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Executive Summary
This report summarises findings from a project conducted by
the Not-For-Profit organisation, Lads Need Dads CIC, on teachers’
perceptions and experiences of the impact of fatherlessness on
boys’ educational outcomes (including behaviour, attainment,
attendance and exclusion) at primary, secondary and special
education settings.
Lads Need Dads, based in North-East Essex, England, provides
long-term, early intervention mentoring services for boys with
absent fathers or limited access to positive male role models.
www.ladsneeddads.org
Research has robustly highlighted the important role that
fathers play in their children’s lives and the positive outcomes
they have on a range of social, cognitive, psychological and
behavioural measures. Several studies have also highlighted
that father involvement can increase attainment in school
and promote more positive attitudes and behaviour within
educational settings. However, research is still limited, and
has not engaged the opinions of teachers, who are arguably ‘at
the coalface’ of educational issues relating to levels of father
involvement. The current project therefore sought to gather
information from a substantial number (1411) teachers, leaders
and pastoral staff across various school settings as to their
experience of the impact of absent fathers on boys.
Analysis revealed that teachers across all settings indicated
a high level of agreement as to the negative impact of absent
fathers on boys’ attainment and behaviour. Interestingly, these
estimations were higher in secondary and special school
settings than at primary schools (for attendance and exclusion)
and teachers rated these impacts to be greatest on behaviour,
followed by attainment, attendance and the likelihood of
exclusion across all settings.
Taken together, the results provide further evidence, through
the experience of teachers, leaders and pastoral staff, as to the
importance of father involvement on positive educational and
behavioural outcomes. Recommendations, include:
• A flagging system in schools, to identify boys with absent
fathers.
• A greater emphasis on the development of boys’ emotional
intelligence.
• Better provision of male role models.
• Increased focus on improving reading and literacy for boys.
Finally, the recommendation is made that schools could become
Absent Father (AF) Aware, with a commitment to improved
outcomes for this vulnerable group.
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About Lads Need Dads
Lads Need Dads CIC is an independent, multi-award
winning, Not-for-Profit Community Interest Company.
It is based in Tendring, North-East Essex, and operates
across the Tendring District and the Borough of
Colchester. Lads Need Dads Vision is: "Helping boys with
absent fathers be the best they can be." Lads Need Dads
was set up to prevent potential problems and address
existing ones where boys are missing a father-figure in
their lives. It is currently the only project in the UK that
works proactively to address the impact of the absent
father on boys aged 11-15 and whose approach is both
early intervention and long-term.
It’s core services include an 18-month early intervention
group-work programme, called Equip, Engage, and
Inspire incorporating personal development, outdoor
activities, practical life-skill training, community
volunteering, peer mentoring and leadership
opportunities. Once completed, boys graduate and
become Ambassadors and can engage in ambassador
opportunities by attending an open-ended well-being
group.
Lads Need Dads recognise that being a single parent of
teenage boys can be challenging. To meet this need they
provide a family mentor service to support mothers or
carers of boys on its programmes. Family mediation is
also available and access to parenting workshops.
Lads Need Dads believe prevention is crucial in reducing
the growing number of boys coming from fatherless
homes each year who under-achieve at school, struggle
with their mental health, are excluded from school or
engage in offending behaviour. The Centre for Disease
Control and Prevention with regards to adverse
childhood experiences (ACEs) state that strategies
to prevent ACEs include: - Teaching social emotional
learning - Connecting youth to caring adults and
activities such as mentoring programmes and after
school programmes.
Lads Need Dads provides all this and more.
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Literature Review
Definitions of Fatherhood
and Fatherhood
Involvement (FI)

Interestingly, even with this change, societal
stereotypes and perceptions around fatherhood and
what it means to ‘be a dad’ remain. Indeed, changes in
such deeply ingrained social schemata typically take
decades to alter. For example, whilst men are indeed
identified as providing some care for their children,
women are still resoundingly and robustly identified
as the ‘primary’ caregivers (Valiquette-Tessier et al.,
2018). Men are also largely still societally categorised
as the principal breadwinners, and to be so (and
‘work’ more broadly) is still rated as a critical part of
the male gender role. This is supported by statistics
which demonstrate that, even if men’s attitudes
towards fatherhood may have changed, their patterns
of work (including parental leave upon birth) have not
(or rather, have not yet been adequately supported/
facilitated). Indeed, this has invited significant debate
around what involved parenting fundamentally means,
and the potential differences between the quantity of
father involvement versus the quality, as well as which
is more important if either or both (Wilson & Prior, 2011).
Men themselves feel this ‘gender-role conflict’ between
work and fatherhood (Huffman et al., 2014), with a wave
of ‘new fathers’ generally working similar hours but
cutting into their leisure time to ensure quality time
with their children (McGill, 2014). Representations of
fatherhood also remain problematic in the media, with
depictions often reinforcing hegemonic ideals of father
as ‘breadwinner’ and presenting men as incapable in
ambiguous parenting situations (Schmitz, 2016).

In its simplest terms, fatherhood means ‘the state
of being a father.’ Unpacking this statement invites
definitions based on biological and/or legal paternity (i.e.,
legal guardianship), as well as behavioural definitions
of what fatherhood role fulfilment involves (i.e., as a
lifelong responsibility, as a breadwinner, as a provider
and protector etc). Father involvement (FI) provides
a term defining a "positive, wide-ranging, and active
participation in children’s lives" (Marsiglio et al., 2000,
p. 276). Fulfilling this involvement and thus ‘being an
involved father’ can be defined through several activities
or principles, including: direct interaction between
a father and child (play, caretaking); accessibility,
or how available a father is to his child when needed;
responsibility, or managing and providing resources for
a child (doctor’s appointments, supplementing family
income or child support); building of social capital, or
how fathers provide a support network for children as
they grow up to contribute to society (Fogarty & Evans,
2009; Pleck & Masciadrelli, 2004; Marsiglio, 2006).

Fatherhood Stereotypes
Conceptualisations of fatherhood have changed
dramatically in recent years, progressing from
emotionally stoic, authoritarian figures largely removed
from family life through almost exclusive dedication to
work, to so-called ‘modern’ or ‘hands-on’ dads, as present
and loving figures (Banchesfsky & Park, 2016). Though,
it should also be stated that, as with constructions
of masculinity more broadly, frameworks describing
fatherhood vary greatly, particularly across intersecting
systems, such as culture, nationality, class, sexuality,
and socio-economic status (Banchesfsky & Park, 2016;
Seward & Stanley-Stevens, 2014). Generally, though,
the shift described above has progressed, particularly
in Western cultures (Seward & Stanley-Stevens, 2014).
As such, men are described as increasingly involved
in children’s lives, with some work even beginning to
explore the fundamental, physiological changes invited
by fatherhood, once thought to be exclusive to mothers
(Machin, 2018).
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The Importance of Fathers

...a chronic lack of father
involvement has resulted in
a ‘Boy Crisis’, characterised
by lower educational
achievement, mental health
issues, and a fundamental
crisis of purpose.

Partly as a function of the stereotypes outlined, as well
as the academic centralisation of the mother within
the family unit and caregiving role (i.e., monotropy
within attachment theory), research exploring the
influence of fathers is less prevalent. However, in
their comprehensive review, Wilson and Prior (2011)
made the robust case that a) fathers make important
contributions to their children’s development and
well-being, b) that accessibility, engagement, and
responsibility for the range of child-care activities are
important aspects of fathering, and c) fathers need to
be included in early parent education programmes and
other family services (in recognition of points a) and
b). Indeed, Allport et al. (2018) go further, arguing that
father involvement is important for family health, and
that positive intervention to involve fathers in early
paediatric care and beyond should be encouraged.

Research cited by the Department for Work and Pensions
(2018) also shows that children with highly involved
dads do better at school, have higher self-esteem and
are less likely to get into trouble in adolescence. This
is supported by Opondo et al., (2017) who found that
children of active fathers were up to 28 per cent less
likely to suffer behavioural problems in their pre-teen
years compared to children without a father figure at
home (Opondo et al., 2017). A further literature review
for the Government’s Equalities Office (2021) found
that father’s involvement in children’s lives improves
children’s emotional wellbeing, cognitive development
and academic achievement, and is good for fathers
themselves. A father’s involvement in a child’s care
can thus help reduce a number of negative outcomes
for children in terms of emotional and behavioural
problems and can also help improve children’s cognitive
development.

Indeed, Lamb (2004) outlines the benefits of high father
engagement in further detail, highlighting that high
levels of father involvement result in (among others):
better psychosocial adjustment in children and better
mental health as adults; higher levels of cognitive and
social competence; increased social responsibility,
capacity for empathy, self-control, self-esteem, social
maturity and life skills; more positive child–father and
adolescent–father relationships; more prosocial sibling
interactions; fewer school adjustment difficulties,
better academic progress and enhanced occupational
achievement in adulthood. This is supported by
meta-analyses examining the positive impact of fathers
in children’s cognitive development across early and
middle-childhood (Rollè et al., 2019). The consequences
for fathers of positive involvement are also related to a
range of healthy psychosocial outcomes; psychological
and social aspects of sharing parenting are associated
with marital happiness, parental competence, and
closeness to children (Ehrenberg et al., 2001). Some
have noted that father involvement may be particularly
important for outcomes in boys, especially in relation
to problem behaviour (DeKlyen et al. 1998) and have
highlighted particular importance at specific life stages
(i.e., adolescence; East et al., 2006).

Children who come from a father-absent homes are also
more likely to experience attachment-related problems
(the deep emotional bond that develops between a
caregiver and a child), than those from a two-parent
household (Brown, 2013; King, 1994). This may result in
serious emotional issues throughout the lifespan. The
inability to form a strong caregiver bond is associated
with hypervigilance to anger and a misappropriation
of hostile intent to neutral stimuli, both of which
may result in conduct problems in the child. Such
misconduct may have the unintended consequence of
creating difficulties in the development of friendships
and healthy romantic relationships (Hirschi, 2017;
Jensen, 1972; Johnson, 1987). The active involvement of
a father with his children can promote empathy and
self-control for the child throughout life.
Moreover, some have gone further and suggested that
a chronic lack of father involvement has resulted in a
‘Boy Crisis’ (Farrell & Gray, 2018), characterised by lower
educational achievement, mental health issues, and
a fundamental crisis of purpose. They also argue that
this ‘dad deprivation’ has resulted in a lost generation
of angry, resentful young men, vulnerable to destructive
alpha male father figures like the local gang leader or
drug dealer. "These boys hurt: and boys who hurt, hurt
us – and themselves" (Farrell & Gray, 2018).
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This is supported by statistics that suggest that, even
though stereotypes relating to fatherhood are moving
towards greater involvement, there are increasing
numbers of households which do not include them.
For example, across the UK 2.7 million children have no
father figure at home, representing almost 1 in 5 of all
dependent children (CSJ: Centre for Social Justice, 2016)
This may be partly explained by current patterns in
family breakdowns, where fathers are overwhelmingly
more likely to be the non-resident parent following
separation (97%; ONS, 2013). Indeed, a report by the
Centre for Social Justice (CSJ) cites that when we talk
about family breakdown in practice this almost always
means a father figure leaving the family home, and that
lone fathers with dependent children make up only 14
out of every 100 lone parent families.

Boys and Education

Observations have been made that, ultimately, prisons
become centres for father-deprived boys. There has
been a 700 per cent increase in incarceration in the USA
since the 1970s – in the UK it has more than doubled
– with 76% of males under 18 in Prison in England and
Wales having had an absent father (Prison Reform
Trust, 2017). Moreover, 58 per cent of young adults (and
40 per cent of older adults) in prison were permanently
excluded at school, and 86 per cent of boys in custody
aged 12–18 were excluded from school before coming
into detention. A high percentage of gang members
also come from father-absent homes (Davidson, 1990),
possibly resulting from a need for a sense of belonging.
Gaining that sense of belonging is an important element
for all individuals. Through gangs, youths find a sense
of community and acceptance. In addition, the gang
leader may fill the role of father, often leading members
to model their behaviours after that individual (Leving,
2009).

In many measures of educational attainment, women
and girls now outperform men and boys (Equality and
Human Rights Commission, 2019). Girls achieve better
results at age 5 in England, and at age 16 in England,
Scotland and Wales, and in every ethnic group. Women
are more likely to go into higher education.
Women represent 59% of all undergraduate students,
outnumbering men by a ratio of roughly 4:3. Women are
also more likely than men to get a first-class or upper
second-class degree. In 2008, the gender gap between
British men and women attending British universities
was 48,000 (a percentage point gap of 12). In 2017 it had
risen to 65,000. Over the decade 520,000 fewer British
men had taken places at British universities (a gap of 14
percentage points).
Key Stage 2 Girls also continue to outperform boys.
In 2018, the gender gap at the expected standard in
reading, writing and maths was 8 percentage points:
68% of girls reached the expected standard compared
to 60% of boys. The gender gap is 8 percentage points
for reading, 1 percentage point for maths, 9 percentage
points for grammar, punctuation and spelling and 12
percentage points for writing teacher assessment.

across the UK
2.7 million children
have no father
figure at home,
representing
almost 1 in 5 of
all dependent
children

At GCSE level 62.3% of males received A*-C grades
whilst 71.4% of females received the same results – the
equivalent of 261,522 more A-C grades being awarded to
females than males. At A Level more females achieved
A*-C grades than males (78.7% grades compared to
75.1%), which meant that females received 76,891
more A*-C grades in total than males, due to a greater
number of females taking them. As well as performing
consistently worse on academic measures, boys are
more likely to get into serious trouble at school, as they
account for the majority of permanent exclusions. The
EHRC subsequently state "A generation of boys and
young men who are disadvantaged in education may
face many subsequent disadvantages throughout their
life" (p. 664 and 665).
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Fathers and Academic
Achievement
There is now considerable research which supports the
existence of a relationship between father involvement
and academic achievement, though the relationship is
far from robust. For example, a recent meta-analysis
by Jeynes (2015) of 66 studies found a consistent
relationship between the two, although the effect size
was small (.2). Interestingly, positive impact was found
for both white and minority children in urban areas. This
is supported by a further meta-analysis from the same
year, which again shows a positive relationship between
fathers’ involvement and academic achievement across
kindergarten and 12th grade (Kim & Jill, 2015). Moreover,
the strength of this relationship was similar for mothers
and fathers, even though fathers’ overall involvement
score was lower. Not only this, but other studies
have also demonstrated that fathers’ involvement in
school had a positive impact on performance across
several subjects, even when controlling for mother’s
engagement, the home-learning environment, and
demographic factors (Baker, 2018). Other reviews
assessing parents together point to more general
principals of involvement, rather than focusing on a
specific parent, these being: communication between
children and parents about school activities and plans,
parents holding high expectations/aspirations for
their children’s schooling, and parents employing an
authoritative parenting style (Shute et al., 2011).

Fathers and School
Behaviour
Alongside academic achievement, several studies
have also explored the impact of father involvement
on children’s behaviour within school settings.
For example, research shows that the quality of
communication between father and child is strongly
related to the problems of victimization and violent
school behaviour, with adolescents that perceive
negative communication with their father, prone to get
involved in school violence (Estévez et al., 2005, 2007).
Moreover, both the father and the mother are important
positive predictors of adolescent attachment to peers,
only the authoritative style of the father prevents the
victimization of the adolescent and aggressiveness
(Leadbeater et al., 2008; Lereya et al., 2013). Earlier in
school life, at preschool level, meta-analyses reveal
that greater fatherhood involvement helps to moderate
disruptive externalising behaviours, with a positive
knock-on effect for peer relations (Zhang et al., 2021).
Though it should be noted that some evidence seems to
suggest that fathers become more involved in response
to problem behaviours across childhood, rather than
the other way around (Flouri et al., 2016). Nonetheless,
as shown by Jeynes et al.’s (2015) meta-analysis, fathers
do have a positive impact on school behaviour and
psychosocial outcomes.

Other studies provide support for a potential
mediating role for fathers between community/
environmental context (including disadvantageous
economic circumstances) and school achievement
(i.e., the achievement of children from disadvantaged
backgrounds was less affected when fathers were
involved; Downer et al., 2014; Gordon, 2016). Other factors
also interact with the closeness of the father-child
relationship, for example, intelligence beliefs (Ahmadi
& Shahbazi, 2021), and some studies have found
support for these effects within specific gender dyads
(i.e., fathers and daughters, Zia et al., 2015), as well as
showing that sons have lower academic achievement
when fathers are absent than daughters (Bain et al.,
1983). Taken together, results suggest that fathers’
involvement, centred around strong parenting practices
more broadly, has a positive effect on academic
achievement at all ages of schooling. That being said,
some analyses have highlighted that outcomes on
behaviour and psychosocial measures are better than
those relating to academic achievement (Jeynes et al.,
2015).
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The Present Project
To provide further insight into the relationship
between father involvement and school achievement
and behaviour, the present project sought to survey
teachers at primary and secondary school level, and
those in Special Educational Needs (SEN) settings, on
their understanding of this relationship. Specifically,
teachers were asked their evaluation of whether

they believe a lack of father involvement was related
to several variables relating to the child’s school
experience. Teachers were asked as those closest to
students, in the best position to provide a holistic
assessment of the potential impact due to their
comprehensive understanding of the children they
teach and their backgrounds.

Aims

Methods

1.

Recruitment of Schools

To explore the judgements of teaching, pastoral, and
leadership staff as to the relationship between boys
coming from fatherless homes or having limited
access to positive male role models and their:
• Behaviour
• School attendance
• Educational attainment
• School Exclusion
• Anger management

2.

To highlight the link between fatherlessness and/
or limited access to positive male role models and
their school behaviour/achievement

3.

To use the findings to strengthen the discussion
around the need for early intervention and a
flagging system in schools to identify fatherless
boys

Lads Need Dads (LND) informed known school leaders
of the work via the Headteacher Associations and
Multi-Academy Trusts and were offered the opportunity
to take part in the survey. The survey was open to
teaching, pastoral, and leadership staff, and was sent to
primary, secondary, and moderate learning difficulties
(MLD) special schools. Schools also accessed the
survey upon contact with LND if they were requesting a
programme to be delivered in their school, to audit their
need.

Materials
The primary tool for gathering data was an anonymous
staff survey, using the online platform, Survey Monkey.
Using the same questions, a survey was created for
each school, with a link sent to schools to complete it
online. Once completed, the surveys were accessible for
analysis by LND. The survey contained 10 questions with
multiple-choice answers (See Appendix A).

Procedure
Schools accessed the survey using an online link, sent
via the routes outlined above. Respondents typically
took between 2 and 5 minutes to complete the survey.
Schools contacted LND for clarification where necessary.
For GDPR/Privacy reasons, there were no names of staff
or children identifiable through this process, however,
school names are identifiable but are not used explicitly
in reporting findings. Schools were also sent a data link
upon completion to view their results.
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Results

Figure 1: Types of behaviour seen from fatherless boys

10%

Primary Schools (n = 615)
19%

89% of respondents answered that they did believe
there was a link between boys having absent fathers
or limited access to a positive male role model and
disruptive behaviour at school. This was approximately
68% for academic achievement, and 47% for attendance.
Moreover, around 38% of respondents believe that these
boys were more likely to receive internal or external
exclusions.

50%
Low level
Leaving

21%

Harm
Other

50% of the disruptive behaviour reported was described
as being ‘low level’ (i.e. tapping, calling out, silly noises
etc: See Figure 1). Other behaviours outlined by colleagues
in the survey regarding types of behaviour seen with
fatherless boys (Q5) ranged from’ over-dependence on
mum’ to ‘lack of respect to female staff’ to ‘stirring up
trouble by deliberately aggravating vulnerable children’.
In addition, they reported these boys as ‘not always
listening or respecting female peers and adults’ or ‘task
avoidance, manipulative and defiant behaviour,’ among
many others.

Figure 2: Percentage of boys who struggle with
managing their anger
3%

6%

26%
65%

Some
Most
None

Most teachers (65%) stated that ‘some’ boys had issues
with managing their anger (See Figure 2) and that the
worst behaviour came from year groups 5 and 6 (52%:
See Figure 3). 52% of teachers rated ages 6 to 10 years as
the most important for young boys to have a consistent
positive male role model (See Figure 4). Teachers also
consistently stated (90%) that boys in their school
would benefit from increased opportunities to access
increased support from adult males.

All

Figure 3: Most disruptive year group

5%

17%

89%

52%

of Primary School respondents believe there is a link
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a
positive male role model and disruptive behaviour at school.

5&6

26%

3&4
1&2

68%

Reception

of Primary School respondents believe there is a link
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a
positive male role model and lower educational attainment.

Figure 4: most important age to have a consistent male
role model

47%
25%

of Primary School respondents believe there is a link
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a
positive male role model and poor school attendance.

52%

38%

6 to 10

of Primary School respondents believe there is a link
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a
positive male role model and school exclusion.

23%

11 to 15
Birth to 5
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Secondary Schools
(n = 639)

Figure 5: Types of behaviour seen from fatherless boys

8%

93% of respondents answered that they did believe
there was a link between boys having absent fathers
or limited access to a positive male role model and
disruptive behaviour at school. This was approximately
78% for academic achievement, and 66% for attendance.
Moreover, around 60% of respondents believe that these
boys were more likely to receive internal or external
exclusions. All values are higher than those given at
primary school level, suggesting that teachers at this
age believe there to be greater consequences to father
absenteeism.

14%

Low level

59%

19%

Leaving
Harm
Other

59% of the disruptive behaviour reported was described
as being ‘low level’ (i.e. tapping, calling out, silly noises
etc: See Figure 5), and most teachers (68%) stated that
‘some’ boys had issues with managing their anger (See
Figure 6) and that the worst behaviour came from year
groups 9 and 10 (61%: See Figure 7). 55% of teachers
rated ages 11 to 15 years as the most important for young
boys to have a consistent positive male role model
(See Figure 8). Teachers also consistently stated (91%)
that boys in their school would benefit from increased
opportunities to access increased support from adult
males.

Figure 6: Percentage of boys who struggle with
1% 1%
managing their anger

30%
68%

Some
Most
None
All

93%

Figure 7: Most disruptive year group

5%

of Secondary School respondents believe there is a link
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a
positive male role model and disruptive behaviour at school.

78%

34%
61%

of Secondary School respondents believe there is a link
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a
positive male role model and lower educational attainment.

7/8
9/10

66%

11

of Secondary School respondents believe there is a link
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a
positive male role model and poor school attendance.

Figure 8: most important age to have a consistent male
role model

60%

14%

of Secondary School respondents believe there is a link
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a
positive male role model and school exclusion.

31%
6 to 10
11 to 15
Birth to 5
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55%

Moderate Learning
Difficulty (MLD) Special
Schools (n = 157)

Figure 9: Types of behaviour seen from fatherless boys

17%

91% of respondents answered that they did believe
there was a link between boys having absent fathers
or limited access to a positive male role model and
disruptive behaviour at school. This was 72% for
academic achievement, and 69% for attendance.
Moreover, around 66% of respondents believe that these
boys were more likely to receive internal or external
exclusions. Most values were similar to those provided
by secondary schools, again demonstrating an elevated
need as compared to younger children, particularly in
relation to exclusion.

36%
19%
Low level
Leaving

28%

Harm
Other

Figure 10: Percentage of boys who struggle with
1%
managing their anger

36% of the disruptive behaviour reported was described
as being ‘low level’ (i.e. tapping, calling out, silly noises
etc: See Figure 9), and just over half of teachers (52%)
stated that ‘some’ boys had issues with managing their
anger (See Figure 10) and that the worst behaviour came
from year groups 7 and 8 (42%: See Figure 11). 46% of
teachers rated ages 11 to 15 years as the most important
for young boys to have a consistent positive male role
model (See Figure 12). Teachers also consistently stated
(93%) that boys in their school would benefit from
increased opportunities to access increased support
from adult males.

7%

52%

40%
Some
Most
None
All

91%

Figure 11: Most disruptive year group

2% 0%

of MLD Special School respondents believe there is a link
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a
positive male role model and disruptive behaviour at school.

4% 4%

10%
Reception

72%

1&2
3&4

of MLD Special School respondents believe there is a link
between boys with absent fathers or limited access to a
positive male role model and lower educational attainment.

38%
42%

5&6
7&8
9&10

69%

11

69% of MLD respondents believe there is a link between
boys with absent fathers or limited access to a positive male
role model and poor school attendance.

Figure 12: most important age to have a consistent
male role model

66%

24%

66% of MLD respondents believe there is a link between
boys with absent fathers or limited access to a positive male
role model and school exclusion

46%
6 to 10

30%

11 to 15
Birth to 5
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Comparing Settings
When comparing across different settings, one-way
ANOVA tests revealed no significant difference in
teachers’ ratings of behaviour, F (2) = 1.22, p > 0.05, or
attainment, F (2) = 1.22, p > 0.05. However, ratings of
attendance, F (2) = 113.88, p < 0.01, and exclusion, F (2) =
12.43, p < 0.01, were significantly higher in the secondary
and SEN settings, than primary school.

Question

Primary Schools

Secondary
Schools

Moderate
Learning Difficulty
(MLD) Schools

Sig

Behaviour

89

93

91

p > 0.05

Attainment

68

78

72

p > 0.05

Attendance

47

66

69

p < 0.01

Exclusion

38

60

66

p < 0.01

(% responding yes)

Discussion
that mothers are more responsible for ensuring school
attendance (as part of ‘primary’ caregiving), and that
exclusion may result from general bad behaviour (with
this being influenced by fathers rather than exclusion
directly). Regardless, teachers, as those with the most
experience of children’s behaviour at school, place
extremely high value on father involvement in children’s
scholastic endeavours.

This project sought to explore teachers’ understanding
of the relationship between father involvement and
school achievement and behaviour. 1411 teachers were
asked to provide their judgement as to whether a
relationship existed between a lack of father involvement
and a variety of measures. Results demonstrate that
teachers resoundingly believe a relationship to exist,
and that this impact is greater for general behaviour
and attainment, rather than attendance and whether
children are excluded. Teachers at secondary school
level and in SEN settings rated this impact to be greater
than those at primary school level.

Notably, teachers’ ratings were higher in secondary
schools. This would support the substantive literature
highlighting the important role of fathers in adolescence
particularly (Shulman and Seiffge-Krenke, 2015;
Zimmerman, Salem, and Notaro, 2000), especially in
relation to helping curb antisocial behaviour. Indeed, as
noted above, the role of fathers as disciplinarians and
moral guides may be particularly important at a time
of recognised turbulence and intense biopsychosocial
change. Ratings were also higher in SEN settings.
Current research on the role of fathers in children
with intellectual or physical disabilities is far from
established, however, that which has examined such
families has largely focused on the parent, rather than
the child, finding that a) fathers want to be involved, but
b) the demands of SEN children often conflict with the
obligations of work (Song et al., 2015; Venter, 2011). The
impact of father involvement on SEN children is yet to
be examined in detail, however, it has been highlighted
that, considering the wealth of evidence demonstrating
the benefits of father involvement in non-SEN children,
it logically follows those similar benefits would exist in
SEN children (especially due to their increased needs;
MacDonald & Hastings, 2010).

Results from this study support the robust previous
literature indicating a relationship between fatherhood
involvement and school achievement (Jeynes et al.,
2015; Kim and Jill, 2015). The mechanisms and reasons
for this were not explored in this project, however, it is
possible that teachers believe that fathers are important
in instilling and enforcing the discipline required to
complete schoolwork (as the recognised disciplinarians
within parenting teams; Valiquette-Tessier et al., 2018).
They are also recognised as ‘role models, guides, moral
teachers, or educators’ (Valiquette-Tessier et al., 2018,
p.305), which may further inform their importance for
good school practice. Results also supported previous
literature relating to father involvement and positive
school behaviour (Jeynes et al., 2015; Zhang et al., 2021),
with this receiving the highest ratings from teachers in
terms of importance of father involvement. Interestingly,
teachers felt there was less of an impact on attendance
and whether children were excluded. The reasons for
this are unclear, however it may be that teachers believe
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Recommendations
Recommendation 1:
Implementation of a
‘Flagging’ System
Boys with absent fathers are identified by Rowland
(2021) as a disadvantaged and vulnerable group ‘Often it is the case that within education we define
(disadvantage) as the group of young people that are
identified for the Pupil Premium Grant. Yet, as we have
started to explore these issues in more detail, we
have come to a recognition that the definition needs
to incorporate a much wider group of pupils, some of
which haven’t traditionally been discussed, such as
boys with absent fathers.

Recommendation 2:
A Greater Emphasis
on Boys’ Emotional
Intelligence

We want to see all boys enrolled at school who have
absent fathers or limited access to a male role model as
being acknowledged as having an additional need. We
would therefore argue that a flagging system be put in
place so they are identifiable and monitored, and that
pastoral support and other protective interventions can
be put in place early.

Our experience of working with boys and young men
found many of them to have limited emotional literacy,
with limited vocabulary to articulate how they feel or
understand other people’s feelings, many only able to
list emotions such as angry, happy, sad, or bored. The
Lads Need Dads approach, from day one, is to introduce
them to an extended range of emotions available
and help them understand and express these. Lads
Need Dads proactively improve the boys’ emotional
intelligence by increasing their:

Transition from year 6 primary to year 7 secondary can
be very difficult for vulnerable children. If a flagging
system were put in place at transition from Key Stage
2 to Key Stage 3, this data could be gathered and
would prove especially useful in the future in early
intervention and prevention. Identified boys could
then be provided additional support and referred to
appropriate agencies before problems start to arise.
These children could then be supported, rather than
simply punitively punished for resultant behaviour (see
Department of Education, 2016).

Emotional Vocabulary - the language necessary to
describe their own feelings, and to understand the
feelings of others.
Emotional Literacy - the ability to read or recognise your
own emotions and feelings and to read or recognise
the emotions and feelings of others. The ability to
understand and predict the impact of these feelings on
actions and behaviours)

Instead, ‘flagged’ boys could benefit from policies and
practice already outlined for children identified as
suffering from mental health risk factors (Department
for Education, 2018). For example, by implementing:
•
• Staff behaviour policy (also known as code of conduct)
• ‘Open door’ policy for children to raise problems
• A whole-school approach to promoting good mental
health
• Good pupil to teacher/school staff relationships
• Positive classroom management
• A sense of belonging
• Positive friendships
• Effective safeguarding and Child Protection policies.
• An effective early help process
• Understand their role in and be part of effective
multi-agency working

Emotional Agency - The ability to predict how they
will feel as a result of experiences in the future and
plan to protect themselves from either the anti-social
experience or to manage the resulting anti-social
feelings. The ability to predict how they will feel as a
result of experiences in the future and plan to ensure a
pro-social experience or to create the desired pro-social
feelings.
Training for school staff on this approach within schools
could greatly improve young boys’ abilities to articulate
their feelings, and to better manage their emotions and
thus their behaviour within the classroom.
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Recommendation 3:
Greater Provision of Male
Role Models

Recommendation 4:
Greater Emphasis on
Reading and Literacy

Boys develop at a slower rate than girls, who are more
mature from an earlier age. A Newcastle University
study showed that girls’ brains mature faster than boys’
brains because their synaptic pruning process finishes
between the ages of 10 and 15 years. In boys, however,
the process doesn’t end until age 20 to 21 (Lim et al.,
2015).

Reading skills are fundamental to everything we do,
and fathers serve as important reading role models,
especially for boys. When the only people boys see
reading are their mothers and their (usually) female
schoolteachers, boys often begin to see reading as an
essentially feminine activity, something "males" don’t
do (Watson et al., 2010). If boys have no father figure
modelling reading at home or male modelling this at
school, this leaves them at a real disadvantage.

With this slower rate of maturation, and therefore
independence, boys will need more guidance and
support in adolescence comparatively to girls. It follows
that this guidance would be best coming from those
who know what it’s like to be like them (i.e., males).

Currently, in the UK, 19 per cent of 15-year-old boys,
compared to 13 per cent of girls, have insufficient
reading skills to participate effectively and productively
in life (Bell & Fogg, 2020). Increased emphasis on
reading and writing in the school curriculum for both
boys and girls would not only have a crucial impact
on educational attainment, but on young people’s life
chances in general.

A simple starting point would be to look at the ratio of
male to female teachers and support staff in schools.
The teaching workforce of England is consistently
predominantly female; 75.5% as at November 2021
(2021/22), up from 74.4% in 2010/11 (Department for
Education, 2022). Male teachers are more likely to
work in secondary schools than nurseries and primary
schools: 14.1% of nursery and primary school teachers
are male, up from 12.7% in 2010/11. 35.3% of secondary
school teachers are male, down from 37.8% in 2010/11.
For boys coming from fatherless homes, they not only
lack a male role model in the home but also at school.

One of the largest gaps in educational achievement for
boys is in reading and writing. Boys’ underachievement
in reading is a significant concern for schools across
the country. In a National Literacy Trust (2012) survey,
it was found that, ‘76% of UK schools said boys in their
school did not do as well in reading as girls’. These are
the key skills that are important for all children and
impact on educational attainment across subject areas.
If reading is the foundation to learning then boys are at
a significant disadvantage, particularly fatherless boys.

A clear strategy to recruit more male teachers and
support staff to primary and secondary education
in England is a genuine priority (Hine, 2019). This has
been the case for many years, but very limited explicit
state-driven action has been taken.

Innovative projects such as Lads Need Dads’ Year
6 reading mentors programme launched in 2021
(https://ladsneeddads.org/programmes/reading-mentors/)
identifies boys with absent fathers at year 6 and works
to improve emotional literacy in tandem with their
reading ability, which serves as a very clear protective
factor for them as they transition to high school (see
Appendix B).
Developing this programme within schools across the
UK could help improve literacy outcomes for fatherless
boys, and thus improve their educational outcomes.
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Conclusion
In America, for many years, ACE screening had been
fought for, led by data driven, evidence-based, health,
social care and mental health professionals who
believed the data to be irrefutable around the impact of
ACEs on all young people. California leads the way in ACE
screening and, since 2019, Dr Nadine Burke Harris and
her team at the Center for Youth Wellness have been
supporting ACE screening with significant impacts on
the outcomes for the identified young people. Schools
and colleges are committing to work proactively to
address mental ill health and there are well established
narratives around various areas of inclusion. The will is
evident in many parts of the UK to meet the needs of
those most disadvantaged children and we hope this
report presents a compelling case for recognition of the
clear disadvantage represented by boys from homes
with absent fathers and that it drives our political
leaders to act to address this issue.

There is much research which suggests that not having
a father at home has a negative impact on a child’s
overall academic performance, and that they are more
likely to under achieve or drop out of school, when
compared to children with fathers present in the home.
These findings are clearly supported by the results in
this report.
There is therefore a clear case for intervention at early
stages of the education process, to try and protect
young boys from these outcomes. At Lads Need Dads we
believe that where a boy’s father is not around, others
in the community can and should step into the gap. We
have been doing this for boys with absent fathers for
over 7 years now; it is a simple formula that works. But
we cannot carry the burden alone. Instead, high profile,
political and cultural recognition of this issue needs to
lead to a proactive response in order to secure systemic
national change for these young men.

Will the UK be the first country to be Absent Father (AF)
Aware? There are understandable sensitivities around
this issue, but the data does not lie, and action needs
to be taken.

The process of identifying these young men is
important, due to the sensitivity of asking a potentially
challenging question of parents/carers, but it may not
be as difficult as some may assume. The wheels are
already in motion for this process as local authorities
and devolved parliaments/assemblies are committing
to being Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) aware.
There are 10 identified ACEs: Physical, emotional, and
sexual abuse; physical and emotional neglect; growing
up in a household where a parent was mentally ill,
substance-dependent, incarcerated; where there was
parental separation or divorce, or domestic abuse.
The original (1998) study, with 17000 respondents in
San Diego, (Felitti, Anda and Nordenberg) identified 9
ACEs and fatherlessness could be argued as factor in a
number of these.

Will the UK be the first
country to be Absent Father
(AF) Aware? There are
understandable sensitivities
around this issue, but the
data does not lie, and action
needs to be taken.
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Appendix A
Q1 In your professional opinion, do you think that
there could be a link between boys with absent fathers
or limited access to a positive male role model and
disruptive behaviour at school?

Q6 Do you think that boys with absent fathers or
limited access to a positive male role model are
more likely to receive internal and/or fixed term
exclusions?

Options: Yes/No/Don’t Know

Options: Yes/No/Don’t Know

Q2 Do you think that there could be a link between boys
with absent fathers or limited access to a positive
male role model and lower educational achievement?

Q7 Which of the following age ranges do you think is
the most important for a boy to have a consistent,
positive male role model?

Options: Yes/No/Don’t Know

Options: Birth to five years, Six to ten years, 11-15 years

Q3 Do you think that there could be a link between
boys with absent fathers or limited access to a
positive male role model and poor school attendance?

Q8 In your opinion, how many of the boys you teach
(that you suspect have absent fathers or limited
access to a positive male role model) struggle with
managing their anger?

Options: Yes/No/Don’t Know
Options: All, Most, Some, None
Q4 Thinking about boys that you teach who are
disruptive in class, which year group are they mainly
from?

Q9 If there was an opportunity for identified pupils
to attend a male-led group mentoring programme in
your school, would you be in support of it?

Options for Primary:
Reception, Years 1 and 2, Years 3 and 4, Years 5 and 6

Options: Yes/No/Not sure

Options for Secondary:
Years 7 and 8, Years 9 and 10, Year 11

Q10 Thank you for taking the time to complete this
survey. Please indicate if you would like to be kept
updated with the results of this survey.

Q5 Which types of behaviour do you see from these
boys?

Options: Yes/No

Options:
Low level disruption (i.e., tapping, calling out, silly noises
etc)
Leaving the classroom without permission
Harm to others
Other (please specify)
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Appendix B
Lads Need Dads Reading Mentors Programme
Lads Need Dads trialled an emotion coaching and reading mentor programme in 2021, post lockdown, and ran it
again this year, (2022) leading up to SATS, matching male mentors to year 6 boys with absent fathers / limited access
to positive male role models over a 12 week period. Each session lasts 45 minutes to 1 hour. Increasing emotional
intelligence is an integral part of the reading mentor programme. The boys start their session with a check-in, reflecting
on how their week has been, and choose from a set of emotion cards which illustrate a range of facial expressions with
named emotions related to them. The check-in is followed by the mentor reading to the boy, the session is not focused
on assessing the boys reading ability, it is about the boy being given dedicated time and attention to be read to.
The reading mentor programme increased boys’ interest in reading and listening whilst improving their emotional
intelligence. Disruptive behaviour was reported to have decreased in the classroom and in the playground and, in
some cases, safeguarding concerns were revealed in the sessions, for which schools were then made aware.
This Reading Mentor intervention is low cost as the workforce are male volunteers from the community. This would be
a very effective and economical model to scale and would represent a robust early intervention tool to increase boys’
emotional intelligence and literacy skills. Lads Need Dads can advise on how this and other interventions could be
replicated to meet the needs of the target group - fatherless boys. What we have learned from our extensive body of
work through our equip, engage and inspire programmes in school, in the family and in the community would form a
purposeful approach that is already demonstrably successful. Identification of these boys is a fundamental first step
to making this happen.
The following quotes are from teachers and mentors of boys who engaged with the intervention this year:

“ The Reading mentor sessions were
a protected time and space just for
them, which has enhanced their
self-esteem and confidence to talk
about themselves positively.”
- Teacher

“ Both pupils in my class gained benefits from
this programme. Both have issues on the
playground. Ever since seeing their mentor
they have settled and have managed their
behaviours and emotions. One in particular no
longer retaliates, he walks away and removes
himself, which I’m super proud of.” - Teacher

“ Our male pupils have an improved
understanding of vocabulary and an
opportunity for 1 to 1 time with an
adult male.” - Teacher

“ Since having a reading mentor the boys who
took part have been more engaged in reading
and more open to answer questions in class.”
- Teacher

“ Since becoming a reading mentor, I have
gained invaluable experience, being able to
work 1-1 with a young person and see them
grow and mature throughout the 12 weeks. The
reading mentor programme acts as a two-way
reward system with both the young person
and the mentor benefitting in different ways.
Overall, it has been brilliant to work to improve
young boys reading skills, self-esteem and help
them manage their emotions.” - Mentor

“ Since reading with x weekly, I have
noticed the profound impact it has
had on his behaviour during sessions,
and from the feedback I receive from
teachers. x has disclosed his new
ability to manage his anger and not
react on impulse to situations. x is
now able to talk about how he feels
to diffuse situations at school and at
home.” - Mentor
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