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Abstract

Over the past several decades, neoliberal ideology, including concepts of marketization and competition,
has entered public education. For example, we see charter schools, aka Public-Private Partnerships
schools (PPP), expanding globally. Neoliberal policies often downplay the role of gender in society, and
while research has shown how charter schools impact inequalities by race, class, language, and disability,
there is little research that looks at gender gaps in charter schools. In this narrative literature review,
examining literature from the Global North and Global South and drawing on 38 sources, I conduct a
comparative review of gender gaps related to enrollment, retention, and academic performance of
students in education and then turn to how these gaps emerge in the context of charter schools. Moreover,
my review examines how gender gaps in charter schools vary across contexts. I ask: a) To what extent do
charter schools impact gender gaps in education for students? and b) How does this relationship vary
across the Global North and Global South? These questions are essential to understanding the nuances of

gender in a neoliberal education market from a global comparative lens, which is missing in the scholarly
literature at present.

Keywords: Charter Schools, Public Private Partnerships, Gender, School choice, “girl child” education,
“boy turn” education



Is the Neoliberal Education Market Gender-Neutral?
A Comparative Review of the Global North and Global
South

Introduction

Charter schools, also known as Public Private Partnership schools (PPP)' operate as part of the
neoliberal education system of privatization and marketization. The assumption is that in such a system,
competition between different private entities will motivate them to perform better and be more
productive, and in that way the market-forces will hold these entities accountable, and their main
objective would then be to serve and satisfy the consumer—the public or parent in the case of education.
(Whitty & Power, 2000; Ladd, 2002; Lubienski, 2006; Zancajo, 2019). Their main goal is to use market
principles of accountability and competition, to provide an equitable education (Lubienski, 2003; Fryer,
2012; Jabbar, 2016; Afridi, 2018; Aslam, Rawal, & Saeed, 2017), an education that is inclusive of all
regardless of race, class, and gender.

Advocates of charter schools state that these competitive, market-based models force PPP/charter
schools to innovate, improve, and introduce education reforms in order to mitigate educational inequities.
Unlike traditional public schools, charter schools are not subject to regular government regulations
regarding curriculum and have the freedom to have their own hiring or firing teachers. Within charter
schools, the public funding follows the student. Hence, more students means more funding for the school.
Thus, competing for students becomes one of the main goals of these schools (Lubienski, 2003).

However, the “marketization” of education theoretically assumes that a competitive environment
leads schools to bring in education reforms which attract not just any students but especially those who
are hard to reach or who are being poorly served by the traditional public schools (Afridi, 2018; Rooks,
2020). According to charter schools advocates, these institutions have been involved in helping

governments impart education and help serve those populations which have been either a) hard to reach

! Throughout this paper, I refer to these institutions as “PPP/charter schools” to capture the various terminology used
internationally to describe them.



like in rural Punjab, Pakistan where public schools are not easily accessible (Afridi, 2018); or b) served
by poor public education services such as Black and Brown children in poor neighborhoods in the United
States (Rooks, 2020). By serving these marginalized student population, advocates of charter schools
claim they help reduce inequities in education.

While advocates of PPP/charter schools claim that market forces lead to competition which holds
schools accountable, and reduce the gaps in education, it has yet to be seen how this market-driven model
of PPP/charter schools addresses gender disparities in education (Corcoran & Jennings, 2016). Gender
disparities in education is a nuanced topic to study because its nature varies across the global contexts—in
most of the developed world, like the United States, the gender gap centers on the under-performance of
boys, especially Black and Brown boys, and in most developing countries, like in Pakistan, it centers on
the under-performance of girls from lower socioeconomic strata of the society. And while gender
disparities exist in education globally across the Global North and Global South, PPP/charter school
models also exist globally across the Global North and Global South, intending to mitigate inequities in
education, yet there is very little comparative literature that looks at how gender inequities in education
are addressed by this global model of neoliberal education. This comparative work on gender can help us
understand how PPP/charter schools interact with context-based inequities in education, providing not
only insight into gender disparities but also a unique theoretical test of how markets interact with and

shape disparities in education more broadly.

Methods

For this literature review, I conducted a thorough search on five categories: 1) “Charter Schools
and Neoliberal Education Market” 2) “Gender Gaps in Education in the US and Other Countries”
3) “The “boy turn” Education Problem in the United States and Other Countries” 4) “The “girl child”
Education Problem Globally” and 5) “Charter schools and Gender Gaps in Education in the US and
Other countries.” These categories inform the five basic strands of literature and appear in the literature

review with sub-sections.



Initially, I started with the first two strands of literature, but as research from these searches
helped me understand that globally gender gaps are functioning either as the “boy turn” or the “girl child”
education problem, I looked at my third and fourth strands of literature. The last strand was used to see if
there is any literature on charter schools and gender, which led to all sorts of themes including literature
on gender and leadership and gender and teachers, which are not part of this literature review, as this is

focused only on students.

To conduct my search, I used the University of Texas (UT) at Austin’s library databases, which
are: Education Source, Educational Administration Abstracts ERIC, and SocINDEX. I looked at peer-
reviewed articles from 2000 to 2025. Most of the literature I found was from the United States, although
there was some relevant international research. Some specific search terms that [ used are Neoliberalism
and Charter Schools, Gender Gaps in Education, “boy turn” Education Problem, “girl child” Education
Problem, Gender Enrollment Gaps, Gender Achievement Gaps, Retention Rates and Gender Gaps,
Dropout Rates and Gender Gaps, Charter Schools, School Choice, Public-Private Partnership Schools,

Gender and Charter Schools, and Gender and Public-Private Partnerships.

Since these databases did not have sufficient international literature on gender and PPPs, I used
Google Scholar for global research. In Google Scholar I used similar search terms as used in UT library
databases. Google Scholar was helpful for finding international literature. It was difficult to identify
whether all international research was peer reviewed or not, so I had to check that manually, using
websites like “Ulrichsweb.” Some of the reports mentioned in this literature review by organizations like
The World Bank or Oxfam are not peer reviewed but are relevant, especially in the case of developing

countries.

In this literature review, firstly, I will review the history and background of PPP/charter schools.
Then, I look at gender gaps in education that appear in formal education in the Global North and Global
South, and thirdly, I review how they appear in PPP/charter schools across the Global North and Global

South. Finally, I look at the gaps in literature and provide recommendations for future research.



Background and Context

The private sector has historically been involved in imparting education in the forms of religious
schools, small propriety organizations, civic organizations, and many other forms. However, in the 1980s,
the rise of globalization and the shift in governance structures that encouraged private sector influence on
education inspired the arrangements captured under the term Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs)
(Robertson et al., 2012). With a shift towards a global political economy and neoliberal globalization,
various public sectors moved towards the open market, which allowed them to provide public services in
collaboration with the private sector. The idea was that in an open market, market forces would generate
competition, which would lead to market-based accountability amongst different service providers
(Robertson et al., 2012).

As this neoliberal political economy emerged, developed countries like the United States and the
United Kingdom shifted their governance structures to rely on the open market in education, by creating
these PPPs for various educational services, be it the textbook industry, schooling, or assessments (Ali,
2012). The increase in private sector involvement was gradually adopted from the Global North to the
Global South due to globalization and because of the push for educational reforms from international
organizations, like the World Bank and UNESCO. So, PPPs in education became prevalent not only in
the Global North but also in the Global South by the 1990s (Ali, 2013; Robertson et al., 2012).

Globally, some of the most common PPPs in education have been in professional development,
standards and assessments, textbook industry, and school choice programs, such as charter schools,
voucher policies, and “adopt-a-school” programs and schemes promoting government subsidized low-
cost private schools (Aslam, Rawal, & Saeed, 2017; Bano, 2008; Cohen et al., 2017; Lakes & Carter,
2011). PPPs in education emerged in developing countries like Pakistan because international financial
and development organizations, such as the World Bank, pushed for education reform based on PPP to
bridge the opportunity gap and make education accessible to all—an initiative they termed Education For
All (EFA). EFA is a United Nations initiative that is tied to Article 26 of the 1948 Universal Declaration

of Human Rights, which states that education is a basic human right, and everyone has a right to



education (Nations, 2023). EFA became the basis for one of the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs)—SDG 4: Ensuring Inclusive, Equitable, and Quality Education and the Promotion of Lifelong
Learning Opportunities for All, which is another United Nations effort designed to address the challenges
of universal education by setting targets (United Nations, 2022). In developed countries like the United
States, cumbersome bureaucratic structures in education governance, low-performing schools, and lower
test scores on standardized testing in comparison with other countries led to new models of educational
provision in the education sector through market-based reforms based on PPP, in the form of charter-led
turnaround movements, voucher policies, and other public-private partnerships with the goal of increasing
equity in education (Lubienski, 2003; Roland G. Fryer, 2012; Jabbar, 2016).

In Pakistan and the United States, many private and non-profit entities have been brought on
board to help improve the performance of the low-performing schools (Afridi, 2018). While in the United
States Charter Management Organizations have mostly been brought in to help with school turnaround, in
Pakistan, private schools and non-profit entities have been brought in to adopt low-performing schools, to
help improve the performance and accessibility (enrollment and retention) of these schools (Aslam,
Rawal, & Saeed, 2017). Of these various PPPs in education, PPP/charter schools have been the most
common phenomenon globally.

The charter school model was first adopted in the Global North and has expanded to the Global
South. Charter schools have become commonly known as Public-Private Partnership (PPP) schools in
most countries. In the United Kingdom they are known as academies (Department for Education, 2023),
while in Chile, they are referred to as subsidized private schools (Zancajo, 2019). In some countries, they
are considered part of the public sector, in others, part of the private sector, and in some cases part of a
hybrid Public-Private Partnership (PPP) sector. They have different names in disparate contexts, yet they
all operate on the same basic principle: public funds are used by private entities to provide education,
based on the principles of a neoliberal market economy, particularly free-market capitalism with

minimum government intervention. This funding is provided on the basis of per pupil enrollment in the



school. For this literature review, I use the term PPP/charter schools to refer to charter schools in different
parts of the world.

In some cases, PPP/charter schools are institutions that were previously traditional public schools
operated by the government, which have been handed over to a private entity for management like the
“adopt-a-school” program in Pakistan. In other cases, new schools opened by a private entity apply to
become charter schools so that they can receive public funds, even as they are managed by a private
entity. This format is quite prevalent in many states in the United States (Bano, 2008; Patrinos et al.,
2009). While these different neoliberal education models of PPP/charter school differ in their
mechanisms, their commonality is that they are schools that are public-private educational partnerships
between the state and private entities. These schools are publicly funded by their state governments and
are privately managed by private entities which are in partnership with the state governments. It is on the

basis of this fundamental commonality that they are examined in this literature review.

Gender Gaps in Education

The gender gap in education is an important issue faced globally. In developed countries like the
United States, the United Kingdom, many in Western Europe, and some of the middle-income and low-
income countries in the Caribbean regions, sub-Saharan Africa, and Latin America, there has been an
emphasis and rising concern regarding the performance of boys in education, known as the “boy turn”
education problem (Weaver-Hightower, 2003). Boys are left behind in K-12 education in literacy
engagement, have higher rates of expulsions, have higher dropout rates, have higher diagnoses of ADHD,
and have lower college enrollment than girls. In the majority of cases in these developed countries, the
boys are who lag in education are boys of color (Weaver-Hightower, 2003; UNESCO, 2022). However,
in some developing countries like Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Nigeria, the gender gap has the opposite
issue of the “gir/ child” education problem: girls lag in enrollment, have higher dropout rates, are
outperformed by boys in literacy and numeracy (Annual Status of Education Report (ASER), 2023;

Rehman et al., 2023). While the “boy turn” education problem and the “girl child” education problem



occur in different contexts and sometimes in drastically different circumstances, they are two sides of the
same coin, as they point towards gender inequities in education.

Despite the claim by proponents of PPP/charter schools that they eliminate inequities in
education, research shows that disparities in education persist in PPP/charter schools (Rhim &
McLaughlin, 2001; Gebhard, 2002; Khwaja et al., 2002; Estes, 2004; Hastings et al., 2006; Whiting &
Feinauer, 2011; Fennell, 2014; Marsh, 2018; Ansari, 2020). Many scholars have noted the inequities in
PPP/charter schools by race, class, language, and disability, but less work has focused on gender
inequities in charter schools (Hastings et al., 2006; Corcoran & Jennings, 2016; Jabbar et al., 2016;
Ansari, 2020). While gender disparities exist in traditional public schools (TPS) as well as PPP/charter
schools, unlike PPP/charter schools, TPS do not operate on the neoliberal principles of market economy.
Although there is government oversight in TPS and there are efforts and reforms made to mitigate
inequities in education, market-forces are not at play in TPS and so the neoliberal claim of gender-
neutrality cannot be made in the case of TPS.

There are few comparative studies that look at the way gender gaps are addressed by PPP/charter
schools globally. The “boy turn” problem is a significant problem, specifically in the Global North, but
how charter schools address this problem in different contexts is missing in literature. Similarly, the “girl
child” education problem is prevalent in the Global South, but there is hardly any literature that looks at
how PPP/charter schools address this gender gap in education in different countries. So, it is important to
understand how the gender gaps that are found to be significant globally, are being addressed by similar
neoliberal education models of PPP/charter schools from a global comparative perspective, and moreover,
to analyze how these similar neoliberal education models address the gender gaps in different national
and cultural contexts.

The neoliberal theory assumes the PPP/charter schools operate in a gender-neutral environment,
so by that logic PPP/charter schools should be providing equal educational opportunities for all
irrespective of gender, but a small emerging body of research suggests otherwise (Corcoran & Jennings,

2016; Jabbar et al., 2016; Ansari, 2020). This small yet significant body of research shows that



PPP/charter schools do not always close gender gaps in academic achievement, enrollment, retention, or
sometimes even in access to education, and the way these gaps appear in PPP/charter schools varies
across the globe (Khwaja et al., 2002; Fennell, 2014; Marsh, 2018; Corcoran & Jennings, 2016).

Some literature addresses the gender gaps in education from a comparative lens, but it is not
specific to PPP/charter schools. Some studies look at the underachievement of boys using international
standardized tests like PISA or TIMSS (e.g., Hermann & Kopasz, 2019), but these do not identify the
students’ school type, whether traditional public schools or charter schools. Other literature studies boys’
underachievement at charter schools, but only in the US context (see, e.g., Hastings et al., 2006; Corcoran
& Jennings, 2016; Jabbar et al., 2016; Marsh, 2018), without a comparative international component. For
the “girl child” education problem, studies mostly collect data from household surveys or government
organizations that do not specify the school type, which makes it impossible to see how the “girl child”
education problem is being addressed in PPP/charter schools. There is a small body of research on charter
schools and girls’ education, but this research (Khwaja et al., 2002; Fennell, 2014; Ansari, 2020) is
limited to South Asia only and likewise does not have an international comparative component. Thus, an
international comparative analysis would help us understand whether, in different global settings, the
market-driven education system addresses gender gaps, particularly whether it mitigates or ameliorates
these gaps.

It is important to acknowledge that in most gender and education research, data captures and
measures gender as a binary category of men and women. However, as an emerging scholar of gender and
education, I recognize that gender is not universally a binary category of male and female (Monro, 2007),
so this view of gender in educational literature is narrow. While this exclusive view of gender has its
limitations and does not encompass all genders, it is still important to understand the gender gaps in a
neoliberal education market with this binary understanding of gender. Due to the above-mentioned
limitations, I will use gender as a binary category for this comparative literature review when studying

gender gaps (i.e., the “boy turn” and “girl child” problems in education.)



Literature Review

To understand the gender gaps in education, specifically the “boy turn” and “girl child” education
issues, I examine literature that explores the possible causes of these problems. For the “boy turn” issue in
formal education, I first review studies from the United States and worldwide to highlight some of the
reasons scholars attribute to boys falling behind in education. Initially, I explore the reasons for boys’
relatively low performance, focusing on both biological and sociological explanations. Then, I analyze
how some literature supports or questions these claims. Next, I review studies that examine the school
environment and how some scholars blame the “feminization” culture of schools for boys’ lagging, while
others refute these arguments. Finally, I consider how the neoliberal education economy attributes lower
performance to boys themselves and how scholars critique these perspectives.

Furthermore, to understand the “boy turn” problem in the PPP/charter school sector, I look at
what the literature says about the boys’ performance in charter schools. This literature hails from the
United States only. I highlight the “no excuses” charter schools and their disciplinary policies being
discriminatory towards boys, especially boys of color. I look at literature that elucidates how the “boy
turn” problem in charter schools in the US occurs at the intersection of gender and race. In this section, I
also address how sometimes class intersects with gender, along with race, for boys’ poor performance in
education, specifically in charter schools.

I then broaden my review of literature from around the globe. I bring in analyses of the causes of
girls’ lagging in education in the Global South, highlighted by international organizations like the World
Bank and UNESCO, to understand the “girl child” education problem. I look at some qualitative as well
as quantitative studies from several African and South Asian countries, which highlight girls’ poor
performance and lack of access to education. These studies also show the reasons for the “girl child”
education problem.

Secondly, I move to the “girl child” education problem and PPP schools. This literature hails
mainly from South Asia. I highlight what various research says about the impact of PPP schools on girls’

education. The findings from this research are mixed; some attribute PPP schools mitigating the “girl
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child” education problem and some say there is no impact. I further delve into how researchers look into
the cultural factors of girls lagging in education in South Asia, specifically with regards to PPP schools.

Finally, I move to the gaps in literature on the “boy turn” and the “girl child” education problems
with regards to the way PPP/charter schools address them at a global level. Highlighting these gaps in
literature, I give recommendations for future research.

I examine gender gaps in education related to enrollment, retention, and academic performance of
students and how this varies across the Global North and South in formal education in general and
specifically in PPP/charter schools and how the gender-neutral presumption of the neoliberal market
influences that gap. Through this literature, I reveal how gender gaps in PPP/charter schools play out
differently across transnational contexts. As mentioned earlier, PPP/charter school models have
historically flowed from the developed Global North to the developing Global South, so it is crucial to
note that these PPP/charter school models are quite similar globally, yet there is no comparative literature
that looks at how boys and girls experience them in different contexts, particularly with a focus on equity.
Therefore, it is important to investigate how the gender gaps are highlighted or diminished by the
competitive, market-driven approach of the charter schools.

To understand gender gaps in education, it is important to understand the sociological difference
between gender and sex as explained by Unger (1979) i.e., sex differences are the biological differences
between males and females (persons assigned male at birth and persons assigned female at birth) while
gender refers to the sociocultural factors that affect how males and females experience life with respect to
their biological sex. When boys’ relatively lower performance in education is studied in the Global North
and when girls’ relatively lower performance in education is studied in the Global South, some literature
only looks at the difference in sexes and lists these differences as the probable causes of the gender gaps
in education, while other scholars look at the way gender roles play a part in how boys and girls are
treated in schools and generally in society, and identify these social constructs as the probable causes of

the gender gaps in education.
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Gender Disparities in Education

The ‘boy turn’ problem in formal Education — Comparative Literature Review

As established earlier, the “boy turn” problem — where boys lag in education is a gender issue in
education mostly identified in developed countries. Weaver-Hightower (2003) explains that while girls
previously lagged in education in most of the developed world, by the 1990s this situation reversed and in
K-12 girls outperformed boys in education, so policymakers and education researchers started identifying
boys’ poor performance in education as a policy challenge. Hence, this was termed as the “boy turn”
problem. Literature tells us that there are various reasons for boys falling behind in education. Research
from the United States and elsewhere has investigated various causes for boys performing poorly in
education as compared to girls. These causal analyses look at boys’ academic performance irrespective of
the kind of school they attend, whether a traditional public school or a PPP/charter school, hence these
causes draw our attention to the general beliefs and perceptions about boys’ poor academic performance
as compared to girls. Some of these reasons from literature are explained in the following sections.

One strand of research that looks at boys’ under-performance focuses on the behaviors and social
skill sets alongside psychological differences of boys. Yet other research critiques these lenses, focusing
instead on disparate treatments of boys as situated within their school environment. Below, I review these
bodies of work.

Disciplinary Issues and Special Education Needs of Boys. As noted, there is a large body of
research that attributes boys’ under performance to relatively worse behavioral skills (i.e., sustaining
attention, persistence to perform tasks) and social skills (i.e., impulsive responses, ability to control anger,
sadness, joy, and other emotions) than girls, which makes it hard for them to do well in academics and
cope with school discipline policies (DiPrete & Jennings, 2012). Some studies have found that these
disparities are the reasons they are categorized as special needs students (DiPrete & Jennings, 2012;
DiPrete & Buchman, 2013). DiPrete and Buchmann (2013) in their study found that the gender gap in

education favored girls as they showed better social and behavioral skills than boys (as reported by
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parents and teachers), which led them to pay more attention in school and perform better in academics.
This research used quantitative analysis on panel data from four decades of high school students, derived
from the National Education Longitudinal Study. One of the main findings of this research showed that
boys in high school were more likely than girls to skip school, to get into fights and to get into “self-
reported” trouble in school (DiPrete & Buchmann, 2013). In this study, it is to be noted that boys getting
into trouble was self-reported by the high school students, so there is a chance that this affects the
accuracy of this finding. However, the low attendance of boys in high school indicates that boys were
lagging behind girls in high school regardless of the accuracy of “self-reported” trouble.

Research suggests that boys’ relatively lower social and behavioral skills, which impact their
academic performance, are not limited to high school students but are also evident in K-5 education, as
demonstrated by DiPrete and Jennings’ (2012) study of a nationally representative sample of
approximately 11,000 kindergarteners followed through fifth grade. The study employed factor analysis
to measure indicators of social and behavioral skills—such as lack of attention, inability to control anger
and other emotions, and impulsive responses—as well as students’ grades in school, reading and math test
scores, and evaluations from parents and teachers. Their results showed that in kindergarten, girls
outperformed boys on both the social and behavioral scale and the learning scale. Even after controlling
for family background, ethnicity, reading, and math skills, this gap persisted. The study found that
although boys scored higher than girls in math tests in kindergarten, this gap narrowed by grade 5.
Conversely, in reading, girls led boys in kindergarten, and this advantage did not diminish by grade 5.
Overall, the literature suggests that girls tend to have an educational advantage over boys, primarily
because of their better social and behavioral skills—according to teachers—even after accounting for
teacher bias, socioeconomic status, and race (DiPrete & Jennings, 2012). So, the question then is, what
might explain these differences?

Psychological Differences by Gender. Another body of work from the field of educational
psychology has explored reasons for gaps in social and behavioral skills noted above. This work has

sought to explain these through a viewpoint of biological differences in sexes; yet some scholars question
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whether these biological differences are solely responsible for boys’ disruptive behaviors in the classroom
or whether there is more to the story. Some research connects rates of boys’ mortality rates at birth and
physical vulnerabilities at birth, which are greater than those of girls (Elsmén et al., 2004; Gregory et al.,
2022), and explain that as a reason for boys’ lower social and behavior skills (Schore, 2017). While these
scholars use the physical vulnerabilities of boys as a reason for their behavior, they do not draw any
causal links between these vulnerabilities and boys’ relatively lower social and behavior skills. They do
not have sufficient evidence to link these. Other literature uses psychological reasoning to look at the
difference in hormone levels of boys and girls and use that to explain the reported disruptive behavior of
boys. Halpern (2013) uses evolutionary psychology theory to investigate probable causes of the reported
disruptive behaviors of boys, concluding it could be a result of differences in the sexes attributable to
hormone levels. She used research on brain imagery to claim that male and female brains have different
activities when they engage in cognitive tasks. She stated that neurobiological and psychological research
on hormonal studies had shown causal links between cognitive abilities and the fluctuation of the levels of
testosterone and estrogen in the human body (Halpern, 1997, 2013).

Despite showing these results and the links between hormonal levels and their neurobiological
and psychological effects, Halpern (1997, 2013) herself questioned these biological reasons, drawing
upon literature which showed that socialization has an impact on girls’ and boys’ behaviors. She stated
that the “nature-nurture” debate in psychology elucidates how girls and boys are socialized from infancy,
which leads to some of the differences in cognitive abilities, and so she argued that environment and
biology were inseparable when understanding gender. However, Halpern (2013) does not delve into the
social contextual /school factors that might be the cause for boys reported lower social and behavior skills
in classrooms.

Furthermore, there is research that looks at how from a very young age, girls and boys exhibit
different kind of emotional regulation, where girls express internalizing emotions like sympathy and
anxiety, etc., and boys exhibit externalizing emotions like anger and contempt etc., and while these

emotions appear at a very early age, they do not necessarily due to the differences of sexes but actually
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they could be learned behavior and could be due to the difference of gender (Chaplin & Aldao, 2013).
Even biologists like Brody and Hall (2010) claim that physiological differences in emotions cannot
always define how girls or boys behave because the response to their emotional expressions by their
parents and the society in general affects their behavior. Looking at these scholars’ claims, the question
then becomes how much of the biological reasoning is responsible for boys reported disruptive social
behaviors and how much is the sociological aspect of the ways boys are treated in schools and in the
society in general, has to be taken into account to understand their reported disruptive behaviors. It is
important to note that while research on the biological reasoning of boys’ relatively lower scores on
behavior and social skills ratings may give us some probable explanation about boys’ learning behaviors,
yet they do not draw any causal links with boys’ physical vulnerabilities and their reported disruptive
behavior in the classroom.

Therefore, it is important to understand how the social environment, particularly the school
environment, treats boys. Some scholars of social psychology claim that teachers perceive boys’ lower
social skills in classrooms as an anomaly that requires special attention and therefore, they categorize
boys with such behaviors as special needs students (Robinson, 1997; Algozzine, 2017). This tells us that
even if there is a biological difference, which might be related to boys’ relatively lower social skills and
reported disruptive behaviors in the classroom, the education system deals with it by perceiving it to be a
disability. Whether these lower social skills are for biological or environmental reasons or both, the way
they are viewed with a deficit lens leads to a higher ratio of boys than girls being grouped into the special
needs category. So, it depends on how the schooling culture caters to the reported disruptive behaviors of
boys and if it does not cater to these behaviors appropriately, boys’ learning is going to be affected more
than that of girls.

“Feminization” of School Culture. Since the 1990s, when the conversation on the “boy turn”
issue became a hot debate in the Western world, there are scholars who attribute the problem to the school
culture as being “feminine” for not attending to the needs of boys and for rewarding girls’ better social

behavioral skills (Skelton, 2012). This notion of the school culture being feminine claims that school
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culture encourages docility and compliance, which are considered feminine behaviors and are harder for
boys to navigate (Henning-Stout, M., & Conoley, J. C., 1992; Skelton, 2012). Additionally, research
showed that boys perform worse than girls in noncognitive skills and have behavioral difficulties, with
scholars attributing schools’ feminine culture as the major cause of this (Beaman et al., 2006).

Beaman et al. (2006) identified two Australian government reports about K-12 education which stated
that boys have not only performed worse than girls in student achievement since the 1990s, but the gap
had been increasing over time. They concluded that historically schooling has become “feminine,” as the
profession of teaching worldwide has more females than males, since the latter half of the 20th century.
However, the reports did not draw any causal findings that link boys’ poor academic performance to the
“feminine” school culture.

There have been scholars who have questioned altogether the claim that educational culture is
“feminine” (Verniers et al., 2016) and others who have questioned the negative effects of the feminized
school culture on boys (Francis, 2006; Griffiths, 2006; Carrington & McPhee, 2008; Skelton, 2012).
While most of the literature about schooling being a feminine profession and schools having a
feminization culture affecting boys’ learning in a negative way blames the school culture, none of these
studies or reports have substantial evidence that links the feminine environment with lower academic
performance for boys. Most of this literature is theorizing using psychological theory and highlighting the
arguments that policymakers are making, without any substantial empirical evidence. Indeed, there is
literature that contradicts these findings (Francis, 2006; Carrington & McPhee, 2008; Verniers et al.,
2016).

Globally, policymakers argue that female teachers do not serve as role models for boys and the
classroom environment becomes more feminine, which is not productive for boys’ learning (Francis,
2006). But Carrington & McPhee (2008), in their small qualitative study in the UK using interviews with
male and female teachers and students, negated these claims and showed that for most students, the

gender of the teacher did not matter. The limitation of this study is that it has a small sample size and
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cannot be generalized, but it still gives us insight into how the gender of the teacher has no effect for the
students.

However, there is other research with a relatively large sample size that seconds the above-
mentioned findings. Marcel Helbig (2012), in his international quantitative study, showed that the
“feminization of school culture” of schooling—which is defined to be two-fold, first the greater number
of female teachers in K-12 education, and secondly the “girl-friendly”” environment of school (Helbig,
2012, p. 662; Skelton, 2009)—did not have any effect on boys’ learning. This study used data from 39
OECD countries to see whether same-sex teacher-student matching in mathematics and literacy produced
better achievement scores in PISA, TIMSS, and PIRLS. The study found that while in some countries a
female teachers teaching girls correlated with an improvement in their mathematics and reading scores, in
none of the countries did male teachers teaching boys correlate with an improvement in their reading or
mathematics scores. As this study looked at data from multiple countries and had a large sample size and
controlled for school characteristics, its findings can be generalized at least in the context of OECD
countries, if not globally.

Another quantitative study (Verniers et al., 2016) with a large sample size looked at 1,954
students (1,115 girls and 839 boys) from grades 7, 9, 10, and 12 in France who were asked to report
which characteristics were exhibited by boys and girls for success in school. The characteristics of
compliance, assertiveness, intelligence, and effort were associated with success in school using factor
analysis. The study conducted regression analysis on these characteristics to find out which of them were
associated to be exhibited by boys and girls according to the students’ perceptions, and the findings
showed that compliance, intelligence and effort were associated with girls while assertiveness was
associated with boys, therefore the study concluded that the claim of the school culture being feminine
was an oversimplified and partial statement. The study expressed that while girls are thought to be more
compliant, intelligent, and put more effort in their work, boys’ assertive behavior leads them to be
successful in school, therefore, to say that the school’s feminine culture benefits girls more than boys

would not be correct (Verniers et al., 2016).
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One limitation of the study is that the students answering the questionnaire about behaviors
exhibited by boys and girls, were based on their perceptions of gendered behavior, which could be
influenced by the general societal beliefs about gendered behavior, and so could not be taken as the true
reflection of the actual behaviors of boys and girls within schools. However, despite the limitation, the
findings did add value to debate on the schools’ feminization culture and showed that the feminization of
school culture does not benefit girls more than boys. And since this study was conducted on a large
sample size, the findings from the study could be generalized at least to other European countries with
similar school cultures as France. Overall, these studies show that for the Global North, the gender of the
teacher does not have an impact on boys’ learning and that feminization of school culture does not benefit
girls over boys. On the other hand, there is literature that shows that many scholars and policymakers
have shifted the blame for the underachievement of boys from the school to individuals. This line of
argument has been quite prevalent in the United Kingdom, as discussed below.

Neoliberal Education System and the ‘Problem Boys.” Many educationists and policymakers,
based on their beliefs about the fairness of the neoliberal education market, hold the underachieving boys
responsible for their own “lack of success” and ignore the inequities in the society that drive educational
disparities (Francis, 2006; Stahl, 2015; Stahl et al., 2024). Francis describes that in the neoliberal
education system, the responsibility of education lies with the individual, so underachieving boys are
considered as ‘problem boys,” but she questioned the neoliberal market economy’s premise of equity
(2006). She explained that these ‘problem boys’ are blamed for not taking the responsibility of getting an
education, and for causing trouble for their peers and society. She showed that in the United Kingdom,
these “failing” boys were mostly working-class White, African-Caribbean, and Pakistani boys. Francis
argued that the neoliberal market education system blames the ‘problem boys’ for underachieving, while
not holding accountable the societal structures such as the socioeconomic class, immigrant status,
psychological problems, and race/ethnicity (2006). She questioned the assumption of the neoliberal
market that an individual has been dealt a fair share of opportunities and that the education system gives

equal opportunities to everyone (Francis, 2006). It is based on this assumption that the neoliberal
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education system claims to be gender-neutral, while ignoring the fact that the market exists in the larger
society, which is full of inequities, and these are reflected in the neoliberal market as well.

Considering the claim of the neoliberal education market being gender-neutral, it is important to
see how charter schools approach the ‘boy turn’ problem. At present, there is little research that critiques
this model, and this research is only from the United States. The next section examines this body of
research.

The ‘boy turn’ Problem in Charter Schools - Literature from the United States

As the previous section identified various causes that are associated with boys’ relatively poor
academic performance as compared to girls, it yet remains to be seen how boys’ academic performance is
affected in a neoliberal education market. As mentioned earlier, PPP/charter schools were purported to
serve hard-to-reach student populations and marginalized student populations by using the logic of market
competition and accountability. It is important to see how charter schools serve boys, especially boys
from the most marginalized communities (i.e., boys of color and boys from lower socioeconomic strata
(SES).) Therefore, this literature review looks at boys’ academic achievements in charter schools to see
how claims of market competition and accountability lead to serving the most marginalized student
groups, in this case, boys, especially boys of color and boys from lower SES.

An extensive body of research from the United States shows that in charter schools, boys have
lower enrollment and retention rates than girls, and various studies attribute different probable causes for
this. Some scholars identify charter schools’ disciplinary policies as the cause for boys’
underachievement, while others blame the inability of charter schools to cater to special needs students,
which harms boys more than girls. Also considered is the effect of charter schools’ academic rigor
policies, which may appeal to girls more than boys, as well as intersection of race and socioeconomic
class with gender.

Charter Schools’ Exclusionary Policies and the “boy turn” Problem. Research has shown that
one probable reason for boys’ lower enrollment and retention rates in charter schools could be the strict

disciplinary policies (Marsh, 2018). Considering the findings in the broader literature that suggest that
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boys have relatively lower social and behavioral skills and drawing from literature showing that charter
schools in the United States have stricter disciplinary policies (Marsh, 2018). Corcoran & Jennings (2016)
claim that this could be one of the main reasons that boys are less likely to enroll in charter schools and
even when enrolled are more likely to leave. They find lower enrollment rates of boys in charter schools
through a quantitative longitudinal study, which used 11 years (2000-2010) of Common Core of Data
(including charter and non-charter schools) from the National Centre for Education Statistics. They find
high attrition rates of boys in charter schools using data of students of Grades 3 to 12 in the state of North
Carolina from years 2005 to 2010 (Corcoran & Jennings, 2016). While charter schools’ disciplinary
policies could be one of the reasons for boys’ lower enrollment and retention rates, it is difficult to make
this claim with any certainty using this study, as it did not make any statistical causal inferences between
the enrollment and attrition rates of boys and charter schools’ strict discipline policies.

Some researchers contend that charter schools’ inability to support special needs students make
them exclusionary towards boys. Corcoran and Jennings (2016) show that charter schools in the United
States do not have sufficient special education facilities to cater to special needs students, and since boys
are more likely to be categorized as special education students, charter schools are more likely to be
exclusionary of them.

Charter Schools’ greater appeal to girls than boys. Literature (DiPrete & Buchmann, 2013)
suggests that girls perform better in school and are more likely to take rigorous courses: “Female students
remain different from male students in two principal respects: (1) their choice of college courses and
major, and (2) their superior academic performance from kindergarten through high school and college...
(pg. 81).” Corcoran and Jennings (2016), drawing from this literature, claim that since most charter
schools provide innovative curriculum, this could be a reason that they have a greater appeal to girls than
boys, and so indirectly they encourage more girls than boys to enroll and stay enrolled.

A study by Deming et al. (2014) uses the student-level administrative data from CMS linked to
the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC)—which is a national database recording college enrollment

and degree completion for all colleges in the United States—examines the causal impact of attending a
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first-choice school on secondary and post-secondary educational attainment. The study finds a small, yet
statistically significant, increase in high school graduation, postsecondary attendance, and degree
completion for student that have won the lottery to attend their first-choice school (Deming et al., 2014).
The study also shows that these gains from attending first-choice schools are mostly experienced by girls,
as it states that girls who attend their first-choice schools are 14% more likely to complete a four-year
college degree, while the study finds no significant impacts for boys for post-secondary attainment. The
study also showed that boys who won the lottery and go to their first-choice schools showed no difference
in college-level coursework, dropped in class-rank, and were most likely to fail end-of-course exams in
higher grades. The study states that girls’ better response to attending their first-choice school that leads
them to complete a four-year college degree, could be related to their behavioral tendencies to adapt
better to change in environment (Deming et al., 2014). Another reason they offer for boys’ relatively poor
performance on winning the lottery is their tendency to respond less productively to competition from
their peers, based on research (Niederle and Vesterlund, 2007) finding that boys tend to overestimate their
performance rank in a group when faced with competition (Deming et al., 2014). While this study
provides an explanation for reasons associated with girls’ higher gains from being selected into their first-
choice schools, they do not have causal data to back these reasons. The study’s biggest limitation is that it
looks at gender in isolation without looking at race. Data from the study does not state anything about the
race/ethnicity of the girls who are performing better after winning the lottery.

While the above-mentioned literature gives a general overview of how charter schools are more
appealing to girls, and they perform better in charter schools than boys, it does not go into much detail
about the intersection of socioeconomic status, gender, and race. To understand how gender is performed
and perceived in a given society, it is important to understand the cultural and political contexts of the
society (Butler, 1990). By generally looking at the “boy turn” problem and not engaging with how gender
intersects with race and socioeconomic class in the United States, the above studies simplify the
discussion. To completely understand the “boy turn” problem in the United States, it is necessary to

understand the racial, historical, political, and social context of boys of color. There is some literature that
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fills this gap by specifically looking at charter schools and boys of color and the achievement gaps in
education.

Race and Socioeconomic Class Intersection with the “boy turn” Problem. Research shows that
charter schools’ disciplinary policies harm boys of color more, which points us towards the
intersectionality of gender and race. Marsh (2018) look at gender and charter schools from a racial
standpoint. His study investigates the disciplinary policies of charter schools in the United States, using
qualitative interviews. He shows how the strict disciplinary policies of one “no excuses” charter school
disproportionately affected Black and Latino boys. The study explains that the “no excuses” charter
school had strict disciplinary policies like ‘no talking in the hallway,” ‘no talking during the class,” and
‘holding everyone accountable for their actions.” The school claimed that these policies prepared students
for future college and practical life, but Marsh argued that these no-excuses policies put negative labels
like “at risk” or “repeater” on students and implement symbolic violence, which they argue leads to
students dropping out of school (2018). While this is a case study and therefore not generalizable, it still
gives us grounds to question: Can the neoliberal education market mitigate gender gaps in education,
without looking at race?

The “boy turn” problem is more nuanced than it appears due to the inclusion of race and
socioeconomic factors. Literature shows that school choice has more benefits for White girls as opposed
to boys of all races and even as opposed to non-White girls (Hastings et al., 2006). Hastings et al. (2006)
looked at the effects of a randomized lottery in a public school district in North Carolina and collected
baseline test scores and test scores after students went through a lottery system. They found that White
girls had statistically significant improvement in their test scores when they were randomized into their
first-choice school. The explanation for this finding is that, to begin with, White girls listed more
academically challenging schools as their first choice and spent more hours on their homework than any
other group. The other groups were White boys, non-White boys, and non-White girls. The findings
stated that White female students were more likely to choose high-performing charter schools, based on

test scores, and those with more challenging academic programs. For all other groups the impact of
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winning the lottery had a negative effect on their test scores, including the non-White female students
(Hastings et al., 20006).

The findings from the above-mentioned study are concerning to see, because they tell us that girls
perform better than boys, as long as we are not bringing race and class into question. But as we delve into
students who are non-White or students with Free and Reduced-Price Lunch, it would be difficult to make
that claim without digging further into it. These findings help us understand that when studying charter
schools and gender, race and class are important to look into, specifically in the United States. Hastings et
al. (2006) findings also make us question the gender-neutrality claim of the neoliberal education market.
If White girls are significantly performing better than all other groups, that shows in some ways the
market is favoring one group over the other. In other words, it tells us that the market is not equitable, it
does not treat all students equally irrespective of race and socioeconomic class. Secondly, it also draws
our attention to the fact that the “boy turn” problem is not only a gender gap, but also an achievement gap
where gender intersects with race. Without taking race into account, the “boy turn” conversation is
therefore, incomplete.

The “girl child” Problem in Formal Education - Global Literature

While the ‘boy turn’ problem is a huge issue in gender and education in the Global North, in the
Global South, governments, INGOs, and scholars in many countries have identified the “girl child”
education problem. According to the World Bank, UNESCO estimates that 122 million girls are out of
school (The World Bank, 2022). It is reported that while two thirds of the world have reached gender
parity in primary school (K-5), in low-income countries the graduation rates for girls in primary school
are still lagging behind those of boys, and for secondary school this disparity worsens. For countries that
face fragility, conflict, and violence (FCV), the gender disparity for out-of-school girl children is even
more dismal (The World Bank, 2022).

Some of the reasons listed by the World Bank for girls lagging behind in education are: a) gender
bias within school classrooms that convey messages to young girls about their lack of abilities; b) labor

market disparities based on traditional gender roles that domesticate girls; ¢) poverty which hinders girls

23



access to school; d) physical and sexual violence while going to and from school, as in rural areas schools
are far away and many families cannot afford transportation to school; e) child marriages, which are still
practiced in many rural settings despite being illegal, which lead to girls dropping out of school to start a
family and to care for it; f) and most recently, the spread of COVID-19 has led to an increase in dropout
rates of girls due to an increase in gender-based violence and teenage pregnancies (The World Bank,
2022).

Empirical Evidence from Quantitative and Mixed-Methods Studies. One aspect that the
scholarly literature regularly explores is the role of cultural norms and sexual/gender-based violence
against women. Some of the quantitative literature has delved deeper into the question of the “girl child”
education problem to understand the reasons for girls’ low enrollment and retention in schools. Many of
these studies blame the cultural traditional gender norms as the reasons for girls’ high dropout rates, but
none of these studies show direct causal links between cultural traditional gender roles and girls high
dropout rates. At the same time, literature from Nigeria (Nmadu et al., 2010; Alabi & Alabi, 2014; Fatai
Ayiki Azeez et al., 2024) seconds some of the findings of the World Bank about cultural norms and
traditional gender roles that hinder girls’ education. Nmadu et al. (2010) conducted a quantitative study of
two rural and one peri-urban districts in Nigeria to understand the “girl child” education problem. Using
survey research conducted in 2007 and 2008, it showed that while half of the population aged 6-11 years
in these districts were girls, 60% of the children enrolled in primary school were males. In 2008 only 36%
of the children who graduated from these districts were girls (Nmadu et al., 2010). Furthermore, it found
that as girls reached middle school, their dropout rates increased. One of the reasons proposed for this
increase was that girls reach puberty in middle school and hence, were considered eligible for marriage
according to the local cultural norms. However, since there is no causal evidence of this reasoning in the
study, it would be difficult to say with any certainty that parents wanted to get their daughters married as
opposed to giving them an education. It is important to investigate what causes parents in these regions to

drop their daughters out of school. Is it because of cultural norms or economic reasons or something else?
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In Nigeria, the attitudes of parents in getting their daughters married earlier as opposed to getting
them an education are opposed in two different studies. Yise (2020) conducted a quantitative study in the
northern region of Nigeria, where they did a correlational study of a representative sample of parents to
see how their mindset impacts sending their daughters to school as opposed to marrying them early. The
findings from this study showed that parents usually preferred marrying their daughters young rather than
completing their education, due to societal pressure. The study implied that this mindset was due to the
parents’ religious and cultural beliefs.

While another quantitative study conducted also in the northern region of Nigeria (Kamaldeen et
al., 2012) showed different findings. Parents in this study, while acknowledged that there is gender-based
discrimination when it comes to the “girl child” education, and it is based on factors such as poverty,
early marriage of girls, and other safety issues of girls while going to and from schools, but more than
half the schools in the study sample showed a positive inclination towards girls getting an education. The
three most highly ranked factors by parents in this study, as those that hinder “girl child” education, were
early marriage, poverty, and pregnancy among girls of school age. And the two highly ranked benefits of
girls’ education by parents was providing the young girls the best start to life and protecting them from
exploitation through child labor. These contrasting viewpoints in these studies tell us that the “girl child”
educational issue is more nuanced than it appears. One question that arises after scrutinizing the findings
of the studies is, how much of the economic and societal pressures of early marriage of the girl child,
influence the parents’ attitudes towards their daughters’ education.

Similar quantitative studies from different regions, Ghana (Alhassan, 2010), India (Paul, 2019), a
comparative study of Pakistan, India, Nepal and Bangladesh (Raj et al., 2014), and Malawi (Dunga &
Mafini, 2019) proposed cultural norms favoring traditional gender roles that domesticate girls i.e., that
focus on girls’ roles as mothers and homemakers more than their education and career, poverty, physical
and sexual violence while going to and from school, and child marriages as some probable reasons for
girls' low retention rates, high dropout rates, and lower test scores in literacy and numeracy as compared

to boys. While these studies listed these reasons as probable, they did not investigate the causal links
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between these reasons and girls’ lower retention and enrollment rates. Without a detailed investigation it
is difficult to say why girls are lagging behind boys in education and how much of culture or economics
hinders girls’ education.

Although the literature mentioned above gives us a snapshot of the “girl-child” education
problem, it does not look into how different types of schools impact this issue. But there is some research
from South Asia that looks into the “girl-child” education problem and charter schools.

The “girl child” Problem in PPP/Charter Schools - Literature from South Asia

When specifically looking at how the neoliberal education market deals with the “girl child”
problem, we find research mostly from South Asia. While PPP/charter schools are a phenomenon in many
countries in the Global South, however, we see a dearth of studies on gender and neoliberal education
models in most countries. As such, most of the research that looks at the “girl child” education problem
and PPP/charter schools, is from South Asia. Research shows that PPP/charter schools’ impact on the
“girl child” education has been mixed. While charter schools were not initiated in the developing
countries for closing gender gaps in education, these gaps became an important conversation as part of the
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (developed by the UN) in 2002 (Fennell, 2014). And later
gender gaps in education became an important goal in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the
UN (United Nations, 2022). One recent study (Ansari, 2020) showed that the gender gap in PPP/charter
schools was closing in favor of girls in Punjab, Pakistan, while another (Fennell, 2014) showed that there
was no improvement in girls’ enrollment and retention in charter schools in South Asia (India and
Pakistan).

Empirical Evidence on “girl child” Education in PPP Schools from South Asia. There is
some research from South Asia that shows PPP/charter schools have no impact in improving girls’
education. Fennell (2014) conducted a comparative qualitative study of PPP/charter schools, private, and
public schools in two districts in Sargodha, Punjab, Pakistan and in one district in Alwar, Rajasthan, India
to understand how gender gaps in education were impacted by the different types of schooling. In each

location, 10 schools were selected. She conducted semi-structured interviews and focus groups with
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parents, young people in the community, teachers, head teachers, and head officials of the district
institutions. Based on these interviews she found that the school type had no impact on the girls’
enrollment, retention, and achievement. While it was a significant finding, it was based only on three
districts in South Asia, so it cannot be generalized to all of South Asia. Due to her findings Fennell (2014)
went on to argue against earlier claims made by Khwaja et al. (2002), who purportedly showed that
privatization of schools increased girls’ enrollment in education in South Asia (Khwaja et al., 2002).

Khwaja et al. (2002) found that the low-cost private schools’ inclusion of women in teaching led
to better enrollment rates of girls in these schools as compared to public schools. They found that private
schooling made education accessible to girls in rural areas where public schools were scarce. While their
findings were related to low-cost private schools that charge a fee and not to PPP/charter schools, yet they
highlight the features of privatization which are common in charter schools and private schools. So, the
findings of this study can help investigate how these features of privatization impact girls’ education in
charter schools. However, this study used correlations and not causal inferences to make the claims, so it
would be hard to understand why these factors cause privatization to help close the gender gaps in
education without taking into account the socioeconomic status and family backgrounds of students
attending these schools.

Recent research has connected the socioeconomic status and family background of students in
PPP/charter schools to closing gender gaps in enrollment and retention. Ansari (2020) studied schools in
Punjab, Pakistan, and looked at how the enrollment trends vary across different types of schools. Ansari
examined the Punjab Service Delivery Indicator Survey (PSDIS) data to examine the outcomes for 2917
grade four students, out of which 1531(52.5%) were traditional public-school students, 954 (32.7%) were
charter school students, and 432 (14.8%) were private school students. He used students’ sex, their
socioeconomic indicators, their parents’ education, the academic support they received outside of the
school as his independent variables in a multinomial regression analysis for boys and girls separately with
public school attendance as the base outcome. The study reported that PPP/charter schools were 35%

more likely than traditional public schools to enroll girls than boys. Interestingly, it also found that boys
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who went to PPP/charter schools were more likely to have educated mothers than boys who went to other
types of schools, and that boys who read books outside of school were more likely to attend PPP/charter
schools but using these findings the study acknowledged that it was difficult to make any causal
connections between parents’ preference for PPP/charter schools. Ansari’s findings offer significant
insight for understanding charter schools and the “girl child” education problem that takes into account
the intersectionality of gender, class, and the educational backgrounds of parents. As the sample size of
this study is relatively large, and students were selected randomly, the findings can be used to make some
generalizations at least about the province of Punjab, Pakistan. However, the study does not delve into
why PPP/charter schools enroll more girls than boys or what features of PPP/charter schools attract more
girls than boys. It does not look into the cultural and contextual factors of gender and how the PPP/charter
schools mitigate those. And, of course, it does not provide a generalizable conclusion as to the Global
South more broadly.

While the literature above gives us some insight into how PPP schools served the “girl child,”
most of these studies (Ansari, 2020; Khwaja et al., 2002) use a western feminist lens to understand the
“girl child” and gender gaps in neoliberal education markets. Ansari (2020) and Khwaja et al. (2002) are
quantitative studies that take more of a positivist stance, without critically evaluating their findings, which
makes their studies narrow and eliminate the cultural and social contexts of their sites. Fennell (2014)
digs deeper into the cultural contexts of the “girl child” education problem, and she tries to bring the
voices of girls’ parents to the forefront, and in some ways deviates from a western feminist lens.

Cultural Factors, the “girl child” Education Problem, and Charter Schools. Judith Butler
posits that it is impossible to separate gender from the political and cultural contexts in which it exists
(Butler, 1990). Gender is often understood and performed within the social and cultural parameters in
which it exists, therefore it is important to understand the cultural factors behind girls’ low enrollment,
retention, and achievement and see if PPP/charter schools impact them in any way. Fennell (2014) dug
deeper into understanding the cultural reasons for girls lagging behind in education in South Asia. She

showed that while parents valued education for both their sons and daughters, as they understood that
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education led to economic gains, the employment opportunities for girls after an education were limited,
and this was tied with a greater cultural belief system of women’s traditional roles in the society as
mothers and wives. Despite these cultural beliefs hindering girls” employability, she found parents still
valued their daughters’ education and associated a woman’s education more with her self-respect and
dignity in society than economic gains resonating with findings from Nigeria (Kamaldeen et al., 2012).

Furthermore, she found that in South Asia, parents associated high value to girls’ education but
could not often send them to school because of other factors, which were easy access to education,
unavailability of washrooms for girls in schools, and prevalent sexual harassment of girls while going to
and from school (Fennell, 2014). She did not find any one type of school, either private, PPP/charter, or
traditional public school, better at mitigating these barriers to girls’ education. Fennell’s findings give us
an insight into how parents in South Asia value girls’ education and show the infrastructural, cultural, and
economic reasons that prevent them from getting their daughters educated. This is an important study in
understanding that girls’ high dropout rates in South Asia are not due to the traditional gender roles which
give lesser importance to girls’ education, but instead there are other cultural and economic issues related
to girls’ education, that hinders girls’ education. The study does give us a perspective that parents do
value girls’ education and associate it with a girls’ dignity and self-respect. By doing so, this study tries to
unpack the social and cultural contexts of the “girl child” education problem and negate the western
narrative of blaming religious and conservative traditions as stopping girls from getting an education.
However, this study due to a smaller sample size is hard to generalize for all of South Asia. Although this
study does not show a single type of school mitigating or propagating girls’ barrier to education, it does
give us an insight into the cultural and economic reasons for girls lagging in education.
Gaps in Literature for the “boy turn” and the “girl child” Education Problems

The “girl child” and the “boy turn” problems are issues of gender inequities in education that
arise in different cultural and demographic contexts. While literature from around the globe shows us
different probable causes of these issues, there are still gaps in literature that need to be addressed. As the

literature establishes that PPP/charter schools are based on the assumption of a gender-neutral neoliberal
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market, they assume that part of their benefits are the closing gender gaps in education. Yet, there is a
dearth of comparative literature investigating that assumption.

There is no comparative literature that looks at the impact of PPP/charter schools on gender
inequities in education globally. The “boy turn” problem is a significant problem in the Global North, but
how PPP/charter schools address this in a comparative global context is missing in literature. Some
studies look at underachievement of boys using international standardized tests like PISA or TIMSS
(Agasisti & Murtinu, 2012; Hermann & Kopasz, 2019), but these do not identify the students’ school type
—traditional public schools or charter schools. There is some literature on gender gaps and charter
schools from the United States but none from other developed countries. Most of the literature on the
“boy turn” problem is not generalizable because of the small sample sizes. And studies with large sample
sizes miss out on key critical aspects as the intersectionality of gender, race, and socioeconomic class is
not captured. On the other hand, for the “girl child” education problem, prevalent in the Global South,
studies mostly collect data from household surveys or government organizations that do not specify the
school type. And there is little research on PPP/charter schools and girls’ education and this small body of
research is limited to South Asia only.

These gaps identify that there is a need to study the “boy turn” and “girl child” problems in
education in PPP/charter schools in more depth, especially with regards to the intersection of gender, race,
and socioeconomic class. Such research would help understand how the neoliberal education market
serves marginalized student groups with regards to gender, race, and socioeconomic class, and would
provide scholars and policymakers insights into how neoliberal education models, across the globe can

help become more equitable.

Discussion and Future Recommendations

The review of the literature above tells us that whether it is the “boy turn” problem or the “girl
child” education problem, both point to a gendered education system and these gender gaps in education
are a global phenomenon. This questions the gender-neutral assumption of a neoliberal education market

that is the basis for PPP/charter schools. The question then is: Are PPP/charter schools actually
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addressing this gendered education system? Unfortunately, existing social science research has failed to
thus far address this issue.

The “boy turn” and the “girl child” education problems and charter schools are being studied in
silos, without any comparative analysis. Looking at the “boy turn” problem and how PPP/charter schools
address it, we see literature only from the United States. Looking at the “girl child” education problem
and the way PPP/charter schools deal with it, there are a few studies—from South Asia only. These are
either based on small sample sizes or cannot make any causal inferences about PPP/charter schools’ effect
on girls’ education globally, or even in other parts of the Global South. There is no literature from other
countries about PPP/charter schools and the “girl child” education problem.

So, one can conclude that at present there is little literature that gauges the impact of PPP/charter
schools on gender gaps in education in a global context. Internationally, PPP/charter school models are
the same in essence, so a global comparative analysis of similar PPP/charter models’ effect on the “boy
turn” education problem and the “girl-child” education problem would help understand the nuances of
gender in a neoliberal education market.

Furthermore, the literature review shows us that the way gender is understood in most of the
studies is very narrow and skewed. First, in most cases, gender is constructed as a binary—girls and
boys—which is an exclusionary way of understanding gender. Second, in the case of the “girl child”
education problem prevalent in the Global South, we see that the studies use a Western liberal feminist
lens to understand the issue. This is especially problematic because gender cannot be studied in isolation
from the region's historical and cultural context, as Shenila Khoja-Moolji (2018) explains that the
discourse on girls’ education cannot be understood by studying gender alone but by examining its
intersections with class, religion, and nationhood. Third, regarding the “boy turn” problem, most of the
literature reviewed simplifies gender; even when race is addressed, many studies ignore the political and
cultural milieu in which the “boy turn” issue has emerged. It is essential to investigate how boys have
come to perform poorly in education by understanding the political, historical, and cultural contexts of

different countries. To understand gender gaps in education, it is important to understand the social and
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cultural contexts in which these gaps emerge, and to do so it is important to understand how gender is
perceived as Butler (1990) posits that it is impossible to separate gender from the political and cultural
contexts in which it. To understand the “boy turn," the “girl child” education problems, and the impact of
charter schools on them, it is important to study gender along with its intersections with race, class,
religion, and nationhood, while keeping in mind the cultural and political contexts.

Future research should look at a comparative study between the Global North and the Global
South that unpacks how the “boy turn” and “girl child” education appear in two similar models of
PPP/charter schools, where the gender gaps are reversed. Since there is a substantive body of literature on
the “boy turn” problem in charter schools in the United States, and there is a significant body of literature
on the “girl child” education in Pakistan, a comparative case study of the two sites as examples the Global
North and Global South, would give greater insights into neoliberal education markets and gender gaps.
Such a study would help understand how PPP/charter school models operate in different cultural contexts.
A case study methodology for this future scholarship would help unpack the cultural and social contexts
of how gender is perceived and performed in the two sites, and how the global neoliberal education
market works in similar or distinctive ways in both sites. It would also help policymakers and
international educational agencies to come up with a global framework to address gender gaps in

education across the Global North and Global South.
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