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A complex problem with a one-sided solution? Exploring a 
Swedish municipality’s work with gender-based grade 
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aDepartment of Sociology, Umeå University, Umeå, Sweden; bCentre for Principal Development, Umeå 
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ABSTRACT  
This paper draws on interviews to problematize perceptions among 
principals and civil servants within a local collaboration aiming to 
reduce the gender gap in academic results (or ‘grades’). Inspired 
by the ‘What’s the problem represented to be?’ approach, five 
problem representations about boys’ lower grades are constructed: 
The problem of gender norms; The problem of teaching; The problem 
of the students’ background; The problem of the (grading) system; 
and The problem of teachers’ (lack of) awareness. We analyse 
underlying assumptions of these problem representations and 
discuss the possible effects that school leaders’ perceptions of the 
‘problem’ of the gender gap in grades might have for schools, 
teachers and students. The results show significant differences 
between what was said to be most important: changing gender 
norms, and the actual measures planned: changing teaching 
practices. This risks certain measures not being implemented and 
inequalities not being challenged despite the efforts for change.
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Introduction

In this paper, we apply a critical feminist perspective on school leaders’ work to reduce the 
gender gap in academic results (or ‘grades’). Inspired by the ‘What’s the problem rep
resented to be?’ analytical framework (Bacchi 2009), we problematize ideas and percep
tions within a local collaboration in a Swedish municipality aiming to improve boys’ 
results. Our aim is to make visible how this ambition involves different types of 
problem representations and discuss the implications these may have.

The pattern of boys’ underachievement has been recognized in many regions interna
tionally (UNESCO 2015), and for decades girls have achieved higher overall grades than 
boys when graduating from compulsory school in Sweden (Skolverket 2024). After 
years of debate in both research and the wider society (Connell 1996; Jonsson 2014; 
Pietilä et al. 2021; Zyngier 2009), the gender gap is still perceived as a ‘problem’ in 
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schools and extensive resources are devoted to remedying it. Although numerous studies 
have focused on the importance of school leaders to racial or cultural equity in edu
cational outcomes, less attention has been paid to school leaders’ work in relation to 
gender equity with respect to grades (Leithwood 2021). In addition, since ideas and per
ceptions about a problem have consequences for the solutions and measures applied 
(Bacchi 2009), we argue that it is important to examine beliefs about the causes of 
these grade differences and how they are constructed as ‘problems’ among those who 
hold positions of influence over school governance.

In Sweden, a significant proportion of the responsibility for reducing the gender gap in 
grades can be said to lie with the principal, who is responsible for the school’s internal 
organization, pedagogical leadership, and activities directed towards national goals. Prin
cipals are also responsible for ensuring that their school’s education is characterized by an 
equality perspective, that the education is adapted to students’ needs, and that the 
school’s results are followed up and evaluated. A further responsibility is to ensure that 
teachers receive the necessary skills development to enable them to perform their 
tasks professionally (Skolverket 2022).

In addition to the requirements stipulated in legislation, research has shown the impor
tance of principals to students’ learning. School leaders have been found to influence stu
dents’ learning indirectly; for example, through distributed leadership (Heck and Hallinger 
2009), influencing teaching strategies (Heck and Hallinger 2014), school, classroom and 
family variables (Sun and Leithwood 2017) and principal outcome expectations (Schrik 
and Wasonga 2019). Similarly, research has shown that school leaders can indirectly 
influence equity of outcomes for all students, for example by transforming teachers’ 
beliefs about equity and improving their technical skills (Ross and Berger 2009).

Our study takes its point of departure in a new collaboration initiated by a group of 
school and preschool principals, supported by civil servants within a small municipality 
in Sweden. The collaboration was initially formed with the aim of improving boys’ 
grades, but soon grew to include the ambition of improving conditions for both boys 
and girls1 at school. The case therefore provides a unique opportunity to investigate an 
ongoing school-leader-driven collaboration aiming to promote gender equality in stu
dents’ outcomes where both boys’ and girls’ conditions are emphasized. In the decentra
lized Swedish school system, municipal civil servants play a central role in guiding 
principals (Johansson and Ärlestig 2022). Their views on grade differences and how 
these can be reduced are therefore important for the support and conditions they 
provide to principals. Thus, we address the gender gap issue by focusing on perceptions 
among both principals and civil servants within the local school administration.

Inspired by Bacchi (2009; 2018), the purpose of our study is to investigate different per
ceptions of the causes of gender-based grade differences and solutions to reduce the gap 
among principals and civil servants, and to highlight the potential effects these percep
tions might have. The study is guided by the following research questions (RQ): 

(1) What problem representations of gender-based grade differences in compulsory 
school are found among school principals, preschool principals and civil servants?

(2) What assumptions underlie these problem representations?
(3) What discursive, subjectification and lived effects are produced by these problem 

representations?
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Most studies related to school leaders’ impact on student outcomes have been con
ducted in an Anglo-Saxon context, while the limited research examining boys’ undera
chievement in Sweden has explored the perceptions of students (Zimmerman 2018) 
and teachers (Åhslund 2019). Furthermore, Swedish research on school leadership 
often lacks a critical perspective (Norqvist and Isling 2020). Applying critical feminist 
theory, our study will enhance both theoretical and empirical knowledge, contributing 
to the international discussion on the complex challenges facing school leaders regarding 
gender-based differences. Additionally, the study will enhance practical knowledge about 
school leaders’ efforts to achieve gender equity in student outcomes and how this is 
related to the discourses in circulation within the context.

Previous research

Öhrn and Weiner (2017) highlighted ‘Boys’ underachievement’ as a travelling discourse 
influencing policies and research in different countries, regardless of actual national pat
terns and contexts, or intersecting factors such as social background. This discourse has 
been widely adopted, although statistical data show that variables like parental edu
cation and migration background significantly affect students’ academic outcomes. At 
the same time, in Sweden, boys consistently perform worse than girls, with a higher pro
portion failing to qualify for upper secondary school (Skolverket 2024). In a system 
where ninth-grade results determine access to further education, low or incomplete 
grades can limit students’ future opportunities. Thus, although the concept of boys’ 
underachievement is shaped by discourse, it also reflects a tangible issue in the 
Swedish context.

Despite extensive research on gendered educational outcomes, there remains little 
consensus on the underlying cause (Salisbury, Rees, and Gorard 1999; SOU 2010:51, 
2010). Several scholars have emphasized that conditions in schools favour girls over 
boys. These conditions have been attributed either to biological differences (Åhslund 
2018), or to prevailing masculinity norms that may foster an anti-study and anti-effort 
culture – where appearing to succeed without trying is valued more than genuine learn
ing, due to the risk of failure (Zimmerman 2018). While many studies have focused on the 
negative effects of boys’ underachievement, concerns have also been raised that this 
focus risks rendering other inequities in schools invisible, as well as girls’ needs being 
overlooked (Cobbett and Younger 2012; Mills and Keddie 2007).

Another body of research highlights disadvantages for girls in school, as related to 
absenteeism due to violence and harassment (Gillander Gådin, Dahlström, and Dahlqvist 
2024) and issues of subjective well-being (Kessels and Van Houtte 2022). Furthermore, the 
responsibility for dealing with girls’ reported lower well-being is often placed on the girls 
themselves (Lenz Taguchi and Palmer 2013), which aligns with an understanding of 
schools as neoliberal institutions (Connell 2013).

In addition to knowledge about gender and context, a more nuanced picture of ‘which 
boys’ and ‘which girls’ are disadvantaged and need to improve their results is also 
required, as well as a transformation of wider social systems and structures, rather than 
purely compensatory or programmatic measures (Zyngier 2009). As boys are not a homo
geneous group, knowledge about how masculinities vary and change is needed (Connell 
1996). To challenge boys’ narrow gender constructions, Keddie (2006) argues that, rather 
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than normalize and reproduce them, teachers need to employ contextualized and pro
ductive pedagogical practices informed by feminist understandings of masculinity. 
However, in a discursive context where teachers are held responsible for boys’ undera
chievement and boys are assumed to require a particular kind of teaching, it becomes 
difficult for teachers to move beyond essentialized views of boys without being 
accused of ignoring their special needs (Hodgetts 2010).

Regardless of whether or not teachers should be held accountable for boys’ results, it is 
known that teachers have a significant impact on student outcomes (Heck and Hallinger 
2014). Less well-researched is the work of school leaders in relation to grade differences 
and what effects their perceptions of this ‘problem’ have in schools. In the next section, 
we present the theoretical and analytical framework we have used to shed light on 
this issue.

Theoretical and analytical framework

Our theoretical and analytical framework is inspired by Bacchi’s (2018) poststructural 
‘What’s the problem represented to be?’ (WPR) approach. As our study examines how 
gendered problem representations are constructed, we draw on perspectives that con
ceptualize gender as socially and discursively produced. Gender, as a fundamental 
social construct, is embedded in all social processes and shaped by time and context 
(West and Zimmerman 1987).

The WPR approach provides a specific way of thinking about ‘problems’. Bacchi (2009) 
argues that we need to focus on ‘problem representations’ (PRs), rather than the problems 
themselves, because it is the understanding of a problem (i.e. how it is represented) that 
influences what solutions will be proposed. Thus, our intention is not to investigate the 
gender gap itself (i.e. the ‘problem’), or to measure the ‘success’ of actions and strategies 
to ‘solve’ it, but rather to explore and problematize the assumptions that underpin the 
PRs, as well as their implications.

The WPR approach provides seven analytical questions and steps, the first of which is 
about identifying the PRs within a policy or proposal, and working backwards to uncover 
how ‘problems’ are understood through that policy or proposal. In other words, the pro
posals for what should be done reveal what is thought of as needing to change, i.e. what 
is conceived as problematic. These implied ‘problems’ are conceptualized as problem rep
resentations and are central to the succeeding analysis. It is notable that sometimes there 
is not only one PR to be found, but rather, several may be nested within one another 
(Bacchi 2009, 2018).

Bacchi (2009) relates the importance of focusing on PRs rather than ‘societal problems’ 
to the Foucauldian term ‘governmentality’, emphasizing that it is in fact the PRs that rule 
or govern us, since they will lead to certain measures being taken, causing harm or 
benefits to the people affected by them. A crucial part of the WPR approach is hence 
to analyse three overlapping types of effect produced by the PRs. Discursive effects 
concern the understanding of what solutions or proposals appear reasonable based on 
how the problem(s) is/are represented. Subjectification effects concern the subject pos
itions and social relationships that are created on the basis of the PRs and what conse
quences these have for how people perceive themselves and others. Finally, lived 
effects relate to the concrete impact and material effects to which the PRs can lead.
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Materials and methods

This paper draws on interviews from an ongoing dissertation project, approved by the 
Swedish Ethical Review Authority (2023-00833-01), in which the change work undertaken 
by a group of school and preschool principals is followed over time. Against the back
ground of the persistent gender gap in grades, the principals in this study have initiated 
a collaboration, funded by the municipality, to increase equality between boys’ and girls’ 
grades and to create learning environments that contribute to equality. The principals all 
work in the same school district in a small but dynamic municipality in Sweden, charac
terized by a small town, diverse industries, and rural areas. In this district, most of the chil
dren at the different preschools continue on to one of the three schools (preschool class 
to grade 6, ages 6–12) in the district, and then finish their compulsory education at the 
same high school (grades 7–9, ages 13–15). The idea of the collaboration is to work 
together all the way from preschool through the various stages of compulsory school 
to find common solutions to improve the boys’ results.

For this paper we interviewed five principals and three preschool principals from the 
school district, along with six civil servants in the municipal administration supporting 
the principals. The officials worked as managers in education administration, or as munici
pal development leaders and strategists. In total, eleven women and three men were 
interviewed. The interview guide was constructed to cover four themes: Background 
and context (e.g. school context and the participants’ roles and assignments); Situation 
description and problem statements (e.g. perceptions of learning and grade differences 
in relation to gender, migration background and parents’ level of education, and 
causes of these differences); Strategies and measures (e.g. measures taken or planned 
to reduce the grade gap) and Prerequisites and conditions (e.g. questions about power 
structures and resistance, and conditions for the change work).

Data were collected in two stages in 2023, with interviews recorded, transcribed ver
batim, and then coded and analysed using MAXQDA 2022. Verbal informed consent 
from all participants was also recorded. In stage one, eleven individual interviews were 
conducted, each lasting between one and two hours. One of the authors also participated 
in a meeting where an interim report on the work was presented to the management 
group of the local education administration. Inspired by Bacchi (2018), the interview 
material was examined to identify different PRs (Keisu and Ahlström 2020; Stark 2019). 
With the starting point of considering the agenda to improve boys’ grades as a form of 
policy (Keisu, Abrahamsson, and Rönnblom 2015), different types of questions were 
used to identify PRs within the ambition to improve boys’ results. While one question 
was explicit – what the participants considered to be the cause of the gender difference 
in grades – questions about strategies and measures pointed more indirectly to ideas 
about what must be changed, i.e. what was thought to be problematic (Bacchi 2009). 
After the first stage of data collection, a concise list of PRs, or ‘explanations’ for the 
gender-based grade differences, was constructed.

During the second stage of data collection, four focus-group interviews were con
ducted with a total of twelve participants, of whom nine participated in stage one. One 
group only included school principals while the other three were mixed, with two or 
three participant groups (school principals, preschool principals, civil servants) rep
resented. The purpose of these interviews was to give participants the opportunity to 
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reflect upon and contribute to the results during the analysis process. Hence, stage two 
provided structured forums for ‘giving something back’ to the participants as well as gen
erating more empirical material. During the focus-group interviews, participants dis
cussed the PRs constructed after stage one, both agreeing upon and nuancing parts of 
the explanations for the gender-based grade differences, as well as suggesting an 
additional PR that was later added to the findings. Hence, after the second stage of 
data collection, in response to RQ1, a revised list of five PRs was constructed. These rep
resentations were then used in the further analysis when addressing the remaining RQs. In 
other words, RQ1 formed the empirical basis for the further analysis concerning RQs 2 and 
3. For that process, the following analytical questions, inspired by Bacchi (2018), were 
used: What presuppositions or assumptions underlie these representations? In what con
text(s) have these representations arisen? What is left unproblematic, or silenced, in these 
representations? What effects (discursive, subjectification, lived) are produced by these 
representations of the ‘problem’? In the following sections, we present the results of 
our analysis.

Five problem representations of gender-based grade differences

In this section, we present the empirical findings of the study and address RQ1: What PRs 
of gender-based grade differences are found among the principals and civil servants? The 
interview excerpts are numbered and marked with W or M to indicate whether the par
ticipant is a woman or man. The analysis shows that several different PRs existed simul
taneously among the participants. Although PRs are always nested and partially 
overlapping (Bacchi 2009), five main PRs were constructed that could be analytically sep
arated: The problem of gender norms; The problem of teaching; The problem of the stu
dents’ background; The problem of the (grading) system; and The problem of teachers’ 
(lack of) awareness.

Although all participants emphasized the importance of working to reduce the gender 
gap, their perceptions of the PRs varied. While some had strong ideas about the reasons 
behind the differences, others were more cautious. Their understandings were often 
specifically informed by a lecture given by an invited researcher, organized by the muni
cipality prior to the principals’ collaboration. However, most participants were unsure how 
to improve boys’ results and expressed a desire to learn more.

The problem of gender norms

The first PR concerned gender norms and how these are considered to affect students in 
different ways. This involves both how norms influence the behaviour of adults towards 
boys and girls, and how the students view themselves and act accordingly. Participants 
expressed the view that societal norms create different expectations of girls and boys 
regarding how they should behave and perform in school, which in turn leads to 
adults treating girls and boys differently. For example, one perception was that girls 
are expected to sit still and ‘behave’, while boys are expected to have a greater need 
for movement and hence are allowed to ‘rush around’ more. Lower expectations and 
demands from teachers and other adults in schools were thus perceived as contributing 
to boys’ poorer performance compared to girls.
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In the focus-group interviews, all participants agreed on the relevance of this PR, 
although in the individual interviews this was most clearly expressed by the civil servants: 

In my mind, it’s a continuation of the fact that you have higher expectations of girls, in how 
they should both behave and perform, than boys. Most definitely. And that can be extended 
to how pupils are supposed to perform, but also connected to the norms that apply and 
affect the pupils. It’s connected! And I think those are very important. Because, as I said, 
in my mind it has nothing to do with their ability, so it must be something else. (Civil 
servant 3W)

Gendered norms and perceptions of how to behave were also perceived as influencing 
the students’ self-image, and by extension their actions and how they tackle schoolwork. 
Participants noted both an anti-study culture and an anti-effort culture influencing boys 
negatively in school.

One principal emphasized the anti-effort culture, explaining that this mainly affects 
boys who are content with the lowest passing grade, and those who do not even try 
due to lack of understanding, and fear of admitting it. In contrast, another principal 
noted a positive study culture driven by boys in one student group, but could not 
explain this deviation from the general pattern.

Putting norms on the agenda early on and questioning them was perceived to poten
tially affect the study results. However, the clearest effort linked to norms and school 
culture was to introduce a ban on prank fights in the schools’ rules of order. Both civil ser
vants and preschool principals emphasized schools’ and preschools’ mission to be norm- 
breaking and compensatory, but also stated that this is not an easy task. As one partici
pant reflected, school does not compensate for gender norms, but rather contributes to 
conserving them. However, the preschool principals stated that certain norms are indeed 
changing in preschools, and exemplified that girls are no longer used as buffers between 
rowdy boys.

During the focus-group interviews, norms were described as a central explanation for 
gender-based grade differences and perceived as connected to and influencing other PRs: 

I think the fact that norms lead adults to treat boys and girls differently is quite central, 
because that’s probably why boys and girls act differently. Because if we didn’t treat them 
differently, they wouldn’t feel this and wouldn’t act differently. Then I also think, and it’s prob
ably in this way that we often create [the problem of teaching], that boys have different needs 
than girls and so on. (Civil servant 1W)

Participants repeatedly emphasized that grade differences between girls and boys are 
a complex issue requiring complex solutions. Simply making teaching interesting for boys 
was not considered sufficient; rather, participants stressed that teachers need to under
stand that their behaviour is based on norms that need to change.

The problem of teaching

In the interviews, teaching practices were primarily discussed in terms of instructions, and 
the second PR reflects participants’ perceptions that teaching in general are based on 
girls’ learning styles, suggesting that boys need different types of teaching methods in 
compulsory school. The participants’ assumption was that boys mature later, and 
hence have a greater need for clarity and structure than girls. Participants explained 
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this either in terms of biological differences in development and language ability, or socia
lization differences. Regardless, it was considered that boys and girls have different learn
ing needs and that schools have not succeeded in compensating for this: 

Boys don’t have the same opportunities as girls in this, that’s why it looks the way it does, in a 
sense. And should it be that boys are immature or whatever, well, then that needs to be com
pensated for. (Civil servant 3W)

While girls were perceived as having a biological advantage regarding language, boys 
were generally perceived as maturing later, needing more physical activity, struggling in 
groups, and having more difficulty with deferred reward. Boys were also perceived as 
lacking the will to perform a task properly, and more prone to taking shortcuts or 
merely doing the necessary minimum. While girls were perceived as more able to force 
themselves to do ‘uninteresting’ tasks, boys as a group were described as more inter
est-driven. Several participants emphasized that these examples are group-level general
izations but argued that generalizing is necessary for discussing gender-based grade 
differences at all.

A recurring theme linked to boys’ poorer circumstances was the perception that they 
have different abilities around structures, with a greater need for clarity and frameworks 
than girls in general. However, participants emphasized that teaching practices better 
adapted to boys would also benefit girls. Although the starting point was the ambition 
to improve boys’ results, changes in teaching were also expected to benefit girls 
through an improved study climate in the classroom. Several participants repeated that 
clearer instructions are beneficial to both boys and girls, although from different perspec
tives. Increased clarity about expectations was perceived as helping boys understand 
what to do, and hence enable them to complete the tasks at all, while the same clarity 
was perceived as helping girls to limit their ambitions: 

This thing about structure, clarity, matrices and how boys in particular need it, but to some 
extent girls too so they don’t end up doing big tasks that mean you sit for ten hours on Satur
day and ten hours on Sunday to hand it in on Monday, when it would have been enough to 
write two pages, even though you’ve written ten pages. (Principal 3W)

Participants believed that clearer guidelines could reduce the school-related stress 
among girls revealed in both national surveys and those conducted in the municipality.

Other desirable, and partially initiated, measures related to the problem of teaching 
were early interventions and an increased focus on reading at younger ages. This was 
expected to help boys, who are described as falling behind in reading from the start, 
and was related to the participants’ observation that failing in Swedish often means 
failing in other subjects as well.

The problem of the students’ background

In the third PR, the students’ background is thought of as the problem. During the inter
views, we asked questions relating to students’ migration background and the edu
cational background of their parents, as these factors also influence grades at the 
national level and boys at national level achieve lower grades than girls even within 
these groups. However, participants did not attribute the grade differences between 
boys and girls to class (parents’ educational background/socio-economic status) or 
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migration background alone; rather, these factors only became important in combination 
with gender norms. This was explained by the fact that boys who already have poorer 
conditions from the start because they come from homes where school may not be a pri
ority, where caregivers read less with their children and so on, find it even more difficult 
when they meet the school’s lower expectations based on their gender: 

If you now belong to a group that has various forms of challenges in the basic situation, if you 
also meet lower expectations and demands and so on, then it should be quite obvious that, 
that it continues. (Civil servant 3W)

Participants proposed explanations related to class more frequently than explanations 
related to migration background. One principal who worked in a school with many stu
dents from households with low socio-economic status explicitly mentioned that immi
gration background was not perceived as a problem in relation to grades: 

I’m back to this socio-economic part and how boys are brought up at home, and those boys 
here don’t have the right conditions, they don’t get the right conditions because … They 
didn’t get it from home, and we must give them the right conditions to succeed at school, 
and that’s difficult. (Principal 2W)

Class was also perceived as interacting with gender norms in relation to parents’ attitudes 
towards school. While some participants identified mothers as more interested in their chil
dren’s education, poorly educated fathers were perceived as potentially negative role models 
for their sons. One participant said that this was most frequently noticed among poorly edu
cated people in rural areas, where not caring about school becomes a self-fulfilling norm.

This PR was described as particularly problematic to address and compensate for due 
to, e.g. limited resources and difficulties in identifying the need. Another aspect empha
sized by some participants was that, although there is knowledge that class influences 
grades, it is only used as a justification and not as a tool for thinking about how to com
pensate for the poorer conditions.

The problem of the (grading) system

The fourth PR was added after the focus-group interviews, in which the grading system and 
grading criteria themselves were presented as a problem. One aspect was the perception 
that schools and teachers focus too much on grading criteria and what students are 
expected to know at the end when designing teaching, rather than the central content stu
dents should learn. This was perceived as killing teachers’ creativity and leading schools to 
test maturity-based abilities such as discussing, analysing and drawing conclusions, rather 
than actual learning. This approach was thought to lead to teaching practices that primarily 
disadvantage boys who, due to immaturity, have not yet developed these abilities: 

The grading criteria state that you must, well, with fairly well-grounded reasoning discuss this 
phenomenon connected to that phenomenon, so it’s really university level (…) it gets even 
worse in high school and then in upper secondary. It doesn’t benefit the boys, I can safely say. 
(Principal 4M)

One participant emphasized that the teacher and content should guide teaching, rather 
than placing the responsibility for learning on students, to avoid cementing fundamental 
differences in students’ circumstances, such as gender and class.
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Another concern expressed by participants was the risk of excluding students who 
receive a grade F (fail). Comparisons with an older grading system, where you could not 
fail, were repeatedly made. Under the old system, students could still apply to upper second
ary school even with the lowest grades, unlike today when too many Fs make you ineligible. 
The current grading system was perceived as contributing to negative levels of stress among 
teachers, as well as students and guardians. Participants also stressed that a student receiv
ing an F often feels like a failure when their work is labelled as ‘failed’, which was considered 
negative for the student’s motivation to continue learning. However, teachers passing stu
dents who haven’t fully met the criteria, was also problematized: 

The problem is that the incentives to put an F versus an E [pass], the only incentives that exist 
for F, they’re moral. I’m making a mistake as an official [i.e. a teacher] (…) in the sense that 
you’re exercising authority, then I’m making a mistake if I really think an F but put an E. 
But all the other incentives say E. I don’t get an angry student. I don’t get an angry parent. 
I might not get an angry principal. I don’t have to do follow-up work. I look good in front 
of colleagues. (Principal 4M)

The grading system was also perceived to favour girls if teachers consider boys’ behaviour 
when grading. Participants highlighted that girls often receive higher grades in relation to 
their national test results than boys, which was understood as indicating that teachers 
consider factors beyond knowledge, disadvantaging boys.

The problem of teachers’ (lack of) awareness and willingness to change

The last PR reflects participants’ perception of a lack of knowledge, willingness and ability 
among school staff. These shortcomings were perceived as related both to how norms 
affect adults’ expectations and treatment of students, and how teaching can be 
adapted to better suit the supposed special needs of boys. Some participants noted resist
ance to changing working methods and complaints among some teachers about lacking 
time to address the grade differences. One participant also stressed that some teachers 
might assign too much responsibility to the boys themselves: 

And you’re perhaps a bit, not satisfied, that’s the wrong word, comfortable with saying ‘No, 
but the boys probably don’t want more.’ (…) Or that it’s, not as a conscious attitude, not like 
that, but that it takes too much, it requires too much energy and time to hunt them and be on 
them all the time and so on. Could probably be a bit of that too. That they think perhaps to a 
slightly too great extent … there are perhaps thoughts that they [the boys] should be able to 
take responsibility themselves. (Principal 4M)

Another perception was that teachers’ lack of confidence in achieving change leads to 
resistance on their part to making changes themselves.

There were some disagreements among the participants regarding this PR. While some 
stated clearly that teachers’ lack of knowledge and awareness contributes to grade differ
ences, others asserted that their staff do have insights into the issues and want to change. 
At the time of the interviews, some education initiatives had been offered at the munici
pal level; however, several participants emphasized the need for more education for staff 
to reduce the grade differences: 

So the educational issue around this, that is, that you know more, what is it that … what is it 
that contributes to the differences? I think everyone in school, teachers, principals, everyone 
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needs to learn more about and talk more about this. Problematise. And seek solutions 
together. That’s what I think. More of this continuing education that has been now. It has 
reached a number of educators, but it must reach more people. (Civil servant 4W)

The awareness and willingness of every single teacher to work with these issues was 
emphasized as critical for achieving change. However, although the need for staff training 
was a recurring theme among participants, it was perceived as difficult to raise awareness 
about all the aspects deemed necessary to effect change: 

Those things, the awareness, I think it’s, it’s easier to say that now, when you’re presenting a new 
subject area, then you really must be clear about limiting. That’s easy, it’s just to remember those 
bits, or that we’re aiming for everyone to read at least 15 min every day, that’s easy. But that you 
must talk more, be more verbal with the boys, that’s much more difficult. (Civil servant 2M)

In particular, challenging gender norms in teachers’ treatment of students was recognized 
as problematic because this was perceived as originating in conservative images of 
gender differences and what it means to be a boy or a girl. Nevertheless, although partici
pants articulated the importance of teachers being aware of how gender norms influence 
their behaviour, when asked about concrete measures aimed at the teachers planned for 
the collaborative work, the focus on education about teaching practices, such as instruc
tions, and study techniques was overwhelming.

Assumptions underlying the problem representations

In this section, we address RQ2: What assumptions underlie the PRs? By analysing assump
tions and presuppositions underlying the PRs, along with the context in which they have 
arisen, we identified four simultaneously existing, and to some extent competing, dis
courses that are needed for the PRs to be comprehensible in the current context 
(Bacchi 2009). Below, we present descriptive conceptualizations of each discourse.

Firstly, the discourse of equity and gender equality can be related to the PRs ‘the problem 
of gender norms’ and ‘the problem of the students’ background’. In a Swedish school 
context, equity can be said to include three aspects: all students must have equal 
access to education; the education that the students receive must be of equal quality; 
and all students must be given the same opportunities to succeed in their studies. In 
addition, schools are expected to compensate for students’ different circumstances, 
such as class and migration background (SOU 2020:28 2020). The discourse of equity 
and gender equality in the governance of Swedish schools is well integrated into legis
lation such as the anti-discrimination act and the curriculum, which explicitly states 
that schools have ‘a responsibility to make visible and counteract gender patterns that 
limit students’ learning, choices and development’ (Skolverket 2022). The participants’ 
descriptions of how gender norms influence the ways in which adults in school treat 
girls and boys differently can easily be related to the curriculum’s description of how stu
dents’ ideas about what is feminine or masculine are shaped by how schools organize 
their education, including how the students are treated. The participants’ discussions 
regarding difficulties in compensating for students’ backgrounds also conform with 
results from government investigations (SOU 2020:28 2020).

Secondly, the discourse of essentialism provides a context for the PR ‘the problem of 
teaching’. This can be related to longstanding Swedish and international discussions 

874 I. JOHANSSON ET AL.



about boys needing different educational methods than girls (Cobbett and Younger 2012; 
Jonsson 2014) and reveals the underlying assumption that boys and girls are essentially 
different. In a report from the Swedish Delegation for Gender Equality in School (SOU 
2010:52, 2010), biological differences between girls and boys are highlighted as contribut
ing to the gender differences in grades. Although this discourse is challenged by a con
structionist view, the emphasis on biological differences, not least regarding maturity and 
language ability, recurs both in research on boys in school (Åhslund 2018) and in the par
ticipants’ discussions about the reasons for the grade differences.

Thirdly, the discourse of new public management (NPM) critique relates to the PR ‘the 
problem of the (grading) system’. Neoliberal ideology has had a powerful impact on edu
cation systems worldwide over the last few decades (Connell 2013) and, since the late 
1980s, NPM has been the prevailing governance model in Swedish public administration. 
NPM as a management model has been extensively criticized, with reference to the fact 
that management by objectives leads to a focus on aspects that can be easily measured, 
instead of what is most important (Schmauch, Ahlström, and Keisu 2021). This criticism 
also emerged among the participants in this study, who stated that the constant 
testing of students and the focus on academic objectives risks contributing to a loss of 
the central content of what students are supposed to learn.

Finally, the discourse of principals’ pedagogical leadership versus teachers’ autonomy can 
be described as tension between the expectations of principals as pedagogical leaders 
and what Berg (2011, 147, our translation) refers to as the ‘invisible contract’, whereby 
‘administration and management is left to school leaders on the condition that they do 
not interfere with the content and form of the teaching’. This tension, visualized in the 
PR ‘the problem of teachers’ (lack of) awareness and willingness to change’ enables prin
cipals to talk about their teachers as already enlightened, while simultaneously stressing 
that more training is needed to enable teachers to contribute to change regarding the 
gender differences in grades.

Competing problem representations and effects

In this section, we address RQ3 and discuss the discursive, subjectification and lived 
effects produced by the PRs (Bacchi 2009). One key finding illuminated in the analysis 
is that, although participants described the grade differences as a complex problem 
requiring complex solutions, most of the measures proposed to address the ‘problems’ 
are weighted towards one of them, i.e. ‘the problem of teaching’. A discursive effect of 
the focus on this PR is that, despite the participants’ awareness of this bias, it is presented 
as easier to take concrete measures regarding teaching than to change societal norms or 
compensate for the students’ backgrounds. The observation that ‘the problem of gender 
norms’ was weakest among principals is significant, given their responsibility for schools’ 
internal organization and teachers’ professional development.

A recurring theme across the PRs was the risk that schools contribute to preserving stu
dents’ different circumstances, instead of compensating for them. In relation to this, and 
in line with previous research (Hodgetts 2010; Zyngier 2009), the PRs produce teachers as 
the ones who must bring about change and hence must be educated and made aware of 
the issues for this to happen. Although principals are seen as responsible for providing 
access to knowledge and training to bring about change, great responsibility is placed 
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on teachers to change their attitudes towards and treatment of their students, to change 
their teaching methods, and compensate for students’ different backgrounds. Taken 
together, these different expectations highlight the tension between conflicting logics 
– one grounded in a social constructivist perspective, the other in an essentialist one – 
which imply fundamentally different approaches to educational change. Although the 
changed teaching is expected to help students understand how to act to tackle their 
school tasks in a different way, the teaching must change first, before students can 
change. Thus students, and primarily boys, are produced as passive recipients of a 
changed teaching practice.

Altogether, the different PRs produce three ‘subjectification pairs of opposites’: the 
compensatory/preservative school; the conscious/unconscious teacher; and the undera
chieving boy/the overachieving girl. While the compensatory school and the conscious 
teacher appear to be desirable subject positions, both the underachieving boy and the 
overachieving girl can be understood as undesirable students. By stressing the need to 
change teaching to make it clearer, with more structure, which is expected to benefit 
boys by making them understand that they should do more and encourage girls to 
limit the time they spend on schoolwork to avoid diminished well-being due to school- 
related stress, an image of a desired (but absent) ‘other’ student appears. Unlike research 
showing that the responsibility for girls’ school-related stress is often placed on the girls 
themselves (Lenz Taguchi and Palmer 2013), the schools in our study try to take respon
sibility for reducing school stress by creating structures to prevent it. Considering boys 
and girls respectively as homogeneous groups is problematic, however (Keddie 2006), 
and the antagonistic relationship between boys and girls in the discourse about boys’ 
underachievement (Öhrn and Weiner 2017) still seems to be an obstacle to a more 
nuanced picture of which boys and girls it is actually about, despite schools’ efforts to 
improve conditions for ‘all’.

The lived or material effects produced by the dominant PRs might affect students in 
teaching situations through various concrete changes in the classroom. If the ban on 
prank fights, the most concrete effort linked to norms and school culture, takes effect, 
this may contribute to a calmer school climate beneficial to all students. At the same 
time, a focus on addressing symptoms (e.g. prank fights) might well run the risk that 
measures aimed at fundamentally changing norms are not implemented, and thus that 
inequalities are not challenged after all (Keddie 2006; Zyngier 2009).

Finally, linking back to the question of silences in the PRs, and the possible effects these 
may have in the form of missing action proposals, we also highlight the relatively weak 
intersectional ambition reflected in the interviews. Rather than using the awareness of 
how different background factors interact as a tool to compensate for poorer conditions, 
the study shows that this knowledge instead risks being used as a legitimization of the 
lower grades of boys and other disadvantaged groups. By accepting the status quo, poss
ible measures to bring about change risks being overlooked.

Concluding discussion

In this paper, we have shown that the gender gap in grades, despite being considered a 
complex problem and thus perceived by principals, preschool principals, and civil ser
vants as requiring complex solutions, largely attracts a one-sided focus in terms of 
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measures. Despite the ambition to promote better conditions for both boys and girls at 
school, the study shows significant differences between what is said to be most important 
for bringing about change – changing the gender norms – and the actual measures that 
are planned – changing the teaching practices. Together with an underdeveloped inter
sectional ambition, this has consequences both for the teachers who are expected to 
bring about the change, and for the students who are ultimately affected. Following 
Zyngier (2009) and Keddie (2006), we emphasize that focusing exclusively on programma
tic measures, rather than transforming gender norms and broader social systems, pro
cesses and structures, risks perpetuating and exacerbating gender inequalities over 
time. Similarly, a singular focus on the ‘underachieving boy’ or the ‘overachieving girl’, 
as well as talking about ‘girls’ and ‘boys’ as distinct, homogeneous groups, without con
sidering factors other than gender, can lead to inappropriate measures and negative con
sequences, further reproducing or even deepening these inequalities.

Although the case study design and the limitation to the Swedish context reduces the 
possibilities to generalize, this study provides insights that can contribute to the inter
national discussion in research about the complex challenges facing school leaders 
seeking to ensure inclusive, equitable and high-quality education for all students (Leith
wood 2021).

We have discussed the possible effects that school leaders’ perceptions of the ‘problem’ 
of the gender gap in grades might have in schools, and argued that, if school leaders do not 
critically address the gender gap and problematize their own perceptions, the status quo 
may persist, leaving gender norms unchallenged and teachers lacking the tools to 
address the issue comprehensively. The study shows that collaborating around equality 
work, which necessarily includes power relations, means that intentions, ambitions and 
the work itself may fluctuate in intensity, progress and consensus about the ends and 
means. This, in turn, calls for more studies that follow equality work over time. To conclude, 
we emphasize the importance of school leaders problematizing the ‘problem’ of boys’ 
underachievement and the measures undertaken in the work to bring about change.

Note

1. We acknowledge that gender is a non-binary construct, and that binary understandings can 
have serious implications for students in school contexts (Ingrey 2018). However, as policy 
definitions are based on a binary framework, we use the terms ‘boys’ and ‘girls’ in this paper.
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