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Abstract 

Several studies have documented the outstanding performance of girls in examinations especially in most parts 

of the developed world. But evidence have shown girls underperforming in the case of Ghana, in the final 

examination at the senior high school where girls performance lags behind boys in both core subjects and past 

rates. The research sort to find answers to whether girls’ performance in the final examination differs among 

schools in northern and southern Ghana and ‘what account for the low performance of girls relative to boys. The 

main purpose   was to ascertain whether the evidence of underperformance in the final examinations is a general 

problem or not using only girls’ school across the country and to determine the root causes of girls’ performance 

in senior high school final examination. 

This paper examined the theoretical based for the analysis of trend and root causes of girls’ academic 

performance in the context of Ghana as a developing country taking into account the diverse context in which 

schools function. The study came out with the theoretical perspectives by reviewing literature on gender 

inequalities in academic achievement, various theories related to gender inequalities and girls’ academic 
achievement and determinants of achievement. We mainly based the review on meta-analyses, literature review 

and single studies on various components related to the current study  

From the review, differences in academic achievement of boys and girls have basically been explained with 

reference to biological, physical and social construction of the sexes. But underachievement of boys and girls 
have been traditionally linked to sex differentiation and sex inequality mainly using theories of sex 

differentiation and inequality. It came out that, the inequality in achievement is determined by some other 

personal variables like ability, study culture and external factors in addition to gender. The literature review 

revealed that current development requires analysis of inequality in academic achievement to transcend gender 

and include root causes of gender inequality. Sex role theories, liberal feminist theories and education production 

theory based on input-process-output are inadequate in explaining gender inequality in achievement and the 

determinants. In this regard the paper finds the Social Relation Framework as an alternative to analyze gender 

inequalities in academic achievement and the underlying root causes. The outcome being the use of school as 

the institution, where trends of girls’ performance are analyzed taken note of different context and cultures in 

which schools operate and the social relationships dimension: rules, resources, people, activities and power 

relation to determine academic achievement and production of gender inequality in academic performance. 

The understanding of school context and culture as well as the social dimensions of rules, resources, activities 

and power relation ascertain academic performance not based on gender difference only, can lend support to 

gender inequalities, educational practice in schools and policy discourse through the designing of educational 

polices/practices to address underlying root causes of girls performance based on differential consideration of 

schools rather than all fit size policies.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 

The performance of the girl child in final examination at the senior high school have been projected to lag behind 

that of boys which appears to be the opposite of what is happening international in most developed countries. In 

most developed countries the trend in academic achievement is evidence by girl’s outstanding performance against 

boys at secondary schools and higher levels (Skelton, and Francis, 2005; Jackman, Morrain-Webb & Fuller, 2019). 

This pattern of academic performance between boys and girls, comes in the wake of a current general low trend 

in academic performance across the globe, where many are schooling without learning reflecting in abysmal 

performance (Sperling, Winthrop and Kwauk 2016; World Bank, 2018).  

Girls education have been driven by National governments, development partners and donor agencies policy, 

focusing on promotion of educational attainment (access, retention and completion) with less concentrations on 

achievement. The focus on educational attainment in terms of access is based on set international and agreed 

targets like the Education for All Agenda, Millennium Development Goals/Sustainable Development Goals 
(MDGs/SDGs). Achievement of gender parity between boys and girls in enrolment have been the aim of these 

agendas,  but in recent years more attention is been placed on improving not only gender parity of access but also 

gender parity of educational attainment, measured through examination scores and years of schooling completed 

(Aikman and Roa, 2013). Aikman and Roa (2013) indicates that educational attainment focus with strong 

emphasis on measurement of examination results have often failed to account of the diverse contexts in which 

schools function and girls and boys live. The tendency of neglecting the nature of girls and boys educational 

experiences have the potential to affect their ability to achieve an education which is valuable. 

 Academic performance has been at the center of scholarly literature with much studies measuring level of 

performance and determinants of achievement. International assessments have shown that increased access to 

schooling is not leading to unequivocal increases in learning outcomes and student achievement as measured in 

examination results and numbers of years completed in school (Aikman, Halai and Rubagiza, 2011). Sperling, 

Winthrop and Kwauk (2016) points to the  learning crisis around the globe, both in terms of “hard” skills like 

literacy and numeracy, and “soft” skills like communication, teamwork, and resilience which requires 

improvement in the quality of education to be at the top of the agenda to improve girls’ education.   The learning 

crisis has been reechoed in the 2018 World Development Report, where many are schooling without learning, 
which is seen as a learning a wasted opportunity (World Bank, 2018). But evidence has shown girls education to 

be the best form of investment, with outstanding benefits to only to girls, but families and the larger society 

(Sperling, Winthrop and Kwauk, 2016). However, the full benefits cannot just be accrued with only the promotion 

of educational access, but achievement is crucial in this direction.  

Research on gender and academic performance, have shown girls averagely perform better in school than boys, 

academically especially in most developed countries (Houtte, 2004; Gray et al, 2004; Becky and Skelton, 2005;  

Farooq et al, 2011; Lam et al 2012; Jackman, Morrain-Webb & Fuller, 2019). This has become an international 

phenomena with boys generally being projected as doing less well than girls in terms of examination performance, 

with much debates and research surrounding boy’s underachievement (Becky and Skelton, 2005; Jackman, 

Morrain-Webb & Fuller, 2019). The outstanding performance of girls is strongly connected to their 

overwhelmingly higher achievement at language and literacy subjects, which somehow skews the overall 

achievement figures (Jones and Myhill, 2004).  

On the contrary, girls  performance in examination in some developing  countries   as in the case of Ghana have 

reported consistent under performance in the final examination of secondary schooling, (Associate for Change, 

2011; CAMFED, 2012: MOE, 2018). Girl lagged behind boys in general pass rate in most subjects.  For instance 

the general pass rate of girls in West African Examination Secondary School Examination (WASSCE 2018) 

showed 20 % females qualify for tertiary education compared to 26% males (MOE, 2018). The pass rate is the 

qualifying grade (Grade A1 to C6) used as eligibility for entry into tertiary education or post-secondary education. 

Evidence exist that girls underperform academically in most subjects relative to boys in some developing countries 
(Rwegarisa, 2017; MOE, 2018; Tesema and Braeken, 2018).  For instance, Tesema and Braeken (2018) finds a 

significant and large gender gap in academic achievement in favor of boys in almost all regions in Ethiopia, 

indicating that persistence of cultural practices affect girls’ educational opportunity and achievement. To 

stimulates girls’ attendance at school and improves academic achievement Tesema and Braken (2018) suggest the 

need for the creation of a positive atmosphere to enhance learning. 

Technically there is a gender gap in academic achievement between boys and girls, with evidence of girls’ 

outstanding performance in examination in developed nations and the contrary in Ghana and other less developed 

countries. Is there a differential performance between boys and girls in senior high school final examination in 

Ghana? What account for the low performance of girls in the final examination of senior high schools? Are there 



differential performance of girls across only girls’ schools? Does girl’s performance vary across schools in 

different parts of the country? 

Various theoretical frameworks have been employed in the explanation of girls underachievement ranging from 

feminist theories like sex role theory and social constructionist theories based on gender in the past (Skelton and 

Francis, 2005). But for investigation into gender differences/inequality in education, there has been a call for 

analysis to transcend segmented analysis and the identification of only immediate causes of gender inequality in 

education, to a deeper explanations (Stromquist, 1989; Aikman and Roa, 2011). For a deeper analysis of inequality 

in academic performance in the case of girls and the determinants requires a theoretical approach beyond just 

frameworks based on gender and input- process-output models is needed. 

Methodology 

This paper forms part of a theoretical base for a Ph.D. study whose aim is to examine the trends and determinants 

of girls’ performance in the final examination of senior high schools. The purpose is to find a theoretical model 

to explain the trend of girl’s academic performance comparable to boys and   the root cause for the inequality of 

performance. As a point of entry, the study undertook a literature review on trends of girls’ academic performance 

and the determinants of academic performance of girls in senior high school level. According to Creswell, (2009) 

the aim of a literature review is to convey the knowledge and ideas that have been established on a topic and what 

their strengths and weaknesses are. The study must equally be guided by a guiding concept. In this study, the 
guiding concept was the theoretical frameworks related to gender inequality in academic achievement connected 

to social roles, feminist gender theories and social relation theory. The study relied on electronic data based and 

access journals and other relevant materials. 

The different Theoretical Perspectives 

Feminist Theoretical Perspective of Gender and Achievement 

Several feminist theories explain persistent gender differences in education, and not on achievement specifically. 

But the major theories that have been used to explain academic achievement disparities between males and 

females are the sex role theory, feminist perspective and social constructionist theory (Skelton and Francis, 2005). 

Underachievement of boys and girls has been traditionally linked to sex differentiation and sex inequality 

(Stockard and Wood, 1984). And so that explains why the theories employ in studies of gender academic 

achievement gap relates to sex differentiation and inequality. 

Liberal feminist have been concerned with the position of girls and women in education, with their interest on 

achievement focus on the position in relation to boys and girls participation in education (Stromquist. 1989). In 

line with the position of men and women in education, early feminist attention was on campaign for girl’s rights 

to compulsory and higher education and for same sex subjects (i.e boys and girls being allowed to study the same 
subjects). Then, from the twentieth century feminist turn to focus on girl’s negative and second class experience 

of schooling and the ways girls are marginalized within the education system (Skelton and Francis, 2005). In 

relation to achievement, feminist identified girls’ underperformance at high status traditional masculine subjects 

like science and mathematics.  Many studies have given evidence of girls’ underachievement in hard core subjects 

like mathematic (Kyei, Apam and Nokoe, 2011).  However in the 1970s and 1980s, feminist illuminated how the 

school help in reproducing gender inequality based on critique of women’s lack of power and their primary role 

as housewives and care givers are attributed to the process of socialization which is reinforced by schools. Within 

feminist thinking, girls and their experiences are systematically belittled and devalued in subtle ways through 

school curriculum, ethos and attitudes of teachers (Skelton and Francis, 2005). Liberal feminism, even though 

good is often criticized for its inability to address deep-rooted gender inequities and the interdependencies between 

gender and other indicators of equity such as ethnicity and social class. The approach has limitations in regard to 

the analysis of the social structuring of gender inequalities and other social factors (Mannathoko, 1999) 

Sex Role Theory and Academic Achievement  

According to studies done by Stockard (1985), Skelton and Francis (2005), sex role theory has been the dominant 

theory used in the explanation of girls underachievement. Sex role theory extent from roles theories, which claim 

that children learn ways of relating to the world around them through observation of how people act and are being 

rewarded when they demonstrate appropriate behavior and punished for wrong doing (Wood, 2012; Carter, 2014). 

For example Wendy Wood (2012) explains sex differences and similarities take a variety of forms, depending on 

men’s and women’s roles in society, which in turn reflect male and female physical attributes, in combination 
with socioeconomic and cultural conditions. The gender identity and roles expectations are learned through 

socialization from the family and the school, and become identity standards for boys and girls that are strengthened 

by repeated comparisons between the internalized expectations and subsequent appraisals of behavior (Crater, 



2014).   These internalize roles turn to inform the performance of boys and girls in the growth process and what 

they do in life, hence their performance in school. 

In empirical studies, sex role theory has been employed as the dominant explanation for girls’ underachievement 

particularly in the 1970s and 1980s where girls were underperforming (Stockard, 1985, Skelton and Francis 

(2005).  Stockard and Wood (1984) examined underachievement among students who graduated from high school 

in 1978 in a western city. Their results suggested that the problem of females' academic underachievement was 

more mythical than factual, because underachievement is found to be much more common among males than 

females. Stockard, (1985) also explain females’ underachievement to be mostly linked to their anticipation of 

adult life and economic dependence on men. It is suggested that females try to keep their achievement within 
bounds that do not threaten their potential mates. Stockard (1985) analyses of educational inequality have focused 

on sex inequalities, which suggest students' experiences and achievement in school reflect the importance of the 

formation of aspirations for adult roles. This implies that sex inequalities in the adult world are the result of 

students' acquisition of stereotyped views of male and female adult roles from child socialization process 

(Stockard 1985, p. 300). Although sex role theory play key in the explanation of sex inequities, Mannathoko 

(1999) sees most sex role theory to be based on analysis of normative values, instead aiming at exposing problems 

in social interaction. Thus, it said to be limited in its inability to theorize power and social interest, and other 

variables. However, sex role theory is good for productive research on stereotypes of femininity and masculinity 

and the analysis of sex roles as social constructs, curriculum contents and media images and not general academic 

achievement (Manathoko, 1999). 

 But the current trend of girl’s outstanding academic achievement in most developed countries cannot draw on the 

sex role theory as a logical explanation, but is applicable to the current study where girls at senior high schools 

are under performing relative to boys in the final examinations. But evidence abound that gender is not the only 

variable determine performance level in examinations but other social factors as well as school factors  play out. 

Social Relation Framework 

A gender analysis helps to interpret inequalities and differences, as well as better understand their root causes. 

Gender analysis frameworks provide the conceptual structure which helps to structure and frame content of 

research together with the methods/tools to gather data for gender inequality. Among the gender analysis 

frameworks that useful for examining inequalities in education is the social relations framework developed by 

Naila Kabeer in the 1990s (UNGEI, 2012). Kabeer social relation framework is based on various theoretical 

notions with a social justice lens. The framework identifies two key concepts for analysis: ‘development’, 

considered as the process of increasing human wellbeing, and social relations, as structural relationships that 

create and reproduce systemic differences in the positioning of groups of people. Apart from the key concepts of 
development and social relation, the framework relies on institutional analysis at three levels; micro-level 

(household and family), macro (international community), meso (the state, the market place). Institutions are 

defined here as frameworks of rules for achieving certain social or economic goals.  Institutions produce, reinforce 

and reproduce social difference and inequalities. In addition, institutions are inter-connected and so do not operate 

independently (Kabeer, 2003). Kabeer further see institutions variable since they vary across contexts and 

cultures.  Kabeer indicated that all institutions possess the following five aspects of social relationships: rules, 

resources, people, activities and power. These dimensions are important for analysis of social inequality in general, 

and gender inequality in particular. Examining institutions on the basis of their rules, practices, people, distribution 

of resources, and their authority and control structures, helps you understand who does what, who gains, who 

loses (which men and which women) (Kabeer, 2003) 

Although the Social Relations Approach may quite complicated, detailed and demanding, it needs to be consider 

based on the complexity of the realities it encourages to analyze. The framework useful for the present study 

because it allows a deep and comprehensive understanding of gender relations and the root cause for inequalities 

in gender.  Thus the opportunity avails for one to adapt parts of the approach to a specific context. The social 

relation framework allows for analysis of gender inequality as well as the root causes, and since the study measures 

both inequality and it determinants, the study sort to adapt it. 

Conclusion 

Inequality in academic performance between boys and girls in the final year examination of senior high school 

shows girls underperformance reflecting a contrary view of current trend across some parts of the world where 

girls are out performing boys. In reviewing literature to answer why the performance of girls is low in Ghana, 

theoretical frames that have been used in the past based on sexual difference such as sex role theory, and input 

out models are found inadequate. This is based on current development which requires analysis of inequality 

based on gender to go beyond and include the deep root causes of the inequalities. The social relation framework 



with development and social orientation using institutions like the school offers an alternative model since it 

allows analysis of inequality as well as the root causes to examined  
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