
Engaging Boys in Art: a project 
responding to ‘Where Have all the 
Boys Gone?’

Rob Elkington & Becky Thompson

Boys Impact Conference 
12 September 2024
University of Wolverhampton



We are an Enterprise, Knowledge Exchange and Research 
Centre specialising in cultural education with a particular 
focus on visual art education.  

We work with teachers, students, young people, artists, arts 
organisations and a wide range of other partners who share 
our values.

We aim to change the creative eco-system for fair and 
equitable opportunities for young people



We have been part of the University since 2011 with a 
track record of leading nationally significant region-wide 
programmes of creative and cultural learning.

Working with funding partners such as Arts Council 
England, DCMS, DFE, Paul Hamlyn Foundation. Secured 
grants of £20m +

We run long term programmes with teachers, schools, 
colleges with artists, galleries, arts organisations and 
University colleagues in SoA, ICRD and ASPIRE

We find out about their impact and share it to change 
practice



Practices of Care Impact Report on CPDL work with teachers
Prof Pat Thomson and Dr Becky Coles 

Through our practice they found that we:

Had “ a deep understanding of the issues teachers are confronting, a 
deep understanding of art and design education and the 
contemporary arts landscape and a hands-on approach to helping 
teachers overcome the barriers they face.”

Focused on personalised support for each teacher they theorised as 
a Practice of Care. 

Opened up the art world ; encouraging risk taking and exploration ; 
engaging with politics and the world students live in ; getting people 
connected to overcome professional isolation.

https://artsconnect.co.uk/report-practices-of-care/ 

https://artsconnect.co.uk/report-practices-of-care/


Raising Aspiration: 
Art the Power to Engage (Aspire to HE)

Engaging boys in the Art & Design Curriculum. 

National research and conversations with local 
teachers indicates: 

• Decreasing number of boys choosing art at GCSE 
with a gender gap of 34.84 % male and 65.16% 
female.

• Less boys completing their art  courses 33.99% (m) 
v 66.01% (f).

• National attainment gap with 17.6 percentage 
points between male and female candidates 
achieving A/7 and above.

• Fewer males electing to study art post 16. 



Our Analysis:
Why are boys turning away from the art curriculum?

• Whole school curriculum design and timetabling.  

• Narrowing of the curriculum.

• Smaller budgets and less space. 

• Lack of male role models. 

• Curriculum gender bias.  

• Little room for student voice or choice. 

• No reflection of students cultural interests. 

• Written elements with no alternative. 

• Limited ‘real-world’ art experiences and access to 

digital artforms. 

• Unclear career pathways. 

• Lack of parental support. 



What are we doing? 

• Building the capacities and skills of teachers to 
develop an aspirational and inclusive art 
curriculum.

• Providing aspirational learning experiences with 
artists who are role models for students seeing 
new possibilities for themselves.

Strategic Outreach 2022-23



Teacher CPD Session 1
21 attendees

Susan Coles ‘Where have all the Boys 
Gone?’  

• Research

• Evidence

• Strategies

• Teacher sharing 



Teacher CPD Session 2
19 attendees.

Tom Hicks AKA Black Country Type
‘Urban Photography in the art curriculum’ CPD

• Internationally renowned artist (male & local!) 

• Positively looking at the Black Country. 

• Photography techniques and technology.

• Out in the environment.

• Achievable and accessible- everyone has an outcome. 

• Active making, quick paced.

• Close observation skills.

• Live brief- translates to other media.

•  Wellbeing- mindfulness. 



Tom led 3 student workshops. 6 hours contact time with 36 students. 



Teacher CPD Session 3:
7 attendees

Mark Riley: Artist and Art Educator 

• Bespoke to each group. 

• Using unusual and everyday materials.

• Working large- gross motor movement and active.

• Collaboration. 

• Planning around student's interests and experiences.

• Fast paced activities.

• Experimental- no fear or failure. 

• Lots of options

• Tactile making and using tools.

• Combining practical and theory. 

• Low stakes, high aspirations.

• Male artist influences. 



Teachers reported from CPD sessions that they:

• Enjoyed learning new art creation techniques. Especially using low tech, 

affordable and sustainable materials.

• Valued having the space to think about how boys engage with art – the 

pedagogical and educational theory - combined with art practices and 

strategies to enhance their engagement. 

• Would use their learning for a more inclusive and bold new schemes of 

work. They felt encouraged to take more risks. 

• Prompted teachers to think about how to use their classroom and 

immediate environments.

• Hugely enjoyed sharing practice and tips with fellow art teachers who they 

feel they see rarely. 



Mark led 4 student workshops with 2 schools,6 hours contact time with 33 students. 



Tape Graffiti by artist Gustavo Fuentes



Students talked about the novelty of 

activities and techniques

Learning new art designs or ideas

Because we get to do different stuff

It was fun and different to what we do on normal 

lessons

It was fun and interesting and I did art in different way 

than I normally do

We drew different things

Drawing differently

Good experience

Students identified the use of materials 

new to them and their abundance. Spray 

painting was very appealing – maybe a 

bit transgressive, aspirational 

The new approaches and materials were 

legitimised as school art lessons 

We used different materials

We don’t use spray paint [in school]

We had some spray paint, chatter, roller paint 

We were able to use more resources.

The sessions were high on novelty – intentionally different to typical art lessons



The experience over the two sessions 
was a positive and enjoyable one. 

The tape was a very fun experience 

Because it’s fun to do these sort of work things 

Its more fun if I do things I enjoy 

Spray paint background was amazing

The stencil thing I liked it because I actually enjoyed 

doing it

They talked about getting things done 

and finished 

I completed a lot more than usual 

I could make a sketch of a scan and paint it red green 

and black

I created a spray paint and background with my 

favourite artist on a stencil

It was a surprise that art could be enjoyable 

I created the green tape piece of Wolverhampton [football 

stadium] which pleased me 

I am really happy with my work and wish to continue it 

I had a picture of Ronaldo and spray painted him red green 

black because it turned out great

We (I) did something better and I liked it

I had thought about making art as just old rubbish 

Many referred to their sense of themselves 

as capable in art 

I have thought about spray painting a lot as it catches my 

eyes. I also realised I am decent at spray painting. 

I loved spray paint and therefore think I can do it well

I made artwork that was in my mind, without flaws



Place / environment – one session was held at 

the School of Art which none had visited before 

or even heard of – they liked being high up over 

the city and for some the Molineux was a point 

of connection 

100% of students agreed or strongly agreed they 

enjoyed working at the University and the programme 

back in school 

Some commented on the extended time that 

was made available. It was different, enabling 

more time to finish and complete. Y8 worked 

solidly for 2.5 hours.  

We had longer to do it .  

There was choice of activities and freedom to choose. It 

was possible for students to do four different 

techniques and complete them. The careful pace 

helped.

You can make your own work /we had choices

It was different because it didn’t feel like a lesson as we 

were free to do what we want on our work

Work was personal – it encouraged students to show 

themselves and connect with their interests. Chance for 

teachers to have a different kind of relationship when 

working with an artist – making work alongside their 

students.

Use of contemporary references and aspirational role 

models e.g. Ronaldo / musicians were appealing 

I was able to do it in my own style

Because you can make what you want 

Our Speculations



Website: www.artsconnect.co.uk
Twitter:  ArtsConnectWM 
Facebook: Arts Connect 
Instagram: amped.up.art

Becky Thompson: r.thompson6@wlv.ac.uk 
Rob Elkington: rob.elkington@wlv.ac.uk 

mailto:r.thompson6@wlv.ac.uk
mailto:rob.elkington@wlv.ac.uk
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