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This we think we know: American schools favor boys and grind 
down girls. The truth is the very opposite. By virtually every 
measure, girls are thriving in school; it is boys who are the 

second sex 

by Christina Hoff Sommers

(The online version of this article appears in four parts. Click here to go to 
part two, part three, or part four.)

T'S a bad time to be a boy in America. The triumphant victory 
of the U.S. women's soccer team at the World Cup last 
summer has come to symbolize the spirit of American girls. 

The shooting at Columbine High last spring might be said to 
symbolize the spirit of American boys. 
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Discuss this article in the 
politics & society 
conference of Post & 
Riposte. 

More on politics & 
society in The Atlantic 
Monthly and Atlantic 
Unbound.

From the archives: 

"The Trouble With 
Single-Sex Schools," by 
Wendy Kaminer (April, 
1998)
All-female schools are 
"models of equivocation," 
the author, a Smith 
graduate, writes. They 
"reinforce regressive 
notions of sex difference" 
while at the same time 
helping women into the 
professions. 

Related links: 

"Where the Boys Are," 
by Christina Hoff 
Sommers (November 9, 
1998)
A lecture delivered at the 
American Enterprise 
Institute. 

"A Feminist on the 
Outs," by Barbara 
Ehrenreich (August 1, 
1994)
"Christina Hoff Sommers' 
book irks her ideological 
kin by attacking their 
excesses and downplaying 
the downtrodden fate of 
women." An article in 
Time Magazine. 

May 23, 2000
Exchange: Carol Gilligan 
and Christina Hoff 

Sommers
In a letter to the editors, the 
Harvard professor Carol Gilligan, 
whose work is criticized in the 
May cover story, responds to 
Sommers -- and Sommers replies. 

That boys are in disrepute is not 
accidental. For many years 
women's groups have 
complained that boys benefit 
from a school system that favors 
them and is biased against girls. 
"Schools shortchange girls," 
declares the American 
Association of University 
Women. Girls are "undergoing a 
kind of psychological foot-
binding," two prominent 
educational psychologists say. A stream of books and pamphlets 
cite research showing not only that boys are classroom favorites 
but also that they are given to schoolyard violence and sexual 
harassment. 

In the view that has prevailed in American education over the past 
decade, boys are resented, both as the unfairly privileged sex and as 
obstacles on the path to gender justice for girls. This perspective is 
promoted in schools of education, and many a teacher now feels 
that girls need and deserve special indemnifying consideration. "It 
is really clear that boys are Number One in this society and in most 
of the world," says Patricia O'Reilly, a professor of education and 
the director of the Gender Equity Center, at the University of 
Cincinnati. 

The idea that schools and society grind girls down has given rise to 
an array of laws and policies intended to curtail the advantage boys 
have and to redress the harm done to girls. That girls are treated as 
the second sex in school and consequently suffer, that boys are 
accorded privileges and consequently benefit -- these are things 
everyone is presumed to know. But they are not true. 

The research commonly cited to support claims of male privilege 
and male sinfulness is riddled with errors. Almost none of it has 
been published in peer-reviewed professional journals. Some of the 
data turn out to be mysteriously missing. A review of the facts 
shows boys, not girls, on the weak side of an education gender gap. 
The typical boy is a year and a half behind the typical girl in 
reading and writing; he is less committed to school and less likely 
to go to college. In 1997 college full-time enrollments were 45 
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"The Girls of Gen X," by 
Barbara Dafoe 
Whitehead and 
Christina Hoff Sommers
Whitehead and Sommers 
take opposing sides on the 
question of the welfare of 
young women today. 
Posted by The American 
Enterprise Institute. 

"Beyond Title IX: 
Gender Equity Issues in 
Schools" (1993)
A document prepared by a 
group of feminist 
organizations (with a grant 
from the Department of 
Education), "to provide an 
overview of key gender 
equity issues [from gender 
bias to sexual harassment] 
which schools are 
encountering today." 

percent male and 55 percent female. The Department of Education 
predicts that the proportion of boys in college classes will continue 
to shrink. 

Data from the U.S. Department of Education and from several 
recent university studies show that far from being shy and 
demoralized, today's girls outshine boys. They get better grades. 
They have higher educational aspirations. They follow more-
rigorous academic programs and participate in advanced-placement 
classes at higher rates. According to the National Center for 
Education Statistics, slightly more girls than boys enroll in high-
level math and science courses. Girls, allegedly timorous and 
lacking in confidence, now outnumber boys in student government, 
in honor societies, on school newspapers, and in debating clubs. 
Only in sports are boys ahead, and women's groups are targeting 
the sports gap with a vengeance. Girls read more books. They 
outperform boys on tests for artistic and musical ability. More girls 
than boys study abroad. More join the Peace Corps. At the same 
time, more boys than girls are suspended from school. More are 
held back and more drop out. Boys are three times as likely to 
receive a diagnosis of attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder. More 
boys than girls are involved in crime, alcohol, and drugs. Girls 
attempt suicide more often than boys, but it is boys who more often 
succeed. In 1997, a typical year, 4,483 young people aged five to 
twenty-four committed suicide: 701 females and 3,782 males. 

In the technical language of education experts, girls are 
academically more "engaged." Last year an article in The CQ 
Researcher about male and female academic achievement 
described a common parental observation: "Daughters want to 
please their teachers by spending extra time on projects, doing 
extra credit, making homework as neat as possible. Sons rush 
through homework assignments and run outside to play, 
unconcerned about how the teacher will regard the sloppy work." 

School engagement is a critical measure of student success. The 
U.S. Department of Education gauges student commitment by the 
following criteria: "How much time do students devote to 
homework each night?"and "Do students come to class prepared 
and ready to learn? (Do they bring books and pencils? Have they 
completed their homework?)"According to surveys of fourth, 
eighth, and twelfth graders, girls consistently do more homework 
than boys. By the twelfth grade boys are four times as likely as 
girls not to do homework. Similarly, more boys than girls report 
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that they "usually" or "often" come to school without supplies or 
without having done their homework. 

The performance gap between boys and girls in high school leads 
directly to the growing gap between male and female admissions to 
college. The Department of Education reports that in 1996 there 
were 8.4 million women but only 6.7 million men enrolled in 
college. It predicts that women will hold on to and increase their 
lead well into the next decade, and that by 2007 the numbers will 
be 9.2 million women and 6.9 million men. 

Deconstructing the Test-Score Gap

EMINISTS cannot deny that girls get better grades, are more 
engaged academically, and are now the majority sex in 
higher education. They argue, however, that these 

advantages are hardly decisive. Boys, they point out, get higher 
scores than girls on almost every significant standardized test -- 
especially the Scholastic Assessment Test and law school, medical 
school, and graduate school admissions tests. 

In 1996 I wrote an article for Education Week about the many ways 
in which girl students were moving ahead of boys. Seizing on the 
test-score data that suggest boys are doing better than girls, David 
Sadker, a professor of education at American University and a co-
author with his wife, Myra, of Failing at Fairness: How America's 
Schools Cheat Girls (1994), wrote, "If females are soaring in 
school, as Christina Hoff Sommers writes, then these tests are blind 
to their flight." On the 1998 SAT boys were thirty-five points (out 
of 800) ahead of girls in math and seven points ahead in English. 
These results seem to run counter to all other measurements of 
achievement in school. In almost all other areas boys lag behind 
girls. Why do they test better? Is Sadker right in suggesting that 
this is a manifestation of boys' privileged status? 

The answer is no. A careful look at the pool of students who take 
the SAT and similar tests shows that the girls' lower scores have 
little or nothing to do with bias or unfairness. Indeed, the scores do 
not even signify lower achievement by girls. First of all, according 
to College Bound Seniors, an annual report on standardized-test 
takers published by the College Board, many more "at risk" girls 
than "at risk" boys take the SAT -- girls from lower-income homes 
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or with parents who never graduated from high school or never 
attended college. "These characteristics," the report says, "are 
associated with lower than average SAT scores." Instead of 
wrongly using SAT scores as evidence of bias against girls, 
scholars should be concerned about the boys who never show up 
for the tests they need if they are to move on to higher education. 

Another factor skews test results so that they appear to favor boys. 
Nancy Cole, the president of the Educational Testing Service, calls 
it the "spread" phenomenon. Scores on almost any intelligence or 
achievement test are more spread out for boys than for girls -- boys 
include more prodigies and more students of marginal ability. Or, 
as the political scientist James Q. Wilson once put it, "There are 
more male geniuses and more male idiots." 

Boys also dominate dropout lists, failure lists, and learning-
disability lists. Students in these groups rarely take college-
admissions tests. On the other hand, the exceptional boys who take 
school seriously show up in disproportionately high numbers for 
standardized tests. Gender-equity activists like Sadker ought to 
apply their logic consistently: if the shortage of girls at the high end 
of the ability distribution is evidence of unfairness to girls, then the 
excess of boys at the low end should be deemed evidence of 
unfairness to boys. 

Suppose we were to turn our attention away from the highly 
motivated, self-selected two fifths of high school students who take 
the SAT and consider instead a truly representative sample of 
American schoolchildren. How would girls and boys then 
compare? Well, we have the answer. The National Assessment of 
Educational Progress, started in 1969 and mandated by Congress, 
offers the best and most comprehensive measure of achievement 
among students at all levels of ability. Under the NAEP program 
70,000 to 100,000 students, drawn from forty-four states, are tested 
in reading, writing, math, and science at ages nine, thirteen, and 
seventeen. In 1996, seventeen-year-old boys outperformed 
seventeen-year-old girls by five points in math and eight points in 
science, whereas the girls outperformed the boys by fourteen points 
in reading and seventeen points in writing. In the past few years 
girls have been catching up in math and science while boys have 
continued to lag far behind in reading and writing. 

In the July, 1995, issue of Science, Larry V. Hedges and Amy 
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Nowell, researchers at the University of Chicago, observed that 
girls' deficits in math were small but not insignificant. These 
deficits, they noted, could adversely affect the number of women 
who "excel in scientific and technical occupations."Of the deficits 
in boys' writing skills they wrote, "The large sex differences in 
writing ... are alarming.... The data imply that males are, on 
average, at a rather profound disadvantage in the performance of 
this basic skill." They went on to warn, 

The generally larger numbers of males who perform near the 
bottom of the distribution in reading comprehension and 
writing also have policy implications. It seems likely that 
individuals with such poor literacy skills will have difficulty 
finding employment in an increasingly information-driven 
economy. Thus, some intervention may be required to enable 
them to participate constructively.

Hedges and Nowell were describing a serious problem of national 
scope, but because the focus elsewhere has been on girls' deficits, 
few Americans know much about the problem or even suspect that 
it exists. 

Indeed, so accepted has the myth of girls in crisis become that even 
teachers who work daily with male and female students tend to 
reflexively dismiss any challenge to the myth, or any evidence 
pointing to the very real crisis among boys. Three years ago 
Scarsdale High School, in New York, held a gender-equity 
workshop for faculty members. It was the standard girls-are-being-
shortchanged fare, with one notable difference. A male student 
gave a presentation in which he pointed to evidence suggesting that 
girls at Scarsdale High were well ahead of boys. David Greene, a 
social-studies teacher, thought the student must be mistaken, but 
when he and some colleagues analyzed department grading 
patterns, they discovered that the student was right. They found 
little or no difference in the grades of boys and girls in advanced-
placement social-studies classes. But in standard classes the girls 
were doing a lot better. 

And Greene discovered one other thing: few wanted to hear about 
his startling findings. Like schools everywhere, Scarsdale High has 
been strongly influenced by the belief that girls are systematically 
deprived. That belief prevails among the school's gender-equity 
committee and has led the school to offer a special senior elective 
on gender equity. Greene has tried to broach the subject of male 
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underperformance with his colleagues. Many of them concede that 
in the classes they teach, the girls seem to be doing better than the 
boys, but they do not see this as part of a larger pattern. After so 
many years of hearing about silenced, diminished girls, teachers do 
not take seriously the suggestion that boys are not doing as well as 
girls even if they see it with their own eyes in their own 
classrooms. 

Continued... 

(The online version of this article appears in four parts. Click here 
to go to part two, part three, or part four.)

Christina Hoff Sommers is the W. H. Brady Fellow at the 
American Enterprise Institute.

Illustrations by Jonathan Carlson.
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