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Gender Equity
and Educational Reform

A review of the literature and a survey of
practitioners’ views show that the reform
movement has done little to promote educational
equity or close the gender achievement gap.

he glaring omission of equity
I concerns, particularly the needs
of girls in schools, from reform
agendas suggests that the movement
itself is in need of reform. We recently
assessed the state of reform from the
perspectives of policy and practice,
undertaking a comprehensive review
and analysis of professional literature
and, at the same time, conducting a
nationwide survey to determine the
reactions of practicing educators to
the reform reports. Here we discuss
the major emphasis of our study: the
reform treatment of educational eq-
uity, with particular focus on the gen-
der achievement gap

The Silent Treatment

In our study, to obtain a clearer pic-
ure of the professional response to
the reform movement, we conducted
a line-by-line content analysis of each
article on reform appearing between
January 1983 and January 1987 in nine
professional journals, selected for their
prominence in the field' We had
trained a team of raters to use the con-
tent analysis instrument we had de-
signed, subsequently establishing and

maintaining inter-rater reliability at 85
percent agreement

The 138 articles we analyzed con
tained 68,660 lines, of which approxi
mately 10 percent addressed the broad
topic of equity. Sometimes writers con
centrated on this issue, but more often
equity was only one of several concerns
they raised about reform. Authors wor-
ried that the movement was elitist, with
100 much anention paid to the college-
bound and oo litde effort to help less

Only 1 author out of
183 discussed

sex differential
treatment in
classroom
interaction, in
athletics, or in the
curriculum.

able students meet the new higher stan-
dards. Specifically targeted were the det
rimental effects of tracking and the neg-
ative impaat of competency tests on
minority teachers

Only 1 percent of article content
pertained to gender equity, and even
then it was an afterthought. Typically,
phrases such as gender equity, sex
equity, or the needs of girls and women
were tagged on to an article whose
main focus was a different topic. Except
in one article, no author noted the
achievement gender gap as measured
by the National Assessment of Educa-
ton Progress, the Scholastic Aptitude
Test, or the Graduate Record Exam.
Only 1 author out of 183 discussed
sex differential treatment in class-
room interaction, in athletics, or in
the curriculum

Containing by far the largest num-
ber of articles in our study, Phi Delta
Kappan was slightly above the equity
average with 13 percemt of content
devoted to the broad issue of equity
and 3 percent of this on gender equity
The four articles in Harvard Educa-
tional Review gave 30 percent of con-
tent to equity. Almost 60 percent of the
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content of the rwo anticles in Review of
Educational Research was on equity,
and 7 percent of this was on gender
equity. Journals that gave the least
attention to equity were the NASSP
Bulletin, Fducational Leadership,
Journal of Teacher Education, Teach-
ers College Record, and The Flemen-
tary School Journal

Women were absent not only from
narrative content but from authorship
and illustrations as well. Of the total of
183 authors who wrote the 138 articles
included in this study, only 38 (21
percent) were female. Of the 685 au-
thors and researchers noted in bibli-
ographic citations, 518 (76 percent)
were men

Sometimes the journals, particularly
Phi Delta Kappan and Educational
Leadership, attempted o enhance nar-
rative with drawings and photographs.
The 157 photographs we examined
included 86 males and 71 females
However, only 12 minority group
members were depicted in photos.
Further, the drawings, products of an
illustrator’s mind rather than a snap-
shot of reality, were far more biased

tion of Elementary School Principals,
and National Association of Secondary
School Principals. Out of the 537 ques-
tionnaires mailed to representatives in
every state, 304 (57 percent) were
completed and returned.

The majority of the respondents re-
ported that the reform movement had
done linle to increase the academic
achievement of females, with 57 per-
cent seeing no increase in their aca-
demic performance and 11 percent
believing that it has improved. Nor
have minorities benefited, according
to 65 percent of the respondents.
When asked to rank-order the factors
that have promoted educational op-
portunities for females and minorities,
these educators cited civil rights legis-
lation and political action; the reform
movement was far less often seen as a
beneficial influence (see fig 1)

The reform reports
and the professional
dialogue they have
spawned fail to take
into account the
substantial body of
research concerning
different educational
experiences and
outcomes for boys
and girls.

than photos: the drawings depicted Percents
nearly twice as many males as females. Don’t
Amazingly, only three minority group Yes No Know |
members populated these drawings,
and none nr:f( :hc three was female - Has the reform movesment increased fomale

Thus, we included that, in the pro- academic achievement? n 57 32
fessional dialogue about education re- interest in math and W 17 52 !
form, gender equity received the si- e into educati inistration? 34 &0 6
lent treatment. interest in nontraditional careers? n 37 32

participation in sports? 33 53 14

Voices from the Schools self-esteemn? 24 34 42
When we found that fewer than 10 retention in school? 7 52 41
percent of the articles analyzed had
Eorators, e decuced o praccing | |t e o sl ety
educators kad been relegated to a acadeowic achivantt = - 4
minor role in improving their field To inferest in math and science? " =4 =
determine what practitioners thought, entrance into teaching? n 7 12
we surveyed their reactions to specific entrance into education administration? 16 76 8
reform recommendations and their entrance into coflege preparatory programs? 12 49 39
impressions of the impact of the career expectations? 20 £l 39
movement on daily school practices in seli-esteemi 20 44 36
general and, in particular, on opportu- retention in schooli 6 58 3
nities for females and minorities.

We targeted teachers and adminis-
trators in three national organizations Fig. 1. Mddu Educators’ Perceptions of the Impact of the
1o receive questionnaires: National Ed- Reform Movement on Educational Equity
ucation Association, National Associa-
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nontraditional
Science Network in
are conducted in 20-25 states,

models share career awareness

What the World Needs Now:
More Women in Mathematics and Science

Joy Wallace
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In the professional
dialogue about
education reform,
gender equity
received the silent

Gender: Our National
Blind Spot
The reform reports and the profes-
sional dialogue they have spawned
fail 1o take into account the substan-
tial body of research concerning dif-
ferent educational experiences and
outcomes for boys and girls. Con
sider the following:

® Berween 1970 and 1984 the Na-
tional Assessment of Educational Prog-

ment gap between the sexes has nar-
rowed as girls’ performance remains
stable and boys continue to make
achievement gains. A 1985 National
Assessment of Educational Progress
showed that by ages 21-25, males have
caught up with females in reading and
literacy proficiency (Mullis 1987)

® Males outperform females sub-
stantially on all subsections of the
Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) and the
American College Testing Program Ex-
amination (ACT). The largest gap is in
the math section of the SAT followed
by the ACT natural science reading,
the ACT math usage, and the ACT
social studies reading (Dauber 1987)

® On the College Board Achieve-
ment Tests, which are required for
admission to more selective colleges
and universities, males outperform fe-
males in European history, American
history, biology levels 1 and 2, and
mathematics (Stanley 1987).

® Girls auain only 36 percent of the
National Merit Scholarships (more than
6,000) awarded each year. These awards
are based on the higher Preliminary
Scholastic Aptitude Test (PSAT) scores
arained by boys (PEER 1987)

® On tests for admission to gradu-
ate and professional schools, males
outperform females on the Graduate
Record Exam (GRE), the Medical Col-
lege Admissions Test (MCAT), and the
Graduate Management Admissions
Test (GMAT) (Brody 1987)

Girls encounter sex bias in the class-
room as well as on the athletic field
(Sadker and Sadker 1985). Report card
grades, awarded for compliance as
well as achievement, mask much of
this educational deficit; but other mea
sures, including standardized tests,
highlight the need for gender equity in
schools. Girls are the only group who
enter school scoring ahead and 12
years later leave school scoring behind
The decline of academic achievement
experienced by half our population
remains an invisible issue

treatment. ress conducted three assessments of | The Case for Real Reform
reading achievemnent. While girls con- | To ensure all America’s children a
tinue to outperform boys at the 9-, 14-, | window of opportunity in the nation’s
and 17-year-old levels, the achieve- | classrooms, a reformed movement
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should address the academic deficits
of girls and minorities with the same
fervor and finances devoted to resolv-
ing academic problems that histori-
cally plague boys. Low reading
achievement, for example, has been
addressed with federal programs and
funds; this priority has been especially
helpful to boys, who have outnum-
bered girls in these programs at a ratio
of more than five to one. The math and
science deficits that so frequently trou-
ble females and minorities should re-
ceive similar auention and resources.

Although half of America’s class-
rooms are sex segregated—in class-
room seating, work groups, and infor-
mal interactions—educators and the
public seem unaware of this gender
line or of its implications. We know that
there are boys' areas and girls’ areas of
the classroom, but we do not know
enough about the impact of this infor-
mal gender separation (Sadker and
Sadker 1986)

In addition, a contradiction exists
berween national standardized test
scores, where boys outperform girls
by the secondary school level, and
report card grades, where girls out-
perform boys. The contradictory re-
sults of these two assessments need to
be examined, as well as bias in the
standardized tests and bias in report
card grades.

Girls and minorities are short-
changed in the critical currency of
classroom interaction. Teachers from
grade school to graduate school ask
males more questions, give them more
precise feedback, criticize them more,
and give them more ume to respond.
Whether the attention is positive, nega-
tive, or neutral, the golden rule of the
American classroom is that boys get
more (Sadker and Sadker 1986) The
inequities in teacher-student interac-
tions are reinforced in the curriculum.
Females are less likely to be studied in
history and read about in literature; and
math and science problems are more
likely to be framed in male stereotypic
terms. Even the illustrations in most
textbooks depict a world populated
and shaped mostly by males (Klein
1985).

A contradiction
exists between
national
standardized test
scores, where boys
outperform girls by
the secondary
school level, and

report card grades,
where girls

outperform boys.

Nor are these the only national
blind spots. Steps toward economic
improvement for women and minori-
ties have been slow, and persistent
economic differences suggest the need
to look more closely at academic and
career counseling at school. And school
itself presents a model of economic
inequity, with too few women and mi-
norities in positions of leadership. The
educational medium and message
combine to form a subtle pattern that
slowly takes an academic and psycho-
logical toll.

The present reforms, promulgated
with little participation from practicing
educators and unresponsive to the ma-
jority of the nation’s children, are in-
deed a limited blueprint for education
in the 21st century. From the class-
room to the workplace, real education
reform will require well-informed re-
search, policy, and day-to-day action.
As practitioners and policymakers,
professors and politicians struggle to
reform education reform, equity must
take the highest priorir§1.i:|

1. Fifty-eight of the ancles were pub-
lished in Phi Delta Kappan, 26 in Educa-
tional Leadership, 26 in NASSP [National
Association of Secondary School Principals)
Bulletin, 8 in Journal of Teacher Educa-
tion, 5 in The American School Board Jouwr-
nal, 5 in Teachers College Record, 4 in The

Elemertary School Jowemnal, 4 in Harvard
Educarional Remvew, and 2 in Revvew of
Educanional Research.
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