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The Construction of Gender in Schooling.

Abstract

This thesis is concerned with schooling process. Its central focus is on the connection
between institutionalized schooling and the constitution of gendered subjectivity in

students. The particular contribution of this work lies in its

(a) demonstration of the gender-laden nature of currently accepted pedagogical
practice;

(b) analysis of the connection between such practice and educational theory ; and

(c) proposal of a theoretical framework which allows for the contradictory and
contested nature of process, a perspective previously lacking in much of traditional

educational theory.

Starting from a review of the literature showing evidence of gender differences in
schooling outcomes, it is demonstrated that schooling has been implicated in producing
these gender differences and hence the construction of gender, but the ways in which this
occurs have as yet been only sketchily identified. Neither has there been an adequate

theoretical formulation of the process.

My argument begins with a review of psychological theories of gender and sociological
accounts of the school's role in the reproduction of social inequality. I propose a
framework for an analysis of gender relations in education which utilizes some aspects of
psychological and sociological theory approached through recent work in
poststructuralism. Poststructuralism, with its focus on discursive practices, affords a
theoretical entry into the lived experience of schooling in ways which reveal individuals
positioning themselves as well as being positioned within the multiplicity of meanings
available in any given situation. In this framework the determinism of the earlier theoretical

approaches is avoided.

(i)



The Construction of Gender in Schooling.

The substantive focus of the work is on an ethnographic study of a group of middle class
children in the upper primary years of schooling. The girls and boys in the group were
participants in interviews, questionnaires and testing as well as being the subjects of the
ethnography. The research continued through the following year when the focus group of
children entered high school. Some of the children attended a coeducational high school
whereas others went to an all girls' high school. Part of the ambit of the research has been
to contrast the experiences of the students in terms of the school's gender context and to
comment on the merits of mixed as opposed to single sex schooling for girls. Other
contrasts and comparisons built in to the design include boys' experience as compared to
that of girls, primary school as compared to high school, mathematics classroom processes
compared to those in other subjects, student classroom behaviour compared to behaviour
outside the classroom. More generally the research aimed to identify those commonly
accepted features of schooling practice which give rise to students' understandings of the

world and their place in it in terms of gender division.

Ultimately gender relations are seen to be a continuous feature of the environment of the
school and the classroom, even, albeit differently played out, in the single sex situation.
While such gender relations are in some respects similar to processes in the wider society,
it is here argued that there are important ways in which gender relations occur in the
classroom and the school which are not simple replications of forms to be found in the
world beyond school but are peculiar to the process of organized learning and instruction.
This thesis deconstructs and reveals the gendered nature of concepts that are commonly
found in analyses of schooling processes. These include, among others, the autonomous
individual as learner, the problem solving experience, the practice of social skills and the
negotiation of group membership. In this respect the process of schooling plays a crucial
role in producing and maintaining the gender differences that characterize the total social

formation.

@v)



The Construction of Gender in Schooling.

I conclude that :

(i) the school is a critical site in the process of constituting gendered subjectivity;

(i) the discourses which attend and constitute the academic study of education,
emanating principally from educational psychology and sociology, have been shown to be
less than adequate as a basis for a theory of gender in education. At the same time these
discourses have been taken up in the daily practice of teachers and students in ways which
relegate the issue of gender to being either a variable of individual psychology or else an
attribute of a certain disadvantaged group. In this way gender becomes either an
ineluctable fact or a "social problem" or both. And gender as an issue becomes constituted
and re-constituted in these terms within schooling. The analysis of gender as problematic
presented here reveals the limitations of traditional discipline boundaries and suggests that
a post-structuralist approach offers a way out of the theoretical tangle that has hitherto

constrained the study of gender in education.

Judith Gill

PhD thesis abstract
Adelaide University
April, 1991.
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CHAPTER 1 A

The relationship between gender and schooling.
Literature review showing evidence of gender differences in schooling outcomes.

Argument. That schooling has been shown to be connected to producing gender
differences and hence the construction of gender but the ways in which this occurs have as
yet been only sketchily identified and there is no adequate theoretical formulation of the

process.

(i) Statement of the problem.

Since the late 1970s educational research has given increasing attention to the question of
gender and its relationship to educational processes and outcomes. The present work
attempts some integration of the variety of conceptual approaches brought to bear on an
examination of gender in education. The purpose of this thesis is to investigate

(a) the role of the school in the construction of gender, and hence

(b) the contribution of schooling to gender-based social inequality.
Initially this work will seek to identify those instances of normal schooling practice which
give rise to gender differences in attitudes and understanding on the part of the pupils and
teachers mutually engaged in the process of education. At the same time it is proposed that
this work will contribute at the theoretical level to a greater understanding of ways in which
schools work to reproduce or contest aspects of the broader culture and social structure in

which they are located.

In the present chapter the relevant research into the relation between gender and schooling
practice will be reviewed in order to establish the empirical basis for the claim that

schooling has been linked to gender-related outcomes. Evidence will be produced from



The relationship between gender and schooling : 1.

both overseas and Australian studies. The Australian work is listed separately for a
combination of reasons:

1) Insofar as gender construction is here seen as part of a more general process of
socialization, and as such is intrinsically connected to a particular cultural setting, I wish to
both take note of and avoid the danger of extrapolating from overseas research conclusions
which may be inappropriate in a local setting.

2) the structure of the school curriculum is specific to particular settings, and while
there are certain variations between the Australian states, there are also more similarities

than can be drawn between conditions in Australia and elsewhere.

The term 'gender' will be used to refer to those aspects of social distinction related to, but
not directly based on, biological sex ( Oakley ,1972; Tresemer,1976). It is noteworthy in
this regard that researchers whose subjects are adults readily invoke concepts of
'masculinity’ and 'femininity' in the distinction between sex and gender. To do so when
one is investigating schoolchildren is hardly appropriate, and the observation underlines the
degree of societal conditioning inherent in such constructs. Not all the literature reviewed in
this section adheres to this convention however; at times categories of 'masculinity’ and
'femininity' are applied to girls and boys, and several writers use the terms 'sex' and
'gender' interchangeably. In particular the ubiquitous term 'sex role' and related theory is
more properly understood as 'gender role' (Tresemer,1976). The point here is not merely
to argue the correctness of the terminology, but rather to emphasize the importance of
distinguishing between genetic and environmental explanation, as this is an area wherein

one basis of explanation readily slides into another (Hartley,1980).

(ii) Schooling and the construction of gender.

The focus of the research is on two interrelated processes commonly associated with

schooling, namely socialization and the distribution of formal knowledge. The distinction
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between these two processes operates at the conceptual level for the purposes of
identification and discussion. It is proposed that the two processes operate simultaneously
and it is this interaction that is the concern of the present study. It is realized, of course,
that the school is only one of a variety of institutionalized agencies whereby the stereotypes
which operate in the world-at-large are brought to bear on the child. The media, especially
television, the family, the medical professionals, the churches, the advertising industry are
also involved in the child's developing self-awareness of gender implications. The school
is, however, also involved as an agency publicly committed to providing equality of
opportunity regardless of common aspects of social division such as race, sex or religion,
and this commitment requires that attention be directed towards monitoring educational
processes and outcomes. In a more pragmatic vein, Stanworth (1983) argues cogently for
the school to be examined as an important site with respect to the development of gender
difference:

The school is, moreover, the major agency through which they (the

students) are confronted in a relatively uniform way with the

standards and expectations of the adult community.

(Stanworth,1983,p.10)

An investigation of gender construction in schooling seems particularly appropriate in the
light of the British findings that whereas parents tolerate (albeit uncomfortably) behaviour
in their children which does not conform to the gender stereotype (Newson and
Newson,1977), schools have been seen to insist on conformity and resist popular moves to
produce more equal outcomes (Clarricoates,1981; Delamont,1983). The Maccoby and
Jacklin (1975) hypothesis that children's gender conforming behaviour is reinforced by
'relative strangers' more than by their parents further directs attention to schooling

structures and in particular to teacher-pupil interaction.

Further evidence which suggests that the school has a role in gender construction comes
from Byrne (1978) who found that certain career guidance practices carried out in schools
affected girls' career choices. Other findings comparing schooling practice and
gender-typed outcome are more contradictory. Whereas Minuchin (1964) found American

girls educated in a 'progressive, modern’' environment were less gender-typed than those

3



The relationship between gender and schooling : 1.

from a traditional school, Sussman (1977) found that pupils' own stereotypes become
more extreme in 'progressive’ classrooms and that this environment produces sexist (and
racist) cultures. In addition the work of Anyon (1983) showed the interrelationship of
gender and class in the schooling process and suggested that research needs to take account

of the class background of the students as well as race and gender.

The accumulation of evidence from the above studies and others following under more
specific headings strongly supports the argument that schooling practice contributes to the
formation of gender stereotypes. The familiar contention that socialization is primarily
achieved in the family in the first instance is not disputed here. Doubtless children bring to
school class and gender related attitudes and understandings. Indeed as Bernstein (1977)
has argued, there are basic facets of formal knowledge acquisition which are also derived
from family background and through which children are differentially prepared for school
subjects. Rather the present study seeks to establish ways in which schooling practice
works to compound or to challenge the internalization and legitimation of those aspects of
socialization which are gender-related and to conflate or refute the importance of gender

differences in the formal acquisition of knowledge.

(iii) Gender and schooling: the evidence from overseas.

The issue of the relationship between gender and schooling is itself a reflection of the recent
renewal of interest in women's studies and feminist theory generally. The last twenty years
have seen an increasing identification of schooling structures and processes with
gender-related outcomes. The ways in which this identification has taken place form the
sub-headings of the following sections. In some cases this review will give detailed
descriptions of the initial entry of research into this previously unexamined area, insofar as
these earlier studies have set the scene for later work in the area. It is the contention of this
thesis that while there is value in amassing evidence of the connection between schooling

and gender construction, the standard ways in which this work has been carried out have
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not been productive of the sorts of insights into the process of this construction which
would lead to emancipatory policy and practice. The last sub heading in this section will
introduce two researchers whose work has been to challenge the standard avenues of

investigation into the relationship between schooling and gender.

a. Curriculum choice.

In Britain prior to the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act, even the official curriculum was gender
differentiated, with the girls channelled into languages, biology and homecrafts while the
boys did physics, chemistry, wood and metalwork (Byrne,1975; Davies and
Meighan,1975). However despite the passing of the Act, in 1978 Deem noted a tendency
for girls' curriculum choices and CSE examination successes to cluster around arts subjects
against a consistent trend for boys to enrol in scientific, mathematical and technical areas.
Using the same evidence Byrne (1978) wrote:

Secondary schools may well be guilty of pre-empting the future career

choices of girls by 'persuading' them by direct or indirect means to ‘choose'

subjects that are a less useful or relevant foundation for adult 'working' roles
than those followed by boys. (Byrne,1978,p.137 )

For Byrne (1978) the solution lay in the implementation of a core curriculum to be followed
by boys and girls alike - one way around the vexing question of deciding whether the
school was affecting choices or merely providing avenues for choices to occur. Stanworth
(1983) provided further evidence of males and females making different subject choices
and found that the differences became most pronounced in the senior 'A’ level enrolments.
Stanworth also noted an increase in the proportion of females staying on to complete
secondary schooling, although fewer females qualified for tertiary entrance, a finding

which echoed those of Cockroft (1982) and Kaminski (1982).

Several British educationists have described the secondary school years as a critical period

for the establishment of gender differences in schooling (see for e.g. Davies and
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Meighan,1975). There is a problem here similar to that signalled by Byrne in the above
quotation in her liberal use of quotation marks. It may be that the curriculum structure of
the secondary school is such that choices are possible in ways that they are not in the
primary school. As will be cited shortly there are research indicators of gender distinct
experiences in the primary and preschool years but such effects are masked by the fact that
all children proceed without examination and at more or less the same time into secondary

education.

In the United States most young people complete high school, unlike their peers in Britain
or Australia. The typical curriculum offered to American high school students allows for
choice within a very broad range of subjects. One of the few possible generalizable gender
differences in American education concerns the underepresentation of girls in mathematics
and science classes. In senior high school mathematics classes the ratio of males to females
approaches three to one (Burton,1979; Fennema and Sherman,1977). Sells' data (1980)
from Berkeley indicated that although 57 per cent of males entering tertiary study had taken
four years of high school mathematics, only 8 per cent of females had done so. As can be
expected the discrepancy in male/female enrolment in mathematics courses increases at

tertiary level (Fennema and Sherman,1977).

Studies which reveal gender-related differences in curriculum choices despite all subjects
being "equally available to all students" - as with the British work since 1975 - tend to
invoke hypothetical explanations, usually in terms of 'sex role stereotype', which by and
large represent girls as victims of societal limitation. Such explanations are of limited use
in designing educational policies to counteract the effects of sex typing as they have not
identified the processes involved. Even the more particular suggestions which emerge,
such as that girls come to see mathematics, or school success, as a 'masculine domain',
while seemingly plausible as explanations for the observed enrolment discrepancies, fall
short of explaining how such attitudes are produced and hence fail to generate counter

strategies.
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b. Staffing structures.

In both Britain and the United States, the vast majority of primary school teachers are
female.  British figures reveal that women make up 77 per cent of primary school teachers
(Acker,1983) whereas in the United States the figure is closer to 90 per cent (Kelly and
Nihlen,1982). Males are more frequently represented at the higher levels and in senior
administrative posts, even with@n the primary sector. In Britain, according to Acker:

While nearly all the heads of nursery and infant schools are female,

women become increasingly underrepresented as we move up the age

range. (Acker,1983,p.123 )
In 1981 only 16 per cent of headships in primary schools were held by women in the
United Kingdom (DES,1981), as were 20 per cent of elementary school principalships in
the United States. It has been suggested that in this way the schools' staffing patterns
reflect an idealized sexual division of labour by placing men and women in specific
positions which involve certain relationships between one another as well as between them
and the students. Typically then women are given the interpersonal role of teaching,
especially at junior levels, reflecting an understanding of woman's role as nurturant, warm
and personal, but significantly less powerful than that of the more impersonal male seniors
and principals and administrators. As Strober and Tyack (1980) suggest "women teach
and men manage", a situation which is reflected in the recent finding that in Scotland
women teachers were only half as likely to apply for promotion as their male counterparts

(Marsh,1989).

In secondary schools in Britain and America the proportion of males and females is more
even, but once again males vastly outnumber females in senior administrative positions
(Acker,1983; Kelly and Nihlen,1982). Also at secondary level where the curriculum
divides into subject areas usually associated with particular teachers, the preponderance of

women in pastoral areas or teaching humanities or domestic science contrasts with their

7
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scarcity in areas such as mathematics and science. At the same time men are more likely to
teach senior classes, women junior classes, and this too is claimed to have an effect on
student perception of gender-appropriate roles, and the relative importance of certain

subject areas (Simpson,1974; Acker,1983).

Some educational theorists (Deem,1978; Bowles and Gintis,1976) have proposed that
schools create systems of social relations which both mirror the unequal divisions of the
broader society and at the same time prepare entrants to that societ.y. Certainly in their
typical gender-distinct staffing patterns schools in America and Britain would seem to
reflect an unequal power relation between males and females. However to date such a
process has not been rigorously examined in terms of its actual rather than hypothetical
effect on students. Kelly and Nihlen (1982) are rightly critical of studies which assume that
an analysis of school staffing represents 'the sum total of school knowledge'. One of the
approaches to be taken in the present work will be to investigate whether or not students
are picking up the messages which theorists claim are embedded in gender differences in
staffing. The possibility of alternate interpretations will also be considered. It could be, for
example, that the classroom teacher is perceived by students as the most powerful and
influential person in their experience of schooling and that the effect of gender divided roles
in the official school structure has not penetrated student consciousness. Until more is
known in this area it is not possible to claim that the existence of gender imbalance at the
official level creates understandings of gender division and gender appropriate roles in

students.
¢. Curriculum Materials.

Byrne (1975) surveyed resource allocation in 133 schools (88 mixed, 20 boys' and 25
girls') in Britain over the period 1945 to 1965 and found that better resources, and
resources of different kinds, were considered to be necessary for male pupils rather than

females. Not only did the inequality appear in per capita expenditure, but also in more
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subtle forms such as the time tabling of girls' biology classes in converted classrooms
while boys were taught in the laboratory. Similarly Delamont (1980) recorded girls being
assigned to marginal places or having to share equipment when they do enter
‘non-traditional’ areas such as mechanical drawing, thereby experiencing a teacher
transmitted perception that they are less than serious about the subject. Other researchers
have recorded differences in expenditure on sporting equipment which underscores gender
differences in status and participation. Boys' sporting equipment is a more major item of
school expenditure than girls'. It is suggested by Belotti (1975), for example, that girls
grow up thinking that their games are less important than those of boys. One study which
investigated the impact of differential treatment was that of Ross et al.(1972) who studied
resource allocation in 12 British comprehensives. They found that 4 of these schools
allocated fewer resources to girls than to boys and in these, but not in the others, girls made

less progress.

Much research has been carried out on the curriculum materials themselves. Analysis of
early reading schemes and children's literature has shown such materials to be dominated
by male actors whereas women and girls are typically presented in minor passive or
domestic roles. Clarricoates (1980) writes:
Competent and up-to-date research reveals the prevalence of sexism in most
reading schemes, children's books and secondary instructional texts.
(Clarricoates,1980,p.190)
The work of Lobban (1974,1975,1978), Frazier and Sadker (1973) and Spender (1980)
supports this claim as does the work of Kelly (1981) in her analysis of secondary
mathematics and science texts. While some researchers claim that in such teaching materials
schooling practice mirrors the inequalities of the non-school world, it has also been
suggested that schooling practice is in fact out of touch with the non-school world wherein
women occupy a greater range of activities than are typically portrayed in school texts
(Delamont,1983). The school is thus seen as conservative and anachronistic, and possibly
is recognised as such by the students. There is, for example, the inherent contradiction in

the role of the female teacher who is also a parent using materials which portray women

)
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limited to hearth and home. There has not been sufficient research on the effect of such
materials on the students. It may be that students are more affected by the gender of actors
in the secondary mathematics or science texts which are inserted in a deliberate attempt to
encourage identification, than they are by the overwhelming maleness of the actors in the

early readers.

There is less room for dispute, however, in the findings of those who have surveyed the
history texts. Here both British and American researchers discovered that scant attention
had been paid to the position of women in history (Treckler,1973; Davies and
Meighan,1975; Spender,1980). Insofar as the study of history is germane to the way in
which a society understands itself in the present, the case for the textbooks promoting a
discriminatory world-view appears conclusive. A further point relates to the way in which
school history has concerned itself almost exclusively with events in the public sphere, the
business of the state, of government and industry, and, by its minimal treatment of women,
has reinforced what has earlier been referred to as the sexual division of labour, with

women limited to the private or domestic sphere.

d. Teacher attitudes.

The link between teacher expectation and educational outcome has been popularly
acclaimed in educational research since the widely cited (albeit not uncritically) work of
Rosenthal and Jacobsen (1968). Subsequent work (e.g Beez,1968; Rist 1970;
Keddie,1973) has supported the overall conclusion, namely that students internalize the
norms and expectations of their teachers and hence tend to perform in the anticipated
manner. Such an outcome has particular relevance for work on gender difference, insofar
as it forges a connection between teachers' expectation of different achievements of boys

and girls and the production of gender difference.

American research has provided a steady stream of evidence which indicates that teachers

10
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typically hold different expectations of male and female pupils in terms of personality,
behaviour and achievement. Feshback (1969) showed that teacher perception of student
behaviour is mediated by gender in that the typical boy was seen as aggressive and
extroverted while the typical girl was seen as introverted and dependent. In their exhaustive
review of the psychology of sex differences Maccoby and Jacklin (1975) list several
studies which showed that teachers' expectations and interpretations of behaviour varied in
terms of pupil sex. In other words behaviour that was seen as extraordinary and disruptive
on the part of a girl would be tolerated and accepted as normal from a boy. Ricks and Pyke
(1973) studied attitudes of a sample of Canadian teachers and found that these teachers
adhered to gender-specific behaviour expectations. The Canadian teachers also stated that
they preferred teaching boys, a finding replicated in Clarricoates (1980) work in British
schools. In this study teachers are quoted as saying:

On the whole you can generally say that the boys are far more capable
of learning, nicer to teach.

Boys are interested in everything and are prepared to take things
seriously.

Although girls tend to be good at most things in the end you'll find it's a
boy who's going to be your most brilliant pupil.
(Clarricoates, 1980,p.33 )

While much of the work on teacher attitudes to male and female students has focussed on
primary school teachers, Stanworth (1983) working with sixth form college students and
teachers in England found that at this level also teachers held gender-related expectations of
student attitude and achievement, and that these expectations were perceived by the
students. In addition, the work of Hartley (1980) revealed that British primary teachers
continued to understand and account for pupil behaviour in terms of gender, although the
interesting feature of this study was to show that teachers' gender-typed expectations are to
some degree mediated by class. The middle-class female pupil was seen by the teachers as
constrained by gender, whereas the teachers' perception of the problem of the
working-class girl related to socio-economic conditions. Anyon's work (1983) in

American classrooms also reveals the interaction of gender and class as affecting teachers'

perceptions of pupils and expectations of achievement. Work in the area of teacher
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attitudes has continued to reveal pronounced gender differences. In a detailed study of this
area Mayer et al (1989) found that teachers nominated boys more often as having high
potential, as best students, and especially so in mathematics. They found also that more
boys than girls occupied the minds of teachers after school, a finding that suggests that the

greater salience of male pupils is not limited to the classroom domain.

Given the ubiquity of popular cultural understandings concerning gender appropriate
behaviour, a culture in which teachers share, it seems hardly surprising that research on
teacher attitudes should reveal different sets of expectations for male and female students. A
potentially more productive line of enquiry has concerned ways in which these attitudes are
transmitted to the students. To some degree it is argued that the formal structure of the
school conveys explicit messages about expectations - for example in the effect of
streaming in British studies by Keddie (1973), Hargreaves (1967) and Lacey (1970) the
students in the lower streams were well aware of the meanings embedded in such a
structure. Separation on the basis of gender, even in innocuous details such as where one
hangs a coat, takes a drink, convey a similar type of message (Delamont,1983). With the
advent of comprehensivization the British schools no longer practise academic selection in
the wholehearted manner which typified the earlier studies. Subsequent research
(e.g.Ball,1981) has concentrated on ways in which understandings are negotiated about
people and potentialities which do not rest on the support of the formal overt structures. In
this work students are seen to rate themselves and their peers on ranges of ability at
different subjects without the rankings being built in to a system of streamed classes or seat
positions in classrooms. Such research utilises the concept of the hidden curriculum as the
key to understanding the unwritten messages of the school. Educational theorists suggest
that the hidden curriculum is a powerful mechanism whereby students internalize rules
associated with belonging to particular groups associated with gender and class
(e.g.Apple,1979,1982). One way of investigating the hidden curriculum at work in schools

has been through studies of classroom interaction.
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e. Classroom Interaction.

Some researchers have turned their attention to classroom processes in an attempt to
develop an understanding of gender differences in enrolment patterns and achievement
levels noted earlier. One line of approach has been to document teaching practices in pre-
and primary schools which predispose children to see themselves as one of a group (e.g.
by school, house or home room) and at the same time to realize that they belong to one of
two gender-divided subsets of that group. To this end Delamont (1980) describes
numerous instances in which primary age children are inducted into an understanding of
gender-specific behaviour. King(1978) also worked in British primary schools and
documented many examples of interactions which he described as related to attitude
formation, for example:
A boy has found a snail in the wet sand box. When a girl went to touch it
the teacher said,"Ugh, dont touch it, it's all slimy. One of the boys, pick
it up and put it outside". (Delamont,1980,p.43)
Clarricoates' work (1980) in four different primary schools revealed that sorting by sex
was a familiar feature of classroom organization in all of the schools, and that
gender-stereotyped behaviour was not only expected but viewed as right and proper by all
the teachers concerned. In Clarricoates' work there were some interesting indications that
the class background of the school community mediated to some degree the ways in which
gender conformity was produced. The working class school, Dock Side, provided the most
evident type of gender segregation, a point further developed in the work of Anyon (1983)
in American schools. Clarricoates also noted the sense of rivalry deliberately inculcated in
young children, with one gender being constantly compared with the other in ways which
served to delineate behaviours and reinforce boundaries between the two. As Clarricoates
suggests:
What is significant about these school routines is the inculcation of gender

in a much more ritualistic and formal way than the students experience in
the home. (Clarricoates,1980,p.191 )
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Delamont (1983) concurs with this perception when she details evidence of parents being
willing to accept gender atypical behaviour within the home while warning the child not to
behave in such a way in a public situation. Again the school emerges as a critical site for
the learning of gender appropriate behaviour and attitudes. There is evidence that girls and
boys experience school differently. Llewellyn, working with British high school girls,
argues from her research that there are inevitably distinct male and female experiences of
schooling just as there are shared levels of meaning derived from belonging to the same

social class or ability group (Llewellyn,1980).

The most widely cited work on gender construction in classroom interaction comes from
Spender (1980,1982) who observed classes in British schools where, she claims, teachers
typically spend two-thirds of their time with the boys and only one third with the girls.
Furthermore Spender and colleagues who involved themselves in action research on
differential time allocations discovered that both they as teachers and the male students felt
they had been giving most of their time to the girls when in fact the time spent with the
girls was less than 50 per cent. Since publication Spender's claims have attracted much
support from feminist educators and certainly the insight which relates gender inequalities
to time spent in classroom interaction provides more potential for identification and
compensation than was afforded by earlier studies which accepted uncritically the boys'
demonstration of a greater need for attention as part of the male psyche. There are,
however, some limitations in Spender's work. She uses, for example, number of
interactions and percentage of time spent virtually interchangeably. If a teacher spoke to
four boys for each girl the claim would be that 80 per cent of teacher time was spent with
the boys as compared with 20 per cent with the girls. The argument fails to take into
account the amount of teacher time that is taken up with addressing the class as a whole, in
the form of lesson introduction, detailing of assignments and administrative instructions.
Naturally such a process will vary with subject matter, year level and particular teacher.
Other educational researchers have commented with some chagrin, however, that despite

the trend for teachers to value pupils as individuals, around 80 per cent of lesson time is
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taken up with declamatory whole class directed chalk and talk routines. On this point Lortie
(1975) suggests, for example, that:

... a simple bit of arithmetic discloses that teachers can hardly spend more

than a few minutes with each child during the course of a working day.

Most of their teaching behaviour must therefore be addressed to groups of
children. (Lortie,1975,p.152)

Another criticism of Spender's work is that the claims rest on the quantitative measure of
the number of interactions (which does not equate to the amount of time), while the
qualitative nature of the interaction is not mentioned. Thus from Spender's work it is not
possible to discover whether the greater number of interactions between teachers and male
pupils were of a disciplinary or a work-oriented nature; nor is it known who initiated the
interactions, teacher or pupil, all of which questions are important in analysis of power
differentials in the classroom. Spender does claim that more teacher time equals more
teaching, however without further detail this claim is not substantiated. In a summary of
Spender's work, Delamont (1989) writes:

It is perfectly possible that Spender's claims are true, but it is definitely

true that her data are inadequate, her methods left so unspecific that her

work cannot be replicated, and sex-equality not advanced by such

polemical and unsubstantiated claims.

(Delamont,1989,p.271)

Earlier American studies had revealed that teachers' more frequent contacts with boys had
tended to be of a disciplinary nature, with the low achieving boys attracting the most
teacher contact (Brophy and Good, 1970). A more subtle investigation carried out by Gore
and Roumagoux (1983) concerned the amount of 'wait time' given by teachers, a variable
already shown to be related to expectation (Rowe,1974). Gore and Roumagoux found that
teachers gave significantly more wait time to boys than to girls in primary school
mathematics classes. Given the Tobin (1987) finding that increases in wait time are
associated with increase in achievement level, it seems there is evidence to support the
claim that classroom processes are at least partly responsible for gender related differences

in mathematics achiqvement.
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Stanworth's work (1983) examined gender and schooling in an English sixth form college.
In this study the students showed that they were aware that the male students dominated the
teaching time by asking more questions and generally attracting more teacher attention.
However Stanworth's students were considerably older than those in the other studies and
it seems reasonable to expect that questions of gender connect with understandings in
different ways for this group than for younger children. There is evidence that boys receive
more teacher contact even at the pre-school level (Serbin et al,1973) and also at primary
school (Brophy and Good,1970) where boys were seen to have more work-related
interactions and evaluative comment. Another American study (Dweck et al,1978) noted
that whereas girls were more likely to be praised for good behaviour and criticised on the
basis of academic work, boys were more likely to be criticised for behaviour and praised
for academic achievement, a further indication of Spender's contention that sitting side by

side in the classroom did not guarantee equality of treatment.

While Spender (1980) claims that female teachers are equally likely as males to dispense
disproportionate amounts of time to male and female students, other researchers have found
the time differential to vary with the subject being studied. Leinhardt et al (1979) made
detailed observations of teacher-student interactions in primary classrooms where it was
discovered that whereas boys received more attention from teachers in mathematics classes,
girls received more teacher attention in reading. Their finding conflicted with that of
Good,Sikes and Brophy (1973) who had found when working with junior high school
classes that boys received more of all types of interaction than did girls in both mathematics
and social studies classes. This study also noted that boys' greater proportion of teacher
contact was brought about by their initiating proportionally more contacts than did the girls,
by seeking teacher attention, by calling out questions and answers, a feature also registered
in the work of Irvine (1986). However, Becker (1981), working with an older group of
American high school girls, discovered that although teachers initiated more contacts with
boys and these were of a work-related nature, the girls initiated more of all kinds of

contacts with the teacher. Becker hypothesized that the effect of the women's movement in

16



The relationship between gender and schooling : 1.

promoting assertiveness and encouragement of female achievement might have had an
effect on interaction patterns. One could also hypothesize that it is more acceptable for a girl
to request help in mathematics classes, as this is an area in which girls are not expected to

excel.

The issue of gender discriminatory classroom treatments continued to attract comment and
research attention. In particular researchers took up the issue in the context of science
classrooms, most evidently in the Manchester based GIST project (Girls Into Science and
Technology) and related writing (Kelly,1985,1988; Whyte,1984; Riddell, 1989; Jones and
Wheatley,1989). By the late 1980's studies of classroom interaction in both British and
American schools had produced a good deal of data with implications for gender
construction but as yet there were no clear indications that the observed differences in
teacher-student interactions were connected to student attitude and self perception. The
summary position reached by Bossert (1981) appears to remain applicable:

These results leave us in a muddle. Teachers do treat boys and girls

differently, but the extensiveness of this differential treatment,

whether it is perceived by students and how it might affect their

sex-role behaviour and attitudes is unknown.

(Bossert,1981,p.180)

There is clearly a need for more research in this area if the apparently plausible links

between classroom experience and student perceptions of gender are to be properly made.

f. Student evaluation and assessment.

An area of research which has particular bearing on classroom interaction is the small but
growing body of research which suggests that assessment practices are also permeated by
gender-related understandings. If the evidence from the classroom interaction studies cited
above can be said to reveal sex differences in teacher expectations it seems logical to expect
that such differences may also be reflected in the subjective evaluation of pupil's classroom
performance and work submitted for assessment. Bradley's study (1984) of sex bias in

evaluation of students at tertiary level was carried out across five different (unnamed)
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discipline areas and showed a tendency for markers, especially for those who knew little
about the student other than name (and hence sex) to be influenced by the sex of the
students. In an examination of secondary school students and teachers, Spear (1984)
found evidence of "a clear tendency on the part of the teachers to overrate the work of a boy
compared to that of a girl" in science marking (Spear, 1984,p.58). In particular researchers
have investigated the style of assessment item (i.e. multiple choice as opposed to free
response) and found that males are advantaged by multiple choice approaches across the
subject range (Murphy, 1982; Bolger and Kellaghan, 1990; Mazzeo, Schmitt and Bleistein,
1991). There is some suggestion from this work that the sex differences in achievement
are simply a test artefact, however some writers also hypothesize that the greater verbal
ability of females leads to their advantage on constructed responses whereas the male
context of items accounts for male superiority on multiple choice. Such results are reflected
in evidence of gender difference in reactions to success and failure at broader cultural levels
too, for example in the work of Feather and Simon (1975) wherein males are evaluated
more positively (and females more negatively) following success on high status tasks with
the reverse being true for low status tasks. How such differences arise, and how they are

interpreted by the students, remain topics for further investigation.

Two areas of particular interest which will be investigated in some detail in the present
study are now introduced, noting that there is some overlap between these and the topics
already covered. The first of these concerns girls and mathematics education, the second
has to do with school organization and the debate between the relative merits of mixed or

single sex schools.

g. Girls and mathematics.

As a particular curriculum area mathematics provides a site where many of the
aforementioned gender differences emerge. Researchers in this area have noted that as soon

as mathematics courses become optional, usually at some stage during the high school
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years, there is an immediate gender imbalance in enrolments which increases in subsequent
years to the degree that boys are many times more likely than girls to remain in mathematics
education until the end of secondary school (Schildkamp-Kundiger,1982). Such a finding
holds true across different cultures, but there are intercultural variations, suggesting that
persistence and achievement in mathematics education is related to attitudes to gender and
valuation of mathematics within a particular culture. For example there is intercultural
variation in the provision of core curriculum so that there are some schooling systems in
which all students must do a general form of mathematics throughout high school whereas
in others it is not compulsory beyond the early secondary years. In a cross cultural study of
mathematics enrolments Finn, Dulberg and Reis (1979) found that as soon as mathematics
became an optional enrolment girls in each case withdrew from mathematics courses in
larger numbers than boys, and in particular the authors note:

During the last year of secondary school, sex differences are largest for

mathematics specialists in countries where stringent selection procedures

are at work.
(Finn,Dulberg and Reis,1979,p.495 )

Evidence from such cross cultural work is valuable in that it supports the concept of gender
as a social construct rather than reflecting innate cognitive differences. Because
mathematics is popularly regarded as fundamentally a cognitive enterprise, persistent
gender-related differences in enrolments and achievement serve to maintain the notion of
innate gender differences (see for e.g. Benbow and Stanley,1983). Research reveals that
both teachers and students regard mathematics as an area in which boys excel

(Weiner,1980).

One line of research in mathematics education has been to identify particular areas in which
consistent and significant gender differences occur. Stable gender differences do not
emerge until late childhood when the differences in favour of males appear and increase
from that time (Maccoby and Jacklin,1975). Wood (1976) proposed a ‘comparison
factor' to account for girls' lower achievement in problem solving, probability and

space-time relationships. This ‘comparison factor' related to concepts of proportionality
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and in Wood's tests this was the area in which consistent sex differences in favour of
males were seen. While such a proposal is in keeping with neo-Piagetian psychological
theory in which understandings of proportional interrelationships are seen as one avenue of
formal operational thinking, it cannot, despite the theoretical refinement, explain the
variance within the female population. There are and have always been a minority of
women for whom mathematics poses little problem. Researchers in both the United States
and Britain have frequently associated achievement in mathematics with time spent in
studying the subject. In the work of Sharma and Meighan (1980) the sex differences in
mathematics achievement at O levels largely disappeared when the variable 'other
mathematics-related courses' (e.g. physics, mechanical drawing etc.) was controlled for,
thus showing that girls who undertook mathematics related courses were equally likely as
boys to be among the high achievers in mathematics. The striking feature of this study was
the degree to which course enrolments were associated with gender. The authors conclude
that "boys' superior performance on GCE O levels in mathematics seems to be attributable
to boys' greater mathematics-related experience in other non-mathematics courses". This
conclusion raises once again the question of why it is that boys are much more likely to

enrol in mathematics related courses than are girls.

Keys and Ormerod (1977) investigated reasons for subject choice in secondary school and
discovered that perceived easiness and preference were closely related for girls but not for
boys. This latter study attempted to establish a 'gender’ of subjects from sex difference in
subject preference and showed that physics, chemistry and mathematics were the most
masculine, a finding duly reflected in the imbalance in enrolments in these areas, with the
'male’ subjects being perceived as difficult, ‘female' subjects as easy. Although more
recent studies suggest that sex-typing of mathematics is decreasing, it seems that male
prejudice against girls involvement in mathematics still exists, at least in girls' minds
(Schildkamp-Kundiger, 1980). While the majority of investigations of student subject
perception with regard to gender stereotype have been carried out at secondary school level,

studies of tertiary students continue to reveal that these people hold gender stereotypic
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perceptions of tertiary disciplines (Archer and Freedman,1989). To date there has been no
systematic investigation of the development of mathematics being seen as male appropriate

in the primary school years.

Psychological variables such as student attitude to and confidence in mathematics have been
a focus of some of the American research into girls and mathematics. Fennema (1981)
noted that confidence in mathematical tasks was related to mathematics achievement and
that boys high in confidence received much more attention from their mathematics teachers
than any girls, whether they were confident or not. Another feature of Fennema's research
concerned attribution theory. It was discovered that boys attribute their success in
mathematics to stable factors such as ability and their failures to unstable factors such as
luck or lack of effort. Girls on the other hand tended to attribute their success to unstable
factors such as luck or effort, and their failures to stable factors such as lack of ability.
From these results the writers took up the concept of 'locus of control' as one way of
describing these differences. Males tend towards an internal locus of control (taking
responsibility for outcomes) whereas females tend towards an external locus of control (in
which outcomes are explained in terms of forces beyond the control of the individual). This
orientation has led into the work on learned helplessness (Dweck et al
1975,1976,1978,1980) and the gender difference appears to be most striking in the subject

area of mathematics (see for example, Ryckman and Peckham,1987).

Fennema and Sherman (1977) had looked at gender-related differences on spatial tasks and
had established the widely accepted finding of a difference in favour of males in this area
from late childhood. They also pointed out, however, that the size of the difference
between males and females in this area is not nearly large enough to account for the size of
the variance in mathematics enrolments a_nd achievements, a conclusion also reached by a
recent study which investigated gender differences in science achievement:

Almost four decades of research with embedded figures tests ... have

failed to show a sex difference in disembedding ability that is large enough

to account for the sex difference in science achievement. The idea that
girls do not do as well as boys in science because they are less analytical
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or more field dependent is not supported by evidence. An explanation of
the science achievement difference must be sought elsewhere and at
present awaits further study.
(Howe and Doody, 1989, p.708)
Fennema (1977) had also noted that spatial relations is only weakly related to mathematics
achievement. Several American researchers argued strongly for gender differences in
mathematics achievement to be explained by socialization practices which lead to ‘'math
avoidance' in capable adolescent girls and women (Fennema,1977,1979; Sherman,1978;
Fox,1977). There is also the problem of explaining why it is that girls, who as a group
emerge as capable mathematics students in the primary school years, give way to the boys
in secondary school.
Past research has shown that girls do as well as boys in
mathematics classes through their formative years, yet they do not
expect to do as well and are less likely to go on in mathematics.
(Eccles,1985,p.313)
Eccles offers a hypothetical explanation for this phenomenon in terms of
... the extent to which girls and boys differ in their interpretation

of achievement outcomes because of different information they
receive from their social environment. (Eccles,1985,p.314)

In an argument very similar to that put by Sharma and Meighan, Fennema also found that
the gender difference in mathematics achievement was largely related to time spent studying
mathematics, and that when this factor was controlled the difference disappeared. Such a
contention has been disputed by Ridley and Novak (1983) who argued that differences in
high school mathematics enrolments were not sufficient to explain the size of the gender
difference in post school mathematics achievements. Instead Ridley and Novak propose
gender differences in cognitive style, the details of which they do not specify, to explain
differences in outcomes. While recognizing that cognitive style does not imply the necessity
of innate differences in cognitive structure, the phrase has been increasingly used by
cognitive researchers to explain gender based differences in educational outcomes.
Ormerod (1975) had signalled such an approach by suggesting that:

A considerable number of findings ... indicate that, in science at any rate,

boys and girls have different learning styles and respond differently to

various teaching strategies and types of teacher behaviour. Thus the

teaching of both sexes side by side can become a more difficult operation
than the teaching of either sex alone. In the coeducational class the teacher
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may unwittingly adopt practices which encourage the boys, while
reinforcong the girls' belief that physical science is a male preserve.
(Ormerod, 1975, p.265 )

The issue of single sex schooling and the implications of gender contrast in learning and

teaching practices will be discussed in the next section.

One aspect of mathematics education which is frequently seen as having important
consequences for considerations of gender is the connection between mathematics
achievement and post school education and career opportunities. In a survey of American
research Fox (1977) found many studies which suggested that girls were less oriented
towards careers outside the home than were boys , and that the usefulness of mathematics
was less evident in the traditionally accepted careers for women than for men. Thus she
argues that girls may be less motivated than boys to succeed in mathematics. The work of
Horner (1972) on motivation had suggested, however, a complex interrelationship
between motivation and achievement, especially in the case of female academic achievement
in an area traditionally associated with male achievement such as mathematics. Horner
proposed a construct that she labelled 'fear of success' which could work against
achievement even though the subjects were highly motivated. Similarly Nash (1979)
proposed that both sexes see achievement and success as male traits, and that such
perceptions become particularly important during adolescence. Meanwhile Preece's work
(1979) in the U.K. revealed that boys hold significantly more positive attitudes towards
mathematics than girls at age 13, and that for both boys and girls the most common reason
for liking mathematics was its perceived usefulness in getting 'a good job', a finding which
would support the Fox hypothesis. Subsequently, Simpson and Olivia(1985) found that
student motivation and positive attitudes towards mathematics and science declined steadily
across the grades (6-10) with significant sex differences. This picture was confirmed in the
work of Licht (1987) which showed that girls were likely to have decreasing mathematics
confidence as they became older. Similarly Roberts et al (1987) reported that the
relationship between self-image and achievement increased for boys and decreased for girls
as they moved from the sixth to the seventh grade. In this study a series of repeated

measures revealed a positive relationship between self-image and high mathematical
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achievement among boys and a negative relationship among girls. Such research does not
begin to explain the development of the differences in attitudes towards mathematics except
in fairly vague generalizations which usually involve the concept of gender stereotype.
Without more specific formulations which describe the processes whereby stereotypes are
generated and transmitted it seems unlikely that a solution to the problem of 'female

underachievement' in mathematics will be reached.

The current period of high female youth unemployment has generated increased attention
towards girls' mathematics education particularly as technological advances have eroded
more traditional areas of female employment. Research in mathematics education for girls is
increasingly canvassing a wider area than that of the mathematics classroom, and has
increasingly been drawn to address what Saraga and Griffiths (1981) described as 'more
macro political/ structural/ cultural explanations'. What does emerge clearly from the bulk
of the research cited here is a turning away from theories of innate sex differences in
cognition to a much more complex series of concepts which centre on the constructed
nature of gender and of knowledge, within which framework mathematics education

provides a useful site for investigation.
h. Coeducation or single sex schooling?

The debate between the relative merits of schools organized along the lines of coeducation
as opposed to those for girls only has continued to attract attention from educationists
concerned about girls' education. Many books and articles have addressed this topic (see
for example: Byrne,1978; Deem,1978,1981,1984; Cowell,1981; Delamont,1980,1883:
Spender,1980,1982; Bone,1983; Harvey, 1984; Stables,1990; Payne and Newton, 1990),
but by and large the question leads only to tentative answers. Cross cultural studies reveal
no clear relationship between the proportion of single sex schooling opportunity and mean
educational achievement (Finn, Dulberg and Reis,1979,p.494). Although somewhat

inconclusive, research in this area reveals a complex interaction of variables. Shafer
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(1976), for example, noted that in most countries some, if not all, of the single sex schools
are more prestigious in that they serve students from higher socio-economic levels and are
considered to provide an education superior to that offered in the coeducational schools.
The question was studied in British schools and the results published in a three volume
work by R.R.Dale (1969,1971,1974) which came out unequivocally in favour of
coeducation as promoting 'optimal adjustment to life’, As it happened, such a finding was
in keeping with governmental policy of the time which was promoting the move towards
comprehensivization and for many the issue was thought to be closed. Data used in Dale's
work consisted of enrolments and academic results in both types of school, coupled with
extensive interviews with students, past students and teachers. While the interview material
mainly supported Dale's conclusions, the academic profile of student achievement made the
overall adoption of coeducation questionable. Here, as in other subsequent British research
(Ormerod,1975; Finn,1980, Shaw,1980), it was seen that, with ability controlled, girls
achieve more highly in a single sex environment, whereas boys do equally well or better in
coeducation. Husen (1967) had earlier reported on the basis of cross cultural data that sex
differences in attitude to mathematics were generally smaller between students attending

single sex schools.

Attention has also been drawn to the somewhat paradoxical situation in which girls in
single sex schools are more likely to enrol in and continue in mathematics and science
education even though such schools are very often less well equipped in such areas than are
the coeducational schools. To some degree this anomaly can be explained in terms of the
social class origin of the pupils. As the inheritors of the old grammar school tradition in
British education, many of the single sex schools are 'selective’ which implies some
combination of academic and/or social privilege, and are thus more likely to aspire to high
academic achievement. Cowell (1981) also explains the differences associated with girls at
single sex compared to coeducatonal schools along class lines, but she claims the
differences are due to the working class attitude to gender appropriate behaviour being

more rigidly defined than that of the more privileged. However in a Lancashire study which
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used students from similar class backgrounds, the achievement of academically able girls
was associated with education in a single sex school whereas bright boys did equally well
whether they attended single sex or coeducational schools. Chandler (1980) argues on the
basis of long experience in educational counselling that girls are more influenced by the
type of school and school atmosphere than are boys, a position also taken by Block (1984)

in her investigation of American schools.

However, the comprehensive review of the evidence published in Bone (1983) does not
support the contention that school gender context is of itself fundamentally significant in
influencing girls' schooling outcomes. Bone concluded that the subject mixes taken by
girls were influenced far more by the fype of school they attended (comprehensive,
modern, grammar or independent) and the style of school (traditional or not) than by
whether or not the school was single sex. At the same time Bone reports a finding that the
girls from single sex schools "tended to look more favourably" on "male" areas of study
such as mathematics and the physical sciences, although this tendency did not result in
continued enrolment. Subsequently Harvey's work on subject preferences of third year
secondary school pupils showed that there were marked gender differences in subject
preference and that single sex schools were seen to reduce the polarization of subject
preferences found as typical in mixed schools (Harvey,1984). It seems there is evidence to
suggest that single sex schooling for girls is connected to a less stereotyped attitude to
subject areas, even if this does not bring about an increased incidence of choosing to

continue in those subjects.

By comparing the educational encounter within differently structured institutions it seems
some understanding may be reached about ways in which attitudes which affect educational
outcomes are developed. Some educationists have hypothesized that girls' superior
academic performance in a single sex environment is related to the opportunity to interact

with female teachers and classmates across the whole curriculum range whereby female
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academic success and accomplishment does not appear deviant (Spender,1980;
Finn,1980). It has also been argued that coeducational schools are essentially boys'
schools in that they provide opportunities, at both staff and student level, for males to
occupy or assume positions of power and authority over female colleagues and students
(Shaw,1980; Spender,1980). Not all writers on this topic make the assumption that single
sex girls' schools are in fact all female institutions, a fact which is rarely the case, unlike
the all boys' schools where the staff are more commonly all male except for matron, cook
and secretary. Girls' schools have to some degree fallen victim to the situation they would
seek to improve, namely the problem of providing suitably qualified female teachers,

especially in the areas of mathematics and science.

The high level of academic achievement connected with some British girls' schools is only
part of the picture. These schools carry with them a certain amount of historical baggage
identified by Delamont (1983) as a 'double bind' in which, in the very recent past, the
students, while aspiring to high academic achievement, had also to ensure that their
behaviour and appearance conformed to the bourgeois ideal of femininity. As such they are
the inheritors of a dual tradition within girls' education in Britain. On the one hand the
purpose of girls' schooling was to prepare the students for a narrowly circumscribed
domestic role in later life, a role with different implications for different classes. Such a
position informed all the official governmental reports on education with reference to the
education of girls throughout the century, called by Wolpe (1976) an 'official ideology' of
girls' education. On the other hand some leading educators were active in promoting
education for women as part of a broader social concern, and as such led to pressure on the
universities to admit women and sought to develop female academic expertise (Deem,
1978). The all girls' school has been seen to have the potential to achieve an appropriate
domestic training or to support female academic endeavour, and has derived support from
both radical and conservative educationists. As Finn, Dulberg and Reis note:

In general single-sex schools may be particularly powerful institutions for

continuing or modifying achievements and attitudes considered

appropriate to one sex or the other.
(Finn, Dulberg and Reis,1980,p.146)
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In the past decade the proponents of single sex schooling for girls have come from the
more radical position that supports such institutions as a necessary protection against the
entrenched gender inequality of the wider society which, they claim, influences processes
of coeducation. Comprehensivization which was adopted to break down class based
barriers in education is now in this view associated with promoting gender distinction. As
Spender writes:

It is only when girls are educated in a context from which boys are

absent and in which the girls are encouraged to grow and develop

their human potential that they will be in a much stronger position to

resist oppression in the wider society.  (Spender,1980,p.65 )
It is interesting to note that Spender, who has been the most vocal critic of coeducational
schooling, is also aware that the simple provision of an environment 'from which boys are
absent' is not of itself enough to ensure female intellectual development. While research has
shown that single sex schooling is associated with academic success for girls there has not

been an investigation into the processes which operate within these schools whereby more

precise understanding of what a better education for girls might entail.

Within coeducational schools there have been initiatives to develop single-sex classrooms
for girls, especially in mathematics and science. Smith (1984) cautiously claimed some
measure of success with an experiment along these lines , but wisely insisted on a long
term perspective being taken. The school in this report had been conducting single sex
classes for girls in mathematics for four years. The decline in attitude to and achievement
in the subject which had previously been characteristic of girl students at the school had
been considerably arrested. No doubt some of this improvement could be attributed to a
'Hawthomn' effect induced by the changed conditions and attendant interest on the part of
staff and students. It is noteworthy, however, that the girls involved professed great
satisfaction with the arrangement while at the same time preferring their situation to an all
girls' school. An earlier American experiment had found that one year of sex segregated
mathematics classes did not bring about a change in pupils' attitude to the subject (Ellis and
Peterson,1971). Another American study (Fox et al.,1979) described difficulties

encountered in recruiting girl students for a mathematics summer school until an all girls

28



The relationship between gender and schooling : 1.

class was set up at which time sufficient numbers were keen to enrol. Studies such as these
have focussed on changes in group composition and associated effect. They have not
necessarily involved female teachers or considerations of learning style. There are some
suggestions from the research of a relationship between learning style and group
composition. Fox, Tobin and Brody (1979) note that female achievement in mathematics is
associated with being part of a female group, that is when the number of females in an
adolescent mathematics class becomes low the drop out rate among the remaining girls
increases markedly. For high female mathematics achievement, therefore, a sufficient
number (here the authors suggest the notion of a ‘critical mass') would appear as a
necessary precondition. The suggestion is interesting in that it implies the presence of other
girls contributes to female achievement. Such a finding relates to the British finding that
the more successful programs for increasing girls' performance in mathematics and science
were those which relied on older girls to counsel, encourage and tutor younger girls
(Casserly,1980). The question of coeducation and its impact on girls' experience of
schooling continues to attract research attention. Two recent studies reveal the complexity
of the issues involved. Whereas Stables (1990) showed that there was a tendency towards
greater polarization of attitudes in mixed schools, a feature that had been consistently
identified in research on this area, Payne and Newton (1990) discovered that both groups
in their study (i.e. teachers and students) favoured coeducation with most opposition

coming from some women teachers in schools that had recently become coeducational.

It would appear from the overseas research that the case for single sex schooling promoting
girls' academic achievement is not conclusive insofar as the gender context of the school
has not been singled out as the main contributing variable to differences in achievement.
The usefulness of such studies for the present work, however, lies in the fact that they add
to understanding of particular aspects of the social construction of gender in terms of the

educational process.
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i. Re-phrasing the questions?

Much of the work cited here has added to the general understanding of the situation in
schools with respect to gender difference. There has been a tendency in this literature,
however, to rest on the demonstration of gender difference rather than to attempt to explain
how these differences arise. Two researchers who have embarked on this project of
explanation, and whose work operates at both the theoretical and empirical level, are now
introduced. In the United Kingdom Valerie Walkerdine has analyzed the question of girls
and mathematics learning in terms of schooling structures in the kindergarten and the
transition from primary to secondary schooling (Walden and Walkerdine, 1982,1985 ).
This work documents two detailed studies of children's learning of mathematical concepts
and teachers' perceptions of and responses to that learning. In her analysis Walkerdine
draws on her earlier theoretical work in which she identified the ways in which certain
behaviours, associated in western culture with boys, have also become synonymous with
the concept of the 'autonomous active learner' celebrated in contemporary psychology and
educational theory (Walkerdine,1984). In Walkerdine's account the teachers and students
are seen taking up and acting out the prescriptions of psychological theory, including those
that detail what it means to learn and what it means to be male or female. The inaction of
the girls becomes the product of their actively choosing to adopt a passive feminine role in

the classroom, which is very different from seeing them as ‘opting out'.

Meanwhile the work of Carol Gilligan in the United States has also continued to challenge
the ways in which conventional psychology has produced understandings of human
development, in this case moral development. Continuing from her demonstration of the
gender different ways in which young people may at times process a 'moral question'
(Gilligan, 1982), Gilligan has more recently completed a closely detailed examination of
adolescent girls at school and has documented responses which are characterized by a
'relational’ quality, the need to view issues as contextualised rather than reducible to

abstract principles (Gilligan,1990). As with her earlier work Gilligan is careful not to
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suggest that there are clearly distinct male and female cognitive styles that operate across
time and topic, but rather her argument is that young people are drawn to approach the
world and their place in it in ways that are influenced by their socially ascribed gender.
Both Gilligan and Walkerdine in their different ways offer complex theoretical accounts of
the ways in which social practices, especially those commonly associated with schooling,
contribute to the constitution of gendered subjectivity in students. The theoretical
contribution of these researchers will be developed in the following chapter. The point for
this entry is that they both also provide richly detailed accounts of schooling practice which

highlight the gender related features identified in more standard research approaches.

(iv) Australian studies relating gender and schooling.

In Australia, given an education system which is still perceptibly a derivation from a British
model (commonly held to be Scottish) and a popular culture which is heavily influenced by
American and British media in the form of press, film and television, it is perhaps not
surprising that local research into girls' education has mirrored the concerns raised
elsewhere. After all many of the social scientists are, if no longer predominantly British
born, British or American trained. Here too researchers have encountered the difficulty of
trying to separate the interwoven constructs of gender and class, as noted in the national
report on education

Being a girl is an educational disadvantage, except when it is associated with
high socio-economic status. (Karmel Report,1973 :3.10)

The writers of the Schools Commission report into the education of girls (Girls, School
and Society, 1975) were also aware of the double disadvantage of working class girls, and
they wrote of the daughters of the semi-skilled and unskilled workers as being in ‘the most
educationally disadvantaged category'(p.38). And yet as Connell et al (1981) were to
discover the educational path for the privileged girls in what they describe as a ‘ruling-class
school' was not without problems. This latter study revealed that the press for educational

change which would facilitate the girls' entry to the selective university professional

31



The relationship between gender and schooling : 1.

schools came from parental dissatisfaction with the teaching of certain areas, notably
mathematics and science, although the group was in many respects educationally
advantaged. The economically privileged girls in Connell's study reflect a position similar
to that described by British educationist MacDonald who writes:

The weakening not only of the boundaries between the family and the

economy but also of the domestic division of labour amongst the

middle classes has to some extent heralded in attempts to break down

sex segregation in the schools and to construct and transmit a new set

of gender relations, more appropriate for corporate capitalism.
(Macdonald,1980a,p.33)

Despite the undoubted generalizability of some of the concepts utilized in an analysis of
gender and education, so much of educational practice is constrained by structures which
are specific to regional and cultural boundaries, and as such these are worthy of note. For
instance, as in America and Britain, Australian schools in general adhere to the division
between primary and secondary schooling (Some rural schools and some private schools
operate as one all-inclusive institution but these are a very small minority). Some schools
have a junior primary section (until recently ‘infants') for beginners, others do not.
Age-graded progression is the norm and this ensures that all children have some experience
of secondary school before achieving the age at which compulsory schooling ends
(currently 15). Primary schools are organized around classes, usually age-based, with one
or two teachers; secondary schools organize students' curriculum experience in terms of
subjects which usually means that students are exposed to a wider variety of teachers than
at primary school, and this in concert with the age of the students, augurs for a different
style of teacher-student relationship. In general there are no junior high schools as in the
United States, nor are there sixth form colleges as in the United Kingdom (although such a
system does exist in Canberra and parts of Tasmania). Unlike their American counterparts,
Australian students undertake what is officially represented as a 'common core' curriculum
up to and including year 10, with choices limited to modern languages, manual skills and
technical subjects. The last two years which have been enjoying increasingly high retention

rates, are not as specialised as in British schools, students typically study at least five
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subjects in the senior year for the assessment which will affect their future educational

carecrs.

Of those who leave earlier the passage is largely unremarked. More of the males are likely
to enrol in Technical and Further Education courses to obtain a job qualification
(Praetz,1983). In general a much smaller proportion of the age group completes high
school than in America although more young people do complete a less specialized
secondary education than in Britain. These formal curriculum provisions have particular
implications for a study of gender differences in education. O'Donnell (1984) frequently
refers to the 'sex-specificity' of senior secondary school subjects. In particular the
structures which produce students 'selecting’ subjects at the upper levels appear to support
an unwritten difficulty hierarchy with maths and science at the top in ways peculiar to

Australia (Gill,1984; Fomin,1984). This point will be elucidated in a subsequent section.

In 1975 with the publication of the Schools Commission report 'Girls, School and Society'
there was every indication of official intention to redress the 'disadvantage' of girls in
education as demonstrated by earlier studies (Cooper,1969; Roper,1971; Martin,1972).
While providing a competent and careful overview the authors noted the lack of Australian
research into educational processes:

We need more careful studies of the ways in which teachers react to,

reward and reinforce different behaviour in boys and girls.
(Girls,School and Society,1975,p.112)

Since 1975 there has been increased attention within Australian education to considerations
of gender and gender-based inequality, and the following sections list the directions which
the research has taken. There is still a lack of evidence of gender construction in relation to
educational practice, particularly at the classroom level. Sampson (1982) asserts that in
their daily activities schools are crucially involved in the social reproduction of gender
inequality, and acknowledges the advances made in the overseas studies in this area:

As yet research into such processes of interaction within Australian
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classrooms and schools has not advanced very far, compared to
overseas studies.
(Sampson,1982,p.310 )

The subsequent Schools' Commission report, Girls and Tomorrow: the challenge for
schools (1984), relied almost entirely on the British studies of Spender and Stanworth to
substantiate its claims in this area. The National Policy for Education of Girls produced in
1987 similarly offered no carefully documented Australian based studies to substantiate its
claims about girls' disadvantage in terms of schooling practice. The present work is
directed towards this lack of knowledge of the ways in which Australian schools and
teachers contribute to gender-based understandings and attendant limitations on pupil
potential. The discussion now proceeds to a review of the evidence for the claim that there

are gender differences in schooling outcomes in the Australian context.

a. Enrolments.

Roper (1971) had identified different school retention patterns between girls and boys.
Many more girls than boys left school before completing their courses. Roper explained the
difference in terms of community attitude, parents were apparently less willing to support a
daughter through school than a son. This feature of Australian education was again
encountered by Martin (1972) in her work on sex differences in educational qualifications.
However the picture was to change quite rapidly in subsequent years and by the mid 70's
more girls than boys completed secondary education, although fewer girls proceeded to
university and girls typically aspired to a narrower range of careers and post-school
educational courses than did boys (Praetz,1983). The following table provides a summary

of national retention rates:
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TABLE1
Nationwide schooling retention rates.
1st year to 2nd last year. 1st year to final year.
Year Males Females Persons Males  Females _Personsq
1976 514 526 52.0 34.6 35.3 34.9
1977 50.3 544 523 34.0 36.6 35.3
1978 51.1 558 534 33.1 37.3 35.1
1979 504  55.8 53.0 324 37.2 34.7
1980 50.8 57.3 54.0 31.9 37.3 34.5
1981 51.6 59.0 55.2 32.0 37.8 34.8
1982 542  60.8 57.4 329 39.9 36.3
1983 61.7 65.6 63.6 37.5 43.9 40.6
1984 63.6 67.5 65.5 42.1 48.0 45.0
1985 64.6  68.9 66.7 43.5 49.5 46.4
1986 65.7 70.9 68.3 45.6 52.1 48.7
1987 68.1 740 71.0 49.4 57.0 53.1
1988 724  78.7 75.5 534 61.8 57.6

Source: Retention and Participation in Australian Schools. Monograph No.2.
Australian Government Printing Service. July, 1989.

The increased retention rate for girls was explained in terms of the shrinking range of
openings for them in the job market, likewise the more recent rise in retention rates for
boys. It is possible that other factors such as the increasing acceptance by girls and their
parents of a future involving many years in the workforce may have caused them to seek
further qualifications in order to gain a better job. Without further research it is not possible
to conclude one way or the other. Certainly the general economic downturn which brought
with it high female youth unemployment has refocussed attention on schools as providers
of job-related qualifications. Such a focus has revealed striking gender differences in
enrolment patterns in senior years of schooling. The differences are nowhere more evident

than in senior mathematics, chemistry and physics, subjects which have 'pre-requisite’
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status for entry to the majority of tertiary courses (O'Donnell,1984). Thus females who
study at year 12 level tend to take a variety of humanities subjects. In contrast, males are
concentrated in the narrower spectrum of mathematics and sciences, where they outnumber
the girls by better than 2:1 across the different states (Atweh,1980; STEP,1981;
Parker,1982; Osman,1981). The compulsory English requirement which operates in
several states does not appear to affect the outcome. As noted in the official government
report (Myers Report,1980):

More than 25% of boys satisfy tertiary entrance requirements with 2

mathematics, physics and chemistry, but only 6% of girls do so.

About 45% of boys do so with at least general mathematics,

compared with less than 20% of girls.

(Myers Report, 1980,p.90)

The degree to which the senior school subjects are seen as gender-related has been
repeatedly noted (Parker,1982; O'Donnell,1984; Ainley et al, 1990). This situation has

remained unchanged in South Australia in the second half of the decade, as revealed in the

following table:

TABLE 2

Students presenting for external year 12 examinations in South Australia.
Numbers shown as percentage.

1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990

Subject MF MF MF MF MF MF M F
English 36 64 37 63 38 62 36 64 38 62 39 61 39 61

Economics 55 45 56 44 57 43 55 45 57 43 57 43 57 43
Maths 1&2 67 33 67 33 68 32 68 32 68 32 69 31 69 31
Maths 1S 48 52 48 52 50 50 47 53 50 50 51 49 51 49
Physics 71 29 71 29 73 27 72 28 72 28 71 29 71 29
Chemistry 65 35 65 35 65 35 64 36 64 36 63 37 62 38

(Secondary Schools Assessment Bureau of South Australia, Annual Reports.)

The most striking feature of these figures is the constancy of the gender divisions, despite

widespread publicised campaigns to encourage girls into mathematics and science. In one
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early study Humphreys (1968) had concluded that sex was the single factor which played
a significant role in influencing subject choices. While more attention will be given in the
following sections to the ways in which these gender differences in enrolments have been

understood in the research, a further point is noteworthy at this stage.

Australian schools have generally accepted the principle of comprehensivization in the past
decade, such that streaming which once used to be the norm is now rare,although 'setting'
in some subject areas, notably mathematics, is not uncommon. There have been moves to
ensure that male and female students hoave experience of what were previously the most
gender specific areas of the secondary school curriculum, viz. technical skills and home
economics. The one area in which students have some choice in the early high school years
is modern languages. Maddock (1977) has noted that choices relating to the study of
modern (but not ethnic) languages usher in a sort of unofficial streaming whereby better
students are able to affirm their status as high achievers, and that this feature is understood
by students parents and teachers. As Maddock (1977) says 'They stream themselves'. It
seems that a similar position could be taken about senior enrolments in maths-science.
Boys who take such subjects affirm their own masculine status, as well as reinforcing the
'male-appropriateness’ of the subject. Several of the studies which have investigated
gender differences in enrolment have taken account of modern language enrolment as well
as maths-science enrolment (Osman,1981; STEP,1981). It seems that course structures
which limit the number of subjects taken at senior levels cause the high achieving boys to

drop modern languages in favour of maths-science subjects, although not so for the girls.

In general, then, an investigation of changes in enrolment patterns reveals:

1. Girls have been staying on at school in increasing numbers and more girls complete
secondary education than do boys. However more boys continue in post-school education,
so for the majority of females in our society schooling experience provides the last chance
of formal education.

2. While girls are well represented in senior high school years, they study substantially
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different subject combinations than the boys. These differences are important in that they

relate directly to post-school educational and career opportunity.

b. Staffing structures in Australian schools.

In Australia the majority of primary school teachers are female but they are poorly
represented in administrative or promotional positions. By 1979 women made up 68% of
all primary school teachers but only 10% of primary school principals (Keeves,1982). At
the secondary school level women accounted for 43% of all teachers and only 9% of all
principals (Keeves,1982). Unlike in the United States where the 'schoolmarm' has
legendary folk figure status, it is only relatively recently that the majority of Australian
teachers have been female. O'Donnell (1984) writes of the 'feminization' of teaching as
concurrent with the post-war boom. There was official concern at the growing numbers of
women teachers so much so that until 1973 the New South Wales Education Department
admitted males to teacher training courses with a lower aggregate mark than that required of
females, in some years up to 60 points difference (O'Donnell,1984). The
underrepresentation of females in senior positions, however, has increased at the same
time as the numbers of females in the teaching force have increased (Girls and
Tomorrow,1984). Rimmer and Davies (1985) also register concern at the dwindling
proportion of women in senior educational administrative roles and attempt an analysis of
the ways in which the bureaucratic structure disadvantages women. Moves in South
Australia to apply different criteria to male and female candidates for promotion so that the
imbalance between males and females in senior positions might be redressed
(Bradley,1979) have not been successful. As Sampson has suggested in her short paper
"But the women don't apply ..." (Sampson, 1987), there are gender related differences in
several significant aspects of professional development such that men's aspirations tend to

be supported in ways that those of women are not.

At the unofficial level the predominance of females at junior levels in the teaching force and
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males at senior positions is found to be reflected in the deployment of staff within the
school, with the junior primary section being almost exclusively female and, in the primary
school, males being more likely to teach in the senior years. At the secondary level where
teachers are associated with subjects as well as year levels, men predominate in the

maths-science faculties and senior classes, women in the humanities and junior levels.

The implications that such structured gender-related divisions in staffing carry for the
students are more frequently a matter for hypothesis and conjecture than investigation. The
term 'role model' is frequently applied in the literature without attention to its precise
definition or empirical verification. While there is little question that teachers provide
models of sex-appropriate behaviour for their students, it is much more debatable to claim
that students are generally influenced by teacher behaviour and that they take it as the model
for their own. Sampson (1979) found that being in a school with a female principal was
related to girls' greater acceptance of women's capabilities and potential, though not for
boys. Such a finding raises interesting questions about the transmission of understandings
of power in an institution. Were the boys somehow threatened by being in a school with a
female principal which led them to take a position of unequivocal male superiority out of
adolescent defiance? What implications did the differing perceptions of male and female
potential have for everyday classroom life? Sadly such questions were beyond the terms of
reference of the study. In a later paper Sampson (1982) writes:

There is virtually no Australian data on the influence of women as role

models in schools, in fact the whole area of teacher practice and

prejudice has not really been tackled at all.
(Sampson,1982,p.311 )

Schofield's work (1982) in primary schools showed that boys and girls with same-sex
teachers exhibited more favourable attitudes to mathematics than did those with opposite
sex teachers, but once again the study took the form of a questionnaire based survey and as
such there was no way of investigating the processes associated with the formation of
attitude differences. Her subsequent retrospective study of tertiary students

(Schofield,1983) revealed that students who were taking non-traditional courses (i.e.
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females in science or engineering, males in arts) claimed to have been strongly influenced
by a same-sex teacher in related subjects while at school. Such results, although
interesting, must be interpreted with some caution. Given higher male achievement in
mathematics overall, and the predominance of female primary school teachers in whose
classes boys' attitudes to mathematics are apparently less positive than those of the girls, it
could be argued that the typical primary school experience inhibited boys' achievement in
this area. (Such an argument has been mounted to explain boys' lack of success in reading
in the early years). Further, Schofield's tertiary study was conducted in a university the
majority of whose students are drawn from single-sex private schools where the likelihood
of a same-sex teacher is much higher than in a government coeducational high school.
Similarly Widdup (1981) described an interesting study carried out in Tasmanian senior
mathematics classes. Three of the classes were taught by female teachers, the rest had male
teachers. When male and female progress was compared for each of the 17 classes studied,
males were generally superior in that in 13 of the classes boys achieved higher test results
than the girls. Of the four cases in which the female group was more successful, three
were taught by female teachers, the other by a male, leading to the overall suggestion that it
may be teaching style rather than sex of teacher per se which is associated with gender
differences in educational outcomes. A similar suggestion of female students' response to
teacher style was obtained in a Victorian study of teacher influence with respect to the
extra-curricular activities of physics students in which it was shown that girls in classes
taught by female teachers were more likely to take up teachers' suggestions than girls in
classes taught by male teachers (Lewis,1975). In neither of the cases reported here was
there any investigation of classroom processes which may have led to the gender
differences in educational outcomes. Instead the authors resorted to a rather bland and
atheoretical notion of 'role models' and ‘identification’' to account for the observed

differences.

In summary, the disproportion of males and females at particular levels within the

education system in Australia mirrors that encountered elsewhere. Much has been made of
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this situation, especially in terms of the lack of effective ‘role models' for female students
in higher levels of mathematics and science. Research on the effect of unequal gender
distribution on the students has given some interesting leads, but at present there is
insufficient evidence to support change in departmental hierarchies on the basis of student
learning and attitude. This is not to say that such a case may not have sound merit on the
basis of industrial equity and professional competence, but such concerns are beyond the

scope of the present study.

c. Curriculum materials.

As with research elsewhere, the analysis of curriculum materials, and in particular of early
reading schemes, has revealed the underrepresentation of females in such texts. In the
minority of cases in which they do appear, women are portrayed in domestic or nurturant
roles as contrasted with males who take up positions across a much broader spectrum of
opportunities (Bradley and Mortimer,1973; Healy and Ryan,1975; Wignell, 1976). Such
documentation has ushered in changes; new sets of early readers have been produced
which include males in domestic nurturant roles and females in non-home-based careers
and businesses. However the older reading systems are still in use in many schools that are
either financially hard pressed or otherwise unwilling to replace them. Nor has it been
shown that young children limit their behaviour and attitudes to understandings generated
by school readers, although making these texts more appropriate to the child's world does
seem desirable. At the secondary level science and mathematics texts are also slow to
change, although one can discern an increased use of female pronouns and names in
problems used. There have also been several encouraging initiatives by forward thinking
educators to relate such subjects to broader cultural issues such as a mathematics lesson on
graphing based on statistics of women in the workforce (Barnes, Plaister and

Thomas,1984).

Another section of school resources which has been connected with gender discrimination
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concerns allocation for sporting equipment. Researchers have uncovered great differences
in school expenditure and support for sport and physical education in favour of males
(Hawkes et al,1975; Coles,1979). Bryson (1983) has argued that such discrimination not
only contravenes notions of equity, but also involves the schools directly in preparing all
pupils to enter a world wherein the precedence given to male sports itself symbolizes male
dominance. O'Brien's study which revealed significant sex differences in attitude to the
importance of sport is further evidence of the gender discriminatory nature of sport in
Australian society (O'Brien, 1987), a feature which appears to be exacerbated by schooling

experience.

d. Teacher attitudes, student attitudes.

In 1971 a study by Rowell (1971) in South Australia investigated the relationship between
teachers' expectations and gender differences in educational outcomes. In this work
Rowell found that girls' success in the top year 10 physics classes in each of six high
schools was significantly related to being in a class where the teacher did not see the subject
as 'really for boys'. An attempted follow up study on a larger scale was to fail however,
due to teachers' increased reluctance to acknowledge opinions which could be described as
prejudicial. Subsequently little work has been done on Australian teachers' attitudes in this
area. With increased publicity given to the promotion of equality of opportunity it seems
unlikely that the fairly bald statements made by overseas teachers would be subscribed to
by Australians. One study which did address teacher attitude was that of Evans (1982) in
which he attempted to assess teacher expectations of pupil behaviour given the impact of
the women's movement. The teachers in this sensitive study were asked to comment on
their perceptions of changes in sex roles - equally revealing, if less threatening, than asking
for their own gender-related attitudes. Evans' results demonstrated that there were
differences between male and female teachers in their perceptions of sex role changes and
that age of the teachers affected their interpretations of female teachers' behavior. This was

a small scale work carried out in two country primary schools, but because the
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methodology involved detailed observations of teachers at work in the classrooms it was
able to demonstate the connection between teacher attitude and practice which had been

hitherto missing.

Evans' results relate to another study of Australian teachers by Bernard (1979) who
investigated whether teachers' evaluations of student work were affected by sex role
behaviour or by sex of student. Bernard found that ‘teachers apparently viewed students
with cross sex role behaviour as being more intelligent and independent than students with
traditional sex-linked sex role identity' (p.561), a finding which reflects the teachers'
favourable attitude towards the 'modern' girls in the Evans' study. However Bernard's
main finding was that, irrespective of the sex of the teacher or student, students who are
perceived as 'masculine in role orientation' are likely to be evaluated more positively than
those who are not. There are design problems with the Bernard study; it could be that
'masculine role orientation' was defined in terms appropriate to 'excellent student', a
connection previously brought out in work by Winkler (1976). In this work it was shown
that tertiary students' concept of ‘excellent student' is very similar to their concept of ‘ideal
male' and negatively related to their concept of 'ideal female', providing further evidence of
a cultural construction of the connection between academic ability and masculinity. The
connection between assessment and gender bias has continued to attract research attention
in Australia (Adams, 1984; Daley, 1986; Rennie and Parker, 1991). The general direction
of this work has been to build on the effect of item characteristics, a feature previously
identified in overseas work mentioned in the previous section, rather than to take up the
more controversial and possibly less stable aspect of teachers' attitudes coming from

Bernard's study.

There has been more research into student attitudes than into those of teachers. Gender
differences in student self-esteem have been found consistently (Edgar,1974;

Connell, 1975; Smith and Marsh,1981), and while such studies have generally reflected the
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higher self esteem of adolescent boys compared to adolescent girls, one study revealed
boys rated themselves more favourably than girls from 10 years old (Smith,1975). The
work of Blandy and Goldsworthy (1977) related girls' lower self esteem to their lower
levels of academic aspirations. Connell et al.(1975) found that sex differences in self
esteem increased through adolescence, thereby reinforcing that adolescence is a critical
period for gender related development. In general, studies of self esteem and self concept
are beset with a variety of interacting variables, not the least of which is the influence of
social class. Phillips' study revealed that gender differences in self esteem were not as
pronounced between boys and girls attending private single sex schools than between those
attending government high schools (Phillips,1980). Taylor's work in this area is
particularly relevant in that she was able to show that the decline in self esteem in
adolescent girls increased with time spent in school whereas that of boys increased
(Taylor,1981). Nor was self esteem particularly related to student achievement in that the
most able girls thought less of themselves than did the middle level boys. Elsewhere
Gurney (1981) has discovered that girls' self esteem rises when they leave school and enter
the work force. Taken together these last two studies suggest that girls' self esteem is
directly affected by schooling experience. More research at the ground level of schooling is
needed to examine ways in which schooling experience might work to produce such an

effect.

A further line of research on gender difference in student attitudes comes from work on
motivation. The fear of success construct originally proposed in the American work of
Horner (1972) has been found to apply to Australian high school students (Leder ,1980;
Gill,1980). While Gill's study followed Feather and Simon's position (1975) in claiming
that it was the success itself and not necessarily the field of endeavour which carried the
negative implications for certain females, Leder's work focussed on a particular subject
area, mathematics, which bright girls either avoided or else were constrained to perform at

a less than optimum level. It is also interesting to note that in Gill's work, in which the
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subjects were free to choose a particular field in which the student excelled, a high
proportion of both males and females nominated mathematics or science, symptomatic of
the privileged position such subjects obtain in the minds of Australian secondary students.
Leder (1982b) has also worked in the area of attribution theory, and has shown that, as in
the United States, Australian female students account for their successes in terms of
unstable factors (I was lucky) and their failures in terms of stable factors (I'm no good at
it), while the reverse is generally true of male students. Given the Oren (1983) connection
between functional attribution and classroom atmosphere, it seems that there is a need to
investigate classroom processes for a possible causative effect. The results of Oren's work
suggest that the feedback and evaluation system in the classroom affect students' causal
explanation of their successes and failures. Reading these results on to claims of
discriminatory classroom attention patterns it seems logical to suggest that if girls are
getting less teacher attention and hence less evaluative comment than boys they may be less
inclined to assess themselves correctly or to adopt remediating strategies. In other words
the previously noted gender differences in locus of control may be understood as a direct

result of classroom experience.

Studies of student attitudes have consistently revealed sex differences in learning
preferences with the boys more oriented to competitive situations and the girls preferring an
emphasis on cooperation (Owens,1985) and that by year 10 there were clear differences
between male and female students in motivational profiles which were related to school
achievement (Hall, 1987). Sex differences in motivation which were associated with
achievement also constituted a finding of a recent study of Australian schoolchildren in this
area (Boyle and Start, 1990). While noting that motivation factors were associated with
achievement to the same degree as ability factors, this report also showed that in the upper
primary school girls emerge as a group as superior performers both in terms of
achievement and motivation. The female superiority is accounted for in terms of dynamic
motivational factors - curiosity, play, pugnacity and school orientation - in which the girls

scored significantly higher than the boys.
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From the foregoing it can be seen that evidence from a variety of studies attests to a
connection between schooling processes and gender differences, although it is not a simple
case of girls' being automatically disadvantaged. Clearly more work on classroom
interaction is needed in order to elucidate ways in which self esteem is fostered and

functional attribution may be maintained.

e. Classroom interaction.

As noted earlier, there is little Australian work in this area. Evans' work(1982) has been
mentioned in terms of teacher attitude. In an earlier study Evans (1979) investigated two
pre-schools and two primary school classes in Victoria, and found evidence of the boys'
greater salience in their teachers' perceptions. Teachers nominated two boys for every girl
in both the most creative and the least creative categories. Evans also found a strong degree
of sex difference in classroom interaction wherein teachers interacted twice as frequently
with the most creative males as with the most creative females. Ebbeck (1985) working in
kindergartens in South Australia also found that sex differentiated patterns of teacher

attention formed part of children's initial encounter with formal education.

These studies are relatively small scale. Evans observed four teachers and adopted
particular focus categories of six children per class (3 most creative, 3 least creative).
Ebbeck observed 30 teachers without reducing the kindergarten groups to particular
categories beyond male and female. It could be argued that the style of interaction in the
pre-school is inevitably more sex-specific, just as the teaching style is bound to be more
nurturant due to the age of the children. Kindergarten teachers' training stresses the
importance of the pre-schooler knowing if it is a boy or a girl in order to promote
successful adjustment in later life. Rather than pursue the issue into the convolutions of
Freudian theory, suffice it to say that such a practice would appear neither necessary nor

relevant by the time the child enters school. A further point concerns the fact that not all
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children attend kindergarten; primary schools do not require pre-school experience,
although the role of the kindergarten is frequently understood as socializing the children
into patterns of behaviour appropriate for formal schooling. Al children must attend
school however, for a minimum of nine years. If this legally required attendance is seen to
involve socialization into a gender-based understanding which is restrictive and
anti-educational, there is surely great need to identify such processes and work to change

them.

While there have been many claims made concerning discriminatory attention-giving in
Australian classrooms, Leder's study stands out as a carefully documented monitoring of
interactions in primary school classrooms across two grade levels (year 3 and year 6) and
subject areas (mathematics and language) (Leder, 1987, 1988). The results of this study
support the picture of girls receiving less of all types of teacher interaction . The question
remains as to what this imbalance of attention means in terms of student learning, whether
or not learning is impaired, whether the students are aware of the imbalance and how the
teachers account for it. Questions such as these will form part of the focus of the present

study.

The remaining sections draw together Australian research under two specific headings, as
was done at the end of the overseas section, namely girls and mathematics and the question

of coeducation as opposed to single sex schooling.

f. Girls and mathematics.

Research attention to mathematics as an issue in the education of girls comes from two
directions. Firstly the connection between mathematics achievement and career potential has
been frequently noted (Byrne,1982; Earley,1981; Kennedy,1982). Surveys of enrolment
patterns revealing the earlier mentioned disparities between male and female enrolments in

senior mathematics are cited and strategies to encourage girls to stay in mathematics

47



The relationship between gender and schooling : 1.

education have been increasingly used. Dekkers et al. (1983) note for example from their
survey of senior mathematics enrolments from 1970 to 1979 that more girls than boys
choose ‘terminal’ mathematics courses while in each state at least twice as many males as
females are enrolled in mainstream mathematics classes. The authors also record a general
increase in mathematics enrolments no doubt due to the perceived relevance of mathematics
to careers for both males and females, coupled with the rise in unemployment. Leder
(1984c) has noted that the rise in female mathematics enrolments tends to be in the general
or terminal mathematics option. South Australian statistics reveal that the last seven years
have seen a higher proportion of males entering for external examination in both the double

mathematics option and the general mathematics( see Table 2, p.36).

The second line of research seeks to identify features which lead to female
underrepresentation in senior mathematics classes. Some of the most interesting work in
this area relates to different learning styles of boys and girls, which in turn are related to
differences in mathematics achievement. Barnes (1983) cited data suggesting that girls
tended to rely more on memory and on rule-orientation than boys. On the other hand Carss
(1981,1982) interprets recorded classroom conversations to argue that girls are more
preoccupied with understanding mathematical concepts, whereas boys are keener to get the
right answer. Research in this area is still at a very early stage. Many more studies have
sought to identify those areas in mathematics which produce gender differences in
achievement (Clements and Wattanawaha,1977; Leder,1977; Kudilczak et al 1979;
Wily,1984). In Australia as elsewhere spatial understanding frequently recurs as a specific
area in which girls do not achieve as highly as boys, however , as noted by Howe and
Doody (1989)(quoted p. 21), the size of this difference is not adequate to explain the
magnitude of the gender differences in later mathematical achievement. Other areas do not
identify themselves with great regularity, except perhaps for a tendency to male superiority
in problem solving, and the researchers have generally turned to environmental rather than
cognitive factors as a source of explanation. Rosier (1982) discovered achievement at early

high school was most strongly related to student's year level and father's occupation. Even
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at the year 12 level, when school related gender differences in enrolment and achievement
are most pronounced, these differences disappeared when variables such as time spent on
mathematics and related curriculum areas were controlled, thereby picking up on insights

from overseas studies.

Psychological variables such as learned helplessness, fear of success, dysfunctional
attribution, have been associated with female underachievemént in mathematics
(Leder,1977,1982,1984a &b). Attitudinal measures, including achievement motivation and
test anxiety, have also revealed gender differences (Fraser,1980; Keeves and Mason,1981;
Schofield,1981; Simkin,1979). The predominance of females in primary teaching has led
to their attitudes being tested with respect to mathematics. Although it has been suggested
that such teachers have been 'selected for mathematical incompetence'(Merga,1981) attitude
measures reveal female student teachers to be more positively disposed towards
mathematics than their male counterparts. (Donaldson,1979; Schleiger and Doig,1980).
Once again measures of self esteem (noted by Fennema to be positively related to
mathematics achievement) have also been used to account for the observed gender

differences in this area (Taylor,1981; Smith and Marsh,1981).

Intervention strategies which have sought to alert teachers and students to the consequences
of dropping mathematics usually use a combination of stressing the connection between
mathematics and careers and urging teacher awareness of the particular potential problems
of girls in this area. All such work claims that the students' everyday school experience is
crucially involved in the development of attitudes and learning strategies which relate to
mathematics achievement. On this note Leder (1982) quotes Fennema with approval:
Within school lies the causation of sex-related differences in mathematics.
These and other Australian articles make claims about schooling processes which are to date
not substantiated by Australian classroom research,e.g.:
..schools tend to reinforce Australian society's narrow stereotyped

views of "normal" male and female behaviour.
(Hutchinson ,1983, cited in Merga Review, p.79)
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Many well meaning teachers do not appreciate the extent to which
careful observational studies have shown that there are very significant
but largely unrecognized differences in the way in which female and
male students receive attention in class.

( Firkin, 1982, p. 7)

The assertions of discriminatory practice have become so frequent as to make the idea
somewhat of a truism in terms of Australian girls' student experience. Unfortunately the
details of such practices are not sufficiently documented, doubtless due to a lack of

substantive research in the area. It is unclear,therefore, how they are to be modified.

In a recent summary of the situation with regard to girls and mathematics learning in
Australian schools, Leder, herself a leader in this research, writes:
Boys are typically found to have more interactions than girls with their
teachers, both teacher and student initiated. Boys often receive more
direct questions, more discipline, and are praised more often than girls
for correct answers. Furthermore, high achieving boys have been
reported as having more teacher interactions than high achieving girls.
(Leder, 1989a, p.85)
Having noted that the evidence for the above mentioned claims comes almost entirely from
overseas research, Leder asserts
...Australian studies in this area are rare.
(Leder, 1989a, p.85)
Elsewhere in the same year Leder reiterated
It is commonly asserted that these findings (of gender discriminatory
classroom practice) apply to Australian classrooms as well... Yet
Australian evidence is typically anecdotal and based on small scale
studies carried out by individual teachers.
(Leder, 1989b,p.163)
Similarly, Sampson (1983) noted that intervention strategics are doomed to failure unless
they take account of the schooling processes which contribute to males and females
acquiring different understanding of themselves and their potential. As noted earlier
Sampson has also written of the urgent need for research so that such processes might be

identified.

The overall conclusion that can be drawn from the body of work in this area is that gender
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inequality in mathematics education is but one feature, albeit a particularly important one, of
school-related gender differences in general. Any investigation of schooling processes
involved in mathematics achievement would reveal the processes of gender construction
overall. Parker (1982) proposed that a symbolic interactionist model is particularly
appropriate for explaining the influence of the classroom and school-based variables in the
development of 'sex-related differences in science and mathematics participation and
achievement'. It seems that such an approach if successful could well tap the structured

gender relations of the schooling process in ways which transcend particular subject areas.

A further note is relevant here. Many of the studies of girls and mathematics appear to
unwittingly foster a 'blaming the victim' approach, in which girls are too easily seen as
burdened by gender. At the same time as focussing on practices which may disadvantage
girls in this area it would seem to be important to examine processes and attitudes which are
connected with male achievement. Only by this type of constant comparison can schooling

processes involved in gender construction be identified.

g. Single-sex schooling or coeducation?

Australian education systems have incorporated three styles of single sex schooling. First
the private schools which are fee-structured and thus socially selective. Although there are
some coeducational private schools the majority (with the exception of the Roman Catholic
systemic primary schools) are single sex, and often consciously describe themselves as
adhering to the traditions of British public schools. Second, within the government school
system there have been a few academically selective single sex schools, many of which
have been phased out within the past decade as selecting by academic merit or streaming

lost favour as sound educational ideology. Thus in South Australia Adelaide Girls' High
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School has been incorporated into a coeducational school within the last decade, although it
had ceased being academically selective some years before. In Melbourne, MacRobertson
Girls High still exists with a zoned as well as a selective component. In Queensland, State
High is selective and coeducational although unofficially its classes are organized along
single sex lines. The third style of single sex education, also being phased out in recent
years, is the all girls or all boys technical high schools which, in particular in some of the
girls' schools, appeared to embody the worst features of the British tripartite system, all the
worse for being a small proportion of schools generally.While the boys' technical schools
did offer a range of applied and trade related studies, the girls' schools in this bracket
offered only a modified general curriculum with an emphasis on domestic science or
commercial studies, not notably dissimilar from the 'commercial' classes in the
coeducational schools. In addition the girls' schools tended to be located in industrial
working class areas ascertaining a particular social selectivity in their students. They have
been identified as being poorly equipped and as having underqualified staff. Not
surprisingly the Victorian Committee into Equality of Opportunity in Schools (1977)

recommended their hasty dissestablishment.

Studies which compare student achievement in terms of single sex or coeducational
background tend to be based on results from the socially or academically selective schools.
(Few students from the technical division present for examination at the senior school level,
so they are not included in such surveys.) Given the selective nature of the single sex
sample it is difficult to draw firm conclusions. For instance from a survey in New South
Wales Mack (1982) writes:

Boys and girls at single sex schools tended to perform better at both

English and Mathematics in the HSC examination in 1980 than did
boys and girls respectively at coeducational schools.

However one cannot conclude from this statement that the reported differences in student
achievement are directly related to tthe school gender context. Other significant variables

such as class background, educational level of parents, experience and qualification of
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teachers, school resources must be taken into account. Similarly Phillips' work (1980) in
Sydney revealed that girls from single sex schools had a stronger and more positive self
concept than those from coeducational schools. But Phillips' work also showed that boys
in single sex schools were more sexist in their attitudes and more derisive of female
capabilities than those at coeducational schools. As Connell et al.(1982) have pointed out,
the structures of class and gender are continually mediating one another in ways which can’

have different implications for specific groups.

While the proponents of single sex education for girls draw support from overseas studies
(and particularly those of Spender) which describe the negative aspects of gender typing for
girls occurring in a coeducational situation, there is no evidence that the single sex
environment is of itself sufficient to ensure a less gender typed educational outcome
(Gill,1988). In the past girls' schools have provided for the maintenance of a narrowly
defined gender based range of skills. Nor is there uniformity among the present private
girls' schools as to their educational role, as seen in the work of Connell et al (1982). Some
of the principals of private girls' schools are committed to developing student potential
across a wide range of curriculum offerings. At the same time as some of the arguments in
favour of all girls schooling concentrate on the advantages of students interacting with
women in powerful leadership positions, there has been a recent trend in the church-based
private girls' schools to return to the tradition of appointing male principals (Girls and

Tomorrow,1984; Rimmer and Davies, 1985).

There has been some experimentation with single sex classes within coeducational schools,
especially for mathematics, in various states. These tend to be staffed by teachers
committed to raising the general level of female achievement in the area and it is likely that
such a commitment , and the sense of 'special' treatment, would generate a Hawthorn
effect. Many of these initiatives have been set up by interested teachers committed to the
improvement of education for girls and to the idea that girls are typically disadvantaged by

coeducation (Hawker College Report,1984; S.A. Education Department 1984). The reports
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make interesting reading, but they are not adequate to provide a basis for generalizable
conclusions about the question of single sex education. From a study conducted in Western
Australia, Rennie and Parker (1987) showed that single sex classes for girls in science
were beneficial when the teachers' levels of awareness and science teaching skills were not
high. In contrast those students whose teachers had undergone preparation in science and
who had been alerted to the issue of girls as learners of science did not give evidence of
gender related responses to science. In these groups the girls spoke up equally with the
boys and were similarly actively involved in the lesson activities. The work of a team at
Ballarat high school (Rowe et al,1988) also addresses the issue of single sex classes and
girls' learning of mathematics and science. In many respects this project is a replication of
the English experiment noted in the earlier section (Smith,1984), in that it monitors the
setting up of single sex mathematics classes from the first year of high school. The claim is
made that there has been a marked improvement in girls' achievement in mathematics as a
result of this strategy and the study is ongoing. Meanwhile a team from Sydney university
have been monitoring the move to coeducation by two previously single sex high schools.
This study is noteworthy in that the adoption of coeducation was not accompanied by
negative affects in terms of the achievement and confidence levels of female students even
though many of the teachers anticipated that this would be the case (Marsh et al, 1988).
Much of the writing on the question of single sex education for girls appears to rest on an
assumption of difference, difference in school environment, in staffing structures, in

curriculum content, in pedagogical style, differences that are yet to be identified.

Two major problems arise in a consideration of the benefits of single sex education for
girls. The first concerns the question of long-term benefits - does such a sheltered
environment assist young women in coping with 'the reality of the world
outside?'(Sobski, 1980). Studies which show the preponderance of girls from single sex
schools at the established universities and in the professions may simply reflect the class
background of these women. The other problem centers on logistics: setting up single sex

schools or classes for girls requires that there will be such schools or classes for boys in
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which environment gender construction of a very traditional type has been seen to thrive

(Phillips,1980).

Despite these problems the desirability of investigating the environmental effect of single
sex schooling appears high, as does the difficulty of controlling for other pertinent
variables such as ability, class, previous schooling experience, parents' educational level,
to name a few of the more relevant ones in this area. The major question that the research
has not addressed concerns whether or not the processes involved in education in a single
sex school are in fact different from those involved in an otherwise similar coeducational
situation. Such a question would seem ultimately more productive than surveys of student
achievement at the senior level or questionnaires of student attitude, all of which, while

revealing, fall short of revealing how such things come about.

(v) Overview and summary.

As is evidenced by the preceding there is a large amount of research that associates gender
difference and schooling outcomes such that the differences between male and female
students have come to be expected as normal features of schooling. For the most part
Australian research on gender related educational outcomes has followed the lines already
charted in the overseas work. As Leder (1984c) noted, Australian research in this area
tends to be reactive rather than proactive. Empirical studies in Australia have continued to
demonstrate over the last decade

* gender differences in academic motivation and achievement, although the

direction of these differences is not constant across subjects and year levels;

* an 'underrepresentation’ of girls in senior science and mathematics classes;

* gender-related differences in teacher perceptions and student-teacher interactions;

* a contradictory but widely-held perception that while coeducation is more

'natural’, and hence desirable, girls are probably better off in single sex learning

environments.
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Now that a good deal of evidence has been accumulated from large scale surveys of
enrolments and results of attitude questionnaires, there have been increasing calls for
attention to educational processes which involve both the formal and informal aspects of
school knowledge produced within and beyond the classroom (see for example,
Sampson,1982). To date very little Australian research has been carried out in this area.

A notable exception is provided by the work of Bronwyn Davies whose initial research
presents the schoolchildren as actively constructing their world of school and whose more
recent work has revealed the gender-related understandings embedded in students’

responses to schooling and to their early reading experiences (Davies,
1982:1987:19892,1989b). Davies' work resonates with that of Walkerdine and Gilligan in
that she too proposes a new way of looking at the question of gender and its relationship to
schooling, one in which the concept of process is ever-present and thus the task becomes
not so much one of registering differences but of analysing how they are produced and of

suggesting what can be done about it.

The present study will take up this focus on schooling processes in an attempt to chart the
ways in which students come to understand the world of school as having pronounced
gender codes and to recognize themselves as members of a gender group within this
world. Insofar as school is frequently understoood to afford preparation for life the
research will also investigate the students' perception of their life chances for evidence of
gender construction. In addition the analysis will involve a discussion of the theoretical
accounts of schooling and its functions whereby the process of schooling is scrutinized in
the light of sociological theories of social process and social division. The following
chapter will introduce a theoretical basis for a qualitative investigation of the educational

process and its relation to gender construction.
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CHAPTER 2
Towards a theoretical framework for an analysis of gender relations in

schooling.

Argument: Psychological theories of gender and sociological accounts of the school's role
in the reproduction of social inequality are reviewed. This chapter then proposes to form a
framework for an analysis of gender relations in education by combining aspects of
psychological and sociological theory and then situating the analysis by means of
post-structuralist theory in which the discursive practices of the school are examined.

Theories of gender, with hardly an exception, focus either
on one-to-one relationships between people or on the society
as a whole. (Connell,1987,p.119)

(i) Lack of a theoretical framework.

Much of the evidence listed in the previous chapter of gender difference in educational
experience and outcomes arises from studies which are predominantly atheoretical. Many
of the writers work from a (frequently unstated) commitment to a liberal/humanist notion of
equity and a methodology which derives from logical positivism. In this framework the
demonstration of difference is seen as sufficient grounds for the claim that schools are not
fulfilling equity requirements. The internal logic of such a position suggests that if
schooling were to proceed differently then equitable outcomes may well be achieved, for
example if the girls spoke up more in class, or if there were more female principals or
senior mathematics teachers, or if girls' access to the large playing areas was increased
then the inequity would be eradicated. In this spirit policy statements have been written,
curriculum documents drawn up and teachers required to demonstrate a commitment to the
need to promote equitable outcomes between male and female pupils. To date there has not

been a spectacular success gained by school based initiatives directed at promoting gender
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equity. It is the contention of this thesis that the absence of an adequate theoretical base
from which an analysis of gender relations in schooling can be carried out means that any
measures for reform are unlikely to be more than superficial. It is the task of theory to lay
bare the underlying structural cause of inequality, whereas atheoretical reforms address
only the symptoms and thus their effect is limited. This chapter will attempt to establish a

theoretical framework for the analysis of gender relations in educational practice.

(ii) The role of psychology.

The academic study of education has been traditionally linked more closely with
psychology than other tertiary disciplines. Questions about the meaning and process of
human development and how children learn have been undertaken as central to education
courses and required units of study in teacher training. Because teachers are likely to have
been influenced by the way in which psychology has explained sex differences it seems
proper to begin the search for an adequate theory of gender relations in education with an
investigation of psychological theory. There are three themes within psychology from
which the question of sex differences is addressed, namely biological determinism, social
learning theory and cognitive development theory. Each will be discussed briefly, and will

be demonstrated as inadequate as an explanatory base.

a. biological determinism.

Within this approach there are varying degrees to which it is argued that biological sex
dictates certain features of the individual's mental capacities and operations, personality
attributes and affective variables. While this orientation was dominant in the early days of
psychology, it has been roundly criticised insofar as all too often there was an assumption
of difference rather than a demonstration of it. Vestigial traces of this approach exist within
recent psychology in the repeatedly demonstrated tendency for research that reveals no

difference between the sexes to neglect to report the sameness finding whereas difference is
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always worthy of mention (Maccoby and Jacklin,1975). To some degree this effect is a
logical outcome of the methodology and statistical procedures of quantitative psychology,
in which the rejection of the null hypothesis constitutes a result. In sex/gender research
however, where the differences within groups have been continually shown to be greater
than those between groups , the categorization of subjects by sex is hardly appropriate,
even on the terms of the methodology itself. Psychology has in effect constructed sex as a
category and then proceeded to publish in favour of this construction. The effect of this
approach has been to severely limit the potential of empiricist psychology to contribute to a

theory of gender.

The essentialist base of biological determinism forms part of the basis of psychoanalytic
theory with its emphasis on identification with the same sex parent as the condition for
proper psychological development. It is beyond the scope of the present work to enter into
a full discussion of the ways in which the classic formulations of psychoanalysis have been
deconstructed by feminist scholars who argue that the responsibility for engendering
individuals is best understood in terms of social practices and the values embedded therein
rather than through innate biological givens (Mitchell,1975; Chodorow,1978). Although
strict adherence to biological determinism is by now a relatively rare and intellectually
tenuous phenomenon, there are indications of its longevity in popular understandings of the
reasons for gender appropriate behaviour and responses to schooling. The influence of the
child's social world and the people in it have become increasingly accepted as important in

the formation of gender, and these form the basis for the next theoretical orientation.

b. social learning theory.

This is the most frequently given theoretical account of the way in which children learn
gender appropriate behaviour and attitudes. In this view children are rewarded for
behaviour which conforms to a gender identity considered appropriate and punished for

behaviour which does not fit in. Although this orientation has very perceptible roots in the
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behaviorist theory of learning which has been roundly criticised in mainstream psychology
for its determinist view of the environment and its downplaying of the individual cognition,
it does not place the main weight of explanation on the sex of the individual per se. In this
approach it is the social world, the cultural environment that produces sex-typed or
gendered behaviour. The fact that there is an almost limitless amount of empirical evidence
to support the main themes of social learning theory has no doubt added to its popularity as
a theory. Children are rewarded for sex appropriate behaviour and punished for its
opposite. The value of this orientation as a theory is, however, highly questionable.
Couched as it is within a very loose conception of sex role theory, using concepts of role
and stereotype and role model, it is simply not capable of explaining why people act that
way in the first place ( a similar criticism has been made against behaviourist theory
generally!). Nor does social learning theory explain why one role model is taken up and
another rejected, for which a theory of power and dominance is needed. Neither, even
more importantly, can it account for change (Connell, 1983,1987; Davies, 1982, 1989a;
Franzway and Lowe,1978). It is interesting that these criticisms of social learning theory
have come from sociologists whose task it is to explain the social, rather than from
psychologists who focus on the individual as the object of analysis. Social learning theory
is essentially a descriptor of a static state, but it really leaves unchallenged its roots in
biological determinism to which it reverts when challenged to provide answers to the
questions raised above. Much is made by social learning theorists of the role of imitation
in the learning of sex appropriate behaviour, as against the identification put forward by the
psychoanalytic theorists. It would appear that the difference is largely semantic reflecting
the different labelling of the broader orientation but without substantive disagreement in
terms of the behaviour described. In a consideration of psychological accounts of the
learning of gender appropriate behaviour, social learning theory presents as the soft face of
an essentialist determinism. As Davies writes :
People who think in terms of role theory often fall back on biology to

explain the bits that do not quite seem to fit learning theory.
(Davies,1989a,p.4)
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c. cognitive development theory.

In this view the individual's learning is explained in terms of her or his development of
cognitive structures or schema through which the world is analysed and interpreted. The
most widely known proponent of this approach is Piaget whose work has had an enormous
impact on education in most Western countries. By placing the child at the active centre of
the educational experience Piaget has been responsible for reshaping pedagogical practice to
encourage and foster the role of curiosity and discovery in learning. The contribution of
this theoretical orientation for the present work lies in its formulation of a link between
individual and environment insofar as it allows for the influence of both the developing
individual and of the world in which she or he exists. For Piaget neither the individual nor
the social world exists independently of the other. Development is seen as essentially an
interactive process, neither the person nor the environment are determining features. In
terms of gender the cognitive development approach has recently encountered substantial
critique and been the starting point of some interesting developments. Walkerdine has
shown that the Piagetian emphasis on the child being curious and active, the backbone of
currently accepted progressive pedagogy, operates in classrooms in ways that are
consistent with and complementary to behaviours that are sanctioned for males but not for
females and that therefore the adoption of the principles of progressive pedagogy is far
from gender neutral (Walkerdine,1984a). It may be that this effect derives more from
classroom applications than from the original theory, but it is indisputable that classroom
environments have changed markedly during the second half of this century, that the
general direction of this change is towards progressivism, and that the chief theoretical

justification offered for this change is grounded in Piagetian theory.

The concept of moral development that grew out of the work of Piaget and Kohlberg has
been challenged by Gilligan (1982,1990) who argues that the model that had been put
forward as universal was in reality a more accurate description of the typical pattern of
moral development in males than in females. It is important to note that Gilligan does not

contest the concept of a stage ordered development accomplished in steps of qualitative
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difference, nor does she espouse a new essentialism in proposing an "ethic of care” as a
descriptor of female moral development, but rather her thesis centres on the ways in which
moral development occurs in females as a product of their societal experiences which are
different from those of their male peers. This position is clearly consistent within the tenets
of cognitive development theory and avoids the determinism of the first two approaches
mentioned. While Gilligan's work has attracted criticism it is evidence that there are
researchers working within mainstream psychology who question the methodology

associated with the generation of theory.

Some feminist work within psychology has taken issue with the basic question of what it
means to know and have challenged the basis of cognitive psychology from this
perspective. Belenky et al (1986) argue that women approach learning and come to know
in ways that are different from those of men, and that for women knowing is often a
separated out aspect of personality in ways that it is not for men. While this work has also
attracted criticism at the conceptual and the methodological level, it is here presented as
evidence that there are researchers working within psychology who take up the feminist

challenge to question the bases upon which theory is built.

One clearly identifiable perspective coming from several psychologists whose work
addresses the question of gender is the need to theorize not only about the individual but
also about the world in which she or he lives. Deaux, the author of several reviews of
American psychological work on gender has titled one of her publications in this area
'From individual differences to social categories' (Deaux,1984). This position is echoed
by Unger, who writes:

Perhaps the greatest danger of a cognitive perspective is that

psychologists will come to believe that all the questions about

sex and gender can be answered within that paradigm, and we

will forget that there are real societal forces that impact on the

individual's ability to influence his or her own reality. The

major social fact that has been ignored has been the differential

nature of social power.
(Unger,1989, p.24)
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The work of Sandra Bem makes an interesting case study of this point. Bem's early work
was in role theory. She was the originator of the BSRI, the Bem Sex Role Inventory,
which in the mid 70's was used widely to classify people according to the degree of
masculinity or femininity they displayed (Bem,1974). This orientation is remembered
chiefly because of its enthusiastic formulation of the concept of androgyny which was used
to describe individuals who did not fall clearly within the totally masculine or feminine
descriptions. By the early 80's Bem was reinterpreting her position in line with cognitive
theory and writing of gender schema, very much in the tradition of language acquisition
theorists (Bem, 1981). Gender was here a basic structure which governed one's
perceptions of the world and one's place in it and operated as a constant mediator of
experience and intellectual activity. Most recently Bem has sought to reclaim her theory
from the restraint of cognitive theory and writes instead of a gender schema being a cultural
lens and thus opening the theory to include aspects of the social world and the surrounding
culture (Bem,1987). In this work Bem shows that she too is stretching the boundaries of

the parent discipline as she attempts to develop new ways of theorizing gender.

To some degree the trend within psychology to broaden its theoretical focus in attempting
to generate an adequate basis for theorizing gender is reflected in the language used, in in
fact its own discourse. The past decade has seen a definite shift in the psychological
literature from the use of the term sex, a distinctly biological variable, to the term gender
which, by definition, invokes the concept of the social. Within mainstream psychology
attempts to explain the effect of gender on individual behaviour and attitudes have revealed
a need to involve the cultural environment in which the person is located. The discussion
now turns to an examination of theories which address social formulations and the function

of schooling.

(iii) Sociology of education : theoretical trends.

The tensions that have been briefly noted to occur in psychology as it attempts to come to
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grips with social constructs may be reflected in theories of social division which need also
to account for the ways in which members are recruited to differing positions. Thus it
seems appropriate at this stage to turn to an examination of social theory in terms of the

treatment of gender as a factor in social division and in socialization.

The sociology of education has consistently stressed the role of the school in
accommodating individuals to their socially ascribed positions and makes a logical starting
point for looking at the role of the school in the social construction of gender. At the outset
it must be noted that questions of gender as a structured social division had been largely
neglected in the sociology of education before the last decade, and recent surveys have
shown that gender remains as a marginal status topic. Delamont (1989) examined the
impact of feminism on the sociology of education as revealed in recently published work
and concluded

Despite the serious nature of the criticisms of the male bias in the

sociology of education ... the mainstream of the research area has

flowed on largely indifferent and unimpressed. Work on women

has been 'ghettoised' - given a separate chapter which is isolated

from the rest of the contents. (Delamont,1989,p.270)
The following section provides a brief account of the broad theoretical trends that have

shaped the direction of educational sociology, with particular reference to the positioning (or

possible positioning) of gender.

The functionalism that had dominated the sociology of education in the earlier part of the
century was nowhere better evidenced than in the official reports on the education of girls.
Schools in general were understood to carry out the task of fitting individuals for their
social roles and the role of females was widely understood to be encompassed by that of
wife and mother (see for example, Newsom Report (U.K.)1948; Miller,1987). There
were some differences between education seen as necessary for working class women and
that deemed appropriate for their bourgeois peers, but it was a clearly gender defined
enterprise. Even the few schools designed to cater to academically elite girls sought avidly

to conform to the appropriate standards of female decorum (Delamont,1983,1989). As a
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case study the history of women's education could be read as primary evidence of
functionalist theory, although analyses showing this relationship are only currently

appearing in some feminist historical accounts.

The functionalist stance in sociology lost favour in the face of the widespread disillusion
with the liberal ideal that state provided general education would work to break down social
divisions, and the past three decades have seen increasingly sophisticated accounts from
Marxist inspired educational sociologists which describe the ways in which schools work
to confirm class based social division rather than challenge it. In such accounts the
school's role is seen as particularly important. Schools have become, in Althusser's
memorable phrase, 'ideological state apparatuses', working to ensure that the set of
understandings necessary for social maintenance are reproduced in succeeding generations
(Althusser,1971). Such a claim rendered problematic the processes of schooling, rather
than resting claims on the level achieved and the qualifications gained. The concepts of
ideology and relatedly, hegemony were highlighted by this approach (see for example,
Apple,1979,1982). British an