Foreword

When I began this paper, I had no idea where it would ultimately take me.  I have become more and more interested, over recent years, in issues of gender differences, having discovered, through reading that resonated with me and corroborated by my own experiences, that women and men are experientially different.  We obviously share much in common; what was striking to me was how much we do not share in common.  We seem to argue differently, to relate to our peers and friends differently, to have different beliefs about appropriate behavior and emotional responses even in our most intimate relationships.  Eventually, my thoughts on this issue boiled down to the following basic premise – males see the world in terms of hierarchy and separation, females see the world in terms of relationship and connectedness, and basically, every difference ultimately stems from that differentiation.  Consequently, I began applying my personal speculation everywhere, including the classroom.  I began to develop vague theories regarding how these differences affect the learning environment – in terms of student-teacher interaction, male vs. female teaching styles, male vs. female questioning styles, different areas of interest in subject matter, and so on.  As I look back, I am astonished at how concrete I thought my conclusions might be.


What I discovered during the course of my research, was that this topic was much more complex, all encompassing, and richer than I had imagined.  I discovered that it is not as simple as attempting to find a “male” or “female” way of relating to knowledge. I discovered that women go through different stages in which they relate to knowledge differently, and that they may use multiple methods to relate to knowledge depending on the context in which they are operating, on their own personal inclinations, their stage in life, and so forth.  I found that there are uniquely female ways of thinking and relating to the world, and that they are much more complex than I had realized. I had anticipated the construction of single new model, a new classroom experience, for women, and found (quite obviously, in retrospect) that that assumption was too simplistic.  Instead, one can make general recommendations and offer a cluster of different methods that women respond to and enjoy.  The research on these areas alone was so extensive and so absorbing, that I ended up with a paper exploring all these issues, without having gotten to some of the things I initially assumed would make up the body of the work, (such as surveying experts and teachers, let alone surveying students). 


In addition, as I researched the current state of girls’ education, I found myself drawn into and engrossed by issues that I might not have initially considered to be relevant to the paper.  I found myself spontaneously telling all my friends: “do you realize that little boys get more hugs in preschool than little girls?!”  Suddenly, the issue of the adolescent girls’ crisis in self-esteem and development of self-identity took center stage in my thought.  As a result of this, I found that these issues became central to my paper, and that suddenly, one of the themes of my paper became advocating separate schooling for girls.  I did not really diverge from my initial path, because my positions on these issues remained tied to my conviction that developmental and behavioral gender differences exist, and this is the main thrust of my argument in the paper, but I initially had no idea that this issue would even play a part in my paper.


Work on this paper educated me, and corroborated many of my intuitions, while at the same time showing me how much deeper and more complex the truth really is.  It gave me insight and helped me solidify my positions on a topic that is very important to me personally, and that is relevant to my teaching experience every day of my life.  Finally, it brought to the surface a belief that I now realize I have maintained subconsciously, but that I now appreciate on a cognizant level.  As I wrote and thought and worried about our responsibility toward our female students, it became clear to me that I view the role of teacher as much more than that of imparting knowledge. I believe it entails an obligation to commitment toward the full development of the whole student, their character and sense of self, as much as their minds.  As teachers, we have committed ourselves to much more than education as defined in the narrow sense, and have thus taken upon ourselves a great responsibility.  Those of you who have read Jeff’s paper, “Melamdim and Mehankhim – Who are We?”, realize that this is his belief as well, and this is essentially what ATID has been about.

How ought we to educate our young women?  This question has become increasingly discussed in recent years.  New research regarding the development of women, as well as devastating research indicating that females in equal-opportunity schools are not receiving an equal opportunity education, makes this an issue demanding serious attention.  This paper will focus mainly on the education of young women during their most fragile and intense developmental period, that of adolescence and the subsequent emergence into a more mature sense of self.   As we shall see, however, we will touch on many points of relevance for woman at all stages of life, from preschool to mature adulthood.


I would like to begin with an overview of the recent research pertaining to girls' education as it exists today.  In my opinion, this research leads to the following conclusion - women ought to be educated separately in schools dedicated exclusively to them, and these schools must focus on their unique needs.  I will explain my reasons for this somewhat controversial position during the course of the discussion.  Afterwards, I would like to take a more theoretical look at the nature of women's "ways of knowing"
, and explore whether women have a particular theoretical way of exploring or relating to knowledge, and whether this should direct us toward developing new styles or patterns in the classroom.   


The Context


Before we look at the literature on girls in school, I would like to set up a framework through which to view this literature.  I believe that an understanding of the developmental differences between boys and girls, as well as their different methods of relating to the world and to the people around them, will help us put this research in context.  It will help us understand why what is happening is occurring, and it will help us draw conclusions regarding how to improve the situation.  I wish to add that the following is a description of research-based conclusions regarding differences in male-female behavior and psychology - I am taking no stand regarding whether they are innate (nature), or whether they are learned (nurture).  My position is that this is the reality of the world as it stands, and as it would be extremely difficult to change biology or society, we have to we have to adjust our approach to deal with the reality of gender differences.


Until recently, developmental psychology has assumed that there is one pattern of healthy development of personality and of moral reasoning.  These were the patterns developed by Piaget and expanded by Kohlberg.  Healthy development was believed to progress from periods of attachment, in which moral decisions were made based on others, to more mature, autonomous stages in which moral decision were based on abstract objective principles of morality.  When women were found to diverge from these patterns they were considered underdeveloped and deviant.  Recently these opinions have been challenged, with Carol Gilligan's In a Different Voice as perhaps the most famous example of a new theory which posits that women develop differently along their own unique lines.  The crux of this difference essentially lies in a fundamentally different way of viewing the world and relationships.  While men grow to value autonomy and hierarchy, increasingly seeing the world in terms of contests between people, and finding both moral and objective truth in external, logical, fact based positions, women tend to view the world through a web of connectedness.   Moral decisions are made not from allegiance to objective principles, but out of a context of responsibility and caring. Women tend to see truth as developing not through an adversarial contest of ideas, but as evolving through joint expression and combinations of differing personal experiences and viewpoints
.  The guiding value for women is the development and nurturing of relationships, and they prefer to take a deferential position to another to ensure a connected relationship rather than assert themselves at the expense of alienating the other.  Since most women tend toward this approach, among women this deferential and supportive approach ensures that all positions have an opportunity to be heard and considered.


Boys and Girls Together - in the Classroom

What happens when you put these two world-outlooks into a classroom?   Research indicates that it is girls that suffer, in staggering proportions.  Boys and girls enter school equal in ability, with girls ahead some areas, such as fine motor control. Twelve years later, girls have fallen behind in math and physical sciences, are much less apt to pursue scientific or technological careers, and are scoring lower on SAT and Achievement Tests (although they are getting higher classroom grades than boys).  They have dropped precipitously in their self esteem, both as measured against themselves at earlier stages and against their male peers, and have disproportionately lower confidence in their academic ability than do boys (AAUW IX, 3, Sadker 13).


What is going wrong?  

Teacher-student interaction.  Studies have shown that boys consistently receive more time, as well as more helpful responses and interaction, from teachers from preschool onward.  Boys in preschool receive more attention, more instructional time, and more hugs than girls; in addition, the activities stressed in preschool are geared to developing skills lacking more in boys than in girls (e.g. impulse control and language development), and there is usually no designated structured time for activities that could benefit girls, such as large motor activities (AAUW, 119, 28.).  This pattern increases as education progresses, over all grade levels and in all subjects.  When viewing videotapes of themselves, teachers who considered themselves sensitive to gender-equality, and who initially believed the girls were talking more, were shocked to find that the boys were consistently out-talking the girls.  Boys draw the teacher's attention - a boy with his hand raised tends to make noise, waving his hand high in the air; girls are less noticeable, often sitting quietly with a hand half-raised or signaling silently.  Boys are eight times more likely to call out answers.  In addition, irrespective of the relevance of the comment to the subject discussed, boys received teacher attention.  The answers of boys who called out responses were accepted; girls who called out were rebuffed and admonished to raise their hands before speaking.  Teachers wait longer for boys to respond to questions than they do for girls. This “wait time” can be crucial to a student’s sense of competence.  Being given more time not only affords the student the space to retrieve the answer, but indirectly sends the message that the teacher believes the student is capable of coming up with the correct response – and boys are hearing this message more than girls.  Teachers also tended to continue calling on students of the same gender once they called on one student.  This pattern gave the boys a disproportionate amount of classroom time (Sadker ch. 3).

  Moreover, boys received a higher quality of attention.  Myra and David Sadker identify four types of teacher response to students: praise, criticism, remidiation (corrective advice), and acceptance (noncommittal responses such as "OK").   Boys received far more of the most helpful responses: praise, criticism and remidiation.  When girls were responded to, they often received noncommittal "OK"s - the response least helpful in education, offering no encouragement and no specific helpful advice.  Careful and precise teacher comments are crucial to a student's learning and self-esteem.  In addition, when girls need help, teachers are more likely to do the job (e.g. manipulate the difficult piece of equipment) or correct their mistakes for them; boys are encouraged to solve their problems on their own.  Girls are often praised for behavior rather than achievement.  ("She's a great student.  She never acts up in class and her work is always so neat".)  Often, being a good student backfires on a girl - because she is doing well and not causing trouble, teachers leave her be with relief and turn their attention to the "trouble-makers" - those loud children - generally boys
 - who grab 25% of teacher's attention for themselves (ibid).

Student interaction.  In addition, it seems that the peer-interaction patterns between boys and girls result in a higher quality experience for the boys.  In the early years, in co-ed groups, boys are found to dominate the use of materials (AAUW 32). A study of science classes has shown that 79% of demonstrations are done by males 

(AAUW 125).  Boys use more science instruments in class, particularly tools such as power supplies
 (45). Boys tend to “take over” the larger and better-equipped playground area and sports facilities.
   Ironically, when some of the methods that tend to help girls are implemented in a mixed-gender classroom, the girls are sometimes worse off than before. For example, girls tend to benefit from cooperative “work groups” in which students are divided into small groups and encouraged to help each other and work on material together.  However, it has been found that girls prefer to work in sex-segregated groups.  This is not surprising, considering that in mixed groups, boys are more likely to receive requested help from girls, while girls requests are more likely to be ignored by boys.  Boys tend to see their maleness as a status position in the group, and therefore ignore the females. While the groups provide boys with leadership opportunities and therefore bolster their self-esteem, girls are often cast in the role of followers and are less likely to want to work in groups again. One study has shown that mixed-groups lead to a decrease in female achievement. (AAUW 127).  The obvious solution, creating gender-segregated groups within the mixed classroom, does not seem to work to the girls’ advantage either.  Teachers tend to be pulled to the louder or more disruptive male groups, again giving the boys the bulk of their attention and allowing the girls to wait (and to wait) for their turn (Sadker 65). 


The Heart of the Problem


Why are these things happening?  Are our sons insensitive, selfish and overbearing?   Are our teachers all male chauvinists? Obviously not. It seems clear to me that all these realities stem from the very different behavioral patterns of males and females. Teachers are merely responding to the reality of interpersonal dynamics as they are expressed in a mixed classroom.  The boys do pull the attention to themselves, and the girls do tend to allow this to occur. Obviously, it is crucially important that incidents in which teachers are demonstrating gender bias, or are (consciously or unconsciously) socializing girls into more passive or docile behavior, should be noted and corrected.  However, it seems to me that much of the time our teachers are just trying to educate as best they can in an environment that is naturally rigged against the females, and not through any “fault” of the males. For males, self-assertion and behavior in which each person attempts to wrestle the advantages for themselves, whether this is teacher attention, peer attention, access to facilities, and so forth, is a natural behavioral style, one that fits in with the way they view hierarchical interpersonal interaction in general.   When boys demand attention from girls in work groups, or seem to “ignore” the girls tentative requests for help, they are not being boorish, they are simply playing by their own rules.  Similarly, when girls quietly wait for teacher attention, or half-raise their hands in deference to an occupied teacher, these girls are acting according to their rules, which make sense according to their perception of appropriate considerate behavior.  When dealing with boys in groups, it is very possible that girls either phrase their requests for help in a subtle manner that is easily interpreted by another female, but is not assertive enough for a boy to consider a real request.  Girls may allow boys to take the lead, according to the female rule of polite, unspoken assumption of "you-first-me next". The boy, however, does not know this rule, and may assume the girl is unwilling to lead, and, moreover, that he is actually doing what she wants by taking over, since she is obviously not vying for the role.


Girls – Unique Emotional Issues

At the very least, it is vital that we as educators are sensitive to these differences in emotional and behavioral development.  Studies have found problems and patterns in education that are unique to women, and that, in my opinion, flow very naturally out of the ways in which females tend to view both themselves and their relationships with others.  Awareness of this fundamental pattern of perception, as well as awareness of the some of its specific manifestations, will help us spot these potential pitfalls; in addition, identifying the common denominator to these problems will hopefully direct us toward solutions that work. 


For example: how do schoolgirls view themselves?  It has been found that while boys attribute academic success to ability, girls attribute success to some external factor (such as luck).  Conversely, girls will attribute their failures to their own lack of ability, while boys will attribute failure to external factors.  For example, boys who lose their enthusiasm for math blame it on the subject matter; girls perceive their problems with math as personal failures  (AAUW 47). When encountering new academic challenges, competent females have higher expectations of failure and less confidence than their similarly competent male counterparts (121).  Females, more than males, doubt their confidence in math.
  A crucial study regarding math achievement has found that, as opposed to the conventional wisdom, which assumes that a drop in achievement precedes a drop in confidence, for girls, a drop in confidence precedes the drop in achievement (46).    


Girls tend to shy away from the field of engineering because of perceived competitiveness; for boys the degree of competitiveness is not a factor when considering which educational fields to enter (48).  Girls who did go into scientific fields cited teacher encouragement as a significant factor in their decision (45).


Other areas where it is clear that issues of self-confidence and importance of peer-perception and relationships clearly play a role: As girls grow, their relationships with their peers become increasingly strong and increasingly significant to them. A study of sixth and seventh grade girls has shown that being liked by their peers becomes more important to girls than being perceived as competent or independent.  (Boys are more likely to consider independence or ability as more important than being liked) (19).  Girls who feel out of place or uncomfortable among their peers suffer academically.  For example, bright black girls do more poorly in desegregated schools than boys, because they feel socially isolated and excluded (59). Of girls who dropped out of school, 92% of girls, (as opposed to 22% of boys), attributed their decision to being held back.  "Girls greater sensitivity to social situations may make them more uncomfortable than their male peers in out-of-age classrooms. In the words of one girl 'It felt real bad. First I felt so tall compared to them little ones and then my brother was in the class and so finally I left'  (84-5)”.  

We must be sensitive to these issues of self confidence and self perception when educating our young women, particularly when we know that young women experience a crisis of confidence in their adolescent years.  While boys are most psychologically at risk during childhood, girls are most at risk during adolescence.  Girls who have always expressed themselves strongly and confidently, are suddenly speaking with hesitation and peppering their speech with "I don't know"’s (Girls in the Middle 13).  In particular, studies have shown that white middle class girls drop significantly in self-esteem and confidence as they move from childhood to adolescence.
 They develop negative body images and depressions that continue throughout the high school years (AAUW 17-22). The sexual tension experienced in many co-ed high schools (which often crosses the line into sexual harassment
) only adds to the difficulties of this already turbulent time.   The young woman's adolescent crisis is apparently exacerbated by the conflict girls are feeling because they perceive a tension between their need to develop themselves as individuals, and their need to maintain connection with others.
 

This developmental stage need not be manifested as a crisis, however, with the attendant alarming statistics that we are seeing thus far.  Instead, if we are sensitive to the fact that these young women are at a crucial developmental stage, in which they are engaging in the process of self-definition and self expression, and that as this process occurs, the way they believe others perceive them is crucial, we can help them emerge into vibrant, confident young women.  At the same time as we aim to bolster their confidence, we must honor and respect their unique approach, in which they would rather see themselves as growing in tandem with or in assistance to others, rather than in isolation from or in competition with others. Instead of this being a time of conflict between the inner and outer worlds, it can become a time of development and integration, a time dedicated to the finding of the unique "inner voice".
 

The price of not helping young women find true self-expression can be devastating.  It has been found that often it is the most assertive girls who end up dropping out:

A moderate level of depression, an absence of political awareness,

Persistent self blame, low assertiveness, and high conformity may 

Tragically have constituted the 'good' urban student... They learned

not to raise, and indeed help shut down, 'dangerous' conversation. 

The price of academic 'success' may have been the muting of one's 

own voice ( M. Fine, Framing Dropouts, 37  in AAUW 84).

What Works

Given all that we have seen so far, namely that 1) boys and girls are speaking different languages in the classroom, and that the boys' language is drowning out the girls', and that 2) girls follow a unique developmental pattern that is both chronologically and substantially different from boys', it seems logical to me that the way to ensure that our girls receive the maximal education, both in terms of the quality of the academic content, as well as programs and approaches tailored to their unique developmental needs, is to educate them in schools dedicated exclusively to them in all their uniqueness.  This both effectively eliminates all the conflicts of the co-ed classroom, allowing the teacher to concentrate fully on the needs of the female student, and enables the educational framework as a whole to devote itself exclusively to the particular needs of young women. 

Many are still squeamish about the prospect of separate education, because they fear that separate education for women will degenerate into inferior education for women.  In that case, obviously, I am opposed to it as well.  But this need not be the case.  Separate education can be as academically rigorous as co-education if that is the desire of the powers in control, and can at the same time foster an environment of achievement, support, confidence and strength for girls. Being in a supportive community of their peers allows girls the opportunity to takes risks and try on roles, fostering the development of talents and confidence that may not otherwise emerge.
  Linguist Deborah Tannen has shown that in a group composed exclusively of women, women feel much more relaxed and free to express themselves according to the "rules" of female behavior, feeling, in her words, "backstage", rather than "onstage", as they feel in the presence of males. When a group is mixed, the entire group tends to adopt the "rules" of male behavior.(Tannen 93, 237).  In fact, as we shall see, in many of the recommendations that are appearing to improve the state of girls' education, one finds enthusiastic endorsement of separate programs for girls. Myra and David Sadker  (in Failing at Fairness: How America's Schools Cheat Girls) devote an entire chapter to the question of separate schooling.  They point out that much depends on the quality of the individual school. They conclude that  "given research results - the good [schools] - those that are academically rigorous and work hard at developing self-esteem - should not be allowed to be become extinct" (250).   They quote University of Michigan researcher Valerie Lee:

'Some girls' schools we saw looked like throwbacks, nineteenth century finishing schools to prepare little ladies. But other girls' schools are really paying attention to gender.... They encourage assertiveness, curiosity and questions.  Visiting these schools makes your heart sing (Sadker 249).    


At this point, I would like to briefly review some of the methods that have been found to work in improving girls' education.  I believe that this material is important, because we may be able to implement some of these methods within our own educational environments, whether they are high schools or yeshiva programs in Israel.  In addition, reviewing this material will allow a better general picture of the types of approaches that are working for girls to emerge, and this picture can help us sharpen our perspective of the young women that we are educating.

 
Just as there is no one "schoolgirl", there is no one method that works for every girl. Instead, a study dedicated to finding solutions for adolescent girls has identified a cluster of different behaviors exhibited by young women, and a variety of methods and programs within which different girls will find answers to their particular needs.  They have found that adolescent girls tend to express themselves within one of the three broad categories of behavior.  Perhaps we will see our students, or ourselves, within these patterns, or within a combination of these patterns:

Speaking Out  These are girls who insist on being heard, both in friendly as well as unfriendly circumstances. They are young women with a strong sense of self-identity. In school, these girls become either leaders or troublemakers.

Doing School  These are the students who chose to be the traditional "good girls", doing well in school, complying with expectations, speaking in turn or not at all.  These are the girls who receive adult approval. They are perceived as "good girls" rather than leaders.  A girl constructing this type of identity may be doing well, receiving both in-school and at home support.  Sometimes, however, this role masks a deep personal and emotional crisis. These "play schoolgirls" may need particular assistance, especially as their struggles may be difficult to perceive.

Crossing Borders  These are the girls who "know everybody".  Their strength lies in their ability to understand different backgrounds and different interaction styles among their peers.

Girls may exhibit more than one style of behavior. They may "try on" different roles in their attempt to find their particular identity. Instead of viewing these girls, as did one boy, as "actors" or "imposters" who "change instead of staying the same", we must recognize this searching process as essential to the young woman's growth (Girls in the middle 16). The young woman's emergent self is fragile, we must help her solidify her personal identity.   As teachers, we must talk to and listen to our students.  In addition, rather than expecting that all students conform to one "successful" standard of behavior, we must ask ourselves how to allow each student’s unique personality to flourish. We must afford a wide repertoire of possibilities for her to succeed, such as leadership opportunities
, various extra-curricular activities (drama, sports, art, debate etc.), and allow her the flexibility to experiment with these possibilities.

Given the importance placed by women on connection and interpersonal relationships, it is not surprising that the AAUW study concludes that "Nothing is more important to girls' developing sense of self than a mentor."
  Similarly, Growing Smart, What’s Working for Girls in Schools states in its list of recommendations:   "to connect girls to caring adults means to link girls to people who will spend time with them, listen to their ideas, and help them learn to stretch and excel.  Strong interpersonal relationships within the school community are central to girls academic success (3)".  Therefore schools must commit time, programming and commitment to fostering these types of relationships. Mentors help students work through issues in their personal growth, as well as fostering high expectations.  In study after study, girls credit their success and sense of achievement to their relationships with adult role models (Girls in the Middle 87).

These types of close relationships with teachers and role models are developed and enhanced in another method that has proven successful with young women: small, personal learning communities
.  These groups can provide a consistent structure over time in which strong student-teacher, as well as peer relationships, can develop (49).  Often in these groups, teachers can foster more personal, creative programs. These groups often promote more the personal, intimate dialogue that can be vital to young women.  In fact, giving "private space" to young women, where they feel free to voice their concerns, is ranked high among successful strategies in Growing Smart: What's Working for Girls in School (1, 9, 18, 19).  Under the Heading Time Out for Girls, the AAUW report states that the most common program reform supporting girls was "girls' groups", all-female classes and activities in which girls are able to discuss a wide range of concerns.  These groups "appear to encourage girls to develop autonomy with the help of supportive adults and are places where girls can address and even argue through their differences (Girls in the Middle 82)". 

Within the classroom, studies have found that girls have done well when the style of the classroom becomes more co-operative and relaxed. "Providing a structure in which all students answer questions, pose questions, and receive answers, rather than one that emphasizes target students or those who call out answers the loudest, increases girls' opportunity and interest. Girls also respond well to special programs where they work cooperatively in a relaxed atmosphere where math is fun.  Such programs significantly increase the number of math and science courses girls take (AAUW 53)".  Research has found that in math classrooms that are "girl friendly", with less social comparison and competition and a "warmer, fairer" atmosphere, gender differences disappear (124).  Gender differences also disappear when classroom discussion follows after all students have had equal access to the same experience, after all have completed the same activity (123).

Many girls do better when they see themselves in what they are learning, or relate what they are learning to their own experience. Studies have found that encouraging active, cooperative learning, such as hands-on experiences, role-playing, or thematic or interdisciplinary projects helps girls learn (Girls in the Middle 79). There have been suggestions for classrooms that "emphasize collaboration and provide space for exploring diversity of opinion" (AAUW 125).  Small cooperative work groups can also contribute to this type of environment. 

Additionally, girls seem to do better on tests when dealing with abstract ideas and concepts rather than "facts" and "things", and when the things referred to are within their own frames of reference (The example quoted by the AAUW report is pans::dinner as opposed to guns::war) (94).

All this does not necessitate the collapse of the traditional classroom as it exists today.  It is possible that many girls thrive in an atmosphere of fast-paced competition, or that a healthy mix of different types of classroom experiences fosters maximum growth.  I am suggesting that we carefully experiment with including new classroom styles into our student's school experience, and adjust ourselves according to results.


It is my contention that, aside from implementing all the other methods that improve girls’ education, it is highly possible that we will improve girls’ academic performance if we educate them separately.  However, outside of the academic question, a much larger, and in my opinion much more significant area of education remains – that of educating our girls into strong, self-confident young women, helping them navigate this particularly turbulent time period and assisting them to emerge as vibrant individuals with strong voices of their own.
  This seems to me to be perhaps the most important obligation of the educator, and it appears that for young women, this task is best achieved in an all-female environment.


“Women’s Ways of Knowing”

At this point, let us turn our attention to a more theoretical question: Can we identify a specific learning style, or learning styles, that resonate particularly with women?   If so, should this affect the learning environment, and in what way?  In the book Women's Ways of Knowing, the researchers embarked on an extensive study, with an eye toward these types of questions.  Their study is not meant to be a comparison between men and women, but rather a look at how women themselves think and learn (although they do often compare their conclusions with what is known about male behavior). Their conclusions are enlightening and thought-provoking.


The authors, analyzing the results of their interviews with hundreds of women, identify five different methods employed by women to make sense of information imparted by the world around them.  We will touch on the first three briefly, in the hope that most of the young women we teach either do not fit into these categories, or that they can be moved out of them very quickly.  The fourth style is the stage hopefully eventually reached by most of our students, and therefore deserves explication.  Ultimately, it is my hope that we can learn to help our students progress into the fifth, most integrated mode of understanding and relating to the realities in which they live.


Before we describe these patterns, let us describe the male patterns of knowledge discovered by researcher William Perry, as a point of comparison. Perry traced the male undergraduate’s progression through a number of different epistemological positions.  Originally, the student views the world through a prism of basic dualism, in which the world is perceived in dualities of black and white – us vs. them, right vs. wrong.  The next stage is multiplicity, as the student realizes that not all authorities are correct and that some areas may be more matters of opinion than of fact.  Next comes relativism subordinate, in which the student creates his own personal approach and opinions, under the guidelines of critical analytical analysis imposed by one’s teachers, and finally, full relativism, in which the student realizes that all truth is dependant on context and perspective (Belenky 10). 

The first mode of understanding identified in women is that of silence.  These are women who never learned to raise their own voices, or to identify their own opinions. The second is that of received knowledge, listening to the voices of authority and assuming that all truth emanates exclusively from these authorities as opposed to from within one’s self.  These students passively assimilate information, and are unaware that true understanding involves a process of reasoning and assimilation which should engage the knower and her reason over a space of time. They do not evaluate ideas, and “believe” in facts rather than opinions.  As I stated previously, I hope our students do not fit into this category, although I have heard worrisome comments from colleagues which suggest that it may hold true for some of our students.  If so, I hope that as teachers, we devote effort to promptly correcting this situation. This is particularly true considering the differences in males and females who take up this stance of blind trust in authority.  While Perry’s research has shown that when males divide the world into two groups: authorities = right vs. others = wrong, males align themselves with the authorities (authorities/right/we vs. others/wrong/they).  On the other hand, women who saw the authorities as sources of truth did not identify themselves with authorities – instead they saw the authorities as the other: authorities/right/they.   While men in this dualistic mode tend to talk more than to listen, women tend to listen, to receive knowledge, rather than to talk.   For these women, who only perceive themselves through the eyes of others, their entire self-image is dependent on how the other, particularly the authorities, see them.  Thus they listen carefully to these authoritative voices and try to live up to the ideal images upheld by these authority figures (ch. 2).  

Many women move out of received knowledge into the realm of subjective knowledge.  This is the stage at which women feel that truth stems not from some external source, but rather from within themselves.  As they learn to value their inner resources and responses, they begin to find their own intuition to be the most reliable source of truth.  The authors believe this stage to be an important adaptive process, as it encourages women to move towards self-assertion and self-definition. This stage is also an important step towards the stage in which women in particular develop an appreciation for knowledge that emphasizes mutual understanding and a “meeting of minds” over autonomy and independence (54-55).  While men who move into this stage find it exhilarating to discover that they can stand on their own and pit their version of truth against that of others, women often find this separation of themselves from others to be isolating and disturbing (65).  Women in the process of transition into this stage turn away from traditional (often male) authority figures, to figures closer to their own personal experiences, female friends and family members.  They discover that firsthand experience, both their own and that of their companions, is a valuable source of information (60-61).  This information seems relevant for our students in that it implies that insomuch as our students may be engaging in this process, it is important for us to provide them with female mentors and role models, with whom they can identify, and discuss and share life experiences.     

The fourth stage is that of procedural knowledge.  This is the stage which is most fully developed, it seems to me, in the higher levels of education, in post high-school/collegiate institutions.   In this stage, students move out of affirming truth through intuitive sensibility, and learn instead that they can evaluate information according to objective academic criterion.  Initially some women assume that this threatens their own unique perspective, and believe they are only allowed to “give the teacher what he wants”. They thus learn to play according to the teacher’s rules and standards, but they feel a frustration at this muting of their newly acquired inner voice. Soon, however, these students learn that the discovery of truth requires careful analysis. Ultimately, students learn that they are permitted to have their own opinions, but that these opinions must stand up to rigorous scrutiny, and that there are objective methods for evaluating the worth of a given argument. They learn to master these procedures, and find that their own positions are considered valid when they stand up to the proper criterion. In addition, the student learns to relate to the idea that different people have different opinions, and she becomes preoccupied with the question of perspective – that is, not just what people believe, but why and how they arrived at that type of a position.  It is important to these women to understand where the other is “coming from”, to bridge the gap that divides people who hold different opinions.  Interestingly, I noted that as women engaging in procedural knowledge in the researchers study learn to evaluate truth, for example by recognizing that one must not impose too much of one’s one opinion on the subject to be analyzed – e.g. the realization that “a good interpretation .. is firmly grounded in the poem itself, while a bad interpretation contains too much of the reader and too little of the poem (98)”, - women did not talk about “dissecting” or “ripping apart” the subject to be analyzed, but rather of “listening” to the subject, and letting its true meaning emerge.  

Once the student masters this phase of procedural knowledge, which can be a very stimulating and mind-expanding experience, the researcher discovered two different modes of relating to knowledge on this level.  They term these methods separate knowing and connected knowing 

 Separate knowing is the mode of analysis that we typically think of when we think about evaluating a piece of information.  It consists of the ability to stand outside a piece of knowledge and analyze it impartially and objectively.  We ask ourselves: “what tools can I use to analyze this piece of information?”  In contrast, connected knowing asks a different question.  It asks not only what the piece of information is saying but rather what is it saying to me?  In other words, the orientation in connected knowing is towards relationship with the object of knowledge.  Just as the research of Carol Gilligan and Nora Lyons has demonstrated that there are two modes of relating to other people – that of evaluating moral behavior according to objective “outside” criteria, and the (predominantly female) model of relating to the person in their unique circumstance, of relating to the other from within a context of caring, - so too, the authors have identified parallel models in relating to knowledge.  Connected knowing is this later form of knowledge, in which we “can hear [the idea] speak to us.  The joy attendant upon intimacy with an idea is not so different from the joy we feel in close relationships with friends (102).”  As we shall see, not only does the knower attempt to relate to or identify with the object of information itself, but also with the person who advances or believes in that point of information.

Separate knowledge is typically nurtured in traditional places of academia.  At the core of this process is what the authors term ”the doubting game”.  In order to best analyze a piece of knowledge, I must approach it with an orientation of criticism and doubt.  My attitude is tough and exclusionary – this knowledge must prove itself worthy of acceptance, and pass by my rigorous, critical standards, in which I pick apart every aspect of it with the assumption that it may be wrong.  In this mode, I attempt to be as objective as possible; any subjective response on the part of the knower is regarded with suspicion and must be weeded out to ensure that it does not bias my ability to properly evaluate the information.  I attempt to distance myself from the knowledge as much as possible.

Connected knowing, on the other hand, can be dubbed “the believing game”.  It entails an attempt to empathetically enter into the mind or thought process of the producer of the knowledge one is analyzing, to figure out his perspective: “where he is coming from”.  One attempts to discover what the originator of this information is trying to convey to the knower.  A key component of connected knowing is the attempt to understand the experience that led the other person to his conclusions.  

This type of understanding grants great validity to personal experience, and focuses strongly on building a relationship between the self and the other.  In these things it echoes patterns that have appealed to women.  It is not surprising that women find this mode easier than “the doubting game”, and that they tend to leave the adversarial style of separate knowing in the classroom.  Often, women have expressed the feeling that essentially, separate knowing is “all a game” that one plays with material, and that can sometimes leave them feeling ultimately disconnected from the material.  While they frequently enjoy engaging in separate knowing in the classroom, and find it to be a cogent and stimulating method of arriving at objective truth, when they engage in personal relationships, they do it in the mode of connected knowing.  Unlike the male college student, who has been found to revel in after-hour wrangling and debate with his peers, women’s out-of –classroom peer experiences focus on learning to understand the others’ points of reference.  This is built upon the sharing of “small truths” – personal observations and life experiences.  While separate knowing is evaluative, connected knowing attempts to withhold judgement, in order to allow ones-self to fully enter the point of view of the other.  

This process is, in its own way, no less rigorous than separate knowing.  The ability to withhold judgement, along with the ability to keep one’s own opinions and ideas from interfering in one’s attempt to enter into the mind or perspective of the other, can be perceived as an active gesture, such as clenching a muscle. The process of connected knowing can be no less difficult than applying tough evaluative criterion (ch. 6).  

Let me reiterate that I believe that both separate and connected knowing have value; each has its place and its rewards.  Some women may be drawn towards one type of knowledge over the other; some may be drawn to different modes in different circumstances; perhaps some women are drawn to different modes during different stages of life.

The fifth, and final stage is that of constructed knowledge.  This stage is less about how to learn, or how to process information, and more about the women’s quest for personal growth and sense of self.  I am including it because it can help us understand the female process of self-development.

In this stage, the woman learns to integrate the different modes of knowledge, and reaches the stage at which she finds her own voice. She integrates her intuitive impressions and personal conclusions with the knowledge that she learns from others.  She undergoes a stage of self-reflection and self-examination, and ultimately constructs “a way of thinking about knowledge, truth, and self that guides [her] intellectual and moral life and personal commitments (136)”.  She develops a perspective on her life, past present and future. She demonstrates the ability to tolerate internal ambiguities or contradictions, along with the ability to move out of either/or thinking into a stage in which one is constantly juggling or attempting to strike a balance between different facets of one’s personality.  These women wish to embrace all the diverse and sometimes contradictory aspects of themselves.  They turn away from the traditionally male model of compartmentalization (of work and home, of intellect and emotion, of self and other) and towards an appreciation of their lives in all its complexity.    

Women in this stage, the stage of learning about the self, find that the ordinary personal details of their lives are worth attention, and that they need not live up to any external standard other than their own evaluations.  In their relationships with others, they value the ability to relate to the inner experiences of others, to relate in terms of “attentive caring”.  They engage in what the authors term “really talking”, (as opposed to didactic conversation,) in which each person gains from the experiences and analytic abilities of the other.  “Conversation … includes discourse and exploration, talking and listening, argument, speculation, and sharing (144)”. They learn to strike a balance between talking and listening – between expressing their own voice and respecting and learning from the voice of the other. Their decision-making about choices in their lives includes thought as to context – the effect their choices will have on others.  They often gravitate towards work that will improve the quality of life of others.  In short, these women struggle to create their own selves, to juggle and balance the diverse aspects of their personality, within a context of caring for and taking care of those around them. 


Practical Applications to the Classroom

What are some possible ways to apply these findings to the female classroom?

Aside from all the suggested methods discussed earlier in this paper (most of which correlate with the findings of this more theoretical section), we can discuss creating a new atmosphere in the female classroom.  It can be envisioned as a space in which women come together to share their ideas, their varying perspectives, and different interpretations of material.  The aim of this classroom environment is twofold. First, to uncover truth and increase the knowledge of the participants, with an emphasis on allowing multiple truths and visions to emerge from the contributions of the members of the group.  Second, to create an environment among the participants which is not adversarial, but rather in which bonds of connection and mutual insight are forged between the participants.  The students grow not only in acquisition of information, but rather, through this process of mutual understanding, they acquire perspectives that enrich not only their intellect, but their entire psyche. 


It has been suggested that the teacher set the tone in the classroom, first and foremost, by affirming the students’ validity as knower (194)
.   Teachers traditionally enter the classroom as the voice of authority, having previously formulated their ideas, whereas the students are thinking and formulating their positions for the first time.  They may, (women especially), feel uncertain and tentative about expressing their opinions; in addition, the student may not have developed her idea to its full implications.    The role of the teacher, therefore, is to act as “midwife”, encouraging the woman, and as well as assisting in the birth of the new idea, helping the student develop her thoughts to their full fruition.  The teacher demonstrates “the conviction that ideas and values, like children, must be nurtured and cared for, placed in environments that help them grow (152)”.  The sense in the classroom is that both student and teacher are thinking together, and are expressing their thoughts in a public dialogue.  It is assumed that new ideas are tentative and uncertain, and therefore, in this classroom atmosphere, tentative suggestions are not immediately challenged, but rather picked up on, developed and encouraged by other members of the group.  The environment in the classroom is one of belief rather than one of doubt.


This does not mean that no criticism or disagreement enters the classroom.  Criticism is advanced, but because the environment is supportive rather than adversarial, the tone of the criticism is not the rejection of an idea because it “fails” to live up to standard.  Instead, it grows out of a sense that all the students share a commonality of experience and are helping each other reach mutually satisfying truths. In general, it has been shown that these types of classrooms work best when the students interact and get to know each other over a period of time, and the sense of a caring and supportive community is created within the classroom.


It has been shown that women appreciate connecting the abstract ideas that they learn to their own everyday experiences.  They enjoy seeing how these ideas operate and have operated in their own lives, as well as in the lives of others, and they enjoy discovering how a new idea may have concrete applications in their future experience.  Sharing personal experiences is thus a means both for fostering the ties of connection between the women, as well as a satisfying method for uncovering the nature of reality.
  “It should come as no surprise that the courses most often mentioned as powerful learning experiences were … courses which helped women translate their ideas from the darkness of private experience into a shared public language (203).” 


Tanakh seems to be the ideal subject matter for a classroom of this sort.  As a work that can be analyzed as a piece of literature, it opens itself up to various interpretations and readings that differ with the differing personalities and perceptions of the reader.  It is a work laden with ethical implications, and the precise nuances of these implications are also open to different views dependant on the differing perspectives of the students.  The narrative sections of Tanakh, and in particular the sections which deal with Biblical personalities, foster discussion of personality and relationships, encourage self-identification with the characters, and are rich subject matter for the exploration of personal application to our daily experiences.  


All this is not meant to suggest that this style of learning, of Tanakh or of any subject matter, be the only style to which the student is exposed.  The student should benefit from all types of classroom atmospheres and multiple styles of approach to and interpretations of texts and subject matter.  However, including this style among the many types of classrooms a student will enter, can enrich the student’s knowledge not only of the text but of herself and of others, and can foster the growth of new ideas and perspectives that would not flourish elsewhere, which will enhance the education of those students, as well as the Jewish community as a whole.

Afterword

Other areas left to explore: This paper remained on the purely theoretical plain.  I would like to explore some of the practice or realities in this area.  Firstly, I would like to talk to experts in the field, both males and females who are involved in education.  I would like to discuss their experiences in a female classroom.  Did they find anything unique about the female classroom, and if so, what, and what circumstances do they believe led to that experience? (For example, were they teaching women pre- or post- college?  What was their family structure – single, married, children, grandchildren, etc.?       What was the classroom setting – formal, informal?)   I would like to ask the woman educators if they see themselves as expressing a uniquely feminine perspective, or run the class in a specifically “female” atmosphere (for explication, see the last section of my paper.)   In addition, I would like to talk to students.  Now that I have completed this project, and clarified my ideas, I have a better sense of the kinds of questions and issues I would like to ask them about.  Furthermore, two areas suggested by my mentor, David Bernstein, that would be intriguing to explore, are whether the female chavruta experience is different than the male chavruta experience, given the different approaches to relationship and argumentation, and similarly, whether given the differences in approach to, and comfort level with, adversarial combative discourse, there are any differences in male-female approaches to Talmud study.

 
To conclude, I enjoyed working on this project and see it as a fully completed body of work.  Nevertheless, I would love, at some point in the future, to continue this project, viewing this paper as Part One – establishing the theory and premises, and the next part as Part Two – conclusions based on actual research in the field that builds upon the ideas I developed in Part One.
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Note: Within the text of the paper, when I cited the AAUW’s (American Association of College Women) major report, How Schools Shortchange Girls, I refer to it for the sake of brevity as “AAUW”.

� Taken from the title of the book Women's Ways of Knowing: the Development of Self, Body and  Mind, ed. M. Belenky et al.


� Even if one would argue that one ought not accept these realities of gender differences, the nurture differences start so early (in infancy) and are so ingrained and pervasive, that to change this reality would take years. I suspect it would be impossible, and in any event, our daughters cannot wait that long.


� It would be interesting to speculate on whether the rise of postmodern thought in any way correlates with the rise of feminism, and the increase of women in academic fields.


� A loud attention-grabbing boy is usually regarded with weary tolerance, a loud attention-grabbing girl is usually disapproved of not only for disrupting class but also for exhibiting unacceptable (in a female) behavior.  (For examples, see Peggy Orenstein's Schoolgirls, p. 16-17, and ch. 9.)


� I insert this information here because it seems to me that access to classroom instruments is not only a function of teachers’ choices, but is very much influenced by the initiative and assertiveness of the students (i.e. who volunteers for experiments, who runs first to the equipment table, etc.). I admit, however, that this is only speculation. 


� “In the typical schoolyard, the boys’ area is ten times bigger than the girls’ (Sadker 60).”


� These patterns of misunderstanding in adult interaction have been noted by Deborah Tannen in You Just Don’t Understand (ch. 5).


� While in third grade, boys and girls are found to consider themselves good on math in roughly the same percentages. By seventh grade  57% of the girls agree versus 64% of the boys, and by 11th grade 48% of girls agree versus 60% of the boys. 


� As educators, it is important for us to take note that studies have shown that girls do better with one transition from elementary school to high school, as opposed to two adjustments, to a middle school and to a high school, during this most delicate developmental period of adolescence.  “In terms of self esteem the K-6/JH/SH girls never recover from the seventh-grade drop in self-esteem .. they respond more, not less, negatively to the transition into senior high school than does the cohort who has to make only one change at a more mature age” (Simmons and Blyth, Moving into Adolescence, 227, in AAUW 21).


� Sexual harassment (which I am defining as unwanted attention of a sexual nature) is rampant in public schools.  I have no statistics on yeshiva high schools, but I hope that the issue of harassment is less problematic in that context.


� According to Carol Gilligan and Annie Rogers ("Translating Girls' Voices: Two Languages of Development," Harvard Project on the Psychology of Women and the Development of Girls), until early adolescence girls exhibit


"'striking capacities for self-confidence, courage and resistance to harmful norms of feminine behavior as well as a detailed and complex knowedge of the human social world ...Up until the age of eleven or twelve...girls are quite clear and candid about what they thing and feel and know.'


But as girls mature and enter mid-adolescence, their voices become more tentative and conflicted.  Their responses reveal a sometimes debilitating tension between caring for themselves and caring for others, between their understanding of the world and their awareness that it is not appropriate to speak  or act on this understanding." (AAUW 20).


� "...[Y]oung adolescent girls learn the social patterns of the adult world at the same time that they are actively interpreting the world and shaping their own values.  In the face of an onslaught of cultural and personal messages about what it means to be female, their task is monumental.  They must both prune and blossom, cope and strategize; they must invent themselves.  Girls at this developmental crossroad share a set of challenges as they come to grips with issues of autonomy and connection" (Girls in the Middle 13).


� See also Schoolgirls, in which Peggy Orenstein chronicles several cases of this tragic pattern. What is particularly sadly ironic is that, at this stage in life, girls are overflowing with the desire to talk and to express themselves, and it is they who are receiving the message in school to remain silent.


� I personally look back with affection at my elementary school years in a "yeshivish" all -girl environment.  The creativity and initiative (particularly in school performances, and particularly by the girls in early adolescence) expressed by the girls in this environment, which also emphasized "achdus" and "midos" (i.e. peer support and encouragement) to a high degree, was staggering.  In a separate high school, however, where the feeling in the school was not one of mutual support and encouragement (and, incidentally, in which most of the girls were coming from co-ed elementary schools) the output was much less impressive. 


� "[E]ncouraging outspoken, even confrontational girls to be peer mediators can help them feel valued and even give them a stake in the system they are used to attacking.  Similarly, encouraging quiet, almost invisible schoolgirls to tutor younger children or take on roles of authority and visibility...can prod them into articulating their values and inspiring admiration.  Girls who cross borders...need support to manage the balancing act required of them.  Adults can provide this support by encouraging the use of schoolwide dialogue journals and other approaches... (Girls in the Middle 86)."


� In all the quotes that appear in bold in this section, the bold typeface is found in the original studies.


� For example, breaking up large institutions into smaller subunits that function within the institution has proven to be highly successful (Girls in the Middle 77).


� Beverly Gribitz has noted that although when female students are questioned about their co-ed high school experience, they do not see discriminatory patterns, she noticed looking back and from observation of her years as headmistress of a high school, how male-dominated all the extra curricular activities and school leadership actually is.   She also noted that while the question of whether girls benefit academically is an area under debate, it is possible that when talking about issues such as development of leadership qualities and self-esteem, separate education may be favorable.


� These two modes cannot be identified as exclusively male or female.  Just as there are obviously many women who relate predominately to the mode of separate knowing, there are clearly many males who engage in the process of connected knowing. 


� On a personal note, I can observe in myself that while in college, I reveled in the intellectual rigor and excitement of separate knowing, and found it to be one of the most stimulating and meaningful periods of my life.  At the same time, however, I have always related through connected knowing in my personal conversations, even during that period. For example, during rousing intellectual arguments around the shabbat table, it was always just as important for me to understand why my interlocutors believed as they did, and to try to find the common ground between us, as it was to pick apart their arguments.  In addition, I am finding that as I move from a stage of my life in which I identified primarily as a student, into a stage in my life in which I identify more as a wife, mother, and educator, the mode of connected knowing, and the attendant forging of relationships inherent within it, holds more instinctive appeal to me than separate knowing.


� In this section of the paper, the ideas expressed are a combination of my own thinking and the ideas found in the chapters “Toward an Education for Women” and “Connected Teaching” in Women’s Ways of Knowing.  Unless the idea is one that I had not thought of at all, or is a direct quote, I am not including explicit sources from the book outside of this footnote.


� For examples of this phenomenon in the female classroom, see Bryna Levy’s article “From Imitation to Innovation: Women and Talmud Torah”.
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