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ABSTRACT

This paper,   based on the author's teaching experiences and other relevant research on gender,   explores the implications of women's ways of knowing for the organizational behavior classroom.   The paper traces historical,  cultural,  and developmental roots for the feelings of self-doubt, novelty,  terror, and alienation that often accompany women into the management classroom.   The paper explores the implications for teaching organizational behavior effectively and suggests ways for creating a more equitable and successful classroom learning environment for women (and men). 

Women's Experiences and Ways of Knowing:  

Implications for Teaching and Learning 

in the Organizational Behavior Classroom   


Last term,  like most in the past fourteen years,  I taught an introduction to organizational behavior.   My students were Radcliffe College Discovery students -- a selective group of bright,  under-employed women who provide sole financial support for their families.  I turned on professorial automatic pilot and prepared as usual for the course.  


I expected nothing monumental from an opening class intended to introduce course goals and requirements,  offer a snippet of theory about new group formation,  and allow everyone to introduce themselves.  I anticipated customary beginning-of-course jitters,  moderate amounts of "it's hard being back in the classroom after all these years,"  and predictable questions about requirements,  grading,  books,  and library reserve lists.  I planned to wrap-up those "loose ends"  and end the first class early.  


We did not end early -- in fact, we ran 40 minutes late.  This was not the perfunctory first class meeting that experience had lead me to expect.  I left that class deeply moved,  and poignantly reminded of the power of gender in the classroom.   What happened in that first course meeting?  What does it all mean for the classroom?   for the teaching of organizational behavior?

The First Class:  The Events

The class began with a simple statement of course goals.  I offered the students a traditional University "welcome to the community of educated men and women" -- a salute that Harvard presidents use at commencement  --  and asked the women to explore their thoughts as 

they began this course.  My intention was to surface concerns for identity, power, influence, and intimacy that Schein identifies as predictable parts of any new group's life (Schein,  1988).  I heard those issues,  but, as I listened,  I heard much more.


Three themes surfaced and powerfully repeated themselves throughout the activity:  terror,  self-doubt, and novelty.  The women felt terror that they would not be able to understand,  that they wouldn't know what to do,  that they would demonstrate that they did not belong,  that they would show everyone their "dumbness."  They felt self-doubt that they wouldn't have anything important to say,  and that their fears about themselves and this undertaking were justified.   They also experienced novelty  --  the sense 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 to say something about their expectations for the course -- standard material for working psychological contracting issues.  As short-hand,  I wrote on the board:

WHO AM I?




MY GOALS?




MY EXPECTATIONS?


I had not anticipated how powerfully those questions would tap into the terror that the women alluded to earlier.  It brought a number of them to tears.  Each spoke poignantly about her deep fears and frustration when asked the question --  who am I?   

This was a diverse group of women.  Some came from the poorest neighborhoods in the city,  some from the wealthiest suburbs.  Some had college degrees and resumes,  some did not.  There were differences in age,  race,  ethnicity,  education,  marital status,  and socio-economic class.   But woman after woman acknowledged that she "did not know who she was."  Many spoke of hiding behind the titles of mother, wife,  daughter, worker, or student only to be left empty or rejected when the demands of those roles changed or disappeared.   Ostensibly, these women came to gain management skills,  certification from Harvard, and new professional opportunities,  but at a deeper level,  they also came to find themselves.   They turned to my course with faith to accomplish their complex goals.   

The First Class:  The Challenges to Me

Implicit in the women's statements was a direct challenge to me:  what can this course and my expertise contribute to their search for self-knowledge and personal development?   Suddenly,  I was struck with how powerfully that question frames the charge of an OB teacher,  and how different that is from many of the traditional ways that we think about teaching organizational behavior:  transmitting facts and knowledge;  introducing theories and models;  developing "reasoning skills" in our students;  modeling appropriate behaviors;  discussing frameworks,  cases, and readings in our courses.  It was a shift from teacher as banker (Freire,  1971) -- where I as the teacher deposit into,  manipulate, and manage accounts which grow only because of my interventions and skills --  to teacher as mid-wife -- the skilled yet unobtrusive aid to the natural unfolding of life itself.  These women were asking me to join them in their search for truth and to assist them in the birth (or rebirth) of their self. How could the study of organizations help that process?  


But the women were also saying something else.  For these women,  there was little distinction between professional learning and personal development.  This professional education experience was not going to be a hollow intellectual exercise,  a simple focus on a certificate,  or an opportunity merely to acquire measurable work skills.  The women had clear expectations that all of their learning would touch the core of their central identities.  This was to be highly personal learning and the women expected that to continue even when the program shifted to less people-oriented topics like accounting or finance.  


OB's historical focus on individual development and the links between personal and professional effectiveness offered me enough meat, methods and materials to struggle confidently with the women's first challenge and their expectations for "life changing" learning.   But the women implicitly posed a second set of questions to which I had no ready answers:   how unique are the experiences and learning themes that the Discovery women brought to this OB classroom?  how do they compare to gender-specific learning needs that all women bring to our classes?  do women bring needs that are easily overlooked or over-shadowed by traditional educational philosophies that tell us what "real" teaching and learning is about?  Finally,  in what ways do my courses,  and my educational beliefs, pedagogies, and practices respond to the unique learning needs of women? and of men?   


As I reflected on the profoundly personal stories that the Discovery women shared in our first class,  answers began to emerge.  I suddenly heard echoes of the voices that Belenky,  Clinchy,  Goldberger and Tarule (1986) captured so clearly in their seminal work,  Women's Ways of Knowing.  The Discovery women had unknowingly joined in chorus with other women to confront me with the reality that their powerful themes and experiences were not simply beginning-of-a-course jitters,  predictable concerns of adult learners,  group start-up dynamics,  or even typical student reactions to "being at Harvard."   This was not an idiosyncratic happening -- something particular to this set of women or to the Discovery program.   This was gender at work.  While the backgrounds and experiences of these women may be unique and unlike the average OB student,  that uniqueness magnified and focused certain realities and needs that I believe women bring to every classroom.   Their voices pointed me in two critical directions:  (1) to better understand women's ways of knowing;  and (2)  to explore the implications for effective teaching and the OB classroom.   

Women's Experiences and Ways of Knowing

At the end of the first class,  several women embraced me and marvelled that they did not think studying at Radcliffe would be like this.  When asked to elaborate,  one women stated her 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 about groups and organizations --  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 from earlier in the class.  These students believed that classroom learning was separate from life experience -- that academic learning was divorced from what they already knew.  But the women said they did not want this,  that real learning for them implied personal growth.  And they had years of experiences in schools and classrooms.  Why would they think they knew nothing relevant?  Why did they doubt so strongly their contributions,   their present knowledge,  and themselves?


Research offers important insights into what happens for these and other women in traditional academic settings.   Women approach learning with more self-doubt and experiences of alienation than their male counterparts.  These are formidable obstacles that women must overcome in order for the academic classroom to become a place of real learning and growth.  

self-doubts

Women come into academic settings with lingering questions about their capabilities and intellectual competence.   A major,  three year study of Harvard undergraduates supports this assertion.  This large and sophisticated research project assessing student and faculty perspectives on teaching,  learning, and student life at Harvard and supplemented with research from a consortium of other schools (Light,  1990),  found that despite educational achievement,  success,  or satisfaction,  women bring more self-doubt to education than their male counterparts.  When the college women experienced failure,  they doubted themselves.  They attributed their problems to self-limitations and personal inadequacies,  just like their Discovery sisters,  and unlike their male peers who explained failure by attributing responsibility to others or circumstances.   


The results of the Harvard study (Light, 1990) are powerful when we consider that these are young women who grew up in an era marked by change, progress and advancement for women.  They have excelled in academic environments.  They have been successful in making the grade, have rarely experienced academic failure,  and have chosen to study at one of America's elite institutions.  Yet these highly selected women still carried self-doubts and questions about their intellectual capabilities,  much like the less academically-advantaged Discovery women,  like their sisters in the six other educational institutions that Belenky and others (1986) interviewed,  and like women in the Belenky et.al. study who never set foot in a college classroom.  The Discovery women easily articulated their self-doubts -- they were so obvious and near the surface for these women.   But even a cursory societal analysis points to why self-doubt might be a part of any woman's approach to 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.  The Discovery women,  who are bright go-getters,  had all too many stories of being explicitly told that their sexuality or good looks were their saving graces or best passports to success.   When it is an up-hill battle to gain respect for ideas and intellectual prowess,  it is easy to see why the seeds of self-doubt perennially blossom for women.


Cultural and historical definitions of femininity reinforce this.  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 examples of 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 intellectual discourse.  Equal educational opportunity for boys and girls is mandated my law.  However,  the growing body of research on gender and schools 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).  From pre-school through high school,  the classroom is a doubt-inducing experience for girls who face consistent teacher behavior,  attitudes,  and classroom designs 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 consistent marginal status in the classroom into questions of what's wrong with me and doubts about academic competence.  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 college classroom.    


Traditionally,  women have been defined as child-like (Bem,  1974;  Broverman  et.al., 1972; Chesler,  1972;  Chodorow,  1978;  Ehrenreich and English,  1979;  Rosaldo,  1974;  Tavris and Offir,  1977).  Everyone knows that good children are seen and not heard.  Many of the same cultural beliefs are held about women.  Themes of remaining silent,  struggling with fears of being seen as "a big mouth," "a show-off,"  or "a fool" when active in class,  and having too many prior experiences where participation was encouraged but silence rewarded dominated the journals that the Discovery women kept during our course.  The women saw their struggles as personal ones,  as additional examples of their own weakness, confusion, or inadequacy.


But research again reminds us that the Discovery women's struggles are not unique.  Themes of women feeling silenced are powerful in the Belenky et.al. (1986) findings.   These women talked repeatedly about "not being heard,"  "feeling deaf and dumb,"  "seeing words as weapons," and  "having nothing to say" (p.17).   Like the women in Gilligan's studies (1977,  1980,  1982),   they defined the essence of learning and development for themselves as the ability to gain and use their own "voice."  


What surprised Belenky and the other authors,  however,  was the frequency and intensity of the "voice" metaphor,  as well as the authors' realization that "voice" was more than short-hand for a woman's point of view.  They found women's voice,  mind,  and self intricately woven together -- a plausible explanation for the Discovery women's belief that all learning would touch the core of their identity.  Therefore,  when women,  "woman's talk,"  or women's life experiences are treated as deficient or insignificant,  as they have been historically in Western intellectual traditions,  it is no surprise that women conclude that they cannot think and learn as well as men.  When years of cultural,  educational, and personal experiences have supported women's public silence --  language, gender,  and dominance have well-documented,  universal connections (Cameron,  1990;  Moulton,  1989;  Rosaldo and Lamphere,  1974;  Thorne and Henley,  1983)  -- apprehension about one's ability to be a valued contributor in academic discourse is expected.   The Discovery women's terror and self-doubts about their abilities to be contributing members of a "community of educated men and women " make new sense.  

alienation in academic settings

The Discovery women's surprise and joy in realizing that they need not leave their personal knowledge and experiences at the classroom door is a candid revelation of how alienated women can feel in academic settings.  It is significant that twenty-two women with diverse backgrounds and educational experiences expressed such similar sentiments.  Parallel feelings of estrangement surfaced again and again in the 135 in-depth interviews that Belenky and others (1986) conducted for their study,  and are echoed in recent reports by the Association of American Colleges (1989) on the status and education of majority and minority women,  and the American Association of University Women (1992) on girls and American education.  We need to understand this alienation,  and to use the information to rethink our educational values,  methods,  and practices. 


I see women's alienation in the classroom stemming from two central causes:  the male-based focus of our educational structures, pedagogy,  and knowledge;  and important developmental differences between men and women.  Let me briefly explore both. 


The extensive Harvard study (Light,  1990) points to gender differences in the ways that men and women approach the classroom,  prepare for the classroom,  and relate to faculty members and advisors.  Yet few modern classrooms and educational institutions are structured to understand and respond to women's unique educational needs and approaches (e.g.,  Chira, 1992).  What happens to anyone whose needs and expectations stand in contrast to systems and institutions that present their knowledge and structures as historically-based  "truth?"  They will feel alienated,  like strangers in a supposedly-familiar land.  


But Belenky et.al. (1986) and others feminists thinkers (e.g., Berman,  1989;   Gallos,  1989a;  ;  K. Gergen,  1988; M. Gergen,  1988;   Harding, 1991;  Hubbard,  1988;  Keller,  1989;  Noddings,  1984;  Rosaldo and Lamphere,  1974)  see the problem as even deeper.  Our conceptions of truth,  knowledge,  learning,  and individual development are androcentrically-based.  Our theories, beliefs, and educational practices have been shaped over time by a male-dominated culture.  Men have historically been the "fact-makers,"  in Hubbard's terms (1988).  They have designed and conducted the research,  served as research subjects,  developed the theories,  written the histories,  defined the procedures for science,  controlled access to research centers and institutions of higher education,  and set the public values and 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 (not just male) 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 curriculums,  have been termed deficient (e.g., Kohlberg,  1981;  Vaillant, 1977).


The physicist Evelyn Fox Keller (Keller and Grontkowski,  1983;  Keller,  1989),  for example,  provides insights into the ways in which scientific truth reflects men's ways of knowing more than women's.  She explores the metaphor of vision that underpins the history of Western intellectual thought.  Images of "the mind's eye,"  she notes,  capture the dominant definitions of truth held by science and philosophy in our culture.  Implicit in this visual metaphor is a definition of the acceptable ways of seeking and generating "true knowledge."   


Like a good camera,  the mind's eye limits, selects, and focuses on a static image.  Doing "good science,"  as we know it,  requires objectivity:  we must stand at a distance and focus on a distinctly defined piece of reality.  Too much personal involvement contaminates the purity of the work.  Too large a focus weakens predicting powers.  "Good science" requires us to cleanly extract and limit variables from the complexity of their context.


But research has shown that women believe in the importance of social context,  and make decisions and judgments influenced by specific circumstances (Gilligan, 1977,  1980,  1982; Gilligan,  Lyons,  and Hanmer,  1990;  Johnston, 1988;  Lyons, 1988).  Unlike male counterparts who stand back and apply abstract principles of universal "Truth"  (Kohlberg,  1981),  women enmesh themselves in social complexities and sort through them to reach "truth."   How do women ground these personal definitions of truth?  Belenky et.al. (1986) found that they used "voice" --  not visual --  metaphors.   Speaking,  listening, and hearing require an interpersonal context.  They imply interaction,  closeness,  and dialogue,  not the distance,  objectivity,  and separation of male-based approaches to moral judgment or of traditional science.   


What happens when women's ways of knowing clash with the dominant ways of perceiving "good" science,  knowledge,  and truth in our culture and curriculums?   Historically,  women have doubted their own abilities and personal beliefs.  They have felt as if their world is less significant or important than the "real world."  They have felt alienated without knowing why.  They have assumed that "real learning" requires them to leave significant parts of themselves outside the classroom door --  the assumptions and reactions of the Discovery women.      


Furthermore,  gender-based developmental differences interact with these historical realities to increase the complexity.  While developmental thinking affects all students' perspectives toward teaching,  learning,  and the instructor's role in the classroom (Gallos,  1989b),  gender adds an additional twist.  Perry (1968),  for example,   views a student's struggle with basic dualism -- beliefs that the world is right-wrong -- as a critical developmental step to be navigated during the college years.   The men in Perry's study worked with the issues of dualism through a strong identification with a teacher/authority.  They assumed lecturing stances to articulate what they know is "right" and to publically test their beliefs.  


Women,  on the other hand,  confront basic dualism by stepping back and into silence.  The women in Belenky et.al.'s samples (1986),  for example,  did not align themselves with authority,  who have historically been men and therefore not like them.   As opposed to the authority-right-we stance that Perry's men took,  these women defined their developmental position as authority-right-they.  They were more awed by authority but less able to identify with it.  Rather than lecture,  they  "listened hard" and worked dutifully to meet the authority/teacher's expectations.  


Meeting the expectations of more powerful others while losing sight of one's own needs has been an historical reality for women.  Cultural systems of inequality have meant that women are required to read subtle social cues and produce appropriate behaviors to please those who control necessary resources (Miller, 1976;  Hinckley, 1980;  Josefowitz, 1980) -- something which can easily hinder exploration and learning in traditional academic settings while concealing the difficulties.


High standards,  strong expectations,  and demands for teacher-defined "quality work,"  for example,  are seemingly gender-neutral aspects of classroom pedagogy.  In fact,  demands and high standards propelled the men in Perry's (1968) classic study into higher stages of development.  But women's experiences and developmental perspectives make strong standards and expectations double-edged.  They are essential parts of the guidance necessary for learning from a knowledgeable and experienced instructor.  They are also potential impediments to independent thinking,  as women's efforts to learn become mixed with efforts to please.   As Belenky and others (1986) remind us, there is a major difference between an academic environment and an intellectual environment for women.  What contributes to a productive intellectual environment for women?


A community of support and confirmation is essential for women's intellectual development.  Major developmental studies of women (e.g.,  Baruch,  Barnett, and Rivers,  1983;  Gilligan 1977, 1980, 1982;  Gilligan,  Lyons,  and Hanmer,  1990;  Lyons,  1988;  Noddings, 1984) 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.  The Discovery women clearly saw their progress and accomplishments as a direct consequence of the strong bonds that had developed among the women,  and of the support,  encouragement, and confirmation they received from the faculty, administration,  and each other. 


Learning in communities of support and confirmation,  however,  can stand in sharp contrast to the adversarial debates,  the conflict,  and the individual confrontations that we see as essential parts of "stimulating" class environments.   Women in the Belenky et.al. (1986) research,  for example,  spoke most often of finding their own "voices" in relationships and conversations with friends,  rather than in competitive academic settings.  For these women,  powerful learnings did not come from teachers who aggressively confronted their beliefs and positions.  To the contrary, the women found such teaching doubt-inducing or debilitating:  personal put-downs that fed their own self-doubts and fears.  They learned better from "confirmation-evocation-more confirmation"  -- when teachers conveyed,  "that's good thinking,  now let's see you do more."   Like the Discovery women who relished the public acknowledgment that what they knew mattered,  these women wanted and needed a supportive environment in order to learn.  The women in the Harvard study (Light, 1990) made similar requests.  


How well do our OB classrooms,  course designs,  approaches to teaching,  choices of materials,  and personal styles create environments where women can easily learn?  In what ways do we foster the confidence that our women (and men) students need?  In what ways do we work to expand our knowledge of organizations and theories of truth to include women's experiences and life concerns?  In what ways do we continue to feed women's self-doubts and feelings of alienation in traditional educational settings?   What clues does this exploration of women's ways of knowing provide so that we can optimize learning for our women students?  for all our students?

Implications for Teaching and Learning in the OB Classroom
understanding student experiences:  a different definition

One place to begin is the ways that we traditionally define and work with the experiences that students bring to the classroom.  When OB teachers gather to exchange war stories and talk about successful teaching,  everyone agrees that the best students are those who bring significant experiences.   For most faculty,  that means teaching students who have worked in at least one or two interesting jobs.


My teaching in the Discovery Program, however,  has caused me to think differently about the issue of student experience and to appreciate the need to work actively with the full range of life experiences that students,  and especially women,  bring to the classroom.  Like many conservative organizations and corporations,  we may be too limited in defining what we see as "appropriate" for discussion,  too narrow in the examples we use to illustrate key points,  and too quick to assume that student explorations of "personal topics" like family concerns,  relationships,  self-image questions,  divorce,  and abuse belong more with counselors than with the study of organizational behavior.  


I am not advocating here that faculty take on counseling functions  with students in or out of the classroom.  Rather,  I suggest that we expand the opportunities for our students to see their varied life experiences -- no matter what they are -- as relevant to our models, theories, and modes of analysis.   And,  perhaps more importantly,  we need to see and acknowledge their relevance and importance first.  


Many traditional OB topics,  for example,  like motivation,  power and influence,  perception,  communications,  conflict,  politics,  roles and so on are reflected in all kinds of student experiences.  We need to validate that and remind students that their experiences are essential parts of the learning process.  In doing that,  we move beyond the implicit message that women's unique history,  training, and concerns are less important than those brought by their male counterparts.  We also offer to anyone who needs it,  opportunities to reframe presently under-valued life experiences as important to personal and professional growth. 


The women in the Discovery Program, for example,  brought a wealth of life experiences to the OB classroom.   Their stories of survival contained example after example of what the popular literature might call "the right stuff" for leadership and for making significant organizational contributions.  But the women were unable to see that because they also brought tales of social forces that had eroded their confidence and progress,  stories of powerful others who redefined their important family, life, and work accomplishments as insignificant and trivial,  and well-internalized scripts that presented their accomplishments as apologetic confessions of inadequacies and inexperience.  Rather than coming to roll up their sleeves and share with vibrato and pride what they already know,  they came with silence,  deep self-doubts, and quiet hopes for wiping the past slate clean. 


As instructors, it is easy to listen to these well-rehearsed scripts.  It is tempting,  ego satisfying,  and simple to fill up the seemingly "empty slates" with all that we know or to feel sorry for folks who have not had the "interesting" advantages or opportunities that other students bring.  But, at what cost to student learning and self-esteem?   

taking our light out from under the basket: experiential learning 


Women's ways of knowing and predilections for context-based learning fit well with the requirements for good experiential learning.   Experiential learning asks students to enmesh themselves in action,  reflect on its meaning,  generalize about implications,  and incorporate these new insights into individual plans for future action  (Kolb,  1974).    


Implicit in the experiential learning model are roles for teachers and students that better respond to women's educational needs and preferences than many of our traditional,  hierarchical teaching methodologies.  Here,  the instructor serves as guide,  support,  and designer of a learning environment. The teacher facilitates a process where students work to translate their experience into theory,  and their theories into relevant information for "real life" exchanges.  The instructor is not the only carrier of knowledge.  Students are not assumed to be the empty slates. 


Equally significant is the recognition that experiential learning begins with an implicit acknowledgement of the importance of all students' experiences,  and clearly conveys confidence in student abilities to actively participate in their own learning.  As one Discovery student poignantly said,  "It's important to know that it's OK to do what you're doing -- that I can learn from being me."   Rather than asking students to ignore their social context,  students are challenged to make sense out of it,  and to use it to enrich their understandings 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 more traditional approaches to teaching and learning. 


A side benefit of this two-way process is the de-mystification of theory which is central for women's learning (Belenky et.al.,  1986).  Women can view theory as impediments to learning -- something mystical  that minimizes the importance of their experiences and reinforces the power of external authority.  But in experiential learning,  the women become the theory builders,  working to define their own explanations. It is hard to remain alienated when learning is so engaging,  personal,  and affirming.    


Experiential learning has historically played a strong role in our discipline.  Is that still true in classrooms today?  How have needs to respond to growing amounts of content knowledge -- how much we now know about organizations,  their processes, and their complexities;  about leadership and management;  and about human behavior -- influenced teaching methods?   How much have content pressures led us away from a role of teacher as facilitator with a focus on what both students and teachers know,  and more toward the teacher as banker model (Freire,  1971) that has dominated traditional teaching and other disciplines?  


What about the increasing popularity of traditional,  large-class case teaching?  How much has that moved us away from experiential activities and simulations,  grounded in shared "here and now" experiences,  and toward competitive explorations of "there and then" scenarios that still largely reflect male lives,  accomplishments,  historical advantages,  preferences,  and comfort?   


How have our needs to legitimize the study of organizational behavior to ourselves and to more "bottom-line focused" colleagues who see OB as "soft stuff" and experiential learning as "touchy-feely" led us away from our historical roots and toward methods that may be less appropriate for our discipline?  for women students?  


We need to take our historically-based light out from under the basket,  and serve as models and resources to those who do not recognize the gender-based limitations of more traditional modes of instruction.  We need to acclaim and refine our experiential roots.  We need to develop cases that reflect the wide range of women's as well as men's experiences and accomplishments.  We need to expand the ways in which we use those cases,  and bring more confirmation,  encouragement,  and collaboration into what can easily become adversarial and competitive public exchanges.   Experiential learning is more than an historical preference for the teaching of OB;  it is a feminist imperative.   

providing women role models: new and expanded meaning

Women's ways of knowing and gender dynamics in the classroom suggest that women role models are essential for women's learning.  Although I like to believe that I brought skills and modelled norms of openness and trust that helped to elicit the powerful conversations in the Discovery class,  in retrospect I think my gender was a more significant contribution.  


I have always appreciated the importance of role models.  They offer visible proof that someone "like me" has made it in this system and provide clues to "appropriate behavior" for success.  Yet here,  a woman role model and a woman instructor meant something much deeper.  It was critically important for these woman and for their learning that I was someone who was not male -- something which the Discovery women later confirmed as "absolutely true."


The Discovery women reported powerful stories of fathers,  husbands,  male partners, or bosses who thwarted advancement and discouraged development of independence, self-esteem, or achievements.  In their lives,  power and authority were connected with maleness,  and the women knew all too well the silence and the deference expected of them. I broke the pattern in a very significant way.  I was a powerful authority figure,  but one with whom the women no longer needed to do the expected political dance.  They needed this experience,  they told me,  with an authority who was "just like them."  They could be themselves.  They could hear me and take my responses at face value.  


Belenky and others' (1986) remind us again that the Discovery women are not unique.  Gender enters teacher-student relationships in complex,  non-obvious ways.  Men and women students both need encouragement,  for example,  but encouragement takes on different meaning when a woman student interacts with a male professor.  Her experience tells her that compliments from men can be suspect,  and she may view the exchange as yet another example of powerful men praising powerless women.                  Paradoxically,  male encouragement of women students can feed women's self-doubts because of historical and cultural contexts.  Without women instructors to reaffirm male messages of learning and progress,  women in academic settings are too often left without a trusted guide-post to test the reality of their accomplishments. 


On a policy level,  this means we need to make sure that women are well represented in professorial and teaching ranks -- not simply as a way of equitably treating women colleagues,  but as an essential pre-requisite for learning for women students.  At the classroom level,  we need to think creatively about options like team teaching,  modular courses where students can fill requirements by working part of the term with a male instructor and part with a female instructor,  and arrangements for successful women professionals to advise or work with women students on projects or research assignments.  

separating learning from power and authority

Women's ways of knowing imply the need for dealing openly with the interactions among gender,  learning,  power, and authority in the classroom.  We need to explore with our students what years of cultural history and well-rehearsed social scripts now mean for us,  for men and women students,  for organizational behavior,  and for our pedagogy.  We need to anticipate what gender-based learning concerns will "look like" in the classroom,  and be ready to explore them whenever they surface.  And,  more importantly,  we need to define our roles in the classroom to separate learning from power whenever possible.


Belenky and others (1986) encourage teachers to become models of learning,  publically exploring their own reasoning processes with students to debunk the images of infallibility that power and position can confer.  Instead of presenting only "finished" arguments,  "already thought-out"  case analyses,   and "tried-and-true" answers,   instructors need to create opportunities to actively learn with and in front of their students.  They need to be clear in conveying that they are not the sole holders of knowledge,  merely people with more experience in approaching its development.  The process of how to learn needs to be explored and emphasized in classroom interactions.


This is especially critical for women students who can view male professors as seemingly omnipotent.  Women have been told for generations that men are rational and women are intuitive.  When male instructors show only the highly-polished products of their reasoning,  women can confirm for themselves that all this academic stuff is too difficult for them.  Women need to be reminded that theory is subjective -- that it is a social construction and a created outcome of human effort.  They need to learn about the struggles that everyone faces in searching for and articulating truth.  

building communities of learning  


The Harvard study (Light, 1990) confirmed that men and women learned best when they had opportunities to work in small groups.  That is not surprising to management faculty.  Small groups allow comfortable opportunities for comparing perspectives,  testing arguments,  clarifying reasoning,  articulating positions,  and so on.   What is surprising was the finding that women are less likely than men to initiate and join small learning groups.  As a result,  they are less likely to reap the benefits from the discussions.  But when women were encouraged to join small groups,  they profited as much as men.


Why do women choose to "go it alone?"   Likely causes include self-doubts,  feelings of inadequacy,  concerns for exposing weaknesses,  worries about having nothing to say,  a focus on doing the assignment and figuring out what the professor wants vs a desire to explore the full issue, fears of being intimidated by more talkative male peers,  and so on.  But understanding the reasons for it is less important than the simple fact that women were at an academic and intellectual disadvantage by not creating or joining small groups.  


We can make a simple contribution here by recognizing this tendency and creating opportunities for men and women to build peer relationships and small discussion groups.  The harder challenge,  I think,  is organizing the communities of learning that women have told us are central to their education.   


The word community traces its roots to two Latin words
:  communitas,  the mutual association of people on equal and friendly terms,  partnership;  and communis,  common,  belonging or pertaining equally to all.  Recognizing the ways in which gender makes classrooms potentially "unfriendly" and "unequal" for women,  limits opportunities for "mutual" exchange and "partnership,"  and prevents many of our theories,  examples,  and cases from adequately capturing experiences that "belong or pertain equally to all" students is important  --  and a central theme in this paper.  But as OB teachers,  it is equally important for us to remember,  that we already know a great deal about how to create highly functioning groups,  how to build and nurture community,  and how to design and manage environments where people do not feel alone and alienated but invited to join with others in involved,  relevant, and collaborative ways.  How can we revisit our own theories of group and community development in light of what we now know about women's learning needs?   

remembering what we already know

From my involvement with the Discovery women and my attempts to integrate the implications of women's ways of knowing into my teaching,  I have been reminded of some simple but powerful truths. 


Support, encouragement, and acceptance are critical for women's learning and we may not provide as much as we espouse.  I have always thought of myself as a supportive teacher,  but I am making a conscious effort to do more.  I articulate more often,  more forcefully,  and more publically the praise and encouragement that I formerly hoped to convey with a smile,  a nod, or a restatement of a good student contribution without breaking the rhythm of the discussion.  I have been amazed at how positively and powerfully women and men of all ages have responded to something which is so simple to do.  


It is easy to focus on all that still needs to be done,  losing sight of what has already been mastered.  I have made a conscious effort to concentrate on successes in the classroom and search for opportunities to simply and quickly celebrate and affirm individual and collective progress.   I will name,  for example,  the ways in which a strong individual or group contribution shows improvement over a past question or statement of confusion.  I will remind students about the ways in which we talked about or understood a topic months ago and ask them to explore how our learnings have grown.  I now begin each class 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.  I try to listen to student comments with a half-full vs a half-empty mindset.  I will now work with students to identify some insight in whatever they say and pull out a kernel of "truth" in comments that I might have easily by-passed or dismissed before.  This has been very important for students whose anxieties and self-doubt interfere with their abilities to stretch their reasoning skills and articulate public positions.  I have seen amazing changes in quality and quantity of student participation after only a few such exchanges.  


It is sometimes hard for students who look to the instructor for knowledge and guidance to see the importance or the power of community- based learning.  I have,  therefore,  taken a more active "connecting" function in the classroom in different ways.  I definitely encourage collaborative preparation and projects and am willing to negotiate to make most assignments a shared effort.  In class discussions,  I do more connecting of one person's ideas to something another has said,  pointing out similarities and differences between two positions,  returning by name to specific student experiences or comments to illustrate key points or central ideas,  naming the ways in which various people's comments have contributed to our learning,  encouraging students to talk with each other and not just to me.  I ask students to perform the same "connecting" functions as well.  When students are tuned into the "here and now" of classroom social exchanges,  it is easier for them to develop strong connections to fellow students and see how individual efforts contribute to the whole.  I see my role as helping the group build a shared history of our learning progress,  with the contributions of various members clearly tied to the outcomes. 


Finally,  I watch for signs that students are questioning whether they have the "right stuff" for entry and effective membership in the class,  and look for opportunities to remind them respectfully and forcefully of the strengths and experiences they do bring.  We have always recognized that the Pygmalian effect is a powerful one. 

looking inward and outward: inquiry, experimentation, and balance


We have more ideas,  or more experience,  in how to think about education and how to design classroom environments for male students.  We have just begun to think about the options that are essential for women.  In many cases,  developing these options requires serious examination of the values which underpin many of our choices and beliefs.  As a discipline,  we need to look inward. 


If women learn least from adversarial and competitive classroom dynamics,  as the Discovery women and their sisters in the Belenky and others (1986) studies have told us,  then what about the beliefs in the importance of conflict that underpin developmental and educational thinking?   If confirmation and community are pre-requisites rather than consequences of learning for women,  then what about the images of rugged student individualism that underlie many exams,  class activities,  course papers,  and assignments?   If self-doubts and feelings of alienation are part of the personal packages that women students bring to the classroom,  how equitable is it to assume that structures,  demands,  expectations,  and classroom exchanges are gender neutral?


In addition to looking at what we do as teachers,  we need to look outward too:  at the organizations we study, design,  and teach about;  the organizational and management theories, models, and explanations we create and foster;  and the skills and understandings we impart to the organizational leaders we educate.  How can we incorporate knowledge about women's ways of knowing,  learned from experiences and experiments in OB classrooms,  to better inform the content of our  discipline,  our understandings about men and women at work,  and our contributions to gender equity in the workplace?   In this era of social change,  how can we complement explorations of women's ways of knowing with renewed inquiry into men's ways of knowing,  questioning the stereotypes we hold about women and men,  and moving beyond the social myths to examine the essence of good teaching and learning for all students? 


In doing all this,  we need both persistence and wisdom.  The task is not an easy one:  we are at a new frontier.   We need to press forward,      examining,  researching,  experimenting,  and incorporating into all our work what we now know about women -- women's development, history,  experiences,  accomplishments,  epistemology.  Such information is usually absent in our approaches to organizational behavior and the OB classroom.  We need the wisdom to work well with these issues and to make real progress.  Gender is always an explosive issue.  How can we move beyond the emotions of the debate to make necessary changes,  while avoiding the traps of "either-or" thinking?   


Acknowledging gender differences in ways of knowing does not mean,  for example,   that challenge and confrontation are useless for learning for either women or men.  What it does is remind us that challenge and confrontation are not the only ways to learn -- not for women or for men.  The issue seems one of completing a half-finished portrait:  from what we know about how men best learn,  and from what we know about how women best learn,  how can we create equitable environments that maximize human learning?
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