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Male underachievement has received considerable attention in recent
years. It is of particular concern in The Bahamas given the overrepresen-
tation of females at the tertiary level of education. This pilot study was
designed in conjunction with Kent State University and is one compo-
nent of a larger project that includes subjects in the USA. The goal was
to explore the factors that are believed to influence male achievement
present at the primary school level. Some of the factors include personal
perception, parental involvement, teaching style, the structure of schools,
lack of male role models and socic-economic factors. Structured inter-
viewing techniques were used to gather data from a sample of Bahamian
males from grades 3, 4 and 5, their parents and teachers. Results indicate
male students have a positive attitude toward school and report encour-
agement and support from their families. Teachers tended to have a dis-
crepant view of parental involvement. A strong female familial influence
is apparent. Additional research is recommended focusing on males at
different levels of education and investigating the discrepancies between
potential and achievement.

The College of The Bahamas, in conjunction with Kent State University,
completed this initial research project seeking to identify factors evident at
the primary school level that influence male underachievement. In this pilot
study the focus was a sample of third, fourth and fifth grade males and
teachers from selected public schools in New Providence.
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Several factors have been identified internationally as contributing to male
underachievement at all levels of educational systems. Frequently reported
are personal responsibility, self-perception, level of parental involvement,
attitudes toward schooling, the attitude of teachers toward male students,
teaching styles, the structure of schools, the lack of male role models, peer
relationships, and socioeconomic conditions including family composition
(e.g., Allen & Kickbusch, 1998, Bridges, 1999; Ford & Thomas, 1997; Francis,
1999; Lee, 1991, 2001; Noguera, 1996).

In The Bahamas anecdotal evidence suggests that a crisis in academic
achievement for young black Bahamian males also exists, yet a review of the
literature reveals that the issue has received little empirical attention.
Reports of a standardized achievement test, the GLAT (Grade Level
Assessment Test), indicate that for the years 1999 and 2000, the majority of
Bahamian third and sixth grade students were performing at the average
and above average level in Language Arts, Writing and Mathematics.
According to The Bahamas Ministry of Education, at the primary level, 34%
of boys perform at the above average level, while at the secondary school
level, this figure rose to 43.1% (Stubbs, 1999-2000). In terms of the Bahamas
General Certificate of Secondary Education (BGCSE) for the year 2000, giris
performed better than boys, receiving 65% of the total awarded A toc C
grades. In a UNESCO report the Ministry of Education suggests that nation-
ally, the level of curriculum mastery exhibited by many Bahamian graduates
of the school system falls below accepted levels and that underachievement
is more apparent in male students (UNESCO, 2000). The report, however,
does not specify significant differences between males and females for
achievement in literacy for example, but does imply that if differences do
exist they may be attributed to reluctance on the part of males to capitalise
on educational opportunities at all levels. It is notable that although there is
no apparent difference between the number of males and females attending
primary and secondary schools in The Bahamas, recent statistics from both
The College of The Bahamas and Bahamas Baptist Community College indi-
cate that the ratio of female-to-male students is 3:1 and at Success Training
College the ratio is 5:1 (Rolle, 2000). In addition, the majority of individuals
attending adult literacy and continuing education programmes offered by
the government and private enterprise are females (UNESCO, 2000).

As well as academic factors, such as the school culture’s lack of appeal to
males, a paucity of male teachers as role models, and the attitude of female
teachers toward male students, male underachievement is frequently attrib-
uted to a social/domestic factors. These include a prevalence of single
female-headed households and females moving into male-dominated
careers. Documented studies to support these suppositions in The Bahamas
are generally lacking. It is interesting that only seven percent of teachers in
the public school system are male, and are concentrated at the high school
level (Stubbs, 1999-2000). In The Bahamas, females are four times more like-
ly than males to be single heads-of-households. On the other hand, modern
Bahamian society continues to reflect a traditional gender split in terms of
career choice. According to available census data (Ministry of Economic
Development, 1997), a higher concentration of males are found in occupa-
tional categories such as legislators, senior officials and managers, profes-
sionals (with the exception of teachers), technicians, skilled labourers and
manufacturing. Although females attain higher levels of education, the



apparent presence of more males in these positions suggests that generally,
in the job market, males may recover from their tendency not to complete
educational training.

Based on international research indicating precipitating influences on male
academic underachievement and the anecdotal evidence from the various
sectors supporting similar patterns in The Bahamas, this pilot study sought
to explore the factors evident at the primary school level that may be influ-
ential in academic achievement for Bahamian males.

Method

During the month of March 2000, random samples of students and teachers
were selected from government primary schools in New Providence. Of the
26 primary schools, eight were selected that were representative of the pri-
mary school population and the community. Four boys were randomly
selected from grades three, four and five respectively in each school for a
total sample of 108. One teacher in each school was randomly selected from
grades three, four and five respectively for a total sample of 24.

Students

Four teams interviewed the boys. The interviews followed a structured ques-
tionnaire and care was taken to ensure accuracy and consistency. The inter-
view questions were designed by the Kent State team to gather information
regarding demographics, the students’ level of: interest in school, extracur-
ricular activities, perceived rewards for school success, the availability and
use of computers and other technology.

Teachers

Teachers responded to a specifically developed questionnaire that collected
information regarding their qualifications, their perceptions of male student
needs and abilities as well as their personal proficiency with computers and
other technology.

Results

Students

Data were obtained from a sample of 93 boys randomly selected from pub-
lic schools in New Providence. The boys were in third, fourth and fifth grade
and approximately equally distributed among the three grades. The subjects
ranged in age from 7 to 15.

Forty-nine percent of the sample indicated that they lived with a caregiver
who was female and the majority (74%) of them reported that they were like-
Iy to discuss school issues with a female, usually their mother or other
female family member (see Figure 1). When the boys received help with
homework, 80% of the time it was help from a mother. On average, mothers
were more likely to attend Parent Teacher Association (PTA) meetings, col-
lect report cards and talk to teachers about progress in school (35%), fol-
lowed by sister and aunt respectively.

When not in school, 41% of students reported that in addition to typical
activities such as sports, cycling or skateboarding, they read or did school
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Figure 1 Proportion of students who discuss school issues with a male or
a female N=94

work. Only 16% chose to indicate that they watched television, however,
later in the interview when queried, 67% of the students reported that they
did watch television everyday and 63% of these indicated that they could
watch television whenever they wanted. When asked the last time that they
had read a book at home, 85% said they had read a book within the last
week, 43% said that they had read a book yesterday and 2% indicated that
they did not read.

The majority of students endorsed mathematics both as the subject they
liked best and the subject at which they performed best.

Ninety-eight percent reported that their family viewed school as important
and 69% said that they had been encouraged in one way or another.

h Thirty percent indicated that they knew a male who attended The College of

The Bahamas, and 8-9% knew a male who attended Bahamas Technical and
Vocational Institute or the Bahamas Baptist Community College.

Students reported that the person that they admired the most was their
mother (31%) followed by their father (18%) and the prime minister (13%).
Of the remaining persons, males were named three times more often than
females. The reason the person was named as most admired was most often
(22% of responses) because “they are a nice loving person”.

Generally, in terms of technological exposure, students were familiar with
common applications of tools such as a calculator, audio and video
recorder/player, and a still camera. Sixty-five percent have been shown how
to use a computer. Students more frequently have access to technological
tools in the home. The most common tool used for school applications is the
calculator; some students have used an audio or video recorder/player, and
a still camera for school applications. Fifty-four percent have used a com-
puter for schoolwork purposes. Students most often reported that the com-
puter is their favourite technological tool.

Teachers

All of the teachers surveyed were female, the majority being between 40 to
49 years old, with a mean of 21 years experience, and 75% held a Bachelor-



level degree. Initial analysis of the qualitative data revealed that teachers had
a recurring concern about absentee fathers and the male students’ need for
paternal love and support. Academically, the teachers were concerned with
students’ reading skills, motivation and attitude toward learning.

Few teachers reported the use of technological equipment in the classroom.
Ninety percent indicated that computer equipment was not available in
their schools. Fifty-five percent reported allowing access to technologies
(e.g. computer or video) as a reward for work done in the classroom.
Teachers generally reported low personal proficiency with computers; only
13% indicated advanced competency. They estimated that, on average, 28%
of their students have access to a computer at home.

Teachers indicated that parents were more likely to attend on report card
days as opposed to PTA meetings. Parents were described, on average, as
more supportive of discipline and extracurricular activities than homework.
Teachers frequently verbalized a belief in the lack of parental involvement
and lack of disciplinary action as contributing to male underachievement.

Discussion

Salient in the findings are indications that for the most part, boys tended to
perceive education as important and certainly they reported being encour-
aged to attend and achieve at school. They tended to verbalize the impor-
tance and their appreciation of a good education. This attitude appeared to
reflect a strong influence of family on their desire to do well in school. They
often reported parents encouraging them to attend and do well. Teachers,
who were predominantly female, failed to recognize this influence and were
more likely to identify a lack of parental involvement coupled with a lack of
discipline as a cause of male underachievement. It remains to be seen
whether it is this discrepancy that is a precipitating factor of purported aca-
demic alienation of young Bahamian males.

Students reported that they were partial to math and that it was their
strongest subject. This suggests that these boys perceived their effort and
achievement in a positive light. They have had some exposure to technolog-
ical tools and were generally enthusiastic about computer use. The enthusi-
asm for technology apparent at this level, despite the lack of resources in the
schools, was likely supported in part from home.

Emerging from the data was a strong female influernice in the lives of the boys
in this study. Boys report that they most often talked to their mother about
educational issues; that she helped with schoolwork and was likely to be the
one who attended school on their behalf. In fact many did say that the per-
son they admired the most was their mother; this was likely due to the fact
that females were more likely to be the head of single households. Female
influence at the family level is one factor that has been found to influence
male underachievement in other countries. However, with respect to this
study, there was no apparent pattern that indicated that boys are not invest-
ed in school at this point. Certainly if indicators are expected to emerge that
boys are starting to become disenfranchised, it was not evident in this study.

i@

tudy has served to provide a starting point for research into edu-
hievernent in The Bahamas. In the future, information regarding
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discrepancies between potential and achievement needs to be explored. A
more comprehensive study exploring factors that influence male achieve-
ment is planned.
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