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Whether instructors quote research or exchange anecdotal tales from teaching life,  few deny gender at work in the college classroom.  The all-too-frequently heard claims that males dominate class discussions parallel end-of-term laments about women students who turn in brilliant written work yet were inactive in class discussions.  How do we account for these repeated phenomena?   What are the connections between gender and silence for women in the classroom?  What does it all mean for effective college teaching?  This article explores these issues.  Part I examines women's experiences and perspectives toward learning and why the university classroom is a more comfortable home for men than for women.  Part II explores the implications of that reality for effective teaching and for creating equitable learning environments for men and women. 

PART 1: WOMEN'S EXPERIENCES AND PERSPECTIVES TOWARD LEARNING 

women's accounts, powerful clues

How do your teaching strategies and class designs reflect the unique learning needs of women?  What are those unique needs?  For most instructors,  such questions are hard to answer.  Many are unaware of growing research on the effects of gender in the college classroom.  Even those who know are often unsure of what to do about it.  


Women's accounts of their experiences in the adult classroom provide powerful insights into the distinctive needs and experiences that women bring to academic settings.  Listen to one woman's story  -- let's call her Barbara. 

I clam up in classroom situations.  I have been taking women's studies courses nights during the past year and a half for the purpose of trying to understand and work on this.  The first course I took,  I concentrated on just talking and spoke out about two or three times.  It was so hard.  The next term, I spoke more often and worked on trying to sound coherent.  


Barbara is in her mid-thirties.  She is a part-time,  post-doctoral student at a major University,  a successful scientist and administrator at a prestigious medical school,  an honors graduate from a major women's college,  and recipient of the top fellowship in a competitive Ph.D. program at another highly respected institution.  Barbara acknowledged her fears at a "gender and management" workshop at her medical school.   


Barbara is a effective administrator,  supervisor, and researcher.  She spoke eloquently throughout the workshop,  discussing subtleties in the cases,  examining her beliefs and behaviors,  generalizing learning from personal experience,  responding supportively to others,  moving discussions to deeper levels and introducing relevant topics.  She was confident, articulate, and unquestionably very bright.  On the surface,  Barbara was an instructor's dream.  How could this be the same person who spoke of difficulties saying anything in a classroom setting?  I asked Barbara.  Her answer was quick and direct.  "Oh,  but this is just with women.  I would never be able to do this with men."


The connections between gender and silence are powerful for Barbara and she is not alone.  Inspired by Barbara's candor,  other women at the session poured out similar concerns.  Many spoke publically for the first time,  surprised that others who seemed "so together" shared their hidden fears.  Their words were no surprise.  In my work with other all-female groups,  many women have voiced similar concerns.  

the Discovery women:  powerful themes

One poignant example was a course I taught in the Radcliffe College Discovery
 program for under-employed women.  I opened the course by asking the women to discuss how they felt as the course began.  Three powerful themes dominated their responses --  terror,  self-doubt, and novelty.  The women felt terror that they wouldn't be able to understand,  wouldn't know what to do,  and would demonstrate they did not belong.  They doubted themselves and were sure they would have nothing to say.  They also experienced a sense of novelty  --  that this would be like nothing they had ever done before.  I named the themes,  filed them in the back of my mind,  and moved on to introductions.  


I asked the women to introduce themselves and say something about their goals for the course.  I wrote on the board:

WHO AM I?




MY GOALS?




MY EXPECTATIONS?


I had not anticipated how powerfully those questions tapped into the terror alluded to earlier.  Despite differences in age,  race,  ethnicity,  education,  marital status,  and socio-economic class,  woman after woman acknowledged that she did "not know" who she was.  Some spoke of hiding behind the title of mother, wife,  daughter,  or student only to be left empty when role demands changed.  Many shared bitter tales of powerful others with strong expectations for what the women should be and of maintaining fluid identities as a survival tactic --  a way to avoid the pain and punishment from becoming one's own person.  The anguish behind the women's stories revealed the toll.  With courage, they had come forward to gain new skills and,  as they now told me,  to claim themselves at last. 


After the first class,  several women marvelled that all this was different than expected.  One women stated with surprise that "what I already know and feel would be relevant to what I would learn at a place like Harvard."  Others talked about how this was not as hard as they had anticipated.  They were surprised that they already knew something useful, that their experiences counted and mattered in this class and could be foundations,  not embarrassments,  for expanded learning. 


What they knew mattered.  That explained the novelty theme.  These students believed that classroom learning was separate from life experience  --  that academic learning was divorced from what they already knew.  But the women told me they did not want this:  real learning implied personal growth.  And they had years of experiences in schools and classrooms.  Why would they think they knew nothing relevant?  What led to the strong doubts about their contributions,  their present knowledge,  and themselves?  Why is such self-doubt and alienation,  not a Discovery anomaly,  but women's constant companion in academic settings?  

self-doubt

Women harbor more self-doubt and questions about capabilities and intellectual competence than men.  A major,  multi-year study of Harvard undergraduates (Light,  1990) supports the claim.  Despite educational achievement,  success,  or satisfaction,  when the Harvard women experienced failure,  they were quick to doubt themselves.  They attributed their problems to self-limitations and personal inadequacies.  Their male peers explained failures by ascribing responsibility to others or circumstances.


The Harvard study is powerful when we consider that the gender findings were unanticipated.  The researchers had not set out to study gender differences.  They were studying women and men who grew up in an era marked by liberation,  change,  progress,  and women's advancement.  The Harvard women excelled in academic environments.  They were successful in making the grade,  had little experience of academic failure,  and had chosen to study at one of America's elite institutions.  Yet these highly selected women still carried the same doubts and questions about their intellectual capabilities as the Discovery women,  as their sisters in the six other educational institutions that Belenky and others (1986) interviewed,  as the women in the Belenky et.al. study who never set foot in a college classroom,  and as successful women managers like Barbara and her colleagues.  Why might this be?


Social forces combine to make self-doubt a partner in women's learning.  We live in a society where it is still easier for women to gain respect and attention for their bodies and physical attributes than for the quality of their minds.  Cultural and historical definitions of femininity reinforce this message.  Lists of traditional feminine stereotypes read like recipes for Western anti-intellectualism (Gallos,  1982).  We send modern women mixed messages:  ignore the stereotypes but remain feminine.  The Discovery women reported feeling punished for doing either.  Such punishment is crazy-making.  Self-doubt is a logical and safer alternative.


Early school experiences reflect society's mixed messages about women's fitness for learning.  A growing body of research points to a powerful reality:  schools shortchange girls (American Association of University Women, 1990;  American Association of University Women and Wellesley Center for Research on Women,  1992;  Wellesley College Center for Research on Women, 1992;  Sadker and Sadker,  1994).  From pre-school through high school,  the classroom is a doubt-inducing experience for girls who face teacher behavior,  attitudes,  and pedagogy that favor boys.  It does not take long for girls,  who like young male peers are developmentally pre-disposed to see external events as personally caused,  to translate their constant marginal status in the classroom into questions of what's wrong with me.  Girls emerge from early school experiences with half the confidence and self-esteem of boys (American Association of University Women,  1990).  Women carry this educational legacy into the adult classroom,  compounded by years of cultural and personal experiences that support women's public silence (Cameron, 1990;  Gilligan, 1977,  1980,  1982;  Moulton,  1989;  Rosaldo and Lamphere,  1974;  Thorne and Henley,  1983).  

alienation in academic settings

The male-based focus of educational systems,  structures,  and pedagogies contributes to women's alienation in academic settings.  The Harvard study (Light,  1990), for example,  points to gender differences in the ways that men and women approach the classroom,  prepare for the classroom,  and relate to faculty members.  Yet most modern classrooms and educational institutions are structured and function to match better the needs and expectations of men than women (e.g.,  Chira,  1992).  What happens to those whose needs and expectations stand in contrast to systems and institutions that present their ways as the road to learning?  They feel alienated,  like strangers in a supposedly-familiar land. 

 
But Belenky et.al. (1986) and others (e.g., Berman,  1989;   Gallos,  1989;  K. Gergen,  1988;  M. Gergen,  1988;   Harding, 1991;  Hubbard,  1988;  Keller,  1989;  Noddings,  1984;  Rosaldo and Lamphere,  1974)  see the problem as deeper.  Societal conceptions of knowledge,  learning,  and individual development are androcentric.  Men have historically been the "fact-makers,"  in Hubbard's terms (1988).  They have designed and conducted the research,  served as research subjects,  proposed the theories,  written the histories,  defined the procedures for science and instruction,  established standards for maturity and successful accomplishment,  controlled access to institutions and academies,  and set the public policies that guide both men and women.  Women have been asked to learn the experiences of men and accept it as representative of all human experience.  When women cannot match these learnings to their own lives or see them as relevant to their central needs or concerns,  the women,  not the facts,  theories,  and curricula,  have been termed deficient (e.g., Kohlberg,  1981;  Vaillant, 1977).  The implications for women's learning are clear.  As one of Barbara's colleagues explains: 

There is a self-consciousness for women speaking about their experiences [when they are] in real classrooms.  They just don't seem practical or reality-based enough in a man's world, in the real world.  In mixed groups,  it's hard to say I'm thinking about this differently.  There is a discomfort in recognizing gender differences and,  in fact,  reminding men how different we [women] are.  That recognition can lead to tension,  possibly conflict.  I just keep things to myself and avoid it all. 


High standards,  strong expectations,  and demands for teacher-defined "quality work,"  for example,  seem gender-neutral aspects of pedagogy on the surface.  They propelled the men in Perry's (1968) classic study of the college years into higher stages of development.  But strong standards,  demands,  and expectations are double-edged for women.  They are essential parts of the guidance necessary for learning from a knowledgeable and experienced instructor.  They are also impediments to independent thinking when women's efforts to learn become mixed with efforts to please.  If this is so,  what does work for women?


A community of support and confirmation is essential for women's intellectual growth.  Major developmental studies of women (e.g.,  Baruch,  Barnett, and Rivers,  1983;  Gilligan 1977, 1980,  1982;  Lyons,  1988) all point to the importance of relationships and an ethic of caring,  not as a substitute for accomplishment and rational discourse,  but as an essential complement.  


Learning in community,  however,  stands in sharp contrast to the adversarial debates,  devil's advocacy,  confrontations,  and individual testing often view as essential components of a "stimulating" educational environment.  Women in the Belenky et.al. (1986) research,  for example,  found these activities doubt-inducing -- personal put-downs that fed their deepest fears.  They spoke of learning best from "confirmation-evocation-more confirmation:"  when instructors conveyed,  "that's good thinking,  now think more."   Like the Discovery women who relished the public acknowledgment that what they knew mattered,  these women wanted and needed a supportive environment to learn.  Women in the Harvard study (Light, 1990) made similar requests. 

PART 2:  IMPLICATIONS FOR EFFECTIVE COLLEGE TEACHING 

Multiple implications for good teaching flow from an understanding of women's ways of knowing.  All suggest a fresh look at pedagogies,  classroom practices,  instructor roles,  class designs,  and course materials in light of women's unique learning needs.  What can individual instructors do?  

rethink readings and course materials

One place to begin is to rethink readings and course materials. Instructors must examine the messages conveyed about gender in readings and assignments -- looking candidly at what is said as well as what is not said about men and women.  Are successful women, for example,  well represented in cases and text illustrations?  Are they presented as exceptions,  as opportunities to explore only "women's issues,"  or as illustrations for more generic subject matter?  


Instructors must recognize the subtle ways in which their course materials reinforce maleness as the norm.  The simple use in readings,  for example,  of the terms "author," "scientist,"  or "leader" when referring to men,  in contrast to "women author,"  "women scientist,"  and "women leader" when discussing women in similar positions,  may seem innocent.  But such framing implicitly reinforces social perceptions of achievement and success as a largely male domain and communicates powerful messages to women about their second class status. 

expand examples,  illustrations,  and discussions

Instructors need to expand their examples and discussions beyond the traditional world of men's professional work,  histories,  sports,  and hobbies.  They must make their classroom illustrations alive and relevant to all students by drawing on the full range of life experiences that women and men bring to the classroom.  As educators,  we are often too limited in defining what is "appropriate" for discussion,  narrow in the examples and materials used to illustrate key points,  and quick to assume that explorations of "personal" topics like family management,  parent-child issues,  relationships,  and self-image are inappropriate for the classroom.


By drawing our examples and discussions from the day-to-day lives of our students, however,  we offer opportunities for all to see their varied life experiences   --  no matter what they are  --  as relevant to our histories,  theories, and modes of analysis.  But,  perhaps more importantly,  we need to see and acknowledge their relevance and importance first.  In doing that,  we move beyond the implicit message to women that their unique history,  training, and concerns are less important than those of men. 

define the instructor's role as a learning model

Instructors must re-examine the ways in which they interpret the professorial role.  They need to de-mystify it:  moving away from teaching styles,  like the traditional lecture,  that convey the image of an all-powerful and infallible expert and toward teaching strategies that model how to learn.  Demonstrations,  in-front-of-the-class experiments,  simulations,  and student/professor role plays offer instructors opportunities to learn with and in front of students.  Discussions about how to approach assignments and activities,  the options available,  and rationale for choices enable instructors to share their own varied approaches to learning.  Open exchanges about the difficulties and dilemmas in theory building and other creative enterprises teach students that everyone struggles in searching for and articulating truth.  Instructor sharing of how s/he might think through a problem or case,  rather than presenting "finished" arguments and "tried-and-true" answers,  reminds students that theories and models are a social construction,  the created outcome of human effort.  Such reminders are essential for women who have been told for generations that men are rational, women are intuitive,  and who may therefore infer that all this academic stuff is just too difficult.

promote student generated projects and standards

Women's ways of knowing remind us how easily efforts to learn can be thwarted by efforts to please.  Instructors,  therefore,  must encourage students to design projects to foster their own learning.  They need to offer opportunities for students to set their own standards on assignments and activities,  generate criteria for evaluation,  and devise strategies for assessing success.  Such self-generated efforts engage students in their own learning and make assignments and academic progress more than meeting the expectations of powerful others  --  something which has always been an historical reality for women (Miller, 1976;  Hinckley, 1980;  Josefowitz, 1980).  

use experiential activities

Women's ways of knowing fit well with experiential learning,  which asks students to enmesh themselves in an in-class activity or simulation,  reflect on its meaning,  generalize about implications,  and incorporate these new insights into future action (Kolb,  1974).  Instructors will want to think about how best to increase experiential activities in their courses. 


Experiential learning begins with an implicit acknowledgement of the importance of students' experiences and implicitly conveys confidence in their abilities to participate actively in their own learning.  Rather than asking students to leave their personal experiences outside the classroom door,  they are challenged to make sense out of them and use them to enrich their understanding of how the world works.  Learning is grounded in experience.  Experience is informed by learning.  This is the two-way street that women often miss in lecture classes,  competitive discussions of case scenarios,  and other more traditional,  hierarchical teaching.

encourage small groups

The Harvard study (Light, 1990) confirmed that men and women learned best when they worked in small groups.  This is not surprising.    What is surprising was the finding that women are less likely than men to initiate and join small learning groups but,  when encouraged to do so,  profited academically as much as men.  Instructors must recognize women's tendency to "go it alone" and create opportunities for men and women to build peer relationships and small discussion groups both in and out of the classroom.  

increase opportunities for encouragement and support

Women need a supportive classroom to learn.  I am struck,  for example,  when watching good teaching how often instructors ignore or neglect good answers,  focusing instead on those which are off-target or incomplete.  Instructors need to articulate more often,  more forcefully,  and more publically the praise and acceptance formerly conveyed with a smile or a nod.  They need to increase attention to the positive,  rewarding and encouraging those who offer quality to think more deeply about their contributions.  They need to reinforce participation,  returning by name to specific student comments to illustrate key points or central ideas.



It is easy in teaching to focus on all that still needs to be done,  losing sight of accomplishment.  Instructors must identify successes in the classroom,  searching for opportunities to simply and quickly celebrate and affirm individual and collective progress.  They can,  for example,  name the ways in which a strong individual or group comment shows improvement over a past question or statement of confusion.  They can remind students about the ways in which the class talked about or understood a topic months ago and how their learnings have grown. I begin each class,  for example,  with a statement of "where have we been and where are we going" -- a short list of key learnings (our progress) from the last class and my sense of how this has prepared us for present work.  I ask students to take on this function as the term progresses.  


Instructors can also encourage students by listening to their comments with a half-full vs a half-empty mindset.  I will work with students to identify some insight in whatever they say and pull out a kernel of "truth."  This is critical for those whose anxieties and self-doubt interfere with class participation.  I also watch for signs that students may question whether they have the "right stuff" for learning and look for opportunities to remind them respectfully and forcefully of the strengths and experiences they bring.  The Pygmalian effect is a powerful one. 


Finally,  instructors must separate feedback from criticism.  Quality feedback is not evaluative;  it supports and encourages learning.  It describes behavior,  like holding up a mirror so that one can see what others experience and understand.  Good feedback provides essential,  timely,  and on-going information so that students can assess their progress and short-comings,  rather than rely solely on teacher assessments of when and how well they have made the grade.  

watch unintended gender messages in interactions 

The literature on gender issues in the classroom notes the subtle ways in which instructors unknowingly interact differently with men and women students.  Patterns such as making more eye contact with male students,  calling less often on women students,  allowing men to call out answers while women raise their hands,  offering more precise feedback or praise to men than women,  and more are found in classrooms from pre-school through graduate school.  Instructors must become aware of how gender affects their student-teacher interaction patterns.  Since many gender-linked teaching behaviors are subtle and non-conscious on the part of the teacher,  instructors may want to videotape themselves in the classroom and work with trusted colleagues to process their observations.  Sadker and Sadker (1994) offer tips about where to begin. 

build communities of learning  


It is a pedagogical challenge to build the classroom communities that women see as essential to learning.  It is often hard for students,  who look to the instructor for knowledge and guidance,  to see the importance of learning with and from peers.  Instructors need to encourage collaborative preparation and projects,  form peer study groups,  expand opportunities for students to talk with one another about class assignments and activities,  devote time to team building efforts,  work with students to develop skills in collaboration and effective group work,  and foster a positive interdependence in student interactions (Johnson and Johnson,  1993).  


It is easier for students to appreciate community-based learning when they recognize how individual efforts contribute to the whole. I see part of my teaching role,  for example,  as helping the class build a shared history of their learning progress with the contributions of various members clearly tied to the overall outcome.  When students recognize the positive benefits,  they become more self-motivated and less teacher-dependent in their learning,  develop stronger peer relationships,   and respect the power and outcome of community.

Conclusion

This article explores the implications of women's ways of knowing for effective college teaching.  It advocates a fresh look at the educational world in which we live.  It asks us to identify the "man-made" educational trappings that encourage women's silence and that have been too long promoted as the only road to learning.  It examines what we know about women's experiences in the classroom and implicitly questions how much we know about men's.  Clearly there is more work to be done;  however,  acknowledging that gender plays a powerful role in the college classroom  and responding to the unique learning needs that women and men bring,  we move closer to creating equitable learning environments for all our students. 
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