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1.0 Introduction

Ecorys is pleased to present this Final Report for the Study on Gender Behaviour
and its Impact on Education Outcomes (with a special focus on the
performance of boys and young men in education). This comparative study
covering the 27 Member States of the European Union (EU) has been conducted
during the period of negotiations between the EU and the Member States on the
current EU long-term budget (also known as the Multiannual Financial Framework -
MFF), running from 2021 to 2027, and on the strategic framework for cooperation in
education and training towards the European Education Area and beyond
(2021-2030). Addressing the issue of gender gaps in education and training is
mentioned in the strategic framework as a key priority area for cooperation in the
coming decade. This study, therefore, seeks to function as a discussion paper laying
the foundations for future policy debate and work at EU and Member State level in this
area, and encouraging policymakers and practitioners to also pay more specific
attention to the challenges and wide-ranging set of societal implications related to the
underperformance of boys and young men in education.

1.1 Structure of the report

The report is structured as follows:

e The current Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the report, including an
overview of the study aims, objectives and research questions (Section 1.2),
our study methodology, which includes an overview of our overall method and
the rationale for our case study country selection (Section 1.3), and key
definitions, including the study scope and limitations (Section 1.4). The chapter
concludes with an overview of the EU policy context on gender equality, and
how our study fits within this wider policy framework at EU level (Section 1.5).

e Chapter 2 on measuring the gender gap provides an overview of the main
differences between boys and girls in terms of their participation in compulsory
education (Section 2.1), their attainment rates in compulsory education
(Section 2.2) - with a particular focus on reading, mathematics and science
performance - and their educational choices (Section 2.3).

e Chapter 3 on explaining the gender gap provides an overview of the factors
which could explain some of the trends outlined in Chapter 2. After setting out
our theoretical framework (Section 3.1), we discuss: the influence of individual
attitudes and behaviour towards reading, learning and school on education
outcomes (Section 3.2); the influence of family factors on school performance,
which include family resources, parental support, expectations and interactions,
and the role of early childhood education and care (Section 3.3); the influence
of school factors, more specifically, the role played by a positive school climate,
the teacher and school curricula/textbooks (Section 3.4); and the influence of
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society more broadly on gender behaviour and education outcomes (Section
3.5).

Chapter 4 on societal implications discusses the various implications of the
gender gap in education on society and, more specifically, the implications
related to the underperformance of boys and young men in education. The
chapter has been divided into two broad sections. The first section on direct
implications (Section 4.1) presents evidence of direct implications of the gender
gap and boys’ underperformance on further education and the labour market.
The second section on indirect implications (Section 4.2) presents evidence of
wider societal implications, where a direct causal link with school performance
is not always clearly visible. The areas covered in this section include
implications on health and well-being, radicalisation and violent extremism,
crime and custodial sentences, and demographic implications. The chapter
concludes with a short appraisal of the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic on
boys’ and girls’ school performance (Section 4.3).

Chapter 5 presents the study conclusions and recommendations.

Each chapter presents a variety of policy and project examples from across all EU
Member States, which seek to address some of the key issues underlying the gender
gap in compulsory education and its societal implications. These are meant as
inspiration and to illustrate different types of approaches.

The annexes include:

Annex I: The tools informing our overall research design, including: our study
research questions (Section 6.1.1) and intervention logic for tackling the
underperformance of boys and young men in education (Section 6.1.2).

Annex II: Statistics by gender for: the Programme for International Student
Assessment, PISA, (2012-2018); the Progress in International Reading
Literacy Study, PIRLS, (2011 and 2016); and the Trends in International
Mathematics and Science Study, TIMSS, (2015 and 2019).

Annex III: Case study reports for eight countries — Bulgaria (Section 6.3.1),
Czechia (Section 6.3.2), Finland (Section 6.3.3), Germany (Section 6.3.4),
Ireland (Section 6.3.5), Luxembourg (Section 6.3.6), Portugal (Section 6.3.7)
and Sweden (Section 6.3.8) — and our approach for the selection of case study
countries (Section 6.3.9).

1.2 Aims, objectives and research questions

The aim of this study was to provide insight into why boys and young men are
increasingly falling behind in education and the consequences that this lack of
educational success has on society. The study also sought to highlight initiatives that
may have the potential to prevent this trend from escalating further. The specific
requirements of the study, as set out in the tender specifications (p.2) were:
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1. to conduct a mapping of countries based on desk research covering
all 27 EU Member States to see the impact of gender on learning
outcomes in primary and secondary education;

2. to carry out a more in-depth analysis using primary research in
Member States representing different geographical areas of the EU;

3. to conduct an analysis of the findings (e.g. “what are the current
initiatives?”) in view of offering policy recommendations (e.g. “which
measures should Member States put into place to prevent further escalation
of the challenge?").

The study was carried out by a team from Ecorys, led by Frangois Staring, Vicki
Donlevy and Laurie Day. The team has worked closely throughout the study with three
external expert advisors: Prof Andrew Martin (Professor of Educational Psychology at
the University of New South Wales in Sydney, Australia), Dr Margriet van Hek
(Assistant Professor of Sociology at Radboud University in Nijmegen, the Netherlands)
and Klas Hyllander (Independent Consultant). It has also drawn on the expertise of 27
country experts who conducted the EU-wide desk research and case studies.

1.2.1 Specific objectives of the study

To meet the overarching study aims and specific requirements, the specific
objectives for this study were further refined by Ecorys and DG EAC as follows:

e Objective 1: To carry out a mapping of countries, based on desk research
(secondary data collection) covering 27 Member States in order to assess the
impact of gender on learning outcomes in primary and secondary education.

e Objective 2: To carry out a literature review of existing analysis and good
practices in selected Member States, examining measures to address gender
stereotypes and change trends relating to boys’ underperformance in
education.

e Objective 3: To carry out primary research in selected Member States, based
on interviews.

e Objective 4: To seek to provide insight into the societal implications of boys’
underperformance in education, notably: educational implications, labour
market implications, implications for health and well-being, as well as why
more boys and men with little or no education support extremist movements
(exploring the hypothesis that gender stereotypes, hampering the engagement
of boys and young men in learning, contribute to this phenomenon).

e Objective 5: To summarise and assess the information gained in the
objectives set out above in a report that can contribute to the research basis in
this area (i.e., "debunking the myths” and highlighting the complexity of the
issue) and serve as a starting point for guidance to education institutions.



* X
*

*
Ee

European
Commission

1.2.2

Study research questions

Below we set out the four main research questions for the study, which are based on
the specific objectives set out above. Our analytical framework, which expands on
these four main research questions and has guided all our research activities, can be
found in Annex I. Based on these research questions, we also developed an
intervention logic model for tackling the underperformance of boys and young men in
education, which can also be found in Annex I.

The four overarching research questions (RQ) for our study are:

e RQ 1: What is the impact of gender on learning outcomes in primary and
secondary education in EU Member States?

(@]

O

What is the impact of gender on educational participation rates?

What is the impact of gender on educational attainment in reading,
mathematics, science and other subjects?

What is the impact of gender on educational choices?

¢ RQ 2: Which factors contribute to the challenges faced by boys and young
men, which could explain why they are increasingly falling behind in education?

O

O

Individual factors (e.g. reading enjoyment, extracurricular activities, etc.)
Family-level factors (e.g. socio-economic and/or migrant background, etc.)
School-level factors (e.g. school climate, bullying, peer pressure, etc.)

System-level factors (e.g. gender stereotypes around masculinity, etc.)

e RQ 3: What are the societal implications of the underperformance of boys in
education?

What is the impact on men’s education outcomes? (e.g. participation in
lifelong learning and tertiary education, etc.)

What is the impact on men’s labour market participation? (e.g. careers,
income, employment rates, etc.)

What is the impact on men’s health and well-being? (e.g. physical and
mental well-being, depression rates, substance abuse, etc.)

What are the wider societal implications of men’s underperformance in
education? (e.g. demographic implications, crime levels, membership of
extremist political movements, misogyny and violence, etc.)

e RQ 4: Which policy measures and initiatives can prevent the trend of boys
and young men underperforming in education from escalating further?

(o]

(e]

Initiatives to better engage boys and young men in education

Initiatives to prevent boys and young men from dropping out of education
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1.3 Research methodology

This section provides a brief overview of the key components of our methodology,
which has been designed to gather and analyse evidence in relation to the four main
research questions outlined above, closely following the tender specifications.

Our research activities were based on a mixed methods design, structured around four
main work packages (WPs). The activities carried out under each WP are described
below:

e WP 1 - Inception and scoping research (September—October 2020):
This WP involved refining and further developing the methodology and
overarching analytical framework for the study. This was done by conducting
EU-level scoping interviews as well as an initial review of key literature and
statistical datasets (mainly PISA) on the gender gap in education. All statistical
datasets reviewed as part of our research are included in full in Annex II.

e WP 2 - Desk research (November 2020-January 2021): This WP focused
on desk research across all 27 EU Member States on the gender gap in
compulsory education, the reasons which could potentially explain why boys
are underperforming in education, and the societal implications of the
underperformance of boys in education.

e WP 3 - Case studies (February—March 2021): The case studies were
conducted via primary research (i.e. interviews) in eight selected EU Member
States (Bulgaria, Czechia, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Luxembourg, Portugal
and Sweden), representing a variety of education systems and challenges in
relation to gender equality in education. The research focused on the key
trends and issues underpinning boys’ and girls’ performance in compulsory
education, the societal implications, as well as policy attention and actions
around these issues. The eight case studies, including our case study selection
approach, are included in full in Annex III of this report.

e WP 4 - Final analysis and reporting (April—June 2021): The main
objective of this task was to conduct a transversal analysis of the findings
collected through the EU-27 desk research (WP 2) and case studies (WP 3) to
develop evidence-based conclusions and policy recommendations. These are
presented in Chapter 5 of this report and are also based on the findings from a
validation workshop organised with our three high-level expert advisors for this
study.

1.4 Key definitions, scope and study limitations

In this section, we set out the scope of the study, define key concepts used
throughout this study, and present some of the study’s key limitations.
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are presented which seek to address various aspects of boys’
underperformance in school education or to tackle the gender gap in education
more broadly. The scope of the study, as set out in the tender specifications,
does not, however, comprise an assessment of the effectiveness of these
measures. Given the limited availability of evaluative evidence on the impact of
these measures and the lack of a common monitoring framework at EU level,
the study cannot definitively state ‘what works’ to tackle the gender gap in
education. It does, nonetheless, provide clear pointers for policy action by
analysing the causes of boys’ underperformance and indicating examples of
promising practice.

Limitations around factors influencing boys’ underperformance: It
should be noted that Chapter 3 of this report, which presents various factors
which could potentially explain the gender gap in primary and secondary
education, does not seek to be exhaustive. In fact, as is discussed in the
conclusions and recommendations in Chapter 5, there are still several areas on
which more research is needed, in particular: the effect of peer culture on
school performance for boys and girls; the challenge of ‘measuring’ masculinity
norms; or the complex interaction between biology and social factors (which
were beyond the scope of this study).

Limitations around the societal implications of boys’
underperformance: Caution is needed in Chapter 4 around the potential
societal implications of the underperformance of boys in primary and secondary
education. Only in some very distinct cases (e.g. further education or labour
market outcomes), a direct causal link with performance in school education
can be established. In many other cases, evidence is insufficient as to whether
factors such as poverty or disadvantage are factors contributing to
underperformance, or consequences of underperformance. The complex
relationship between school performance and various societal implications
should be seen as cyclical rather than linear.

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic: It should be noted that this study
was conducted in the middle of the second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic,
which made the collection of primary data as part of the case studies
particularly challenging. For education ministries especially, the priority over
the past year has been on finding solutions to ensuring access to education for
all and tackling growing inequalities, which made it particularly challenging to
engage this group of stakeholders in the interview programme. In addition to
this, the findings presented in this report will undoubtedly be skewed by the
differential emerging impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on boys and girls.
Although this was beyond the scope of this study, a short appraisal of the
impact of the pandemic on boys’ and girls’ education outcomes has been
included in Section 4.3, but more research in this area will be needed.





















