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2 Attainment in TIMSS 2015 by gender  

Chapter outline 

This chapter summarises pupils’ attainment by gender in mathematics and science in 

Year 6 (Y6, ages 9-10) in 2015. Findings for mathematics are discussed first, followed 

by findings for science. Outcomes for Northern Ireland are compared with those of the 

subset of main comparator nations which performed better than Northern Ireland in 

PISA 2012 in all three domains (Australia, Finland, Hong Kong, Poland, the Republic of 

Ireland, and Singapore), plus England as a comparator nation of the UK..  

Key findings 

 In Northern Ireland, there were no significant11 gender differences in attainment for 

either mathematics or science. 

 The lack of gender differences in attainment in Northern Ireland in both mathematics 

and science was apparent in both the 2011 and 2015 TIMSS cycles.  

2.1 Attainment by gender in TIMSS 

Tables 2.1 and 2.2 below show the international average scale scores for mathematics and 

science, ordered by the size of gender differences. The countries at the top of the tables 

have gender differences favouring girls, while those at the bottom of the tables have gender 

differences favouring boys. Countries towards the middle of the tables have smaller gender 

differences than those at either end of the tables. Outcomes for Northern Ireland are 

discussed for each subject in turn.  

Interpreting the data: gender differences 

The TIMSS achievement scales have a centre point of 500 and a standard deviation of 

100. The tables show the direction and size of any gender difference for each country. 

Statistically significant differences are shown in colour in the ‘Gender Difference’ 

column while non-significant differences are greyed out.  
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 Throughout this report, the term ‘significant’ refers to statistical significance. 
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Table 2.1  TIMSS 2015 gender differences, mathematics at ages 9-10  

 

Source: Exhibit 1.10, International mathematics report (Mullis et al., 2016a).  
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Table 2.2  TIMSS 2015 gender differences, science at ages 9-10  

 
Source: Exhibit 1.10, International science report (Martin et al., 2016a).  
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2.1.1 Gender differences in mathematics attainment 

Northern Ireland is near the middle of Table 2.1, with no significant gender difference in 

mathematics attainment in Y6. Boys in Northern Ireland scored an average of 571 for 

mathematics and girls an average of 569.  

Of the 5012 participating countries, just over half (26 countries) had a significant gender 

difference. In eight countries this gender difference favoured girls, while in the remaining 18 

countries it favoured boys. Northern Ireland was one of 23 countries showing no overall 

gender difference for mathematics attainment at this age, including Poland, the Republic of 

Ireland and the high performers of Japan and Singapore. In contrast, England, Australia and 

the high performers of Hong Kong, Korea and Chinese Taipei all had significant gender 

differences for mathematics attainment, favouring boys; in contrast, Finland had a significant 

gender difference favouring girls. 

There has been no change in the gender difference in Y6 maths attainment in Northern 

Ireland since 2011, as shown in Figure 2.1 below. Consistent with the 2011 results, in 2015 

there was no statistically significant difference in the mathematics score for boys (571) and 

the score for girls (569).  

Figure 2.1 Trends in mathematics achievement by gender 

 

Source: Exhibit 1.12, International mathematics report (Mullis et al., 2016a).  
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 Armenia administered the Grade 4 assessment but no data is available, therefore data from 49 
countries is available for comparison. 
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2.1.2 Gender differences in science attainment 

Northern Ireland also has no significant gender difference in science attainment in Y6 (see 

Table 2.2). The average scale score for both boys and girls in science was 520. Just under 

half of the participating countries (22 of 47) showed a significant gender difference for 

science. Unlike mathematics, where more countries had a significant gender difference 

favouring boys, in science the number of countries with a gender difference favouring boys 

and the number of countries with a gender difference favouring girls was the same (11 in 

each case).  

Northern Ireland was one of 25 countries showing no significant overall gender difference for 

science at this age. The other countries included Australia, the Republic of Ireland, England, 

Poland and the highest scorer Singapore. By contrast, the high performers of Hong Kong, 

Korea and Chinese Taipei all had a gender difference for science attainment in favour of 

boys, just as they had for mathematics. As was the case for mathematics, Finland has a 

gender difference for science attainment in favour of girls. 

As shown in Figure 2.2, there has been no change in the gender difference in science 

attainment in Northern Ireland between 2011 and 2015. In both 2011 and 2015 there were 

no statistically significant differences in the science scores for girls and boys in Northern 

Ireland. In 2011, the girls’ score of 517 compared with a score of 516 for boys; in 2015 the 

score for both boys and girls was 520.  

Figure 2.2 Trends in science achievement by gender 

 
Source: Exhibit 1.12, International science report (Martin et al., 2016a).  
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2.2 Conclusion 

Northern Ireland’s high attainment in mathematics at ages 9-10 is achieved through equally 

high performance from girls and boys and, although overall performance in science is 

weaker, once again both girls and boys contribute equally to that attainment.  

In addition, this equality of attainment in mathematics and science between boys and girls 

first seen in TIMSS 2011 has remained in TIMSS 2015.  
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