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ABSTRACT

Objective — Gender differences in education remain as one of the global issues that has been widely and comprehensively
discussed. This study aims at exploring the pattern of academic achievement of boys and girls in Malaysia.
Methodology/Technique — The study analyzes the data of student achievement in public examination from 2008 until
2014, which were obtained from the Malaysian Examination Board.

Findings — The findings showed that Malaysian girls performed better than Malaysian boys. The findings also showed
that there were significant differences in academic achievement between the boys and the girls.

Novelty — This study implicated the need to identify the factors causing the achievement gap across genders. Hence,
strategies and interventions can be undertaken to reduce the gap.

Type of Paper: Empirical.
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1. Introduction

Academic achievement across genders, especially at schools and universities, has continuously been studied
either in Malaysia or abroad. In 2011, the Trend in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS)
showed a significant difference between genders of grade 8 students when considering the mean score amongst
the students in a science subject. The mean score for girls who participated in TIMSS 2011 is higher than that
of the boys (Martin et al., 2012; Mullis et al., 2012). In the Programme for International Student Assessment
(PISA) 2009, the participants from Georgia, Malaysia, Mauritius, Moldova and Tamil Nadu India showed no
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significant difference between genders in mathematics, but there was a significant difference in science
subjects, the girls performance exceeding that of the boys (ACER, 2011). These findings are similar to Martin
et al., (2008), OECD (2007, 2010) and EARGED (2007b, 2009) whom reported that girls achieve better than
boys in science subjects. However, several studies, in examining academic achievement differences between
genders, have addressed the capability of boys to outperform girls in examination (e.g. Hyde et al., 2008).
According to Spencer et al., (1999), boys are able to outperform girls in examination due to the high expectation
of boys’ ability to surpass girls. This situation has added pressure to girls which may later lead to lower
achievement in examination as compared to boys. Therefore, these contradictions have showed that both boys
and girls are capable of achieving outstanding marks in examination. Nevertheless, the achievement gap
between boys and girls is still being reported in studies that have been conducted involving school children
around the world; which has called for current research to examine the trend of academic achievement between
boys and girls in order to have an insight of this phenomenon in Malaysia.

Mohd Jelas et al., (2013) stated that there are significant differences in academic achievement between
genders in Malaysia, and the gap has been widened for five consecutive years from 2006 until 2011. Further
findings in Ahmad et al. (2011) show that the gap in academic achievement between genders is not only wide
at all levels of public examinations, but has also caused an enrolment imbalance in Malaysian universities. The
girls perform better in academics compared to boys in almost all subjects, both in primary and secondary
education; the gap having started in primary school and continued into secondary school. Subsequently, it
became noticeable at the university level in which 70% of the cohorts are girls. Thus, this issue needs to be
addressed to avoid dropouts among boys, especially at an early age due to lower academic achievement and
truancy.

The purpose of this research is to identify the trend of academic achievement in Malaysian public
examinations (UPSR, PMR and SPM) based on gender.

Research question are as follows:

i.  What is the trend of academic achievement in UPSR based on gender?
ii.  What is the trend of academic achievement in PMR based on gender?
iii.  What is the trend of academic achievement in SPM based on gender?

2. Methodology

The study analyzed the data of student achievement in public examination from 2008 until 2014, which was
obtained from the Malaysian Examination Board. Ujian Penilaian Sekolah Rendah (UPSR) is a public
examination for primary school students, taken at age 12. Whereas, Peperiksaan Menengah Rendah (‘PMR”)
and Sijil Peperiksaan Malaysia (‘SPM’) are public examinations for secondary school students taken at age 15
and 17, respectively. The data was compared between boys and girls for each type of public examination.

3. Findings

The findings of this study focused only on academic achievement of our main subjects; Malay language,
English language, mathematics and science.
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Figure 1. Percentage of Achievement in Malay Language (Comprehension), Malay Language (Writing) and English
Language based on Gender for UPSR (2008-2013)
Source: From Malaysian Examinations Syndicate
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Figure 2. Percentage of Achievement in Mathematics and Science based on Gender
For UPSR (2008-2013)
Source: From Malaysian Examinations Syndicate

Figure 1 and Figure 2 show the percentages of student achievement in Malay language, English language,
maths and science in UPSR based on gender. For Malay language (Comprehension), the boys showed higher
achievement than girls from 2009 until 2013. This finding is contrary to the trend noted from 1996 to 2007
which showed that girls performed better than boys in this subject (Ahmad et al., 2010b). This notable change
of trend may be due to gender bias in the exam paper and the implementation of higher order thinking skills
(HOTS) teaching and learning modules. For Malay language (Writing) and English, the girls were still showing
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higher achievement than boys from 2008 to 2013. For mathematics and science, the girls also showed higher
achievement compared to the boys, except in 2011 where the boys exceeded the girls in mathematics.
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Figure 3. Percentage of Achievement in Malay Language and English Language based on Gender for PMR(2008-2013)
Source: From Malaysian Examinations Syndicate
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Figure 4. Percentage of Achievement in Mathematics and Science based on Gender For PMR (2008-2013)
Source: From Malaysian Examinations Syndicate

Figure 3 and Figure 4 show the percentages of student performance in Malay language, English language,
mathematics and science in PMR based on gender. It was noted that from 2008 to 2013 the achievement of the
girls was better than the boys in all subjects.
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Figure 5. Percentage of Achievement in Malay Language and English Language based on Gender for SPM (2008-2014)
Source: From Malaysian Examinations Syndicate
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Figure 6. Percentage of Achievement in Mathematics and Science based on Gender For SPM (2008-2014)
Source: From Malaysian Examinations Syndicate

Figure 5 and Figure 6 show the percentages of student performance in Malay language, English language,
mathematics and science in SPM based on gender. From 2008 to 2014, the girls showed higher achievement
than boys in all subjects.

4, Discussion and Conclusion

In primary school years, the difference in academic accomplishment between boys and girls is very
marginal. For Malay language (Comprehension), mathematics and science, the boys occasionally achieve
higher than the girls in certain years. However, the achievement gap becomes noticeable during the secondary
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school years. The results of both secondary school examinations (PMR and SPM) showed that the girls
achieved higher in Malay language, English language, mathematics and science compared to the boys. These
findings are similar to other studies which show that girls perform better than boys in academic achievement
(Ahmad et al., 2010a; Ahmad et al., 2010b; Al-Mutairi, 2011; Ryabov, 2012; Amro et al., 2015). In Brunei,
girls have always shown higher achievement than boys and this eventually lead to higher female enrolment at
the university level, whilst the boys experienced a decreasing trend of achievement in a three year period
(Ahmad, 2000; MOE, 2005). Studies conducted in Asian countries such as Thailand, Brunei and Malaysia
show that girls have better academic achievement compared to boys (Ahmad, 2015; Chung et al., 2001).

Furthermore, some previous studies showed no significant achievement difference between boys and girls
in science (Afuwape, 2011; Oludipe, 2012). Habibollah et al., (2009) also reported that there is no significant
difference between gender and cumulative grade point average (CGPA) among 153 Iranian students at
universities in Malaysia. These mixed findings may be affected by personal variables such as students
cognitive ability, motivation and efforts (Olukemi, 1998), and pedagogy variables such as teaching strategy
and teacher stereotypes (Oludipe, 2012). In addition, Offor (2007) has also identified a few factors that may
cause differences between achievements of the genders such as education opportunities, early marriage, lack
of females with a role model, low self-concept, teaching methods and stereotypes between teachers and
students.

Furthermore, Dhindsa and Shahrizal-Emran (2011) reported that traditional teaching methods correlate
with higher achievement among university students. When traditional teaching methods are converted into a
constructivist teaching method, the boys achieve higher grades than the girls. Balfakih (2003) also reported
that cooperative teaching methods can reduce the differences of academic achievement across gender in
chemistry. These findings are similar to Sakiyo (2008), who stated that there is no significant achievement
difference between genders when student centred learning is used. On the other hand, Haynes and Hamilton
(1998) believed that the achievement gap between boys and girls depends on the evaluation format and the
types of questions being used, either multiple choice or constructed-response questions.

As a conclusion, previous studies in this area have significantly contributed to the literature on the trend of
academic achievement between boys and girls in Malaysia, which has helped to eliminate the gap in the
literature as suggested by Ismail and Awang (2008). With that in mind, this study can be a baseline for further
research into how such trends of academic achievement between boys and girls can be reduced or eliminated;
by identifying factors that contribute towards the achievement gap or by producing an intervention that can
help to eliminate the gap. In addition, this research will also help to provide information to equip the worldwide
trend of academic achievement between boys and girls. From the research that has been conducted, it can also
be said that each student poses different abilities, learning styles and learning strategies that can affect his or
her achievement. Thus, teachers or educators need to know how to bring out their students ability to the
maximum level without any gender bias. Teachers not only have to recognize and respect the differences of
their individual students (Dunn et al., 2001; Gurian et al., 2009), but they also have to perceive the students’
unique strengths instead of their weaknesses (Sternberg, 1997). As for parents, they should actively participate
in their childs’ learning, either at school or at home, in order to make their child feels more secure, like they
have someone to lean on. Parent involvement has been proven to help students obtain higher academic
achievements (Jeynes, 2007; Toldson, 2011; Plunkett et al., 2008; Kordi & Baharudin, 2010). In other words,
the positive values from parent involvement can motivate the students to put in more efforts and perform better
in school.
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