation, privacy and confidentiality 

(Patton, 1980, Cohen et al., 2013). 

 

4.19 The class teacher’s interview 

The class teacher was interviewed for the purpose of gaining knowledge and 

understanding about her beliefs and perspectives of the boys’ story writing ability 

(Bryman, 2008). Whilst other methods of data collection identified the views of the 

boys and their experience of writing, I wanted to understand the class teacher’s 

perceptions and compare them with the boys’ opinions (Kerlinger, 1970). This 

interview enabled me to gain a more detailed understanding of the context around 

the boys’ story writing abilities and difficulties than I would have obtained from 

carrying out observations alone (Hobson and Townsend, 2010). This meant that I 

could begin to address these issues more quickly within the story-writing activities. 

Following the interview, the class teacher was presented with my notes and 

interpretations from the interview, which she agreed were an accurate reflection of 

her responses (Appendix 8). 

 

4.20 Interview structure  

Both the group interviews and one-to-one interviews were conducted in a semi-

structured format, enabling the wording of questions to be varied, depending on how 

the interview progressed (Lodico et al., 2010). This structure enabled me to re-word 

or clarify questions to ensure that misunderstanding was limited (Silverman, 2017). 

This was advantageous for the boys because they were aged between eight and 
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nine years old when this research was carried out and did not have experience in 

taking part in research. But this also enabled me to reword the questions when the 

class teacher was nervous about how to answer them. This flexible structure 

enabled me to ask more complex questions as both the children and class teacher 

were able to seek clarification to ensure they had a clear understanding of what they 

were asked (Kumar, 2011). Semi structured interviews are typically used to identify 

participants’ perceptions because they facilitate fostering an element of trust 

between the interviewer and interviewees (Hartas, 2010). It was important to foster 

trust within the interviews because of the sensitive topics which the boys were 

discussing, but also because the teacher was nervous about sharing her 

perceptions.   

Alternatively, the interview could have taken an unstructured format where I had a 

list of possible topics to discuss, rather than a list of questions (Bartlett and Burton, 

2009). Adopting a less structured approach could have resulted in areas of interest 

or key questions not being covered and would have seen the need for further 

interviews, which is time consuming and disruptive to the boys’ learning and the 

class teacher’s time (Lodico et al., 2010).  

 

4.21 Type of questions 

The interviews in this research used open ended questions because they provided 

the participants with the freedom to respond as they deemed appropriate (Newby, 

2014). For example, in the group interview the boys were asked, ‘How do you know 

when you have written a good story?’ Their responses were not prompted by the 

style of questioning, which enabled them to express their views. It is suggested that 



122 
 

this is more accurate than using closed questioning (Wright and Powell, 2006). 

Whilst some closed questions, or ‘fixed alternative items’, were used, they usually 

acted as a ‘funnel’ prior to asking an open-ended question, providing interviewees 

with some time to formulate a detailed response (Cohen et al., 2013). For example, I 

asked ‘Who do you think is better at writing, boys or girls?’ before asking ‘How do 

you know you have been successful at writing a story?’ Closed questions have the 

benefit of providing a fixed response, which is easily coded (Kerlinger, 1970). 

However, simplicity of coding was not a priority for this data collection. The purpose 

of the research was to gain a deeper understanding of the participants’ opinions 

beyond their responses to closed questions (see Appendix 3).  

 

4.22 Limitations of interviews 

The responses from both groups of participants may be biased because they are 

likely to be unwilling to present themselves negatively (Hobson and Townsend, 

2010). The boys were unlikely to acknowledge their own weaknesses within their 

writing and when I asked the teacher about the boys’ writing skills, she could have 

interpreted my questions as suggesting that their low attainment reflected her 

teaching capabilities. This is a factor which I have to accept, but I intended to create 

an environment where the participants did not feel judged and were able to share an 

accurate reflection of their perceptions. The research process was also explained to 

the boys prior to them giving informed assent, therefore they knew that they would 

have the opportunity to talk to me on a separate occasion which would be an 

opportunity to talk more privately about their experiences. 
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4.23 Alternative approaches considered  

The interviews could have been administered by another researcher to help identify 

potential bias within the data (Chenail, 2009), but introducing an outsider researcher 

could have negatively influenced the interviewees comprehension and responses to 

the questions (Gubrium et al., 2012; Lodico et al., 2010). I concluded that conducting 

the interviews myself enabled me to ask more complex questions and address any 

misconceptions. It also enabled me to emphasise the meaning of the questions 

(Singleton and Straits, 2010; Groves et al., 2009).  

The interviews could also have been video-recorded, enabling an analysis of the 

boys’ non-verbal communication (Cohen et al., 2018). However, participants tend to 

be more reluctant to take part in data collection when interviews are recorded 

(Gillham, 2000). Using only audio responses helped to ensure the children felt able 

to engage within the research, especially as retelling their experiences of learning to 

write could be considered a sensitive issue. 

 

4.24 How the data was analysed  

The data from the questionnaire, group interview and one-to-one interviews with the 

pupils and class teacher were analysed using coding. Coding is the process of 

labelling segments of text to identify themes (Gibbs, 2007). This process enabled me 

to search for and retrieve data surrounding the identified themes (Cohen, 2011). 

Figure 9 outlines my data analysis for this case study which went through several 

processes of coding to enable a content analysis of the boys’ experience of learning 
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to write and understanding of the class teacher’s perceptions of the boys as writers.

 

Figure 9: My analytical framework  

 

4.25 Open coding  

Figure 9 details the analytical process which I used within this study. I began 

analysing the participants’ responses from each of the methods of data collection 

prior to the story-writing activities. Open coding provided an initial insight into the 

boys’ and class teacher’s perceptions about the boys’ writing. I was easily able to 

see internal similarities in the notes I made on the interview with the class teacher 

because this was only one set of responses. First, I used open coding to break down 

the text into meaningful themes (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). She identified 

‘description’ as a weakness in most of the boys’ writing and said some of the boys 

demonstrated ‘reluctance’ when approaching writing tasks (see Appendix 9).  
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Referring to Figure 9, the boys’ responses to the questionnaire first went through the 

process of open coding to search for data surrounding their preferred subjects and 

the genres of writing they liked to use. For these categories I was able to count the 

frequency with which certain subjects were selected to enable me to identify the 

subjects they preferred. I then grouped the responses to each of the open-ended 

questions as a measure to help ensure the coding was applied to all the participants’ 

responses consistently (Cohen, 2011). Reading through each response to the open-

ended questions enabled me to code similarities and differences within the data. 

(See Appendix 9 for an example of my open coding.)  

Applying open coding to the group interview gave further information about the boys’ 

preferences when writing, how they approached story-writing tasks and their 

knowledge about what skills were required for successful story writing. Open coding 

enabled me to group together similar responses without a detailed consideration or 

interpretation of the meaning of the responses. For example, one of the themes 

which came out of open coding was that some of the boys liked to use words that 

were displayed around the classroom in their writing (Appendix 9). Open coding was 

also applied to the boys’ responses from the one-to-one interviews. From this 

process it became clear that most of the boys believed that boys were better at 

writing. However, John did not perceive that he was good at writing and said girls 

were better writers (see Appendix 9). This contrast between the boys’ opinions was a 

theme which was explored throughout the analysis of this data.  
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4.26 Analytical coding  

I then revisited the participant’s responses and themes in each method of data 

collection to analytically code their responses, as illustrated in Figure 9. This stage of 

coding is more interpretive than open coding (Gibbs, 2007). I began to interpret the 

responses and consider what they were referring to. For example, when the class 

teacher highlighted description as the boys’ main weakness, I interpreted this as 

meaning they needed more practice at writing descriptions about the story setting, 

and characters. This informed the content of the story-writing activities. As for the 

class teacher’s identification that the boys were reluctant, I began to consider why. I 

interpreted the boys’ reluctant behaviour as evidence that they did not have the 

range of vocabulary required to write the descriptions which are essential when 

writing stories. Most of the boys said boys were better at writing; Philip and Sam 

referred to boys having a better imagination; Fred and Harry explained that boys 

were more skilled; Ben’s response was interpreted to mean that he believed boys 

are smarter than girls (see Appendix 10). These comments appear to suggest that 

the boys believed they had greater writing skills, which contradicts national statistics 

about boys’ achievement (DfE, 2019). This led me to explore ‘perceptions of writing 

skills’ as a theme within this research.  

 

 

4.27 Axial coding  

Figure 9 shows that the next stage in my data analysis was to bring together these 

smaller themes from across the methods of data collection. This process is referred 

to as axial coding (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). By undertaking this type of coding, I 
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began to see the events, perceptions and behaviours which could contribute to boys’ 

underachievement. Appendix 11 provides an example of axial coding for the theme 

‘perceptions of writing skills’, in the questionnaire the boys identified the skills which 

they thought were needed to produce a good story. The most popular skills selected 

were imagination, spellings and neat handwriting. Further into the questionnaire, a 

good imagination was the skill which most of the boys said they had. However, none 

of the boys said they had good spelling skills and only a few perceived that they had 

neat handwriting. However, spelling skills and neat handwriting are both skills that 

are requirements in the end of key stage 2 writing assessment criteria, while 

imagination skills are not (DfE, 2017). This highlights a conflict between what the 

boys see as requirements for successful writing, the assessment requirements the 

teacher is using to assess writing and the boys’ ability to demonstrate the skills 

required for successful writing. Their low confidence to demonstrate the skills which 

they felt were required for success makes me question the accuracy of the boys’ 

perceptions relating to their writing ability. For example, in the one-to-one interviews, 

Ben said he knew he was good at writing but he identified a reliance on teacher 

feedback. This could imply that he did not have a belief in his own skills and this may 

be a possible cause for the boy’s disruptive behaviour.  

 

 

4.28 Select coding  

The final stage used to analyse this data was select coding, which refers to linking 

the themes arising from the data to theory (Cohen, 2011). This process of coding is 

similar to axial coding although it requires greater understanding of the phenomenon 
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being analysed (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). The reading I was doing during this time 

centred around the themes which were beginning to emerge from the data, such as 

self-efficacy, expectancy value theory and laddish behaviour. My growing knowledge 

and understanding of theory enabled the themes which arose from the data to be put 

into a hierarchical order (Gibbs, 2007). Considering the coding process that has 

already taken place (Figure 9) the theme of the boys’ perceptions about writing 

ability and skills suggests a conflict between the skills they feel are necessary for 

success and those they feel able to demonstrate. The literature appeared to imply 

that some of the boys may possibly have a low self-efficacy. Referring to Appendix 

12, which is an example of select coding of the boys’ responses across different 

methods of data collection, none of the boys felt they had good spelling skills, yet 

this was a skill which they felt was required for success. John in particular may have 

low self-efficacy towards writing because of his difficulties with spelling.  

These factors are linked to perceptions of self-efficacy, which is a central concept on 

the conceptual framework (Figure 1). Literature suggests that John may have a low 

expectation of success, may be unlikely to see writing as an important task, is likely 

to be motivated by performance avoidance goals, attributes his failure to his own 

lack of skills and may not feel a sense of belonging to his peer group. The 

combination of these factors is likely to negatively impact his behaviour when 

approaching story-writing tasks.   

The described coding process was then repeated for the boys’ one-to-one interviews 

which took place after the story-writing activities. These interviews enabled me to 

ask the boys about their experiences of the extra story-writing activities. The themes 

which arose from the data prior to the story-writing activities were used to code the 

boys’ responses following those activities. This enabled any changes in the boys’ 
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perceptions to be identified, such as their more accurate perception of self-efficacy 

and the attribution of their success in writing tasks to their own skills and abilities, 

which were rehearsed within the story-writing activities. Selective coding was then 

used to validate the relationships between the themes within the data (Gibbs, 2007). 

For example, the theme of self-efficacy was a key theme within the data before and 

after the story-writing activities, hence I noted this as a prominent theme within the 

boys’ responses.  

These processes of coding enabled me to perform a content analysis of the data 

which was collected during this case study (Mayring, 2004). The content analysis 

process enabled me to reduce large amounts of text from the data collection to key 

themes, which were used to structure the discussion about the boys’ experience of 

learning to write (Flick, 2009). The key themes from the data analysis which will be 

discussed in the findings and discussion chapter are: 

• 5.21 The teacher’s perceptions about boys and writing  

• 5.25 What were the participants’ perceptions of themselves as story 

writers prior to the story-writing activities?  

• 5.31 The boys’ perceptions relating to story-writing 

• 5.32 Teacher-learner relationship 

 

4.29 Ethics 

Research must demonstrate ethical considerations and be carried out ethically. The 

first stage was to submit an ethical proposal to the University of Wolverhampton 

(Appendix 13) before carrying out the research to assess the potential impact and 

implications of the research. I designed the research and processes using the British 
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Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) guidance and submitted my 

proposal to the University’s ethical committee for consideration. The ethical review 

panel approved the study, with some provisos (Appendix 14). My response to the 

committee’s feedback can be seen in Appendix 15, although I will discuss the main 

issues below. 

First, there was concern that the children who were taken out of whole class learning 

time would be put at a disadvantage. However, I had already identified local 

responsible people (class teacher and headteacher) on site who worked with me to 

ensure that the children came to no harm and encountered no adverse effects 

through taking part in this research, to ensure that the benefits from the story-writing 

activities were not outweighed by the cost of missed lesson time.  

Another concern was the sensitive nature of the topics that were discussed. When 

discussing sensitive issues such as self-perceptions and fear of failure, I asked the 

boys not to share information which other participants had discussed during the data 

collection, but let them know at the beginning of data collection that this could 

happen unintentionally and therefore they should be mindful about the information 

they shared when responding to questions.  

I addressed these ethical concerns and the University of Wolverhampton agreed that 

the proposed research showed appropriate ethical consideration (Appendix 16).  

4.30 Confidentiality 

It is acknowledged that confidentiality is perceived as good ethical practice (Lindsay, 

2010; Wiles et al., 2008) but whilst I strove for confidentiality, it could not be 

guaranteed even though the primary school policies and procedures were followed. 

For the purpose of this thesis, the school’s and participants’ names are not disclosed 
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and information which individuals shared within the research will remain anonymous 

through the use of pseudonyms (Kumar, 2011). I was aware that there are 

exceptional circumstances where confidentiality may need to be breached (Wiles et 

al., 2008). If a safeguarding concern arose during the research process, I would 

follow the school policy on disclosure and I made this clear to the participants and in 

my application. There were no such disclosures. The responses during the data 

collection were all coded using pseudonyms as a method of ensuring confidentiality 

(Hartas, 2010). Questionnaire responses, the writing tasks and the class teacher 

interview were the only data collected on paper. This data was stored in a locked 

filing cabinet in my office. I captured all other data electronically and coded it at 

source once the participants had left the room. This process meant that none of the 

participants knew their coded identity. The electronic data was stored on personal 

devices with password restricted access and, where possible, individual files were 

also protected with a password.  

 

4.31 Power relations 

 Power relations need to be considered, particularly when working with children on a 

one-to-one basis (Cohen et al., 2013). The difference in age between myself and the 

participants and my role as a teacher may have contributed to the power divide in 

this research, despite my attempts to reduce this (Greene and Hogan, 2005). I was 

also aware of the influence my position of intervention teacher may have on the 

participants’ responses because of the Hawthorne effect (Arksey and Knight, 1999). 

Jean-Charles (2018) used Foucault’s notions of power relations to explore systems 

of power within schools, explaining that an internal sense of power can modify the 
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actions of others. Henning (2019) referred to Foucault’s ‘disciplinary technologies’ 

(observation and assessment) as factors which could have influenced participants’ 

choices to demonstrate the behaviour which schools expect them to show, even if 

they do not believe it to be helpful to themselves. I interpret this to refer to the 

assumed imbalance of power between the participants and myself which may have 

led them to participate in the research out of respect for me and, in the case of the 

boys, possibly out of a desire to please me (Kortesluoma et al., 2003). In particular, 

once the boys’ parents had given informed consent for them to take part, they may 

have found it difficult to withdraw because of the perception that I would be 

disappointed (Hill, 1998).  

Foucault and Gordon (1980) suggests that language is a tool for ensuring an ethical 

power relationship exists, making sure that the dominant power recognises the other 

parties as people throughout the research. Therefore, I constantly reiterated that 

participation was voluntary and they could withdraw at any point without offending 

me (Lambert and Glacken, 2011). Open communication was fostered as a way to 

give power to the boys. The story-writing activities which were a key aspect of this 

case study sought to open lines of communication between the boys and me as a 

teacher to enable them to communicate more freely. I aimed to foster an 

environment where both the class teacher and the boys trusted me so that they 

provided an accurate and honest reflection of their experiences rather than giving the 

answers they believed were required. By fostering this research ethos, I also sought 

to give power to the children because they had a more accurate knowledge of their 

experience of learning and were more expert about their own learning (Lambert, 

2019). 
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4.32 Informed consent 

Informed consent is permission for research participation (Lo Biondo-Wood and 

Harber, 1998). A person’s age is typically seen to signify ability to provide consent, 

meaning that parents’ consent is required when the participants are children 

(Lambert and Glacken, 2011). Informed consent is also required from the 

organisation in which the research is carried out (Cohen et al., 2011). In both 

instances a letter was provided giving clear information about the research process 

as well as providing the headteacher and parents with an opportunity to discuss or 

question the research processes, enabling them to make informed decisions 

(Lindsay, 2010; Appendix 17; Appendix 18). Written consent was obtained from the 

headteacher and from the parents of the children involved (Appendix 19).  

 

4.33 Informed assent  

Whilst informed consent was sought from the children’s parents prior to them taking 

part in the research because it was felt that the age and cognitive abilities of the 

participants prevented them from providing informed consent (Dockett and Perry, 

2010). The notion of ‘assent’ refers to the ‘agreement for those who are not able to 

enter into a legal contract’ (Ford et al., 2007: 20). Assent is concerned with children’s 

willingness to participate within research which extends beyond their non-refusal to 

participate (Alderson and Morrow, 2004; Lindeke et al., 2000). There is a question of 

children’s ability to make decisions about assent, but this should not come at the 

cost of silencing and excluding them from voicing their opinions within research 

(Twycross, 2009; Alderson, 2007).  
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I feel that children have the right to be consulted on issues which affect them, 

regardless of age (Dockett and Perry, 2010). They should be seen as competent 

members of their social and cultural contexts who can have an impact on others 

around them and their surroundings (James and Prout, 1992). Researchers feel that 

children should be involved in the decision-making process regarding their 

participation in research (Ford et al., 2007; Piercy and Hargate, 2004). To enable 

children to give informed assent they require appropriate information about the 

research process and an understanding of their right to withdraw (Kirk, 2007; Bray, 

2008).  

This means that information should be communicated to them, so they are able to 

develop an understanding of what is involved within the research process (Alderson 

and Morrow, 2004). When the research participants are children, it is suggested that 

this information should be communicated orally (Lindsay, 2010). Whilst they should 

not be expected to comprehend the entire research process the participants should 

be told about the purpose of the study and what they could expect when taking part 

in the research (Mishna et al., 2004). The boys in this research were spoken to on a 

one-to-one basis and the research process was explained to them at an appropriate 

level for their comprehension (Lambert and Glacken, 2011; Alderson, 1995; 

Alderson, 1993). The process of providing information was continuous through the 

research, at each stage of data collection (Conroy and Harcourt, 2009). Before the 

story-writing activities and data collection, the participants were informed about what 

they would be doing. This recurring process enabled the boys to review their choice 

to participate at each stage (Simons and Usher, 2000). 

When seeking children’s assent they should be made aware of their right to refuse to 

participate or withdraw from the research process (Twycross et al., 2008). My 
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research aimed to treat the boys respectfully, as people and not as subjects of data 

collection (Howe and Moses, 1999). Even though I had obtained informed consent 

from the participants’ parents, I still provided the children with the opportunity to give 

their assent (Cocks, 2007; Ford et al., 2007). Before each story-writing activity the 

children were asked whether they were happy to continue within the research by 

their class teacher and by me, giving them the opportunity to withdraw from the 

process (Dockett and Perry, 2010). Their oral responses were taken as their 

continued assent (Vitiello, 2003). Despite the ethical procedures that were 

implemented in advance, I am aware that ethical issues may arise from the research, 

research context, the procedures used, the methods of data collection and the type 

of data collected (Oliver, 2003). Should any unforeseen issues have arisen, I would 

immediately have sought guidance from the headteacher and doctoral supervisors.  

 

4.34 Summary  

To summarise, this research is a case study which reflects on one class teacher’s 

perceptions about the boys’ approach to story-writing tasks and six year four boys’ 

perceptions about their experience of learning to write stories. The interpretivist 

approach provided the boys with a voice to share their experience of learning to write 

within their school setting, which is a characteristic method within case study 

research (Simons, 2009; Yin, 1994). This study used a questionnaire, one-to-one 

interviews with the class teacher and each of the boys, and a group interview which 

enabled me to develop an understanding of the boys’ perceptions (Williman, 2006). 

This knowledge was then used to structure sixteen 30-45 minute story-writing 

activities where the boys developed their writing skills and abilities. Following the 
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completion of the story-writing activities the boys each took part in another one-to-

one interview. This enabled me to identify changes in their perceptions whilst the 

literature considered in this study offered some explanations for these changed 

perceptions. I will now continue to discuss the data collected using these methods.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



137 
 

Chapter five: Findings and discussion 
 

5.1 Introduction 

This findings and discussion chapter draws on the data analysis from the 

participants’ perceptions, comparing and contrasting the data with relevant research 

in this field. The first section focuses on data related to research question one, which 

explores ‘What were the class teacher’s perceptions of the boys as story writers and 

how did these compare and contrast with the boys’ self-perceptions?’ To answer this 

research question, I will reflect on Mrs Anderson’s, the class teacher’s, views about 

the boys’ approach to story-writing tasks and their behaviours. I will link Mrs 

Anderson’s perceptions to the psychological theories discussed in the literature 

review in Chapter two, to illustrate alternative explanations for the behaviours she 

refers to. The boys’ initials are provided to indicate which of the boys provided each 

response. Following this I will explore the boys’ own perceptions about writing. The 

second section addresses research question two: ‘What is the impact of extra story-

writing activities on boys’ experience of learning to write stories?’ which explores 

changes to the boys’ perceptions concerning story-writing, following the story-writing 

activities. To answer this research question, I will consider the boys’ perceptions and 

the theories outlined on the conceptual framework to explain any changes to the 

boys’ perceptions about story-writing activities. 
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5.2 Research question one: What were the class teacher’s perceptions of the 

boys as story writers and how did these compare and contrast with the boys’ 

self-perceptions?’ 

 

5.21 The teacher’s perceptions about boys and writing  

Mrs Anderson believed that the boys’ underachievement was caused by their lack of 

writing skills and poor behaviour when approaching writing tasks. She stated that 

‘these boys were difficult to engage’ in writing tasks. Mrs Anderson described each 

boy’s behaviour, focusing on the difficulties she experiences with the boys’ behaviour 

whilst she is teaching her class.  

  

5.22 Behaviour  

In the interview, Mrs Anderson was asked the following questions:  

1. What can you tell me about the boys’ story-writing? 

2. Can you tell me about how they approach writing tasks? 

3. What do you feel are the boys’ main weaknesses when writing stories? 

In her responses she commented on each of the boys and explained the difficulties 

she believed they had when writing stories. The boys’ behaviour was a key feature of 

her answers as she refers to several types of behaviour the boys exhibit. From her 

responses she appears to believe that the boys’ behaviour contributes to their 

underachievement when writing stories. When speaking about the boys’ general 

approach to writing, Mrs Anderson said,  
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‘sometimes some of these boys are difficult to engage because they can be 
more interested in acting the class clown for their friends than doing quality 
written work.’  

 

This section will discuss how she felt the boys were reluctant and distracted. 

However, she does not demonstrate a comprehensive consideration of the broader 

factors which may have led to the boys demonstrating these behaviours. This 

section will focus on the terms ‘distracted’ and ‘reluctant’ as the coding process 

showed that these terms were most commonly used by Mrs Anderson to describe 

most of the boys’ behaviour. Whilst the boys exhibited other behaviours, Mrs 

Anderson used these terms to describe five out of six boys across the sample 

(B,F,H,S,J).  

Distracted behaviour  

Mrs Anderson identified that some of the boys were distracted away from their 

writing tasks. She said, 

‘Ben… can easily fall out and wind-up his peers which can distract him when 

writing.’ 

‘Harry likes to impress others although this sometimes leads to him distracting 
others or being distracted himself.’  

‘Fred can easily be distracted.’ 

‘Sam… quite often appears to be day-dreaming.’ 

‘John can be disruptive when the class are writing, he often just sits there and 

taps his pencil and tries to distract others.’ 

 

Mrs Anderson focused on the distracted behaviour and did not identify any causes 

for the behaviour. She appeared focused on addressing the behaviour as it arises. 

This approach mirrors social policy initiatives which seek to improve behaviour in 

schools and is exemplified by the Education Inspection Framework (EIF) focusing on 
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learners’ behaviours and attitudes (Ofsted, EIF, 2019) when evaluating the 

effectiveness of schools. However only tackling behaviour does not enable the cause 

of these behaviours to be addressed. 

 

Reluctant behaviour 

Mrs Anderson explained that the boys also showed a reluctance towards story-

writing tasks. Examples are as follows: 

‘Sam can be a bit reluctant when it comes to writing which is not helped by 
him not listening to instructions.’  

‘Fred can easily be distracted and can sometimes be reluctant to do his 

writing tasks.’ 

‘John is reluctant to write because he really struggles with his spelling.’ 

‘John is very reluctant and difficult to engage. He seems to have given up and 

does not try.’ 

 

Mrs Anderson identified that several of the boys demonstrated a reluctance towards 

story-writing activities.  

5.23 The boys’ poor writing skills  

Mrs Anderson did not appear to believe that the boys had the writing skills which 

would support them to be successful when writing stories. For example,  

‘The boys do not show the skills which are needed for successful writing.’  

‘Philip… does not use the range of literacy skills that are needed for him to 

improve.’ 

‘Fred had good verbal ideas but struggled to write his ideas down onto paper 

because his ideas move too quickly and do not link together. As a result, he 

often made mistakes in his work…’ 
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Mrs Anderson’s identification of the boys’ poor writing skills influenced this research 

and guided the focus of the story-writing activities. She felt the boys did not 

demonstrate the level of detail required for successful story-writing. She stated,  

‘Sam needs to use more description in his writing; he writes very simple 

sentences.’  

‘Harry lacked description in his writing. He wrote a lot, but this did not always 

make sense.’ 

‘For Harry, Fred, Ben and Sam they need to include more description in their 

writing, making sure that it makes sense to the reader.’ 

 

Mrs Anderson’s identification that the boys needed to use more description in their 

writing could be data which supports social policy research highlighting concerns 

about boys’ achievement in writing (Standards and Testing Agency, 2019; DfE, 

2012). Literature surrounding attribution theory suggests that if the boys also felt 

their writing skills were the cause of their underachievement then this would likely 

lead to negative emotions (Weiner, 2018) affecting their motivation and behaviour 

(Cook and Artino, 2016). Considering social policy concerns about boys’ 

achievement in writing and literature surrounding attribution theory, the story-writing 

activities focused on developing the boys’ use of description in their writing. 

 

Spelling skills  

Mrs Anderson felt that John’s reluctance towards story-writing tasks was because of 

his poor spelling skills. 

 ‘John is reluctant to write because he really struggles with his spelling.’ 

‘John has poor spelling skills.’ 
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According to Mrs Anderson’s teacher assessment, John had the lowest formative 

assessment score (Appendix 20 ). There were occasions during the interview with 

Mrs Anderson where she began to partially show some consideration of some 

broader causes for John’s underachievement when writing. Mrs Anderson does 

suggest that his spelling skills were one reason for his reluctance. However, she 

doesn’t consider the link between John’s poor spelling skills and his disruptive 

behaviours such as ‘tapping his pencil’ or ‘distract[ing] others’. Mrs Anderson’s 

statement about John’s reluctance being because of his poor spelling skills is only 

the beginning of her considering the wider factors which could influence the boy’s 

poor behaviour and underachievement in writing.  

From the teacher’s comments about the boys it seems clear that current practices 

are not working for this group of boys. Could the boys’ distracted and reluctant 

behaviours evidence social policy research which observed weaker pedagogical 

practice in primary school because there are fewer English specialist teachers in this 

sector of schooling (Ofsted, 2012). This justifies the need to consider alternative 

approaches to pedagogy to engage the boys in a different way. The story-writing 

activities used within this research attempt to address the causes of the boys’ 

disruptive behaviours and consider how the boys are feeling about themselves and 

their experiences of learning to write.  

 

Good behaviour 

Despite Mrs Anderson commenting that the boys demonstrated poor behaviour and 

poor writing skills, she identifies two boys who she feels demonstrate good 

behaviour. These were as follows: 
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 ‘Ben is very hardworking and will write until he is told to stop.’ 

 ‘Philip is good and hardworking and mostly tried his best.’  

 

Mrs Anderson’s perception that these boys demonstrated good behaviour is in 

contrast to the literature about social policy and teachers’ perceptions which appears 

to suggest a gender stereotype where boys are poorly behaved, underachieving and 

at risk of exclusion from school (DFE, 2019; DFE, 2019a; Bennett, 2017). According 

to the psychological theories discussed in the literature review (Chapter 3) this good 

behaviour should mean that they are more likely to be successful. However, Ben and 

Philip are still identified as underachieving. Mrs Anderson explained,  

 ‘Philip needs to develop the confidence to use the variety of literacy skills.’  

 

Despite Philip having a positive approach to story-writing tasks he may have low 

self-efficacy and might not feel able to demonstrate the array of skills required for 

successful writing (Bandura, 1997). This could mean that he is not likely to expect 

success as his lack of literacy skills may prevent him from being successful. 

Therefore, his positive behaviour when approaching story-writing tasks could 

illustrate that he is motivated by performance approach goals because learners 

motivated by this goal typically strive for academic success and seek to demonstrate 

their ability to others (Loi et al., 2021). Learners motivated by this goal usually try to 

create an appearance of success rather than developing the skills which would 

enable them to achieve success (Tolentino et al., 2014).  

Ben’s positive behaviours could also demonstrate that he is motivated by 

performance approach goals. However, whilst Mrs Anderson was positive about 

Philip’s story-writing skills, she does not appear to believe that Ben and Philip have 

the same writing ability because she identifies that whilst Ben is ‘hard working,’ 
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‘Ben’s writing would often not make sense’ and ‘Ben… need[s] to include more 

description in [his] writing.’ The combination of the perceptions suggests that Ben 

may have a low self-efficacy and may not have developed the range of skills 

required for successful story-writing. However, without exploring the boys’ 

perceptions of their experience of learning to write stories it is difficult to draw such 

conclusions. 

 

5.24 Summary of the class teacher’s perceptions of the boys as story writers 

Mrs Anderson’s perceptions that most of the boys’ underachievement was because 

of their poor behaviour and lack of writing ability mirrors the social policy and 

teachers’ perceptions explored in the literature review (Bennett, 2017; DfE, 2012; 

House of Commons Education Committee, 2011; Steer, 2009). Mrs Anderson 

identified some possible causes of the boys exhibiting this behaviour, such as a 

desire for a sense of belonging and their lack of spelling skills. However, she 

appeared to be focused on addressing the reluctant and disruptive behaviour itself 

and did not explore the causes of this behaviour, making no mention of broader 

psychological influences. As a teacher, I understand how easy it is to focus on 

addressing poor behaviour as it arises within lessons rather than considering and 

addressing the causes of it. I also understand the pressures of assessment and the 

need to perform well as an English teacher, as maths is a similarly academic subject, 

as well as the difficulty that may be had in focusing on causes of behaviour when 

teachers are measured by the performance of their class. However, from my 

positions as a maths teacher and a researcher, the psychological theories explored 

in the literature review (Chapter 3), suggest broader causes which could contribute 

to boys’ behaviour. These psychological theories influenced this research through 
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the construction of the conceptual framework which was used to evaluate the 

changes in the boys’ perceptions within the study. Reflecting on the psychological 

theories meant that, during the story-writing activities, I was constantly considering 

the broader causes of any slight reluctance towards writing and therefore focused on 

praising the writing skills they demonstrated. This seems to have positively 

influenced the boys’ self-efficacy and behaviour when approaching story-writing 

tasks (Bandura, 1997). 

The boys might be motivated to performance avoidance goals where they seek to 

disguise their anticipated failure (Elliot, 2006). The literature review (Chapter three) 

explains that learners motivated by this often exhibit reluctance, lack of engagement 

and a withdrawal of effort (Bipp et al., 2021; Senko et al., 2013). This behaviour 

could also be an example of the boys withdrawing their effort as a self-protection 

strategy, possibly because of their fear of failure as they might not expect to be 

successful when writing (Jackson, 2002; Wigfield and Eccles, 2000; Bandura, 1997). 

The conceptual framework developed in the literature review provides a range of 

possible causes for boys’ disruptive behaviour. Behaviours detailed by Mrs Anderson 

could be attributed to many of the causes in the framework. As a struggling writer I 

adopted many, if not all, of these strategies myself. Whilst I have learnt not to fear 

failure, I equally do not expect success when writing, and therefore my approach of 

providing praise for the writing skills the boys correctly used within their writing may 

have helped to improve their self-efficacy and reduce their need to protect 

themselves from anticipated failure, enabling them to be motivated to develop their 

writing skills.  There is a significant link that can be made, between Bandura’s self-

efficacy and some of the other psychological theories, to the boys’ difficulties with 
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writing and their disruptive behaviour. These are evident in Mrs Anderson’s views 

about the boys’ approach to story-writing tasks.  

 
 

5.25 What were the participants’ perceptions of themselves as story writers 

prior to the story-writing activities?  

As a case study research, an in-depth understanding is required from multiple 

perspectives of the context and phenomena being explored (Yin (1994) . This 

discussion will now turn to discuss the key findings that emerged from the data 

relating to boys’ perceptions when learning to write stories. The boys appeared to 

have a higher self-efficacy to skills which were not on the assessment criteria and 

were therefore unlikely to enable them to be successful story writers. The boys also 

did not understand the full range of skills which were required to be successful in 

story-writing activities. Finally, the participants felt it was important to achieve a 

sense of belonging, specifically relating to story-writing. This discussion will refer to 

the psychological theories on my conceptual framework to consider the broader 

reasons for the boys’ disruptive behaviour and underachievement.  

 

5.26 The boys’ high self-efficacy of themselves as story writers.  

Initial open coding of the boys’ responses prior to the story-writing activities 

appeared to suggest that most of the boys had high self-efficacy about themselves 

as story writers. In the questionnaire five out of six boys believed boys were better at 

writing stories (boys’ initials P,S,F,H,B). Philip, Fred, Sam, Harry and John said they 

were good at writing. They attributed their story-writing ability to imagination skills 
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when writing stories. Some of the boys went on to elaborate on the skills which they 

believed enabled them to be good at writing.   

‘ I use my imagination to describe the settings, the character and the 

introduction.’ Philip  

‘…because I have a good imagination.’ Sam  

‘…because I use some speech marks and punctuation.’ Harry   

 

These responses implied that they had high self-efficacy because they believed that 

their skills would enable them to be successful (Bandura, 1997).   

Prior to the story-writing activities, the boys were asked within the questionnaire to 

identify three skills they believed were needed to write a good story. Imagination 

(B,P,H,J), spelling skills (B,F,S,J) and neat handwriting (P,F,H,S) were each selected 

by four out of the six boys. Referring to the end of key stage two assessment criteria, 

imagination is not a skill identified as being required for successful story-writing. 

Spelling skills and neat handwriting are two skills which are required. However, when 

considering spelling skills and neat handwriting, only Ben and Fred believed that 

they had neat handwriting and none of the boys perceived that they had good 

spelling skills. The boys’ reliance on imagination skills, which are not skills identified 

on the end of key stage 2 assessment criteria for writing, made me begin to question 

their self-efficacy towards story-writing activities.  

The boys’ self-efficacy relating to their imagination skills could be because the 

teacher’s feedback (verbal persuasion) focused too much on imaginative ideas 

rather than relating to the variety of skills required on the assessment criteria. 

Providing feedback which did not focus on the assessment criteria could explain why 

the boys predominantly believed that imagination skills were a key requirement of 

‘good’ writing. This appears to have resulted in a conflict between the skills the boys 
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believe they need to demonstrate and the skills the class teacher looks for when 

assessing their story-writing. The boys’ self-efficacy towards their imagination has 

implications for teaching, because it highlights the need for praise to focus on the 

requirements of the assessment criteria so that the boys can begin to understand 

which skills the teacher will be assessing in order to write a successful story 

(Margolis and McCabe, 2006). For example, if a child wrote an imaginative 

description, the teacher’s praise could reflect specifically on the adjectives they used, 

reinforcing this literacy skill as a requirement for success. This would help the boys 

to develop a clearer understanding of the literacy skills that were essential for SATs 

success. 

Several of the boys’ responses in the questionnaire made me question my initial 

interpretation that they had high self-efficacy when writing stories. In the 

questionnaire none of the boys selected literacy as the subject they thought they 

were good at; all selected maths. The boys were asked to identify how they knew 

they were good at a subject. Four boys selected ‘when your teacher marks your 

work’ (P,F,H,S) and ‘when you have parents’ evening’ (B,P,F,H). None of the boys 

selected that they would just know. Four of the boys also felt their teacher’s praise 

helped them to do their best story-writing (B,P,H,S). The boys’ perceptions relating to 

story-writing could illustrate their low self-efficacy which could explain the boys’ 

disruptive behaviour as described by Mrs Anderson. 

Literature surrounding self-efficacy suggests high self-efficacy ought to have seen 

the boys demonstrate positive behaviours, such as an increased motivation and 

perseverance when approaching story-writing tasks (Weiner, 2000; Bouffard- 

Bouchard, 1990). However, Mrs Anderson said the boys did not exhibit the positive 

behaviours associated with high self-efficacy stating that the boys were ‘difficult to 
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engage’ in writing tasks. This conflict between Mrs Anderson’s perceptions of the 

boys’ behaviours when approaching story-writing tasks and the boys’ perceptions of 

their own skills made me question the boys’ self-efficacy towards story-writing tasks.  

Whilst the boys initially appeared to have high self-efficacy, this was based on their 

assumption that imaginative ideas would support them to achieve success in writing. 

However, it is unlikely that only having imaginative ideas would enable the boys to 

achieve success because this skill is not referred to on the government assessment 

criteria for English (Standards and Testing agency, 2017). The Assessment criteria 

required learners to develop an ability to convey their ideas using a variety of literacy 

devices, meaning that successful writing stretches beyond simply having good 

imaginative ideas.  

The boys’ self-efficacy regarding imagination suggests that they did not know the 

range of skills which were required for successful story-writing. In the questionnaire, 

four out of six boys said they found the beginning of the story the most difficult part to 

write (B,P,S,J). This could be because they did not know what features they needed 

to demonstrate to be successful at writing. The boys’ lack of understanding about the 

features of successful writing was further exemplified by Fred and John referring to a 

need for their story-writing to be error-free. Fred said he was good at writing,  

 ‘because whenever I do writing I have like no mistakes.’ 

Fred appeared to have high self-efficacy because he believed his writing skills would 

ensure he did not make mistakes within his writing (Bandura, 1993). However, Fred 

did make mistakes in his writing (see Appendix 21). Mrs Anderson specifically said,  

‘‘Fred… often made mistakes in his work.’ 
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The errors he made within writing tasks would have been highlighted to him through 

written teacher feedback. Having errors identified within his writing was likely to 

reduce his self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). Fred’s comments about not making 

mistakes could evidence his motivation towards performance approach motivational 

goals as his comments could be an attempt to mask his low self-efficacy (Ames, 

1992). These factors could explain the distracted and reluctant behaviours Mrs 

Anderson experiences when teaching Fred. This relationship between ‘experience of 

learning to write’, ‘perception of self-efficacy’, ‘motivational goal’ and ‘Learners’ 

behaviour’ is depicted on the conceptual framework which considers broader causes 

for the boys’ underachievement (Figure 5). This relationship suggests that if learners’ 

experiences of learning foster self-efficacy, they may be motivated to develop their 

writing skills and exhibit positive behaviours when approaching story-writing tasks. 

John also appeared to believe that successful writing needed to be without errors. 

He said he was not good at story-writing,  

‘Because I don’t do my spellings correct and I don’t make it like so it’s 
understandable.’ 

 

He explained that he would know that he was successful at story-writing when,  

 ‘you’ll have all the spellings correct.’ 

John’s comments could illustrate his low self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). He implies 

that he does not expect to be successful in story-writing activities because of his 

poor spelling skills. This could mean that John has a low expectation for success 

(Eccles and Wigfield, 2020). These factors might explain the ‘reluctant’ behaviour 

Mrs Anderson described when John approached story-writing activities. The 

relationship between ‘perceptions of self-efficacy’, ‘expectation for success’ and 
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‘Learners’ behaviour’ are exemplified on the conceptual framework which considered 

the broader causes for boys’ underachievement (Figure 3). This link suggests that if 

the boys had higher self-efficacy, they would expect to be successful and might not 

exhibit the ‘distracted’ and ‘reluctant’ behaviours Mrs Anderson referred to. 

It was questionable whether error-free writing was a genuine requirement for 

successful story-writing (Standards and Testing Agency, 2017; Ofsted 2010). At the 

time of this research some teaching practices and boys’ earlier experiences of 

writing in school may have promoted a need for writing to be error-free, in particular 

relating to neat handwriting and spellings. Mrs Anderson also seemed to promote the 

need for ‘error-free writing’ when she said, ‘The boys made quite a few mistakes’. 

This suggests that she strove for the boys to produce writing with no mistakes. This 

could exemplify teachers’ desire to adhere to the school inspectorate’s guidance, 

which states that teachers should model neat handwriting and accurate spelling 

(Ofsted, 2010; MSIC, 2009). These expectations of teachers appear to have been 

projected onto the boys’ experience of learning, which could explain why the boys 

felt neat handwriting and accurate spelling were key requirements for successful 

writing. If teachers continuously referred to the need for ‘no mistakes’, then it is easy 

to understand how they may have developed the view that their writing needed to be 

free from all errors. 

5.27 Sense of belonging  

The boys’ comments suggest that they strove to avoid feeling that they were not 

good at a subject. In the questionnaire five out of six boys said they were good at 

story-writing (B,P,F,H,S). The same boys also stated that they believed boys were 

better at story-writing. However, these comments could exemplify the boys’ desire to 
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feel a sense of belonging with their peers which is supported by them stating that 

they would feel ‘sad’ when they perceived they were not good at a subject. 

‘Because lots of people they can be good at it and then you can feel like 
embarrassed about yourself because they can do it properly and you can’t.’ 
John 

‘I feel heartbroken because people might laugh at you when you get it wrong.’ 
Harry  

‘Cause your work might be all wrong… the teacher ain’t impressed in what 
you did.’ Philip  

‘If I was on a test and it was about writing and I got all of the questions wrong I 
would feel sad… because everybody else’s would be correct except mine.’ 
Sam 

‘I feel really sad and a bit angry.’ Ben 

 

The negative feelings which the boys referred to when they believe they are not 

good at a subject could explain why they felt it was important to present an image of 

competency by seeking to ensure their writing was error-free and may explain why 

they said they were good at story-writing. The boys could have a fear of failure which 

might lead them to exhibit self-protection strategies, behaviours which could be 

interpreted as disruptive (Jackson, 2003, 2002). Their reluctance to be seen as 

underachieving may explain the conflict between the boys’ perception of themselves 

being good at writing and Mrs Anderson’s view that they are underachieving. Their 

responses could illustrate the boys’ motivation to performance approach goals where 

they aim to avoid failure (Loi et al., 2021). Learners who appear motivated by 

performance approach goals may have a lower self-efficacy than they present 

themselves as having because being motivated by this goal implies that they do not 

believe they have the skills required for success (Tolentino et al., 2014, Elliot, 1999). 

The combination of their motivation to avoid underachievement, their reluctant 

behaviours and their possible low self-efficacy could result in them feeling different to 
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their peers and developing a feeling that they do not belong to their peer group (Allen 

et al., 2018: Anderman and Freeman, 2004). Competency is one way to achieve a 

feeling of belonging (McBeath et al., 2018). However, the boys’ underachievement, 

possible low self-efficacy towards story-writing and their reluctant behaviours could 

mean that they find it difficult to feel a sense of belonging (Goodenow, 1993). The 

boys’ perceptions suggest a relationship between ‘perceptions of self-efficacy’, 

‘motivational goals and ‘learners’ behaviour’ as depicted on the conceptual 

framework (Figure 5) and ‘perception of self-efficacy’, ‘sense of belonging’ and 

‘learners’ behaviour’ (Figure 6). This suggests if the boys had higher self-efficacy, 

they would be motivated to develop their writing skills to support them to achieve 

success and might also feel a sense of belonging with their peers. Both these factors 

could mean they would be more likely to exhibit positive behaviour when 

approaching story-writing tasks.  

The boys’ responses suggested that their competency in story-writing tasks would 

enable them to achieve a status amongst their peers. Some of the boys explained,  

‘you can write stories and people could read it… they can see how good I am 
at writing stories.’ Harry  

‘When I’m good in a subject mmm the people in my class feel jealous of me.’ 
Ben  

 ‘They would wanna copy me.’ Harry  

 ‘That I know it all.’ Philip 

‘They’ll think about how good I am at writing.’ Sam 

These responses suggest that success may enable them to feel a sense of 

belonging with their peer group. However, their comments do not imply that they feel 

they belong to their peer group. Learners who experience belonging are likely to 

demonstrate greater engagement and increased motivation, which helps to facilitate 
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their success (Anderman and Freeman, 2004; Goodenow, 1993). However, this 

group of boys does not generally exhibit these behaviours and, according to Mrs 

Anderson, they demonstrate disruptive behaviour which could suggest that the boys 

do not feel a sense of belonging. The boys’ disruptive behaviours could be their 

attempt at achieving a sense of belonging through struggling to demonstrate their 

competency in writing (Jackson, 2010). The boys’ implied desire to achieve a sense 

of belonging and their possible motivation towards performance approach goals may 

explain the disruptive behaviours which Mrs Anderson refers to when teaching the 

boys. If the boys were able to feel a sense of belonging this could increase their 

motivation towards writing tasks, reducing the need for their disruptive behaviour 

(Jose et al., 2012; Wentzel et al., 2010). 

 

5.28 Summary of the boys’ perceptions of themselves as story writers prior to 

the story-writing activities  

Findings from the study’s participants can be compared to content from the study’s 

conceptual framework that was derived from relevant literature. This summary 

section directly compares the study’s findings with the conceptual framework. In 

order to visually represent these links an edited conceptual framework is provided 

below, in Figure 10, that focuses on relevant parts of the framework that relate to the 

study’s findings. The yellow titles are from the original conceptual framework and the 

black text is findings from the study. It focuses on the majority of the boys’ 

perceptions prior to taking part in the story-writing activities.  
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Figure 10: An example of the majority of the boys perceptions prior to the story-

writing activities. 

 

Figure 10 provided an example of most of the boys’ perceptions and experiences in 

relation to the conceptual framework. Prior to the story-writing activities the boys 

appeared to have high self-efficacy towards story-writing. Their self-efficacy was 

attributed to their imagination which led them to expect success. However, 

demonstrating imagination skills was unlikely to support them to achieve success 

because it is not a skill required in the end of key stage two assessment framework. 

The boys’ responses about imagination could exemplify that they did not fully 

understand the requirements of successful story-writing. Whilst the boys were able to 

identify some skills required by the assessment criteria their responses revealed that 

they did not feel confident to demonstrate these when writing. The boys’ perception 

of their ability was in contrast to Mrs Anderson’s perceptions because she identified 
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that all of the boys were underachieving in writing. The boys’ tendency to exhibit 

disruptive behaviours suggests that the boys may have had a low self-efficacy 

towards story-writing tasks. The boys’ self-efficacy, confusion about the skills 

required for success, expecting success but not achieving it, their motivation to 

performance approach goals and their desire to feel a sense of belonging could 

explain the behaviours Mrs Anderson refers to. Exploring the boys’ perceptions 

about story-writing, it is possible to understand that their underachievement in writing 

could be because of broader causes than the disruptive behaviour which the 

literature surrounding social policy and teachers’ perceptions of boys as writers 

describes.  

Within social policy there is a focus on addressing boys’ behaviour as a way to 

improve their achievement which is also evident in Mrs Anderson’s perceptions 

about the boys within this study. However, exploring the psychological theories 

identified on the conceptual framework, behaviour is suggested to be the result of 

other factors such as self-efficacy. Consideration of the broader factors thought to 

impact behaviour may enable teachers to more efficiently address boys’ distracted 

and reluctant behaviours and improved achievement when writing stories.  

 

5.3 Research question two: What is the impact of extra story-writing activities 

on boys’ experience of learning to write stories? 

To answer this second research question, the boys’ perceptions were captured 

through one-to-one interviews conducted one week after the final story-writing 

activity. Two sub-questions were considered, first ‘how were the boys’ perceptions 

affected by the story-writing activities?’ and second, ‘What influence did the year four 

boys feel the researcher had on their fiction writing?’ The psychological theories 
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(self-efficacy, expectancy value theory, attribution theory, goal orientation theory and 

belonging) that have been referred to in this thesis will be used to identify the 

changes in their perceptions relating to writing, enabling an evaluation of the 

influence of the story-writing activities. 

 

5.31 The boys’ perceptions relating to story-writing 

The boys’ perceptions relating to self-efficacy following the story-writing 

activities  

Following the story-writing activities, the boys had developed more confidence in 

using the writing skills required by the end of key stage two assessment criteria. This 

appears to have increased their self-efficacy because they seem to believe these 

skills will enable them to achieve success when writing stories.  

‘I learnt new words.’ Philip  

‘I used different words for said - I used asked, reply. I used other words for 
walked.’ Ben  

‘I can describe how the characters feel and where you’re going.’ Fred 

‘I enjoyed doing the writing group because I learnt how to write like lots of 
super adjectives and wow words.’ Harry 

‘I learnt how to use speech marks and adverbs.’ Sam  

After the story-writing activities, all of the boys believed they were good at story-

writing because they felt more confident to use skills which were identified on the 

end of key stage two assessment criteria. Demonstrating these skills was more likely 

to support them to become successful story writers. This is in contrast to the boys’ 

perceptions prior to the story-writing activities where most believed imagination was 

a skill required for success but was not a feature of the key stage two assessment 
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criteria. Even John, who prior to the story-writing activities said he was not good at 

writing because  

‘I don’t do my spellings correct and I don’t make it like so it’s understandable’  

when asked if he thought he was good at writing stories after the story-writing 

activities said,  

 ‘a bit because I learnt new words.’ John 

He also explained that,  

‘I practiced my speech, my commas, exclamation marks, full stops, capital 
letters, question marks, new words.’ John 

 

His reluctance to fully acknowledge his improvement in writing may be because his 

self-efficacy was still influenced by his past experience of underachievement and 

difficulties when writing, such as spelling (Bandura, 1997). The boys’ general 

comments about their writing skills could mean that their experience during the story-

writing activities increased their confidence, leading to them perceiving a higher self-

efficacy when approaching story-writing tasks. The boys’ comments appear to 

address the Government assessment criteria which states that learners who are 

working at age-related expected standards for writing should ‘describe settings, 

characters and atmosphere’ (Standards and Testing Agency, 2017). Their 

confidence in their newly developed skills should enable them to evidence this 

assessment criterion. The boys’ improved confidence in using these writing skills 

implied increased self-efficacy which could mean that they might demonstrate 

behaviours which are less disruptive and more likely to support them to achieve 

success (Bandura and Locke, 2003). The boys’ increased self-efficacy could have 

been fostered by me, reiterating the skills that were required by the end of key stage 
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two assessment criteria as well as structuring the story-writing activities around the 

development of these skills. Verbal praise, which focused on the elements of the 

assessment criteria, reinforced the writing skills which may have helped to improve 

their confidence in demonstrating the writing skills required to become successful 

writers. 

  

The boys’ perceptions relating to their expectations for success following the 

story-writing activities  

Most of the boys referred to an increased confidence and higher self-efficacy to use 

the writing skills they had learnt during the story-writing activities which could see 

them expecting success in future story-writing tasks. When asked ‘do you think you 

are good at writing now?’ all of the boys answered ‘yes.’ Some of the boys 

explained,  

 ‘Because we know what to use in our stories like ‘ly’ words.’ Philip  

‘I can use lots of different words for said, walked, old, slowly, dark and 
quickly.’ Ben 

‘I like putting adjectives and description in my writing.’ Fred 

‘Because I use wow words and I use speech.’ Harry   

The boys’ comments suggest that they had developed greater confidence to use the 

writing skills practiced in the story-writing activities which appears to have increased 

their self-efficacy and expectation for success because they understood and were 

able to demonstrate the writing skills which were required for success (Eccles et al., 

1983). All of the boys were able to identify skills they had developed within the story-

writing activities which, according to literature surrounding expectancy value theory, 

should mean they expected greater success than they did prior to taking part. The 



160 
 

boys’ comments suggested that they had developed a greater range of vocabulary 

which is a skill referred to in the end of key stage two assessment criteria for writing 

(Standards and Testing Agency, 2017). The boys’ perceptions appear to exemplify 

the relationship between ’Experience of learning to write’, ‘perception of self-

efficacy’, ‘expectation for success’ and ‘learners’ behaviour’ as illustrated on the 

original conceptual framework Figure 1. The increased knowledge and 

understanding of how to use the features required for a successful story seemed to 

have enhanced the boys’ self-efficacy and expectation for success for future writing 

tasks (Wigfield and Eccles, 1992). This is important because the boys’ increased 

expectation of success may also have explained their positive attitude towards 

writing, which was exemplified by most of the boys saying that, following the story-

writing activities, they enjoyed story-writing more than they did before the group 

sessions.  

However, John did not appear to share the same increased expectancy for success 

because he still had a negative attitude towards writing. He said,  

‘I hate writing really bad.’  

John explained that he did not know if he was good at story-writing in spite of being 

able to identify some improvement in his skills, such as his use of ‘…exclamation 

marks, full stops, capital letters…’ He may not have expected to be successful when 

writing as his responses echo a fear of failure (Jackson, 2003). John showed some 

signs of an improved self-efficacy because he said he ‘practised’ new skills. 

However, his ingrained low self-efficacy when approaching story-writing may have 

prevented him from using the literacy devices which were rehearsed in the story-

writing activities because he may not yet have had the belief that his writing skills 
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would enable him to achieve success. His responses about hating writing suggest 

that he might continue to use self-protection strategies because of his fear of failure 

(Jackson, 2002). This is in contrast to the other boys who indicated greater self-

efficacy and expectation for success because they seemed to have more confidence 

to use the rehearsed skills in story-writing activities, as they said,  

 ‘Because we know what to use in our stories.’ Fred 

 ‘Because I use wow words and I use speech.’ Harry 

 

These comments implied that the boys had developed higher self-efficacy because 

they were able to use their new skills to aid their success. Therefore, the data 

evidences the importance of developing learners’ self-efficacy because the boys who 

had higher self-efficacy felt able to demonstrate their newly rehearsed skills, and 

were more likely to experience success, whereas John, who had lower self-efficacy, 

was reluctant to do so and did not expect success.  

 

The boys’ perceptions relating to task value following the story-writing 

activities  

The boys’ increased self-efficacy suggested that they perceived writing to have an 

intrinsic task value. They stated that they enjoyed writing stories more because of 

the story-writing activities and identified writing skills which they felt would enable 

them to achieve success (Wigfield and Eccles, 1992).  

‘Because I now know that I could add more better things in the stories.’ Fred 

‘I enjoy writing stories now because I’ve got loads of different words to use in 

my story.’ Ben   

‘Because it’s my favourite thing to do.’ Philip  
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‘Because I use like crept and wow words instead of boring words.’ Harry 

‘Because when you’re writing a story you know what to do straight away.’ 

Sam  

The perspectives appear to show a relationship between ‘perceptions of self-

efficacy’, ‘task value’ and ‘learners’ behaviour’ as illustrated on the conceptual 

framework (Figure 3). This suggests that the boys’ increased self-efficacy led them 

to perceive story-writing as having an intrinsic task value, which implies greater 

persistence and a reduction in disruptive behaviours which supports them to achieve 

success in story-writing tasks (Wigfield and Eccles, 1992).  

However, John did not share this change in his perception of task value, and 

perceived writing to have a cost task value. He continued to say ‘…I don’t like 

writing’. This belief could evidence his perception of story-writing tasks having a cost 

task value because taking part in writing tasks would have a negative effect on his 

self-perceptions as it would evidence his low ability. His low self-efficacy, towards 

spelling, and reluctance to acknowledge the improvements in his writing skills could 

make it difficult for him to achieve a sense of belonging with his peers (Midgley and 

Urdan, 2001). This may see him continue to use disruptive behaviour as a self-

protection strategy which disguises his self-perceived poor spelling and writing skills 

(Jackson, 2002, 2003). John’s disruptive behaviour may continue after the story-

writing activities because his weakness in spelling was not resolved during the short 

timescale of the story-writing activities, resulting in his continued low self-efficacy 

and low expectation for success (Wigfield and Eccles, 2000; Bandura, 1986).  
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The boys’ attributions following the story-writing activities  

The boys’ newly acquired writing skills and knowledge of what was required for 

success changed what they believed enabled them to be successful (Weiner, 2010). 

Prior to the story-writing activities, the boys said they were reliant on their teacher to 

inform them they had been successful; Harry and John knew they were successful 

‘when their teacher told them’; Philip and Sam selected ‘when the teacher marked 

their work’; Ben and Fred believed this information came from parents’ evening. 

However, following the story-writing activities most of them acknowledged their skills 

as being responsible for their success in story-writing. For example,  

‘…because now I know how to use speech’ Harry 

‘Sentence openers and different words for said.’ Fred 

‘I’ve got all of these words that I can use for when I go up to secondary.’ Ben 

‘I practiced my speech, my commas, exclamation marks, full stops, capital 
letters, question marks and new words.’ John 

‘I like putting adjectives and description in my writing.’ Philip 

‘Using loads of speech marks and putting full stops at the end of the 
sentence.’ Sam 

 

The boys’ responses revealed that they felt more confident when writing stories, 

which could be interpreted as them attributing their success in writing to their skills 

and ability, which are referred to in literature as internal, stable, controllable factors 

(Graham, 2020; Weiner, 2018). Attributing their success in this way means they were 

likely to expect their success to continue because of their ability to use their new 

writing skills (Weiner et al., 1976; Wigfield and Eccles, 2000). It is important that 

learners see their skills as the cause of their success to foster positive behaviour 

when learning. This is because it is more probable that learners will be resilient if 

they do encounter failure, rather than reverting back to disruptive behaviour because 
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of their fear of failure or using of self-protection strategies (Weiner, 2010). Referring 

to the conceptual framework, the boys’ perceptions appear to exemplify that the 

relationship between ‘perceptions of self-efficacy’, ‘the causes of success/failure’ and 

‘learners’ behaviour’ as depicted in Figure 4. The boys’ perceptions suggest that 

fostering their self-efficacy within the story-writing activities enabled them to more 

accurately identify the skills which cause their success. This could explain why they 

did not exhibit disruptive behaviours when approaching the story-writing activities.  

 

The boys’ motivation following the story-writing activities 

Following the story-writing activities, most of the boys’ responses appeared to 

demonstrate their motivation to task mastery goals, meaning that they seemed 

motivated to develop their skills and knowledge (Wigfield and Eccles, 1992). The 

boys appeared motivated to continue to improve their story-writing, supporting them 

to achieve success in future story-writing tasks. For example,  

‘Because I now know that I could add more better things in the stories.’ Fred 

‘I enjoy writing stories now because I’ve got loads of different words to use in 
my story’. Ben 

‘Because when you’re writing a story you know what to do straight away.’ 
Sam  

‘…enjoyed doing the writing group because… I learnt how to write… super 
adjectives and wow words.’ Harry 

 

Focusing on Harry’s responses, prior to the story-writing activities, Harry seemed to 

be motivated by performance approach goals where he sought to prove his 

competency to his peers so that ‘… they would wanna copy me…’ This is in contrast 

to his response above which appears to evidence change in his motivation to 
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continue to develop his knowledge and understanding of story-writing skills (Elliot 

and Harackiewicz, 1996). Whilst motivation to mastery goals may help them to 

achieve belonging by evidencing their competency to their peers, a key difference is 

that belonging is not the boys’ main motivation (Elliot and Church, 1997; Ames, 

1992; Dweck, 1986). The boys’ responses could be interpreted as exemplifying the 

relationship between ‘perception of self-efficacy’, ‘motivation goal’ and ‘learners’ 

behaviour’ as illustrated in the conceptual framework (Figure 5). The boys’ higher 

self-efficacy could lead to them being motivated towards developing their writing 

skills which might cause them to demonstrate behaviours that support them in 

achieving success in story-writing tasks. The boys’ perceptions seem to highlight the 

importance of trying to foster their motivation towards task mastery goals so that they 

demonstrate positive behaviours towards learning and are motivated to develop their 

knowledge for themselves, rather than an external cause, such as gaining a sense of 

belonging (Harackiewicz et al., 2002; Elliot, 1999; Elliott and Dweck, 1988).  

Following the story-writing activities, John’s motivation remained characteristic of a 

learner motivated by performance avoidance goals (Middleton et al., 2004). John 

said he ‘did not know’ if he was good at story-writing and, furthermore, he did not 

enjoy writing stories, saying ‘…I hate writing really bad.’ Using psychological theories 

explored in the literature review (Chapter three) to understand these responses 

suggests that John may have continued to have a low self-efficacy and uses self-

protection strategies because he does not believe his writing skills will enable him to 

be successful. This could explain why he said he did not like the story-writing 

activities as this attitude provided an excuse for his expected failure (Elliot and 

Church, 1997). His negative attitude was also commented on by Mrs Anderson who 

said,  
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‘John can be disruptive when the class are writing, he often just sits there and 

taps his pencil and tries to distract others.’ 

 

John’s lack of engagement could be regarded as a self-protection strategy, as he 

withdraws his effort when writing (Jackson, 2002). John’s previously discussed low 

self-efficacy, low expectation for success and cost task value could collectively 

explain his motivation towards performance avoidance goals. He appears driven to 

stop other people from thinking he is less academically skilled than his peers. John is 

focused on hiding his weaknesses in writing, but I argue that this contributes further 

to his underachievement. His preoccupation with using self-protection strategies 

means he does not develop the skills required for successful writing. This really does 

highlight the importance of developing learners’ self-efficacy because it is a major 

factor in John’s underachievement and behaviour when approaching writing tasks 

which appears to prevent him developing the broader range of skills which are 

required for success.  

Following the story-writing activities, most of the boys identified positive effects on 

their approach to story-writing tasks and their skills. However, John’s perceptions did 

not change as much as the other boys. He continued to say ‘I hate writing really bad’ 

and he was reluctant to acknowledge his improved writing skills. This could be 

because his spelling skills, which he perceived as his main weakness, were not a 

skill focused on during the short time scale of the story-writing activities. This 

exemplifies that no single approach is effective for all learners and that teachers 

need to look individually at each learner’s needs, skills and weaknesses to support 

them to increase the self-efficacy to demonstrate the range of writing skills required 

for successful story-writing. Therefore, John may need extra support with his spelling 
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to increase his self-efficacy so that he feels able to be successful in story-writing 

tasks. 

 

5.32 Teacher-learner relationship 

Surprisingly, the boys’ writing skills appeared to be influenced by the positive 

relationship which developed between the boys and me. Half of this sample of boys 

made unprompted reference to the importance of the teacher-learner relationship. 

Philip said he enjoyed the story-writing activities, ‘…Mr P., and you’re one of the best 

teacher[s].’ Similar comments were made by Harry who said, ‘you’re a good teacher’. 

The literature chapter suggested the bond between teacher and learner was likely to 

stimulate positive behaviours towards learning (Patrick et al., 2007). The boys 

appeared to value the supportive and encouraging learning environment, which was 

structured around their shared experiences of learning to write, and accurate praise 

for the literacy devices they had used successfully. The boys’ perceptions of the 

story-writing activities highlighted the influential impact a positive teacher-learner 

relationship can have on their experience of learning to write.  

An alternative explanation for this positive relationship may be that they did not view 

me as a teacher but more of a helper. When asked what they enjoyed about the 

story-writing activities Ben said, 

 ‘I enjoyed it because I got the best helper and that’s Mr P.’ 

Ben could have that believed I was a helper because I did not have my own class 

within the school. The sessions were a place where the boys’ contributions and 

efforts were valued and praised. Consequently, they began to demonstrate desired 

learning behaviours, which were more likely to result in success, i.e., greater 
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motivation and perseverance (Bandura and Lock, 2003; Bong and Clark, 1999). 

Their engagement, motivation and self-efficacy may have increased because they 

were not as concerned about the negative comments from others (Wood, 1999; 

Cohen, 1994). This may have enabled them to focus their attention on improving 

their writing skills, rather than being concerned about their peers’ opinions in order to 

achieve belonging.  

On reflection the positive relationships may have been developed by creating a 

learning environment which accounted for the learners’ perceptions. This study does 

not suggest that teachers do not foster positive relationships with their learners, nor 

is it suggested that teachers need to be learners’ ‘friends’ to benefit from the positive 

learning behaviours which are discussed within this thesis. Mrs Anderson’s 

comments about the boys’ disruptive behaviour are exemplified as,  

‘sometimes some of these boys are difficult to engage because they can be 
more interested in acting the class clown for their friends than doing quality 
written work’  

 

This could illustrate that curriculum constraints and the daily challenges of being a 

class teacher might understandably push the importance of a positive teacher-

learner relationship and learners’ perceptions out of the forefront of teachers’ minds 

and pedagogical practices. The two main ways in which a positive teacher-learner 

relationship was fostered during the story-writing activities were through the use of 

focused verbal praise and open communication (Patrick et al., 2007; Wilson, 2006). 

Verbal praise was believed to develop learners’ self-efficacy and motivation (Patrick 

et al., 2007). The small group size enabled me to read their work whilst they were 

writing. This allowed me to quickly commend them when they evidenced a 

requirement on the government’s assessment framework. I did not share the whole 
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assessment framework with the boys because I felt the list could be intimidating. 

However, each story-writing activity focused on practising a skill which would 

address the criteria from the assessment framework. I informed them that the skills 

we practised were important because they were skills which teachers looked for 

when assessing their writing ability. The last session of each week was used for 

writing a story which enabled the boys to demonstrate the skills they had practised in 

previous sessions. This process of practising and applying their skills helped to make 

the requirements of successful writing clear to the boys. Structuring the sessions in 

this way provided an opportunity for them to evidence their skills and competency in 

writing to others within the group, enabling them to develop a sense of belonging 

(Wigfield and Eccles, 1992). This practice also reaffirmed the requirements of the 

assessment criteria, making it clear that the literacy feature they were being helped 

to understand was needed for successful writing. An effective method of motivating 

children is for them to see their peers encounter success (Bandura, 1997; Keyser 

and Barling, 1981). For example, if Harry was praised for using adjectives in his 

writing, this could encourage the other boys to use adjectives so they too might 

receive equal recognition. Celebrating when the boys used a feature of the 

assessment framework developed their self-efficacy by evidencing to them and 

others that they could use the requirements of successful writing. 

Secondly, by ‘open communication’ I mean that the boys were encouraged to talk to 

each other. Talking helps learners develop their writing skills (Wilson, 2006). During 

the sessions they were encouraged to share ideas. They would be asked to read 

their work aloud, whilst I and the other members of the group would offer praise and 

occasional recommendations to further improve their written work. The small group 

size also meant that the boys’ contributions were valued by their peers because they 
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were more engaged in their learning experience (Handley, 2002). Philip revealed 

that he enjoyed the story-writing activities ‘…because we get to chat with friends”. 

This evidenced their enjoyment of discussion and sharing of ideas with their peers, 

which was a key feature of the story-writing activities. This dialogue provided 

opportunity for them to receive help without having to ask for it. They were able to 

evaluate each other’s writing and improve their work in the light of the conversations 

that had taken place (Patrick et al., 2007). These reflections also provided 

opportunity to praise and reinforce the required features of the assessment criteria. 

This supportive and respectful relationship developed their self-efficacy and 

increased the likelihood of them adopting mastery motivation goals (Patrick et al., 

2003; Turner et al., 2002; Patrick et al., 2001). As teachers, mastery goal orientation 

is an ultimate aim so that learners are able to independently develop their skills and 

understanding (Ames, 1992). On balance it seemed that the relationship between 

teacher and learner had an influence on the boys’ enjoyment for learning and should 

be a feature of boys’ experience of learning to write stories.   

The aspects of the teacher-learner relationship discussed within this section could be 

interpreted as contributing to ‘experience of learning to write’ referred to on the 

conceptual framework (Figure 2). The positive relationship, as identified by half of 

the boys in this sample, could have been a factor which contributed to their 

increased self-efficacy and might explain the positive behaviours they demonstrated 

within the story-writing activities. These factors appear to exemplify the teacher-

learner relationship as an aspect of ‘experience of learning to write’, influencing 

‘perceptions of self-efficacy’ and ‘learners’ behaviour’, as referred to on the 

conceptual framework (Figure 2). A positive teacher-learner relationship might help 

develop the boys’ self-efficacy, which could lead them to exhibit positive behaviour 
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when approaching story-writing tasks. This suggests the relationship between 

teacher and learner, including the communication of feedback, needs to be 

considered when teaching boys because in this research it appeared to support 

them in achieving success and reduce their disruptive behaviours when approaching 

story-writing activities.  

 

I am aware that my experience is in a different subject area to English. However, the 

approaches I put in place during the story writing activities for the boys were based 

on the literature reviewed, including social policy and educational research about 

boys and the teaching of writing in school; my experience of using oral rehearsal as 

a maths teacher; my journey as a struggling writer; the feedback from the boys 

through data collection; the disconnection between what the boys believed was 

required for successful writing and the requirements in the end of keystage two 

assessment criteria. These influences meant that the intervention was designed to 

focus on addressing the weaknesses which the boys identified during data collection 

in conjunction with the requirements of the assessment criteria, which was a part of 

the focus of the literature review carried out in the research. I felt it was 

advantageous that I was both a researcher and a teacher. It meant that I was able to 

combine my experiences as a teacher; my journey as a struggling writer; the boys’ 

perceptions; and my findings from the literature about psychological theories which 

could explain the underlying causes of boys’ underachievement, with the boys’ 

perceptions of their experience of learning to write when designing and thinking 

about the approaches used within the story writing activities.  
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I do not believe I was best placed to carry out this research purely on the basis that I 

am male. Social policy and educational research discusses the merits of boys being 

taught by male teachers as a measure for combatting feminised primary schooling 

(DfEE, 2000; Sax, 2006; Parker, 2008; Palmer, 2010). From my own experience as a 

struggling learner, I had a higher self-efficacy in lessons where I had a more positive 

relationship with the teacher. Whilst I acknowledge that the boys may have 

perceived me as a role model, I believe the relationship which developed between 

myself, and the boys was a more important factor than my gender in contributing to 

the boys’ improved self-efficacy (Martino and Kehler, 2006; Hughes et al., 2008; 

Watson, 2017). The relationship, which I felt was an important aspect of the 

intervention, was something which I was aware of in creating and designing the 

story-writing activities because it was important that the boys felt that they could talk 

to me about their experiences and, more importantly, about what they needed from 

the story writing activities. Because of this, the intervention was tailored to meet their 

needsthat my experience is in a different subject area than English, however the 

approaches which I put in place during the story writing activities for the boys were 

based on, the literature reviewed including social policy and educational research 

about boys and the teaching of writing in school; my experience of using oral 

rehearsal as a maths teacher; my journey as a struggling writer; the feedback from 

the boys through data collection; the disconnection between what the boys believed 

as required for successful writing and what was requirements on the end of keystage 

two assessment criteria. These influences meant that the intervention was designed 

to focus on addressing the weaknesses which the boys identified during data 

collection in conjunction with the requirements of the assessment criteria, which was 

a part of the focus of the literature review carried out within this research. I felt It was 
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advantageous that I was both researcher and teacher because it meant that I was 

able to combine my experiences as a teacher, my journey as a struggling writer; the 

boys perceptions; my findings from the literature about psychological theories, which 

could explain the underlying causes of boys underachievement, with the boys 

perceptions of their experience of learning to write when design and thinking about 

the approaches used within the story writing activities.  

 

I do not believe I was best placed to carry out this research purely on the basis that I 

am male. Social policy and educational research discusses the merits of boys been 

taught by male teachers as a measure for combatting feminised primary schooling 

(DfEE, 2000; Sax, 2006; Parker, 2008; Palmer, 2010). From my own experience as a 

struggling learner, I had a higher self-efficacy in lessons where I had a more positive 

relationship with the teacher. Whilst I acknowledge that the boys may have 

perceived me as a role model, I do not believe that I was better placed to deliver the 

story writing activities solely on the basis of my gender. I believe the relationship 

which developed between myself, and the boys was a more important factor which 

contributed to the boys improved self-efficacy (Martino and Kehler, 2006; Hughes et 

al., 2008; Watson, 2017). The relationship, which I felt was an important aspect of 

the intervention, was something which I was aware of in creating and designing the 

story-writing activities. This is because it was important that the boys felt that they 

could talk to me about their experiences and more importantly what they needed 

from the story writing activities. Therefore, the intervention was tailored to meet their 

needs. 
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5.33 Summary of the boys’ perceptions of their writing experience after the 

story-writing activities 

This summary section again makes links between the study’s conceptual framework 

and the study’s findings. The figure below represents the most relevant parts of the 

conceptual framework relating to the boys’ perceptions following the story-writing 

activities. Figure 11 includes the task value box, which appears in the study’s original 

conceptual framework but does not appear in the pre story-writing edited version of 

the framework. This is because task value was relevant for the majority of the boys 

after the story-writing activities, but was not as relevant or as evident in the pre story-

writing activities findings.  

 

Figure 11: An example of the majority of the boys’ perceptions following the story-

writing activities.  
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Figure 11 illustrates that the boys appeared to have been positively influenced by 

their experiences within the story-writing activities. The sessions developed the 

participants’ skills in writing and secured their understanding of the requirements of 

the government’s assessment criteria which appeared to increase most of this group 

of boys’ self-efficacy towards story-writing tasks (Bandura, 1997). Consequently, 

most of the boys began to expect success in story-writing tasks (Eccles and Wigfield, 

2020). The majority began to acquire a perception of writing as having an intrinsic 

task value, which improved their motivation and persistence and increase their 

likelihood of success (Wigfield and Eccles, 1992). They also seemed to realise that 

their newly acquired skills and understanding of the requirements for successful 

writing were a cause of their success (Weiner, 2010). These factors changed their 

perceptions as they adopted positive behaviours towards their learning, such as 

greater motivation and perseverance (Bandura and Locke, 2003; Bong and Clark, 

1999). The participants’ acknowledgement of their ability to use their new 

punctuation skills suggests that most of the boys were likely to be motivated by task 

mastery goals because they sought to develop their skills and knowledge in writing. 

The data suggests implementing story-writing activities which considered the boys’ 

perceptions of their writing successes and areas for improvement and the broader 

causes of boys’ underachievement led them to develop higher self-efficacy regarding 

story-writing, which led them to demonstrate behaviours that were more likely to 

support them to achieve success. The conceptual framework enabled me to consider 

the possible causes of boys’ distracted and reluctant behaviour, such as boys’ self-

efficacy. This is a change of focus from social policy and literature which seeks to 

first tackle boys’ disruptive behaviour as the main cause of their underachievement 

(Bennett, 2017; Ofsted, 2014; OECD, 2009). In this approach behaviour is seen as 
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the product of boys’ self-perception and psychological influences from their 

experiences which could influence behaviour, rather than boys’ disruptive behaviour 

being the primary focus. This is illustrated in the positioning of behaviour at the end 

of the conceptual framework.  

Despite John acknowledging his improved skills, particularly in the development of 

his vocabulary and understanding of the requirements for successful writing, his low 

self-efficacy appeared to prevent him from demonstrating the range of rehearsed 

literacy devices in the story-writing activities. His previous experience of 

underachievement and engrained low self-efficacy could explain why he did not 

expect to be successful despite being able to identify some improvement in his 

writing skills. His responses suggest that he remains motivated by performance 

avoidance goals (Elliot, 1999). This appeared to negatively affect his behaviour. 

Whilst I did not interpret his behaviour as disruptive, I did feel he withdrew his effort 

in the story-writing activities. This could be an example of him demonstrating self-

protection strategies, such as a withdrawal of effort to disguise his self-perception of 

low writing ability (Jackson, 2002). This appears to illustrate a relationship between 

‘self-efficacy’, ‘expectations for success’ and ‘learners’ behaviour’ as shown in Figure 

3. This self-perpetuating cycle of low self-efficacy and underachievement highlights 

the need to consider the broader causes of boys’ underachievement by considering 

factors such as learners’ self-efficacy. John’s continued reluctance evidences that 

there is not one approach that can be effective for all children and therefore, some 

children will need individualised support, or more time to understand why they might 

be underachieving when writing, in order to develop their self-efficacy. 

The boys identified the teacher-learner relationship as an important factor within the 

story-writing activities. Half of the boys made specific reference to the teacher-
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learner relationship as the cause of them enjoying the story-writing activities. It is 

possible that the bond between me and the boys stimulated positive behaviours 

towards learning (Patrick et al., 2007) because throughout the story-writing activities 

I did not experience disruptive behaviour. One explanation for this may be that they 

were able to feel that they belonged to their peer group without the intimidation of a 

larger classroom setting (Handley, 2002). Alternatively, the use of verbal praise 

which focused on the assessment criteria may have increased their self-efficacy to 

story-writing (Bandura, 1997). 
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Chapter 6 ‒ Conclusions and reflections   
 

6.1 Conclusions  

From the data capturing the boys’ perceptions of their experience relating to story-

writing and the exploration of broader causes which could explain boys’ disruptive 

behaviours and underachievement, five conclusions were drawn which contribute to 

practice and knowledge.  

1. There needs to be a consideration of the broader causes for boys’ 

underachievement.  

Boys’ disruptive behaviour is believed to be a major factor contributing to their 

underachievement. Some social policy commentators and some teachers, including 

the participants’ class teacher, seem to share this view (Bennett, 2017; Younger and 

Warrington, 2005; Department for Education and Employment, 2000). Whilst social 

policies advised on how to deal with boys’ disruptive behaviour, there did not appear 

to be much thought given to its cause. Despite this, government statistics confirmed 

more boys than girls were excluded because of disruptive behaviours and fewer 

boys than girls achieved age related expectations in writing (DFE, 2019; DfE, 

2019a). My study evidenced that an alternative approach may be needed which 

looks beyond disruptive behaviour and moves to consider its possible causes to 

address boys’ underachievement. The conceptual framework, developed from 

literature surrounding the psychological theories of self-efficacy, expectancy value 

theory, attribution theory, goal orientation theory and belonging, enabled a 

consideration of the broader possible causes of boys’ behaviour leading to their 

underachievement when writing stories. The conceptual framework saw behaviour 

as the end product of self-perceptions rather than the first factor in considering their 
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underachievement. The change in the majority of the boys’ perceptions following the 

story-writing activities which considered the broader causes of the boys’ 

underachievement suggests that this approach may be useful in attempting to 

address underachievement. If teachers had an awareness of these potential 

underlying causes, pedagogical practice could focus on addressing the broader 

causes of the problem rather than on disciplining disruptive behaviour. 

2. Boys’ perceptions of themselves as story-writers need to be listened to and 

acted on to support their story-writing development.  

Prior to the story-writing activities most of the boys in this study appeared to have 

high self-efficacy as story-writers because of their perceived strength in having a 

good imagination. However, the majority of the boys’ perceptions also identified that 

they did not understand the range of skills required for successful writing, and for the 

few skills which they could identify, most did not feel confident to demonstrate them 

in story-writing tasks. Consequently, teacher assessment categorised them as 

underachieving, highlighting that successful writing requires a greater range of skills 

than most of the boys could identify or that they felt they could demonstrate in story-

writing tasks. Therefore, boys’ perceptions need to be listened to so that they can be 

supported to develop the skills required for successful story-writing. Within this study 

this approach was adopted through using the boys’ perceptions to inform story-

writing activities. The focus of the activities was vocabulary, punctuation and 

grammar, aspects indicated as a need by the boys and their class teacher. For 

example, from most of the boys’ responses it became clear that they did not 

understand that description was needed within their story-writing. This was also 

highlighted in Mrs Anderson’s responses as she felt most of the boys needed to 

develop their use of description. The assessment criteria made it clear that 
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description was needed for story-writing to be assessed as being of age related 

standard. The participants’ perspectives and the assessment criteria influenced the 

content of the story-writing activities within this study and those activities therefore 

focused on developing the boys’ confidence in using description which could support 

them to become successful in future story-writing tasks. The boys’ responses 

following the story-writing activities highlighted their confidence in using new skills 

such as adjectives which were rehearsed in the story-writing activities and supported 

them to become successful story-writers. The boys’ perceptions discussed within this 

thesis have illustrated that a low self-efficacy can seriously damage boys’ experience 

of learning. Within this case study that was especially true for John. The use of my 

conceptual framework highlights that the behaviour exhibited in the classroom may 

have underlying causes which stem from experiences of learning and perceptions of 

self-efficacy. Teaching practices need to consider boys’ perceptions of their 

strengths and weaknesses and their experiences of possible conflict between their 

perceptions and their school experience in order to support them to understand the 

skills required for successful writing as well as to develop their competency in using 

these skills.  

3. Boys need to understand that good writing requires more than having a good 

imagination.  

Prior to the story-writing activities, the boys identified imagination as a skill which 

they believed would enable them to achieve success. However, imagination is not a 

requirement of the end of key stage two assessment criteria and was therefore 

unlikely to facilitate their success in story-writing tasks. Whilst the boys identified 

some skills, such as neat handwriting and vocabulary, which are features of the 

assessment criteria, most did not believe they could evidence these in their story-
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writing tasks. These findings suggested that the boys had a low self-efficacy towards 

story-writing tasks because they recognised that they did not have the skills required 

to write a successful story. Referring to the conceptual framework (Figure 10), the 

fact that the majority of the boys did not understand which skills were required for 

success appeared to result in them developing a low self-efficacy that influenced 

their expectations for success, the factors which they believed were responsible for 

their underachievement and or success, their motivation towards story-writing tasks 

and their sense of belonging. All of these could negatively affect their behaviour. 

Following the story-writing activities the boys’ responses suggested that they had 

developed a greater understanding of the range of skills which were required for 

successful story-writing. It would seem that this group of boys needed to be 

supported to develop skills identified in the assessment criteria, including the use of 

adjectives, adverbs and how to use speech punctuation prior to using these skills in 

their writing.    

4. Spelling, Grammar, and Punctuation (SPaG) lessons may not be enough to 

support story-writing development.  

The additional story-writing activities appeared to have provided an opportunity for 

the boys to practice the literacy skills required for success, including how to structure 

sentences and the use of vocabulary. Within the national curriculum the English 

programme of study identifies spelling, punctuation and grammar skills lessons as 

having the purpose of providing opportunity to develop learners’ vocabulary using 

reading and writing (DfE, 2014). However, the data from my research appeared to 

highlight the need for the specific teaching of vocabulary, punctuation and grammar 

which went beyond the acquisition of these skills from reading and writing through 

SPaG lessons. It is important for boys to gain an understanding of the literacy 
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devices required for success so that they are able to develop and demonstrate these 

features, and thereby achieve success. Acquiring this understanding may alleviate 

the participants’ use of disruptive behaviour to hide their fear of expected failure, 

behaviour which social policy and teachers seek to address because it is seen as a 

significant factor in causing boys’ underachievement (Bennett, 2017; Haydn, 2014). 

The discontinuity between social policy, teachers’ views and the boys’ understanding 

of the requirements of successful writing highlights the need for earlier intervention 

and greater openness about what teachers are looking for when they look over and 

mark pupils’ work. 

5. A good teacher and student relationship is needed to support success in 

story-writing to encourage a reduction in disruptive behaviour.  

The data within this research suggests a good relationship between teachers and 

learners is important for fostering boys’ positive behaviours towards their learning 

(Patrick et al., 2007). The boys highlighted the importance of the relationship with 

teachers as something which resulted in them enjoying the story-writing activities. 

This seemed to have helped them develop a more accurate view of their abilities and 

associated positive behaviours. I acknowledge that the boys’ experience of taking 

part in the story-writing activities could be viewed as them receiving ‘special 

treatment’. I also recognise the reciprocal nature of the relationship, which may have 

influenced the research because of the Hawthorne effect, whereby the boys’ 

responses may have been influenced by their perception of what I wanted to hear, 

rather than a true statement of what they thought (Cohen et al., 2013). I am also 

aware that the boys may have taken part in the research because they believed it 

was something the school wanted them to do (Henning, 2019). However, the positive 

teacher-learner relationship seemed important to some of the boys within the 
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research. In the individual interviews following the story-writing activities, having 

asked them ‘Is there anything else you would like to tell me about the writing group 

that you enjoyed or didn’t like?’ three boys (half of the boys’ participant sample) 

made unprompted comments about the teacher-learner relationship. It therefore 

seems important to develop a positive teacher-learner relationship because this 

appears to enable teachers to create a learning environment where they are able to 

foster boys’ self-efficacy. This relationship needs more openness about what the 

features of successful writing are. Without this understanding the boys lacked 

direction about what they needed to include in their story-writing. Prior to the story-

writing activities, their lack of understanding led to a perception of self-efficacy where 

their writing skills did not enable them to achieve success. The relationship 

established within this study enabled the boys to share their perceptions and 

experiences when writing stories, which informed the story-writing activities and 

helped to change their perceptions and consequently their approach to story-writing 

activities.  

 

6.2 Research limitations 

To improve this research, I could have used more detailed analysis of each method 

of data collection to guide my future data collection. I could have observed the boys’ 

behaviour in the classroom setting to enhance the trustworthiness of the class 

teacher’s perceptions relating to their behaviour. However, the focus of this research 

was to understand the boys’ perspectives of themselves when learning to write 

stories. Therefore the methods of data collection focused on capturing the boys’ 

perceptions. This approach would have enabled me to seek further clarification of 
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the participants’ perspectives. In hindsight I would have liked to have revisited the 

participants after the research was complete as this may have enabled me to gain 

further details about their experiences of learning to improve their writing skills. 

Adopting this approach would have made the data longitudinal, enabling an 

assessment of the long-term changes in the boys’ story-writing. If I had used a larger 

sample size, especially of class teachers, it could have enabled me to draw on 

differing perspectives and experiences. However, I used a smaller sample size as I 

wanted to gain a detailed understanding of boys’ experience of learning to write 

stories.   

Despite this study’s intention to understand boys’ perceptions of their experience of 

writing stories, I could have explored teachers’ perceptions further. I could have 

explored the teaching assistants’ perceptions, or even their previous class teachers’ 

views about the boys. This might have enabled me to capture a greater depth of 

information about the boys’ educational development. It may also have provided 

greater triangulation between the perceptions of the teacher and the boys’ views on 

their experience of learning to write. However, the class teacher was chosen to take 

part in this research because she was the person teaching this group of boys, in this 

year group and she is responsible for delivering the content of the national 

curriculum.  

 

6.3 How might others build on this study? 

The conceptual framework used within this research demonstrates the importance of 

further research which considers the broader causes of boys’ behaviour rather than 

only focusing on addressing the disruptive behaviour as it occurs within the 
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classroom. Edited versions of the conceptual framework (Figure 10 and Figure 11) 

were used in the previous chapters’ summary sections and focused on areas of the 

original conceptual framework that related directly to the study’s findings. For 

example, task value was important to the majority of the boys after the story-writing 

activities, but was not evident before them and therefore only appeared in the post 

story-writing activities edited conceptual framework (Figure 11). This highlights the 

importance of considering the broader causes of behaviour. Therefore, when using 

the conceptual framework in practice I would advocate using the original framework 

developed from the literature because other participants’ responses might refer to 

theories that are different to the ones suggested by this group of boys. The 

conceptual framework could also be extended to include other psychological theories 

in future research. 

The data from this study shows the importance of further research which considered 

different types of story-writing activities in particular research which investigates 

boys’ experiences and perceptions of learning. More research needs to focus on 

boys’ perceptions as a starting point to evaluate and inform pedagogical practices to 

better support those who are experiencing underachievement when writing stories. 

Research which captures boy’s perceptions about their experiences of learning to 

inform pedagogical practice could foster boy’s self-efficacy and positive behaviours 

when approaching story-writing tasks. The conceptual framework (Figure 1) could be 

used to examine whether the positive effects on the boys’ self-efficacy were 

maintained over a period of time. Sharing these initial findings on the importance of 

self-efficacy may encourage teachers to reflect and adapt their pedagogical practice. 

This would enable teachers to observe changes in learners’ self-efficacy, their 

behaviours towards learning, and writing outcomes. It may then be advantageous to 



186 
 

understand the self-perceptions of a whole class, to see if there are any 

commonalities which could be addressed through changes in teachers’ approach to 

pedagogical practice. This would then provide an insight into a whole class’s self-

efficacy, enabling researchers to explore whether there are similarities in the 

learners’ perceptions about what skills and support they need which could potentially 

improve their writing outcomes. For example, further research could explore whether 

additional story-writing activities that support knowledge on adjectives is beneficial 

for all learners. 

Whilst the boys appeared to value the supportive nature of the story-writing activities, 

I can only surmise why they perceived ‘teacher-relationship’ as a feature which 

enhanced their self-efficacy and expectancy for success. It would be interesting to 

further explore the role of the teacher-learner relationship, discovering the impact of 

a positive teacher relationship on boys’ learning experience, and to understand what 

led them to see me as ‘one of the best teachers’. This could be explored further with 

a larger sample size of both learners and teachers. Interviewing more teachers or 

professionals involved within the teaching of story-writing or observing the boys to 

gain more insight into their experiences of learning may build upon the knowledge 

and understanding drawn from this group of participants 
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Appendix  

Appendix 1 Questionnaire 
 

This is the questionnaire which was issued to the boys to gain their perceptions 

about their experience of learning to write. 

 

1. Which school subject do you enjoy most? (Tick one) 

Literacy  
 

RE PE Science  

Maths 
 

History  Geography  Art 

 

Other subject___________________________________ 

2. What do you enjoy about your favourite subject? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. Do you like to write? 

Yes / No  

 

4. What do you like to write about? 



219 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. Which subject do you think is most important? (Tick one) 

Literacy  
 

RE PE Science  

Maths 
 

History  Geography  Art 

 

Other subject___________________________________ 

6. Why do you think this subject is most important? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

7. Thinking about writing. What makes writing enjoyable? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

8. What type of writing do you like to do? (Tick one) 

Poetry  Non Fiction- a newspaper 
report  

Fiction- Story  
 

I don’t like doing any 
writing  

 

9. Do you think that you are good at writing stories? 

Yes/ No 

Why do you think this? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

10. Do you think story writing is important?  

Yes / No 

If yes- Why do you think story writing is important? (Tick one) 

To make my imagination 
better 

 To make your teacher 
happy 

 

To learn new words  So you can write stories 
books 
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Other reason: 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

11. What skills do you think you need to write a good story? (Tick three) 

Imagination Write lots Spelling 

Vocabulary Structure  Neat hand writing 

 

Other skills: ___________________________________________ 

12. When you write a story what parts do you think it should have in it? 

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________ 

13. Which parts of the story do you enjoy writing? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

14. Why do you enjoy this? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

15. Which parts of the story do you find most difficult to write? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

16. Why do you find this section more difficult? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

17. Have you got any ideas that might make this section easier to write? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

18. What skills do you have when writing stories? (Tick two) 

Imagination Write lots Spelling 

Vocabulary Structure  Neat hand writing 

 

Other skills: ___________________________________________ 

19. What subject do you think you are good at? 

Literacy  
 

RE PE Science  

Maths 
 

History  Geography  Art 

 

Other subject___________________________________ 
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20. How do you know you are good at this subject? 

 

______________________________________________________________ 

 

_____________________________________________________________ 

 

21. How does it make you feel when you are good at a subject? 

 

______________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________ 

 

22. What subject do you think you need the most help in? 

 

______________________________________________________________ 

 

23. Do you ask for help in this subject? 

Yes/ No 

 

24. Why do/ don’t you ask for help? 

 

______________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

25. Which subject do you enjoy least? (Tick one) 

Literacy  
 

RE PE Science  

Maths 
 

History  Geography  Art 

 

Other subject___________________________________ 

26. Why do you enjoy this subject the least? 

______________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________ 

 

27. Who do you think is better at writing stories? 

Boys /Girls 

28. Why do you think they are better story writers? 

 

______________________________________________________________ 
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______________________________________________________________ 

 

29. How do you know when you are good at a subject? (Tick two) 

When your friends tell 
you 

You just know When you get your 
school report 

When your teacher tells 
you  

When you have parents’ 
evening  

When you have a test 
and get the mark 

When your teacher 
marks your work 

When your work goes 
on display  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

30. When do you most enjoy writing a story?  (Tick three) 

Working with friends When your teacher helps 
you  

When you have a plan 

Writing about you want  When you have a help 
sheet  

When you work on 
computers 

When you work on your 
own  

When you like the teacher I don’t like story writing  

 

31. What does your teacher do to help you do your best writing? (Tick two) 

Gives me praise  Gives me a help sheet  Gives us a picture to write 
our story about 

Gives me feedback on my 
plan 

Let’s us practice using 
new vocabulary  

Gives us a start to a story  

Leaves me to just get on 
with it 

Models writing  Other: 
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Appendix 2- Group interview questions 

 

This is the list of questions used in the group interview to explore the boys’ 

perceptions prior to the writing group sessions.  

  

1. Why do you think it is important to have a plan of what you are going to write? 

2. Why is it important to have words displayed in your classroom that you can 

use in your own writing? 

3. Why do you think it’s important to practice using new words which you can 

then use in your own writing? 

4. Do you know what the sections are of the 5 parts of the story mountain?  

5. Do you ask for help when you are stuck?  

6. Do you feel comfortable asking for help? 

7. Why do you think the final section is the most enjoyable part to write? 

8. How does it make you feel when you are doing a subject which you think you 

are good at? 

9. What subject do you like the best? 

10.  When are you more likely to try harder in a subject? Is it when you like the 

subject or dislike the subject?  

11. How do you know when you have written a good story?  
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Appendix 3 – Interview questions prior to the writing group sessions 
 

This is a copy of the questions I asked the boys prior to the writing group sessions.  

 

1. Who do you think is better at writing - boys or girls? 

2. Do you think story-writing is important? 

3. Do you think you’re a good writer? 

4. How do you know you’re good at writing? 

5. Is it important to you to be good at writing stories? 

6. How do you know you have been successful at writing a story? 

7. How do success criteria help you with your writing? 

8. How do you feel when you’re not good at a subject? 

9. How do you feel when you’ve tried hard, but you don’t get the level you 

wanted? 

10. Do you always try your best? 

11. Do you enjoy writing? 

12. Do you think that because you enjoy writing stories that means you’re good at 

writing stories? 

13. Are levels important to you? 

14. When you’re good at a subject what do you think other children in your class 

think about you? 

15. Does it matter to you what people in your class think about you? 

16. is it important to you to do well at school? 

Any additional comments  
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Appendix 4- Class teacher interview notes 
 

During the class teacher interview I made very brief notes because she was unwilling 

to be recorded. Immediately after the interview I made more extensive notes about 

what she said.  

 

1. What can you tell me about the boys’ story writing?  

H-Lack description- write lots but sense 

F-Good ideas struggle get down –little improvements needed- mistakes in work 

B-sense 

P- most able-back in progress- can’t continue 

little range of skills 

S-More description 

J- spelling 

 

2. Can you tell me about how they approach writing tasks? 

H- usually focused- likes to impress- distracted- progress 

J- very reluctant - diff engage- no try 

F- distracted could be reluctant  

B- write and write 

P- good- hard working 

S- listen -day dream- bit reluctant  

 

3. What do you feel are the boys main weakness when writing stories? 

H- description 

F- description full stops 

B- description 

P- confidence 

S- description  

J- confid- he says cant write motiv 
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Anything else you think it would be helpful for me to know 

do not show skills for success 

H and F friends and distract 

B- helpful falls out with peers 

S and J mistakes- poor spelling skills 

J- spelling – sit and taps- - can be disrupt- low eff and moti 

Some- class clown- mistakes in writing- diff engage 

1. What can you tell me about the boys’ story writing? 

Harry lacked description in his writing. He wrote a lot but this did not always make 

sense 

Fred had good verbal ideas but struggled to write his ideas down on to paper 

because his ideas move too quickly and do not link together. As a result, he often 

made mistakes in his work. He had only made a little improvement since the start of 

the year and this needed to improve.  

Philip is the most able writer in the group, but he also went back in progress which 

needs to improve. He does not use the range of literacy skill that are needed for him 

to improve.  

Sam needs to use more description in his writing he writes very simple sentences  

John is reluctant to write because he really struggles with his spelling 

Ben’s writing would often not make sense  

 

2. Can you tell me about how they approach writing tasks? 

Harry is usually focused on his work and likes to impress others although this 

sometimes leads to him distracting others or being distracted. This has stunted his 

progress this year  

John is very reluctant and difficult to engage. He seems to have given up and does 

not try 

Fred can easily be distracted and can sometimes be reluctant to do his writing tasks 

Ben is very hardworking and will write until he is told to stop 

Philip is good and hardworking and mostly tried his best  

Sam can be a bit reluctant when it comes to writing which is not helped by him not 

listening to instructions. This means that he quite often appears to be day dreaming.   

 

3. What do you feel are the boys’ main weakness when writing stories? 
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For Harry, Fred, Ben and Sam they need to include more description in their writing 

making sure that it makes sense to the reader. 

Philip needs to develop the confidence to use the variety of literacy skills  

John needs confidence to believe that he can write and stay motivated so that he is 

able to produce more quantity and quality of writing.  

4. Information you believe it would be helpful for me to know 

The boys do not show the skills which are needed for successful writing  

Harry and Fred are friends which means they often distract each other 

Ben is really helpful and will be keen to do jobs in the classroom, but he can easily 

fall out and windup his peers which can distract him when writing 

The boys make quite a few mistakes when writing. Sam and John have poor spelling 

skills  

Most of these boys just have little mistakes in their writing which they need to take 

the time to correct.  

Sometimes some of these boys are difficult to engage because they can be more 

interested in acting the class clown for their friends than doing their written work.  

John can be disruptive when the class are writing, he often just sits there and taps 

his pencil and tries to distract others. 

 

My immediate recollection of the class teacher’s comments following the interview  

1. The boys were reluctant writers, particularly John 

2. The boys were difficult to engage 

3. The boys can be disruptive but not all the time  

4. The boys missed out key features of good writing  

5. They made mistakes when writing  

 

6. John has poor spelling skills  

7. John was the key child who was disruptive  

8. John showed low effort and motivation towards writing tasks 

9. John has a low confidence when writing  

10. Harry can write a lot but a lot of it does not make sense  

11. Fred has good ideas but struggles to transfer these coherently into his writing  

12. When she showed me some of their work, she pointed out that they miss out 

literacy devices such as adjectives when writing a descriptive setting 

13. Ben would make the most of every minute and would still be writing even 

when told to stop 

14. Philip does not have the confidence to use the range of literacy skills needed 

so only used basic skills. 
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15. Sam does not appear to listen to instructions and typically day dreams rather 

than get on with his writing  

16. The boys were more interested in acting the class clown than doing quality 

writing’.  
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Appendix 5- Interview questions following the writing group sessions 

This is the list of question I used as a basis for the one-to-one interviews with the 

boys following the writing group sessions.   

1. Did you enjoy the writing group? 

2. Do you think you’re more confident in writing stories? 

3. Do you think you are good at writing stories now? 

4. How do you know this? 

5. What do you think you’ve improved the most in your stories now? 

6. Do you enjoy writing stories more now than you did before the writing 

group? 

7. Why do you enjoy writing stories more now? 

8. Is there anything else that you’ve learnt in the writing group that you’d like 

to tell me? 

9. Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about the writing group that 

you enjoyed or didn’t like? 
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Appendix 6- Example of story-writing activity  
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Appendix 7- Example of a story-writing plan activity  
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Appendix 8 – Class teacher’s interview notes confirmation 
 

Following the interview with the class teacher, I showed her the notes I took at the 

time of the interview and my more extensive notes which I made immediately after. 

The teacher then wrote a brief note to confirm that my notes were an accurate 

representation of the discussion that occurred 
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Appendix 9: Example of my open coding  
 

Example of open coding of Mrs Anderson’s responses  

 

4. What can you tell me about the boys’ story writing?  

H-Lack description- write lots but sense 

F-Good ideas struggle get down –little improvements needed- mistakes in work 

B-sense 

P- most able-back in progress- can’t continue 

little range of skills 

S-More description 

J- spelling 

 

5. Can you tell me about how they approach writing tasks? 

H- usually focused- likes to impress- distracted- progress 

J- very reluctant - diff engage- no try 

F- distracted could be reluctant  

B- write and write 

P- good- hard working 

S- listen -day dream- bit reluctant  

 

6. What do you feel are the boys main weakness when writing stories? 

H- description 

F- description full stops 

B- description 

P- confidence 

S- description  

J- confid- he says cant write motiv 

Anything else you think it would be helpful for me to know 

do not show skills for success 

H and F friends and distract 
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B- helpful falls out with peers 

S and J mistakes- poor spelling skills 

J- spelling – sit and taps- - can be disrupt- low eff and moti 

Some- class clown- mistakes in writing- diff engage 
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Appendix 10- Example of analytical coding of the boys’ responses from 

interview 1 
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Appendix 11- Example of axial coding of the teacher and boys’ responses 

across different methods of data collection  
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Appendix 12- Example of select coding of the teacher and boys’ responses 

across different methods of data collection  
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Appendix 13- Ethical proposal  
 

Ethical form  20.03.15 

Title: Boys’ self-perception about fiction writing and why they might underachieve. 
 

Brief outline of project: rationale, aims, research questions, and expected 

outcome (300 words) 

My project seeks to gain understanding of boys’ self-perceptions as fiction writers, 

considering themes such as the effects of peer pressure, fear of failure and 

masculinity. Through this research I want to understand where these self-

perceptions come from and why they might cause underachievement in boys’ fiction 

writing.  

Secondly I want to identify teaching methods that the participants feel enable them to 

produce their best fiction writing. I will then use this information to design a writing 

intervention that incorporates these methods.  

Finally I want to find out how the writing intervention which uses the preferred 

teaching methods affects them as learners and writers of fiction.  

My research questions are: 

Question 1: Why does fiction writing matter? 

• Why do I think fiction writing is important 

• Why do year 4 boys think fiction writing is important? 

Question 2:  How does the self-perceptions of boys in year 4 influence their fiction 
writing? 
Sub questions: 

• How do boys see themselves as learners? 

• What are the self-perceptions of year four boys as writers of fiction? 

• How do these self-perceptions influence their writing of fiction? 

Question 3: What do we know about teaching fiction writing to boys? 

• How are boys perceived as writers of fiction? 

• Are there pedagogical methods most suited to boys? 

• How do year 4 boys prefer to be taught to write fiction?  

Question 4: How does the writing group affect year 4 boys? 

• How does the writing group affect year four boys’ self-perception as learners?  

• How do year four boys feel the writing group has affected their fiction writing? 

• How has the boys’ fiction writing changed? 
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The expected outcome from this research is to deepen my understanding of how to 

teach boys to write fiction. Which can then influence the teaching methods of 

colleagues within my setting. 

How will your research be conducted? - Describe the methods so that they can 

easily be understood by the ethics committee (300 words) 

First through the use of an anonymous questionnaire, I want to identify the 

perspective of the year group and how they see themselves as fiction writers.  

Second, I will use card sort activity to seek a deeper understanding of learner 

teaching methods preferences. The scenarios given for the card sort activity will be 

drawn from a literature review and responses from the questionnaire. The card sort 

activity will be carried out by male participants, ascertaining their teaching 

preferences in relation to fiction writing.  

Third, I will use the results from the card sort and questionnaire as a stimulus for a 

focus group. In a boy only focus group I aim to establish why they have these self-

perceptions and where they might have come from, in addition to clarifying learners 

preferred teaching methods.  

Fourth, I may use one to one interviews as a method of clarifying participants’ 

responses that arise from the card sort or focus group interview. However until the 

primary data is collected I am unsure as to the extent to which I am going to be using 

this method of data collection. Should this method be used responses will be audio 

recorded.  

Fifth, using the findings from the data collection tools already identified I will design a 

short (4-5 weeks) boy only writing intervention. This will consist of 5-6 boys, 

identified by the school as underachieving in writing. The writing intervention will take 

place for 30-45 minutes, four to five times a week.  

Sixth, following the writing intervention I will use a focus group to establish any 

changes in self-perception of the participants as fiction writers. I will also use one to 

one interviews for clarification, both of these methods will be audio recorded.  

 

What in your view are the ethical considerations involved in this project (e.g. 

confidentiality, consent, risk, physical or psychological harm. Max 100 words 

The head teacher will select a list of around 10 possible participants. I will select 

every second child on the list, ensuring that the selection is fair. 

I am not anticipating any physical harm to the participants as a result of participation. 

If the child experiences any psychological distress they will be withdrawn from the 

research. 

I will ensure children’s anonymity by replacing names with numbers or a different 

name. The school’s name will not be disclosed 
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As a measure of safeguarding I hold an up to date enhanced DBS which the school 

hold a copy of. 

 

Will participants be fully informed of the risks and benefits of participating and 

their right to refuse participation or withdraw from the research at any time?  

I will obtain written permission from the school to enable me to carry out the research 

with the children.  I will also seek informed consent from pupils. I will explain what we 

will be doing and what I will be expecting from them, in a way that the children will 

understand providing them with the opportunity to withdraw from the research at any 

time. As these children are of primary age I will also be seeking informed consent 

from their parents, guardian or ‘responsible others’ (i.e. those who have 

responsibility for the welfare and well-being of the participants e.g. social workers). 

I will withdraw the children on a one to one basis for a short period of time to 

complete the card sort activity so the children will not miss significant learning time. 

With regards to the focus group this withdrawal will not take place during direct 

teaching time so that on the children’s return to class they will have knowledge of the 

activity they have to do. This will ensure that my colleague is not having to repeat 

teaching for the children who are withdrawn.  

For the purposes of the writing intervention I will negotiate with the class teacher 

prior to beginning the research as to when they feel the intervention will cause least 

disruption to my colleague’s teaching and the participants’ learning. The writing 

intervention will last for 30-45minutes four to five times a week. The children will not 

be removed during core subjects or direct teaching. This will enable them to return to 

the learning activity once the writing intervention session has finished.  

The participants will be informed that should a situation arise that they do not want to 

continue with the research process they may inform the class teacher or the Head 

teacher. Participants will be able to withdraw at any point during the research 

process.  

I will ensure that if I recognize that any participant is experiencing distress or 

discomfort in the research process I will stop the research process with this child and 

desist immediately from any actions. I will not continue if the child is not up to it and I 

will use my professional judgements and school policy as guidance.  

 

 

Are participants in your study from a potentially vulnerable group? Which 

groups and what measures will you take to respect their rights and safeguard 

them? 

My research participants are Children  

First, I will follow the most recent guidelines of the British Educational Research 

Association (BERA) as well as seek consent from the school to carry out the 
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research  

 

Second, a letter explaining the research process will be given to parents asking for 

their permission for their child to take part in the research including details of how the 

data collected during the study will be used. Following this they will have the 

opportunities to talk to either the head teacher or myself to answer any questions.  

Third, I will also seek informed consent from pupils. I will explain what we will be 

doing and what I will be expecting from them, in a way that the children will 

understand, providing them with the opportunity to withdraw from the research at any 

time. Following this explanation the children will sign a willingness to participate 

form.  

Fourth, when devising the research questionnaire, card sort, focus group and 

interview I will take care to ensure that the language used is pitched at an 

appropriate level for the participants. 

Fifth, the interviews and focus groups will be audio recorded ensuring that the 

children’s faces are not shown.  

Sixth, I will ensure that the participants understand that they are free to withdraw at 

any point during the study without giving a reason for doing so. Whilst I do not 

anticipate that the subject matter will upset or frighten the children, should I feel the 

children are upset or frightened at any point due to the research I will stop the 

research with this child and inform the head teacher.  

Seventh, there will be situations where I am alone with the participants, however I 

will follow the school policy of ensuring that blinds are open and that children are 

situated near the door. I hold a current CRB which the school holds on file. 

 

How will you ensure that the identity of your participants is protected?  

I will aim to ensure children’s identity is protected as I will not require a name 

for the questionnaire as I only seek to sub group the data into boys and girls, for 

which I will use different coloured paper.  

The card sort will take place way from other children and once the participants 

complete the card sort I will take a photograph of their responses (the child’s 

face will not be captured) I will then put the cards back into an envelope to 

ensure that the next participant does not see the previous responses. The 

responses will be named child 1, to ensure identities are protected. 

During the focus group and interview the participants will be audio recorded to 

ensure their identity is protected.  

During the writing group I will ask the participants to label their written work 

with a given number. Within the write up of my findings I will only refer to the 

participants as a number or as a changed name.  
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Finally, the school’s name will not be disclosed as a measure to ensure 

confidentiality of the participants.  

 

How will you ensure that data remains confidential?  

The data will be coded to ensure that the participants’ names are not disclosed. 

The research data will only be discussed professionally and only with those who 

need to know i.e. thesis supervisors, head teacher and class teacher. 

Recorded interviews will be confidential unless a safeguarding issue arises. 

The data will be stored electronically on a password protected device which does 

not have shared access.  

There will be no reference made to the participants’ names within the file name. 

 

How will you store data during and after the project? 

The data that is collected with be stored on a password protected personal 

computer, where possible individual files will also be password protected. Once the 

research has been completed the data will be deleted and any paper copies will 

be destroyed. 
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Appendix 14- Response from ethical panel  
 
Message sent on behalf of Dr Neil Duncan 
  
Dear Jonathan and Supervisory Team, 
 
I am pleased to inform you that the ethics review panel approved your submission, but with some 
provisos. These are not optional and you should indicate your agreement to incorporate them prior 
to engaging with the research. However, you will not be required to resubmit the form for further 
approval. Please indicate this agreement in an email copied to Ellen Bagley and [e-mail address 

redacted]  

 

Below are the details. The first requires action; the others encourage it. The advice is generous and, I 
hope, helpful to your research endeavours. 
 
May I wish you on behalf of the ethics reviewers, successful for this worthwhile project. 

 

Note: The plans for the writing intervention raise issues of equity based upon both those who are not 
included (and not helped to be better writers) and those who are (and presumably are missing some 
other opportunity. To what extent this study is conducted ethically will largely be determined by the 
quality of the intervention. If the intervention is of high quality and improves the boys’ confidence and 
abilities in fiction writing, then the study will be ethical for those who participate but may disadvantage 
those who do not by comparison. Paradoxically, the more successful the intervention, the greater 
comparative disadvantage to those others. However, there is another risk that might not be the case. 
The intervention will last approximately 20-25 hours in total.  The main risk is that missing their regular 
lesson time will be detrimental to these lower ability students, with any benefits from the intervention 
not outweighing the cost of this missed lesson time. It would be beneficial if somebody in the school, 
who was familiar with the participants, had an overseeing role in this research to monitor the quality of 
the intervention and the continuing consent of the students. 
  
Action: you are required to reflect further on this issue, and with reading around the subject, and 
discussion with your supervisor/s make note of the outcomes and your rationale. The issue is one of 
balance of research risks and benefits. If we did nothing without including everyone in a potential 
advantage, we would in fact do nothing. 
  
Note: There seem to be a set of stated assumptions about boys and writing which look likely to get 
'visited' on the participants. 
Advice: This ought to be the subject of further discussion in your team. 
  
Comments relating to the specific sections of the proposal: 
  
Questions 15/16: 
Asking boys about self-perceptions of fear of failure and masculinity are sensitive subject areas.  If 
these are to be discussed in a focus group, this might be stressful to the boys involved. You might 
develop a strategy that recognises this. 
It is not fully clear how the boys’ level of fiction writing is to be assessed.  Is this being measured in 
terms of self-perception or are any objective measures being taken?  If any extra testing, or different 
methods of testing apart from that which is usually undertaken by the school, are to be used then this 
could increase stress to students.  If level of fiction writing is measured only by self-confidence, there 
is the possibility that students’ confidence might be increased but that their actual ability is not. 
More information is needed with regards to how the intervention will be designed and conducted.  It 
needs to be shown that any intervention is grounded in educational theory/ best practice.  There is a 
danger that the intervention will be less effective in teaching fiction writing than the usual teaching 
methods used, hence disadvantaging those students subject to the intervention. 
Asking students to identify the teaching methods that suit them is potentially harmful to student-
teacher relations.  At all levels, students know which teaching methods they enjoy but they often lack 
an appreciation of which teaching methods are most effective.  Having the meta-cognitive skills to do 
this may be beyond year 4 students.  If not done sensitively, asking students to evaluate their 
teachers’ chosen methods can be undermining for the teacher. 
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Being identified as a student who is poor at writing fiction could be demoralising for the selected 
students.  Being separated from the rest of the class for different lessons raises issues of inclusion. 
  
Question 18 
On what basis will the head teacher select the 10 students?  Selecting every second child might not 
be seen as fair to the children selected.  They may feel they are either being unfairly identified as 
someone who is poor at fiction writing or alternatively they may feel that they are unfairly being 
excluded from a desirable group activity. 
Although the children’s identity will be anonymous on the research report, inside their class children 
will be identifiable to their classmates as taking part in this project.  The children’s responses in the 
focus group will probably be made known to other children outside of the focus group. 
  
Question 19 
What safeguards will be built in to recognise student discomfort and stress?  Rather than the 
researcher relying on their own judgement, there should be another person involved; somebody 
detached from the research such as the school’s safeguarding officer. 
  
Question 20 
Right to withdraw might be difficult with this age group as they may feel reluctant to report that they 
wish to withdraw.  Rather than regularly reminding students of their right to opt-out, it would be better 
if this was re-framed and students were asked to opt-in throughout the duration of the research. 
 
 
Neil 
Neil Duncan 
Reader in Education for Social Justice 
Faculty of Education Health and Wellbeing 
University of Wolverhampton 
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Appendix 15- My response to this feedback  

Thank you for the panel’s response regarding my ethical form. Have meet with my 
supervisors and discussed the project they are happy that this study will be conducted 
ethically.  

Throughout the research process there will be a local responsible person (class teacher and 
head teacher) on site who will be working with me to ensure: 

1. That the participants are not placed at harm by taking part in the intervention  
2. That the participants are happy to give consent to take to continue taking part in the 

research. 

As suggested in the feedback I will ask the class teacher to regularly check that the 
participants are willing to continue taking part in this research asking the participants to 
opt-in throughout the duration of the research. 

In order to ensure that the benefits from the intervention are not outweighed by the cost to 
missed lesson time. I intend to be consistently in contact with the class teacher who will 
have an over seeing role within the research to ensure the continued consent of the 
students. In addition to this I will be consulting the Head teacher of the pedagogical 
approaches which will be adopted within the writing intervention. The head teacher has 
specific experience in writing and will have an overseeing monitoring role.  

When discussing sensitive issues such self-perceptions and fear of failure I will remind the 
children that the whilst I ask that the focus groups remain confidential between its 
participants, that participants need to aware that what is discussed within the focus group 
may be shared outside of the group with others peers.   

The participants are predominately to be assessed in terms of their self-perceptions. There 
will be not extra or different methods apart from those that are undertaken usually by the 
school. However, within the thesis discussion I will be briefly commenting on the academic 
ability of the participants which will be fuelled by the normal classroom assessment of 
fiction writing which the participants will do with the rest of the class.   

The pedagogical practices that form the writing intervention are grounded in educational 
theory or are suggested by literature as being best practice for boys’. My literature review 
looks at the identified causes for boys’ underachievement as well as suggested pedagogical 
practice for improving the achievement of boys. The writing intervention will be carried out 
in addition to their timetabled literacy lessons as an addition measure for ensuring that 
participants will not be disadvantaged by taking part in the writing group 

I agree that asking the students to identify teaching methods that ‘most suit’ them may go 
beyond the skills of year 4 student, However, what I am actually interested in is the 
pedagogical practices that are most suited to them in terms of the learners enjoyment as I 
am seeking the learners self-perceptions as fiction writers.  
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I am aware that being identified as academically poor maybe demoralising, however I will be 
working with the class teacher to limit the demoralising effect of the writing group. The 
writing group is going to be tasked with creating a display as an example of story writing 
within the school, this measure aims at reducing the demoralisation of students identified 
as poor fiction writers, as there work is being used as an example of good work. So the 
intervention group will be presented as a special group rather than a group for low ability 
fiction writers.  

The head teacher will select the children from the year groups writing levels. The head 
teacher will identify a small group of children who are underachieving within writing and 
who she feels will benefit from the writing group. They will be offered the opportunity to 
take part in the writing group. From children who respond with written consent names will 
be pulled out at random to be included within the writing group. Therefore I will have no 
influence in the selection of participants.  

I cannot control the discussion from the focus group been discussed outside of the focus 
group however, I will clearly communicate to the children that we would like to keep our 
group discussion just between us, explaining reasons for this in a language and style that is 
fitting to the participants. However, making the participants aware that some children may 
want to talk about our group chat with other children within the class.  

This research will also not be undermining for the teachers as the focus of my research is 
not on the teachers teaching ability/style but on the learning and the self-perception of the 
learner.  I am asking the children to identify situations where they have learned ‘best’ not 
when the teacher teaches best. It is not the purpose of this research to find out when the 
learners did not enjoy learning only learning experiences that they have enjoyed. This 
research is not aimed at critiquing the teachers teaching style. Through communication with 
the class teacher I will make the distinction clear, reassuring the teacher that I am only 
interested in when learners feel they enjoy learning best.  
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Appendix 16- Response from the Ethical committee  
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Appendix 17- My request to the Headteachers for informed consent  
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Appendix 18- Parents’ informed consent form   

 

Dear Parents/ Carers,  

My name is ____________ and I am a part time teacher at 

______________________. I am also a student at the University of 

Wolverhampton. As part of my course in education I am carrying out a study 

into children’s writing.  

I would like your permission for your child to take part in a similar study into 

what they like to do when being taught how to write. At this stage I will be 

asking your child to talk to me about what teachers do to help them produce 

their best writing.  What your child tells me will inform my planning of a 

writing group. 

As part of this study your child will complete a short questionnaire as well as 

taking part in a card sorting activity, this will tell me how they like to learn. I 

will then talk to the children to find out a little more about what they like to do 

when writing. Some children will then be asked at random to join my writing 

group. We will develop the selected children’s existing skills in writing. 

Unfortunately, not all children will be able to join the writing group. After the 

writing group, I will talk to the children who were in the writing group to see if 

their opinions of writing have changed. During this study I am aiming to ensure 

confidentiality and your child’s identity will not be revealed to anyone outside 

of ________. If you would like to discuss any part of this study please 

contact__________, I am in school Monday to Thursday.  

This study could make a difference to the way writing is taught to young 

children. If you would like your child to take part in this study please complete 

the attached consent form. 

Many Thanks 

___________ 

I consent for my child ______________________________ to take part in the 

research into writing.  

Sign: _______________________________   Date: ________________ 
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Appendix 19 – Headteacher consent  
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Appendix 20: Mrs Anderson’s formative assessment for writing 
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Appendix 21: Example of Fred’s written work  

 


