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33 Educational attainment

Measured in the most common metric - years of 
schooling - the industrialised world essentially 
closed the educational gender gap in the 1960s

And about half of the economic growth in OECD countries over 
the past 50 years has been due to increased educational attainment, 

mainly among women
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Percentage of female graduates in 

tertiary levels of education (2014)

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

S
w

ed
en

C
os

ta
 R

ic
a

S
lo

va
k 

R
ep

ub
lic

N
or

w
ay

La
tv

ia

C
ze

ch
 R

ep
ub

lic

Ic
el

an
d1

A
rg

en
tin

a1

Li
th

ua
ni

a

S
ou

th
 A

fr
ic

a1

S
lo

ve
ni

a

B
el

gi
um

H
un

ga
ry

P
or

tu
ga

l

S
pa

in

D
en

m
ar

k

C
an

ad
a1

N
ew

 Z
ea

la
nd

Is
ra

el

F
in

la
nd

A
us

tr
ia

Ita
ly

A
us

tr
al

ia

E
U

22
 a

ve
ra

ge

Lu
xe

m
bo

ur
g

C
ol

om
bi

a

U
ni

te
d 

S
ta

te
s

R
us

si
an

…

S
au

di
 A

ra
bi

a

O
E

C
D

 a
ve

ra
ge

N
et

he
rla

nd
s

U
ni

te
d 

K
in

gd
om

M
ex

ic
o

C
hi

le

In
do

ne
si

a

C
hi

na

T
ur

ke
y

In
di

a1

S
w

itz
er

la
nd

G
er

m
an

y

Ja
pa

n

Bachelor’s or equivalent Doctoral or equivalent



0

25

50

75

100

A
ll

 f
ie

ld
s

 E
d

u
ca

ti
o

n

 H
u

m
a

n
it

ie
s 

a
n

d
 a

rt
s

 H
ea

lt
h

 a
n

d
 w

el
fa

re

 S
o

ci
a

l 
sc

ie
n

ce
s,

b
u

si
n

es
s 

a
n

d
 l

a
w

 S
e

rv
ic

es

 E
n

g
in

ee
ri

n
g

,
m

a
n

u
fa

ct
u

ri
n

g
 a

n
d

co
n

st
ru

ct
io

n

S
ci

en
ce

s

 L
if

e
 s

ci
en

ce
s

P
h

y
si

ca
l 

sc
ie

n
ce

s

M
a

th
em

a
ti

cs
 a

n
d

st
a

ti
st

ic
s

C
o

m
p

u
ti

n
g

 A
g

ri
cu

lt
u

re

%

Percentage of tertiary qualifications awarded to 

women in tertiary-type A and advanced research 

programs, by field of education



Reading

Mathematics
Science

-50

-40

-30

-20

-10

0

10

20

30

40

OECD average

Gender difference in performance – PISA 2015 
(15-year-olds)

Sc
o

re
 p

o
in

t 
d

if
fe

re
n

ce
 

(b
o

ys
-g

ir
ls

)

Boys perform better

Girls perform better

Source: Table I.5.8a, I.2.8a, I.4.8a



More boys than girls are low performers in all three 

PISA subjects (science, math, reading in PISA 2015)

Table I.2.10a
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Change between 2015 and 2006 in the 

percentage of all round low achievers
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In many countries, more boys than girls struggle to 

reach a baseline level of performance in science

Figure I.2.19 
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But in a majority of countries a larger share of boys 

performs at the top in science. 

Figure I.2.20 



Despite similar average performance in science, 

boys are more likely to be TOP but also LOW

performers
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Figure I.2.29 

It is harder for boys, on 

average, to perform 

well on these types of 

tasks...

S
c
o

re
-p

o
in

t 
d

if
fe

re
n
c
e
 (

b
o

y
s
 -

g
ir
ls

)

Knowledge typesScience competencies Content areas

Among all boys and girls



-15

-10

-5

0

5

10

15

20

25

Science Explaining
phenomena
scientifically

Evaluating
and

designing
scientific
enquiry

Interpreting
data and
evidence

scientifically

Content
knowledge

Procedural
and

epistemic
knowledge

Physical
systems

Living
systems

Earth and
space

Boys' and girls' strengths and 

weaknesses in science, OECD average

Figure I.2.29 

...but the highest-

achieving boys

perform better than 

the highest-achieving 

girls on all types of 

tasks, including these
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Figure I.2.29 

... It is harder for girls 

to perform well on 

these types of tasks, 

even among low 

achievers
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What lies behind boys’ 

underperformance ?



Boys tend to have more negative attitudes towards 

school (OECD countries) PISA 2012
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Boys spend more than an hour less per week than 

girls doing homework, on average
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Boys spend more time on the Internet than girls

Source: Figure 2.3
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Closing the gap: what can parents and 

teachers do to engage boys?
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The gender gap in literacy narrows considerably by 

the time people are young adults (16-29 year-olds)

Source: Figure 4.15, PIAAC database.
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