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A four year study observed how 14 young chimps in Tanzania learnt, by observing their mothers, how to 

catch termites, using a thick stick as a tool.  The mothers showed no gender preference in teaching.   The 

daughters copied them closely while the sons ñwould quickly lose patience and play gamesò.  On average, 

the females learnt the skill in 31 months; the males 58 months. 

 

Adrienne Alton-Lee cautions about using the gender gap ñas a kind of absolute measure of what mattersò    

But, even in the Simian world, itôs the gender gap by which we have come to judge male achievement - and 

in the human world, it is changes in the gender gap, more than any other factor,  that bring us here today.      

 

Summary of argument 

 

1 The Level 1 gender gap is significant and has existed since 1993. 

2 The Level 3 gap is larger than Level 1, larger than normally reported, and still growing. 

3 The gender gap is subject based, and influenced by how we choose to construct subjects, teach and 

assess them. 

4 The gap reflects and may contribute to changing gender patterns in tertiary education and 

employment.     

5 The gap is not connected to race, class or rurality. 

6 There is a crisis in the gender composition of the primary work force and a potential crisis at 

secondary level.   

7 Boysô schools or classes have particular advantages in meeting male needs.     

8 Most co-ed schools are doing little to specifically target boysô needs, but boys can thrive in co-ed 

schools that are well run. 

9 There are no simple solutions, but there are complex, multi-layered solutions.     

10 New Zealandôs institutional response to the gap has been one of denial, delay and trivialization.   

 

*******  
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The gender gap starts in the womb.   But weôll move quickly on, to the start of schooling, where 

entry testing shows girls much better prepared than boys.   

 

By years 4 and 5, testing finds 

 No significant differences in most subjects, but 

 Distinct gender preferences  within subjects (i.e. physical science for boys,  life science for girls).  

 Female superiority in writing, speaking and reading.       

In two international tests New Zealand had the 4
th
 and 2

nd
 largest gender gaps in reading. 

 In NEMP testing Year 4 girls performed better at 14% of tasks, and boys at 8%. 

 

At Year 8, girls performed better at 22% of tasks and boys at 6%.   The gender gap grew hugely in  writing.  

With that exception, though, NEMP directors Terry Crooks and Lester Flockton donôt consider the gap 

statistically significant.   They call the moral panic about male achievement at primary level unwarranted.   

 

Testing still shows similar gender performance in Year 9 (Science and Maths) and even in Year 10, with 

boys ahead in Reading Comprehension, Reading Vocabulary and Mathematics.  

 

Itôs from Year 11, and for high stakes external qualifications that require motivation and work ethic, that a 

substantial and comprehensive gender gap emerges, of around 10 percentage points.  (Unless otherwise 

stated, gender gap means a gap favouring girls.  Itôs usually expressed in percentage points;  i.e. a female 

pass rate of 60% and male rate of 50% gives a gender gap of 10 percentage points). 

 

Gender Gap in Level Completion
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External achievement standard results show that the gap spans all subjects, but problematic only in 

Languages, English and Arts (where the gap is dropping a little) and Technology (where it is sharply 

rising): 
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Gender Gap in Level 1 subject pass rates
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Gender Gap in Level 2 subject pass rates
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Gender Gap in Level 3 subject pass rates
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At each level, Maths, Science, and Social Sciences had gaps of only 1-3%.   They account for two thirds of 

external results.     If they accounted for three thirds, we wouldnôt be here now.   

 

Their small gaps are significant only because these subjects once generally favoured males and thus 

statistically balanced the male deficiencies in other subjects. 

 

The gender gap nevertheless spans all subjects and most standards.  Of 296 external standards with over 200 

entries,  girls outperformed boys in 258, mainly in culture or performing arts, literacy, human biology, 

health, social issues, and in technology, where six standards, all with large and gender-balanced enrolments, 

had gender gaps ranging from 22 to 43 points. 

 

Boys outperformed girls in 38 standards, mainly relating to economics, statistics or production.      

 

So we have a stable gender gap of around 10 percentage points, spread across all subjects and most 

standards, but significant only in some.   

 

How serious is this?    

 

If we express it in every day terms, it means that for every six girls who pass, only five boys do.    

 

If we express it in comparative terms, itôs much smaller than ethnic gaps of 22 and 25, while the socio-

economic gap, between low and high deciles, is 30. 
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Gender and Ethnic Gaps
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It seems that gender must take its place in the queue. 

  

But wait.  NCEA pass rates of each gender are the common basis for understanding the gender gap.   Itôs 

that 10% that generates the headlines.  No doubt these will be the figures that Steve Benson from the 

Ministry gives you tomorrow.  But pass rates suppress the real gender gap.  This is because they are the pass 

rates only of those still at school.  
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Students leaving Secondary Schools before Year 13
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Boys have a lower retention rate than girls.  By the end of Year 12, 43% of boys but only 35% of girls have 

left school. 

 

When lower male achievement and retention rates are combined, the gender gap is much larger: 
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In 2005 males accounted for 48% of the Year 12 roll and only 44% of Level 2 passes. 

They accounted for 47% of the Year 13 roll and just 41% of Level 3 passes.  
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The real gender gap, not the publicly reported one, is very serious indeed. 

 

At Excellence level the gap is even greater.  In 2005 girls gained 75% more excellence passes at Level 1 

and 57% more in Level 2, and 50% more Outstanding Scholarships.  

 

*******  

 

According to Shakespeare, the gender gap emerged a very long time ago: 

 

òThe whining schoolboy
with his satchel

And shining morning face
Creeps unwillingly to schooló

(As You Like It, 11, vii)

 
  

 

Three centuries later a British Schools Inquiry agreed:  ñGirls come to you to learn; boys have to be drivenò. 

Male apologists in fact considered ñhealthy idlenessò to be a defining quality of masculinity. A studious 

male might be regarded with suspicion - two educators wrote in 1913 ñThe boysô breezy attitude to 

lifeésuccessfully secures him from morbid concentration on the acquisition of knowledgeò.   Like whites 

living under apartheid, what did it matter if males were poorly educated?  The privileges of society were 

theirs by right. 

 

Fast forward to my School Certificate year,  1970, the earliest year we have any qualifications data for. 

 

These were the gender issues: in a nutshell, boys dominated the classroom and leadership positions, and 

harassed girls who were passive and not keen on Maths and Science, which limited their career 

opportunities.     

 

(What no-one seemed to find problematic was that  just ten girls throughout the country wanted or were 

allowed to take Mechanics, engineering, woodwork, workshop technology or agriculture and just  eight 

boys had penetrated clothing and textiles, homecraft, and shorthand typing.)   
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Gender Gap in School Certificate subject passes
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This graph shows how todayôs gender gap emerged.  In 1970 there was already a small gap, of 2.3.  (Girls 

led in 12 subjects and boys in nine.)     

 

Ten years later the gap had increased slightly to 3.3.   (The subject ratio was unchanged.) 

 

The next year I have figures for is 1987.   Four School Certificate grades had become seven, so weôre not 

making precise comparisons, which may explain why the gap has now dropped to 1.6.  (Girls were ahead in 

13 subjects, boys in 12). 

 

In 1989 the gap is 2.7, perhaps evidence of an emerging trend.    

 

Frustratingly, NZQA has no record of subject passes by gender for the crucial years of 1990 and 1991.    

 

By 1992 seven School Certificate grades had become five, so again, direct comparisons are not possible.  

But for ópassô grades the gender gap was now 4.9.  In 1993 it was 6.1.  (Boys were ahead in only four of 21 

subjects).   
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The Gender Gap in School Certificate subject/NCEA 

External Achievement Standard passes
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The current gender gap was established in just a few years, and has been remarkably consistent since then. 

 

It peaked in 1996 at 6.8, and then varied between 4.4 and 6.4. 

 

The gap in top grades followed a similar pattern. 

 

NCEA made little difference, especially to top grades.  Individual subject pass rates across the two systems 

of School Certificate and NCEA also show remarkable consistency.   

 

Why then was NCEA believed to have increased the gender gap?    

 

Because School Certificate did not have an overall pass rate, and NCEA does, apples were compared with 

lemons.  The reported jump was from a 5-6 point School Certificate gap (taken from all individual subject 

passes) to a 10 point NCEA gap (taken from overall level completion passes).  Level completion is harder 

than passing one subject, girls work more consistently across subjects, and enter more papers, so the level 

completion gap will be greater than the subject completion gender gap. 

 

Our current Level 1 gender gap, which some still consider news, was well established by 1993.    All thatôs 

been changed since then is the method of reporting.    

 

*******  

 

Why, between 1990 and 1993, did a longstanding small gender gap suddenly become a large one? 

 

Some clues may come from individual subject trends. 

 

The gap increased in every subject except French.  However:  
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It increased the least in subjects where boys traditionally did badly: Art, Languages, and particularly in 

English where there has, quite remarkably, been no movement at all from 1970 to the present.  

 

In Maths the gender gap was 2 in 1970 and still 2 in 1990. 

 

The swings were biggest in subjects where boys traditionally did well, notably Physics, Economics and 

Accounting.  In these subjects presumably lay the greatest potential for female improvement, for teacher 

encouragement, and for efforts towards gender inclusivity. 

 

The sudden ability of girls to do anything seems an insufficient explanation for such a dramatic change.  

But Iôve struggled to identify any other obvious factor. 

 

Curriculum, pedagogy and assessment are the usual suspects.  All underwent substantial girl-friendly 

changes in the 1990ôs, but with the exception of one subject adding internal assessment, all after 1993. 

 

However, even if immediate changes to curriculum, pedagogy and assessment didnôt create our current 

gender gap, long term changes since 1993 may well have maintained it.   Letôs examine them more closely. 

 

Firstly, curriculum.  Even within subjects, genders have preferences. Look for example at the varying 

gender gap for English level 1 achievement standards:   
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Therefore how we choose to construct subjects ï what we put in and what we leave out ï can have profound 

gender implications.  For example: 

 

In 1970  

 The subject Science/Physics had a gap of 11, while the subject Physics had a gap of 6 favouring 

males. 

 General Science had a gap of 6 while new Science Syllabus favoured boys by 8. 

In 1980  

 The Science gap was 2 but Alternative Science was 6.  
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 Four different Maths Internally Assessed Papers gave gender gaps ranging from 11 to boys, to 3 to 

girls. 

 

New or growth subjects of the 1990ôs -   Agriculture, Horticulture, Human Biology, Japanese ï  all 

favoured girls.  So did the reconstruction of traditionally male technical subjects: in 1994 Tech Drawing 

became Graphics and the gap went from an average of .6 to males, to 10 to females.  In 1998 Workshop 

Technology became Design Technology and the gap went from an average of 12, to 17.  

 

By 2001 subject gender apartheid was dead and boys, the old whites, were suffering.   4,500 girls were 

taking technical subjects and outperforming boys.  In equal number boys were taking Home Economics, 

Human Biology, and Text and Information Management, and being outperformed.  When in 1998 Home 

Economics became Food and Nutrition,  boys did even worse. 

 

How we teach ï pedagogy ï is also not gender free.  There has been a shift from closed, structured, 

information-dense learning activities, which boys did better at, to open-ended, experiential, reflective 

activities.   Ian Lillico considers this an example of the ñeffeminized curriculumò.  

 

Traditional subjects have become more literate.  In subjects like Technology and Phys. Ed., many boys just 

want to ñmake thingsò or ñdo thingsò.  They do not particularly want to plan, or write about their plan, or 

keep a log, or engage in post-modern deconstruction analysis.     

 

Success in assessment now requires understanding and meticulously meeting complex written instructions.   

This clearly favours girls, because of their superior language and organizational skills, and ability to 

understand and deliver what others expect of them, which many teenage boys have never been too bothered 

about.   This was nicely encapsulated in a recent article interviewing senior Palmerston North students on 

NCEA.    One Anna Neld liked it as students now knew ñexactly what they need to doò, while James Benn, 

speaking for the male team, called it a ñbit of a pedantic systemò where you could lose marks for small 

errors. 

 

Hereôs an example of how assessment is not necessarily gender neutral.  Before 1993, Bursary Agriculture 

favoured girls.  In 1993 there was a new examining team. The gender gap abruptly reversed.  In 1997 it 

abruptly reversed again. 

 

A more recent English example shows how assessment change can deliberately favour one gender.    In 

1999, when low male test scores became a political issue, the age 11 reading test was made more óboy-

friendlyô.  It involved three short passages about spiders, and most marks were given for factual 

comprehension.  Boysô reading scores leapt by 14 percentage points, just 6 points behind girls.  There was 

further controversy in 2001 when the reading tests were ñfact-filled, non-fiction text in magazine format, 

chopped into bite-sized chunksò.  Boysô scores improved again.   

 

I recently surveyed co-ed principals on a number of gender issues. Many aspects of curriculum, pedagogy 

and assessment that seem to benefit girls of course pre-date NCEA, but NCEA is now seen to represent the 

whole package.  I asked whether NCEA favoured girls, or boys, or was neutral.  Two thirds of respondents 

considered NCEA favours girls. One third considered it gender neutral.  Not one principal considered that 

NCEA favours boys.  

 

Changes to the way we construct, teach and assess subjects clearly did not cause the gender gap.   But they 

are now contributing to it.     
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Few would argue that boys are more literate or innately creative than girls, and therefore some sort of gap 

in English and creative subjects is expected.    But what if  a subject such as Phys Ed or Technology attracts 

large numbers from both genders but girls consistently perform better?   Does this simply mean that boys 

need to work harder.   Or is it that the new construction of the subject realistically reflects the contemporary 

relevant tertiary or employment skills ï and if these also leave boys at a disadvantage, tough.  Or, 

acknowledging an element of both of these explanations, is the main problem that the subject is incorrectly 

constructed or assessed?   A very thorough analysis of this issue is required, to ensure that boys are not 

being systemically disadvantaged. 

 

The gender gap at Level 3 has a different dynamic and requires separate consideration.  Itôs larger than the 

Level 1 gap, and growing. 

 

Bursary/NCEA Level 3 Gender Gap
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A similar picture is shown by expressing the males who passed as a percentage of all passes.  This figure 

has dropped from 55% in 1984 to 41% now. 
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NCEA doubled the gap because Level 3 was easier than Bursary. The number of males who gained it 

increased by 60% over the previous yearôs Bursars, but the female increase was 78%.  

   

In 1992 females were ahead in 17 Bursary subjects and males in 8.  By 2003 females were ahead in 22, and 

males in just three, all by under two points.  Only in Accounting were males ahead throughout.  No subject 

showed a dramatic gender reversal, nor were there any new or reconstituted subjects; just steady attrition.  

 

The gender gap is growing at Level 3 because it is growing at tertiary level.   As a proportion of University 

students aged 17 to 20 males have dropped in just five years from 46% to 42%.   This appears to be the 

most dynamic trend of any gender gap, and itôs quite international. 

 

At all levels of Tertiary education women now account for the majority of enrolments. 

 At certificate level women were 42.7% of enrolments in 1994 and 51.8% in 2004. 

 They were 52.3% of Diploma enrolments in 1994 and 54.8% in 2004. 

 They were 52.9% of Bachelor Degree enrolments in 1994 and 56.9% in 2004. 

 They were 47.9% of Postgraduate enrolments in 1994 and 58.6% in 2004. 

  

The number of students of both gender taking Diploma courses has dropped in the last decade.  Male 

Postgraduate enrolments have remained stable while female have increased by half.  For certificate or 

Bachelor degrees enrolments by both gender have increased substantially, but by females, more so. 

 

The trend is most dynamic at Bachelorôs level.  Between 2003 and 2004 female enrolments increased by 

775 male by 162.  

 

By 2004 there were 1.66 Tertiary enrolments from Maori women for every one from Maori men; and 1.45 

from Pasifika women for every one from Pasifika men.  Gender differences were smaller and more stable 

for European and Asian cohorts; the overall trend is being driven by the Polynesian tertiary gender gap. 
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Architecture, engineering, and agriculture had at least 50% more male enrolments than female, while for 

education, health and hospitality the ratios were reversed. 

 

In late 2006 the dimensions and implications of this trend were analyzed for the first time, in a Victoria 

University Institute of Policy Studies article ñThe Gendered Tertiary Education Transition: When did it take 

place and what are some of the possible Policy implicationsò. 

 

The article noted that, as in the U.S.,  ñin New Zealand policy circles gender analysis focuses on female 

disadvantageò In the consequent absence of research on the Tertiary gender gap,  explanations are reliant on 

theories, which currently include: 

 Feminised schooling system 

 More boys raised by mothers and lacking male role models 

 New Tertiary courses aimed at women 

 Boys develop more slowly 

 Increase in marriage age 

 Women brighter than men and no long discriminated against 

 More effective birth control. 

 Women see more gains than men from Tertiary education 

 

 

 
The tertiary trend in turn reflects - and possibly causes - changes to employment patterns. Particularly in the 

current economic climate, where skilled tradespeople are well paid and sought after, males seem keener 

than females to start work, and in jobs that may require only Level 1 or 2.  Women seem more prepared to 

continue studying, for jobs more likely to require tertiary qualifications.   As we move from a productive to 

knowledge and service-based economy, employment opportunities for people who have good inter-personal 

relationships, responsiveness to client demand, and high levels of literacy and ICT proficiency are 

increasing in number and remuneration.  Already the hourly wages of women in their 20ôs are higher than 

those of men.  By comparison, the years 1987 and 2002 saw no increase in traditional male jobs and 11,000 

fewer jobs in Manufacturing.   

 


