Understanding the
gender gap

Paul Baker

A four year study observed how 14 young chimps in Tanzania learnt, by observing their mothers, how to
catchtermites, using a thick stick as a tool. The mothers showed no gender preference in teaching. The
daughters copied them closely while the sons HAwo
the females learnt the skill in 31 monthse males 58 months.

Adrienne AltonLee cauti ons about using the gehder mgapehn
But,even inthe Simianworld it 6s t he gender gap nbmalachwdvamerhandve h g
in the human worldf is changes irthe gender gap, more than any other factivat bringus heregoday.

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 subfeetsy teac
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 fort@ gotential crisis at

secondary level.

7 Boysd schools or classes have particular adva

8 Mostcoed schools are doing Ilittle to speedfical
schools that are well run.

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

10 New Zeal andébés institutional response to the ¢
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The gender gap starts i n onhoahestartroftschooling, Bhete we 61 |
entry testing shows girls much better prepared than boys.

By years4 and5, testingfinds
¢ No significant differences in most subjects, but
e Distinct gender preferencesithin subjects (e. physical science for boysfe science for girls).
e Female superiority in writing, speaking and reading.
In two international testNew Zealand had thé"and 29 largest gender gajin reading
e In NEMP testing Year 4igs 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 exceptionthoughNEMP directors Terry Crooks and Lest
statistically significant. They call the mad panic about male achievement at primary level unwarranted.

Testing still showsimilar gender performance in Yea(Science and Mathsnd even inYear 1Q with
boys ahead in Reading Comprehension, Reading Vocabulary and Mathematics.

I t 6 s &rilgand fyhegh stakeexternal qualifications thaequiremotivation and work ethic, that a
substantial and comprehensive gender gap emerges, of around 10 percentagd jmass.otherwise

stated, gender gap me a ralyexpresgahperde@ag®points; hega fgmale | s .
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, bubgmbidy in
LanguageskEnglish and Artgwhere the gap is dropping a little) afdchnology(where it is sharply
rising):
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Gender Gap in Level 3 subject pass rates
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At each levelMaths, Science,ral Social Sciences had gapaofy 1-3%. They accountor two thirds of
externalresults If they accounted for three thirds e w o tbé heene Bow.

Their small gaps are significaohly because these subjects ogeaerallyfavoured males antthus
statistically balanced the male deficienciestinersubjects.

Thegender gamevertheless spans all subjeatsl most standard©f 296 external standaresth over 200
entries grls outperformed boys in 258, mainly in culture or performing, éitesacy, human biology,
health, social issues, and in technology, wheretaixdards, all with large and gendealanced enrolments,
had gender gaps ranging from 22 topédnts

Boys ouperformed girls in 38 standardsainly relating to economicstadistics or production.

So wehave 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 termspieans that for ery six girls who pass, only five boys do.

I f we express it in comparative terms, 8So¢iods much

economic gap, betwedow and high deciles, is 30.



Gender and Ethnic Gaps

Percentage Points

Gender Gap Ethnic Gap between all Ethnic Gap between all
students and Maori students and Pasifika

It seems that gender must take its place in the queue

But wait. NCEA passratesf each gender are the common basis
that 10% that generates the headlind& doubt these will be the figures that Steve Benson from the

Ministry gives you tomorrowBut pass rateuppress the real gender gap. This is because they are the pass
rates only of those still at school.



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 schod.

Whenlower maleachievement and retention rates @enbinedthe gender gajs much larger

Males as % of enrolled students and as % of students
passing qualification level
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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 18 amd just 41% of Level 3 passes.



The real gender gap, not the publicly reported one, is very serious indeed.

At Excellence level the gap is even greater. In 2008 gained75% more excellence passes at Lelel
and 57% more in Level,2nd50% moreOutstanding Scholahgs.
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According to Shakespeaite gender gap emergadiery long time ago

ol'he whining schoolb.
with his satchel

And shining morning 1

Creeps unwillingly toci

(As You Like It, 11, vii)
—

Threecenturies later a British Schools Inquagreed AGirls come to you to |

Mal e apologists in fact considered fhealthy idl

male might be regarded with suspiciet wo educators wrote in 1913 f
|l i feésuccessfully seculi®fn hlinmtfhreom cmai dikadwhitamn ©d |
living under apartheid, what did it matter if males were poorly edueaidtk privileges of society were

theirs by right.

Fast forwad to my School Certificate yeaf,970, he earliest yeave haveanyqualifications data for.

These were the gender issuesa nutshell, boys dominatélde classroom and leadership positions, and
harassed girls who were passive and not keen on Maths and Science, which limited their career
opportunities.

(What neone seemed to find problematic was thast ten girls throughout the country wanted or were
allowed to takeviechanics, engineering, woodwork, workshop technolwgggricultureand justeight
boys had penetrated clothing and textiles, homecraft, andhahdrtyping)



Gender Gap in School Certificate subject passes
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Thisgraphs hows how todayo6s gender algalpasealgapge2dBGifls | n 1
led in 12 subjects and boys in nine.)

Ten years later the gap had increased slightly to 8TBe subject ratio was unchanged.

The next year | have figures fori887. Four School Certificate grades
making precise comparisons, which may explain why the gap has now dropped(GidsByereahead in

13 subjectshoys 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 agaih,cdmparisons are not possible.

But for Opassd grades t he ge n(Bogswergahgad invanlg founaf M 4 . 9
subject$.



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 yearsaarnmken remarkably consisteirtce then.
It peaked in 1996 at 6.8nd 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 supgess rates across ttveo 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 agpoint School Certificate gap (taken fradhindividual subject

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

than passing one subjegirls work more consistentlicross subjects, and enter more papers, so the level
completion gap will be greater than the subject complejemdergap.

Our currentLevel 1gender gapwhich some stiltonsider news, was well established by 1998.1 | t hat ¢
been changed sinceeth isthe method of reporting.
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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 increasad every subject except French. However:
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It increased the least subjects whee boys traditionally did badly: Art, Languages, and particularly in
English where there has, quite remarkably, been no movement at all 9o the present.

In Maths thegender gapvas 2 in 1970 and still 2 in 1990

The swings werbiggest in subjects wheboys traditionally did well, notably Physics, Economics and
Accounting. In these subjectsesumaly lay the greatest potential for female improvement, for teacher
encairagement, antbr efforts towards gendénclusivity.

The sudden ability of girls tdo anythingseems an insufficient explanation for such a dramatic change.
Butl 6ve struggled to identify any other obvious

Curriculum, pedagogy and assessnaetthe usual suspects. All underwentssaitial girtfriendly

changes in the 19906s, but with the exception
However, even i f immediate changes to curricul
gender gap, long term chasggince 1993nay we | | have maintained it.

Firstly, curriculum. Even within subjectgenders have preferences. Look for example at the varying
gender gap for English level 1 achievement standards

Percentage Points
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20

English Level 1 External Achievement Standards Gender
Gaps

T T T T
Read and understand Read and understand Read visual text Formal writing Read and understand
short texts extended written texts unfamiliar texts

—

Therefore how we choose to construct subjeet$hat we put in and what we leave dutan have profound
gender implications. For example

In 1970

The subject Sciendehysics had a gap of 11, while the subject Physics had afgapavouing
males.

General Science had a gapeofhile new Science Syllabus favoured boysBby

In 1980

The Sciencegap wa? but Alternative Scienceaso6.

f

of

un
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e Four different M#éhs Internally Assessed Papege/e gender gapanging from 11 to boys, tot®
girls.

Newor growth subjects f t h e- Agiec@itOré Blorticulture, Human Biology, Japanésall
favouredgirls. So did the reconstruction of traditionally male technical subject®94Tech Drawing
became Graphicandthe gap went from an averagk.6 to malesto 10to females.In 1998Workshop
Technology became Design Technol@ydthe gap went from an average of i@ 17.

By 2001subjectgender apartheid was dead boys, the old whites, were suffering,500 girls were
takingtechnicalsubjects andutperforming boys. nl equalnumber boysvere taking Home Economics,
Human Biology, and Text and Information Managemant! being outperformed¥hen n 1998 Home
Economics became Food and Nutritidsoys did even worse.

How we teachi pedagogyi is also not gender free. Thehas been a shift from closed, structured,
informationdense learning activities, which boys did better at, to -@peled, experiential, reflective
activities. lan Lillico rzedstdersctuhumoan exan

Traditional sulgcts have become more literate. In subjectsTigahnology and Phys. Ednany boygust
want to fimake t hTheyds oot panticuldrlgwanttolpiam or sviite about their plan, or
keep a log, or engage postmodern deconstruction analysis.

Success in assessment naguiresunderstanding 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 bothere
about. This was nicely encapsulated in a recent article interviewing senior Palmerston North students on
NCEA. One Anna Neld liked it as studentsw knew fAexactly what they ne
speaking for the male team, called it a Abit of
errors.

Hereds an example of how as s e sBefonel®33Bursary Agoculturea e c e
favoured girls. In 1993 there was a new exangrieam. The gender gap abruptly reversed. In 1997 it
abruptly reversed again.

A more recent Engliskexampleshows how assessmetrttangecan deliberatelyfavour one gender. In

1999, vhen | ow mal e test scores became a political
friendl yo. It invol ved three short passages .‘
comprehensi on. Boysod6 r eadi ts,gust$ ponts behindlgidsa fhtere wag 1 -
further controversy i n 20 6filed, wdnfction text ie magaziaedformag, t e
choppedintobits i zed chunkso. Boysb6 scores improved ag:

| recently surveyed ced principalson a number of gender issuddany aspects oturriculum ped@ogy

and assessment theem to benefigirls of course prelateNCEA, but NCEA is now seen to represent the
whole packagel asked whether NCEA favoured girls, or boys, or was neuirao thirds of respondents
considered NCEA favours girl®ne 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 tl
arenow 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 Englishand ceative subjects is expectedBut whatif a subjecsuch as Phys Ed or Technologfyracts
large numbers from both genders but girls consistently perform rettBoes this simply mean thabys
need to work harder Or is it thatthe new construction of the subjectalistically reflecs the contemporary
relevanttertiary or employmenskills i and f thesealso leave boys at a disadvantageugh. @,
acknowledging an element of both of these explanations, is the main probletreteabjects incorrectly
constructed or asses§edA very thorough analysis of this issue is required, to ensurebthat are not
being systemically disadvantaged.

The gender gap at Level 3 has a different dynamic and eequir s e par at e <largesthadther at i
Level 1 gap, and growing.

Bursary/NCEA Level 3 Gender Gap
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A similar picture is shown by expssing the males who passed as a percentage of all passes. This figure
has dropped from336 in 198} to 41% now.
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NCEA doubled the gap because Level 3 was easier than Burgaynumber of males who gainéd
increasedp 6 0% over the previous yearo6s Bursars, but

In 1992 females were ahead in Birsarysubjects and males in 8y 2003females were ahead in 22, and
males in just three, all by undéwo points Only in Accountingvere maésahead throughoutNo subject
showed a dramatic gender reversal, nor were there any new or reconstituted subjects; just steady attrition.

The gender gap is growing aétel 3 because it is growing at tertiary leveAs a proportion of University
students aged 17 to 20 males have dropped in just five years from 46% to 42%. This appears to be th
most dynamic trend of irdemgtionglender gap, and itds o

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 enroltaém 1994 and 58.6% in 2004.

The number of students of both gender taking Diploma courses has dropped in the last decade. Mal
Postgraduate enrolments have remained stable while female have increased by half. For certificate o
Bachelor degrees enrolmis by both gender have increased substantially, but by females, more so.

The trend is most dynamic at Bachelords | evel
775 male by 162.

By 2004 there were 1.66 Tertiary enrolments from Maori wofoervery 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 timéjdtorda
University Institute of Policy StudiesticleiiThe Gendered Tertiary Education Transition: When didkié
place and what are sometbe possible Policy implications.

The article noted that, as i n t hanalysis f&cuses on fdBmale N €
di s ad v lnthéecangeguenabsence of researam the Tertiary gender gagxplanations are reliant on
theories, which currently include:
e 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 reflectsand possibly causeshanges to employment patterRsrticularly in the

current economic climate, where skilled tradespeople are well paid and sought after, males seem keene
than females to start work, andjobs that may require only Level 1 or 2. Women seem more prepared to
continue studyingfor jobs more likely to require tertiary qualificationsAs we move from a pragttive to
knowledge and servideased economgmployment opportunities for people avhave good intepersonal
relationships, responsiveness to client demand, and high levels of literacy and ICT proficiency are
i ncreasing in number and remuneration. Al ready
those of men. By compaon,the years987 and 2002awno increase in traditional male jobs akij000

fewer jobs in Manufacturing.



