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It's a girl! The most influential statement about one’s development as a
human being is announced at birth. Whether male or female, one’s gender
marks one’s entire life from within and without.

“Few elements of our identities come as close to our sense of who we
are as gender,” says linguist Deborah Tannen in her Batng 9 to 5
“Perhaps it is because our sense of gender is so deeply rooted that peo-
ple are inclined to hear descriptions of gender patterns as statements
about gender identity—in other words, as absolute differences rather
than a matter of degree and percentage, and as universal rather than cul-
turally mediated.”

How our gender shapes the way we learn, from cradle to
grave, has been studied from two main perspectives. One includes
the examination of sex differences in biology and the cognitive-
processing approach used in current brain research. The other per-
spective is one taken by sociologists, psychologists, educators, and
feminists. Many of them feel that although biology and hormones
play a definite part in one’s sense of gender identity, it is the way
we are programmed culturally that matters most.

Does the way we learn
(and are taught)
come in pink and blue?

By Ruth Palombo Weiss
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ecause proponents of thosenced in the ways they learn—by theiries of learning and teaching show evi-
D two approaches don't alwaysbrain chemistry and by society. Educadence of distinct biases towards certain
agree, it's important to re- tors David and Myra Sadker have studiedalues and cultural norms, which are of-
) J)member when we look at how children are taught and the tremerten inconsistent with the experiences of
both bodies of literatures to dous influence teachers have in directinggomen and many men.
be cautious of making generalizations. the learning process. “For example, it is common to find

Many neuroscientists tend to look at  “Sitting in the same classroom, readwomen described simplistically as ‘col-
gender as hardwired from earliest embrnjing the same textbook, listening to théaborative’ learners, a characterization
onic development. Froi@ex on the Brain same teacher, boys and girls receive vetihat seems to reinforce dominant stereo-
by science writer Deborah Blum: “Thedifferent educations. From grade schodlypes about women’s orientation toward
guestion is, do our genes have a prograthrough graduate school, female studentsthers rather than providing nuanced in-
in mind for each sex? Do they produce are more likely to be invisible memberssight [on] diversity among women and
distinct male chemistry that leaps to thef classrooms,” they write in their book,the particular kinds of relationships that
fight and a distinct female [chemistry] thatFailing at Fairness: How American might be beneficial,” write Hayes and
turns toward comfort and caution?” Schools Cheat Girls Flannery.

Blum also writes: “If hormones do  Their research shows that teachers in- Janice Koch, an educator at Hofstra
profoundly affect behavior—which | be-teract with males more frequently, askJniversity, reinforces that idea when she
lieve they do, though not all [behavior]l—them better questions, and give themomments that the idea of self-directed
then they must do so as one of many castore precise and helpful feedback. Girlsearners as the sine qua non of adult
members, not as a solo performer. Our béand subsequently, women) suffer théearning is tinged with cultural specifici-
haviors are, in many ways, wide open teumulative effect of their teachers’ un-ty. Being self-directed and individualis-
many influences: foods, drugs, injuriesgven distribution of energy, talent, andic isn’t universally desirable from
and life in all of its dimensions. We can al-attention. culture to culture. Rather it’s typical in
so choose to override an instinct. Think of Such discrimination is often notthe American culture, which lauds com-
biology and behavior as dancers: Onevert. For example, typically, boys de-petitive individual achievement to obtain
leads, the other follows. But which doesnand more attention in the classroomhigher status.
which and when?” Whether the boys’ comments are irrele- “Girls and young women who exhibit

Blum further points out that currentvant or insightful, teachers still respondierce independence of thought and ac-
research in the field of biology showsto them far more often than they do to th&on are often considered strident and un-
complex interconnections between howgirls’ comments. In other words, thefeminine,” says Koch.
genes preset our biological programs ansbjueaky wheel gets oiled. However, the Hayes suggests that trainers explore
how, in turn, our life experiences can afSadkers found that “when girls call outthe idea of gender as a cultural construct.
fect genetic predisposition. there is a fascinating occurrence: Sudshe says that men and women have differ-

Most researchers agree that whethalenly the teacher remembers the rulent experiences and that those experi-
we have predominantly male or femal@bout raising your hand before you talkences shape our knowledge and learning
hormones affecting the way our brain#\nd then the girl, who is usually not asstyles. For example, a woman might be-
are formed and maintained, there arassertive as the male students, is deftiyome familiar with day care centers; a
more similarities than differences be-and swiftly put back in her place.” man might become familiar with hard-
tween men and women. The question for adult trainers isware stores.

“When women excel at ‘male’ activi- whether gender bias continues in adult Cultural influences in gender differ-
ties, they are suspected of harboringarning situations. In their bodkklomen ences, however, aren’t complete or tidy.
some secret maleness. When men exca@$ Learners Elisabeth Hayes and True, women may have more opportuni-
at ‘female’ activities, their maleness isDaniele D. Flannery note that women’gies to engage in conversation with other
suspect,” writes Phyllis Burke in herlearning either isn't addressed in most ovomen about mothering and men may
book,Gender Shock: Exploding thethe literature on adult education or it'shave more opportunities to talk with
Myths of Male and Female treated superficially. But they also makether men about cars. But when it’'s a

“The general reproductive differencest clear that more women than ever aragoman’s responsibility to take care of
in the bodies of girls and boys have ngparticipating in a wide variety of learn-car maintenance, she develops a different
been shown to cause ‘masculine’ ant¢hg situations. knowledge base. The same is true when a
‘feminine’ behaviors, although the be- “Nevertheless, the typical scenario isnan has the primary parenting role. It's
haviors that girls and boys are encoureither that little is actually done to meenot that women are better at parenting
aged to perform can make parts of thejthe] needs [of women learners] or thabr that men are better with cars, but
brains more responsive or cause thegfforts to do so are based on outdated isociety’s gender norms tend to impart to
motor skills, both fine and gross, to deformation and perspectives,” they write. women and men more experience in a

velop along different paths.” Dominant learning theories in adultparticular field.
) o education often don’t pay sufficient at- Koch also notes the discrepancy be-
The silent majority tention to the great diversity amongween what’s considered “natural” and

Not surprisingly, boys and girls (and latdearners, including differences betweenvhat gets played out in real life. She
er, men and women) are clearly influwomen and men. In fact, prevailing theopoints out that girls are supposed to
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faint at the sight of blood—"Yet, they speaking roles. Interestingly, several eccast in leadership roles. She notes that
menstruate from about age 13.” Anotheucators in the audience were unaware aithough a trainer may not be able to in-

general perception is that women can'the video's biases at first—a finding thafluence the curriculum, he or she can in-

get messy. Koch reminds, “Womenmay indicate how difficult it is to identi- fluence how it is taught.

change diapers and clean out chickerfg and change a biased curriculum. “There is a lot you can do in terms of

and toilet bowls.” Tisdell also points out that men argedagogy, which is the process by which
often more affirmed in classrooms thara course is handled. For example, a lot of

Subtle biases women are. Although men don’t neceswomen really value connected ways of

Although women constitute the majoritysarily dominate a classroom in terms ofeaching and learning. So if one is teach-
of students in higher education, therealking time, they’re often perceived asng a computer class, it will be much
continues to be considerable variation ihaving more power and knowledge more appealing if it can be done in a way
women’s participation in different areasWhen men talk, people tend to pay mor¢hat helps connect people with each oth-
of study, according to Hayes and Flanattention. That may be because mear,” says Tisdell.

nery. They write: characteristically make statements rather The Sadkers say, “Gender gives us a

“From 1992 to 1993, women receivedhan ask questions. Women also makenique lens on effective training. It's a
59 percent of doctoral degrees, but onlgtatements, but they tend to apply tagay of looking at what we’re doing. If
11 percent in engineering and only 2%uestions such as “Do you think...?” otyou're fair with gender, you get more ef-
percent in math. Forty-five percent of'Wouldn’t you say that...?” to keep afective teaching skills into the classroom.
medical students are women, but mangiscussion going. The nicest people sometimes don’t be-
more women study pediatrics than Researchers have found that the reldave in the nicest way because they don't
surgery. Such choices are affected by tive number of female students in a givethink, because they’re not aware. We've
complex range of factors, which includeclass and the number of female instrudound that equity skills and effectiveness
persistent social norms and beliefs retors can greatly influence the way irskills build on each other.”
garding women'’s abilities—such as thatvhich women respond in adult learning Hayes says that the easiest thing for
women are good with children or lesssituations. Several studies suggest thatstructors to do is point out that biases
able to handle stress. female and male students talk more iexist. “Part of me wants to say that a

The task for any trainer is to try toclassrooms led by female instructors andlassroom can never be gender neutral.
make conscious the unconscious biasehat male-female participation tends td'he ideal isn’t to strive or claim it can be
But examples of discrimination persistoe more equal in those classes, accordender neutral. Rather, we want to
in adult education—such as callingng to Hayes and Flannery. achieve equitable classrooms. We want
directly on men students but not on A possible explanation for womento teach people to learn in different sorts
women, responding more fully to men’stalking more frequently in classes leadf ways. A lot of it involves understand-
comments than to women’s, and interby female instructors is that a femaléng students and engaging them in their
rupting women students more often.  teacher provides a positive role modebwn exploration of their issues.”

Despite the growing awareness ofor women, thereby increasing the likeli- In talking about society’s implied ex-
subtle forms of gender bias, textbookshood that female students will feel compectations that men are doctors and
instructional materials, and lecturedortable contributing to the discussionwomen are teachers or secretaries, Tan-
aren’t just sources of knowledge abouMen may also talk more in such situanen concludes that “there’s no point in
subject matter; they're also influentialtions because the status difference bé&laming those who expect the world to
sources of learning about gender. Evetween a female teacher and students é®ntinue as it has been in the past. But
with widespread awareness of and aperceived as less. Another explanatiowe shouldn’t let anyone off the hook ei-
tempts to redress gender biases, thayay be that the sex of the teacher isnther, including ourselves. We must con-
continue—if only in more subtle forms. the critical factor, but that female teachtinually remind ourselves that the world

Biases in teaching adults (not only irers are more likely to use techniqueds changing and [that] women and men
terms of gender but also in terms of racsuch as group discussion, that encourag® longer can be depended upon to stay
and class) are still prevalent. An instrucstudent participation. in the narrowly prescribed roles [they
tor can present such biases in text, oral Koch notes that trainers can’t singlehave been] consigned to in the past.”
examples, and anecdotes. An exampleandedly make the playing field more It seems obvious that when the
would be when a trainer exclusively usgender neutral, but they can invitegender-bias patterns are changed, no
es examples with males as models. Arirainees to participate in strategies anchatter how long it takes, women and
other example would be when a trainescenarios that might demonstrate thahen will be better able to reach their full
depicts women in traditional businessnost of us are part of what needgotential as equally contributing mem-
roles such as a secretary or administréae change. She says, “Gender-specifibers of societyu
tive assistant. behavior can be mediated and explored

Elizabeth Tisdell, a contributor tocritically, allowing for a wide range
Women as Learnergjves the example of behaviors to be developed and
of showing a group of educators a seriesxpressed.” Ruth Palombo Weiss is a freelance
of instructional videos in which women  Tisdell says that trainers can draw omriter based in Potomac, Maryland;
are underrepresented visually and imwomen, along with people of color, to bepivotal@erols.com.

46 Training & Development, January 2001



