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When Authority = She:  

A Male Student Meets a Female Instructor


Explorations of gender and learning are growing as educators recognize that the traditional structures of institutions,  pedagogies,  practices,  programs,  and corporate training efforts make the adult classroom
 a more comfortable home for men than for women.  Many researchers point to the silencing effect of academic settings on women (e.g.,  Belenky et.al.,  1978;  Krupnick, 1985;  Massin,  1992;  Gallos,  forthcoming) and propose strategies for increasing women's involvement in discussions and activities.  Most focus on the experiences of women students,  ignoring the powerful ways that gender affects the ability of women teachers and trainers to create productive learning environments for men and women. 


This article fills that gap. It explores a student-teacher case,  illustrating how individual development and gender interact to color instructor-student relations;  sheds new light on gender dynamics between female instructors and male students;  and examines the implications for good teaching,  learning,  and management development.

the case of Christopher:  three exchanges   


It is the first day of class in an elective graduate seminar on educational administration taught by an experienced female professor.   Christopher is one of the students.  He is in his mid-thirties.  Professionally,  he is an up-through-the-ranks principal in a vocational/technical high school.  


The instructor began with a course description and explanation of rules,  requirements and assignments.   During all this,  Christopher was engaged and highly active.  He asked solid questions about due dates,  grading issues,  and teacher expectations.  He took copious notes. 


When the class shifted from course description to a psychological contracting and learning goals activity,  Christopher's participation changed.  Asked about his learning goals and how best he could meet them,  Christopher stared at the instructor.  He listened impassively as other students shared their goals and plans.  When asked about his,  he said he had none.  Prodded to say more,  he added with annoyance,  "I don't need learning goals.  I'll tell you at the end of the term what I've learned.  I'll learn what I need to if you do your job."  The instructor commented on the role of personal responsibility in learning and moved to form project groups.


A third teacher-student exchange revolved around Christopher's random assignment to a student project group.  He left his group during a team building exercise.  He approached the instructor and asked to see her after class.  When the other students left,  Christopher confronted the instructor,  shouting  "Who do you think you are,  telling me who I have to work with in this course?"  He degraded the students in his group,  convinced that one in particular (whom he did not know) was "a dumb jock." 


There was more than an hour of intense exchange between Christopher and the instructor after class.  During that time the instructor listened to Christopher's concerns and complaints,  reflected back his thoughts and feelings,  asked him to restate what he heard when his claims seemed exaggerated or distorted,  offered feedback on his behavior in class and during the present conversation,  and reiterated her standards,  expectations,  and requirements for the course.  She stated firmly that behaviors,  like degrading other students,  would not be tolerated.  She asked Christopher to think seriously about whether he could accept the rules and requirements.  If not,  she strongly recommended he drop the course.  Christopher ended the conversation by adding,  "OK.  I'll have to think about all this.  You know I've never had a lady professor before."

typical responses,  positive options

What do you see happening in this case?  If you were the instructor,  what would you do?

Experienced educators at an international management teaching conference had a range of responses.  Many were clear that this was a "typical male put-down" of female authority.  Women instructors present were angry.  They easily supplied numerous examples from their own classes of male students calling them derogatory names,  throwing objects at them during lectures,  informing them that they hated being "stuck by the schedule" in a section taught by a woman,  commenting publically in inappropriate ways about the women's appearance,  and more.   From their perspective,  Christopher was not an anomaly.  They felt confirmed in this  diagnosis on hearing that Christopher's male instructors experienced no such challenges or disruptive incidents from him in their classes.  


Most of the conference participants labelled Christopher as deficient.  They saw him as unbalanced,  wanting extra attention,  unable to deal with a woman in authority,  having a "counter-dependent" personality,  being a "professional disrupter."  Others were sure the instructor was the problem:  she couldn't assume and/or demonstrate her rightful authority;  she invested too much time with "one bad apple."   What should the instructor do?  Whatever the diagnosis,  the consensus was clear:  throw Christopher out.  He was a guaranteed,  term-long thorn in the side.      


The eviction strategy is tempting,  especially for women who have already experienced too many put-downs and challenges to their authority and competence.  The purpose of management education,  however,  is to encourage learning on critical issues.  As teachers and trainers,  we need to find openings for all students to identify their real learning needs and develop skills to become more productive organizational citizens.  Showing female power and good domination skills might be satisfying to the instructor.  Their connections to student learning and growth are less obvious.  If Christopher were to interact with his boss or women at work in the same fashion as in the case,  he might easily bring about his own organizational demise.  There is obvious need for learning on Christopher's part,  but this is not easy teaching for the instructor.  The power of the conference participants' reactions is evidence of the deep dilemmas students like Christopher create for women instructors and trainers.


Caring is an essential component of good teaching and training.  It is not easy,  however,  to show care when one feels attacked,  defensive,  or unfairly challenged.  It is simpler to distance and reject the aggressor:  "Others need my attention and energy.  I can focus more productively there."   It is easier to label and simplify:   "He wants attention.  He's a regular disrupter.  He's testing.  He's a bully."  It is tempting to define the problem as the product of major societal issues and walk away in frustration or defeat: "One course isn't going to change a guy like that."  It is safer to rely on power than caring,  especially in a society where power has been traditionally rewarded and caring demeaned.  How can instructors and trainers reframe classroom events like this as an opportunity for important learning rather than a personal attack or a situation requiring distance,  domination,  or defeat?   How can they understand what's happening for people like Christopher?   How can they muster care and concern for someone whom,  at the moment,  they have such anger and primitive dislike?

understanding individual development

A developmental perspective can help instructors reframe Christopher's challenges of a "lady professor" in more sympathetic light.  As research tells us,  developmental capacities affect all students' perspectives toward teaching,  learning,  and classroom roles (Gallos,  1993,  1989,  1988). 


Many students,  like Christopher,  who show limited capacities for self-reflection,  abstract conceptualization,  and acceptance of personal causality,  enter the management classroom with a developmental perspective that equates authority and truth.  For them,  the instructor is the keeper of truth and the monitor of rules.  [See Table 1 for four developmental student portraits.]  Note,  for example,  the contrast between Christopher's intense interest in course requirements and his unwillingness or inability to construct personal learning goals.  Notice his need to know what the professor requires but anger with her group assignment for him.  Christopher is caught in a powerful gender-developmental bind.  


Christopher's developmental stance leads him to see the student role as following the rules and the instructor's as defining those rules.  In fact,  it is only by playing that role that the professor makes the classroom world safe and predictable for students like Christopher and creates the environment essential for their learning.  What happens,  however,  when the educational "authority = she,"  violating strong,  traditional expectations equating authority with maleness?  Christopher is caught.  He needs this instructor to play a certain role,  yet he has been taught to assume that people like her can't or don't. 


[INSERT TABLE 1]


Recognizing and naming Christopher's internal dilemma is a critical step for the instructor.  It reframes Christopher as an individual,  not "some male" replaying a social battle that women know only too well.  It encourages sympathy,  not unproductive anger,  for someone struggling to make sense out of a confusing world.  It enables the instructor to see Christopher as a human being,  not a category --  just as she would like him to see her.  It enables her to reframe what may initially feel like a personal attack as a fascinating teaching challenge.  Christopher is not a "lost cause" or a nagging thorn in the side.  He presents a pedagogical puzzle to which an answer can be found.  How can the instructor assist Christopher in his learning?  How can she encourage him to depend on her in ways that are developmentally productive and essential for his growth,  learning,  and professional development?   

the case of Christopher:  outcomes

Christopher did not drop the course.  He came early to the second class.  He apologized to the instructor for what he now defined as his "inappropriate behavior."  When asked how he came to that realization,  Christopher mentioned the importance of the instructor listening to and reflecting back "all the garbage" he was spouting,  setting strong limits and clear rules,  asking pointed questions about how others might see his behavior,  and "hanging in there" with him as he thought all this through.  Christopher added that he appreciated the instructor's honesty.  In fact,  she had told him things that made good sense when he thought about other problems he was having at work and home.  He appreciated her willingness to tell him things no one had before.  


Christopher became an A student in the course.  He was a  productive and active participant in discussions and activities.  In fact,  Christopher's group gave the strongest presentation,  in large measure because of his efforts and leadership.  He was highly outspoken about his opinions in class but respectful of those who disagreed with him.  He worked hard to improve his listening and feedback skills during the course,  which he realized "needed a lot of polishing."   Christopher became one of the instructor's strongest public supporters,  recommending the course enthusiastically to others.  He asked the instructor to serve on his doctoral committee because he values her feedback and honesty. 

Implications for Teaching,  Learning,  

and Management Development

The teaching strategies that helped Christopher move forward were not extraordinary:  reflection,  descriptive feedback,  questions to understand his world,  restatements of limits and requirements,  and process inquiries such as "what do you hear me saying?" and "what impact do you think that will have on me?"  As Christopher tells us,  more important than any one strategy was the instructor's ability to "hang in there" and communicate honesty,  concern,  limits,  and a commitment to learning.  How can female instructors and trainers prepare better for the challenges presented by people like Christopher?   How can they bring forth their best efforts and skills in difficult moments like these,  demonstrating to themselves and their students what a commitment to teaching and learning is really all about?   How can they recognize differences in the unique nature,  structure,  and power dynamics of the corporate vs college classroom and draw on learnings from this case to manage well their educational work in both arenas? 


A productive response depends on an instructor's abilities to:  (a)  search for the teaching challenge;  (b) assume a non-defensive interpersonal stance;  (c) select comfortably from a repertoire of relevant techniques;  (d) manage one's self;  and (e) understand the educational terrain.  This case deals with a female instructor.  The implications and suggested strategies,  however,  are equally useful for males educators who face challenging students like Christopher.   

search for the teaching challenge

It is paradoxical that the teaching moments when instructors and trainers are most tempted to throw in the towel are those with the greatest potential for learning.  Because the instructor "hung in there,"  Christopher recognized some of his non-productive behaviors and implicitly expanded his learnings about gender and authority.  The instructor,  in turn,  reflected on her own teaching practices and understood in new ways connections among gender,  individual development,  and learning.  Those understandings and reflections serve as the basis for this paper.  Appreciating this paradox is a key incentive for management educators to search for the teaching challenge in situations that,  at a first glance,  look hopeless,  tangential,  or even obstructive to the teaching-learning enterprise. 


Searching for the teaching challenge requires more than good intentions.  It is not easy work.  It requires skills in reframing -- the ability to view a single event from multiple perspectives.  It requires a willingness to take risks and a tolerance for high-intensity exchanges.  It requires capacities for problem solving when one feels least in control.  The learning potential is rich for teacher and student because both are pushed to the edge of their knowledge and skills.  Both simultaneously struggle to learn while defending themselves from a potential threat to their present worldview.  Feelings run deep and emotions are strong,  especially when the learnings deal with intense societal issues like gender, race,  or ethnicity.  Working to identify the teaching challenge in any demanding situation means valuing learning more than comfort or control.    

assume a non-defensive interpersonal stance

The case of Christopher and the instructor points to potential strategies for maintaining a non-defensive interpersonal stance when threatened or confronted in the classroom [see TABLE 2 below].  Although the strategies seen straight-forward,  research (e.g.,  Argyris 1976,  1985) tells us they run counter to many learned and automatic  behaviors used in the face of challenge.  


TABLE 2:  Instructor Strategies in Demanding Situations
	productive instructor strategies
	non-productive instructor strategies 

	
move toward
	
move away

	
inquire 
	
tell

	
engage
	
distance

	
empathize
	
blame

	
appreciate other's struggles
	
label the other as a problem

	
care
	
reject

	
see other as an individual
	
see other as an object



The conference attenders' responses,  for example,  remind us that primitive fight/flight instincts come to center stage when instructors confront teaching challenges like Christopher.  It was easier for people to distance and reject than move toward and positively engage Christopher in a learning-filled exchange.  People were quicker to blame and list his faults than to empathize with and appreciate his learning struggles.  They were more willing to tell him who's the boss,  what to do,  and where to go than to understand and inquire into his world.  It seemed simpler to dislike the offender and to treat him as an object -- he was just like "all those other men" --  than to risk caring for one fellow traveller on the road to learning. 

select comfortably from a repertoire of relevant techniques

Using productive strategies to encourage learning in the face of challenge requires a repertoire of skills and techniques for dealing with tension filled situations.  It means having a variety of options available and feeling equally comfortable using each of them.  


Developing strong inquiry skills is essential.  Active listening,  reflection,  or Rogerian counseling techniques are powerful ways to communicate concern,  inquire in a non-threatening fashion,  and facilitate another's learning about him/herself.  Questions that elicit description or information about how another thinks or sees the world -- those how or what questions that get people talking -- are preferable to those seeking a "yes or no" response.  Having a few high quality,  generic process questions firmly planted in the back of the mind is useful when instructors and trainers want to step out of a defensive exchange but find emotions affecting cool thinking.  Questions like what leads you to that conclusion? or what do you hear me saying? or how would you feel if someone said that to you? can shift a non-productive conversation toward learning. 


Inquiry requires listening.  While this may seem obvious,  many of us are highly skilled in asking questions that are implicit lectures in disguise or that rival those of the best trial lawyers in leading others to our already formed conclusions.  Students know when they are being manipulated,  when inquiry is a ploy rather than an honest attempt to understand.  Instructors and trainers need to slow down and listen openly to all that the student conveys.  They need to test their assumptions and to share what they hear and what they see happening.  They need to engage the student in doing the same.   


Skills in facilitation and process observations are equally helpful in challenging teaching situations.  Instructors and trainers need the ability to stay in the "here and now,"  to reflect on their own feelings and responses, and to ask the student to do the same.  Particularly in cases like this,  where female instructors were quick to see Christopher's behavior as another example of a common and demeaning male power play,  it is important psychologically to define the conversation as a unique,  teacher-student exchange.  Loading it with extra historical and cultural baggage makes this single encounter an overwhelming societal event.  


Instructors and trainers also need strong advocacy skills.  But advocacy is not rigid commands,  domination,  or angry demands.  Strong advocacy gently communicates clear limits and boundaries,  the reasoning behind them,  and the consequences for violating them.  It educates the student and offers him an informed choice about what to do.  Clear limits,  boundaries,  and consequences provide developmental opportunities for those like Christopher,  who externalize blame well,  have narrow capacities for accepting responsibility for their actions,  and need the safety of limits. 

manage the self

Searching for the teaching challenge,  assuming a non-defensive stance,  and selecting relevant techniques for effective interaction all require the instructor to feel centered,  able to concentrate without distraction,  and in control of herself.  Yet,  the intensity of responses from the conference participants reminds us of the potential for psychic static,  anxiety,  and anger in exchanges with students like Christopher.  How can instructors and trainers best manage themselves?   How can they maintain the personal clarity and calm necessary for seeing their options and using them productively?


KNOW YOUR OWN RED FLAGS.  It is important for instructors and trainers to know the issues and interpersonal styles that raise the emotional ante for them in teaching-learning exchanges.  By recognizing the red flags that others can easily wave,  instructors maximize the likelihood of interrupting their automatic inclinations to charge in and escalate the intensity of the exchange in non-productive ways.   


PREPARE ADVANCE STRATEGIES.   Recognizing the power of red flags reminds instructors and trainers to prepare a repertoire of "generic" responses should they find themselves "emotionally hooked" despite their best intentions.  Plant firmly in the back of the mind, for example,  strategies like,  "Don't tell an angry student he is wrong.  Try reflecting back the content of his message instead,"  or "Don't engage in an angry teacher-student debate about who's right.  Switch to the process level and explore what's really going on here,"  or "Don't tell a student he doesn't understand.  Ask him to summarize what he hears,"  and so on.  Instructors and trainers need to review and practice strategies such as these so that they become second nature.  Having them readily available increases choice in the heat of the moment.  Choice,  in turn,  fosters  confidence,  a sense of self-control,  and satisfaction in seeing options.  Using available options increases possibilities for learning from the exchange. 


FOCUS ON LEARNING.   Comments that raise red flags are powerful because they tap into important personal issues.  It is easy for the instructor or trainer to interpret such remarks as a personal attack.  A natural instinct when attacked is to defend or flee,  neither of which takes good advantage of the present teaching-learning opportunity.  An alternative is to reframe what may feel like a personal attack as important evidence about student learning needs.  Reframing provides a different perspective on the situation,  reinforces the role of teacher as diagnostician,  and keeps instructor energies focused on responding to the teaching challenge.  Developmental theory can be a valuable diagnostic device for assisting instructors and trainers in this work (Gallos,  1989,  1993).  In the same way that the professor in this case was able to use developmental thinking to understand Christopher's learning dilemma,  it can offer valuable clues to other student needs,  perspectives,  and capacities. 


KNOW YOUR OWN DEVELOPMENTAL PLACE.  Developmental theory is helpful in understanding student needs.  It is equally useful understanding teachers and trainers.  To be effective,  management educators  need to assess honestly their own developmental propensities and limitations.  They need to candidly appraise their abilities and willingness to work with students and program participants across the developmental spectrum.  Developmental expectations,  for example,  can lead instructors to feel criticized by student requests for different requirements and teaching methods,  or to respond grudgingly with disappointment and anger (Gallos,  1988).  Developmental blinders allow instructors to overlook significant progress for students who take small learning steps,  while praising the accomplishments of those who,  because of prior developmental sophistication,  easily look like learning superstars.  A developmentally-perfect match between instructor and student can account for the instant "good chemistry" that teachers and trainers feel toward some;  developmental mismatches lead to the frustration of not knowing how to connect at all and the temptation to "throw the trouble-maker out." 

understanding the educational terrain

The case presented deals with a teacher-student relationship in the   college classroom.  There,  the term-long timeframe,  expected roles and requirements,  traditional teacher-student power dynamics,  and realities of grading offered an acceptable context,  forum,  and incentive for Christopher to surface his gender and developmental-based challenge.  Anticipation of a semester-long relationship with Christopher provided the instructor with motivation to respond and a reasonable shot at teaching success.  By making his challenges so direct and public,  in one sense,  Christopher made life simple for the instructor.  He clarified a complex learning need:  gender and developmental issues were now above board and grist for the teaching and learning mill.   What happens,  however,  in the corporate classroom where timeframes,  traditions,  roles,  and power dynamics are different?   What additional insights can be gained by exploring the unique nature of the corporate educational terrain? 


Developmental theory allows us to predict that there will be program participants and trainees in the corporate world who,  like Christopher,  need to see the trainer as the authority and keeper of truth.  It is a psychological requirement for learning,  given their developmental world-view.  On the other hand,  the realities of rank and hierarchy,  when program participants can easily have more organizational power and authority than a staff trainer or external consultant,  further complicate the gender-developmental bind illustrated by Christopher's case.  Acceptance of and dependence on the instructor are essential for learning,  but may be resisted because of gender assumptions and undermined by organizational structures and rank.  The double-dilemma for the trainee can fuel internal tension and intensify the expression of the challenge.  Women trainers need to anticipate this possibility and prepare themselves to stay centered and manage the teaching situation effectively.


At the same time,  it is important to recognize that gender-developmental binds do not always surface as public,  explosive challenges of instructor authority and competency.  In the corporate world,   organizational cultures that discourage confrontation,  norms about conflict avoidance,  concerns for "political correctness,"  individual needs to  "save face,"   desires to be a good team player in the eyes of co-workers,   political savvy,   sexual harassment guidelines,  and strong organizational policies and beliefs about equity and fairness can all discourage direct and public confrontations about gender (or any other issue).   Unable to surface their real learning needs or reconcile their beliefs about gender,  knowledge and authority,  participants may turn to more subtle forms of expression like silence,  jokes,  resistance,  off-color humor,   complaints to co-participants,  passive aggression,  and frivolous critiques of program quality and relevance.  Instructors and trainers need to recognize these kinds of behavior as potential expressions of powerful internal learning struggles and call upon the proposed strategies to stay engaged,  non-defensive,  and aware of their teaching options.  


Finally,  it is important to recognize that management development efforts are often short-term encounters between instructors and students.  This limited time and exposure may make participants less willing to share their concerns about the capabilities of female instructors and more able to tune out or write off their time in class.  Instructors and trainers,  knowing they need only survive a few hours or days,  may settle for less,  feeling powerless yet unsure about the incentive for taking on an intense and risky teaching challenge.   External trainers,  dependent on good reviews,  may choose to skirt direct working of powerful issues like gender.  Such issues point to the need for broader definitions of program and trainer effectiveness,  and for on-going assessment of gender as a subtle and complex factor in management development efforts.  

conclusion

The purpose of this paper is to shed new light on dynamics between female instructors and male students,  and to offer insights and strategies for making challenging encounters sources of learning,  not frustration.  The willingness of instructors and trainers to search for the teaching challenge,  and their abilities to develop a repertoire of interpersonal and process skills,  maintain a non-defensive stance in intense teacher-student exchanges, understand their educational terrains,   and manage themselves to take full advantage of available options and possibilities are critical.  When they can,  management educators discover those exciting teaching moments when they learn with and from their students,  reaffirming the power of cutting-edge learning for both,  and finding deep satisfaction in a teaching job well done. 
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Table 1:  Four Developmental Student Portraits 
	  developmental stage


	   definition of truth
	   role of the instructor
	    role of the student
	      worldview

	self-protective student
	truth = authority

right = that which is permitted or  approved by authority  
	a demonstrator of truth

an enforcer
	protect one's self


	good at externalizing blame: responsibility for personal failure or ineffectiveness is "not me"

sees the world as a dangerous place because of powerful others

opportunistic:  "If I don't take care of myself,  who will?"

very limited capacity for self-reflection or detachment



	conforming student
	truth is possess by and comes from "legitimate" authority 
	revealer or announcer of truth

an instructor
	listen well

conform to the rules
	guilt at breaking rules

strong desire for inclusion

limited sense of internal conflicts;  others' views and ideas are merely impediments in finding the Truth 

some capacity for introspection,  limited to assessing ability to meet others' expectations 

	conscientious student
	authority knows the way to truth but we need to work to find it

beginning of simple pluralism

standards of excellence can be acquired from others but "my own opinion" is important
	a role model

a guide who shows me the best ways to discover truth
	a seeker of truth
	beginning recognition of conscience and self-evaluated standards

uncertainty exists and is more than in impediment to truth

bottom line:  everyone is entitled to his or her own opinions

	autonomous student
	personally generated insights about self and the nature of life

complexity assumed as the general rule

appreciation of various frames of reference and perspectives
	a facilitator

a fellow  traveller on the road to truth who can guide others because of personal experience and expertise

a designer of opportunities to foster personal insights
	one pilgrim on the road to learning
	good at coping with inner conflicting needs

high tolerance for life paradoxes and ambiguity

autonomy and personal responsibility are key to identity

views self and others as pilgrims on the same road to personally generated truths


     �  The term classroom is used throughout this article as short-hand for any formal educational setting where teaching and learning occur.  The gender and developmental issues discussed are as applicable to management development efforts and corporate education as they are to more traditional university classroom settings.  





