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The Media Studies Department choose to focus on boys in media because of the high proportion of males in our classes. We wanted to look more closely at what creates success for boys and what areas in our practise could be strengthened to improve their achievement and literacy. We began the study with anecdotal evidence from our teaching that generally boys show a strong interest in production or the practical component of the course and are less successful in the theoretical areas tested by essays and examinations. The objective of the project was to test whether this impression was correct and investigate how we could strengthen boy’s interest in the theoretical components of the media course.

Boy’s achievement had been a school wide focus in 2005’s professional development programme. Our project was a logical focus to apply ideas and strategies dealing with boy’s achievement into the Media Department. Our research approach was to read current writing concerned with boy’s achievement and attend Joseph Driesson’s workshop at Western Springs College, May 2006. We analysed past years results for patterns of achievement, compared male achievement with female achievement with  a particular emphasis on the achievement of practical projects compared to theoretical written results. Retention rates of boys in media were also scrutinised over the past few years. Students in Years 12 and 13, who had not continued with media were given a questionnaire, to ascertain the reasons for their non-continuation. We wondered if the reasons were lack of achievement or lack of interest in the content. Finally, we surveyed a number of classes across year levels, male and female, about their attitudes to learning media, their motivation in the subject, why they choose media, what they enjoyed or did not enjoy about the courses, and what types of feedback and management styles they preferred.

Results of the Year 11 Survey
In year 11 the reasons for choosing media, showed no clear gender bias but fell into one of two principal reasons for selecting the subject. Students selected to do media based on their perception of its image and what they could achieve with the subject in the future. Media was seen as ‘fun’, ‘cool’, ‘interesting’ and as a way to ‘obtain future skills’, particularly production skills such as script writing, camera work and editing. 

Girls generally at year 11 are focused on achievement, a number of them specifying that they wanted to gain merit, while boys at this year level were focused on achievement through making their own creative projects. 

Students were asked to identify their strengths and weaknesses in the subject. No gender pattern was perceived here either. Boys and girls were able to identify the multiplicity of skills required in this interdisciplinary subject. Due to the interdisciplinary nature of the subject, some areas remained accessible to students even when they were struggling with other aspects of the course. Some boys identified writing written responses as an area of weakness, but alternatively some boys identified this as an area of strength. Some boys identify close reading and viewing as a strength, for others a weakness, for some teamwork was a strength, others individual work was a strength.

The modules at Year 11 that had high interest for boys were the director study on Tim Burton and the practical music video production. Females similarly selected these two units. Boys and girls graded themselves as confident with the technology, with a slight difference, in which boys tended to place them at the very top end of the confidence scale and girls placed themselves in the middle of the confidence scale. 

Preferred feedback styles indicated a slight gender difference. A large number of males and females selected a combination of feedback styles, while more girls wanted reflective notes in their journal and some boys showed a preference for face to face individual feedback.

In meeting deadlines, girls on the whole took this responsibility on board for themselves, while males wanted a firmer hand from teachers and parents to assist them in meeting deadlines. There were clear examples, male and female who did not fit this generalisation. Year 11 females on the whole tried or said they tried to the best of their ability, while males tended to be more pragmatic about the amount of effort they would put in. They stated ‘completion issues’, ‘equipment issues’, ‘interest’, ‘laziness’, and ‘sitting next to naughties’ as the reasons why they might not give the subject one hundred percent of their focus.

There was generally a high degree of satisfaction from males and females towards media at the Year 11 level. How the teacher could improve showed no gender pattern and related to individual needs and wants as well as the individual strengths and weaknesses on the three media teachers in the department.

Year 12 Male Survey Results
The Year 12 males showed a more significant focus on achievement of grades across all achievement standards as an important priority. Year 12 boys, as did the Year 11 boys, cited ‘industry’ and the potential for future employment as a strong reason for selecting media and achieving in the subject. The Year 12 cohort showed a strong predilection for practical production but also a growing awareness that achievement across all the standards, practical and theoretical, was important to them. A significant number of Year 12 boys indicated that they were focused on gaining excellence. They were positive in their attitude towards working to the best of their ability, and the pragmatism of the Year 11 male cohort was reduced.

A large number of the Year 12 males identified pressure from teachers and mothers as the reason they meet deadlines. Joseph Driesson identifies that it is styles of teaching and learning that effect a male’s ability to progress in their learning and not the gender of the teacher. As the department is currently staffed by three women, we were concerned that the lack of a male role model would be a deterrent to male progress.  What is required we discovered is clear purpose to lessons, clear structures, clear rules and clear outcomes to achieve clear progress in male students.

The results of the surveys of the Year 11 and Year 12 male cohort indicated a minimum conformity to gender stereotypes in their responses. The department recognised this as a positive outcome and hypothesised that this may be due to the subject’s content area of analysing representations, messages and values offered by the media and the critical close reading of form and content that is taught as an essential literacy skill. 

Issues Raised by the Joseph Driesson Workshop

Driesson in his workshop at Western Springs College specifically identified the media as portraying negative role models for males. He called these role models ’zany, funny, off beat and not real’. The Tim Burton director study in year 11 is offered as the first module for the year and is universally liked by males and females. Burton was selected for study as he is a strong successful mainstream role model. We link his autobiography to his filmography, focussing on the characters that Johnny Depp plays as representative of Burton’s journey in his career and life. The hero in Burton’s films moves from isolated outsider, unable to embrace people without cutting them in Edward Scissorhands to reintegration within a family community in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. Burton successfully grows out of his adolescent difficulties to accept his gifts and find a positive context to use them within. We reflected that this representation is not restricted to a gender reading, and that another symbolic message could be related to his level of development; early Burton, the outsider, is linked to the young creative, while mature Burton is the family man, who has built his close team of collaborators through years of hard work.

Media Studies teaches analytical and evaluative skills which decode representations in media and their messages to the audience. Students are given these tools to combat gender and other stereotypes. There is an ongoing awareness in the department to choose subject matter for study which strikes a balance in content, and not just for gender, but also other cultural voices and differences.

Year 11 males initially selected media because of the ‘zany, cool image’. We see this as working towards our advantage. They walk through the door with a high level of content under their belt and a degree of confidence in the subject. What they discover, is that media is not all production, but that a balance of learning styles and activities are required. There is the kinaesthetic of making but they also have to improve their literacy. Media is an effective tool to teach literacy to males as they think they do not have to deal with their emotions. They can distance themselves from the text by looking at conventions, genres, patterns and the effect these have on an audience. They can remove emotion out of the response though some students will do this and it is not seen as ‘woozy’.

The literacy component in media can sometimes provide a barrier to Year 11 males and females. Written language can not be avoided as they are assessed through writing and need reading, listening and speaking skills to progress in the subject. The students enjoy the content and relate to the context of the subject and this is a vital step in engaging literacy learning. Teachers in the department have English teaching in their backgrounds and employ literacy strategies during lessons which require this type of scaffolding. 

Year 11 and Year 12 males demonstrated in our survey that they were quite certain how media relates to their future, which is an important criteria to motivate males, according to Joseph Driesson. New Zealand, indeed the globe is riding a media wave currently and both genders see this as a valid reason to choose the subject. The use of media has impacted many other subjects and areas of employment, and like English has become a basic literacy subject.

Driesson states that a barrier to learning for some males was their slowness to mature compared to their female counterpart. We have begun to include immature content such as Total Recall which to the teachers has gratuitous violence, but an M rating. We frame the analysis of this film around questions that open the material up for discussion rather than censuring males who are interested in this genre. We ask questions that link the representation of violence to variant readings, such as what allowed this violence to be given an M rating in 1990?

Kinaesthetic learning, or hands on learning is identified by Driesson as an important component of male learning. A practical film making module is offered at every level as part of the course. Production helps motivate some through the more theoretical, less practical components. Practical learning such as Film Day allows students to move around the environs and focus for a complete day on achieving the filming of their narrative film. 

Driesson states boys like clear rules. An authoritative process is a recognised methodology in media in order to pull all the cogent parts together and succeed against the overwhelming odds of dealing with people’s ideas and working dynamics on top of harnessing the technology. Clearly defined rules are essential to the smooth operation of the media department, when handling and returning equipment.  Practical lessons require defined and assigned roles, strong leadership, team work, co-operation, planning and organisation, and clear respectful communication in order for a film project to move forward. Teachers are able to call on the Head of Department to reinforce procedure and this position is reinforced as top dog. Media can only operate effectively as a benevolent autocracy; otherwise it is logistical mayhem with students at different stages of their projects, equipment lost and broken and students’ projects halted. There is a strong modelling of the male model of authority in the department which is consistent with media models in industry.

Driesson states teachers must understand boy’s oppositional behaviour when they are disengaged with learning. We include a study of oppositional behaviour through a number of genres such as teen movies, horror, thrillers, action and rites of passage. We decode the behaviour and discuss the values and messages which are reinforced through representations. Working with student’s on their creative projects enables the media teachers to get to know their male students well. The media department accepts their content and attempts to be non-judgemental within reason. Student’s ability to select their content provides an avenue for communication about their interests. Outside school sessions, lunchtime and interval are required to push a project through. Learning outside the classroom also breaks down barriers between teacher and students. Media pedagogy calls for firm and respectful boundaries and roles that remain defined; students and teachers have friendly relationships, but are not friends.

Areas for Further Development in 2007

Theoretical units such as Unit Standard 8993 Describe a Social Institution and its Influence on People and Society require stronger scaffolding and increased interactive exercises to improve the teaching and learning of this standard.

Content needs to be continually surveyed to keep it fresh, relevant and contemporary. Positive male role models, male characters and narratives of interest to males require sourcing from historical and contemporary material.

Rules and protocol for the production unit in Year 11 and 12 require ongoing adjustment and refinement.

Relationships with male students continue to be strengthened, particularly face to face feedback on their interpretation of conventions and content.

Continue to adjust exercises so that they cater to different learning styles.

Continue to reinforce the clear structures, team spirit and interdisciplinary nature of media.
