
1 Education 

Girls Overtake Boys 
in School Performance 

By Kim Asch 

Conventional wisdom has been that girls get short shrift at 
school. But recent studies show the opposite is true - boys 
earn lower grades, and fewer are making it to college. 

, 

Ii oratio Alga’s dauntless hero, 
Ragged Dick, made good by 
using his smarts and working 

hard. But that was 100 years ago. 
Today’s Horatio Alger heroes are 
more likely to be girls, given that boys ~~~~~ ._~ >-~~_. ~1-- ~~~~ .~ are pourrr sI”ut?nI6 Rri” In”rZ 
often become disconnected from 
and disillusioned by school. 

“Female teens are keenly 
aware of the opportunities avail- 
able to them and are taking advan- 
tage of them in a way that males 
aren’t:’ says Jennifer Park, an 
education analyst for Connecti-~ 
cut-based NFO Research. “If cur- 
rent trends continue, there Mayan 
come a time when females are 
the most formally educated class.” 

This already is true on college 
campuses. In 1996, young women 
represented 45 percent~of under- 
graduates, and the Department 
of Education projects that in 2OOi 
there will be 9.1 million women 
enrolled in college, compared 
with 6.9 million men. A growing 
disparity between the incomes of 
high-school graduates and those 
tiih college-degrees makes the 
trend particularly worrisome. 

from learning disabilities and atten- I 
tion-deficit disorders and are 
assigned to special-education classes 
three times more often than girls, 
More boys are punished, held back a 
grade and drop out. 

October. In 1994, girls outnumbered 
boys in algebra and geometry class- 
es. Roughly equal proportions of girls 
and boys took precalculusi calculus, 
trigonometry and statistlcsiproba- 
bility. A “significantly larger” pro- 
portion of boys opted for the lowest- 
level high-school mathematics 
courses, basic and general math. 

In the sciences, girls more often 
take both biology and chemistry, 
while roughly equal proportions of 
girls and boys enroll in engineering 
and geology. Physics is the only suh- 
ject that remains a male domain, 
though many more girls enrolled in 
1994 than in 1990. 

Yet boys have not made nearly so 
much progress in their areas of weak 
ness - reading and writing. Fewer 
boys than girls enroll in almost every 
English course -literature, compo- 
sition and speech-except one: reme- 
dial English. 

Black, Hispanic and American 

Book SIIIaPls: Buckingpopular notions about B& the MetLife report and 
the state of education, girls have the edge. the 1998-99 “State of Our Nation’s 

There is no clear answer as to why 
theproportionofmaleundergraduates 
is diminishing, but their experience in 
the lower grades probably plays a mle. 
“Males are more apt than females to 
believe that the school climate is hos- 
tile to them, that teachers do not expect 
as much from them and give them 
less encouragement to do their best:’ 
notes psychology professor Judith 
Kleinfeld of the University of Alaska 
in a recent report that concludes girls 
have an edge in the classroom. Boys 
traditionally have earned lower 
grades, trailed girls in class rankings 
and won fewer school honors. 

Who’s Who AmongAmerican High 
School Students, a roster of top per- 
formers, consistently recognizes more 
girls than boys, says publisher Joe 
Krause. Of the 734,534 studenrs rec- 
ognized in the 1997.98 school year, 65 
percent were girls, and almost twice 
as many of them had an “A” average. 

Eoys suffer in greater numbers 
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During the last few years, the 
National Science Foundation, the 
American Association of University 
Women, or AAUW, and other groups 
have funded programs to boost girls’ 
achievement in math and science. 
Whether these programs have 
helped, girls are gaining on boys in 
math and science, according to the 
AAUW’s latest study, released last 

Youth” survey conducted by Park 
for the Horatio Alger Association 
expressed surprise at data showing 
girls are more successful students. 
The Horatio Alga Foundation ordered 
all of the data for this year’s study re- 
examined bygenderafterdiscovering 
“the most optimistic and successful 
students” were composed of a much 
higherproportionofgirls (63 percent) 
than boys (37 percent). 

Concludes the MetLife report, 
“Contrary to the commonly held view 
that boys have an advantage over girls 
in school, girls appear to have an edge 
in termz of their future plans, teachers’ 
expectations, everyday experiences at 
school and interactions in the class- 
room.” . 

/might* 39 

lian boys fare the worst in schools, 
ranking at the bottom in terms of 
their achievement and attitudes 
about school. “Minority boys are 
most likely to feel discouraged 
about the future and least inter- 
ested in getting a good educa- 
tion,” according to a~1997 Metro- 
politan Life survey that examined 
gender issues in public schools. 

The survey also found that 
minority girls (76 percentl are 
much more likely than minority 
boys (57 percent) to choose a 
good education as their top goal; 
minority girls (69 percent) like 
school the most, and white boys 
(49 percent) like it the least; and 
half of all teachers believe girls 
appear more confident than boys 
in their ability to achieve their 
own eoals. 


