[image: image1.png]Shape up; boys, or ymi’ll be keeping house

While our sons polish their PlayStation skills, girls are tonking them in every test and will soon be
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he recently departed head

of Eton, Tony Little, knows

plenty about boys. “I'm

afraid the great myth is

largely true,” he said when I ‘
interviewed him last year. “They
tend to overestimate their ability and
girls underestimate.” At exam time,
when he ran a co-ed school, staff had
to “peel girls off the ceiling” while
keeping their toes up the backsides
of complacent boys.

The fallout is here for all to see.
This week the head of Ucas, Mary
Curnock Cook, expressed concern
about a vast and ever-growing
gender education gap. Right through
school, boys score lower in reading,
are around 10 per cent less likely to
get five good GCSEs, do worse in
most A levels, until — surprise,
surprise — young women are now a
third more likely to attend university
than men. In 2007 there were 30,000
more girls than boys in higher
education; now that’s doubled. All
the old male subject bastions — law,

dentistry, medicine, veterinary
medicine — have female majorities
who proceed to get better degrees.

I'well recall when the discrepancy
was reversed, the Seventies sexism of
low expectations: brilliant top-set
girls leaving at 16; neither parents
nor school thinking to stem this
squandering of talent. Oh well,
they’ll get a shop job, have Kids.
Certainly, in mixed schools there was
no kudos in being a brainy girl:
dreary swots didn’t get boys.

Then the educational establishment
rose to change this. Teachers were

| trained not to overlook girls”
| classroom contributions, to feed their
| talent and ambition. Curriculums

mutated to accommodate female

It isnt so much that
boys are failing as that
girls are now unbound

skills of diligence and organisation:
more coursework, fewer big, scary
final exams. Crucially, parents began
to take as much pride in the academic
success of daughters as sons.

But now the situation is reversed,
and as Ms Curnock Cook remarks,
there is no social outcry, no
government strategy to fix it. Well,
continuous assessment was stripped
out of GCSEs but the expected
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improvement in boys’ results didn’t
come. Because in stark terms, not
just in Britain but across all western
countries, it isn't so much that boys
are failing but that girls are unbound.
Every shackle that restrained them
has now been unlocked. And watch
them go!

I know a bit about boys, too. I've
raised two. Plus there’s the house-loads
of their amusing, rascally mates. In a
highly scientific survey of my 18-year-
old and his friend, lolling on the sofa
playing FIFA 16 between mock A levels,
1 asked if any girls did as little revision
as them? “Nope, every single one
works harder.” Why? “Because if I got
a bad mark, I'd laugh it off. They take
it really seriously. And these are just
mocks — what’s the point?”

The “point” for girls is to please, to
Jjump gracefully through every hoop,
to make other people happy and
think better of them. Academic
success has been absorbed into the
female psyche as another area of
perfectibility. Besides gorgeous,
Instagram-able bodies, flicky hair
and a ton of friends, they aspire to 12
shiny A*s. Being clever may not
impress boys, yet it no longer deters
them. It does, however, matter to
other girls. Studies show girls form
competitive cliques, vying to study
harder to get the best results. Boys’
friendship groups, however, are more
likely to reinforce laddish, anti-

academic rebellion. Beating yourself
up about every dropped grade is a

| great engine to success. But it

comes at a price. One fascinating
long-term study plotted the anxiety
levels of girls and discovered the
biggest leap exactly matched the
period, between 1987 and 1999,
when academically they pulled
ahead of boys.

While parents of daughters
worried about food disorders, OCD-

Girls have all the soft
skills prized by the
modern workplace

level to-do lists and terror of failure,
we watched our sons struggle to fit in
with the rigour of school. Keep still,
stop wriggling, don’t blurt out, don’t
poke the boy next to you. Behave! In
primary schools, 87 per cent of
teachers are female. And few seemed
sympathetic to boys’ greater need to
blow off steam, to channel all that
kinetic energy and testosterone.
When it snowed at my sons’ state
primary, they’d keep kids indoors for
fear of falls or snowball fights.
Contain them all day, then wonder
why they can’t concentrate.

Later, we dealt with male
disorganisation, the laid-back, that’ll-
do, why-does-it-matter refrain. You
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nning the world

start to understand why boys’ schools
go mixed — to improve results — yet
girls’ schools stay single sex. All that
extra effort to teach these creatures
who seem not to care, who fritter
away their time playing video games;
while girls are emotionally intelligent,
more articulate, adaptable and
conscientious: soft skills prized by the
modern workplace.

Yet, as Ms Curnock Cook says, it is
astonishing that there is no inquiry
into why boys fail. How can we attract
more male teachers? In deprived
areas, where the attainment gap is
even more marked — poorer girls are
50 per cent more likely to go to
university than their brothers — how
do we fill the place of absent fathers?
Above all, can boys be motivated to
care? At Eton, I was struck by Tony
Little saying peer pressure — not the
school — drove high results: marks
from every essay and test are posted
on a noticeboard. Boys see their
ranking and compete to go up. They

| see that illusory “point”.

Or, alternatively, we need to
prepare boys for the matriarchal
future: make sure our sons can cook,
keep house and are ready to do the
majority of childcare. Perhaps it's
their turn to be supportive, able
helpmeets to the wired, stressed-out,
high-achieving women they’ll marry,
who tonked them in every test and
who'll be busy running the world.
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