SEA-PLM 2019 latest evidence in basic education

Boys’ and girls’ learning
in 6 Southeast Asian countries

Summary
All education systems in Southeast Asia are committed to offering quality education to boys
and girls and to eliminating gender disparities in learning outcomes. This paper delves deeper
into the SEA-PLM 2019 database and uses quantitative methods to examine learning and
context disparities between boys and girls, and their differential effects. The main findings can
contribute to ongoing discussions and efforts in Southeast Asian countries to address equity
gaps in learning between boys and girls, and to improve the responsiveness of education to
the learning needs of girls and boys.
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Introduction
All education systems in Southeast Asia are committed to offering quality education to boys and
girls and to eliminating gender disparities in learning outcomes.1 This commitment is evident
in national policies and in countries’ commitment to the ASEAN vision and to the Sustainable
Development Goals, which require countries to go beyond increasing school enrolment numbers
and achieve equitable learning for all.
Nevertheless, poor levels of learning, and inequalities between boys and girls are continuing
challenges in Southeast Asia. Trends are different for boys and girls in participation rates, school
trajectories, completion rates, learning outcomes, and readiness to access labour markets. The
COVID-19 pandemic that closed schools across the region and transformed education provision
and demand may have increased those challenges.
Better policies and practices for the equitable education of boys and girls are a crucial investment
for improving the quality of education inputs, practices and outputs, and also for addressing
more systematically the specific needs and rights of sub-groups of learners. Stakeholders can
increasingly access sophisticated data on girls’ and boys’ education trends, which they can use
to tailor interventions and targets that can be observed over time.
The findings from Southeast Asia Primary Learning Metrics (SEA-PLM) 2019, the region’s first
regional assessment, shed new light on the learning outcomes and learning environments for
primary school girls and boys in 6 participating countries in Southeast Asia: Cambodia, Lao
PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines and Viet Nam. These findings are published in SEAPLM 2019 Main Regional Report (UNICEF & SEAMEO, 2020). This paper delves deeper into
the SEA-PLM 2019 database and uses quantitative methods to examine learning and context
disparities between boys and girls, and their differential effects in the participating countries.
The following sections briefly describe the SEA-PLM programme and then examine the
differences between boys’ and girls’ learning outcomes in 3 areas:
• L
 ow-performing and high-performing students
• S
 ocioeconomic background and school location
• S
 chool experiences, attitudes towards school and household responsibilities.
The concluding section summarises key findings and presents policy recommendations.
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‘Gender’ refers to the socially constructed roles, behaviours, activities and attributes that society considers appropriate for men
and women, and boys and girls. However, the SEA-PLM data-collection tools limit the gender analysis to a binary comparison
between boys and girls. Thus for the purposes of this analysis gender disparity is defined as the inequalities between girls and
boys in different education contexts.
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What is SEA-PLM?
SEA-PLM is a new comparative learning assessment programme, designed by and for countries
in Southeast Asia. The programme aims to generate reliable data and evidence for monitoring
learning outcomes across and within countries, and for understanding what factors drive and
hinder children’s learning along their school journey. It also aims to promote cross-border
exchange on learning and education policies, and to build the capacity of participating countries
to design and conduct solid learning assessments. SEA-PLM aims to help countries to identify,
prioritize and address educational challenges in key policy areas, such as curriculum development,
resource allocation, pedagogical practice, and planning at national and sub-national levels.
Through the first round of SEA-PLM, stakeholders obtained robust evidence to answer a
critical question: How do children in Southeast Asia perform against regional metrics in reading,
writing and mathematics at the end of primary school? The SEA-PLM 2019 main survey was
implemented during the 2018–2019 school year. Six countries from the region participated:
Cambodia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines and Viet Nam. SEA-PLM 2019 collected
children’s and schools’ responses through paper-pencil tests and questionnaires, conducted
with a sample of children that was representative of the school population enrolled at Grade 5
in each country.
SEA-PLM 2019 used tests to collect valid and reliable data on children’s level of proficiency
in 3 learning domains (reading, writing and mathematics), and used a series of background
questionnaires to collect extensive information about children, classrooms, teachers, schools,
principals, parents and communities. Linking this information to the learning domains provides
important insights into variations and inequalities in children’s learning performance, and the
different drivers of learning and achievement. A global citizenship module was also developed
as an experimental exercise in comparative large-scale assessment at primary education level,
using contextual questionnaires.
SEA-PLM proficiency scales offer a common reference for comparing performance between
and within countries. SEA-PLM 2019 methodology enabled the overall national performance of
participating countries to be reported for 2 Sustainable Development Goal indicators in reading
and mathematics: SDG 4.1.1a (end of lower primary) and SDG 4.1.1b (end of primary).
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Box 1: Methodology: Girls’ and boys’ data in the SEA-PLM 2019 survey

Children’s outputs on the SEA-PLM proficiency scales – for reading, writing and
mathematics – and on background questionnaires were disaggregated by sex using
children’s responses (boy or girl). The authors selected variables in the datasets and drove
the analysis according to policy interest, data availability and validity, and the key drivers
of performance among boys and girls that have been identified in international literature.
The SEA-PLM 2019 contextual questionnaire and the national sampling frames drawn
by each country do not cover all key issues – for example, bullying and violence are not
addressed. Constraints in the database also mean that analysis is limited in looking at
the learning differences between girls and boys within some marginalized populations
of children, including children not enrolled in formal education, children enrolled in very
remote schools in some localities, children with special needs, children from migrant
backgrounds, and children from ethnic minorities.
Statistical estimates (means and differences, and logistic and linear regression predictors)
are nationally representative of the generation of children enrolled at Grade 5 in formal
education at the time of the data collection, as defined by each participating country
under SEA-PLM technical standards. All statistical tests of significance between
estimates are reported at the 95% confidence level. At the 95% confidence level,
differences in estimates are 95% certain for the entire population of children enrolled
at Grade 5. All not statistically significant differences between groups are indicated in
notes under the figures. Future cycles of SEA-PLM may offer more opportunities for
monitoring time trends and progress related to boys and girls.
Box 2: Key findings from SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report
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•

S
 imilar proportions of boys and girls were enrolled in Grade 5.

•

 average, girls were significantly more likely to have higher levels of achievement
On
in both reading and writing literacy, a pattern that was evident in all SEA-PLM 2019
countries.

•

 irls had higher levels of mathematical literacy than boys in Cambodia, Malaysia and
G
the Philippines. No significant differences were observed on average at the national
level in the other participating countries.

•

 all countries, some proportion of both girls and boys had not reached the
In
expected levels of performance across the 3 learning domains, and these numbers
vary considerably across countries.

•

In relation to Sustainable Development Goal 4 – Education 2030 (SDG 4) for reading and
mathematics, there were more girls than boys at or above SDG 4.1.1b (end of primary) in
all countries.
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Low-performing and
high-performing students

SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report compares boys’ and girls’ proficiency at the national level.
This section examines the SEA-PLM database in more detail to identify the gaps between boys’
and girls’ learning at 2 different proficiency levels: among low-performing students and among
high-performing students.
Low-performing children are defined in this paper as those who score at the lower band(s) on
the SEA-PLM proficiency scales, and high-performing children are defined as those who score
at the upper band(s) on the SEA-PLM proficiency scales. Box 3 provides more information on
these thresholds.

Box 3: Low-performing and high-performing thresholds
•

I n reading and mathematics, the low-performing bands in the SEA-PLM 2019 proficiency
scales are Band 2 and below (reading), and Band 3 and below (mathematics). These
thresholds align to SDG 4.1.1a, which refers to the international minimum expected
level for end of lower primary (Grade 2/3).

•

I n writing, the low-performing band in the SEA-PLM 2019 proficiency scale is Band
1 and below. No international definition and consensus are available, and the authors
selected this threshold based on a judgement about the expected level for end of
lower primary (Grade 2/3).

•

I n reading and mathematics, the high-performing bands in the SEA-PLM 2019 proficiency
scales are Band 6 and above (reading), and Band 6 and above (mathematics). These
thresholds align to SDG 4.1.1b, which refers to the international minimum expected
level for end of primary.

•

In writing, the high-performing bands in the SEA-PLM proficiency scale are Band 5
and above. No international definition and consensus are available, and the authors
selected this threshold based on a judgement about the expected level for end of
primary.
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Gap between low-performing boys and girls
Figure 1 explores differences between boys and girls among the low-performing children in
reading, writing and mathematics.
Figure 1: Percentage of low-performing boys and girls

In Cambodia, Malaysia, Myanmar and the
Philippines, within the low-performing student
population boys outnumbered girls in all 3 learning
domains (except mathematics in Myanmar).2 The
gap between boys and girls reached more than
15 percentage points in some countries, while
smaller differences were observed in other
countries (ranged between 3 and 17 percentage
points). In Lao PDR, the differences between lowperforming boys and girls were not significant in
reading and mathematics. Viet Nam was the only
country that showed very few low-performing
children in reading and mathematics, and at
the same time reached equivalent percentages
of boys and girls in the 2 domains among lowperforming children.
In writing, disparities between boys and girls
were observed across all countries among lowperforming children, regardless of the overall
performance of the country. In all countries, lowperforming boys outnumbered girls in writing
by a much higher margin than in reading and
mathematics. This difference, which is likely
linked to the greater intrinsic complexity of tasks
in the writing domain, may signify that girls
outperform boys on productive tasks. Even in the
low bands of the SEA-PLM proficiency scales,
the writing tasks required children to produce
sentences (with a limited vocabulary), while the
reading and mathematics tasks in the low bands
were exclusively questions where children only
had to select 1 of 4 responses (multiple-choice
format).

Note: In Lao PDR and Viet Nam, mean differences are
not statistically significant in reading and mathematics;
in Myanmar, mean differences are not statistically
significant in mathematics.

2

Countries face the challenge of reducing the
learning disparities between low-performing
boys and girls in all domains, while at the same
time reducing the overall national percentage of
low-performing children. Efforts to tackle those
challenges must also focus on nurturing boys’ and
girls’ ability to complete complex cognitive tasks
in all 3 learning domains.

PISA 2018 trends for 15-year-old students show that boys’ and girls’ achievement gap in reading did not change significantly
between 2009 and 2018, while the achievement gap in mathematics between boys and girls narrowed.
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Gap between high-performing boys and girls
Figure 2 explores differences between girls and boys among the high-performing children in
reading, writing and mathematics.
Figure 2: Percentage of high-performing boys and girls

Among high-performing students, girls significantly
outnumbered boys in countries with an overall large
number of high-performing children, particularly in
reading and writing.
Malaysia and Viet Nam had large percentages of highperforming children, with significant gaps between
girls and boys. The gap between high-performing
girls and boys ranged from 4 to 22 percentage points
in favour of girls in both countries in the 3 learning
domains. The biggest gap was in writing, where girls
outnumbered boys by about 22 percentage points
in both countries. In reading, both countries had
significantly more high-performing girls than boys;
and in Malaysia, the gap in favour of girls was also
significant in mathematics. Viet Nam is the only
country with an equivalent percentage of boys and
girls performing at a high level in mathematics.
In Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and the
Philippines, where only a modest number of children
reached a high level of performance in the 3 learning
domains, similar numbers of boys and girls were
high performers in reading (except Cambodia) and
mathematics.
As with low-performing children, writing was the
only learning domain where differences between
girls and boys among high-performing children was
significant regardless of countries’ overall national
performance.
Across all countries in the writing domain, highperforming girls outnumbered high-performing
boys by a much higher margin than in reading and
mathematics. Reading and mathematics tasks in
higher bands of the proficiency scales required only
a short response (1–2 words, with only the sense of
Note: In Lao PDR, mean differences are not statistically
significant in reading and writing; in Cambodia, the response counted) or selecting 1 of 4 responses
Lao PDR, Myanmar, the Philippines and Viet Nam, (multiple-choice format). This finding highlights the
mean differences are not statistically significant in
challenge for boys to perform well on more complex
mathematics.
cognitive tasks in writing compared with girls.
This evidence, combined with the result observed for low-performing children, might outline a
more complex trend between boys and girls, where boys might have more difficulty producing
an original response than girls regardless of the task difficulty and the content domain. Additional
analysis of the differences in response patterns between girls and boys in writing is required
to confirm this emerging finding.
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Socioeconomic background and
school location

Socioeconomic background
The SEA-PLM socioeconomic status (SES) index allows an examination of boys’ and girls’
learning performance within and between sub-groups of children from different socioeconomic
backgrounds. More information about the construction of the SES index is available in SEAPLM 2019 Main Regional Report.
Taking the reading learning domain as an example, Figure 3 shows the disparities in learning
outcomes in reading for boys and girls from different socioeconomic backgrounds (bottom SES
quartile versus upper SES quartile). It gives an overview of the magnitude of score differences
among boys’ and girls’ across countries. Table 1 shows the gap in reading proficiency means
between girls and boys with the same socioeconomic background (bottom, second, third and
upper quartile).3
Figure 3: Girls’ and boys’ reading scores by high and low socioeconomic status (SES)

Figure 3 accords with evidence from SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report. Children from
higher socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds tended to achieve significantly higher scores,
regardless of their sex. In all 6 participating countries, disadvantaged boys and girls (belonging
to the bottom SES quartile) had the lowest levels of achievement, whereas advantaged boys
and girls (belonging to the upper SES quartile) had the highest levels of achievement. This
pattern was consistent across all 3 learning domains, and the magnitude of this difference was
substantial, ranging between 24 and 26 scale points, on average across countries. Figure 3 also
illustrates the score differences between boys and girls of the same socioeconomic status.
Those results are presented in Table 1.
3

Tables for writing and mathematics are presented in Appendix B: Statistical tables.
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Table 1: Girls’ and boys’ reading achievement: score differences by socioeconomic status (SES) - (Girls=1, Boys=0)

Note: () Standard errors appears in parentheses.
Note: Significant differences (p<0.05) indicated in bold.

							

Table 1 shows that in all 6 countries significant reading-proficiency disparities exist between
boys and girls – all in favour of girls – of all SES backgrounds, except in the bottom and second
SES quartiles in Lao PDR and Myanmar. On average in the 6 participating countries, when boys
and girls come from similar SES backgrounds, girls outperform boys in reading.

School location
Countries record the enrolment and retention of boys and girls in their education systems by subnational administrative divisions as part of their monitoring and evaluation under the Education
Management Information Systems (EMIS).4 SEA-PLM data complement those indicators by
recording learning outcomes in these sub-national divisions, and by aggregating data into rural
and urban school locations. Statistical outputs are reported in Appendix B, available online.
On average, in all countries and learning domains, girls outperformed boys in all sub-national
divisions where differences between boys and girls were significant (except in 1 division in
Myanmar where boys outperformed girls in mathematics).
In all countries, disparities between girls’ and boys’ writing achievement are observed in most
sub-national divisions. In reading and mathematics, differences between girls and boys in subnational divisions vary more by country. Cambodia, Malaysia and the Philippines are the countries
where the differences between boys’ and girls’ learning outcomes in reading and mathematics
are most likely to vary within sub-national divisions.
School location – rural or urban – does not appear to affect the difference between boys’
and girls’ learning outcomes. Similar differences are observed in rural and urban locations for
both low-performing and high-performing children. In other words, the traditional rural–urban
comparison does not appear to be meaningful in predicting the difference between girls’ and
boys’ performance within the SEA-PLM 2019 database.

4

Sub-national administrative divisions (characteristics and number) were defined by participating countries during the development
of national sampling frames.
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School experiences, attitudes
towards school and household
responsibilities

This section analyses the extent to which school experiences, attitudes towards school and
household responsibilities affect boys’ and girls’ learning outcomes differently.5
For each contextual factor, Table 2 outlines whether boys are more likely than girls to have
experienced it, or vice versa. Table 3 analyses the size of the interaction between these
contextual factors, sex and learning performance in all 3 learning domains. It evaluates if there
are differences between boys and girls in the magnitude of the association between individual
contextual factors and learning outcomes, while controlling for socioeconomic background.
The results are discussed after the tables. For instance, are boys more likely than girls to
declare undertaking farm work and physical work? Is the influence of positive attitudes towards
mathematics on student performance stronger for girls than for boys? The repetition of such
societal practice may reduce the time for homework, rest or play for children after the school day.
Table 2: School experiences, attitudes towards school, and household responsibilities: comparison of occurrence
for boys and girls

Note: Logistic regression modelling sex and individual variable as covariate controlling SES index (and reading performance only
for ‘Repeat at least 1 year’).

5
a
b
c
d
e

Correlation for all students is presented in SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report.
Preschool for at least 1 year.
Not applicable in Malaysia where repetition is almost null.
Age 7 years or older in 4 countries, or 6 or older in Myanmar only; not applicable in Malaysia where late entry is almost null.
Under ISCED Level 6.
Scale index derived from children’s responses on citizenship education for local, regional and global topics.
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Table 3: School experiences, attitudes towards school, and household responsibilities: differential
effects on learning performance for boys and girls

Note: Linear regression modelling reading, writing and mathematics by sex and individual variable as covariate 		
controlling SES index.
The sign (+ or -) refers to the sense of the correlation between the variable and the learning performance in each
domain. The sign of the relation is displayed only if sex differences are significant between parameters.

School experiences
Preschool
In all countries except Myanmar and Viet Nam, boys and girls reported, on average, an equal
likelihood of attending preschool in previous years of education; in Myanmar and Viet Nam,
boys were more likely than girls to have attended at least 1 year of preschool (Table 2, line 1).
As reported in SEA-PLM 2019 Main Regional Report, attendance at preschool has an important
positive relationship with children’s learning performance. In all countries, this overall positive
effect was not different between boys and girls (Table 3, line 1): on average at the country level,
boys and girls benefited similarly from preschooling. The only exception was Myanmar, where the
positive association between preschool and learning performance in reading and mathematics
was stronger for girls than for boys, even when socioeconomic status was equivalent.
School readiness
In all countries, there was no significant difference between boys and girls in school readiness
(defined as children being able to complete 10 or more early language and mathematical tasks
before entering school, as reported by their parents) (Table 2, line 2).
a
b
c
d

Preschool for at least 1 year.
Not applicable in Malaysia where repetition is almost null.
Age 7 years or older in 4 countries, or 6 or older in Myanmar only; not applicable in Malaysia where late entry is almost null.
Under ISCED Level 6.
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SEA-PLM Main Regional Report showed that acquiring skills before entering primary education
has a positive effect on learning performance at the national level on average for children in 4
out of the 6 countries, even 5 years after entering primary education. The magnitude of this
effect of school readiness on learning performance is equivalent for girls and boys (except in
Lao PDR for reading) (Table 3, line 2).
Grade repetition
In all countries (except Malaysia, where very few children had repeated a year of schooling),
boys were, on average, more likely than girls to report having repeated a grade at least once in
primary education, even when Grade 5 learning performance was constant among students. In
other words, when children were performing equally at Grade 5, boys were on average more
likely than girls to have repeated at least a school year (Table 2, line 3).
As discussed in SEA-PLM Main Regional Report, children’s learning performance is on average
negatively affected by grade repetition, but the SEA-PLM database shows that the impact on
boys’ performance was on average stronger than for girls in Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar.
In those countries, the negative effect of repetition on reading, writing and/or mathematical
achievement was significantly different between boys and girls (Table 3, line 3).
Late entry to primary school
In Cambodia, boys were on average more likely than girls to have entered primary school late
(Table 2, line 4). In Lao PDR, Myanmar, the Philippines and Viet Nam, the likelihood was the
same for boys and girls. In Malaysia, late entry was not a factor because it rarely occurs. In all
6 countries, no differences between girls and boys were observed for learning performance
associated with age of entry at primary school (Table 3, line 4). In other words, on average, late
entry to primary school affects the learning of boys and girls similarly, but boys are more likely
than girls to enter late.

Attitudes towards school
Parental expectations
On average among countries, parents had the same level of expectation regarding access to
university whether their child was a boy or a girl (Table 2, line 5) even when the SES index was
equivalent among children.
Positive attitudes
In Malaysia, Myanmar and the Philippines, girls were more likely to report a more positive attitude
towards school than boys, while in the other countries no differences between boys and girls
were observed (Table 2, line 6). In Myanmar and the Philippines, girls were also more likely
than boys to report significant levels of positive attitudes towards mathematics (Table 2, line 7).
Global citizenship interest
In 4 out of the 6 countries, differences were observed between girls’ and boys’ level of interest
in global citizenship education topics, as captured by SEA-PLM 2019 questions.6 In Lao PDR,
boys were more likely than girls to report significant levels of positive attitudes towards local,
national, regional and global citizenship education topics, while in Malaysia, Myanmar and the
Philippines, girls were more likely to have those positive attitudes (Table 2, line 8).

6

GCLEARN index scale derived from questions on attitudes towards global citizenship – local, national, regional and global topics
with regards to systems, issues and dynamics. Please refer to chapter 4 of SEA-PLM Main Regional Report for more references
to SEA-PLM global citizenship concepts and measures.
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Effect on learning outcomes
With very few exceptions, there were no differences observed between boys and girls in the
interaction of attitudes towards school and performance outcomes in the 3 learning domains.

Household responsibilities
Regular engagement in outside-school household responsibilities, such as house chores and
physical work, and its relationship with learning performance was very likely to be related to
sex in most countries, even when controlling for socioeconomic status.
In all countries, children (whether boys or girls) who often engaged in one or several household
responsibilities did not automatically perform worse than children who rarely or never undertook
such activities (see Appendix B, Appendix Table B5, available online). In fact, in most of those
countries and learning domains, when statistical relationships are significant between regular
and cumulative household responsibilities and learning performance, household responsibilities
are associated with higher performance (except in Viet Nam for reading and mathematics, where
the relationship with performance is negative).
In Cambodia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Viet Nam, boys are more likely to report practising
farm work and physical work (Table 2, lines 10 and 12), while girls are more likely to report
undertaking weekly or daily house chores in all 6 countries (Table 2, line 9). In Cambodia,
when boys and girls report the same level of chores practice at home, the positive effect on
achievement is more important for girls than for boys in reading, writing and mathematics (+ 6
points). In 5 out of the 6 countries, boys and girls reported having equivalent practice related to
commercial activities like helping parents to sell groceries (Table 2, line 11).

Summary
In relation to children’s school experiences, attitudes towards school and household
responsibilities, SEA-PLM 2019 data revealed few significant, large and constant differential
effects on learning scores when comparing boys and girls across the 6 countries.
The exception was grade repetition, where repeating boys, on average, performed worse than
repeating girls in 3 out of the 6 countries. This is an important factor to consider when developing
policies to reduce differences between boys and girls related to learning. Grade repetition
practices must be considered, though, in the overall context, and compared with other remedial
systems and learning-recovery approaches.
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Key findings and 							
policy implications
This section synthesizes the main findings of SEA-PLM 2019 on boys’ and girls’ learning and
reflects on policy implications. These can contribute to ongoing discussions and efforts in
Southeast Asian countries to address equity gaps in learning between boys and girls, and to
improve the responsiveness of education to the learning needs of girls and boys.
In general, girls outperformed boys in most of the SEA-PLM 2019 participating countries
and learning domains.
Low-performing boys outnumbered low-performing girls, and high-performing girls outnumbered
high-performing boys. Even in countries where a very large majority of children were very
proficient on SEA-PLM scales, there were still disparities between the number of high-achieving
boys and girls, in favour of girls.
Girls’ learning performance substantially exceeded boys’ learning performance as
cognitive tasks became more complex, which may mean that fewer boys than girls are
developing 21st-century skills.
In all 6 countries, high-performing girls outnumbered high-performing boys in writing by a much
larger margin than in reading and mathematics. Unlike the reading and mathematical domains,
all writing tasks in SEA-PLM tests required children to produce a comprehensive and original
piece of writing, which is considered a higher-order skill involving creativity, analytical thinking
and application of foundational literacy skills.
Findings about differences between girls and boys in different geographic areas were
complex, but no difference was found between rural and urban areas.
A gap between boys’ and girls’ learning was evident within certain sub-national divisions,
particularly in writing, but not across a simple rural–urban comparison.
There is room for improvement in almost all 6 countries in reducing differences
between boys and girls in the key areas of preschool attendance, grade repetition, late
entry to school, attitudes towards school, interest in global citizenship topics, and
household responsibilities.
In the few cases where these disparities translated to differences between girls’ and boys’
learning performance, the score differences were very small. However, SEA-PLM 2019 Main
Regional Report highlighted that most of these factors correlate with children’s learning outcomes
overall in most of the countries.
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Evidence from this report confirms that the Southeast Asian community should continue
to support better explicit policies and practices in basic education for promoting quality
school learning environments for boys and girls from early stages.
When developing policies and programmes to improve the learning of boys and girls, education
systems should:
•

C
 onsider both the overall situation and the differences between girls and boys in order
to increase the total number of children reaching high levels of proficiency and to achieve
learning parity between learners.

•

C
 ontinue to invest in developing higher cognitive skills in all generations of children
during primary education by ensuring the effectiveness of materials, teaching and
learning activities.

•

Target intervention as soon as possible in individual trajectories and/or specific curriculum
areas. This is crucial to avoid difficulties becoming insurmountable barriers for learners,
teachers, communities and systems. For example, education systems can direct fit-forpurpose learning opportunities to specific groups of learners or domains (for example,
boys, low achievers, writing) and track the impact on achievement.

•

D
 evelop methods to monitor, map and discuss the disadvantages for boys and girls in
teaching and learning processes and educational outcomes. For example, education
systems can increase their consultation with stakeholders at various school levels to
give them a voice and to understand their opinions, perceptions and beliefs.

•

Improve the quality of sex-related data. The 6 participating countries can learn from global
responses, outcomes and analytical studies to collect better qualitative and quantitative
data (outcomes, practices and inputs) and consolidate figures over basic education
trajectories and beyond. More consistent policy mapping of key strategic actions may
offer a better understanding of the most frequent regional patterns, lessons learned and
gaps between boys and girls.

•

M
 onitor the COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on the differences between girls’ and boys’
learning outcomes in addition to the overall effect on vulnerable populations. International
evidence suggests that school closures might disproportionately affect girls and set back
the progress made in the region.
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