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The 1970s produced a body of research that suggested girls
learn faster than boys. Although this data has since been dismissed as a
language learning legend, new research indicates that gender differences
do affect the reading abilities in males and females. It appears that girls
become proficient in language skills sooner than boys. Results from multiple
studies conducted throughout the 1990s imply that girls “on average score
higher on tasks that require rapid access to and use of phonological and
semantic information in long-term memory, production and comprehension
of complex prose, fine motor skills, and perceptual speed.” (Halpern, 1997,
1091-102) They also seem to demonstrate superiority over boys in verbal
ability, because studies have shown that during adolescence girls surpass
boys in verbal fluency. (Boyle, 1987, 273-283) 

The linguistic advantage that girls appear to have over boys is not linked
to intellect, but to a tendency in boys to be late bloomers in language
acquisition. This late start is attributed to socialization differences in males
and females. What results from these differences is “that girls tend to com-
municate to a much higher extent in the important stages in language
acquisition, while the boys’ interest refers more to “wrestling on the carpet
or watching sports. (Hinz, 1999) Additionally, “mothers may talk more to
daughters than to sons, more longer utterances, more questions, and more
repetitions of the child’s utterance can be found in the mother’s speech to
girls opposed to boys,” thus providing the girls an advantage not given the
boys. (Hinz)

Despite the results of many studies that seem to provide convincing
proof that girls lead boys in linguistic skills, there are many in the field of
education who are not convinced of the accuracy of these outcomes.
Research conducted in 1998 by the Department of Phoniatrics at the

University of Oulu in Finland concluded that there was no substantial evi-
dence to support the superiority of girls in linguistic skills. (Louten, 1998,
28-34) Oulu’s study consisted of evaluating the possible differences in lin-
guistic skills and academic achievement between boys and girls. A total of
1,936 second-grade Finnish girls and boys were “appraised” according to
the teacher’s rating (Luoten), and it was in regard to this point that
researchers uncovered a flaw that might be responsible for influencing other
previous studies that had put the girls in the linguistic driver’s seat. What the
Finnish researchers discovered was that the teachers’ evaluations were
influenced by the gender of the pupil. (Luoten)

Such biases could be international because teachers outside Finland
may also believe that girls are superior to boys in language and as a result
“spend more time on it with the girls, and the girls probably live up to the
teachers’ expectations.” (Boyle) While the Oulu study is noteworthy, it does
little to explain why boys make up three quarters of all children with lan-
guage difficulties, especially in the area of reading. (Harasty, 1998)

Although reading is not an intuitive process, girls are ahead of boys in
reading proficiency. However, this lead is not generated by a natural linguis-
tic gender advantage, but by what appears to be a genetic disposition in
males toward reading disorders. Studies conducted at the University of
Warwick in Great Britain suggest that boys are more likely to suffer from
dyslexia than girls. (Reinberg, 2004) According to co-researcher Julia
Carroll, the Warwick studies revealed “gender differences in reading, with
boys commonly having more reading difficulties than girls.” (Reinberg)

The Warwick research conducted four reading studies on 9,799 school
aged children ages seven to 15. With each study, consisting of an equal
mix of both genders, Carroll and her team discovered that “across all the
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