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math as less useful for future goals (Frenzel, Pekrun, & Goetz, 2007; Gaspard et al., 2015; 
Steinmayr & Spinath, 2010). Despite their lower utility value for math, adolescent girls 
seem to have higher attainment value in the subject compared to boys (Gaspard et al., 
2015). Girls consider it important to perform well in math classes even if they don’t con-
sider math to be important for their future. However, girls’ value for math appears to be 
a double-edged sword because they also perceive math to have a higher cost compared to 
boys. They report more anxiety and hopelessness in math and feel that math requires more 
effort compared to that made by boys (Frenzel et al., 2007; Gaspard et al., 2015).

In elementary school, girls also begin to develop an entity belief about their ability in gen-
eral (Dweck, 2000, 2002). Compared to boys:

•• girls are less likely to attribute success to ability and tend to rate their ability lower even 
when they outperform boys (Freedman-Doan et al., 2000; Stetsenko et al., 2000);

•• girls are more likely to attribute failures to lack of ability and show decreased per-
sistence and motivation after failure (Mok, Kennedy, & Moore, 2011).

Even girls who are gifted and high achieving hold an entity view of ability more often than 
do boys (Eccles et al., 2000; Freedman-Doan et al., 2000). While results are not consistent 
across studies, this effect tends to be true for gender-stereotyped subjects, such as math and 
science (Gunderson et al., 2013; Meece & Painter, 2008).

Cultural norms, such as the expectation that math and science are male achievement 
domains, may lead to sex-role stereotypes—the idea that boys are better at math and girls 
are better at language arts. These societal values may in turn contribute to gender differ-
ences in competency beliefs and values. Boys may value math and sports because they have 
been socialized to believe these are male achievement domains (Eccles, 2005; Wigfield & 
Cambria, 2010a).

•• Some parents may unknowingly convey their belief that boys are more competent than 
girls in math and science (Meece et al., 2009). They may offer different types of encour-
agement to boys and girls in math, and they may subtly influence children’s choices of 
activities, such as being more likely to buy math and science items for boys than girls 
(Bleeker & Jacobs, 2004; Meece et al., 2009; Wigfield et al., 2006).

•• Teacher–student interactions also may convey different expectations for boys and girls 
(Brophy & Good, 1974). Teachers tend to praise boys only for successful performance 
while praising girls for success as well as easy or unimportant achievements, such as 
neatness or following instructions, leading to a perception of low ability among girls 
(Dweck, Davidson, Nelson, & Enna, 1978).

Nevertheless, we should interpret these gender differences in motivation with caution. 
No clear gender differences in students’ achievement goal orientations have been found, and 

Gender Differences 
in Motivation. Gender 
differences in competence 
beliefs are more 
pronounced in gender-
stereotyped domains for 
boys and girls (e.g., sports 
for boys and reading  
for girls).
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