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The issue of boys’ aggregate lower achievement than girls has been longstanding. As this research
project has found, this holds across jurisdictions, national borders and individual institutions. There
are of course exceptions. There is also plenty of evidence of many boys doing well. Indeed, in
mathematics boys hold a small advantage over girls. But what is driving this consistent picture of
relative under performance by boys? Why are so many boys struggling in a variety of education
systems? And importantly what can be done to change things? This last question the Centre for
Policy Research on Men and Boys (CPRMB) is trying to address for England and Wales through its

In this second report (in a series of three) the CPRMB has looked closely at the contexts that affect
boys’ educational outcomes across the high-income countries that are the focus of the research.
The report looks at the reasons why a small disadvantage when boys start school relative to girls
turns into a substantial gap in achievement and outcomes for so many at the end of school.

This clearly should matter. Lower school attainment often means less opportunity in the world

of work. Employers often see school attainment and achievement (rightly or wrongly) as lenses
through which to view aspects such as ability to learn, dedication to the task, orientation to work and
potential to thrive in the workplace. This is, of course, not the only reason why doing well through
school is important. Learning to learn enables individuals to enjoy a thriving internal life and to
better navigate the challenges adult life may bring. It brings a sense of self-worth and self-respect.

It allows those who achieve through school to feel fulfilled. The opposite can mean a life half lived; a
life unfulfilled and higher and greater obstacles to overcome.

Boys under achievement also matters at a community and societal level. Failing boys can mean
struggling communities. Boys not being able to maximise their talents can lead to an economy

wide impact on areas such as levels of worklessness, levels of productivity, the costs of welfare

and much more. And the report offers no single simple solution. The barriers to overcome are (at a
minimum) structural, psychological and pedagogical. If this could be summed up in a phrase it might
be that too many education systems are still stuck with models of schooling fit for the industrial age
not the age of digital transformation.

The findings in the report, summarised in the Executive Summary below, offer strong insights into
the contexts that drive boys’ educational outcomes and then what might need to change to improve
those outcomes. For change we must. All boys and every girl deserve the best opportunities
through school to fulfil their potentials. This report points the way as to how.

Director
Centre for Policy Research on Men and Boys


https://www.menandboys.org.uk/boys-education-commission/mission

The Centre for Policy Research on Men and Boys (CPRMB) is a research organisation and think
tank dedicated to understanding and addressing issues that uniquely affect men and boys in

the UK. lts vision is a world where men and boys of all backgrounds thrive in their families and
communities, one where the sexes can rise together by supporting each other.

It will do this by supporting the development of new research, thinking and insight into policy
affecting men and boys. This is by focusing on critical areas where they face unique challenges,
promoting policy change, and fostering public awareness and understanding. These are in
seven core areas: Economy, Employment and Skills; Education; Health; Fatherhood and Family;
Criminal Justice; Male Identity; and Portrayal of Men in Media and Culture.

This report was authored by Jordan Hill. Jordan is a Research Fellow at the Centre, specialising
in education policy. A former Education Policy Analyst at the OECD Directorate for Education and
Skills, he has also held research and policy roles in Brussels and London.



Part Il of the International Literature Review on Boys’ Education examines the contexts that
shape boys’ educational outcomes across high-income countries. Following on from part |, which
described the gaps, part Il asks what conditions contribute to them. It does so across four areas:
developmental patterns, socio-economic conditions, gender norms and expectations, and the
design of education systems.

One argument runs through the review. Boys and girls bring modest average differences into school
and leave with substantial gaps in achievement and attainment. The differences at the start are real
but small, and the two groups overlap far more than they differ. The gaps at the end are amplified
along the way rather than given at the start.

Boys’ outcomes are more tied to local socio-economic conditions than are girls’.

That holds most clearly for long-run trajectories into work and for progression into higher education.
It does not hold for the gap in reading and language, which is large, present in almost every

place studied, and mostly unexplained by local socio-economic conditions. Local conditions often
determine the socio-economic composition of schools. This bears differently on boys and girls, with
boys gaining more from an advantaged intake.

Developmental patterns matter mainly because schooling fixes consequences to age.

Girls develop self-regulation earlier, boys are on average more physically active, and pubertal timing
differs. None of these is large enough on its own to account for the gaps Part | described. They
become consequential because an education system decides at what age a child starts school,
when it sorts students, and when it certifies attainment. Each of those decisions captures boys at

a less developmentally mature point than girls. Boys’ underachievement reflects the interaction
between modest developmental differences, such as later brain maturation and pubertal timing, and
the institutional, social and economic conditions in which boys grow up and learn. The conditions,
rather than boys themselves, are where the room for action lies.

Gender norms shape what confers status among boys, and status runs against much of
what school rewards.

Dominant masculine scripts, such as ‘lad culture’, often discourage visible effort, help-seeking and
reading. Most boys do not hold those scripts in their strongest form, but departing from them carries
a cost among peers. Norms of this kind do not shift as a society becomes more equal, and boys’
stereotypes about what they are suited to are visible well before secondary school. Importantly, the
evidence also demonstrates that masculinities are diverse, adaptable and shaped by institutional
environments, suggesting that schools can play a positive role in fostering forms of masculinity that
are compatible with academic engagement and aspiration.

The design of education systems shapes the size of the gap a system records.

Being held back a year or more (grade retention) is a gate that boys pass through more often than
girls, even at the same level of measured performance. Whether a boy repeats a year depends
substantially on which school he attends. Sorting decisions (e.g. tracking, streaming and setting)
place boys downwards more often than their measured performance accounts for, and movement
back up is rare. The balance between teacher-assigned grades and standardised examinations



changes the size and sometimes the direction of the recorded gap. How schools are held
accountable is also crucial, as accountability systems determine which students a school directs its
attention towards. Each of these is a design choice rather than a fact about children.

The review makes nine recommendations.

The strongest concern grade retention, which should be minimised, and the age of selection into
different educational tracks and streams, where boys’ underachievement is not a reason to select
earlier. Others address the limits of recruiting more male teachers, curricular prescription in reading
and language, the choice between threshold and growth school accountability measures, the
balance between grades and examinations, the use of vocational routes as a default destination for
struggling boys, teacher preparation for the classrooms where struggling boys are concentrated,
and building movement into the school day.

The review does not endorse changes that improve one group’s outcomes
by worsening another’s.

That applies between boys and girls, between boys and children from poorer homes, and between
lower-attaining and higher-attaining students. Several of the levers examined would narrow the
gender gap by lowering girls’ attainment, and each is set aside on that basis. Redistribution of that
kind moves who carries the cost and leaves the educational arrangements producing the gap in
place. Improving boys’ education should never be a zero-sum game.

Part 1l turns to the drivers closest to the child, among them family and home, engagement with
school, special educational needs, the learning environment and wellbeing. The evidence in Part Il
establishes the conditions within which those drivers operate.



Part | of this review described the gaps between boys’ and girls’ education outcomes across
high-income countries, showing that boys are substantially overrepresented among students
experiencing the greatest educational difficulties. Part Il asks what contextual factors contribute to
these outcomes." It begins with the developmental patterns children bring into the classroom, then
widens to the socio-economic conditions they grow up in, the gender norms they learn to perform,
and the features of the education systems that sort and teach them. One argument runs through all
four sections:

Boys and girls bring only modest psychological differences into school, real on average but
small, and with the two groups overlapping far more than they differ. They leave it with gaps

in achievement and attainment that are often considerable. Small differences at the start

of schooling, in matters such as the timing of self-regulation, become large gaps at the end
because of how schooling is arranged around them, through age-graded classes, fixed-age
testing, the timing of selection into different tracks, and the cultures schools and neighbourhoods
inhabit. The gaps at the end are amplified along the way, rather than given at the start.

Boys facing several forms of disadvantage at once have the poorest outcomes of any group. Part |
established that at age fifteen more than four in ten boys in the poorest wealth quintile fall short of
the minimum reading standard, against fewer than one in six boys in the wealthiest. However, the
gap between boys and girls is not concentrated among disadvantaged students. Part | found boys’
reading underperformance running across socio-economic groups, and on some measures it was
wider among advantaged students than among disadvantaged ones. Although disadvantaged boys
have the most to gain from improvement, they are not the group in which the difference between
boys and girls is largest.

The evidence in this field often appears contradictory. Where one study finds an effect, another
finds none, while a third finds the opposite. This can make it look as though nothing is settled and
nothing can be acted on. That impression is mostly mistaken. When careful studies of a similar
question reach different answers, it is usually because they were not measuring the same thing.
Achievement, school grades, further education progression, confidence and career choice are
different outcomes, and a single factor can move one while leaving another untouched. Evidence on
similar themes often looks at different age groups and, because boys and girls develop at different
speeds, a finding at ten and a finding at fifteen can both be correct despite being different. Studies
also use different tests, and the way something is measured shapes the size of the gap it shows.
They were carried out in different countries, where the gaps genuinely differ from place to place,

so variation between studies is frequently the finding rather than a fault in it (Bianchi et al., 2025).
And some studies can separate which students attend a school from what the school actually does,
while others cannot, so an apparent advantage can shrink to nothing once the fairer comparison

is made. None of this is a reason to abandon the evidence. One additional feature of the evidence
base should be flagged early. The research on puberty and development, on stereotypes, and

on curriculum reform has more often studied girls than boys, so the picture for boys is frequently
thinner, or assembled by inference, or simply missing. The review tries to be transparent about this
where it occurs.

2 This second report does not try to explain boys’ outcomes through individual motivation, behaviour or family circumstances,
which are the subject of Part Ill. For an in-depth discussion of the overarching conceptual framework developed for all
three parts of this international literature review, see the document “About This Review”, available for download on the
CPRMB website.



One axis of disadvantage deserves particular attention at the outset. In the United Kingdom, race
and ethnicity are central to how educational disadvantage is understood, and for good reason. The
underachievement of some minority ethnic boys is well documented. A reader coming to a review
of boys’ education will reasonably expect race and ethnicity to feature. They do, but not in the way
a UK reader might expect, and the reason is the way the international evidence is structured. Race
and ethnicity, as recorded in the United Kingdom, are national categories. Terms such as black
Caribbean, Pakistani or Bangladeshi do not map onto other countries with different populations.
Many European systems do not collect data on race or ethnicity at all, and France is legally
prohibited from doing so. What is available instead is migration background, whether a child, or their
parents, were born abroad. The disadvantage a British reader thinks of in racial or ethnic terms is
therefore captured, elsewhere, as a migration category, and the two are not interchangeable. This
review uses migration background when analysing across countries.

Part | showed this at work. Its analysis of international data could examine migration background
and language, and on those measures boys from a migrant background record among the lowest
reading scores of any group, with the penalty persisting across the socio-economic spectrum.
Advantaged migrant boys still lag advantaged native boys, whereas for girls the migration gap
narrows as socio-economic status rises (Varsik & Gorochovskij, 2023). The scale of that gap is
established in Part I. Its mechanisms are mostly ones that act close to the child, in classrooms and
families, and they are taken up in Part lll. Part Il carries the part that is structural. Where data is
available by race/ ethnicity (for example in England and the United States), it is clearly signalled.
The clearest evidence there is from the United States, where neighbourhood and opportunity
structure bear on boys by race, and it is set out in the discussion of local conditions.

One constraint applies throughout. The review does not endorse changes that improve boys’
outcomes by worsening girls’. That applies equally between boys and children from poorer homes,
and between lower-attaining and higher-attaining students. Redistribution of that kind simply moves
who carries the cost but it does not resolve educational inequalities.

Alongside the published literature, the review presents a body of original analysis of international
large-scale assessment data, conducted specifically for this review. The data are cross-sectional
and the original analysis is positioned as a starting point, rather than a conclusion. It is used to
establish what the broad comparative picture looks like. The questions it raises, above all questions
of cause, mechanism and process, are then addressed by the longitudinal research, qualitative
studies, controlled trials and theoretical literature. A full description of the original analysis, including
the variables used, the construct it measures and a short definition, is listed in the “Original Analysis
Note” downloadable from the CPRMB website. Readers who wish to see precisely what was
analysed, and how each measure relates to the others, should look there.



Developmental
Patterns



Developmental patterns refer to variability in physical, cognitive and psychosocial maturation that
shapes how children interact with schooling at different ages. This section looks at three patterns:
higher levels of energy and movement, later development of executive functions required for
sustained engagement with learning and the educational implications of puberty. While these
patterns are not exclusively gendered, their timing and expression often differ between boys

and girls, with important implications for how students respond to school environments and
expectations. These developmental patterns are average differences with substantial overlap
rather than categorical divides, and their educational consequences arise not from the differences
themselves but from the interaction between developmental timing and schooling demands that are
age-graded and often ill-matched to the range of developmental trajectories in any given cohort.

Despite there being significant overlap between boys and girls in these developmental patterns,
they tend to feature heavily in the attitudes and approaches parents, teachers, wider society, and
boys themselves take to the male underperformance in education. This risks turning them into
self-fulfilling prophecies (European Commission, 2021). Interventions to counter these stereotyped
attitudes and approaches not only within schools but also within family and community contexts
are important.

In their foundational meta-analysis of more than 90 studies covering birth-30 years of age, Eaton
and Enns found substantial differences between boys and girls in terms of their activity levels and
found evidence that social influences magnify existing differences, rather than create them (Eaton
& Enns, 1986). A later meta-analysis finds that, on average, boys are slightly more active, less shy,
and derive more pleasure than girls from high-intensity stimuli (Else-Quest et al., 2006). These
differences show up in how boys and girls socialise. Both theory and empirical evidence suggest
that by preschool, boys and girls have developed distinct patterns of social engagement (Maccoby,
2003). Boys tend to engage more often in rough-and-tumble play than girls, and play fighting
appears to serve as an outlet for energy and a context for developing social skills rather than an
expression of aggression (Maccoby, 2003; Pellegrini & Bohn-Gettler, 2005). Although it is more
typically young boys who use physical play to understand their surroundings and relationships, not
all boys show these behaviours, while a significant number of girls do (Hart & Tannock, 2018). It is
therefore important not to overstate the role of gender in determining energy and movement levels.
High-energy children who find extended sedentary school requirements challenging are more likely
to be male, though many boys manage these demands comfortably and many girls do not.

There is some evidence that more opportunities for physical activity during the school day can
positively influence children’s cognitive performance. In the study of children in North America
and the United Kingdom by Pellegrini and Bohn-Gettler (2005), children were more attentive after
than before recess and boys’ attention was especially sensitive to longer periods without recess.
Short, structured activity breaks (sometimes called brain breaks) during the school day appear

to improve on-task behaviour. For example, in evaluations for the whole-of-school programme
TransformUs in Victoria, Australia, Salmon and colleagues record that more than 80% of teachers
reported improved concentration among students and time-on-task following active breaks (Koorts
et al., 2022; Salmon et al., 2023). This particular programme is designed to create supportive
environments and integrate meaningful movement into daily teaching across all subjects for all
students (ages 3-18).

Adults often misidentify high energy activities (for example rough play) as aggressive and try
to prevent it. However, it serves important developmental functions such as learning emotional
control and how to exercise restraint in potentially competitive or conflictual situations. Another
outlet for children’s energy and movement needs, while also fostering their sense of agency,
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is independent mobility, such as walking or cycling to school alone. Children’s opportunities to
explore the environment on their own have been increasingly restricted by adults, impeding their
ability to develop the risk-management skills that pay dividends in adulthood (Hill & Shewbridge,
2025). International analysis shows that more than two thirds of children growing up today do not
engage in sufficient physical activity, putting them at increased risk of poorer health (Aubert et
al., 2022). Integrating more physical movement and activity in the journey to and from school and
throughout the school day offers significant benefits to all children both in terms of their education
and wider life outcomes.

Research has shown that relative age within a class cohort matters for outcomes, with systematic
evidence indicating that relatively younger children in same-class groups show significantly lower
mean test scores, higher grade repetition rates, and lower social skills (Urruticoechea et al., 2021).
Yet, little attention has been paid to gender as a source of maturational differences within cohorts
(Torvik et al., 2021). Executive function refers to the deliberate, top-down neurocognitive processes
involved in self-regulation. Self-regulation is a resource that allows for control of thought, feeling,
and behaviour in the context of stressors and is important for life and education outcomes (Robson
et al., 2020). On average, girls show earlier development of self-regulation and related executive
function capacities, a difference that contributes to early gender gaps in academic performance
because schooling rewards capacities such as sustained attention, task persistence and
compliance, where girls hold a developmental advantage in the early years (Matthews et al., 2009).

Not all boys struggle in building self-regulatory competence, however Matthews et al (2009)
identified a group of poorly regulating boys who may be at risk for school difficulties as they
progress through the education system. The interaction between developmental timing and school
demands is visible in research on age-of-school-entry. Children who start school young relative

to their peers show persistent academic disadvantages, and these effects are typically larger

for boys (Bedard & Dhuey, 2006; Dee & Sievertsen, 2018). In their meta-analysis, Else-Quest et
al. (2006) found consistent evidence of female advantage in attention regulation and inhibitory
control, capacities whose deficits are central to behavioural difficulties. Similarly, Duckworth and
Seligman (2006) found that eighth-grade girls were more self-disciplined than boys across multiple
measures (delay of gratification, self-report, teacher and parent ratings), and that self-discipline
predicted academic performance more strongly than IQ. This leads the authors to suggest that
gendered differences in self-regulation are consequential for academic outcomes, independently
of cognitive ability.

These differences are not fixed traits. Executive function is shaped by experience and stays open
to change, most of all in the preschool years and again at the transition to adolescence (Zelazo &
Carlson, 2012). The periods of greatest malleability coincide with the points at which systems take
their most consequential structural decisions, the age at which children start school and the age at
which they are sorted into different classes, sets or programmes. Together, the evidence suggests
that girls’ earlier development of self-regulation and executive function, combined with schools’
reliance on precisely these capacities for success in early years, contribute to the emergence of
gender gaps in early academic performance. Although age-based schooling produces classes
containing students at varying developmental stages regardless of gender, the consequences fall
unevenly. Children who are young relative to their classmates show lower mean test scores, higher
rates of grade repetition and weaker social skills, and these effects are typically larger for boys.

The socio-emotional system that drives reward-seeking and sensation-seeking develops
rapidly around puberty, while the cognitive control system that supports self-regulation

11



continues developing into the mid-twenties (Steinberg, 2008). Capability and control therefore
mature on different schedules. Puberty and adolescence are separable both conceptually and
neurobiologically. Puberty is the process leading to reproductive maturation. Adolescence is

the wider set of behavioural, cognitive and socio-emotional changes. The evidence on both is
weighted towards girls, whose pubertal development is easier to measure and has been studied
more (Oakley, 2025), and the same imbalance runs through the literature on adolescent change
(Steinberg, 2008). The picture for boys is correspondingly thinner.

Relevant evidence includes Torvik and colleagues (2021), using twin data from the British Twins
Early Development Study, to examine the relationship between pubertal timing and academic
achievement at age 16 among 13,477 twins. They found that earlier puberty was associated with
higher academic achievement in both boys and girls, and that including measures of pubertal
development as explanatory variables reduced the gender gap in achievement by 40%. Part of
this association was rooted in prepubertal differences, indicating that the relationship predates the
physical changes of puberty itself. The twin methodology used also allowed the authors to test
whether the association reflected a direct influence of puberty or shared underlying factors.

The results of this analysis suggest that pubertal timing does not directly cause academic
outcomes, but rather that both are shaped by shared genetic factors affecting broader
developmental maturation of psychological traits relevant to schoolwork, with conscientiousness
suggested as a candidate mechanism (Torvik et al., 2021). The authors suggest that grading
students at a fixed age when developmental maturation varies substantially may not accurately
measure academic potential, since age-based assessment systematically captures boys at a less
developmentally mature point than girls. In other words, the achievement gap may reflect underlying
developmental differences that shape both pubertal timing and traits like conscientiousness.

Research carried out on British populations also suggests that the effect of puberty on education
outcomes is mediated by social context, rather than being purely physiological (Borra et al.,
2023). Analysis of Norwegian data broadly supports this view, though the results explain a smaller
share than in the British studies (Rged et al., 2025). The authors attribute this difference to
institutional factors, particularly school tracking systems (which are discussed later in this report).
Together, the findings point to an important moderating role for system design. In other words,

the educational consequences of developmental timing are not fixed, but shaped in part by how
school systems are structured.

Although some studies have shown that earlier pubertal timing is associated with better academic
achievement, it is also associated with increased risk for poor psychosocial, behavioural, and
physical health during adolescence for boys and girls, while later timing is generally protective (Hoyt
et al., 2020). Despite the traditional view that early puberty is advantageous for boys, it has been
robustly associated with negative psychological effects (Mendle & Ferrero, 2012). These effects are
not uniform, however. In a longitudinal study of African American boys, researchers found that the
effects of early puberty on boys’ social competence and likelihood to commit crimes were contingent
on important contextual factors, such as membership of deviant peer groups, poor school
experience, harsh parenting, and neighbourhood disorganisation (Klopack et al., 2020). For some
boys, earlier puberty was linked to higher crime and delinquency, while for others earlier puberty

is associated with beneficial psychosocial development. These seemingly contradictory results
represent two divergent pathways by which earlier pubertal timing can affect boys, depending on
the wider context.

Taken together, the evidence suggests that average gender differences in pubertal timing and
adolescent developmental maturation contribute substantively to the emergence and widening
of gender gaps in educational attainment during lower secondary schooling. The mechanism is
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not direct: pubertal timing and academic achievement appear to share a common developmental
root rather than standing in a direct causal relationship. The educational consequences depend
heavily on social context, institutional design, and the fit between developmental stage and school
environment. These findings suggest that the gender gap in attainment at age 16 is partly a product
of institutional arrangements such as age-graded schooling, fixed-age assessment, and the timing

of critical school transitions.

Centre for Policy Research on Men and Boys
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Socio-economic
Conditions



The wealth of the country, the conditions of the locality and region, and the social composition

of the particular school are all important for education outcomes. Each works through somewhat
different mechanisms. All children carry the effects of growing up in low-income households

and communities, although researchers argue that boys are more exposed (Brozo, 2019). Boys
growing up in poverty are at heightened risk of struggling to read, losing their way academically,
leaving school early, and ending up underemployed, out of work, and socially and economically
marginalised. This section takes the three levels in turn. Importantly, it excludes family-level socio-
economic status (SES), which is addressed in Part Ill. This split acknowledges the closer proximity
of family and home mechanisms on the education outcomes of boys.

The wealth of a country shapes both how strongly other aspects of socio-economic background
bears on achievement and how the gender gap presents. Analysis of PISA 2018 using data-mining
techniques found that student achievement in low-SES schools was more strongly conditioned by
the country’s level of economic development than in high-SES schools (Gamazo & Martinez-Abad,
2020). Put simply, where a school served disadvantaged communities, the national economic
context matters more for how its students performed.

As noted in Part | of this review, the gender gap itself looks different in richer and poorer countries,
with boys doing comparatively better in poorer countries where the overall level of achievement
tends to be much lower than richer countries. Two hypotheses have been advanced by Bossavie
and Kanninen (2018) that might help explain this. The first, the mean hypothesis, holds that girls
gain more from education than boys and so invest more in it, raising their average attainment. The
second, the tail hypothesis, holds that boys and girls perform similarly on average but that boys’
performance varies more, with more boys at the bottom of the distribution; because a minimum
level of performance is needed to complete a given stage of schooling, fewer boys clear that bar.
Gregory and Welmond (2021) argue that the mean hypothesis appears the more powerful account
in high-income countries.

Focusing on only high-income countries, and mathematics in particular, reveals that country socio-
economic status moderates the mathematics gap in a consistent direction. The gap tilts further
towards boys where a country’s average socio-economic status is higher, and it is smaller where
average status is lower. The reading gap, which runs to boys’ disadvantage, is wider in the lower-
status, lower-performing countries instead (Bianchi et al., 2025). The mechanism the authors
propose is occupational opportunity. Where occupational structures reward qualifications, boys may
invest more in mathematics because it offers the clearest route to those returns. This research uses
a measure of countries’ average socio-economic status, strongly correlated with national income but
not identical to it, drawn from a cross-sectional European sample of primary and lower-secondary
students, so it should be read as an association rather than a wealth effect as such.

Two things keep this mathematics evidence in proportion. Firstly, there is an opposing country-
level pattern. In the same analysis, the mathematics gap is narrower, not wider, where societal
gender equality is higher, with girls’ relative performance higher in those systems, so a country
that is both prosperous and gender-equal sits under both patterns at once. That countervailing
pattern, and the paradox it belongs to, are taken up under gender norms and expectations
section of this review. Secondly, the tilt towards boys in mathematics for wealthier countries sits
on a small and often invisible base. Despite having a slight lead at the international average, in
most high-income systems boys are not reliably ahead in mathematics at age fifteen. In the 2018
PISA data analysed for this review, boys held a statistically significant advantage in only about
four in ten high-income jurisdictions. In most there was no significant difference, and girls were
significantly ahead in only one. The most recent 2022 PISA round widened the average male
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advantage, but a clear female lead remained confined to a few, mostly Nordic, systems. Boys are,
at the same time, over-represented at the bottom of the mathematics distribution in the PISA data.
So, a higher average socio-economic status goes with a slightly stronger tilt towards boys in a gap
that is itself modest and frequently non-significant. It does not make mathematics a subject that
boys comfortably lead in.

The locality in which a child grows up shapes both their prospects and their engagement with
schooling. Individual educational outcomes are significantly associated with aspects such as levels
of neighbourhood poverty, the proportion of ethnic/migrant groups, and social disorganisation,

with stronger negative neighbourhood effects found in the United States compared to European
studies (Nieuwenhuis & Hooimeijer, 2016). A recurring mechanism in this literature is occupational
opportunity. Bianchi and colleagues (2025) find that local socio-economic context moderates the
gender gap, lifting boys’ performance in mathematics though not in reading, and interpret this as
boys responding to the occupational opportunities they perceive around them, a perception shaped
by many actors in a given social setting. The same mechanism runs in reverse where opportunity
is scarce. Where the labour market offers educated young people little, where local social norms
discount academic success, and where teaching and learning are weak, male underachievement is
often high (Gregory & Welmond, 2021).

That places wider economic trends of high-income western countries in view. Shrinking low-skilled
manual employment triggers contractions in the supply of economically secure young adult men
(Autor et al., 2017). This, in turn, spurs a surge in males not in employment, education or training
as well as premature mortality, a decline in marriage and fertility, an increase in the fraction of
mothers who are unmarried and who are heads of single, non-cohabiting households, and a growth
in the number of children raised in poverty (Autor et al., 2017). The long-run shift away from low-
skilled manual occupations, the rising premium on soft and transferable skills, and the growing
need to move between occupations and sectors all tend to concentrate opportunity in larger cities
(European Commission, 2021). For those who do not move to larger cities, prospects narrow.

The United Kingdom illustrates the scale of the resulting disparities. The share of the working-
age population holding a degree ranges from more than half in Brighton or London to around one
in seven in a place such as Doncaster, a spread driven both by differences in the attainment of
children growing up in each area and by the selective migration of graduates out of it (Overman
& Xu, 2024). The spatial disparities in the United Kingdom are high by international standards,
though not as extreme as some commentary suggests (Overman & Xu, 2024). They are further
compounded by a governance structure that has struggled to lift the productivity of cities outside
the prosperous core around London and parts of Scotland (Carrascal-Incera et al., 2020). This
backdrop is not in itself gendered, but several strands of evidence show that local conditions bear
on boys and girls differently, and not always in a coherent direction.

Some research suggests that place bears more heavily on boys than girls, and most heavily of all
on disadvantaged boys. Analysis of United States population data finds that growing up in a poor
family, a single-parent family, or a neighbourhood of concentrated poverty has particularly negative
long-term effects on boys relative to girls, with boys who grow up in poor, highly segregated areas
going on to much lower employment rates than girls raised in the same environment (Chetty,
Hendren, Lin, et al., 2016). Most of this gap across places reflects the causal effect of childhood
exposure rather than the sorting of families into areas, and it is concentrated among low-income
families. Higher up the income distribution the gender difference in place sensitivity fades. Chetty,
Hendren, Lin et al. (2016) read the employment gap as stemming from boys in concentrated poverty
substituting away from formal work, a labour-market (not an educational) outcome, so it speaks
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to boys’ wider trajectories rather than to attainment as such. A separate randomised experiment,
which moved families to lower-poverty areas, confirms that better neighbourhoods raise children’s
outcomes and improves them for young boys, though it does not itself detect a gender difference in
the size of that effect (Chetty, Hendren, & Katz, 2016).

When it comes to education attainment, Norwegian administrative data covering cohorts born
between 1965 and 1989 find that the gap in higher-education attainment between urban and rural
areas is considerably wider among men than among women (Zahl-Thanem & Rye, 2024). Higher-
education attainment among men from small towns and the countryside has not grown for cohorts
born after the mid-1970s, even as it has continued to rise for urban men, so that the urban—rural
divide has widened and now falls hardest on rural men (Zahl-Thanem & Rye, 2024). Norwegian
population register data allow a more direct test of how local conditions bear on measured
achievement. Borgen and Zachrisson (Borgen & Zachrisson, 2025) estimate how neighbourhood
deprivation bears on standardised test scores at age thirteen. Boys are more affected than girls, and
children of less educated and less affluent parents are more affected than their more advantaged
peers. Both differences are secondary to the study’s main result. How much a neighbourhood
matters varies far more with a child’s own academic standing than with either gender or family
background. The students whose attainment is most sensitive to neighbourhood deprivation are
those somewhat below average, not those at the very bottom, where the effect is smaller. Improving
the conditions of a place would therefore be expected to do least for the lowest attainers, among
whom boys are over-represented, and the authors suggest individualised instructional support for
that group instead. The authors attribute this to features of the Norwegian system, where school
quality varies little and is only weakly related to the socio-economic composition of neighbourhoods,
and they note a recent United States study reaching the same conclusion (Wodtke et al., 2023).
Whether the finding survives transfer to systems with wider variation in school quality is untested.

Not all the evidence points the same way. Longitudinal evidence from a 1970s United Kingdom
cohort finds that growing up in a more deprived area depresses cognitive and non-cognitive
development overall, as expected, but that the effect on cognitive skills, academic motivation and
employability skills is more marked for girls than for boys, with no detectable gender difference for
problem behaviour (Silva, 2023, 2024). On these measures, it is girls whose development is the
more sensitive to neighbourhood disadvantage.

As set out in the introduction, most evidence on how race, ethnicity and migration background
shape boys’ education concerns what happens closest to the child, and it is taken up in Part IIl.
One body of work is structural, and it suggests that how these factors interact with gender and local
conditions warrants further international research.

A study following nearly every American child born between 1978 and 1983 into their thirties (Chetty
et al., 2020) found that the black-white gap in individual earnings is almost entirely a gap between
men. Conditional on the income of their parents, black men earn less than white men, while black
women earn about the same as white women. The same asymmetry appears in schooling in
weaker form, with wider gaps for boys in finishing school and entering college, and black women
completing school and entering college at higher rates than white men at every level of parental
income. It does not appear in primary school attainment. The black-white test score gap at age nine
is close to identical for boys and girls. The divergence by gender emerges across schooling rather
than being present at its start.

The study’s evidence on place concerns adult economic outcomes rather than attainment. Boys
who move earlier in childhood to areas with better outcomes for their own racial group earn more
as adults, which establishes that childhood environment acts causally on the gap. Most of the gap
nonetheless remains between boys whose families had similar incomes and who grew up on the
same block, so the conditions that matter vary within neighbourhoods and not only between them.

17



Two are identified, both within low-poverty areas. The share of black fathers present in low-income
families predicts better outcomes for black boys whether or not a boy’s own father is at home,

and predicts nothing for black girls or white boys. Lower racial prejudice among white residents
also predicts better outcomes, though for black girls and white boys as well. Both are associations
rather than established causes. The specificity of the first rules out anything acting on all children
in a place, school quality included, and points instead at how boys are treated and by whom they
are surrounded.

A disadvantage absent from primary school attainment, absent for girls in the same families and
the same streets, and responsive to childhood environment is one produced by conditions rather
than carried into school. It is not addressed by moving children between places. The authors

are explicit that reducing residential segregation, or placing black and white children in the same
schools without changing what happens inside them, would leave most of the gap standing
(Chetty et al., 2020).

The same gradient appears in schooling. Estimates of gender gaps in test scores across nearly
10,000 United States school districts find the mathematics gap favouring boys widest in socio-
economically advantaged districts, and in districts where disparities between adult men and women
in income, education and occupation are larger (Reardon et al., 2019). Those two conditions
together account for around a fifth of the differences between districts. No comparable association
appears for English. There the gap favouring girls is present in virtually every district, is worth
roughly two-thirds of a grade level, and is almost entirely unexplained by local socio-economic
conditions. The authors read the variation between districts as evidence that local conditions shape
gender gaps, while noting that most of that variation remains unaccounted for.

Taken together, the direction in which local disadvantage tilts the gender gap depends on the
outcome in view. On measured skills and motivation, it is girls whose development appears

the more sensitive to neighbourhood deprivation, in the British cohort evidence. On attainment
and progression into higher education, it is boys, and rural boys in particular, who appear the
more sensitive, in the Norwegian evidence. And on longer-run trajectories into work, the United
States evidence points again to boys, with poorer employment prospects of disadvantaged boys
suggesting that they are particularly exposed to the effects of growing up in concentrated poverty.
The reach of these findings should not be overstated. They rest on different countries, cohorts
and outcomes, the clearest causal evidence concerns employment rather than attainment.

More evidence from more recent cohorts is needed. What recurs across them is that boys’
outcomes are the more tied to the places in which they grow up. That holds most clearly for long-
run trajectories into work and for progression into higher education and has direct support on
measured achievement from Norwegian population data. It does not hold for language, where the
gap favouring girls is large, near universal across places, and largely unexplained by local socio-
economic conditions. The evidence that disadvantaged boys are the most exposed rests mostly on
the employment findings, where the gender difference in place sensitivity is concentrated among
low-income families and fades further up the income distribution.

The extent to which socio-economically advantaged students are exposed to non-advantaged
students varies considerably across high-income countries (OECD, 2023c). Meta-analytic evidence
finds the association between school SES composition and achievement similar in language,
mathematics and science, and stronger for older children (Van Ewijk & Sleegers, 2010). How large it
appears depends heavily on how composition is measured and which controls are applied, which is
one reason individual studies in this field appear to disagree. This review now turns to the question
of whether the SES compositional effect bears differently on boys and girls.
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This has been tested in several systems, and the pattern is asymmetric. Analysis of six TIMSS
cycles across 54 countries finds that both a student’s own family socio-economic status and

the socio-economic composition of their school are associated with achievement (Yigiter,

2025). However, in this study, family socio-economic status more strongly associated with girls’
achievement, and the socio-economic composition of the school more strongly associated with
boys'. Italian data show the same direction at secondary level, where high classroom and school
SES composition is associated with a larger gain in boys’ mathematics than in girls’, although no
gender difference was detected at low SES composition (Cascella, 2020). The pattern is absent
in the Italian primary level data, where a pupil’'s own family SES dominates. A quasi-experimental
study using data from the United States also finds a mathematics effect (Legewie & DiPrete, 2011).
Across 27 European systems the mathematics gap favouring boys is widest in schools with a
predominantly middle-class intake and narrowest in those with a predominantly working-class one
(Bianchi et al., 2025). The mechanism behind this is contested rather than established. Legewie
and DiPrete propose a mechanism that operates through the masculine scripts discussed in the
next section. Stated briefly, they argue that a classroom’s social environment shapes which versions
of masculinity carry standing in peer culture, and a learning-oriented environment raises the value
placed on academic effort among boys. Girls’ peer groups vary less with that environment.

The authors identify two channels. Low-performing students benefit from advantaged peers
whatever their gender, however the effect is larger for boys. The European analysis endorses
Legewie and DiPrete’s compositional finding but accounts for its direction differently, arguing that
boys find more incentive to work at mathematics where the surrounding occupational structure
rewards it (Bianchi et al., 2025).

Two things about that pattern matter for policy. The gendered difference sits towards the
advantaged end of SES. It is a difference in how much boys gain from advantaged peers, not in
how much they lose from disadvantaged ones. Stated the other way, girls’ relative performance in
mathematics is weakest in the most advantaged schools.

Reading is where the evidence divides. The same European analysis from Bianchi and colleagues
(2025) finds no socio-economic compositional effect on the reading gap, which follows a school’s
average achievement instead The strongest identification for reading comes from German data.
Legewie and DiPrete (2012) use the near-random assignment of students to classrooms within
Berlin schools to estimate the causal effect of peer SES composition on reading, and find boys
more sensitive to it than girls. However, analysis of PISA 2009 across 33 OECD countries finds
girls’ reading more strongly associated with a school’s socio-economic composition than boys’,
against the authors’ own expectation, and additional analyses restricted to Germany find no
gendered effect at all (van Hek et al., 2018). The study authors conclude that whether and how
composition bears on boys and girls depends on the national context, and that the masculinity
mechanism needs more rigorous testing with direct measures of school climate and of masculinity
norms across many systems.

The reading studies differ in what they measure. The Berlin estimates identify the effect within
schools, at the level of the classroom a child is actually in. The cross-national estimates measure
composition at school level, cannot control for prior achievement, and cannot assume students are
randomly distributed across schools. Meta-analytic evidence finds compositional effects estimated
at class level larger than those estimated at school or cohort level (Van Ewijk & Sleegers, 2010).

A compositional effect operating on the peer group immediately around a child, and attenuating

as composition is measured over larger units, would fit both results. That is an inference across
separate literatures rather than a tested claim, and it is the review’s reconciliation of the findings.

A third line of evidence bears on the compositional interaction rather than on reading alone. Downey
and colleagues (2022) compare how much children learn while school is in session with how much
they learn over the summer, across more than 900,000 children in the United States. Across their
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data as a whole, boys gain on girls during the school period. Furthermore, the gain to boys is much
the same across the range of school SES composition, and in the later grades, where the difference
does reach significance, it is slightly larger in the schools with the poorest intakes. The authors
account for the divergence from earlier work by pointing to what each design compares. Studies of
peer composition estimate the effect of a school’s intake on achievement during the school period.
This design contrasts learning in school with learning out of it, so the two are not measuring the
same quantity and this result does not overturn the Berlin estimates. What the authors take from it
is that the difficulties of boys in low socio-economic status schools originate more outside school
than inside it.

The present review adds a distinct angle, using original analysis? to turn from achievement to the
attitudes that underpin achievement. The international assessment data allows a specific question
to be asked about school composition and gendered attitudes towards schooling. The measures
come from PIRLS 2021 and TIMSS 2023 at Grade 4, and TIMSS 2023 at Grade 8. Overall gender
differences in these attitudes (for example, boys reporting greater confidence in and liking for
mathematics and girls reporting stronger reading engagement) are documented in the education
engagement section of Part Ill. The current section asks whether the size of those attitudinal
differences depend on the socio-economic composition of the school a student attends. In other
words, whether a given gender gap is larger, smaller or unchanged in disadvantaged schools
compared with affluent ones. For each measure, in each high-income system, the attitude was
regressed on the pupil’s gender, on the school’s socio-economic tier, and on the interaction
between the two.

According to these data, gender gaps in attitudes are real, but their size does not depend on the
socio-economic context of the school. Across the measures available, in both studies and at both
ages, the interaction between gender and school socio-economic tier is on average negligible. The
gender difference in a disadvantaged school is, on average, close to that found in an affluent one.
The gaps set out in Part lll are each on average the same size in affluent, mixed and disadvantaged
schools. School disadvantage shifts the overall level of some of these attitudes, which is a real and
separate concern, but it does not change the size or direction of the gap between boys and girls.

That result bears on why school SES composition affects boys’ achievement more than girls’.

The mechanism proposed by Legewie and DiPrete runs through boys’ orientation to school,

which should vary more with school composition than girls’ does. It does not do so in these data.
The measures here are students’ own reports rather than measures of peer culture or of masculinity
norms, and composition is captured at school rather than classroom level, where compositional
effects are weaker. The result is therefore a limited test rather than a decisive one. It is, however,
consistent with the alternative account offered by Bianchi and colleagues (2025), in which boys
respond to the occupational returns visible in more advantaged settings rather than to the academic
culture of their peers.

School socio-economic composition does bear differently on boys and girls, but not in the way
policy usually assumes. The difference sits at the advantaged end. Boys gain more than girls from
an advantaged intake, in mathematics, while at the disadvantaged end there is no gender difference
to speak of. Reducing school disadvantage would therefore not close the gender gap, though it
matters a great deal for boys and girls together. Why the effect works this way is unsettled. The
peer culture account and the occupational incentives account both remain live, and the evidence
assembled here does not separate them.

2 These results carry an important caution. The regressions were estimated separately within each country and then
averaged across high-income systems, so the conclusion that the interaction is negligible describes that average rather
than the outcome of a single cross-national test. In a small number of individual systems an interaction term does reach
significance, but no more than chance would predict, and they point in no consistent direction. The Grade 8 results rest on
twenty-five high-income systems, fewer than the thirty-two to thirty-four.
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Gender Norms
and Expectations



Studies suggest that measured psychological differences between boys and girls are generally
small (Hyde, 2014). This section looks at how cultural amplification exaggerates small differences
through gender norms and expectations, shaping what society expects of boys and what boys
expect of themselves. Although boys are not a single category, their relative underperformance can
be read against the particular social identities they inhabit (Jha et al., 2017). This section is about
those norms, where they come from, how they bear on boys’ engagement with school, and why
they prove so resistant to progress made elsewhere.

That resistance is often framed through the gender equality paradox discussed in Part I, the
observation that more prosperous and more gender-equal societies do not produce more equal
educational outcomes, and in some respects show wider gaps in performance and subject choice
(Balducci et al., 2024; Borgonovi et al., 2023). The paradox is contested, and for the present review,
its purpose is only to establish that greater societal equality, on its own, does not close gender
gaps. Dotti Sani and Quaranta (2017) suggest that part of the reason for the paradox may be that
boys absorb egalitarian norms more slowly than girls, so that societal progress can mask a stalling
in boys’ own attitudes. This helps explain why laddish and anti-academic masculine performances
persist even where the wider culture formally endorses equality. Boys are not simply unreached by
egalitarian messaging but appear less likely to internalise it, which implies that passive exposure to
it is unlikely to be enough.

This points to the asymmetry that frames the section. Gender norms are not held evenly by boys
and girls. Across the OECD’s Survey of Social and Emotional Skills, gender stereotypes are more
prevalent among boys than girls in almost every site, yet most efforts to counter them are aimed at
women and girls (OECD, 2024a). These norms take hold early, well before primary school (King et
al., 2021). Bringing boys’ own adherence to gender norms to the centre, rather than treating boys
as the backdrop to girls’ progress, is the thread that runs through what follows. That analysis moves
from the norms boys are expected to perform, to the way those norms play out most sharply for
working-class boys in places shaped by industrial decline, to the academic stereotypes that attach
to what boys are thought capable of and suited to.

Masculinity is constructed within institutional and cultural contexts that produce multiple forms,
referred to in this review as ‘scripts’. Scripts are commonly understood as a set of relational
positions, hegemonic, subordinated, marginalised and complicit, defined against one another
rather than as a fixed essence (Connell, 1995). A single, simple definition of masculinity is
therefore neither possible nor desirable, and that complexity is part of the phenomenon rather

than an obstacle to understanding it (Smiler, 2024). Schools are active players in the formation

of masculinities, and their gender regimes tend to reinforce a gender dichotomy. Masculinising
practices cluster at particular sites, such as curriculum divisions, discipline systems and sport, and
students themselves help construct the gender hierarchies of their peer cultures. In doing so, they
take up the offer of gender privilege in ways that range from protest masculinity, a compensatory,
assertive form claimed where the usual routes to status are out of reach, to anti-sexism (Connell,
2023). This section examines the different forms of masculinity that may develop in different school
contexts, and considers which are associated with greater engagement in education and which are
associated with disengagement.

In its most familiar form, often labelled hegemonic masculinity, the script prizes toughness,
physical assertiveness and self-reliance, often extending to a reluctance to ask for help or admit
difficulty, since both jeopardise the projection of mastery the script is meant to display. It locates
a boy’s worth in the regard of his male peers rather than in the approval of the institution, and

it treats visible effort, compliance and deference to teachers as marks of weakness (Connell,
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1995; Younger & Warrington, 2005). It is suspicious of the abstract and the theoretical, valuing
knowledge that is plainly useful over knowledge that is merely examined, and it casts reading and
the verbal, expressive subjects as female territory (Brozo, 2019). Status, on these terms, is won by
performance for an audience of peers, through banter, a degree of disruption and a reluctance to be
seen to try.

The most extreme masculine scripts are contested by most boys. Rigid adherence to traditional
masculinity is in fact a minority position among adolescent boys, with most boys in both UK and
US samples resisting conventional masculine norms, and the boys who adhere most rigidly
tending to do less well academically than those who resist the norms (Way et al., 2014; Yu et
al., 2021). OECD evidence offers a partial profile of the minority of boys who do hold the most
traditional gender stereotypes. They tend to have lower tolerance, in the sense of openness to
different viewpoints and valuing diversity, and lower emotional control (OECD, 2024a). Yet the
same boys are often more assertive, sociable and optimistic than their peers, which complicates
any picture of the stereotype-holding boy as withdrawn or struggling, and which may itself offer a
route to engaging them.

Despite being contested by most boys, the traditional masculine script is enforced by peers: boys
who side with the institution, or who depart from the masculine template in other ways, are liable to
be singled out (OECD, 2024a; UNESCO, 2022). Boys often face strong pressure to demonstrate
masculinity by conforming to stereotypical roles, and departures are punished. The OECD Survey
on Social and Emotional Skills notes that, across countries, 34% of students say that boys who
are gender non-conforming are made fun of, against 24% who say the same of girls (OECD,
2024a). Other research has shown that gender non-conformity raises the risk of being bullied,
while high conformity is associated with bullying others, and targeting non-conforming peers
appears to be one way boys display their own conformity (loverno et al., 2021). Much of this is
read through hegemonic masculinity, organised around heterosexuality, physical dominance and
the normalisation of violence (Rosen & Nofziger, 2019), and boys are more likely than girls to face
physical bullying, often on the basis of real or perceived sexual orientation or gender expression
(UNESCO, 2022). The educational cost is direct in the sense that being bullied tends to lower
achievement, and bullied boys tend to score lower than bullied girls in mathematics in particular
(Gimenez et al., 2024).

The difficulty is that almost every one of these prescriptions runs against what schools reward.
Schools ask for sustained and visible effort, for compliance and attention, for help-seeking when

a pupil is stuck, and above all for engagement with reading and writing, and the hegemonic script
codes each of these as unmasculine (Jha et al., 2017; Lundberg, 2020). The result is not only that
some boys do less, but also that not trying becomes the safer course, since conspicuous effort that
still ends in failure is the more humiliating outcome, whereas visible indifference protects a sense
of self-worth whatever the result (Younger & Warrington, 2005). The cost falls heaviest on literacy,
where the subject itself is gender-coded and a boy must first see reading as compatible with who he
is before he will invest in it (Brozo, 2019). Most boys do not hold the hegemonic script in its purest
form. Furthermore, some of the dominant masculine dispositions, for instance a sense of agency
and of instrumentality, relate positively to achievement rather than negatively (Streck et al., 2022).
But where the dominant script does take hold, it traditionally sets peer approval directly against the
behaviours that contribute to good student performance and educational attainment.

That conflict has been tested directly. Heyder and colleagues (2021) followed more than 4,200
Flemish adolescents through the first two years of secondary school and measured how much
pressure each felt to conform to gender stereotypes. Boys misbehaved in school more than girls
at the outset and their misconduct rose faster over the period. The felt pressure predicted that rise
in boys and not in girls. Girls reported both less pressure and a decline in it across the two years.

23



The authors read school misconduct as part of the enactment of a masculine identity rather than as
a rejection of school authority in itself. The design follows the same students across three waves
but does not identify a cause, so the relationship is associational. Further research in the Flemish
context has shown that boys’ gender role attitude development is associated with student culture
and composition, while for girls it is parental socio-economic status that predicts development
(Ullrich et al., 2024).

Because some forms of masculinity set academic effort and achievement at odds with a credible
male identity, they can damage boys’ prospects through the very norms they are expected to
perform (Lundberg, 2020). Legewie and DiPrete (2011, 2012) argue that the school environment
channels the local version of masculinity available to boys. The environment either fosters or
restrains the anti-school attitudes and behaviour through which masculine status is sometimes
claimed. Where a school sustains a learning-oriented peer culture, academic effort can be folded
into a masculine identity rather than set against it. The authors suggest that sustaining such a
culture requires the usual school resources, better teachers above all, alongside curriculum,
facilities and support staff. These are all things that tend to raise the academic orientation of the
peer group. Where those inputs are in place, academic competition can itself become a way of
doing masculinity. Boys develop adaptive strategies, keeping up an outward coolness towards
school while remaining instrumentally engaged in its work. Where resources are insufficient,
engagement is more readily coded as unmanly.

As an object of empirical study, this learning-oriented culture is less examined than its opposite.
Van Hek (2025) notes that the research concentrates on the anti-academic case, where status
attaches to disengagement. The anti-academic behaviours are concrete, arguing with teachers,
skipping lessons, lateness and punishments, and they are more common in boys’ friendship
groups than in girls’. On this basis, a learning-oriented culture can be seen as the setting in which
those behaviours do not confer status, and effort does instead. How far school engagement aligns
with the dominant gender script in a school environment seems to vary less in girls’ peer groups
than in boys’.

In short, the script is not fixed solely by being male. It is channelled by the local culture of school
and classroom, which offers policy makers something with which to work.Two limits apply to this
body of work. Differences between schools accounted for very little of the variation in misconduct
among the Flemish adolescents in their first two years of secondary school, which limits the
influence of the school environment at that age and sits alongside the null reported under the
school composition sub-section of this review. And the quantitative evidence for the mechanism
is drawn narrowly. Ullrich and colleagues (2024) and Heyder and colleagues (2021) both use
Flemish adolescent panel data. The mechanism is plausible and consistently reported, but it has
been tested in few systems, and whether it holds across high-income education systems more
widely is not established.

Although this is an international literature review, there is a long and unusually rich tradition in
British sociology of studying how working-class masculinity shapes boys’ relationship with school.
This work is worth highlighting, as it remains the deepest qualitative evidence base on the question.
Its founding text is Paul Willis’s Learning to Labour (1977), an ethnography of working-class boys in
the West Midlands and among the most cited studies in the sociology of education. Willis described
a group he called ‘the lads’, who rejected school not for lack of ability but because they judged it
irrelevant to the manual work they expected to enter, and who earned status through an anti-school
culture in which conformity was treated as weak and unmanly. Their disengagement was less a
failure than a rehearsal for the manual ‘breadwinner’ role that anchored a particular kind of working-
class manhood.
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Willis’s account is powerful but deterministic, and it has been criticised on two counts by Blower
(2025). Firstly, for centring ‘the lads’ while overlooking their studious, upwardly mobile peers.
Secondly, for lending weight to a stereotype of the working-class boy as inherently a problem in the
classroom. Phillip Brown’s Schooling Ordinary Kids (1987) softened that determinism by making
the local economy the pivot. Where there were enough working-class jobs to walk into, school
could broker the move from education to work; it was deindustrialisation, by severing that link, that
unsettled the arrangement Willis had captured.

Later work follows what happened as deindustrialisation unfolded. The most recent account is
Ward’s study of young men in a former mining area of the South Wales Valleys (2015). Ward found
not a single working-class masculinity but several coexisting versions, and traced how individual
boys shifted between them, something that the earlier binary conceptualisations had missed.

His central finding is the one most useful for this review: the symbolic tie between manhood and
industrial work outlives the industries themselves and continues to make wholehearted engagement
in education feel costly for boys in places shaped by that past.

A recent addition to this tradition comes from Gater’s (2025) study of working-class boys in South
Wales mining communities and their ‘amalgamated masculinities’. This is a fusion of working-

class and protest masculinity® with softer, more emotionally open attributes drawn from popular
culture, music and media. These young men are not simply inheriting the locally and historically
produced masculinity of their place, but assimilating ideas of manhood from beyond their immediate
community and reworking them (Gater, 2025). Gater suggests the continuing significance of place,
since the industrial and social history of a locality still shapes how boys conceive of their masculinity,
while at the same time acknowledging the pull of social and economic change and of cultural
influences from well outside the immediate surroundings. It is a contemporary, empirical version

of Connell’s point, that masculine scripts are plural, assembled rather than simply inherited, and
dynamic. At the same time, the openness that lets boys assemble such amalgamated identities also
leaves them exposed to online influences pushing the other way. While some research suggests
that the reach of certain specific ‘manosphere’ figures may already be waning among school-age
boys, the lesson is that schools must equip boys to interrogate such content systematically, rather
than assume exposure will fade (Milne & Baker, 2025).

The young men in Gater’s (2025) study display laddish, non-conformist behaviour but also
selectively engage three or four subjects that meet the minimum entry requirement for the further-
education course they intend to take (Gater, 2025). The result is a deliberate economy of effort,

a departure from the anti-learning laddish culture of earlier accounts of masculinity cited in this
review, driven by an awareness of the value of credentials. This cultural shift towards a more
pragmatic approach is real but incomplete and risks leaving little margin for error. These young
men have grasped that credentials matter faster than they have raised the effort they put in,
because the pared-back approach to schoolwork was formed around a labour market that no
longer exists. As deindustrialisation has continued to unfold, the move from education to work
has become markedly harder for working-class men with few credentials than in the era of secure
manual work (McDowell & Bonner-Thompson, 2020). Cultural changes can often lag changes to
economic and social realities. In the aggregate, boys’ underperformance does not yet show up
as worse labour-market outcomes, which is part of why it attracts little urgency, but beneath the
average sits a sub-group of low-educated men for whom the routes to secure work have largely
closed (European Commission, 2021).

Dovetailing with, although slightly different from, Gater’s pared back approach, Roberts (2012)
describes a pattern of ‘alienated instrumentalism’ for the boys he describes as the ‘missing middle’.
He finds that many boys neither resist school, nor work to maximise attainment, treating school

3 See previous sub-section “masculine scripts” for discussion of this term.
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effort as carrying a moral and social worth, even when it is not tied to a clear ambition (Roberts,
2012). Boys’ behavioural responses to masculine scripts and academic stereotypes are best
seen as a continuum, rather than a typology. On this continuum, laddish and swotty behaviour
sit at the extremes but are not discrete categories, being defined locally by career prospects and
culture (Roberts, 2012). At the sharper end, where school feels like an obstruction rather than an
opportunity, some boys disengage completely from education, drop out of school, and instead
favour faster (and often illegitimate) routes to money and masculine validation (Holt et al., 2019).

Morris (2012) offers a rare non-British test of this tradition, comparing boys in two American high
schools, one rural and white, one urban and African American, and finding the same conflict
between academic effort and a credible male identity in both. The comparison separates the
mechanism from race, since the account in which opposition to schooling is treated as specific to
low-income black boys does not survive the rural white case. Morris reads the resulting gaps not as
a reversal of gender inequality but as a cost carried with masculine privilege, because the licence to
expend less visible effort is itself a marker of standing.

Taken together, this work offers a genuine mechanism for one form of overlapping disadvantage.
Boys are exposed to a masculine script that recodes effort and academic identity as out of place,
operating most forcefully where local labour markets once offered a manual alternative route to
adult status. That mechanism speaks directly to findings elsewhere in this review, among them
boys’ concentration in the skilled trades and their greater readiness to dismiss school as a waste
of time. And in its more careful forms the literature is firmly non-deterministic. The same boys act
differently across settings, and an apparent rejection of school is often a considered response to

a particular history rather than a lack of ambition. The important caution across all of this work

is that the evidence is emphatically Anglophone (and mostly British). It is rooted in the industrial
geography of the specific parts of the UK and in the politics of post-1980s deindustrialisation that
does not transfer cleanly to other high-income systems. Although the particular forms they take are
local, the underlying processes, the interaction of class, masculinity and a shifting labour market,
are general. The review treats this body of work as a deeply evidenced national case rather than a
portable template.

If masculine scripts are about who boys should be, academic stereotypes are about what boys are
assumed to be capable of and what they should aspire to. The clearest evidence concerns reading.
Stereotypes that cast reading as a female domain depress boys’ competence beliefs, motivation
and achievement, and they do so at both the individual and the classroom level. Boys who hold

a strong stereotype favouring girls in reading are less motivated to read and rate their own ability
lower, while for girls the relationship runs the other way (Muntoni et al., 2021). The reading gap
appears to be rooted, at least in part, in boys’ fear of confirming a negative stereotype about their
group, an effect already visible among nine-year-olds at the stage when learning to read is most
critical (Pansu et al., 2016). It is reinforced at home, with research finding that sons of parents who
hold a girls-favouring reading stereotype reporting lower competence beliefs and motivation, while
daughters are unaffected (Muntoni & Retelsdorf, 2019). This points to parents as an early lever of
academic stereotypes, something discussed further in Part Ill. A similar dynamic appears beyond
reading, in second-language learning, where male learners are disadvantaged by female-language
stereotypes (Li & McLellan, 2021), and in expressive domains such as dance, where stereotype
threat undermines boys’ motor performance and learning (Bastos et al., 2023).

These stereotypes are likely to influence the shape of gender gap across the distribution of student
performance. When it comes to PISA mathematics and science, gaps favour girls at the bottom but
flip to favour boys above roughly the median, widening towards the top. In reading, by contrast,
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girls lead across the whole distribution, though by less at the top. The OECD suggests that boys
thus face two stereotypes at once: a deficit stereotype in reading and the expressive subjects, and
a brilliance stereotype in mathematics and science that works in their favour only at the very top
(OECD, 2025a).

Stereotypes about what roles boys should aspire to are in place strikingly early. By age five, girls
are likelier to name caring or creative roles and boys jobs in transport or construction (OECD,
2020). These aspirations prove resistant to societal progress in the sense that boys’ career
expectations are no less stereotypical in countries with more egalitarian beliefs, and gaps in aspiring
to teach can even be wider where beliefs are more egalitarian (Han et al., 2020; OECD, 2024b).
OECD data shows that, in most high-income-countries, boys are less likely to expect to work in
health or education even when their skills would fit, so reducing stereotypes could widen the range
of careers boys consider (OECD, 2024a).

Boys’ aspirations sit within a wider attitudinal difference. Part | established that boys express weaker
endorsement of gender equality than girls, as one of a broader set of civic attitudes. What matters
here is narrower, whether those attitudes bear on achievement. The evidence suggests they do,
though asymmetrically. More egalitarian gender-role attitudes are associated with better outcomes
for all students, but the benefit may be larger for girls (Taraszow et al., 2024), and boys appear to
concentrate effort where they perceive greater future returns, trying harder in mathematics than in
reading (Bianchi et al., 2025).

These stereotypes carry a downstream cost. Norms of masculinity held by boys, teachers and
parents can translate into low expectations of boys’ ability and behaviour, feeding poor motivation,
disengagement and eventual dropout (UNESCO, 2022), and in a number of countries boys at
fifteen are already more likely than girls to say they do not expect to finish upper secondary school
(Borgonovi et al., 2018).
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Few areas of education policy are as contested, or as laden with assumptions about boys, as

the design of the school system itself. The vast majority of people in high-income countries

have come into prolonged contact with the school system at some point in their lives, and these
experiences leave lasting impressions, both positive and negative. Virtually every feature of an
education system, and the way those features interact with the wider society, bears on the relative
achievement, motivation and attainment of boys and girls (Borgonovi et al., 2018). Answering what
matters is therefore relatively easy: everything matters. The harder task is deciding which features
matter most for boys’ outcomes. Unfortunately, the evidence is markedly uneven when it comes to
boys specifically, though inferences can be drawn where a feature bears on groups in which boys
are over-represented, among them the lowest attainers. This section takes three families of system
features in turn: how and when systems sort students into tracks and groups; how schools are
governed and how they assess, and who stands at the front of the classroom. For some of these
the evidence is reasonably clear; for others it is thinner.

Student Stratification

Education systems stratify students by a range of different metrics, and at different points. Figure 1
shows a taxonomy which defines student stratification measures as either vertical or horizontal.

Figure 1 - How Students are Sorted
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When it comes to vertical stratification, the extent of grade retention varies widely across education
systems. Some systems, including Iceland, Japan, Korea, Norway and the United Kingdom promote
students automatically to the next grade level in both primary and lower secondary school and so
have very small numbers of repeating students (OECD, 2023c). Boys are more likely than girls to
repeat a year, and the pattern holds in almost every country with data. What the headline pattern
conceals is that the male share rises with each repetition. Across OECD countries, boys make up
about half of students who have never repeated a year, 57% of those who have repeated once, and
two thirds of those who have repeated more than once (OECD, 2023c). The concentration is not
explained by attainment alone. Across 23 countries, and controlling for students’ 2018 PISA scores,
boys have 79% higher odds of being retained than girls (Pepels et al., 2026). There is substantial
evidence, presented in Part |, that grade retention mostly results in poorer outcomes for the retained
student. Furthermore, the costs associated to the policy can easily outweigh the weak benefits of
retention (Valbuena et al., 2021).

Although retention explicitly aims to give students a chance to ‘catch up’, retention decisions seem
to be based on more than a student’s measured performance. Drawing on PISA 2018 data from

23 countries, Pepels et al. (2026) find that 13% of the variance in grade retention sits at school
level and 33% at country level, so retention reflects institutional routine as much as individual
performance. Schools with higher proportions of migrant or low socio-economic status students use
retention more often, while schools with higher proportions of poor-performing students use it less.
Across countries, national policy settings explain only a fifth to a quarter of the variation in retention,
which suggests that educational traditions and beliefs carry much of the weight (Goos et al., 2013).

Centre for Policy Research on Men and Boys
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For boys the implication is structural rather than individual. Retention is a gate set by the education
system and whose operation varies by school. Boys pass through it more often than girls, and more
often even at the same level of measured performance. Whether a boy repeats a year depends
substantially on where he goes to school, not only on how he performs. Although retention of
struggling boys is likely not the answer to raising their attainment, there are promising alternatives
(Figure 2).

Figure 2 - Alternatives to grade retention

Some practices have the potential for improving the academic achievement of
low-performing students:

» Multi-age grouping, creating combined classes with students from different years;
» Looping, where a teacher or set of teachers remains with the same group for some years;

* Increasing instructional time for poor performers.

Remedial tutoring, an expensive but effective alternative to grade retention that can take
place within or outside school-time.

» Cooperative learning practices, which involves classmates tutoring children who are
struggling.

None of the practices above were analysed with differential gender effects in mind, which
suggests a research gap.

Source: (Valbuena et al., 2021) Effects of Grade Retention Policies: A Literature Review of Empirical Studies

Applying Causal Inference.

Turning to horizontal stratification, streaming of students into classes based on perceived ability is
common in high-income countries and one of the most researched topics in education. However,
the literature generally shows that streaming has few advantageous effects. Negatives effects
include increased academic disadvantage for students placed in lower streams and segregation
of students along the lines of race and class (Johnston & Wildy, 2016).

Placing students into academic or vocational tracks, used most heavily in systems such as Austria,
Belgium and Germany, provides differentiated curricula depending on the track and thereby different
academic pathways (OECD, 2023a). The average age of first selection into distinct tracks, classes
or programmes across OECD countries is 14.3 years, but in some systems children are separated
as early as ten (OECD, 2023a). The case for tracking by students’ ability levels/attainment is that it
allows more tailored teaching practices and a focus on skills aligned to the labour market.

However, this comes with the potential cost of increasing educational inequality (Brunello &
Checchi, 2007). Early tracking in particular has been shown to increase inequality in educational
achievement across international student assessments (Hanushek & Wolmann, 2006). Building
directly on that work, a meta-analysis pooling 21 assessment cycles across 75 countries confirms
that early tracking widens social achievement gaps, while doing little for overall performance (Strello
et al., 2021). Early selection has one further consequence. It increases the extent to which boys and
girls attend different schools, because tracks are chosen along gendered lines. However, this has
not been found to translate into differences in achievement gaps (Steinmann et al., 2023).
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Adding a further dimension to this, Montt (2011) reports that between-school tracking widens the
total spread of achievement, independent of family background, and finds comprehensive systems
producing a more even distribution. Bol and colleagues (2014) add additional texture to this
landscape, showing that the extent to which tracking widens the socio-economic gap is reduced
where central examinations exist. They are explicit that they do not argue central exams raise mean
performance, only that the detrimental effect of tracking on the social background relationship is
reduced. None of these studies disaggregates by gender; together they set the context for the
tracking debate rather than speaking to boys’ education directly.

Using internationally comparable data on educational test performance (mathematics, reading) and
educational attainment, Scheeren and Bol (2022) show that differentiation between educational
tracks benefits girls wherever it occurs, and the benefit is larger in systems that select late. The
authors attribute this to the timing of selection relative to adolescence, when girls’ advantage in the
non-cognitive skills that shape track placement, attention, effort and goal-directed behaviour, is at
its widest. The later a system selects, the more that advantage bears on where students are placed.
The association is modest for test scores and larger for final qualifications. The same authors
caution that late-tracking systems tend to be more gender-egalitarian in other respects, which their
data could not separate from the effect of tracking age itself.

The gender gap therefore widens under later tracking because girls gain, not because boys lose.
That distinction carries the policy weight. Evidence from tracking-age reforms across 21 European
countries finds later tracking raising women’s completed years of education relative to men’s
(Scheeren et al., 2018). The authors describe this as a trade-off, since a higher tracking age has
repeatedly been found to reduce inequality by socio-economic background. Selecting earlier would
lower girls’ attainment and widen socio-economic gaps while returning nothing to boys, and nothing
in this literature supports it as a response to boys’ underachievement. Those reforms span most of
the twentieth century, so the finding rests on cohorts educated some decades ago.

One study points the other way. Longitudinal analysis of the Finnish comprehensive reform of the
1970s, which postponed selection from age ten or eleven to fifteen or sixteen, found a positive
effect on girls’ probability of entering the academic track and a slightly negative one for boys,
concentrated among boys whose fathers had no academic education (Pekkarinen, 2008). It
concerns one reform in one system and the wider evidence does not reproduce it.

The question that matters more for this review is whether later tracking reaches disadvantaged
boys, and the evidence suggests it does not. Later tracking reduces inequalities by social origin
in test scores among girls. The same effect is not detected among boys (Scheeren, 2022). The
main equity lever in the comparative literature appears to work through girls. Why additional time
in untracked classes delivers for low socio-economic status girls and not for boys from the same
homes is unresolved, and it is a more useful question than the tracking age debate itself.

A second mechanism concerns direction of movement rather than timing. Boys, and disadvantaged
boys in particular, more often underperform early, so they are more often placed in lower tracks

and less academic schools, and movement back up is rare, sustained by peer influence, falling
motivation and often less stimulating teaching (European Commission, 2021; UNESCO, 2022). For
example, research in Toronto, Canada, shows that not only are boys more likely to be placed in less
academic tracks, they are disproportionately disadvantaged by the streaming system that keeps
them there (Parekh et al., 2021). Which track a student is recommended for also depends in part
on the instrument used. Dutch primary schools choose between several end-of-primary tests, and a
comparison of the three most used, across cohorts of around 160,000 students each, finds that they
produce different recommendations and that those recommendations relate differently to the level a
student reaches three years later (Douma et al., 2025).
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A student’s recommendation therefore depends partly on which test their school has adopted. The
study does not examine whether the accuracy of these tests differs for boys and girls, and excludes
students who repeated a year, among whom boys are over-represented.

Many education systems do not provide different academic tracks, instead relying on heavier use
of setting students (i.e. top set, middle set, bottom set). Evidence from England shows that boys
had higher odds of bottom-stream placement than girls even when they performed similarly and the
attainment gap widened across ages 5 to 7 (Hallam & Parsons, 2013; Parsons & Hallam, 2014).
International reviews have taken this as grounds for abandoning the routine grouping of low-
attaining boys by attainment, arguing that it isolates and demotivates them (Gregory & Welmond,
2021; Jha et al., 2017).

The general form of that argument has weakened in the English context. A matched quasi-
experimental evaluation comparing English secondary schools that set by attainment in
mathematics with schools teaching mixed attainment classes found no difference in progress for
low-prior attainers, and none for students eligible for free school meals, which the authors note
questions earlier evidence that setting disadvantages students from disadvantaged backgrounds
(Hodgen et al., 2026). Mixed attainment teaching was associated with lower mathematics self-
confidence among low-prior attainers. Neither outcome was reported by gender, so the boys-
specific version of the argument is untested rather than refuted. What has weakened is the general
premise beneath it, that grouping by attainment holds low attainers back.

The practices also need separating. Between-school tracking, whole-curriculum streaming and
subject-specific setting are different arrangements, and the evaluation above notes that most
international evidence concerns tracking rather than the setting common in several systems. This
review draws no conclusion on which arrangement serves low-attaining boys better, because no
study has tested it.

Channelling underachieving boys into trades and technical programmes is a recurring response to
their underachievement. The composition of these routes is already gendered and socially skewed,
with students in vocational schools more often older boys with low school performance from less
educated and poorer families (Brunello & Checchi, 2007). Boys entering them frequently lack the
basic skills the courses require, and the programmes are widely regarded as less prestigious than a
degree and are often under-resourced (Gregory & Welmond, 2021).

Vocational partitioning has a second effect that is less often noticed. Because boys and girls
choose different fields, systems separating students by field of study produce schools with skewed
gender distributions. This matters because boys’ reading performance is higher in schools with a
higher proportion of girls, and the authors read their finding as pointing to a negative side effect of
vocationally partitioned systems (van Hek et al., 2018). The objection is not to vocational provision,
which has value when it is well resourced and freely chosen. It is that treating it as the default
destination for struggling boys concentrates them in settings that are under-resourced, low in
prestige, and short of the peer conditions associated with better outcomes for boys.

The case of single-gender schooling is more ambiguous in terms of positive differential effects on
boys. The effect of single-gender schooling on academic outcomes is hard to isolate, because in
most countries single-gender schools are selective and few, leaving small samples with which to
work.Some evidence from randomised studies broadly supports positive effects of single-gender
schooling for both boys and girls. One of the landmark studies in this area exploited the unique
random assignment of students into single-gender versus coeducational high schools in Korea
(Park et al., 2013). While controlling for socio-economic factors, prior academic achievement,

as well as school-level variables, attending all-boys schools or all-girls schools was significantly
associated with higher average scores on Korean and English test scores, as well as a higher
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percentage of university entrants. Using 2018 PISA data for Ireland, Clavel and Flannery (2023)
examined the relationship between single-gender schooling and performance in mathematics,
reading and science for boys and girls. The results were more ambiguous compared to the findings
of Park et al. (2013) in Korea. After controlling for SES effects and other variables, the analysis
found no association between attending single-gender schools and performance in mathematics,
reading or science scores for boys or girls. A key meta-analysis on the topic comes from Pahlke et
al. (2014), who analysed data from 184 studies, representing the testing of 1.6 million students from
21 countries, for multiple outcomes. They found that uncontrolled studies showed some modest
advantages for single-gender schooling, for both girls and boys, while controlled studies showed
only trivial differences between students. Findings are therefore mixed as to whether there are
meaningful effects on the size of gender gaps in education outcomes (Delaney & Devereux, 2021).

Education systems differ in where authority over curriculum, assessment, resources and staffing
sits, and many high-income countries have shifted that balance since 2000. Greater school
autonomy over academic content, personnel and budgets is associated with higher student
achievement in high-income countries, and most strongly for decisions about academic content
(Hanushek et al., 2013). The distributional picture differs. Across 69 countries and six cycles of
PISA, autonomy shows no overall association with socio-economic inequality in mathematics,
but autonomy over academic content is associated with wider inequality in high- and upper-
middle-income countries specifically, while autonomy over budgets and personnel shows no such
association (Hossain, 2023).

None of that work reports results by gender. A synthesis of 195 studies of system-level features
finds those concerning decentralisation, accountability and stratification inconsistently related to
student outcomes, with small effect sizes where significant, and stronger and more consistent
findings for the wealth and inequality of the wider society (MejiallRodriguez & Kyriakides, 2022).
The features with gender-differentiated evidence lie a level down, in how assessment is designed,

how schools are held externally accountable, and how far they can shape what and how they teach.

School curriculum frameworks are extensively studied in comparative education but rarely with
gender-differentiated effects in view. What evidence there is suggests modest and specific effects.
Some studies argue that curriculum standardisation appears to widen the gender gap, and the
degree to which its curriculum is centralised or decentralised has been reported as having some
bearing on boys’ attainment (European Commission, 2021). The primary evidence supports that for

reading and reverses it for mathematics, and the difference turns on what the term is taken to cover.

Three arrangements are often grouped under the term standardisation: How far central government
prescribes curricula and learning materials; whether attainment is certified through national
examinations; and how uniformly teachers cover the same content in practice. The studies that
separate them find them working in different directions.

Prescription of curricula and materials is the arrangement associated with a wider gap. Across all
six waves of PISA, reading scores are lower where governmental regulation largely determines
curricula and learning materials, and the association is stronger for boys than for girls (Van Hek et
al., 2019). The authors suggest that boys are more often the weaker readers who need individual
attention, or that requiring reading time in class does not produce reading development among less
motivated readers. Neither mechanism is tested. This is one country-level study of an association,
and no comparable study of curricular prescription has been found for mathematics.

National examinations point the other way. Across 32 countries, the use of national examinations
and greater uniformity between teachers in time given to major mathematics topics are each
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associated with a smaller gender gap in mathematics, in scores and in the odds of excelling (Ayalon
& Livneh, 2013). The association runs against boys’ advantage rather than in favour, and it comes
with no association with lower average achievement.

Formal policy and classroom practice diverge. Curriculum standardisation as recorded in national
policy shows no association with the overall spread of achievement, which has been attributed to
implemented curricula varying less between schools than formal frameworks suggest (Montt, 2011).
Uniformity between teachers, which is what Ayalon and Livheh measure, is closer to what children
experience than what a framework specifies. A systematic review of thirteen studies reaches the
same subject-differentiated position and draws a policy implication from it, that standardisation
might be applied differently by subject, held lower in reading and language and retained in
mathematics (Zapfe & Gross, 2021). That is a proposal rather than a tested arrangement.

This review takes no position on mathematics standardisation. The association there runs in girls’
favour, it carries no cost to average achievement, and reversing it would improve boys’ relative
standing by worsening girls’. What the evidence supports is narrower. Where a system prescribes
closely what and how reading and language are taught, boys’ reading appears the more affected.
The equity arguments usually made for standardisation rest on examinations rather than on
curricular prescription, and the two can be held apart.

Devolving decisions about content and materials is associated with higher average achievement
and a wider socio-economic gap. Prescribing them centrally is associated with lower reading
achievement and a wider gender gap. Those come from different studies using different outcomes
and subjects, so they describe a pattern rather than a tested trade-off. The literature does not
establish strong, systematic mechanisms linking accountability to boys’ outcomes specifically.
There is no systematic cross-national work on how accountability regimes affect boys’ engagement
or attainment. On curriculum, this review finds one country-level associational study on curricular
prescription and boys’ reading, and one on national examinations and the mathematics gap. These
are genuine gaps, and they feed directly into the review’s account of where the evidence base
needs building.

Student assessment features throughout this review, since it is a cross-level phenomenon designed
at the system level but enacted by teachers in classrooms. The system-level design aspects are set
out here, while the teacher-level mechanisms, including marking behaviour, are taken up in Part Il.

At the system level, the design of assessments measurably shapes the size and even the direction

of measured gender gaps.

The stakes for the student who is taking the assessment can be set by policy, and there is evidence
that gender gaps shrink in high-stakes testing. Following several cohorts through six years of
secondary school at one high-performing school in Spain, Azmat et al. (2016) exploited variation

in how much individual tests counted towards the final grade, from 5% to 27%. Girls outperformed
boys in every test, but by a wider margin where the stakes were low. In the tests taken at the end of
secondary school, which counted for half of the university entry grade, the gender gap disappeared.
Boys’ disadvantage on school-based assessments may reflect not only differences in cognitive skill
but differences in engagement and motivation with the test. Across eighty countries in PISA 2018,

a low stakes assessment, boys were significantly more likely than girls to leave items unanswered,
a pattern reversed in only one country and more pronounced on reading-related material (Marcq &
Braeken, 2024). This implies that changing how proficiency is assessed, or helping boys to display
the proficiency they have, could itself narrow measured gaps (Borgonovi et al., 2018). The practical
implication for schools and systems is to interpret gender gaps in literacy with an awareness of how
far assessment design is shaping them, rather than reading them as purely differences in ability
(Miyamoto et al., 2024). Standardised external assessments, used more heavily in secondary
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education, can signal clearly what is expected, but where high stakes attach to them they can
also distort teaching towards the test and, for students who judge the bar out of reach, depress
motivation and raise drop-out (OECD, 2013).

Although assessment design changes the size, and sometimes the direction, of the gender gap,
this does not mean that a system should pick the assessment that shows the smallest gap without
knowing why. For instance, Delaney and Devereux (2021) report that removing negative marking
from multiple-choice tests, as in the redesigned US SAT, improves girls’ relative performance, but
the literature has not separated whether girls underperform under competitive pressure or boys
raise their effort when stakes are higher.

The importance given to coursework and teacher-assigned grades should be considered.
Comparing components within GCSE subjects in England, Bramley and colleagues (2015) found
girls’ more often lead in coursework components compared to written examination components.
Guez and colleagues (2020), analysing French students across teacher evaluations, national
examinations and standardised tests, found the gap shifts with evaluation type, girls doing relatively
better in teacher evaluations and relatively worse in standardised tests. Part | recorded the same
divergence between grades and standardised tests in Sweden and the United States. The Covid
years supplied a natural experiment. Carroll (2023) and Devereux and Kapur (2024) both record
gaps favouring girls widening, and gaps favouring boys narrowing, when systems increased
teacher assessment.

The classroom-level reasons for these variations are discussed in further detail in Part lll, the task
for the current sub-section, education system features, is understanding where the balance should
be struck according to the evidence. Neither of the assessment modes (teacher assessed grades/
standardised tests) can be judged against actual student proficiency, which cannot be observed
directly. Instead, this report uses how well each predicts later educational outcomes as a proxy.
On that criterion, teacher assessed grades do better. Brookhart and colleagues (2016), reviewing
a century of grading research, report that standardised scores are not as good at predicting a
student’s school completion and entry to higher education, while grades consistently predict
persistence, completion and the transition from school to further study. They also find that roughly
a quarter of the variation in teacher-assigned grades is attributable to what tests measure. The rest
reflects mostly the achievement of classroom learning intentions, and to a lesser degree students’
effort and engagement. The authors are explicit that expecting the two to correlate highly is not a
sound validity argument, because school achievement is not fully defined by what tests capture.
Graetz and Karimi (2022) find similar results across a Swedish national population, where grade
point average predicts graduation better than the national admissions test. Part | recorded the
gender pattern in that study. Girls outperform boys on grade point average by around a third of a
standard deviation, while boys score slightly higher on the test. On this evidence, the mode that
predicts outcomes better is the one in which boys do worse, on average.

How far the two modes of assessment diverge is a feature of a national system rather than a fixed
property of the assessment instruments. Two Nordic cases show the range. Arencibia Aleman
and colleagues (2024) examined nearly a decade of Norwegian data in mathematics, English and
Norwegian, in a system where grading criteria and written examinations are built on the same
construct by design. The correlation between grades and examinations was higher than the prior
literature predicts. The authors conclude that grades in Norway measure academic achievement
better than previous research has shown, and note that weaknesses in the reliability of the
examinations themselves mean the true figure is probably higher still.

Finland sits at the other end. Lehti and Laaninen (2024) matched national school register grades
to test scores for the same cohorts and found the gender gap in literacy grades significantly
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exceeded the gap in test scores. What accounts for that difference matters more than its size.
Lehti and Laaninen find that boys’ lower interest in reading, lower effort in schoolwork and lower
conscientiousness about homework account for the whole of the excess. Had boys matched
girls on those three, the gap recorded in grades and the gap recorded in tests would have been
the same. In other words, the part of grades that diverges from tests is the part that carries the
gender difference, which is why the mode that predicts better is also the mode on which boys do
worse. Whether that divergence reflects something real about how boys approach schoolwork or
something about how their work is marked is a classroom question, and Part Ill takes it up.

The criterion for a defensible balance between grades and tests has two parts. Each mode should
measure proficiency as accurately for boys as for girls, and the balance overall should retain the
predictive strength that makes assessment worth doing. On present evidence the second is met
better by grades than by examinations, with one caveat. Studies of general and non-selective
settings find school grades the stronger predictor of college completion and later grades, while
studies of highly selective admission find the opposite, with standardised scores predicting
first-year performance at the most selective American universities several times more strongly
than school grades (Friedman et al., 2025). German data on the selection of medical students
show the same asymmetry, with aptitude tests adding substantially to the prediction of later
performance beyond school-leaving grades (Jaehn et al., 2025). Friedman and colleagues read
the pattern across the literature as a matter of selectivity and suggest that grade inflation may
be eroding the information in grades most at the top, where high-scoring students press against
the ceiling of the scale. That explanation is offered as one possibility among multiple, rather than
a tested finding. All this evidence concerns admission to higher education and none of it tests
whether the difference between the two modes as predictors is the same for boys and girls.

No study found in this review has tested whether school grades and school examinations predict
later outcomes equally well for boys and girls, which is the test needed. Overall, it is very difficult

to make student assessment wholly inclusive and neutral since all format, content, construct, and
method may be biased in some direction (OECD, 2013). With this in mind, high-stakes decisions
about students should not be based on the results of a single test and collecting multiple data, using
a range of assessment tasks involving a variety of contexts, response formats and styles is the
fairest way.

In addition to measuring student performance, education systems regularly use student
assessments for school accountability purposes. Building a dataset of over two million students in
59 countries across six PISA waves (2000 to 2015), Bergbauer et al. (2018) find that the expansion
of standardised external comparisons, both school-based and student-based, is associated with
improvements in student achievement. By contrast, the introduction of solely internal testing and
monitoring teacher practices by principals and external inspectorates does not affect student
achievement. One qualification runs through this literature. Improvements in student performance
are measured on the high-stakes test the accountability system itself uses, which leaves open how
far they reflect broader learning rather than improved performance on that particular instrument
(Ladd & Lauen, 2010). An average gain also says nothing about which students within a school
are improving.

Accountability regimes have the ability to change where schools direct their effort, and one way a
school can move its measured performance is by reallocating attention across its students. They
can also have some negative side effects, such as teaching to the test, curriculum narrowing,
altering the pool of tested students for better school average attainment, erosion of teacher
solidarity and diminishing student trust in educators (Levatino et al., 2024). Most accountability
regimes fall broadly into two designs: A threshold measure, which this literature also calls a status
measure, judges a school on how many of its students reach a fixed standard in a given year and;
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a growth measure, which judges it on how much its students improve over the year, relative

to where they started. Comparing cohorts who sat the same exams before and after Chicago
introduced threshold accountability, Neal and Schanzenbach (2010) find that the changes raised
reading and mathematics scores among students near the proficiency bar but not among the lowest
attainers. Schools gave extra help to the students near the bar while providing no special attention
either to those already comfortably above it or to those judged unlikely to reach it. There is some
evidence that a threshold approach produced negative effects for students above the proficiency
standard, while a growth approach does not (Ladd & Lauen, 2010).

England provides a worked example of moving from one rule to the other. Until 2016, secondary
schools were judged principally on the proportion of students gaining five or more A*-C grades
including English and mathematics, a threshold measure. It was replaced by Progress 8, a growth
measure, which assesses how far students move from their own starting point at the end of primary
school. Using seven years of secondary attainment data, Burgess and Thomson (2023) examine
how schools responded. The results are consistent with schools having previously focused on the
group whose results counted most under the old threshold.

Once that incentive was removed, that group made less relative progress while other students
progressed faster. The gender element is that, under Progress 8, girls make slightly more progress
per subject than boys, and because girls already lead at the end of primary school, the gender gap
widens across secondary schooling (Leckie & Goldstein, 2019). The research reveals a plausible
mechanism acting on boys, who are over-represented among the lowest attainers. Where an
accountability rule concentrates attention on students near a threshold, it concentrates it away from
the lowest attainers. Where a rule rewards progress from a starting point, it removes that particular
penalty without redistributing towards the bottom.

The gender balance of the teaching workforce is set by who enters teaching and who stays, and
both respond to policy on recruitment and retention. The composition of the teaching workforce is
one of the most widely discussed policy levers in debates about boys’ education. On average, 84%
of primary teachers in OECD countries were women in 2019, compared to 64% at secondary level
and 44% at tertiary level (OECD, 2022). There are significant differences across countries, the
share of female primary teachers ranges from 64% in Japan and to 97% in Lithuania.

The specific proposition that recruiting more male teachers would raise boys’ achievement recurs
in policy commentary, in public debate and in the literature on gendered educational outcomes.
The supposed mechanisms for this are diverse and include the provision of role models, catalysing
changes in the gendered character of classroom interaction and by altering boys’ sense of ‘who
school is for’. The international assessment data permits a direct, if narrow, test of this proposition
(Figure 3). What it shows is that, across high-income mixed-gender education systems, the gender
of a child’s teacher does not predict their measured achievement to any consistent degree.*

4 Afew methodological cautions apply. The models were estimated separately within each country and then averaged across
high-income systems, so the conclusion is a description of the typical pattern rather than a single combined statistical test.
Country coverage varies across cycles: thirty-one high-income systems for PIRLS Grade 4 reading, thirty-four for TIMSS
Grade 4 mathematics and science, and twenty-five for TIMSS Grade 8 mathematics and science. The Grade 8 figures rest
on the fewest systems and are the least precise of the five. Teacher gender, as captured in the IEA studies, refers to the
teacher administratively linked to each pupil in the data; at primary level this is typically the main class teacher, but at
Grade 8 it is the relevant subject teacher, so the meaning of “the pupil’s teacher” differs slightly between cycles.
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Figure 3 - Estimated difference in boys’ test scores between those taught by female and male
teachers, across five regression models

10 5 5 10 15
PIRLS reading - Grade 4 I [ ] ] n=31
1.0
TIMSS maths - Grade 4 | () ] n=34
+6.9
TIMSS science - Grade 4 | () ] n=34
+5.0
TIMSS maths - Grade 8 I () ] n=25
+3.7
TIMSS science - Grade 8 I (] | n=25
+0.9
Estimated difference in test score points
«— Female teachers' pupils score lower | score higher —

Notes: Positive values indicate boys taught by women scored higher on average than boys taught by men.
Two associations reach statistical significance (in gold); both point in the same direction. High-income systems,
descriptive cross-sectional pooling. N = number of high-income systems with data.

Source: PIRLS 2021 database, TIMSS 2023 database.

The analysis covers reading, mathematics and science achievement, across PIRLS 2021 at
Grade 4 and TIMSS 2023 at both Grade 4 and Grade 8. In each case, students’ achievement was
regressed on the gender of their linked teacher, on the pupil’s own gender, and on the interaction
between the two. Having a female rather than a male teacher makes almost no difference to boys’
achievement. The estimated effect ranges from roughly one and a half score points lower to six
score points higher across the five models, differences negligible against assessment scales on
which the spread of pupil scores runs into the hundreds of points. The two effects large enough to
reach statistical significance, on Grade 4 mathematics and science, point opposite to the popular
thesis: boys taught by women score slightly higher, not lower. None of this is to say that gender
gaps in achievement are themselves small. It simply shows that these achievement gaps are

not appreciably changed by whether a child’s teacher is a man or a woman. They are present in
classrooms led by men and in classrooms led by women alike.

These findings are supported by other analyses. For example, using data on upper secondary
school students and their teachers from the municipality of Stockholm, Sweden, Holmlund and
Sund (2008) found no strong support for their initial hypothesis that a same gender teacher
improves student outcomes. This is in line with other studies which seek to test role-model effects
of teacher gender. For instance, de Gendre et al. (2024) carried out a study of same-gender role
model effects of teachers with a meta-analysis and their own study of three million students in 90
countries. They established that role models have a negligible effect on student test performance.
However, they found larger average effects and more variation for non-test score outcomes, such
as job preferences, which are more pronounced in high-income and gender-equal countries. They
conclude by suggesting that hiring more male teachers in primary school will not close gender gaps
in student performance.
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These findings sit in some tension with some parts of the literature, which has argued that male
teachers, role-model effects and the gendered character of classroom interaction matter for boys’
engagement with school. That tension is real and is the central question this section addresses,

but it is not necessarily a contradiction. For example, Dee (2007) exploits a unique “matched

pairs” feature of a major longitudinal survey in the United States and finds that gender interactions
between teachers and students had statistically significant effects on test scores, teacher
perceptions of student performance and student engagement with academic subjects. These effects
were also quite large relative to the subject-specific gender gaps. For example, they implied that just
one year with a male English teacher would eliminate nearly a third of the gender gap in reading.
However, and crucially, it would do so by improving the performance of boys and simultaneously
harming the performance of girls.

Doornkamp et al. (2024) adds to these findings with data from the Netherlands. They found that
positive effects of student—teacher gender matching emerge in different subjects for male and
female students. Female students benefited from female teachers in mathematics and physics,
while male students benefited from male teachers in Dutch language and French language. Other
analyses conclude that same-gender teaching has mixed effects, with some evidence of benefits
for girls in mathematics, and analyses of linked teacher and student data find that a student’s
performance tends to rise modestly as the share of teachers of their own gender in the school
increases (Delaney & Devereux, 2021; OECD, 2021). Moving up to the country level, gender
achievement gaps covary with how far women are overrepresented in teaching relative to their
share of the wider labour force, with girls’ advantages larger where that overrepresentation is more
pronounced, a pattern that points to broad societal dynamics rather than to anything happening in
the individual classroom (Luyten, 2026).

The cross-national correlational data can test whether teacher gender predicts students’
achievement on standardised assessments, averaged across high-income systems. It is not well
placed to detect within-classroom processes and differences in pedagogy or relational dynamics
between male and female teachers. Nor can it speak to effects on engagement and motivation
rather than on attainment, effects that accumulate over a longer school career, or effects
concentrated in particular subgroups of boys for whom the question may matter most.

A null finding at the cross-national, cross-subject, cross-grade level does not rule out that any

of these mechanisms operate; it shows only that, in the aggregate, no clear achievement effect
emerges from a teacher-gender variable on its own. What the original analysis conducted for this
review therefore establishes is a useful starting point for policy, rather than a complete answer to
the question.

There is also a self-reinforcing dimension that bears directly on boys. The teaching workforce is
heavily female, and the more so it is, the wider the gender gap in students’ own expectations of
becoming teachers, which suggests that the overrepresentation of women may itself discourage
boys from entering the profession (Han et al., 2020). The same imbalance is sharpest in the subject
where boys are most disadvantaged. Most reading teachers are women, so boys are less likely to
encounter a male reading mentor in school (Eck et al., 2024). It follows that the case for a more
gender-balanced teaching workforce is better made on grounds other than a direct effect on boys’
test scores. A better balance could benefit all students by helping them develop positive gender
identities and challenge biased assumptions, and it would help address teacher labour shortages,
both reasons to want balance independent of any achievement effect (OECD, 2023b).

If the gender of the teacher is largely besides the point for boys’ achievement, the preparation

and practice of teachers is not, and here the evidence is more actionable. Teaching methods that
promote student autonomy and individualisation, giving students supported choice in tasks suited to
their interests and abilities, are associated with smaller gender differences in motivation (Gregory &
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Welmond, 2021). Teacher professional development directed specifically at personalised instruction
for disadvantaged students is part of a credible strategy for using teacher quality to lift attainment
(Agasisti et al., 2021). The difficulty is that teachers often do not feel equipped for exactly the
situations in which struggling boys are concentrated. Among recent teaching graduates, only a third
feel prepared for multicultural or multilingual classrooms and fewer than half for supporting students’
social and emotional development, with reported preparedness on several fronts having declined
according to OECD assessments (OECD, 2019b, 2021, 2025b). Here is where the room for action
lies at the level of the education system. Comprehensive initial teacher education curriculum covers
both content and pedagogical knowledge, while developing practical skills. A recurring diagnosis is
the disconnect between teacher-education institutions and the realities of schools (OECD, 2019b).
Policy makers have a role in promoting a shared vision of teacher learning as a continuous process,
providing strategic governance of knowledge around teacher preparation, and capacity building

at all levels (OECD, 2019a). Since struggling students are disproportionately boys, and struggling
boys from minority backgrounds are among the most at risk for poorer completion, progression and
attainment, these preparation gaps fall unevenly on the group this review is concerned with.
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Conclusion
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Part | described the gaps between boys’ and girls’ education outcomes. Part || asked what
conditions contribute to them. Four conclusions can be drawn.

Boys and girls arrive at school with modest average differences and leave with substantial ones.
Girls develop self-regulation earlier. Boys are on average more physically active. Pubertal timing
differs, and age-based assessment captures boys at a less developmentally mature point than girls.
These differences are real, they are small, and the two groups overlap far more than they differ.
None of them is large enough on its own to account for the gaps Part | described. Morris (2012)
cautions that biological and socialisation accounts alike tend towards over-determinism, leaving too
little room for variation among boys, for individual agency, and for the part institutions play.

Institutional arrangements determine how much those differences matter. Age-graded classes and
fixed-age assessment convert a difference in developmental timing into a difference in measured
attainment. Grade retention has been shown to operate as a gate that boys pass through more
often than girls at the same level of measured performance, and whether a boy repeats a year
depends substantially on which school he attends. The balance a system strikes between teacher-
assigned grades and standardised examinations changes the size and sometimes the direction

of the gap it records. Accountability rules determine which students a school directs its attention
towards. Curricular prescription in reading and language bears more heavily on boys than on girls.
Each of these is a design choice rather than a fact about children.

Boys’ outcomes are more tied to their surroundings than girls’, but the claim has limits. It holds
most clearly for long-run trajectories into work and for progression into higher education. It holds for
school socio-economic composition in mathematics, and there it operates at the advantaged end,
where boys gain more from an advantaged intake rather than losing more from a disadvantaged
one. It does not hold for the language gap, which is large, present in almost every place studied,
and largely unexplained by local socio-economic conditions. And the mechanism most often
proposed for it, that school peer culture shapes which versions of masculinity carry standing and
thereby boys’ orientation to school, is not supported by this review’s own analysis of boys’ reported
attitudes, which finds no difference between advantaged and disadvantaged schools in terms of the
size of the gender gap.

Where class, place and masculine norms run together, boys face compounding disadvantage.
The evidence for this concerns long-run employment trajectories, where the gender difference in
sensitivity to place is concentrated among low-income families and fades further up the income
distribution. That does not extend to the size of the gender gap in achievement. The gender gap
is not concentrated among disadvantaged students. Part | found boys’ reading underperformance
spread across the socio-economic range, with boys in the wealthiest quintile more than twice as
likely as girls in the same quintile to fall short of the minimum standard, and the gap in reaching high
proficiency wider among advantaged students than among poor ones. Disadvantaged boys have
the poorest outcomes. The difference between boys’ and girls’ outcomes is not a specific feature
of disadvantage. Both are true and they answer different questions. The conditions around boys,
rather than boys themselves, are where the room for action lies.

This review does not endorse changes that improve one group’s outcomes by worsening another’s.
That applies between boys and girls. It applies equally between boys and children from poorer
homes, and between lower-attaining and higher-attaining students. Redistribution of that kind leaves
the arrangement producing the gap in place and moves who carries its cost.

This is a necessary constraint to the recommendations, because some levers examined would
technically shrink the gender gap. For example, selecting into tracks earlier would narrow the
gender gap in attainment, by lowering girls and widening socio-economic gaps.



Similarly, reducing standardisation in mathematics would improve boys’ relative position, by
worsening girls’. Each is set aside on principle rather than on evidence. The recommendations that
follow below are organised in terms of strength of their evidence base.

1. Minimise grade retention.

Retention mostly produces poorer outcomes for the student retained, and its costs outweigh its
benefits. Boys are retained more often than girls in almost every system with data, and more often
at the same level of measured performance. Retention practice varies more between schools than
pupil performance does. Alternatives with better evidence exist, among them multi-age grouping,
looping, additional instructional time and remedial tutoring.

2. The evidence on tracking age is not an argument for selecting earlier.

Later selection benefits girls but has not been found to harm boys. Earlier selection would lower
girls’ attainment and widen socio-economic gaps while returning nothing to boys. Where a system is
considering the age of first selection, boys’ underachievement is not a reason to make the change.

3. Recruiting more male teachers should not be expected to raise boys’ achievement.

Across high-income systems, the gender of a child’s teacher does not predict measured
achievement to any consistent degree, and the largest international study of the question reaches
the same conclusion. The case for a more gender-balanced teaching workforce rests on other
grounds, among them addressing shortages, supporting caring male role models, and widening the
range of careers boys consider.

4. Where a system prescribes closely what and how reading and language are taught, expect
that to bear more heavily on boys.

Curricular prescription in reading and language bears more heavily on boys than on girls. This
review takes no position on standardisation in mathematics, where the association runs in girls’
favour at no cost to average achievement. The equity arguments usually made for standardisation
rest on national examinations rather than on curricular prescription, and the two can be held apart.

5. Choose accountability rules knowing which students they direct attention towards.

Threshold measures concentrate schools’ attention on students near the standard and away

from the lowest attainers, among whom boys are over-represented. Growth measures remove
that particular penalty without redistributing attention towards the bottom. Neither design is clearly
favourable to boys, and the choice between them should be made with that in view rather than as
a technical matter.

6. Do not choose an assessment regime by the size of the gap it displays.

Teacher-assigned grades and standardised examinations record different gaps between boys

and girls, and each carries information the other does not. Boys as a group do worse on grades.
However, grades predict later educational outcomes better than examinations for most students,
though not at the most selective margins of entry to higher education. A system that shifts weight
from examinations towards grades will widen the gap it records in girls’ favour, and will raise the bar
boys face where selection turns on that mode. That is a reason to establish why the two diverge
before moving between them, not a reason to prefer whichever displays the smaller gap. No study
located by this review has tested whether grades and examinations predict later outcomes equally
well for boys and for girls, which is the question a system choosing a balance needs answered and
cannot currently get.
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7. Vocational and technical routes should be a positive choice, not a default destination for
struggling boys.

These routes already draw disproportionately on boys with low prior attainment from poorer homes.
Directing more struggling boys into them concentrates that group in provision that is often under-
resourced and lower in prestige, and in schools with skewed gender composition, which is itself
associated with weaker reading outcomes for boys.

8. Build teacher preparation for the classrooms in which struggling boys are concentrated.

Among recent teaching graduates, only a third report feeling prepared for multicultural or
multilingual classrooms and fewer than half for supporting social and emotional development.
Teaching that gives students supported choice over tasks is associated with smaller gender
differences in motivation.

9. Build movement into the school day.

Boys’ attention is more sensitive than girls’ to long periods without a break, and short structured
activity breaks are associated with improved on-task behaviour for boys and girls. The evidence is
modest and the cost is low.

No study located by this review has tested whether teacher-assigned grades and standardised
examinations predict later outcomes equally well for boys and for girls. That is the test a system
choosing a balance between them needs.

The largest recent evaluation of attainment grouping in England reported outcomes by free school
meal status and by prior attainment, and not by gender. The boys-specific version of the argument
against setting is untested rather than refuted.

No large-scale study of the tests used for placement into tracks has examined whether their
accuracy differs for boys and girls. The most recent comparison of the Dutch instruments states this
as an open question.

Later tracking reduces socio-economic inequality in test scores among girls, and the same effect is
not detected among boys. Why additional time in untracked classes delivers for low socio-economic
status girls and not for boys from comparable homes is unresolved, and it is an important question.

Curricular prescription and boys’ reading rests on a single country-level associational study. No
comparable study of curricular prescription exists for mathematics.

There is no systematic cross-national work on how accountability regimes bear on boys’
engagement or attainment.

Research on pubertal development, adolescent change, stereotypes and curriculum reform has
studied girls more than boys, so the picture for boys is thinner, assembled by inference, or absent.

Across research on educational systems and inequality, most work addresses ethnic inequality,
and research on system characteristics and gender inequality is comparatively scarce.

The mechanism through which school composition bears on boys’ achievement is contested. The
peer culture account and the occupational incentives account both remain live, and no study has

tested them against one another with direct measures of school climate and of masculinity norms
across multiple systems.
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