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The phenomenon of gender-based differences in students’ literacy achievement in the later 
years of schooling has been widely researched and reported but it cannot be taken as given 
that such differences span the entire age continuum. The current study considered the 
reading literacy of boys and girls in the first years of schooling from two major 
perspectives: The expectations of students, teachers, and parents were sampled, and the 
literacy of those boys and girls measured by system measures of reading performance and 
an external assessment of reading comprehension. It was not surprising that student, 
parent, and teacher attitudes predicted gender-based differences in reading literacy, nor 
that the school-based Year 2 Diagnostic Net test provided statistical evidence of such 
differences, nor was it surprising that girls generally outperformed boys. What was 
surprising was that other internal and external measures of achievement found no 
significant differences for gender. Instead, what emerged was a significant gap in terms of 
both achievement and attitude related to type of school attended together with some 
agreement about a child’s judgment that he/she reads well as the most important 
concomitant of reading literacy. 
 

Introduction 
Historically, politicians and administrators have not ensured equity in the provision and 
availability of educational resources in Australian schools. Since the inception of public 
education in Australia, differential provision of resources had been the practice (Hayes, 
1998). Earliest Australian schools privileged boys and provided a gender-based profile of 
what should be taught and over what period of schooling (Barron, 2003). In the colonial era, 
boys received more of the available school places, had longer hours in them, and were more 
likely to have instruction based on literature, notably the classics and Bible, where girls’ 
instruction was concentrated in domestic programs. Most children in poverty received 
instruction in classes conducted by clergy. More often, it was the sons of freemen and from 
military families who attended classes formally organised by the colony. With few 
exceptions, indigenous people (Aborigines) were not included at all (Barron, 2003). It is 
uncertain whether the nature of literacy at that time was greatly different from what the 
United States of America’s (U.S.) National Research Council (NRC; 2000) described as 
“recitation” (p.133), a prevailing practice as large numbers of immigrants arrived in America 
in the 1800s, or whether boys responded to Shakespeare any differently than girls to recipe 
lists. However, performances where participants essentially repeated sections of texts long-
practiced by rote were as likely to be regarded as adequate literacy in Australia as in colonial 
America. Typically, educational practice in Australia’s early system was characterised by 
teacher-centred transmission, with access to that transmission determined by race, gender and 
class. 
 

When the way society views the needs of its members varies, changes occur in the allocation 
of resources and support (Bassler, 2005; Hayes, 1998) and at different times over the last 
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thirty years in Australia, researchers and policymakers have regarded both boys and girls as 
educationally disadvantaged. Additional help aimed to improve either the quality of 
experience of education, or access to it. Often this perception followed real changes in 
occupation rates for men and women in the workforce (West, 1996). For instance, in the 
1970s, equity in educational provision became a major focus for educators worldwide. As the 
intended beneficiaries, girls were seen as having lower academic achievements, poorer 
attendance and reduced retention at school and university. In turn, this was conceptualised as 
educational disadvantage, with the associated need for championing girls through schooling - 
a situation reversed within twenty years (Department for Education, United Kingdom, 1993; 
Equal Opportunities Commission and Office for Standards in Education, United Kingdom, 
1996; Raphael, 1988) as boys again soared on the “equity seesaw”. 
 

This is not to say that the mean performance of groups described the reality for all 
individuals. During this time, more women were finding full-time or part-time employment 
than ever before (except in time of war), often in the expanding feminised service-sector 
(Lingard & Mills, 1998). At the same time, fewer working-class rural or urban males were 
able to find and hold suitable employment. A balance in which males predominated as 
workers began to shift, if not yet in favour of women, at least toward a more equitable mix 
(Lingard, 1998). The nature of this shift affected the statistics for those left in school. Faced 
with long-term unemployment, more poorly achieving boys stayed on where they otherwise 
would have found service work; more bright girls moved out and into work on offer. As a 
result of the pattern outlined above, boys’ performance declined relative to girls’ (Bonnor, 
1997; Lints, 1999). 
 

Gender has not been the only focus of attempts made by developed nations to provide quality 
education for all. Issues of race and poverty have been described as critical associates of 
underutilisation of schooling and/or failure to benefit from it (Bartlett, 1990; 1997; Freebody 
& Luke, 1990) and the subject of major change efforts particularly in Australia, the US and 
the United Kingdom (UK). Additionally, international effort through agencies such as the 
United Nations has focused on bridging the divide between opportunities provided in the 
developing and developed nations, and in recovering from devastating long-term crises such 
as widespread HIV/AIDS, war, or natural disasters, with policies of inclusion that purport not 
to discriminate on gender (Bartlett, Power & Blatch, 2004). 
 

However in Australia by the 1990s, many believed that the female reform agenda 
commencing in the '70s had achieved its goals. This was common elsewhere in the western 
democracies, and some thought that it had made women the more academically successful of 
the two genders (Yates, 1997). Boys now were identified as an "educationally disadvantaged 
group" (Hayes, 1998). The greater access to schooling and difference in experience therein 
for boys in the time of colonial privilege 200 years earlier now was revisited under the 
“disadvantage” title (Trent & Slade, 2001; Yates, 1997). This time there was more careful 
attention to differences within groups (Alloway, Freebody, Gilbert, & Muspratt, 2001; 
NBEET, 1993; NSWGACETT, 1994; Lingard & Mills, 1998; Mills & Lingard, 1997).
 

The concern for within-group variation is important. Although boys’ lack of achievement and 
its negative consequences beyond schooling has received considerable media attention in the 
past decade both in Australia (e.g. See Arndt, 1997; Griffith, 1997) and elsewhere (e.g. For 
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UK, see Bonfer, 2002; Blunkett, 1999; and for US, see Benfer 2004), it cannot be said that all 
boys are performing poorly in all areas. Some continue to do very well (Gilbert & Gilbert, 
1998) and social class interactions with gender seem to be a reliable indicator of performance 
for both boys and girls (Arnold & Doctoroff, 2003; Alloway et al., 2001; Lingard, 1998; 
Skelton, 2001). Boys from higher socio-economic groups perform better than those from 
lower socio-economic groups and Aborigines. The same can be said for girls. Inter-gender 
and intra-gender differences in levels of achievement are recorded in areas as diverse as 
Mathematics, Science and Humanities (Teese, McLean & Polesel, 1993). This reflects 
patterns shown in the U.S. (Elliott, Kratochwill, Littlefield-Cook and Travers, 1999) often 
indicating subject matter related and cohort-related changes in such differences. For example, 
while there is an ongoing concern about the achievement and interest for female students in 
other subjects, specifically mathematics and science, Elliott et al noted that differences in 
mathematical abilities “were not as great as they were once thought to be” but there was “an 
early and lasting onset of advantage for most girls at a young age in verbal skills” (p.139). 
 

The specific case of literacy and reading in particular 
Verbal skills are part of our literacy, and special attention has been given to whether schools 
might help boys share the “early and lasting” advantage suggested by Elliott and colleagues, 
particularly as it manifests in formal aspects of schooling such as reading, writing and using 
one’s developing literacy to learn about content matter and about learning itself. That the 
“advantage” exists in Australia is fairly clear. At school, state and national level it is rare to 
find aggregated levels where on average boys match girls in measures of performance on 
early literacy (Bartlett, 2003; Irwin, Noble, Rogers, & Bartlett, 2004; West, 1999). The same 
pattern is apparent in England, where the study, Boys and English, found that most of those 
having difficulty learning to read are boys. By seven years of age, boys already were 
underperforming in relation to girls, on average, and differences between had widened across 
the 10 years under study (West, 1999). 
 

Investigations indicate that combinations of social class and gender are sound predictors of 
literacy achievement (Arnold & Doctoroff, 2003; Elliott et al., 1999) High-income girls 
perform better in literacy tasks than high-income boys, as do girls from middle-income and 
low-income families. Girls with rural backgrounds outperform rural boys. Non-English-
speaking and Aboriginal girls also achieve more highly than their male counterparts (Bonnor, 
1997; Lingard, 1998; Management Committee for the National School English Literacy 
Survey, 1997). At every socio-economic level, girls outperform boys in classroom literacy 
tasks. These figures have fueled the boys' education debate (Hartman, 1999) regarding the 
identification of boys as the new "educationally disadvantaged group". 
 

There is evidence that some schools have successfully attempted to design and implement 
helpful programs. Recent projects in Australia such as the Boys' Education Lighthouse 
Schools Programme (DEST, 2005) highlights schools across the nation that have document 
successful practices in the education of boys.  With due regard to misdirection in the face of 
terms such as “disadvantaged”, concern remains high about whether early schooling might 
ever bridge the complex interactions of variables underpinning the acquisition of early 
literacy (Arnold & Doctoroff, 2003; Croll, 2004; Mahony & Smedley, 1998; Wilson, 2003). 
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Today, educators continue to be concerned by boys' poor academic results but also are 
worried by their reduced participation in post-compulsory schooling and tertiary study 
(Brighter Choice Charter Schools, undated), which may reflect an avoidance of further 
learning that is heavily dependant on literacy. In both the United Kingdom and the United 
States of America, concern in the gender equity debate has also focused on "gendered and 
racial patterns of violence and poverty in society" (Yates, 1997, p.338), issues again that have 
been related to disadvantage associated with failure to develop adequate confidence and 
skills in literacy. The cost to society of under-achieving boys is high. Concern no longer is 
centered solely on boys who are not as literate as girls, or on the generally poor academic 
achievement of the former. Their social behaviour is of equal concern. For some, this 
behaviour is regarded as unacceptable and anti-social (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998). It would 
appear likely that "there is a link between boys' perceptions of being male, and boys' 
depression and suicide rates, accidents and deaths, and under-achievement in schools" 
(Hartman, 1999, p.18). 
 

It is dangerous to accept these contentions at face value because gender cannot be viewed so 
homogeneously. Just as Lingard (1998) suggested that not all girls had gained from the 
feminist push of the '70s, Gilbert & Gilbert (1998) stated that not all boys are disadvantaged. 
They recognised that boys exhibit a more generalised failure rate at school, often due to lack 
of interest, engagement, and disenchantment with the whole culture of schooling. They also 
acknowledged that "schools serve some groups of boys significantly less well than they serve 
others" (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998, p.5). They identified Aboriginal and rural boys as 
potentially at most risk educationally. Non-English-speaking or economically poor boys were 
also nominated as falling into the at risk category. Further, Sandra Bem’s work (e.g., Bem, 
1983) suggests that children who develop both traditionally masculine and feminine 
characteristics/behaviours are more successful 
 

The fact that so many educators disagree about the outcomes of gender-segregated schooling 
suggests that a good deal of emotion and subjective perspective enters the interpretation of 
the available data. Although there is little disagreement about the fact that some boys are 
under-achieving when it comes to literacy, notably as manifested in reading, there is some 
dissention about the extent of the problem and its ultimate importance. The current study 
explored these issues and provided some insights into the relative literacy development of an 
Australian sample of boys and girls of primary school age. 
 

This study presents work by Barron (2003). Of the four main issues she considered 
(achievement, attitude, background, and practice), this study pertains to the relative 
achievement of these boys and girls in terms of classroom literacy (achievement) versus 
attitudes to reading (attitude). 
 

Method 
Data were gathered in both pilot phase and main phases of this study. Data analyses focus 
primarily on the main phase, with some pilot phase data (e.g., Private school parent survey 
responses) consolidated into this main treatment phase. 
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Setting 
This case study selected a purposive sample of participants from six private and three state-
funded schools that catered to a group of children with a similar socio-economic background. 
That is, parents with middle-high incomes typically selected these schools for their children. 
The six private schools were all located in the South East Queensland region. Three of the 
private schools provided mixed-gender learning environments. Two others were schools for 
girls, and one school catered for boys. 

As it was considered desirable to test the generalisability of the findings beyond the 
"privileged few" represented in the private school data, it seemed important to establish 
whether differences for girls and boys found in the pilot were due to private versus state 
school setting. As a result, three state schools were added. Children attending these schools 
were demographically very different from those attending the private schools but were 
somewhat homogenous as a group. That is, all three state schools were state-funded, mixed-
gender public schools in Logan, a city located south of Brisbane, in the South East 
Queensland region. Also, all three received additional funding from the Federal Government 
because of their classification as situated in areas of socio-economic disadvantage. 
 

Participants 
A total of 218 students from the six private schools participated in this study. Of these, 114 
were boys and 104 were girls. Seventy-four of the participating boys attended mixed-gender 
schools, 40 attended boys’ schools. Eighty girls attended mixed-gender classes and 24 
attended girls’ schools. 

A total of 109 state school children also participated. Fifty-six were boys, 53 were girls. At 
the first school, three Year 1 classes were included. In the first class, 14 children participated, 
eight boys and six girls. Six boys and six girls participated from the second class. There were 
13 children from the third class; seven were boys, six were girls. Thirty-one children from 
the second state school were interviewed, 16 boys and 15 girls. In the third state school, two 
classes of children were interviewed and tested. Twenty-three children participated from the 
first class, thirteen girls and ten boys. Sixteen took part from the other class, nine boys and 
seven girls 
 

Table 1. Total number of participating children and parents from private and state schools 

Participants Private school 
children 

Parent survey 
return 

State school 
children 

Parent survey 
return 

Boys 118 85 56 32 
Girls 104 67 53 31 
Total 218 152 109 63 

 

Instruments 
Students in both private and state schools (N indicated in Table 1) were interviewed using the 
student survey form (See Appendix 1). Both private and state school parents completed the 
parent survey form (See Appendix 2). Information is not available here about the gender of 
parents who completed the survey forms but it is reasonable to assume that in most cases 
these would have been the female parents. Responses to these two survey forms were not 
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reported in detail in this paper given the space restrictions. However, the full survey forms 
were included as appendices to give an idea of the complexity of the data derived related to 
gender and literacy. 
 

Student achievement in literacy and attitudes towards reading were measured in a number of 
ways. In the main, this study utilised two school-based reading assessments. Specifically, this 
paper used student results from the Year 2 Diagnostic Net for Reading and the Indicators for 
Reading Development Continuum, which are the official measures of student performance in 
literacy used in all state primary schools in Queensland. In addition a set of key indicators for 
attitude derived from the Continuum tests were used as an attitude measure. Further, this 
study utilised an external measure of reading literacy, the St. Lucia Reading Comprehension 
Test (SLRCT), which is a standardised reading test designed for use with Year 2-4 students. 
In order to determine whether any similarities or differences existed between the responses of 
successful and less successful readers, performance on the Year 2 Diagnostic Net for 
Reading and the five Continuum tests was also noted (As stated above, only analyses based 
on the total continuum score were reported). 

 

By using the Year 2 Diagnostic Net assessment measure, teachers are able to record the 
reading achievements of individual children according to a number of recognised and 
required criteria. Failure to consistently display competency on a set majority of these criteria 
(or Key Indicators) results in the student being identified as experiencing difficulty in reading 
and eligible for additional reading support. To address the measurement limitation imposed 
by the dichotomous scale utilised in the Year 2 Diagnostic Net, the children's Reading 
Development Continuum files were consulted. The Continuum has five phases of reading 
behaviour commonly observed in primary schools, commencing at Phase A (Role Play 
Reading) and moving through to Phase E (Independent Reading). Each is identified by a 
series of Key Indicators of achievement that include descriptors of reading behaviour. All 
schools in the study used this form of assessment. The number of Key Indicators achieved in 
each Phase was recorded as a measure of reading achievement for each participant. To 
simplify matters, this study reports only the total continuum score. No similar set of key 
indicators yet exists for attitude. However, the Continuum tests include a number of 
indicators and these were used as a measure of attitude for the purposes of this study. The St 
Lucia Reading Comprehension Test (Elkins & Andrews, 1974a) was used to gain a 
concurrent measure of reading attainment for all students. Although standardised some 32 
years ago, so that its current reliability and validity are not entirely certain, earlier testing 
showed it to have proven reliability and validity as "a group test of reading comprehension 
based on the 'cloze' procedure" (Elkins & Andrews, 1974b, p. 1). The cloze format used on 
this test consists of six passages each with words omitted. Respondents fill in missing words 
based on what makes sense in the story. A practice passage is provided, which all students 
complete together with the assistance of the supervisor, prior to commencing the remaining 
six passages unassisted. Passages are ordered in difficulty. There are forty-three missing 
words in all. An answer key of acceptable responses is provided. Frequency of correct 
responses provides both a raw score and a reading age for all students scoring between six 
and thirty correct responses. This corresponds to a reading age range from six years two 
months to ten years two months. The raw score was used as the comparative measure of 
analysis in this study given its less restrictive range. 
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Procedure 
Interviews were conducted individually with students. Each student was withdrawn from the 
classroom and responses recorded in writing and on audiotape. Survey forms were distributed 
to parents via the participating child and returned to the classroom teacher. The St. Lucia 
Reading Comprehension Test was also administered to each group of students. Permission 
had been gained for all participating children in both private and state school settings to be 
interviewed and tested. Missing student data indicate an absence on the day of testing rather 
than parental refusal for a child to complete this part of the study. 
 

Data Analysis 
Data points for achievement and attitude were averaged and reported in summary form, with 
gender differences indicated in terms of Chi-Square statistics where appropriate. SPSS 
Crosstabs (Chi-Square) nonparametric testing was used to examine the associations between 
gender and school type (private, state) for Net scores. SPSS ANOVA was used to examine 
associations between gender and school type as independent variables and Continuum Total 
Achievement, Continuum Total Attitude, and St Lucia Reading Comprehension Test scores, 
respectively, as dependent variables. Linear regression was used to examine the extent to 
which a list of responses to survey items (provided by students and parents separately) 
assessing attitudes to reading ‘predicted’ St. Lucia Reading Comprehension Test scores. 
Items significantly associated with reading test scores were examined via follow-up Chi 
Square analysis to determine the influence of gender and type of school on these item scores. 

 

Results 
Analysis of data revealed significant differences in the self-report responses of girls and boys 
and their parents in four overlapping sectors of achievement, attitude, background, and 
literacy practice. This paper discusses differences based on the gender of the child in relation 
to literacy achievement and attitudes to literacy. It also reports differences based on gender 
and type of school for internal and external measures of achievement and internal measures 
of attitude. 
 

Achievement 
Student survey questions probed the gendered nature of perceptions of reading achievement. 
Students were asked whether they read well, whether girls/boys read well and whether they 
thought boys or girls were the best readers. Significant differences between the perceptions 
of boys and girls were revealed in response to most of these questions. Students were given 
the opportunity to comment on their responses to these questions. 

Table 2 Percent of female and male students reporting that boys or girls read well 
 Do girls read well? Do boys read well? Who reads best (girls?) Who reads best (boys?) 
female 53 48 82 11 
male 47 52 18 89 
 

As illustrated in Table 2, in relation to achievement in reading, both females and males 
favoured their own gender. When asked whether boys and girls read well, boys were more 
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likely to report that boys read well and that girls do not read well, whereas girls were more 
likely to report that girls read well and boys do not. Likewise, girls were more likely to report 
that girls read best and less likely to report that girls do not read best. They were also more 
likely to state that boys do not read best and less likely to report that boys read best. 
Conversely, boys were more likely to report that boys or both boys and girls read best and to 
report that girls do not read best. They were also less likely to report that boys do not read 
best. 

 

Student achievement was rated in terms of two internally administered (Year 2 Diagnostic 
Net; Indicators for Reading Development Continuum) and one externally administered test 
(St Lucia Reading Comprehension Test). Outcomes from these the Net, Continuum, and 
Standard Test of Reading scores were significantly correlated. This is consistent with an 
assumption that grading students in these three ways leads to internally consistent outcomes. 

 

Year 2 Diagnostic Net: Three hundred and twenty-six participants from the study either 
underwent the validation process or were deemed to have already met its criteria. All 
received a Net outcome. Of those who were included, 87.4% (n=285) were assessed as 
meeting the Net criteria and not needing additional support in reading, writing or numeracy. 

Table 3. Percent of females and males in private and state school settings meeting the Net test 
criteria 

 Private State 
Girls 50 60 
Boys 50 40 

 

However, as shown in Table 3, the pattern of results differs for private and state school 
students in that an equal percentage of girls and boys met Net requirements in private school 
settings whereas a larger percentage of girls (60%) met Net requirements in state school 
setting. Chi Square statistics associated with these differences indicated that females in state 
schools were significantly more likely than state school males to be rated as proficient in the 
Year Two Diagnostic Net (Χ2(1)=5.50, p<0.05) and private school students were 
significantly more likely than state school students to be rated as proficient (Χ2 (1)=14.89, 
p<0.001). However, there was no general effect for gender in relation to Year Two Net 
scores. 

 

Indicators for Reading Development Continuum: Continuum scores were consulted to gain 
insight into classroom teachers' assessment of student achievement in literacy, particularly in 
relation to the attainment of the key indicators established at each Continuum Phase. The 
total Continuum (see methods section) combines scores from five component measures to 
create a 34-point scale. Scores were more or less normally distributed with a mean of 16.7 
and standard deviation of 3.16. Consideration of Continuum reading achievement test scores 
in terms of gender and type of school indicated that on average females (Mn =17.05, 
SD=2.86) outperformed males (Mn=16.33, SD=3.42) and private school students (Mn=17.14, 
SD=3.02) outperformed state school students (Mn=15.73, SD=3.28). Between groups 
ANOVA with Continuum Total scores as dependent variable, and with gender (male, female) 
and type of school (private, state) as independent variables found the main effect for type of 
school to be statistically significant such that private school students were more likely to 
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obtain high continuum achievement scores (F(1,321)=14.78, p<0.001). However, the main 
effect for gender and interaction between gender and school were both nonsignificant. 

 

St Lucia Reading Comprehension Test (SLRCT) scores ranged from zero to 45 with a mean 
score of 18 and a standard deviation of 10.85. Consideration of St Lucia Reading 
Comprehension test scores in terms of gender and type of school indicated that females  
(Mn=18.44, SD=10.55) outperformed males (Mn=17.18, SD=11.18), and private school 
students (Mn=21.14, SD=10.63) outperformed state school students (Mn=12.70, SD=9.06). 
Between groups ANOVA with these test scores as the dependent variable and with gender 
and type of school as the independent variable resulted in a significant main effect for type of 
school (F(1,270)=45.14, p<0.001) such that private school students outperformed state school 
students. However, the main effect for gender and interaction between gender and school 
were both nonsignificant. 

Attitude 
Attitudes to reading were collated in terms of responses to survey items and in terms of 
student scores on the Continuum’s total attitude scale. 

Table 4. General attitudes to reading of females and males in private and state school settings 
(percent) 
 Like to read Reads well Like being read to 
 Private State Private State Private State 
Girls 54 51 51 53 53 54 
Boys 46 49 49 47 47 46 
 

Table 4 shows student responses to three general items measuring attitudes to liking to read, 
reading well, and liking being read to, with responses split by the gender of and type of 
students under consideration. In terms of these outcomes, when girls and boys were asked 
whether both girls and boys liked reading, read well, or liked being read to, a slight majority 
of female students at both private and state schools (i.e., more than 50%) were likely to agree 
that they did, and just less than 50% of boys were also prepared to affirm this to be the case. 

 Table 5. Gender based attitudes to liking to read or reading well for females and males in 
private and state school settings (percent) 
 Girls like to read Boys like to read Boys read well Girls read well 
 Private State Private State Private State Private State 
Girls 51 57 39 41 47 49 53 54 
Boys 49 43 61 59 53 51 47 46 
 

Table 5 shows male and female student responses in relation to gender specific items about 
liking to read or reading well. It’s clear that a slight majority of girls (i.e., more than 50%) 
were more likely to agree that girls like reading or read well and vice versa for boys. 
Curiously, the largest margins were for males agreeing that boys liking to read. 

 

As illustrated in Table 6, gender specific attitudes to being read to mirror those for liking to 
read and reading well. That is, a slight majority of girls (i.e., more than 50%) were likely to 
report that girls liked being read to and vice versa for boys. 
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Table 6. Gender based attitudes to liking to be read to for females and males in private and 
state school settings (percent) 
 Girls like being read to Boys like being read to 
 Private State Private State 
Girls 53 53 45 46 
Boys 47 47 55 54 
 

Findings from these item-based comparisons yield one-dimensional views of the relevance of 
particular responses to the achievement of literacy. The significant positive association 
between Attitude scores and the St. Lucia Reading Comprehension Test scores indicated by 
regression analysis (R2=0.20, Beta=0.441, p<0.001) makes a convincing case for directly 
examining the relationship between the various indicators listed above and the achievement 
of literacy, as measured by the St. Lucia Reading Comprehension Test. 

 

A linear regression procedure with items entered simultaneously was used to estimate the 
significance of the relationship between the nine measures listed in Figure 1 and the 
achievement of literacy, as measured by the St. Lucia Reading Comprehension Test. The 
outcome of the above was that of the nine measures considered, the student’s judgment that 
he/she reads well was the only variable significantly associated with this externally 
administered measure of reading literacy (R2=0.05, Beta=0.14, p<0.05). Thus, it is the sole 
significant predictor of the achievement of literacy. Follow-up 2 analyses of the item, Reads 
well, indicated that the tendency of girls and boys to agree with this question was not 
significantly influenced by gender or type of school. 

Table 7. Responses of adult participants to whether children in private and state school 
settings like to read, read well, or like being read to (percent) 
 Likes to read Reads well Like being read to 
 Private State Private State Private State 
Parents of girls 47 54 48 55 46 55 
Parents of boys 53 46 52 45 54 45 
 

Table 7 illustrates the responses of the parents of girls and boys to three general items 
measuring parental judgments about student attitudes to liking to read, reading well, and 
liking being read to, with responses split by the gender of and type of students under 
consideration. There is a clear private versus state school divide in these responses such that 
the parents of boys in private schools are more likely to report that their child likes to read, 
reads well, or likes being read to. In contrast, it is the parents of girls in state schools that are 
more to report that their child likes to read, reads well, or likes being read to. 

Table 8. Responses of adult participants to whether girls and boys in private and state school 
settings like to read or be read to (percent) 
 Girls like to read Boys like to read Girls like being read to Boys like being read to 
 Private State Private State Private State Private State 
Parents of girls 52 63 39 53 51 62 41 54 
Parents of boys 48 37 61 47 49 38 59 46 
 

Table 8 illustrates the responses of the parents of girls and boys to gender-specific items 
about liking to or liking to be read to. The pattern of responses is a bit more complex. That is, 
the parents of girls regardless of type of school are more likely (by a slight majority) to report 
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that girls like read or that girls like being read to. However, while the parents of boys in 
private school settings likewise affirm that their child likes to read or like being read to, it is 
the parents of girls in state schools that are more likely to agree to these statements. 
 

Linear regression was used to estimate the significance of the relationship between the seven 
measures listed above and the achievement of literacy, as measured by the St. Lucia Reading 
Comprehension Test. The outcome was that of the seven measures, only the parental 
judgment that the child reads well was significantly positively associated with students’ 
achievement scores (R2=0.05, Beta=0.39, p<0.05). Follow-up 2 analyses of the item, Child 
reads well, indicated that despite the biases evinced in relation to gender-specific items, 
agreement with this question was not significantly influenced by gender of student or type of 
school. 
 

Continuum Attitude scores 
Teachers assessed attitudes to literacy as part of the Continuum assessment program. This 
study reports outcomes based on the total scores for attitude. Female scores (Mn=14.11, 
SD=4.46) were on average higher than those for males (Mn=13.14, SD=4.28), and scores for 
students from private schools (Mn=14.47, SD=4.43) were on average higher than those for 
students from state schools (Mn=11.87, SD=3.75). Between groups ANOVA with 
Continuum Attitude scores as the dependent variable and with gender and type of school as 
independent variables resulted in a significant main effect for type of school 
(F(1,321)=27.29, p<0.001) such that private school students obtained significantly higher 
scores than state school students. However, the main effect for gender and interaction 
between gender and school were both nonsignificant. 
 

Discussion and conclusions 
This study considered associations between the literacy achievement and gender, the extent to 
which attitudes to the achievement of literacy were gender specific, and the effect of private 
versus public school placement. 
 

One might expect the well-documented insistence on the part of students and parents that 
boys and girls have differing attitudes to the concomitants of literacy practice to be reflected 
in school-based judgments of literacy competence at the earliest stages of schooling. 
Nonetheless, the results suggest that the minor differences illustrated above did not amount to 
significant advantages for girls in terms of literacy competence at these early stages. Instead, 
type of school proved far more significant as an indicator both of literacy achievement and 
attitudes towards literacy. It may be that private schools are better resourced, their teachers 
better pedagogues, and/or their learning-teaching environments more conducive to 
achievement. Under such conditions, it is reasonable to expect that students in these settings 
should outperform their peers elsewhere. Parents electing to place their sons and daughters in 
these schools presumably do so for a range of reasons that includes an expectation of quality 
education. However, the state schools represented in the study had received substantial 
additional resourcing from government, and teachers in both sectors had met similar 
standards for professional registration. There was no description or measure taken as part of 
the research of the learning-teaching environments in schools and classrooms, of how 
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available resources were marshaled and used, or in what ways teachers had extended their 
knowledge and excellence as practitioners beyond minimum requirements for State 
registration in the profession. As a result, curricular or instructional differences may have 
existed beyond the apparent equities listed above. Nonetheless, given the significance of 
effect found for type of school on literacy competence during the early years, parents 
probably will consider the fees paid for private schooling as money well spent. 

 

Interestingly, an examination of individual items measuring the attitudes of boys and girls to 
reading literacy suggests that the attitudes of parents might be relevant to the higher levels of 
reading literacy recorded for private school students. That is, the increased willingness of the 
parents of boys in private schools to agree that their child likes reading, reads well, and likes 
being read, a willingness in sharp contrast with those of state school parents, is consistent 
with the higher levels of proficiency in reading literacy recorded for private school students 
on three measures in this study (i.e., the Year 2 Diagnostic Net test, the Indicators for 
Reading Development Continuum, and the St Lucia Reading Comprehension test). While 
girls do outperform boys regardless of type of school, there is certainly some type of relation 
between the nonsignificant effects for gender reported here together with the significant 
differences in favour of private school students, and the positive attitudes of private school 
parents in relation to the literacy of their boys. 
 

The only individual measure of attitude significantly predictive of literacy achievement on 
both student and parent surveys was, “I/the child read/s well.” This outcome is internally 
inconsistent with the notion that the achievement of reading literacy is strictly linked to 
gender by students and their parents. That is, the findings reported here affirm the current 
international (first-world) focus on the importance of gender-specific attitudes to literacy and 
echo reports of teachers elsewhere concerning differential literacy achievement outcomes. At 
the same time they indicate that at least for this sample of primary school students, based on 
an externally-administered and objective measure of literacy, these presumed differences are 
more apparent than real. Differences exist in teachers’ judgments related to student 
assessments, as with ratings on the Indicators for Reading Development Continuum, but 
individual differences outweigh these gender-based differences, as indicated by statistical 
testing reported in this study related to a range of standard measures. It is important that this 
finding is examined further though replications and additional studies conducted to check 
stability and generalization at this and higher grade levels. In the interim, the results of this 
study suggest schools and systems of education should be alert to the possibility of an 
inconsistency between apparent and real differences in literacy competency attributable to 
gender, and of predisposing attitudes that are ill informed. 
 

It is worth noting that the comparison between types of school in this study involved state 
schools judged to be in need of special assistance because of their classification as situated in 
areas of socio-economic disadvantage. Thus the comparison between types of schools was 
not simply one between like state and private schools but rather between impoverished state 
schools versus at least moderately well resourced private schools. Certainly, under these 
conditions, private schools might well be privileged in terms of the achievement and attitudes 
towards literacy. It is also possible that these private and state school students did not come 
to school equally ready to read. Nonetheless, if one is to take the claim seriously that gender 
is critical in achieving reading literacy then one would have expected gender also to be 
significantly associated with outcome scores, which it was not. The second author has been 
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involved in action research over the past four years at the last of the State’s Infant Schools 
(Years Prep – 2). Interestingly, scores on the Year 2 Diagnostic Net at that school since 2004 
have shown a consistently superior performance in literacy for all students relative to State 
averages, with boys and girls fairly equal and boys performing higher than State averages for 
all children, all boys, and girls (Irwin, Rogers, Nobel & Bartlett, 2004). One of the factors 
identified by teachers, children, parents and the researcher in studies of the learning-teaching 
environment is that teachers do have gender-based expectations of literacy achievement. 
These expectations, however, tend to cluster around specific views of what pedagogy and 
management are needed to ensure children’s successful achievement. The third author, in his 
role as research methodologist, has been privy to similar outcomes in relation to the relative 
achievement and behaviours of marginalised versus mainstream ethnicities in Australian 
society at the pre-school level. For example, the expectation that Melanesian boys would be 
less well-behaved and low achieving was not born out by observational data, an outcome in 
stark contrast with the all-too-well documented educational and behavioural outcomes at the 
secondary school levels. 
 

One conclusion to be drawn from both the current study and previous research is that literacy 
achievement and attitudes to literacy on the part of students, teachers, and parents is, in fact, a 
cultural expectation of the kind outlined by Grimbeek and Bartlett (2005) and related to 
gender-specific predictions about the future rather than a necessary reality. For that reason, it 
should be no surprise if such expectations do not immediately correspond with actual 
performance. 
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Appendix 1. Parent survey 

An examination of the literacy practices of emergent readers 
Researcher: Susan Barron (Faculty of Education, Mt Gravatt Campus, Griffith University) 

Instructions 
It is important this survey be completed by one of the parents if at all possible. All questions referring to "this 
child" are about the child taking part in this survey. 

Where a range of responses is available, please select only one. For instance: 
Sample question Never Rarely Some times All the time 
Does your child read alone?   a  

Date of completion by parent: ____/_____/____ 

Child and family details 
Your Name: ____________________ 
Child’s Name: __________________ 
Age: ___ Date of birth: ___/___/____ 
Class: _________________________ 
School: _______________________ 
Total number of brothers and sisters: _________ 
Please complete for all students, including this child, in your family 

Birth 
order 

Child's full name Gend
er 

DOB Your relationship to child  

1st child  M/F ___/___/____  

2nd child  M/F ___/___/____  

3rd child  M/F ___/___/____  

4th child  M/F ___/___/____  

5th child  M/F ___/___/____  

6th child  M/F ___/___/____  

Other Please add on separate sheet    
 

Place of birth question Yes No If No, please provide details 
Was this child born in Australia?    
Is English the language most spoken at home?    
Has he/she always lived in Australia?    

Has this child been diagnosed as? 

Condition/Response Yes No If yes, please provide details 
Suffering from hearing loss    
Being visually impaired    
Suffering from an attention deficit disorder    
Requiring speech therapy    
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Adults in household 
How many adults live in the household?  
What is their relationship to this child?  
How many adults are in paid employment?  
What is occupation of main wage earner?  
What is occupation of second wage earner?  

Questions about reading 

Question 1 
In relation to the reading habits of all adults/students, including this child, in the household: 
Person Gender Relationship to 

child 
Do they like to 
read? 

What do 
they like to 
read? 

How often 
each week do 
they read? 

How often each 
week do they read to 
this child? 

You M/F  Y/N    
Person
1 

M/F  Y/N    

Person
2 

M/F  Y/N    

Person
3 

M/F  Y/N    

Person
4 

M/F  Y/N    

Person
5 

M/F  Y/N    

Other Please add on separate sheet 

Question 2 
In relation to this child's reading habits Yes/No Comments, if any 
Does this child like being read to? Y/N  
Does this child like to read? Y/N  
Does this child read well? Y/N  

Question 3 
To what extent are girls and boys different in? 
Context Very different Different Similar Very similar Comment, if any 
Liking to read      
Liking being read to      

Question 4 
If you had to choose: 
Context Girls Boys Comment, if any 
Do they like to read Y/N Y/N  
Do they like being read to Y/N Y/N  
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Question 5 
When you recall this child’s experiences of books and reading, what are the most positive or negative 
(particular) events, if any, that you recall? 
Event Description (list in chronological order) Age in years 

& months 
Rate event as 
positive or 
negative 

1   Pos/Neg 
2   Pos/Neg 
3   Pos/Neg 
4   Pos/Neg 
5   Pos/Neg 
Other Please add on separate sheet if required   

Appendix 2. Child survey 
Student details 
Name: ________________________ 
Age: __ Date of birth: __/_____/____ 
Class: _________________________ 
School: _______________________ 
Date of completion of survey: ______________ 

Questions about being read to 

Question 1 
How often does someone read to you? 
Never (0 times a 
week) 

Occasionally (1–2 
times a week) 

Sometimes (3–4 times a 
week) 

Every day (6–7 times a 
week) 

Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Question 2 
What do they read to you? 
Story books 
(true) 

Story books 
(not true) 

Magazines Newspaper
s 

Recipe books TV guides Other 

Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N 
Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Question 3 
Who reads to you? 
Teacher Sister Brother Dad Friend Grand parent/s Mum Other 
Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N 
Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 
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Question 4 
Who reads to you most often? 
Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Question 5 
What do you most like having read to you? (Name/Type of book) 
Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Question 6 
What do you enjoy most about this (kind of) book when someone reads it to you? 
Pictures Characters Words Storyline (way 

story goes) 
Words and 
pictures 

Listening Other 

Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Question 7 
What would other (girls/boys - same gender) like about this book? 
Pictures Characters Words Storyline (way 

story goes) 
Words and 
pictures 

Listening Other 

Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Question 8 
What would other (girls/boys - opposite gender) like about this book? 
Pictures Characters Words Storyline (way 

story goes) 
Words and 
pictures 

Listening Other 

Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Questions about reading independently 

Question 9 
How often do you read by yourself in class and for homework each week? 
Never (0 times a 
week) 

Occasionally (1–2 
times a week) 

Sometimes (3–4 times a 
week) 

Every day (6–7 times a 
week) 

Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Question 10 
How often do you read because you want to each week? 
Never (0 times a 
week) 

Occasionally (1–2 
times a week) 

Sometimes (3–4 times a 
week) 

Every day (6–7 times a 
week) 

Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 
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Question 11 
What do you read in class and for homework each week? 

Story books 
(true) 

Story books 
(not true) 

Magazines Newspapers Recipe 
books 

TV guides Other 

Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N 
Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Question 12 
What do you read because you want to each week? 

Story books 
(true) 

Story books 
(not true) 

Magazines Newspapers Recipe 
books 

TV guides Other 

Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N 
Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Question 13 
What do you most like reading? (Name / Type of book) 
Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Question 14 
What do you enjoy most about this book? 

Pictures Characters Words Storyline (the 
way story goes) 

Words and 
pictures Listening Other 

Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Question 15 
What would other (girls/boys - same gender) like about this? 

Pictures Characters Words Storyline (the 
way story goes) 

Words and 
pictures Listening Other 

Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Question 16 
What would other (girls/boys - opposite gender) like about this? 
Pictures Characters Words Storyline (the 

way story goes) 
Words and 
pictures 

Listening Other 

Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

General questions about reading 
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Question 17 
In relation to reading: 
Context: Yes/No Comments, if any 
Do you like being read to? Y/N  
Do you like to read? Y/N  
Do you read well? Y/N  
Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Question 18 
How many boys/girls in your class like reading? 
Boys none a few some most all NA 
Girls none a few some most all NA 
Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Question 19 
If you had to choose: 
Context Girl

s 
Boy
s 

Comment, if any 

Do they like to read Y/N Y/N  
Do they like being read to Y/N Y/N  
Do they read well Y/N Y/N  
Who reads best Y/N Y/N  
Comment: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Question 20 

Who would like to do these things most, girls , boys,  or both ? 

Ride a bike?     

Read a book? (by yourself)    

Kick a ball?     

Be read to?     

Watch TV     

Draw a picture?     

Play computer games?     
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Go for a swim?     

Colour in?     

Play a board game?  (Snakes and Ladders, 
other games)  

   

 Play outside (climbing trees, chasing 
running)? 

   

Read to someone  
   

Gendered text questions 
1) Are there books that girls like but boys don’t like? Y N 
2) Are there books that boys like but girls don’t like? Y N 
3) Are there books that both boys and girls like? Y N 
4.) Give an example of a book that girls like but boys don't like. _________________ 
5.) Give an example of a book that boys like but girls don't like. _________________ 
6.) Give an example of a book that both boys and girls like. _____________________ 
7.) Do you think that girls or boys or both like these books? 

True stories    

Not-true stories    
8) Who do you think would most like to read these books? 

Dinosaur    

Barbie    

Cooking    

Harry Potter    

Teddy Bear    

Animals    

Fairy Tales    

Pirates    
Class or take home readers 
(Reading scheme books)     

Goosebumps    
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	The phenomenon of gender-based differences in students’ literacy achievement in the later years of schooling has been widely researched and reported but it cannot be taken as given that such differences span the entire age continuum. The current study considered the reading literacy of boys and girls in the first years of schooling from two major perspectives: The expectations of students, teachers, and parents were sampled, and the literacy of those boys and girls measured by system measures of reading performance and an external assessment of reading comprehension. It was not surprising that student, parent, and teacher attitudes predicted gender-based differences in reading literacy, nor that the school-based Year 2 Diagnostic Net test provided statistical evidence of such differences, nor was it surprising that girls generally outperformed boys. What was surprising was that other internal and external measures of achievement found no significant differences for gender. Instead, what emerged was a significant gap in terms of both achievement and attitude related to type of school attended together with some agreement about a child’s judgment that he/she reads well as the most important concomitant of reading literacy. 
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