
 

Girls consistently outperform boys in reading
skills—but this could be changing
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Girls consistently outperform boys on reading tests – and have done so
for several decades around the world. Lack of motivation, a weak
vocabulary, poor reading engagement and lack of role models have all
been considered possible reasons for this disparity.
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But results from recent global student assessments, known as PISA,
suggests the global reading gap is closing. But in most cases, not for the
reasons teachers, parents, researchers, or governments might have hoped
for. Indeed, it seems gaps closed overall not because boys are necessarily
doing massively better, but because the performance of girls has
declined.

PISA is the OECD's Programme for International Student Assessment
and it tests the reading, mathematics, and science literacy skills of
15-year-old students across a variety of OECD and partner countries.
The latest PISA from 2018, which was the seventh since 2000, focused
on reading and included about 80 countries. So far three rounds of PISA
have focused on reading –- 2000, 2009, and 2018—giving researchers
almost 20 years of trends to analyse.

A concerning trend

Although girls continue to perform considerably better than boys, on
average, there is evidence that the gender gap may be closing because
girls are not performing as well as they used to. The PISA test is
designed so that the average student has a score of 500 and two-thirds of
participating students have a score between 400 and 600. Among the 29
OECD countries with available data, the average performance of boys
was under this average (479 points in 2000, 476 in 2009 and 475 in
2018). By contrast, the average performance of girls was above the
average: 511 in 2000, 515 in 2009 but 505 in 2018.

But these averages mask large differences in the learning trajectories of
high achieving and low achieving boys and girls. The findings show, for
example, that among low achievers, the performance of both boys and
girls declined—girls declined by 21 points and boys 13 points. On the
other hand, among high achievers the performance of both boys and girls
improved, with especially large improvements within the boys' group (12
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points among boys and three points among girls).

These patterns suggest greater polarization between low and high
achievers, with the lowest-achieving girls trending the most markedly in
the wrong direction.

Why is this happening?

One possible reason for this difference stems from changes in how the
tests were carried out –– the test was paper-based until 2009 but was
administered on computers in 2018. Some studies indicate that boys
perform better in some of the skills involved in reading digital texts and
may be motivated to perform well in tests that are delivered on
computers.

Trends over time in who reads for enjoyment and for how long do not
appear to explain the evolution in reading achievement across different
groups. Changes in the amount of time devoted to reading for enjoyment
were not associated with changes in the performance of different groups
of students.

Similarly, although many parents and teachers worry that internet use
reduces the effort teenagers invest in schoolwork—and the amount of
time students spent on the internet soared between 2009 and
2018—those groups who increased their internet use the most are not the
ones with the steepest performance declines.

Differences across countries

Despite this, some countries have managed to close the gender reading
gap. The Czech Republic, Estonia, Ireland, Slovenia and Sweden all
experienced improvements in boys' reading performance while girls'
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performance remained stable or improved (albeit less markedly than
boys).

In the UK though, the picture is mixed. The gender reading gap was
lower in the UK than the average performance gap across OECD
countries—in the UK it was 20 points while the average across the
OECD was 30 points. On average boys in the UK improved while girls
remained stable. But boys did not improve enough to lead to a
statistically significant narrowing of the gender reading gap.

Similarly, an analysis of which boys improved suggests that
advancements in reading performance were concentrated among middle-
and high-achieving boys. Though overall, the largest improvements were
seen in high-achieving girls. This indicates how the lowest
achievers—both boys and girls—remain at risk of academic failure.

The fact that these patterns are so similar across a range of countries
suggests that a common set of cross-national issues are most likely
responsible for the changes identified.

At the same time, the fact that some education systems bucked the
general trend is a reminder that local circumstances, policy choices and
the work of individual educators can make a real difference and promote
the learning of both boys and girls. It's clear though that closing this
reading achievement gap continues to be a pressing global challenge.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: Girls consistently outperform boys in reading skills—but this could be changing (2020,

4/5

https://www.routledge.com/The-PISA-Effect-on-Global-Educational-Governance-1st-Edition/Volante/p/book/9781138217416
https://phys.org/tags/girls/
http://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/girls-consistently-outperform-boys-in-reading-skills-but-could-this-be-changing-129822


 

February 12) retrieved 26 April 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2020-02-girls-outperform-boys-
skillsbut.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://phys.org/news/2020-02-girls-outperform-boys-skillsbut.html
https://phys.org/news/2020-02-girls-outperform-boys-skillsbut.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

