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How do girls compare to boys in reading skills?

– In every one of the 65 countries and economies that
participated in PISA 2009, girls have significantly higher
average reading scores than boys.

– The gender gap in reading varies from more than 50 score
points in 14 countries and economies to less than
25 points in 7 countries.

– In some high-performing countries, the gender gap is
large; but in some East Asian countries and economies,
boys score well above the OECD average.

What it means

Lower reading proficiency among boys has become a
major concern in many education systems. Closing
the gender gap will help to improve reading perfor-
mance overall.

Findings

Girls outperform boys in reading in every PISA coun-
try. In OECD countries, the average gender gap is
39 score points, or over half a proficiency level.

The widest gender gaps, seen in Albania, Bulgaria and
Lithuania, are well over twice the size of the smallest
gaps, seen in the OECD country Chile and the partner
countries Colombia and Peru.

Wide gender gaps are seen in Nordic countries,
including the highest-scoring OECD country, Finland,
and in some other high-performing countries, such
as New Zealand. In Finland, boys score one-fifth of a
proficiency level above the OECD average whereas
girls score close to one proficiency level higher. In
Korea and the partner economies Hong Kong, China
and Shanghai, China, all high-scoring countries with
gender gaps close to the average, boys perform better
than they do in other countries, scoring well above the
OECD average for both genders by 24 to 43 points.

Gender differences are most stark when comparing
the proportion of boys and girls who perform at the
lowest reading proficiency levels. In 18 countries that
score below the OECD average, boys perform below

the baseline Level 2, on average, while girls perform
below that level, on average, in only 5 countries.

But the extent of underperformance among boys is a
crucial issue nearly everywhere. On average in OECD
countries, only one in eight girls, but one in four boys,
fails to reach Level 2. In some countries, the great
majority of underperformers are boys. In Finland, only
3% of girls but 13% of boys do not attain Level 2, while
in the partner country Latvia, 9% of girls and 27% of
boys do not attain that level.

Definitions

The gender gap measures the difference between the
mean performance of boys and girls in reading. On the
PISA reading scale, the mean score for OECD countries
was originally set at 500 points, and around two-
thirds of students in OECD countries score between
400 and 600 points. One proficiency level is equivalent
to 72 score points.

Information on data for Israel: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/
888932315602

Further reading from the OECD

Equally Prepared for Life? How 15-year-old Boys and Girls
Perform in School (2009).

Going further

A full set of comparisons across countries, show-
ing details of gender differences in reading skills, is
presented in Chapter 2 of PISA 2009 Results
Volume I, What Students Know and Can Do: Student
Performance in Reading, Mathematics and Science. Full
data are shown in Tables I.2.3 (mean scores) and
I.2.2 (proficiency levels) at the back of that volume.
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Figure 1.3. Gender differences in reading performance

Note: All gender differences are significant (see Annex AX). Countries are ranked in ascending order of the gender score point difference
(girls-boys).

Source: OECD (2010), PISA 2009 Results, Volume I, What Students Know and Can Do: Student Performance in Reading, Mathematics and Science,
Figure I.2.17, available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932343133.

250 0 20 40 60 80300350400450500550600

Mean score on the reading scale Gender difference (girls-boys)

Score point differenceMean score

OECD average
39 score points

Colombia
Chile
Peru

Azerbaijan
Netherlands

United States
Mexico

United Kingdom
Belgium

Brazil
Denmark

Spain
Tunisia

Singapore
Liechtenstein

Hong Kong, China
Panama

Macao, China
Canada
Korea

Indonesia
Argentina
Australia

Chinese Taipei
Thailand
Hungary
Portugal

Switzerland
Japan
Ireland

Luxembourg
Serbia

Germany
Shanghai, China

France
Austria

Uruguay
Israel

Romania
Kazakhstan

Turkey
Iceland
Estonia

Russian Federation
Sweden

New Zealand
Italy

Greece
Norway
Latvia

Czech Republic
Poland
Qatar

Dubai (UAE)
Croatia

Slovak Republic
Montenegro
Kyrgyzstan

Slovenia
Finland
Jordan

Trinidad and Tobago
Lithuania
Bulgaria
Albania

All students Boys Girls



From:
PISA 2009 at a Glance

Access the complete publication at:
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264095298-en

Please cite this chapter as:

OECD (2011), “How do girls compare to boys in reading skills?”, in PISA 2009 at a Glance, OECD
Publishing, Paris.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264095250-5-en

This work is published under the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the OECD. The opinions expressed and arguments
employed herein do not necessarily reflect the official views of OECD member countries.

This document and any map included herein are without prejudice to the status of or sovereignty over any territory, to the
delimitation of international frontiers and boundaries and to the name of any territory, city or area.

You can copy, download or print OECD content for your own use, and you can include excerpts from OECD publications,
databases and multimedia products in your own documents, presentations, blogs, websites and teaching materials, provided
that suitable acknowledgment of OECD as source and copyright owner is given. All requests for public or commercial use and
translation rights should be submitted to rights@oecd.org. Requests for permission to photocopy portions of this material for
public or commercial use shall be addressed directly to the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC) at info@copyright.com or the
Centre français d’exploitation du droit de copie (CFC) at contact@cfcopies.com.

https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264095298-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264095250-5-en

	1. What Students Know and Can Do
	How do girls compare to boys in reading skills?
	What it means
	Findings
	Definitions
	Going further
	Further reading from the OECD
	Figure 1.3. Gender differences in reading performance





