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But O dNot Hear:
Sexi sm nProspect i ve Teacher s

By Janice L. Streitmatter and Alan R. Tom

Gender equity is rarely addressed in initial teacher preparation programs;
instead these programs have increasingly emphasized research findings from the
literatureon eff ectiveteaching. Duetothisfocus, prospectiveteachersare probably
better prepared today than in the past to plan, organize, and manage their class-

rooms, but text materials on effective teaching tend
I to omit equity issuesor to segregatetheseissuesina
JaniceL. Streitmatter isa  single chapter (e.g., Arends, 1991; Borich, 1992;

professor in the Kauchak & Eggen, 1989). When issues of gender
Department of Teaching equity—as well as such other equity topics as
and Teacher Education, multicultural education and social class—are dealt
Collegeof Education, within teacher education programs, theseissuesare
University of Arizona, most often part of the introductory social founda-
Tucson, and Alan R. Tom  tionscourse, andthey may easily beseenasunrel ated
isa professor and to the everyday practice of classroom teaching.

director of teacher In this paper we examine and reflect on our
education, School of experiencewithinfusing gender equity into ageneral

Education, University of methods course. In this team-teaching situation, we
NorthCarolinaatChapel  attempted both to teach about and to model gender
Hill. equitablerelations. However, our studentsfrequently
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seemed to display sexist attitudes, sometimesin striking ways. At best, our efforts
at educating prospective teachers about sexism and gender equity seemedtoyield
superficial awareness and short-term change.

Lhi t of S udyonGender Equity

Gender equity was the central topic in a unit on equity, one of four major
sectionsinthecourseof study. During courseplanning, we, asteaminstructorswith
acommitment to feminism, selected course content and devised teaching methods
so that wecould addressgender equity inavariety of ways. Lectures, labs, andfield
observations for that portion of the course were designed to address this issue
directly.

During the two weeks allocated to gender equity, we attempted to include
major gender equity issues that normally occur within classrooms. For example, a
lecture was devoted to the behavioral and academic problems stemming from the
gender biases of teachers. A sampling of gender-based problems for girls and for
boyswaspresented, e.g., teacherstend to disciplineboysmore oftenthan girls, and
toperceivegirlsintheprimary gradesasbetter readersthan boys. Another activity
focused on the issue of sexist language by having the prospective teachers
participate in the well-known “Draw a Caveman” activity. As a culminating class
activity, students examined a number of old and current texts for gender bias. In
addition, during one of their field observations in a secondary classroom, our
studentsfocused on gender equity.

We also took several less obvious steps toward modeling gender equity,
outside aswell aswithin our campus classroom. Over the semester of |ectures, |abs,
and discussions, wetook careto split lecturetime, to direct discussion on ashared
basis, tosittogether, andtoalternateresponsibility for grading papers. Wecarefully
tried to avoid using sexist language, and we gently corrected such language when
employed by the students. While we did not do so with equity in mind, we did
establish concurrent office hours (immediately fol lowing the classon both Tuesday
and Thursday) so that students could have equal accesstotheinstructors.

S udent Reacti ons

Theninemen and 17 women in the class demonstrated arange of sex-sensitive
and sexist behaviors, as one might expect in any given class. Our students, for
example, did not respond to the gender equity portion of the course by gender
groups. In fact, while there was a range of behaviors, that range tended to reflect
overall conservative attitudes. The 26 students participated in the activities as
required, but without great interest or enthusiasm, and they rarely reflected ontheir
own gender attitudes. While it could be argued that not enough activities were
included or that inadequate time was allocated to the subject, we expected
acknowledgement from some studentsabout theimportance of theissue. However,
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none of the studentsindicated an interest in considering gender equity asan issue
for further reflection beyond the parameters of the course.

Thislack of reaction was troublesome to the instructors, as was the behavior
of someof thestudentstowardtheinstructorsaspeople. Thestudentsoftenreacted
to uson the basis of gender stereotypes, not according to our individual personali-
ties. This pattern may have begun early in the semester but did not get crystallized
until mid-term when we administered afeedback sheet. Most of the questionsdealt
with course content or the use of timein class, but the final question was designed
toassesshow our teamingwasperceived: “ Y ou havetwoinstructorsteam-teaching
the class. |s one more dominant? What are your general reactions to teaming?’ Of
thosewhoresponded, eightindicatedthey liked abalanceand that neither instructor
wasdominant. Onestudent indicated that thefemal einstructor wasmoredominant;
two otherssaid she“lecturesmore.” Thelatter response probably wasrelated to the
female instructor’s tendency to develop ideas through a more systematic and
detailed presentation of content than used by the discussi on-oriented maleinstruc-
tor. Onerespondent chosetodeal withthequestioninpersonality terms; thisstudent
spoke of the female instructor as more “fun” and the male as more “serious,” a
distinction of doubtful factual basis.

By the end of the semester, many students often dealt with the instructorsin
termsof gender stereotypes. Inresponding to thequestion onthestandardizedfinal
course evaluation which asked, “What are your general comments about the
instructor(s) inthiscourse?,” only threestudentsconsidered bothinstructorsinthe
same breath (e.g., “ both were well organized and well informed”). Instead, the bulk
of the studentsascribed what coul d be considered gender-stereotyped characteris-
ticsto theinstructors. The maleinstructor received more comments that described
him aswhat might be considered business-like, whilethefemal einstructor received
commentsthat described her according to femininetraits such as“ compassionate”
or “nice.” The male was perceived as the team member who was more likely to
deliver important content and i deas, whil ethefemal ewas seen asbeing responsible
for nurturing and encouraging students.

SoneTel | i ngl nst ances of S er eot ypi ng

Asthecourseunfolded, theactual behaviorsandinteractionsof theinstructors
werefrequently at odds with the stereotyped responses of the students described
above. One potent incident illustrates this point well. From the beginning, the
instructorsdisagreed about theissueof mandatory attendancefor thestudents. The
femaleinstructor felt strongly that the students ought to signin each classsession,
with penaltiesfor excessive absence. The maleinstructor felt equally strongly that
the students ought to monitor themselves in this area. For several sessions, the
students signed an attendance sheet. During a class discussion about classroom
climatein elementary and secondary schools, thedirection of thediscussion turned
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totheclimatein our class. Theuseof an attendance sheet was proposed by themale
instructor as an example of acustodia climatein ateacher-centered classroom. At
that point, the class discussion turned from arather abstract ook at elements of
classroom climate, to an examination of the climate in our own classroom. The
outcome of the class discussion, which wasled by the maleinstructor, wasthat the
practice of using an attendance sheet would be discontinued. Thefemaleinstructor
chose not to participate in the discussion after making a few initial comments
regarding her preference for the attendance sheet. While the atmosphere in the
classroom during the discussion was relaxed and the issue addressed in a light
manner, the implication was that the female instructor possessed an authoritarian
streak. Y et, by the end of the course, the studentsnot only failed to view thefemale
instructor as authoritarian, but actually attributed nurturing characteristicsto her.

A secondtellinginstanceof gender stereotyping by thestudentsconcernedthe
wayswewereaddressed by thestudents. Attheinitial classmeeting, weencouraged
thestudentstolearneachothers’ names, our names, andto call usby our first names.
Onefemal e student asked the femal einstructor during the course of the discussion
how theinstructor wouldliketo beaddressed. Thefemal einstructor’ sresponsewas
“| like to be addressed in the same way my male colleagues are addressed. In this
class, we will go by first names.” For the duration of the semester, amost al of the
studentsinthe classreferred to the femal e instructor by her first name, but most of
them referred to the male instructor as “Dr. Tom.” On the final course evaluation
form, over two-thirdsof the studentslisted themaleinstructor first when answering
the question about instructor performance. It isinteresting to note that where the
usage of namestook on amoreformal and consciousform, the studentswere quite
“correct” inthe designation of theinstructors. On the cover sheets of their papers,
al studentsidentified bothinstructorsasDr., except onefemal estudent wholeft the
female instructor’ s name off the cover sheet altogether!

L essanonymous and more direct examples of sexist attitudesoccurred aswell.
In reflecting upon theindividualsin the class, we are unableto refer to any of them
as “feminists.” In fact, we feel fairly certain that if they had been queried, most
would have said theissue of gender equity isathing of the past, something already
“taken care of.” Several students made comments to this effect during our discus-
sions. In our opinion, this stance makesthem similar to other groups of 21-25 years
oldwehavetaught. Neverthel ess, most teacher education studentsaresophisticated
enough torealizeit issocialy inappropriate to appear sexist. However, one of our
male students did just that. His statements, which were blatantly sexist during the
first few sessions of the class, were corrected on occasion by a class member, but
more often were “redirected” by one of us. The male instructor was particularly
careful nottopounceonthestudent, instead giving considerable“waittime” sothat
another student might catchtheremark. By theend of thesemester, thismal estudent
chosenot to participatein classdiscussion at all. Theinstructorsevidently had not
succeeded in engaging him in reflection on his own sexist attitudes but rather had
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encouraged himto opt out of classroom exchanges, and thustokeep hissexistideas
intact but private.

GficeHoursandQ her Patterns

Another interesting pattern was the students’ reliance on visiting the female
instructor during her office hours. Several factors might have encouraged students
to seek out the male instructor rather than the female. For instance, the male was
much moreavailable. (It should be pointed out that the maleinstructor wasal so the
divisionchair, thereby representing constituted authority. Ontheonehand students
might have sought him out because he could be seen asthe one most likely to have
“the” answers. Conversely, those who might react negatively to an “authority”
might be more likely to avoid him due to the status of the position). The hoursthe
mal e instructor was present on campuswere at | east three timesthat of the female.
In addition, he was slightly more visible in the field site schools, visiting several
more times than did the female. However, with a single exception, a phone
conversation, studentscameto thefemaleinstructor with their questionsabout the
course.

The content of these questions tended to deal with grading. Over half of the
students became convinced that the femal einstructor wasa* better or fairer” (read
easier) grader than the male. The first of three sets of papers was graded by the
female, the second set by the male, and the third and last set by the female. Upon
reviewing the grade records, there was no discernable pattern of “softer” grading
by thefemal einstructor. Whilethemal einstructor gaveal ower gradeto six students
for the second paper than those studentshad received from thefemal einstructor for
thefirst paper, thegradesfor thethird round of papersshowed thefemal einstructor
also gave six lower grades compared to the second group of papers. The changes
in grading werefairly evenly distributed by gender of the student in both compari-
sons. Whilethe students did not have the grade recordsto consider as evidence of
their bias, they persevered in their opinions—conveyed a number of timesto the
female instructor—that the male instructor was the tougher grader.

A final example presented the most vivid evidence of differentiation between
theinstructors by gender. A female student got to the point where she convinced
herself that the male instructor was the personification of evil. She spoke openly
with the female instructor of fearing the male instructor and refused to speak with
himin privateregarding her gradesor any other classrelated questions. No amount
of dialogue between this student and the female instructor could convince the
student that she had a skewed view of the male instructor. Finally, when the last
paper was due and the final exam was to be held in one week, the student became
tearful in her requeststhat thefemal einstructor grade her work. Whileitistempting
toconsider thisbehavior manipul ativeonthestudent’ spart, weareconvinceditwas
not. I nstead we cameto interpret her behavior asthat of afemal ewho responded to
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males as authority figures regardless of the actual personalities of the males. She
wasthemost extremeexampleof themany studentswho took each of us, considered
our gender, and often interacted with us according to gender stereotypes.

Commtnent Renai ns FH rm

We continue to be firmly committed to gender equity as an essential element
inaninitial teacher preparation program. While students may study thisissuein a
social foundations course, it is crucial that it also become integrated into courses
which discussthe methods and mechani cs of teaching. These courses, particularly
if they haveafield component, areprobably perceived by thestudentsasbeing more
“real” andrelevant than theancillary coursessuch asdevel opmental psychology or
social foundations. And, by including gender equity in general methods classes,
students may be more likely to understand the relationship between classroom
instruction and organization and the gender dynamics among their students.

We are troubled, however, by the deep-seated and apparently unconscious
sexi st attitudesbrought to our classby the prospectiveteachers. For the mgjority of
students these attitudes may well be impervious to change through the usual
instructional means of addressing the issue of gender equity. In other words, the
prospectiveteachersmay understand suchissuesashavingfemal esaswell asmales
represented in text materialson avery superficial level, without realizing the degree
towhichtheir own sexist attitudesareinterrel ated with awiderange of personal and
teaching behaviors. Moreover, if their own sexismisunconscious, they cannot deal
constructively with the sexist practices of their own elementary and secondary
school students.

Finally, we are perplexed about how to challenge and possibly alter teacher
educationstudents’ attitudesabout gender. Our shared experiencewith oneteacher
education class and our past individual teaching efforts suggest that changing
adults’ gender stereotypes is quite difficult. Perhaps too few of our prospective
teachershad teacherswho promoted gender equity among their studentsduetothe
increasing emphasison effective teaching practi cesduring the 1980s. Perhapsthey
encountered someteacherswho demonstrated acommitment to gender equity, but
not asaconsistent and high priority sothat gender “lessons” had no staying power.
Or perhaps the efforts of some teachers regarding gender equity were thwarted by
an overwhelming societal message in support of inequity.

An Appl i cabl e Mbdel

A model addressing the evolution of school desegregation and staff devel op-
ment may be applicable to the issue of gender equity in teacher education. Sleeter
(1990) conceptualizes desegregation and integration efforts within a “genera-
tional” framework. First generation efforts were those of legally mandated deseg-
regation, in which school populations came to reflect an ethnic/racial mixture by
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means of either voluntary or mandatory desegregation. Second generation deseg-
regation entailed the removal of barriersthat prevented equal accessto programs.
In the first two generations of desegregation, the racial attitudes of teachers were
addressed. Third generation staff development, the current context, focuses on
“school processes specifically intended to provide equal learning outcomes, rather
than changed attitudes” (p. 35). Rather than being confronted with their racial
attitudes or being required to master multicultural content, teachers in this third
generation must focus on the relative academic success of students from varying
cultural and ethnic backgrounds.

This generational conception of multicultural education can be adapted to
gender issuesin teacher education. Theearly stagesof gender equity training dealt
with thelegal implications of gender discrimination (Title IX) and with some of the
less subtl e aspects of gender bias, such as portraying peoplein teaching materials
innon-traditional and non-stereotypical activities. Thesecond generation of gender
equity focusesonsocially correct beliefs—e.g., addressing malesand femalesinthe
samefashion—and on such gender stereotypesasthenotionthat femal einstructors
are compassionate or caring while male instructors provide students with knowl-
edge or intellectual expertise. Such preconceived notionsiillustrate the subtle and
often unconscious sexist attitudes that ultimately may have amore powerful effect
on young students than the more overt aspects of sexism.

Thethird generation of gender equity can be conceived of as the adoption of
non-sexist teaching strategies, analogous to the third generation emphasis in
multicultural education on equalizing learning outcomes. The decision to use such
gender equity teaching strategies may result from changed attitudes on the part of
theteacher. Or perhapsnot. Theteacher may needto be*“ encouraged” to usethese
practices, either by having school administrators mandate their use or by having
teacher educatorsintroduceand promotethesestrategiesduring preserviceteacher
education.

AS af f Devel opnent Rati onal e

Guskey’s (1986) approach to teacher change through staff development
providesarational efor focusing gender equity effortsdirectly onteacher behavior.
Rather than viewing change in teacher attitudes as a prerequisite for change in
teacher strategies (and ultimately in student learning), Guskey arguesthat “ change
inteachers' attitudes takes place primarily after [emphasis added] some changein
student learning has been evidenced” (p.8). Guskey gives several reasons for
believing that behavioral changetendsto precede attitudinal change, including the
tendency of teachers to institute those classroom practices that work with their
students. If Guskey is correct in his hypothesis that attitudinal change is more a
result thanacauseof new teacher strategies, thenfocusing gender equity education
on teacher attitudesislargely a waste of time.
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Wetend to agreewith Guskey’ s(1986) interpretation of the process of teacher
change, although the femal e author does so more than the male author (see Tom,
1986). Based on our experiencein teaching thisand related courses, wefeel Guskey
ison theright track regarding the seeming irrelevance of addressing attitudesif the
ultimate goal is change in behavior. During our course, we were unable to change
the gender attitudes of our students, let alone challenge the practices that those
attitudes helped justify.

Strategies and content for approaching the first two generations of gender
equity education have been well developed in theliterature. The meansfor getting
totheroot of sexist attitudes and creating lasting change in teacher behavior, asin
the third generation of gender equity, is not yet clear. Is confrontation a viable
meansof creating behavioral changes?Doesateacher educator havethemoral right
to confront prospective teachers in their sexist attitudes and behaviors, either
publicly or privately?Wechosenot to do so, sinceour power position over students
could easily have been viewed as attempted indoctrination. If thistype of confron-
tation wereto be done, teacher education students might correct the“ error” of their
ways, or, on the other hand, might deeply resent the perceived invasion of their
privacy. Another outcome of such aforceful approach could be such anger onthe
part of prospective teachers that their existing attitudes and behaviors would be
actually reinforced. Y et to fail to confront sexismin future teachers meansthat they
may well perpetuate sexism in their students.

oncl usi ons and Recomnmendat | ons

The reader may wonder whether we are overreacting to the attitudes and
behavior of our teacher educati on students. Perhapsour own behavior wascorrectly
perceived by the studentsin our class; to some large extent we may fit the gender
stereotypesinto which our studentsplaced us. Wedo grant that it isimpossiblefor
usto know whether al of our interpretationsarevalid, aswewere deeply embedded
in the very situation that we were studying. And some of the events had to be
recreated by us, sincewedid not enter thegeneral methodsclassintending to study
the differing ways students would react to us. Y et there were patterns of behavior,
not meresingul ar instancesof bias. M oreover, the contrast wassubstantial between
our students' “socially correct” attitudes and behavior related to our instructional
sessionsand their informal and unguarded behavior asthey interacted with us. The
dynamic that helped reveal their sexist behavior was the teaming of the class, with
one team member being female and the other male. In a sense, every day that we
taught classwas areal life test of their underlying gender attitudes and behavior.

Wehavecometo believethat theoverall issueof gender equity istooimportant
toignore, especially with so little emphasis being placed on it in teacher education
programs despite recent confirmation of persisting sexismin the schools (AAUW
Report, 1992). Further, just as any indication or evidence of racism in teacher
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education students would be confronted and not tolerated, behaviors reflecting
sexism must somehow be called to the fore and publicly be declared unacceptable.
We concludethat subtle persuasion or superficial instructional treatment of sexism
isnot adequatefor dealing with theissue of gender equity inteacher education. We
must devel op more substantial measures, but we must al so maintain respect for the
personhood of each of our students. Whileuncomfortabl e, that tensionistheproper
context for achieving a reasoned rethinking of the gender views of prospective
teachers.
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