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Title: OECD report finds girls lack self confidence in maths and science 

First Broadcast: 3rd March, 2015 

Source: ABC’s The World Today 

Minutes: 4:16 

Audio & Script: http://www.abc.net.au/worldtoday/content/2015/s4192488.htm 

Summary: 
A report on gender equality in education in OECD countries has found that girls lack 

self-confidence in their ability in maths and science subjects. 

Related Stories: 
http://www.theguardian.com/education/2015/mar/05/girls-lack-self-confidence-maths-science-

oecd-school-engineering 

 
 
 
 
KEY WORDS 

Below is a list of words which appear in the report - which ones don't you know or you are unsure what 
they mean? 
 
 
 

 shift (n)  paramount (adj)  aspect of our lives (n) 

 alarming (adj)  unconscious bias (n)  pursue a career (v) 

 undertake a subject (v)  make headway (n)  social norm (n) 

 basic literacy subject (adj)  infiltrate (v)  recognition (n) 

 careers perspective (n)  strategy (n)  
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DEFINITION MATCH 
 
Can you match the words with their correct definition? Use a dictionary to help you if you aren’t sure. 
  
 
 

a belief that some people or things 

are superior to others that usually 

results in unequal treatment 

 

acknowledgment, accepting that 

something is true or exists 

 

begin or attempt  

careful plan or method for achieving 

a goal 

 

custom, usual or expected behaviour  

disturbing, worrying  

elementary, not including anything 

extra, simple 

 

move, change  

part of something  

pass into, penetrate  

progress, advance  

try to get or do  

very important, of the highest 

importance 

 

viewpoint, standpoint  
 

shift (n) 

alarming (adj) 

undertake (v) 

basic (adj) 

perspective (n) 

paramount (adj) 

bias (n) 

headway (n) 

infiltrate (v) 

strategy (n) 

aspect (n) 

pursue (v) 

norm (n) 

recognition (n) 
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FOCUS QUESTIONS 
 

 Why do you think girls lack self-confidence in their ability in maths and science subjects? 

 Around 25 per cent of girls are not choosing to do any maths in their last years of high school – why 

might this be a bad thing? Should all students do some kind of maths until the end of their high 

schooling?  

 Dr Cathy Foley, a science director at the CSIRO (Australia's national science agency), says this 

about girls who are not choosing to do any maths in their last years of high school: “... when you 

think of the way the world is going, technology-related career choices and opportunities is really 

where the future is, (and girls) are just not going to be in a position to be competitive.” What does she 

mean?  

 Why do you think fewer girls are doing mathematics at school and later choosing careers in 

technology and engineering fields?  

 The term ‘unconscious bias’ is mentioned in the report. What does it mean? 

 Do you believe the main reason why fewer girls are choosing careers in physical sciences like 

engineering is because they are viewed by society as being more suited for males? Or it more just 

the preference of girls? 

 Do you think some parents might be more encouraging of their sons to go into careers related to 

maths, science, engineering and technology? 

 In general, do you think that parents and teachers have a big role in influencing the career choice of 

their children?  
 

 

PRE-LISTENING 
 
Before watching the report, note down what you think the following figure from the report refers to 
 

About 25 per cent of girls in their last years of high school  

 
 

(In Australia) .......................................................................................................................................................................... 
  
 
 
LISTENING 
 
 
Listen to the report and answer the questions 

 

 What proportion of girls from OECD countries consider careers in the physical sciences, which 

includes technology, engineering and maths? Less than ............................................... 

 Dr Cathy Foley is very surprised about the report’s finding that girls lack self-confidence in their ability 

in maths and science.  True  /  False 

 Dr Cathy Foley says the lack of girls choosing a career in the biological sciences is also a big 

problem in Australia.  True  /  False 
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COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS 
 
 
After listening to the report, try to answers the following questions 
 
 

1. When it comes to testing in maths and science subjects, girls and boys are pretty equal.   

True  /  False 

 

2. How does Dr Cathy Foley feel about the report’s finding that girls lack self-confidence in their ability 

in maths and science? .............................................................................................. 

 

3. The report found some parents around the world may be more encouraging of their sons to go into 

careers related to maths, science, engineering and technology.  True  /  False 

 

4. What does Dr Cathy Foley believe is the main reason why girls are going into biological sciences but 

few are choosing physical sciences like engineering? 

A. An unconscious bias with society  

B. An unconscious desire of girls  

 

5. Does Dr Cathy Foley think that parents and teachers have a big role in encouraging girls to pursue 

careers in science, technology, engineering and maths?  Yes  /  No 
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CLOZE  
 
Use the words to complete the sentences – you may have to change the form of the word 
 

 shift   paramount aspect  
 alarming   bias pursue  
 undertake   headway norm  
 basic   infiltrate recognition  
 perspective   strategy  

 
1. A lot of .....................................................................................had been made over the last 10 years in getting more 

secondary students to study a second language. Before only about 2% of students did a foreign 
language subject right through to the end of high school. Now that figure was up to around 7%. 

2. Across cultural groups, .....................................................................................can vary very widely. Europeans, for 
instance, like to maintain fairly direct eye contact when conversing with others. Asians, on the other 
hand, may avoid direct eye contact as a sign of politeness and respect. 

3. As part of the government’s long term .....................................................................................to encourage more girls 
to study maths, a campaign was launched in schools to make students more aware about all the 
university courses which require a certain level of maths before they can be undertaken.  

4. Before going on holiday together to Italy, the two women did a weekend course to learn some 
.....................................................................................Italian phrases.  

5. Before .....................................................................................an English language exam like IELTS or TOEFL, most 
candidates do some kind of preparation course. 

6. Educators said that over the last decade there had been an ..................................................................................... 
drop in the average performance of the country’s high school students in maths and sciences when 
compared to other OECD nations. 

7. In terms of equipment and technology, classrooms used to be quite basic. But now smart phones, 
laptops, tablets, e-readers, social media, and interactive whiteboards are ............................................................ 
classrooms and changing the way learning happens. 

8. In the last week of the election campaign, opinion polls showed there had been a noticeable 
..................................................................................... in support away from the government to smaller parties like 
the Greens and Independent candidates. 

9. Learning a second language can help you understand your own culture and society from a more 
global ...................................................................................... 

10. Many of the students at the school believed that the maths teacher showed 
..................................................................................... toward the bright girls in her class and often ignored the boys 
who might be struggling. 

11. Studies show that on average the children of Asian-born migrants in Australia perform better at 
school. This is thought to be related to the fact that parental respect is .................................................................. 
in Asian culture so when parents tell their children to study harder, they normally obey. 

12. The education expert told attendees at the conference that not enough was being done to encourage 
more girls to study maths at high school because there was little 
..................................................................................... among education policy makers that it was a serious social 
issue that needed to be addressed. 

13. There are many important ...................................................................to learning a foreign language successfully, 
including speaking the language whenever you possibly can and studying on a regular basis. 

14. To .....................................................................................her dream of becoming a pilot, the girl told her parents that 
she wanted all the money she received for pocket money and gifts to go into a special bank account 
which she could use to help pay for flying lessons. 
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ANSWERS 
 
Proportion of girls choosing not to do maths / 
the basic literacy subjects in school 
 
 Less than one in 20 
 False 
 False 

1. True   
2. disappointing 
3. True   
4. An unconscious desire of girls  
5. Yes   

 
a belief that some people or things are superior to others that usually results in unequal 
treatment 

bias (n) 

acknowledgment, accepting that something is true or exists recognition (n) 
begin or attempt undertake (v) 
careful plan or method for achieving a goal strategy (n) 
custom, usual or expected behaviour norm (n) 
disturbing, worrying alarming (adj) 
elementary, not including anything extra, simple basic (adj) 
move, change shift (n) 
part of something aspect (n) 
pass into, penetrate infiltrate (v) 
progress, advance headway (n) 
try to get or do pursue (v) 
very important, of the highest importance paramount (adj) 
viewpoint, standpoint perspective (n) 
 
1. A lot of headway had been made over the last 10 years in getting more secondary students to study a second 

language. Before only about 2% of students did a foreign language subject right through to the end of high 
school. Now that figure was up to around 7%. 

2. Across cultural groups, norms can vary very widely. Europeans, for instance, like to maintain fairly direct eye 
contact when conversing with others. Asians, on the other hand, may avoid direct eye contact as a sign of 
politeness and respect. 

3. As part of the government’s long term strategy to encourage more girls to study maths, a campaign was 
launched in schools to make students more aware about all the university courses which require a certain level 
of maths before they can be undertaken.  

4. Before going on holiday together to Italy, the two women did a weekend course to learn some basic Italian 
phrases.  

5. Before undertaking an English language exam like IELTS or TOEFL, most candidates do some kind of 
preparation course. 

6. Educators said that over the last decade there had been an alarming drop in the average performance of the 
country’s high school students in maths and sciences when compared to other OECD nations. 

7. In terms of equipment and technology, classrooms used to be quite basic. But now smart phones, laptops, 
tablets, e-readers, social media, and interactive whiteboards are infiltrating classrooms and changing the way 
learning happens. 

8. In the last week of the election campaign, opinion polls showed there had been a noticeable shift in support 
away from the government to smaller parties like the Greens and Independent candidates. 

9. Learning a second language can help you understand your own culture and society from a more global 
perspective. 

10. Many of the students at the school believed that the maths teacher showed bias toward the bright girls in her 
class and often ignored the boys who might be struggling. 

11. Studies show that on average the children of Asian-born migrants in Australia perform better at school. This is 
thought to be related to the fact that parental respect is paramount in Asian culture so when parents tell their 
children to study harder, they normally obey. 

12. The education expert told attendees at the conference that not enough was being done to encourage more 
girls to study maths at high school because there was little recognition among education policy makers that it 
was a serious social issue that needed to be addressed. 

13. There are many important aspects to learning a foreign language successfully, including speaking the 
language whenever you possibly can and studying on a regular basis. 

14. To pursue her dream of becoming a pilot, the girl told her parents that she wanted all the money she received 
for pocket money and gifts to go into a special bank account which she could use to help pay for flying lessons. 

 


