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Gender Identities and School Success 
A n e w p h e n o m e n o n has a p p e a r e d recent ly i n e d u c a t i o n : In most i n d u s t r i a l i z e d 
countr ies g i r l s p e r f o r m better a c a d e m i c a l l y t h a n b o y s i n schools a n d u n i v e r s i 
ties. In the p r o v i n c e of Quebec , for e x a m p l e , b o y s are reta ined m o r e f requent ly 
t h a n g i r l s i n the p r i m a r y grades , a n d f e w e r b o y s t h a n g ir l s comple te h i g h 
s c h o o l . F e m a l e s tudents n o w const i tute a ma jor i ty i n univers i t i es . H o w d o w e 
e x p l a i n this p h e n o m e n o n ? 

T h e e x p l a n a t i o n s v a r y a c c o r d i n g to c o u n t r y . Researchers i n France , the 
U n i t e d K i n g d o m , a n d the U n i t e d States h a v e addressed the issue m o s t l y b y 
q u e s t i o n i n g c o e d u c a t i o n i n the schools . T h e o l d m o d e l of single-sex c lassrooms 
or p r o g r a m s w a s g i v e n a n e w life o n the a s s u m p t i o n that c o e d u c a t i o n is 
s h o r t c h a n g i n g b o y s . In A u s t r a l i a , France , a n d C a n a d a some researchers h a v e 
l i n k e d the p h e n o m e n o n to g e n d e r ident i t ies . 

T h i s latter a p p r o a c h refers to soc ia l c o n f o r m i t y . In the gender r e p r o d u c t i o n 
process , g i r l s s u b m i t to stereotypes a t t r ibuted to f e m i n i n e ident i t ies s u c h as 
d o c i l i t y a n d p a s s i v i t y , a n d these g i v e t h e m a n edge i n schoo l : m o r e se l f -dis 
c i p l i n e i n class, greater respect for a u t h o r i t y , a n d m o r e h o u r s inves ted i n s t u d y 
a n d h o m e w o r k . S c h o o l n o r m s a n d expectat ions w o u l d be c a r v e d o n this 
d o c i l e - l i t t l e - g i r l m o d e l , a n d they s h o u l d be c h a n g e d to fit b o y s ' ident i t ies . In 
this f r a m e w o r k n o space is m a d e for the e v o l u t i o n of gender identi t ies . 

O u r team is l e a d i n g a research p r o g r a m o n the topic . In one project w e h a d 
t w o ques t ions i n m i n d : first, w h a t ro le if a n y d o gender stereotypes p l a y i n 
s c h o o l success? A n d second , d o gender stereotypes h e l p e x p l a i n the advance 
t a k e n b y gir ls? 

O u r f irst step w a s to i d e n t i f y current gender s te reotypes—mascul ine a n d 
f e m i n i n e — a n d to b u i l d a ques t ionnai re that w o u l d be easi ly accessible to 
15-year -o ld s tudents . F r o m a n extensive r e v i e w of l i terature about d i f ferent ia 
t ions b e t w e e n b o y s a n d g i r l s , w e d e v i s e d a n 82- i tem quest ionnaire w h e r e 
s tudents c o u l d disagree or agree w i t h each statement o n a scale of 1 to 4. 
E x a m p l e s of s u c h statements are "It's better for a b o y l i k e m e / a g i r l l i k e m e , to 
be t o u g h rather t h a n s e n s i t i v e " a n d " G i r l s / b o y s need a lot of h e l p to l e a r n at 
s c h o o l . " 

T h e b o y s w e r e g i v e n a m a s c u l i n e v e r s i o n of the ques t ionnaire a n d the g ir l s 
a f e m i n i n e one, b u t apart f r o m this the statements w e r e i d e n t i c a l . F o l l o w i n g the 
use of a s a m p l i n g technique that e n s u r e d a p p r o p r i a t e representat ion of g r o u p s , 
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the q u e s t i o n n a i r e w a s c o m p l e t e d b y t h i r d - y e a r s tudents of one of 24 h i g h 
schools . T h e s a m p l e cons is ted of 985 b o y s a n d 980 g i r l s . T h i s p a r t i c u l a r project 
w a s s u p p l e m e n t e d w i t h focus g r o u p s . W e i n t e r v i e w e d 24 b o y s a n d 24 g i r l s i n 
Q u e b e c C i t y a n d e n v i r o n s . 

T h e results s h o w a greater agreement b y b o y s to m a s c u l i n e stereotypes 
(88%) t h a n g i r l s to f e m i n i n e ones (44%). O n the w h o l e , the b o y s i n o u r s a m p l e 
s h o w e d m o r e soc ia l c o n f o r m i t y t h a n d i d g i r l s . T h e responses w e r e then c o m 
p a r e d w i t h s c h o o l ach ievement . A n a l y s i s s h o w s that the m o r e one agrees w i t h 
g e n d e r stereotypes, the l o w e r one's s c h o o l a c h i e v e m e n t is. T h i s f i n d i n g is v a l i d 
for b o t h b o y s a n d g i r l s : there is a statist ical associat ion b e t w e e n resistance to 
g e n d e r stereotypes a n d greater achievement . O n l y 44% of g i r l s s u r v e y e d c o n 
f o r m e d to f e m i n i n e stereotypes, b u t the female g r o u p at ta ined h i g h e r grades. 
A t the same t i m e , 88% of b o y s c o n f o r m e d to m a l e stereotypes, a n d the m a l e 
g r o u p at ta ined l o w e r grades . 

C o n f o r m i t y to g e n d e r stereotypes w a s a lso related to the parents ' l eve l of 
e d u c a t i o n . A g a i n the c o n c l u s i o n is v a l i d for the t w o g r o u p s : s tudents w h o s e 
parents h a v e a h i g h e r l eve l of e d u c a t i o n (postsecondary) tend to resist g e n d e r 
stereotypes, w h e r e a s those w h o s e parents h a v e a l o w e r l eve l of e d u c a t i o n (h igh 
s c h o o l at the most) t e n d to c o n f o r m to gender stereotypes. C o n f o r m i t y to 
t r a d i t i o n a l g e n d e r i d e n t i t y is greater for s tudents f r o m a f a m i l y b a c k g r o u n d 
w h e r e parents h a v e less e d u c a t i o n . T h i s m a y be related to the a l ready estab
l i s h e d fact that b o y s a n d g ir l s c o m i n g f r o m s u c h b a c k g r o u n d s also genera l ly 
exper ience m o r e d i f f i c u l t y i n s c h o o l . S u c h s tudents are m o r e r e a d i l y d e f i n e d as 
b e i n g at r i s k . 

F a c e d w i t h these f i n d i n g s a n d the soc ia l c o n f o r m i t y interpreta t ion , w h a t 
c a n w e c o n c l u d e ? O n the w h o l e , m o r e t h a n their m a l e counterparts , g i r l s resist 
g e n d e r s t e r e o t y p i n g a n d s h o w less socia l c o n f o r m i t y . T h e y refuse to def ine 
themselves as d o c i l e or s u b m i s s i v e a n d tend to achieve better i n schoo l . In 
other w o r d s , g i r l s w h o s h o w less socia l c o n f o r m i t y are m o r e successful . 

T o u n d e r s t a n d these results f u l l y , s c h o o l i n g a n d e d u c a t i o n m u s t be v i e w e d 
i n the larger context of gender re lat ions . Greater s c h o o l success b y g ir l s is then 
seen as the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of gender relat ions b e t w e e n m e n a n d w o m e n . T h i s 
process has l e d g i r l s — a n d w o m e n i n genera l—to invest i n e d u c a t i o n for t h e m 
selves i n o r d e r to a t ta in greater access to f inanc ia l a u t o n o m y a n d se l f - support . 
T h i s quest for e q u a l i t y is b y n o means a n i n d i c a t i o n of soc ia l c o n f o r m i t y . O n 
the c o n t r a r y , the p u r s u i t of s c h o o l achievement , perseverance, a n d access to 
h i g h e r e d u c a t i o n consti tutes resistance to c o n f o r m i t y . 

I n a s m u c h as a h i g h e r l e v e l of e d u c a t i o n of the parents a n d greater school 
success b y their c h i l d r e n indica te a certain a c q u i s i t i o n of k n o w l e d g e , it t h e n 
becomes a p p a r e n t that gender s te reo typing is a subst i tute for k n o w l e d g e . It 
furn i shes a r e a d y - t o - t h i n k concept of real i ty that is inconsis tent w i t h s c h o o l 
success. In this sense gender stereotypes d o h e l p to e x p l a i n the greater s c h o o l 
success b y g i r l s . 

W h a t w o u l d const i tute the o p p o s i t e of gender s tereotyping? In the l i g h t of 
o u r results the a n s w e r leads to the p a t h w e h a v e f o l l o w e d for effective inter
v e n t i o n s to p r o m o t e greater s c h o o l success for a l l . W e c o n c l u d e that this is 
c r i t i ca l t h i n k i n g about gender re lat ions . C r i t i c a l t h i n k i n g leads one not to 
accept w i t h o u t d u e s c r u t i n y associat ions b e t w e e n a specif ic characteristic a n d 
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one's sex. It leads one to ask, " A r e m e n rea l ly l i k e this , w o m e n rea l ly l ike that? 
A r e they a l l l i k e tha t? " It is then easy to u n d e r s t a n d that for b o t h b o y s a n d gir l s 
c r i t i ca l t h i n k i n g is a p a r t i c u l a r l y u s e f u l tool i n s c h o o l — o r for that matter i n 
society i n genera l . 
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