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Abstract: Many argue that hegemonic gender norms depress boys’ performance and account for the
gender gap in achievement. I describe differences in the emergence of the gender gap in academic
achievement between white and Asian American youth and explore how the immigrant experience
and cultural differences in gender expectations might account for observed differences. For white
students, boys are already underperforming girls in kindergarten, with themale disadvantage growing
into high school. For Asian Americans, boys perform as well as girls throughout elementary school
but begin underperforming relative to girls at the transition to adolescence. Additionally, I show
that the Asian American gender gap is larger in schools with stronger male-centric sports cultures
and where boys’ underachievement is normalized. I speculate that model-minority stereotypes, the
immigrant experience, and standards of masculinity that promote pro-school behaviors in boys act
as protective factors in early childhood but wane at the transition to adolescence during a period
when the dominant peer culture plays a larger role in shaping gender identities. The study offers
evidence that the gender gap in achievement is not an inevitable fact of biology but is shaped by
social environment.
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THE gender gap in education favoring females is so pervasive that it is popularly
referred to as the “problem with boys.” The origins of this phenomenon are

still debated. Hegemonic masculinity, a system of beliefs and practices that simul-
taneously valorize dominance, athleticism, and physical strength and denigrate
conscientiousness and diligence in males, is speculated to depress the academic
engagement and achievement of boys (Archer, Pratt, and Phillips 2001; Connell
and Messerschmidt 2005; Legewie and DiPrete 2012; DiPrete and Buchmann 2013).
Identifying the effect of gender norms on the gender gap in academic achievement,
however, is difficult because credible sources of exogenous variation are necessary
to isolate their effects, yet sources of variation are difficult to find because norms
are, by definition, widely held beliefs.

The case of Asian Americans offers a unique opportunity to assess the role of
gender norms in shaping academic achievement. As immigrants or the children of
immigrants, Asian American youth are not only influenced by the dominant gender
expectations in the United States but also by the norms and expectations of their
countries of origin. Immigrants are self-selected in terms of their optimism and
belief that their hard work will yield positive outcomes (Kao and Tienda 1998; Hsin
and Xie 2014). Asian immigrant parents hold higher educational expectations for
their children than white parents (Goyette and Xie 1999). In contrast to hegemonic
standards of masculinity, dominant concepts of masculinity in many Asian coun-
tries are more fluid and promote qualities such as conscientiousness, gentleness,
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and patience in boys (Sung 1987; Chua and Fujino 1999). The protective effects of
immigration and Asian cultural norms may wane at the transition to adolescence
during a period when peers and peer culture play a relatively larger role in shaping
gender identities. Model-minority stereotypes may be more damaging to adoles-
cent Asian American boys’ developing sense of self (than they are to adolescent
Asian American girls’), which may have negative consequences for boys’ academic
performance.

In this article, I use the case of white and Asian American youth to explore the
role of norms in shaping the gender gap in achievement. I begin by describing
racial/ethnic differences in the emergence of the gender gap in achievement. To
do this, I follow Hsin and Xie (2014) by combining two national cohort studies,
the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Cohort (ECLS-K) and the
Education Longitudinal Study (ELS), to describe disparities in achievement from
kindergarten through high school. I extend the work of Hsin and Xie (2014) to
explicitly explore trends in the gender gap and the role of peer norms and school
environment in shaping the gender gap in achievement among Asian Americans
once it emerges in high school.

The article offers three empirical findings. First, in contrast to whites, no gender
gap in achievement exists among Asian American students throughout elementary
school, but Asian American boys begin underperforming relative to Asian American
girls at the transition to adolescence. Second, Asian American girls accrue a larger
race premium relative to Asian American boys. Third, Asian American boys are
more likely to underperform relative to Asian American girls in schools where the
dominant peer culture normalizes boys’ underachievement. I speculate on how
the immigrant experience, model-minority stereotypes, and cultural differences in
gender expectations help explain the empirical findings. Overall, I argue that these
findings regarding the gender gap in achievement are not inevitable facts of biology
but phenomenon that have origins in the social environment.

Hegemonic Masculinity and the Gender Gap

The female advantage in academic performance emerges early, when children are
in kindergarten (DiPrete and Jennings 2012), and continues into elementary school
(Tach and Farkas 2006) and high school (Mickelson 1989; Perkins et al. 2004). In
high school, girls elect to take as many rigorous courses in math and the sciences
as boys do (Xie and Shauman 2003; Catsambis 2005) and attain higher grades than
boys do in all major subjects (Perkins et al. 2004). Scholars have attributed these
gender disparities in academic performance to hegemonic gender norms that pro-
mote academic engagement for girls but stigmatize them for boys (Legewie and
DiPrete 2012). Hegemonic ideals of femininity praise qualities such as cooperation,
conscientiousness, and attentiveness in girls (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005).
These qualities help bolster girls’ academic performance because they are rewarded
by schools and teachers (Downey and Vogt Yuan 2005; DiPrete and Jennings 2012).
In contrast, hegemonic masculinity exalts qualities such as dominance and ath-
leticism while denigrating diligence and conscientiousness as feminine (Connell
and Messerschmidt 2005). Pro-school behaviors, such as effort and diligence, are
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incompatible with “cool” masculinity, which simultaneously valorizes academic
success attained through “effortless achievement” and perceives success that is
achieved through hard work as being not masculine and “uncool” (Epstein 1998;
Archer et al. 2001; Jackson and Dempster 2009).

Boys and girls not only face different gender expectations but the expectations
faced by boys are more restrictive than those faced by girls. The gender revolution
of the last half-century expanded the standards of femininity to encompass tradi-
tionally masculine traits, such as confidence, independence, and rationality. Yet,
masculine standards remain relatively unchanged and narrow (England 2010). For
example, far more females have entered previously male-dominant fields of study
since the 1970s than males have entered previously female-dominant fields of study
in college. Parents are more likely to encourage girls to play with traditional “boy”
toys, such as Legos and science sets, than they are to encourage boys to play with
dolls. Standards of masculinity are more restrictive than standards of femininity,
and the social sanctions faced by males for gender nonconformity are stronger
than those faced by females (Pascoe 2007). For example, whereas being called a
“tomboy” is now taken as a mark of honor for many girls, being called a “sissy” is
still considered universally derogatory for boys.

Gender-typical behaviors matter for the gender gap in achievement because
they are correlated with academic performance. Studies show that adolescent boys
who report moderate levels of gender-atypical behaviors (e.g., boys who are more
emotionally sensitive and less physically athletic) are more academically engaged
and do better academically than adolescent boys who confirm to hegemonic gender
expectations (Ueno and McWilliams 2010; Yavorsky and Buchmann 2018).

Asian American Educational Expectations and
Gender Norms

Although the research offers evidence that hegemonic gender norms in the United
States suppress the academic performance of boys, the case of Asian Americans
offers an interesting point of contrast because Asian American youth are exposed
to additional norms and gender expectations that may produce different gender
patterns in achievement in contrast to their white counterparts.

As immigrants or children of immigrants, Asian American youths’ and their
parents’ orientations toward education are shaped by their immigrant experience.
Immigrants are self-selected in terms of motivation and optimism (Kao and Tienda
1998), and Asian American immigrants are more likely than most other immigrant
groups to see education as the main vehicle for upward mobility for their children
(Sakamoto, Goyette, and Kim 2009). Asian American parents, across all major ethnic
subgroups and socioeconomic statuses (SESs), hold higher educational expectations
than white parents (Goyette and Xie 1999; Hsin and Xie 2014; Liu and Xie 2016).
Many Asian American youth come to see their educational success as redemption
for the sacrifice that their parents endured because of immigration and, as a result,
are motivated to try harder to meet their parents’ high educational expectations
(Tran 2016).
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Asian American youth also benefit from “stereotype promise,” or the promise
of being viewed as academically gifted and hardworking (Lee and Zhou 2015).
Stereotype promise bolsters Asian American youths’ performance in ways that
confirm the positive stereotypes. Hsin and Xie (2014) find that students from all
major Asian ethnic subgroups—East Asian, Filipino, South Asian, and Southeast
Asian American students—are perceived by teachers to be harder working and
more attentive to schoolwork than their white peers.

Standards of masculinity in many Asian countries do not fully align with hege-
monic norms in the United States in ways that may benefit Asian American boys’
academic performance. Chua and Fujino (1999) find that Asian American males
have a less rigid understanding of masculinity than their white peers. Although
white males conceive masculinity as oppositional to femininity, both foreign and
U.S.-born Asian males conceive masculinity as containing both masculine and femi-
nine traits. White males were also more likely than their Asian American peers to
rate qualities such as dominance, independence, and physical strength as strongly
correlated with masculine identity. In contrast, Asian American males were more
likely than their white peers to considered reliability, caring, and politeness as
hallmarks of masculinity.

Unfortunately, the study did not look at variation across Asian ethnic sub-
groups, so it is unknown to what extent concepts of masculinity vary across ethnic
subgroups. However, the contention that standards of masculinity among Asian
Americans are more fluid than hegemonic standards is consistent with Confucian
teachings, which have shaped cultural norms in East Asian countries. For exam-
ple, Chinese gender norms generally contrast physical strength and athleticism as
oppositional to intellect in the idiom “strong limbs, simple mind” (Sung 1987:114).
Confucian teachings also praise qualities such as gentleness, self-cultivation, and
work ethic in men and denigrate qualities such as physical strength, aggression, and
dominance, which is in stark contrast to dominant gender norms in U.S. society.

Asian American Achievement at the Intersection of Race
and Gender

Feminist theories argue that social identities, such as race and gender, are not
experienced in isolation of one another but interact to shape individual experiences
(McCall 2005). We might expect Asian American girls to experience their ethnicity
differently than Asian American boys.

Racialized and gendered stereotypes that conceive Asian Americans as model
minorities have potentially more damaging effects for Asian American boys than
Asian American girls. Asian American males are perceived by their non-Asian
peers to be intelligent and diligent but also socially inept, unathletic, and sexually
undesirable (Eng 2001; Wong et al. 2012). Nearly all adolescent boys in Qin’s study
of 72 Chinese immigrant adolescents report being harassed for being perceived
as weak and nerdy (2009). Despite group heterogeneity, these negative depictions
are uniformly and rigidly levied at all Asian ethnic groups (Espiritu 2008) and
lower Asian American males’ self-image (Wong et al. 2012; Lu and Wong 2013).
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Chen (1999) argues that some Asian American males strike hegemonic bargains to
“achieve” masculinity by adopting “compensatory strategies” to undermine nega-
tive stereotypes and conform to hegemonic standards. Qin (2009) finds that Chinese
boys attempt to fight the stereotype of being “nerds” by excelling in nonacademic ac-
tivities, such as team sports and video games. Lei (2003) shows that Southeast Asian
American adolescent males respond to being perceived as docile and unattractive
by “acting tough” and traveling in groups to protect themselves against harassment.

In contrast to boys, the gender expectations that most Asian American girls
face align with hegemonic standards and should positively foster their academic
performance. Like white girls, Asian American girls are expected to be cooperative
and responsible and do well in school (Yip and Fuligni 2002; Suárez-Orozco and
Qin 2006). As children of immigrants, they are also socialized to be the “keepers of
the culture” and are subjected to greater parental control (Billson 1995). In a study
of low-income Vietnamese immigrant families, Zhou and Bankston (2001) show
how the combination of traditional gender roles and the immigrant experience push
girls to outperform boys. They show that immigrant families come to recognize the
importance of having a dual-income household in securing economic mobility and,
as a result, demand both sons and daughters to excel in school. Traditional gender
roles, however, lead parents to exercise greater control over their daughters’ social
lives than their sons’. Whereas sons are permitted more liberties, daughters are
prevented from socializing and required to devote more time to schoolwork. This
pattern of stronger parental control of daughters versus sons coupled with high
educational expectations was found across many Asian ethnic groups (Dasgupta
1998; Talbani and Hasanali 2000). For example, Espiritu (2001) shows that Filipino
American families expected both daughters and sons to achieve in school, but
families exercised stronger control of daughters’ morality and sexual loyalties; girls
are expected to be “good Filipinas” as opposed to “loose and immoral Americans.”
Similarly, in a study of Chinese immigrants, Qin (2009) shows that although families
expected all children to do well in school, they actively discouraged their daughters
from attending parties, spending time with friends outside of school, and bringing
“shame” to the family by being sexually promiscuous, whereas they were more
permissive with sons.

Overall, the research implies that the effects of race on Asian American girls will
differ from the effects of race on Asian American boys because race and gender will
interact to shape individual experiences. The combination of hegemonic gender
expectations, high parental expectations, and traditional gender expectations that
subject the children of immigrants to greater parental control will act to bolster
the academic performance of Asian American girls. Thus, they should accrue
greater benefits from their racial status than Asian American boys. In contrast,
Asian American boys face greater conflicting gender expectations. On one hand,
the high parental educational expectations and stereotype promise should serve as
protective factors. On the other hand, the social sanctions associated with deviating
from dominant gender norms are harsher for boys than for girls. Model-minority
stereotypes stigmatize Asian American boys more so than Asian American girls.
This should imply that Asian American boys should benefit less from their racial
status relative to Asian American girls. Put in other words, the estimated effects
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of gender and race on achievement should be interactive rather than additive, and
Asian American girls should accrue larger benefits in academic achievement from
their racial status than Asian American boys.

Asian Gender Norms and the Transition to Adolescence

Gender theories posit that gender is not an immutable trait that people have but
something that people “do,” or accomplish through repeated interactions across
space and time (West and Zimmerman 1987; Morris 2011). How gender is enacted
and how individuals are socialized to perform gender is an ongoing process that
occurs throughout the life course.

Research in developmental psychology also shows that gender differentiation
accelerates at the transition to adolescence and that adolescence, in particular, is
an especially tumultuous period for the formation of gender identities because the
process occurs at the onset of physical changes in appearance and heightened role
expectations (Hill and Lynch 1983). Adolescence is also a time when peer influence
grows strongest (Brown, Clasen, and Eicher 1986). As adolescents seek to establish
emotional independence from parents, they often look to peers to fill this void
and create a sense of belonging (Steinberg and Silverberg 1986). Boys’ formation
of self-image, in particular, is tied to establishing autonomy and independence
(Miller 1991; Gilligan 1996). In contrast, girls maintain relatively stronger emotional
connections with family members throughout adolescence.

Immigrant youth face unique challenges in adolescence. They experience the
same developmental challenges as white youth but must go through this rite of
passage while reconciling differing cultural expectations and gender norms. Immi-
grant girls are socialized to develop a stronger sense of obligation and loyalty to
families, communities, and ethnic cultures compared to boys (Suárez-Orozco and
Qin 2006). Immigrant girls are more likely to retain their ethnic identity, choose
hyphenated identities, and embrace bicultural identities relative to immigrant boys
(Rumbaut 1997; Yip and Fuligni 2002; Suárez-Orozco and Qin 2006). Immigrant
boys, on the other hand, have greater difficulty embracing their ethnic identifies
(Rumbaut 1997; Suárez-Orozco and Qin 2006). They are more likely to encounter
negative racialized experiences, perceive that they are excluded from mainstream
society, and distance themselves from parents, family, and immigrant communities.
All of these factors increase their risk of academic disengagement.

The Role of Schools in Channeling Gender Norms

Although hegemonic gender norms are widely shared, how they are evoked and
enacted depends on the social and relational context in which they occur (Ridgeway
and Correll 2004; Morris 2011). This means that schools are a conduit for how
gender norms are manifested in achievement outcomes. Decades of education
research show that students are more motivated and work harder when they attend
schools that reward academic performance (Coleman 1966; Jencks and Mayer 1990).
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More recent studies show that school environment can play a role in magnifying or
mitigating the gender gap in achievement.

Exploiting a quasiexperimental design that randomly assigned students to
classrooms, Legewie and DiPrete (2012) demonstrate that the gender gap in test
scores is strongly patterned by the SES composition of classrooms and that an
important channel through which SES composition affects the gender gap is through
boys’ academic engagement and work habits. High-SES classrooms foster boys’
achievement because achievement and pro-school behaviors are not denigrated as
antimasculine. In a different study, Legewie and DiPrete (2014) show that school
environments work to favor boys’ educational outcomes by influencing boys’ major
choice in the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields. Two
characteristics of schools—strength of high school curricula in science and math and
gender segregation of extracurricular activities—are found to shape girls’ decisions
to enter STEM fields.

Qualitative studies also emphasize the importance of school context. In par-
ticular, they demonstrate how the dominance of sports culture over other forms
of educational extracurricular activities shape and reflect concepts of masculinity
in schools. Dominant gender norms socialize boys to seek outlets to assert their
dominance over girls and other boys. Excelling in sports becomes a way to express
hegemonic masculinity by establishing physical strength and toughness (Morris
2008). Even if boys do not belong to sports teams, expressing interest in sporting cul-
ture is necessary to avoid being stigmatized as feminine and unmasculine (Pascoe
2007). For example, in a study of two high schools in Ohio, Morris (2008) describes
how boys who belong to nonsport clubs, such as band, theatre, or the debate team,
were perceived by their peers to be nerds, “pussies,” or students who put “too
much effort” into school. Qin’s study (2009) of Chinese adolescents also found
that many boys joined sports teams or cultivated interest in competitive, organized
sports as a response to being labeled as nerds or weak. Thus, schools with a strong
male-centric sports culture are also environments that normalize hegemonic gender
expectations by exalting activities that celebrate athleticism and physical strength
and depressing academic engagement and achievement in boys.

Building upon this research, I construct measures to capture two aspects of
school context and correlate these measures to the gender gap in achievement
among Asian Americans. The first captures the dominance of male sports culture
in the school environment. The second measure uses the gender gap in academic
performance among white students as a proxy for the dominant gender norms in
schools. More than 85 percent of Asian American students in the survey attend
school where white students are the racial majority; therefore, white students
set the dominant gender norms in schools. A large, white gender gap in grades
will indicate schools where boys’ academic underperformance is normalized. By
contrast, a small, white gender gap in grades will indicate schools where boys’
academic achievement is normalized.
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Data and Measures

Data

I analyze two national cohort studies to describe trends in the gender gap in achieve-
ment through key developmental stages from kindergarten entry through high
school. The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study–Kindergarten Cohort (ECLS-K) is
used to describe trends in the gender gap from elementary school through middle
school. The Education Longitudinal Study (ELS) is used to describe trends in the
gender gap through high school. The ECLS-K is a cohort study of students who
entered kindergarten in 1998 and were interviewed again in grades 1, 3, 5, and 8.
More than 20,000 kindergarten children were randomly drawn from about 1,000
public and private schools. The ELS is a cohort study of more than 15,000 10th
graders drawn from about 750 schools in 2002 with follow-up interviews in 2004
and 2006. Both surveys used a two-stage sampling method with schools as primary
sampling units. Both surveys oversampled Asian Americans.

For both cohort studies, I restrict my analytical sample to cases that participated
in all survey waves. Specifically, for the ECLS-K, the sample was restricted to
only students who were continuously followed from kindergarten to eighth grade.
For the ELS, the sample was restricted to only students who were followed from
base year (10th grade) to 11th grade. Furthermore, I analyze a balanced sample of
Asian American and white students. White students who attend schools in which
an Asian American student is not also surveyed are excluded from the sample.
Sampling weights provided by ECLS-K and ELS were used when appropriate. The
final analytical sample is 5,716 white students and 513 Asian American students
for the ECLS-K and 3,516 white students and 1,204 Asian American students in the
ELS. Of these cases, about 25 percent had missing values on at least one variable.
Multiple imputations are used to handle cases with missing values on any of the
variables used in the analysis. All analyses were also conducted by using listwise
deletion to handle missingness. There were no substantive differences in findings.

The sample of Asian Americans in the ELS is large enough to conduct additional
analysis by Asian ethnic groups. Ethnic subgroups that are analyzed are East Asian
(N = 503), Filipino (N = 152), Southeast Asian (N = 361), and South Asian (N = 188)
American. East Asian Americans include students who self-identified as Chinese,
Japanese, or Korean.

Measures

The main dependent variable is students’ academic achievement. I focus on grades
over test scores because grades, particularly high-school grades, are more predictive
of later academic success than standardized test scores and because grades not only
capture cognitive abilities but also behaviors and orientation learned early in life
that tend to persist into high school and college (DiPrete and Buchmann 2013).
The behaviors and orientation captured by grades include demonstrating effort,
completing homework on time, being prepared for class, and being alert and
attentive (Hsin and Xie 2014; DiPrete and Jennings 2012).
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In the ECLS-K, academic achievement is measured by teachers’ ratings of stu-
dents’ proficiency in reading, math, and general knowledge and/or science by
using the academic rating scales (ARSs). According to the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES), ARSs are teachers’ assessments of students’ mastery
of skills and the strategies students develop to read, solve math problems, and
investigate scientific phenomena. Teachers rate students on a five-point scale from
“not yet” to “proficient.” I construct a composite measure of academic achievement
using these three ARS measures by first standardizing all three measures to have a
mean of zero and a standard deviation of one and then taking their unweighted
average. Academic achievement in high school (using the ELS data) is measured by
using grade point average (GPA) for each grade from ninth to 12th. High school
grade point average is comparable to ARS scores for lower grades in the ECLS-K
because both capture assessments of students’ mastery of specific academic tasks as
well as teachers’ subjective evaluations of students’ progress and performance. Like
ARS scores, high school GPA is standardized to have a mean of zero and standard
deviation of one.

Dominant gender norms in schools are measured by (1) dominance of male-
centric sports culture and (2) the white gender gap in achievement. To measure
male-dominance sports culture in schools, I construct a ratio of male-only to female-
only extracurricular sports activities offered by each school. I then create a dummy
variable indicating if the school offers more than 50 percent male-only extracurricu-
lar sports activities. The white gender gap is measured as the difference between
the average GPA among white girls and the average GPA of white boys in each
school. To ensure correct causal ordering, the variables used to measure school
environment are measured in 10th grade, and the dependent variable, GPA of Asian
American students, is measured in 11th grade.

The key independent variables are race and gender. In the ECLS-K, parents were
asked about the race of their children. Parents were given five racial categories to
choose from: white, black, Asian American, native Hawaiian, or American Indian.
In the ELS, race is derived from student self-reports across seven racial categories:
white, non-Hispanic, black, Hispanic, Asian American, Native Hawaiian and/or
Pacific Islander, and American Indian. Among those who identified as Asian
American, students were further asked to identify as one of the following: Chinese,
Filipino, Japanese, Korean, Southeast Asian, or South Asian American. Gender is
a dummy variable indicating if the target student is female. Additional controls
for individuals, families, and schools are also included. Individuals and family
controls include parental educational expectations, family SES, generational status,
number of siblings, single-head household, and mother’s age. School controls
include total enrollment, school type (public, religious, or private), region (urban,
rural, or suburban), percentage who qualify for free lunch, percentage of graduating
class set to attend college, and percentage of student body speaking English as a
second language. The full list of variables is listed in Table 1.

Finally, I consider how school context might affect the gender gap in academic
performance through students’ academic engagement. Academic engagement is
measured by using teacher reports of students’ motivation and attentiveness. In the
ELS, math and reading teachers were asked two questions on students’ work habits
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Table 1: Description of variables.
Variable Description

Early Childhood Longitudinal Survey-Kindergarten Cohort (ECLS-K)
Outcome variable

Academic achievement Academic rating scales (standardized)
Individual and/or family controls

Female 0 = male; 1 = female
Race 0 if white; 1 if Asian American
Family SES Composite measures of family socioeconomic status (standardized)
Generational status Categorical: first, second, and third generation and beyond

(reference)
Number of siblings
Single headed household 0 = two-parent household; 1 = single-parent household
Mother’s age

Education Longitudinal Survey (ELS)
Outcome variable

High-school GPA 11th-grade grade point average
Academic motivation Teacher ratings of students’ work ethic and motivation

(standardized)
Parental educational Highest education level parents expect children will attain
expectation (standardized)

School environment and/or peer
culture

White boys’ achievement Average grade point average of white boys within each school
White gender gap Differences in grade point average between white boys and

girls within each school
Individual and/or family controls

Past achievement Ninth-grade grade point average
Female 0 = male; 1 = female
Race 0 if white; 1 if Asian American
Family SES Composite measures of family socioeconomic status

(standardized)
Generational status Categorical: first, second, and third generation and beyond

(reference)
Number of siblings
Single headed household 0 = two-parent household; 1 = single-parent household
Mother’s age

School controls
Enrollment Total enrollment
School type Categorical: public (reference), Catholic, and private
Region-urban Categorical: suburban (reference), urban, and rural
% free lunch Percentage of 10th-grade class qualifying for free lunch
% attend college Percentage of 2003 graduates who attended 4-year college
% English as a second language Percentage of student body is not English proficient

and motivation. The first question asked teachers to rate students in terms of their
attentiveness on a four-point scale ranging from “never attentive” to “attentive all
the time.” The second question asked teachers whether they agreed or disagreed
that the student works hard for their grades. Responses to these two questions were
combined by using an additive index with each response assigned equal weights.
This additive index is standardized to have a mean of zero and a standard deviation
of one.
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Analytical Strategy

Estimating the Effect of Gender Norms from Kindergarten to
12th Grade

The ECLS-K and ELS are combined to create a synthetic cohort. Such an approach
means that the longitudinal structures of the two data sets are lost. The benefit
to this approach is that the two data sets can be combined to describe trends in
the gender gap in achievement from kindergarten to high school. To account for
potential selection into schools between Asian American and white students and, to
a lesser extent, between boys and girls, I estimate school fixed-effect regressions.1

For each grade level, the following school fixed-effect regression is estimated to
obtain within-school comparisons:

Yis = β0 + β1Asianis + β2Femaleis + β3Asianis ∗ Femaleis + ηs + εis (1)

where Yis represents academic achievement for child i in school s. Femaleis is a
gender dummy. Asianis is a race dummy. β3 is a race–sex interaction term. In
this specification, white males are the reference category to which all other groups
are compared. Factors that differ across schools—such as rigor of coursework,
teacher quality, and the socioeconomic composition of schools—are all captured by
school-level fixed-effect ηrs. The residuals are represented by εirs.

To describe trends in the gender gap, I plot trends in the predicted achievement
scores from equation (1) by race and gender to assess whether the Asian American
gender gap is smaller than the white gender gap in early childhood and whether the
Asian American gender gap widens into adolescence. Next, I focus on the race–sex
interaction term β3 in equation (1) to determine whether the effects of race and
gender are interactive or additive. If β3 = 0, then the effect of race and gender is
purely additive. In this case, β1 entirely captures the race premium associated with
being Asian American, and β2 entirely captures the gender premium associated
with being female. Additive effects of race and gender mean that Asian American
boys and Asian American girls will experience the same race premium, β1, and
the only academic advantage Asian American girls will have over Asian American
boys is β2. If β3 > 0, then the effect of race and gender are interactive. β3 > 0
implies that the total advantage of Asian American girls over Asian American boys
is β2 + β3, where β2 is the gender premium associated with being female and β3
is the additional race premium Asian American girls accrue over Asian American
boys. Under the scenario of interactive race and gender effects, Asian American
girls will accrue a larger race premium than Asian American boys.2

Estimating School Effects on the Asian American Gender Gap

To evaluate whether the dominant gender norms embedded in schools affect the
Asian American gender gap in achievement, I estimate the following model using
linear regressions:

Yis = β0 + β1Femalei + β2Peerss + β3Females ∗ Peersi + β4X + β4S + εis (2)

sociological science | www.sociologicalscience.com 762 December 2018 | Volume 5



Hsin Gender Norms and Asian Americans

where i and s are indices for individuals and schools. Yis represents the GPA of
Asian American students. Peerss represents the dominant gender norms in school
s, which is measured by (1) the average grade point average of white boys and
(2) the white gender gap in achievement. X and S are vectors of control variables
for individuals and school characteristics. In order to model school context effects,
I move from estimating within-school effects to a cross-sectional analysis on the
pooled sample of Asian American students. Because the Asian American gender
gap only emerges in high school, analyses of school effects will exclusively use the
ELS data. All analyses adjust for clustering at the school level.

Studies seeking to estimate unbiased estimates of school effects on achievement
must contend with the differential selection of families into schools. For example, if
more motivated parents were more likely to send their children to better-quality
schools, then the estimated effect of schools on achievement would be biased.
Because the goal of this study is to estimate the effect of schools on the gender gap
in achievement, bias is introduced only if boys and girls systematically attended
different types of schools. For example, the estimated effect of schools will be biased
if more motivated parents were more likely to send sons to more gender-egalitarian
schools and daughters to less egalitarian schools. Table 2 presents select sample
statistics by the school environment measures. The results show that families of
Asian American youth attending schools with large, white gender gaps tend to
be more disadvantaged than families of Asian American youth attending schools
where the white gender gap is low. Parents of Asian American youth who attend
schools with high-performing white boys also tend to have higher educational
expectations for their children. The critical point, however, is that Asian American
girls and boys do not differ in terms of their propensity to attend schools with a
lower or higher white gender gap in achievement or average GPA of white boys.
This offers evidence that differential selection by gender is an unlikely source of
bias.

Results

The Gender Gap in Achievement from Kindergarten to 12th Grade

Figure 1 and 2 plot the predicted achievement scores from unadjusted school fixed-
effect models for whites and Asian Americans, respectively. The point estimates
that are plotted by these graphs are presented in Table 3. Figure 1 shows that among
white students, the gender gap in achievement is already present at kindergarten
entry. At the start of kindergarten, girls are already outperforming boys by 0.12
standard deviations (Table 3). This difference grows to 0.18 standard deviations by
eighth grade and 0.35 standard deviations by 11th grade (Table 3). The growing dis-
parity between white boys and white girls is primarily attributed to the increasing
underperformance of white boys relative to white girls in adolescence.

The Asian American gender gap in achievement follows a different pattern.
Figure 2 shows that no significant gender gap in achievement exists throughout
elementary school for Asian Americans. No Asian American gender gap exists in
early-to-middle childhood because Asian American boys are not underachieving
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Table 2: Select descriptive statistics by school environment, 11th-grade ELS.

Gender gap in Average GPA of white
achievement (white) boys

Variable Low High Low High
Asian American female (%) 49 51 51 49
Family characteristics of Asian American students

Family SES (std) 2.00 1.8† 1.78 2.02
Parental expectation (std) 0.43 0.44 0.36 0.49∗

% foreign born 1.87 1.83 0.38 0.37
Select school characteristics

% free lunch 16 28 22 0.19
% skip or cut class 3.40 3.90 4.20 3.31†

% in AP course 22 16† 17 21†

% attend 4-year college 55 41† 45 41†

N 616 616

Note: Data source is the ELS. “High” refers to schools with gender gaps in achievement and average GPA of
white boys above the 50th percentile; “low” indicates schools that are below the 50th percentile. Sample
statistics are weighted by baseline weights provided by the ELS. Two-tail test were conducted to compare
means between samples in the low and high categories. ∗p < 0.05, †p < 0.01

in contrast to white boys. By eighth grade, point estimates indicate the emergence
of an Asian American gender gap. By ninth grade, the gap becomes sizable and
statistically significant. If fact, when the Asian American gender emerges, it is as
large as the white gender gap. For example, in ninth grade, the Asian American
gender gap is 0.36 standard deviations, and the white gender gap is 0.33 standard
deviations.

The emergence of the Asian American gender gap at the transition to adolescence
can be attributed to (1) the growth in achievement of Asian American girls in
adolescence and (2) the fact that Asian American boys do not experience the same
achievement growth as Asian American girls. Although Asian American boys
still significantly outperform white boys in adolescence, they fall behind Asian
American girls (and white girls). The findings suggest that Asian American boys
accrue a smaller race premium relative to Asian American girls.

Is There Evidence of Intersectionality?

Figure 2 offers descriptive evidence that Asian American girls accrue a larger race
premium than Asian American boys. Table 3 offers formal tests of whether race
and gender effects are additive or interactive. Specifically, additive effects of race
and gender mean that the race premium for girls in column 4 will be the same
as the race premium for boys in column 5. Interactive effects of race and gender
mean that the race premium will be different for boys and girls. Columns 6 and 7
indicate whether the coefficient associated with the race–sex interaction terms are
statistically significant in unadjusted and adjusted school-fixed effect models.

No significant interactive effects are found from kindergarten through eighth
grade because the Asian American gender gap does not significantly emerge until

sociological science | www.sociologicalscience.com 764 December 2018 | Volume 5



Hsin Gender Norms and Asian Americans

Table 3: Predicted achievement scores by race and gender.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)
Race Race Race-Sex Race-Sex

Achieve Achieve Gender Gap Gap Interact Interact
(Girls) (Boys) Gap (Girls) (Boys) (Unadjusted) (Adjusted)

Kindergarten
White 0.21 0.09 0.12†

Asian American −0.04 −0.06 0.02 −0.24 −0.15
Grade 1
White 0.17 0.04 0.13†

Asian American 0.00 −0.03 0.04 −0.17 −0.08
Grade 3
White 0.16 −0.04 0.20∗

Asian American 0.13 −0.01 0.14 −0.03 0.03
Grade 5
White 0.09 0.01 0.08†

Asian American 0.08 −0.05 0.13 −0.01 −0.06
Grade 8
White 0.14 −0.04 0.18†

Asian American 0.28 0.10 0.18 0.13 0.14
Grade 9
White 0.12 −0.20 0.33†

Asian American 0.41 0.05 0.36† 0.28 0.25 † †

Grade 10
White 0.13 −0.21 0.34†

Asian American 0.44 0.02 0.42† 0.31 0.24 † †

Grade 11
White 0.14 −0.21 0.35†

Asian American 0.43 −0.03 0.46† 0.29 0.18 † †

Grade 12
White 0.18 −0.24 0.42†

Asian American 0.40 −0.08 0.48† 0.22 0.15 † †

Note: Predicted achievement scores are derived from unadjusted school-fixed effect regressions. The last two columns
indicate if the race-sex interaction term in unadjusted and adjusted school-fixed effect models are statistically significant.
Adjusted models control for family SES, generational status, single parenthood, number of siblings, and mother’s age at
first birth. ∗p < 0.10, †p < 0.05 (two-tailed tests).

ninth grade. Once the Asian American gender gap emerges, the results show clear
evidence of intersectionality. When the Asian American gender gap emerges in
high school, we see that Asian American girls accrue a significantly larger race
premium relative to Asian American boys. In ninth grade, the race premium for
Asian American girls is only slightly higher than for Asian American boys. By 11th
grade, the race premium for Asian American girls is 0.29 standard deviations and
only 0.18 standard deviations for Asian American boys. These interactive effects
remain significant after controlling for family SES, generational status, and family
demographic characteristics.
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Figure 1: Gender gap in achievement among whites. Note: The figure plots the predicted achievement scores
for white girls and boys from unadjusted school-fixed effect regressions. Kindergarten to eighth-grade scores
come from the ECLS-K, and ninth- to 12th-grade scores come from the ELS.

Ethnic Heterogeneity

To examine ethnic heterogeneity, predicted 11th grade achievement scores by Asian
ethnic subgroups are presented in Table 4. The findings highlight important sources
of ethnic variation. First, column 5 shows that Asian American girls outperform
white girls across all ethnic subgroups, but column 6 shows that not all Asian
American boys outperform white boys. East Asian and Filipino American boys
experience the largest race premium over white boys. Column 6 shows that East
Asian American boys outperform white boys by 0.29 standard deviations and
Filipino American boys by 0.22 standard deviations. Southeast and South Asian
American boys fare the worst and do not substantively differ from white boys.
Southeast and South Asian American boys outperform white boys by 0.02 and 0.07
standard deviations, respectively.

Second, results disaggregated by ethnic subgroups also offer evidence of inter-
sectionality. Southeast and South Asian American girls accrue a much larger racial
premium relative to Southeast and South Asian American males. For example,
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Figure 2: Gender gap in achievement among Asians. Note: The figure plots the predicted achievement
scores for Asian American girls and boys from unadjusted school-fixed effect regressions. Kindergarten to
eighth-grade scores come from the ECLS-K, and ninth- to 12th-grade scores come from the ELS.

Southeast Asian American girls accrue a racial premium of 0.31 standard deviations
over white girls, whereas Southeast Asian American boys only accrue a racial pre-
mium of 0.02 standard deviations. East Asian American girls also accrue a larger
racial advantage than East Asian American boys. The one exception is that Filipinos
experience the same racial premium as Filipinas.

School Effects and the Asian American Gender Gap

The literature suggests that schools play a role in producing the gender gap. A first
step is to test how the two measures of school environment—male-centric sports
culture and the white gender gap in achievement—correlate to the Asian American
gender gap in achievement. A second step is to consider the mechanisms that link
the school environment to performance outcomes.

Table 5 present results from ordinary least square regressions predicting 11th-
grade GPA among Asian American students. “More male sports (= 1)” indicates
schools that have more male-only extracurricular sport activities than female-only
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Table 4: Predicted achievement scores by gender and Asian ethnic subgroups, 11th-grade GPA.
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Race-Sex Race-Sex
Achieve Achieve Achieve Gender Race Gap Race Gap Interact Interact
(Overall) (Girls) (Boys) Gap (Girls) (Boys) (Unadjusted) (Adjusted)

White −0.03 0.14 −0.21 0.35
East Asian American 0.30 0.54 0.10 0.44 0.40 0.29 ∗ ∗

Filipino American 0.17 0.33 0.01 0.32 0.19 0.22
Southeast Asian American 0.16 0.45 −0.19 0.64 0.31 0.02 ∗ ∗

South Asian American 0.11 0.36 −0.14 0.50 0.22 0.07 ∗ ∗

Note: Columns 1, 2, and 3 present predicted achievement scores that are derived from unadjusted school-fixed effect regressions.
Column 4 presents the gender gap in predicted achievement scores and is derived from subtracting columns 2 and 3. Column 5 presents
the race premium between girls from each Asian ethnic subgroup and white girls. Column 6 presents the race premium between boys
from each Asian ethnic subgroup and white boys. The last two columns indicate if the race-sex interaction term in unadjusted and
adjusted school-fixed effect models are statistically significant. Adjusted models control for family SES, generational status, single
parenthood, number of siblings, and mother’s age at first birth. ∗p < 0.05 (two-tailed tests).

sport activities. The “white gender gap” is a continuous variable indicating the
difference in average GPA between white boys and white girls in each school. I
present the estimated main effects of school environment, gender, and statistical
interactions between schools and genders. Model 1 estimates the effect of schools
on the gender gap, controlling only for prior performance (ninth-grade GPA).
Model 2 includes a control for students’ academic engagement. Model 3 introduces
all additional controls for family SES, demographic characteristics, and school
characteristics.

Model 1 shows that Asian American boys’ grades are negatively associated
with male-centric sports culture, but this has no effect on girls’ performance. When
students’ academic engagement is included in regressions in Model 2, the estimated
effect of male-centric sports reduces by half from a –0.169 standard deviation
decline in GPA to a –0.085 standard deviation decline in GPA. This reduction in
the point estimate indicates that at least some of the association between school
sports culture and boys’ academic performance is working through boys’ academic
engagement and orientation toward schoolwork. Model 3 introduces all other
individual-, family-, and school-level characteristics. The point estimates do not
change substantially from Model 2 to Model 3.

The findings using the white gender gap in performance as a proxy for the
dominant gender norms in place at schools parallels the findings presented above.
Model 4 shows that Asian American boys’ grades are reduced by –0.107 standard
deviations for each standard deviation increase in the white gender gap. The white
gender gap is not significantly associated with the grades of Asian American girls.
When students’ academic engagement is introduced in Model 5, the effect of the
white gender gap on Asian American boys is no longer statistically significant.

Overall, the results show how the school environment—male-centric sports
culture and the white gender gap—is negatively associated with Asian American
boys’ grades but not Asian American girls’ grades. These results are consistent
with studies that show that boys’ achievement is more sensitive to the school
environment than girls’ achievement (Legewie and DiPrete 2012). The results
also indicate that the link between the school environment and boys’ academic
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Table 5: Effects of schools on 11th-grade GPA of Asian American students, ELS.

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Female 0.145† 0.125∗ 0.138∗ 0.151† 0.160† 0.174†

(2.890) (2.500) (2.590) (3.030) (3.170) (3.270)
More male sports (= 1) −0.169† −0.085∗ −0.082∗

(3.010) (2.790) (2.510)
More male sports x female 0.082 0.103 0.101

(1.180) (1.480) (1.400)
White gender gap −0.107∗ −0.081 −0.042

(1.710) (1.670) (0.620)
White gender gap x female 0.088 0.056 0.046

(1.110) (0.740) (0.590)
Constant −0.049 −0.105∗ 0.038 −0.083∗ −0.170† −0.016

(1.190) (2.550) (0.170) (1.960) (4.170) (0.070)
Control for ninth-grade GPA Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Control for academic engagement No Yes Yes No Yes Yes
All other controls No No Yes No No Yes
R2 0.54 0.58 0.6 0.54 0.58 0.59

Note: N = 1,257. Model 1 only controls for ninth-grade GPA. Model 2 includes teacher reports of students’
academic engagement in 10th grade. Model 3 includes all other controls for family SES, generational status,
single parenthood, number of siblings, mother’s age at first birth, parents’ educational expectations, and
school contexts. The dependent variable is measured in terms of standard deviations. Standard errors are
adjusted for clustering at the school level. ∗p < 0.05, †p < 0.01 (two-tailed tests) .

performance is at least partially working through academic engagement and pro-
school behaviors.

Discussion

This study leverages variation in immigration experiences and gender expectations
and across developmental stages in gender-identity formation to explore the role
of norms in shaping the gender gap in academic performance from kindergarten
through high school. Building on the research in gender studies, adolescent devel-
opment, and educational stratification, I describe differences in the emergence and
evolution of the gender gap in achievement between whites and Asian Americans,
examine the role of school environment and peer culture in shaping the Asian Amer-
ican gender gap that emerges in adolescence, and explore potential explanations
for racial differences in the gender gap.

I find that no gender gap in achievement exists among Asian Americans in
early-to-middle childhood; the Asian American gender gap only emerges at the
transition to adolescence. These results for Asian Americans stand in stark contrast
to the results for white students. For white students, a sizable and persistent gender
gap in achievement already exists at the start of kindergarten. When the gender gap
emerges for Asian Americans, we see that the gap is attributable to (1) the large and
growing achievement successes of Asian American girls relative to everyone else
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(including white girls) and (2) the fact that Asian American boys do not experience
the same academic successes as Asian American girls.

I speculate that a combination of factors related to the immigrant experience
and potential differences in cultural understandings of education and masculinity
may account for observed differences in the emergence of the gender gap between
whites and Asian Americans. Immigrant optimism, high parental expectations, chil-
dren’s belief that their academic achievement redeems parental sacrifice, stereotype
promise, and more fluid concepts of masculinity may serve as protective factors for
Asian American boys and help bolster their academic performance relative to their
white male peers. These protective factors, however, may wane at the transition
to adolescence. Adolescence is a period when many adolescent boys turn away
from families and communities to establish autonomy. During this period, Asian
American boys may begin modeling emerging gender identities after the masculine
ideals of the dominant culture. Additionally, model-minority stereotypes are gen-
dered and stigmatize Asian American boys more than Asian American girls. As
immigrant boys of color, Asian American boys confront more negative stereotypes
and face greater discrimination than Asian American girls, making them more likely
to shed their racial identities and resist model-minority stereotypes by becoming
more academically disengaged.

I also find evidence that school environments and peer norms play a role in
generating the Asian American gender gap. The Asian American gender gap
is larger in schools where the dominant peer culture valorizes athleticism and
normalizes boys’ underachievement. I find evidence that a mechanism through
which the school environment affects the gender gap is lowering the academic
engagement of Asian American boys. These findings contribute to a growing body
of research showing that schools are agents of gender stratification that channel
concepts of masculinity into the learning environment (Legewie and DiPrete 2012,
2014). The results indicate that schools where boys are expected to underachieve
are environments that codify underachievement as features of masculinity and
create peer cultures that perceive pro-school behaviors and attitudes as deviations
from masculine standards. Conversely, schools where boys are expected to excel
are environments that foster boys’ achievement by enhancing their commitment to
academics and promote smaller disparities between boys and girls.

The study reveals interesting sources of ethnic subgroup variation in gender
patterns of achievement that highlight potential avenues for future research. Specif-
ically, the results show important sources of ethnic heterogeneity in the Asian
American gender gap in achievement in high school. Whereas Asian American
girls outperform white girls across all ethnic subgroups, Asian American boys do
not uniformly outperform white boys. East Asian and Filipino American boys
significantly outperform white boys in high school, but Southeast and South Asian
American boys are not markedly different than white boys in terms of their high
school GPA. These findings suggest that the protective factors that help bolster
the academic success of East Asian and Filipino American boys do not protect
Southeast and South Asian American boys. Although existing studies comparing
Asian American and hegemonic concepts of masculinity in the United States show
that Asian American understandings of masculinity are more fluid, few studies
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have examined variation in gender expectations across Asian ethnic groups in the
United States. Therefore, it is unknown to what extent ethnic variation in standards
of masculinity account for why South and Southeast Asian American boys seem
to accrue no racial premium in academic achievement. Future work can focus on
describing variation in masculine standards across Asian ethnic subgroups and
understanding how potential variation in gender expectations might account for
variation in the gender gap in achievement among Asian American youth.

Notes

1 Linear regressions predicting academic achievement by using the pooled sample of Asian
American and white students were also estimated. The gender gaps in achievement when
using the pooled estimates are slightly larger than the gender gap in achievement from
school-fixed effect estimates, but the overall patterns are similar. Within-school estimates
are presented because they serve as more conservative estimates of the achievement gap.

2 In theory, β3 < 0 is also a possible outcome. However, there is no evidence to suspect
that Asian American girls should accrue a lower race premium than Asian American
boys.
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