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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION TO GENDER ISSUES AND THE 

TEXAS PUBLIC SCHOOL SYSTEM 

Since the publication of A Nation at Risk: the 

Imperative for Educational Reform in April, 1983, by the 

National Commission on Excellence in Education detailing 

deficiencies within the public school system, the opinion 

of the public regarding America's educational system has 

become sharply critical. The media have criticized 

education repeatedly and accused it of failing to produce 

students capable of succeeding in a competitive world. For 

these reasons, national and local educational leaders are 

constantly seeking new ways to increase the competency of 

both students and teachers, largely through standardized 

testing. The differences in students' learning styles, 

which are influenced by the students' gender, establishes a 

need for the public schools to realign the curriculum to 

better serve the needs of both males and females. The 

current teaching methodology places females at a 

disadvantage when taking high-stakes standardized tests. 

The following study investigates the nature of gender 

discrimination by teachers in the classroom, the tenets of 
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feminist theory, and how feminist theory blends in 

remarkable ways with recent composition theory, possibly to 

provide a new perspective on the nature of instruction 

itself. 

Students must pass standardized competency tests 

dictated by the state to receive a high school diploma. 

Reading and Math comprise the Florida Comprehensive 

Assessment Test, or FCAT, which students must pass before 

graduating high school. They also take a Writing test 

called Florida Writes. Virginia evaluates their students' 

knowledge using the Standards of Learning, or SOL, test. 

Currently, students may still graduate, but students 

graduating in 2004 are required to pass before receiving 

their diploma. 

In Texas, students must pass the Texas Assessment of 

Academic Skills, or TAAS, test in Math, Reading, and 

Writing in order to receive a diploma. If they fail this 

test, they will receive a certificate of attendance. The 

state has reduced the knowledge that a student has gained 

to a quantifiable number. The grade given on one test 

summarizes the entire knowledge that an individual student 

has gained. The TAAS test has started dictating what the 

school teaches because of the emphasis placed on the 



school's performance on the test. Teachers have started 

teaching to the test to increase passing rates, and they 

are encouraged to do so by their administrators resulting 

in formulaic writing instruction and drills in grammar. 

This past year, DeSoto East Junior High (7̂ " and 8 ,th 

grade) increased their overall TAAS Writing Test passing 

rate, but there was a discrepancy between the increased 

rates for the genders. Male students increased their 

scores by 11% while females raised their scores by a mere 

3%. The school was thrilled by the increase because they 

were finally a recognized school but failed to recognize 

the discrepancy for males and females in the classroom as a 

problem. A new methodology of teaching is needed within 

these classrooms to create a more equitable learning 

environment for both genders. The emphasis should not be 

placed on the test but the students' creation of knowledge. 

This increase will be reflected in the TAAS scores with the 

correct type of pedagogy. 

At one time, the TAAS test was used as a self 

assessment for the schools to see how their students are 

doing; now schools are given report cards of their 

assessment which must be distributed to every student's 

guardian the following school year. Parents want their 
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children to attend a school district that is '"recognized" 

(80% passing rate) or higher. The local newspapers publish 

comparative studies of passing rates for nearby school 

districts. Principals ask prospective employees about 

their TAAS scores at their current school because this is a 

major concern for all schools. Out of necessity, the school 

system has switched from educating the student to passing 

TAAS. These tests have resulted in many teachers teaching 

to the test disregarding the process by which students 

create knowledge. Teaching to the test is similar to Paulo 

Freire's idea of a "banking system" education. 

Freire describes the "banking system" as teachers 

being the "depositors" and students being the "receptacles" 

(58) . "In the banking concept of education, knowledge is a 

gift bestowed by those who consider themselves 

knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know 

nothing" (Freire 58). Although some information, such as 

historical dates or chemical compounds, can be taught 

effectively in this memorization manner, interpretations of 

literature and responding through written communication 

cannot be taught effectively with this method. The student 

wou id not be allowed to express his or her own ideas. 

Historical dates are facts; interpreting literature and 
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expressing oneself in writing is more subjective. This 

interpretation can be influenced by the gender of the 

reader. In a "banking system" of education, the teacher 

would make the interpretation for the student. Many times 

the student may interpret the text differently and made to 

feel that his or her feelings are wrong. Students will 

then be less confident about their creation of knowledge. 

Freire is frequently cited within texts showing the need 

for change. A "banking" system is an oppressive type of 

education for all students involved because the students 

are not creating their own knowledge, they are only 

regurgitating what their teachers have told them. In order 

to be in charge of their own education, they need to be 

responsible for creating their own knowledge. Freire 

asserts that only joint communication between teacher and 

students can result in this creation of knowledge (59-67). 

As the United States became an industrialized nation, 

our educational system changed to meet the needs, or 

expectations, of society. Industry needed educated, 

skilled laborers; therefore, the school systems adapted to 

fit those needs (Berlin 22-23). Although some changes have 

been made, the basic principle of public schools is to 

educate the masses. Students are seeking college degrees 
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to make themselves more marketable, so curriculum within 

the pubic schools has changed to meet the needs of those 

students by changing the curriculum to college-bound 

material. 

With these changes in curriculum, one would think that 

teacher training would change also. One area that would 

appear to be vital is the lesson plan format; 

unfortunately, the same format is still being used. The 

format that has been taught to new educators is teacher 

modeling and student guided practice. Training for public 

school teachers rarely touches on various theories behind 

pedagogical methods, rather training entails a methods 

course to teach "how to teach." For secondary teachers, 

this course is designed to fit the needs for all subject 

areas without regard to differences between the types of 

concepts that are taught or the type of students that are 

taught. Usually, the course is taught by a university 

professor who is not familiar with many of the subject 

areas within the classroom; therefore, real world knowledge 

of the teacher-in-training's curriculum is not available 

while developing lesson plans. 

Donald Stewart describes this problem, as well as 

Freire's concerns, within the composition classroom. 
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Historically, teachers were schooled in the "current-

traditional rhetoric" and accepted it without questioning. 

Current-traditional rhetoric emphasizes final product 

rather than the entire writing process. TAAS grades the 

final product of an essay that a student writes and has a 

multiple choice section that tests students' knowledge of 

sentence construction, English usage, and spelling, 

capitalization, and punctuation. Therefore, many students 

in the schools are drilled on grammar, spelling, and 

punctuation since TAAS also emphasizes these skills. The 

number of these product oriented teachers are lessening 

with new information about process composition being given 

to new teachers. Unfortunately, when the new teacher is in 

charge of teaching 120 students to pass TAAS, he or she 

needs assistance. He or she follows the guides given by 

mentor teachers within the public school systems who are 

schooled in this TAAS and current-traditional product 

oriented system (16-17). In addition, grammar is much 

easier to grade than content for new teachers; the student 

has either written a grammatically correct sentence or not. 

Teachers, or English departments, can develop a grading 

chart that assigns points to each type of error. For 

instance, if a student has two sentence fragments, no comma 
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after an introductory clause, and three spelling errors, 

then they would fail the paper. Content of the writing 

becomes unimportant in this method of grading. Teachers 

that evaluate the content in their students' essays may be 

accused of subjective grading, and they must be able to 

defend the grade that a child receives on a paper. Grammar 

provides an easy way to defend a grade. No longer does a 

student's ideas and creation of knowledge matter. The 

grade is defined by a quantifiable measure. 

Teachers within the system "unwillingly emphasize 

grammar and mechanics, even though they know better" 

because society expects them to graduate students who can 

spell and punctuate over any other talent (Stewart 17). 

Parents often react to composition English classes by 

commenting about how horrible their child's spelling is, as 

if fixing his or her spelling could improve his or her 

entire writing process. They do not realize that 

organization and presentation of ideas are equally, if not 

more, important so the reader can understand the writer's 

thoughts. Students need to be given the opportunity to 

express their ideas for them to be successful once they 

graduate and enter the work force. 
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Stewart also discusses the ineffectiveness of teaching 

the five-paragraph essay, although most schools teach this 

as the best type of essay for students to write. Stewart 

considers the five-paragraph essay as "rule-governed, 

hence, easy to mark" for teachers who want formulaic 

writing (18). Again, many times this type of teaching will 

help the students pass the TAAS test. This type of 

formulaic writing forces the student into elaborating about 

specific details of his or her paper. A school may develop 

its own organizational tool, but most of the time it can be 

described as a traditional five paragraph theme. There are 

students, usually more proficient writers, that break the 

mold of the five paragraph essay, and many times they score 

one of the highest grades on the test. Unfortunately, in 

order to pass the majority of the students, the five 

paragraph essay is taught because it can fit into a formula 

that most students can easily use. The five paragraph 

essay "represents a mechanical not an organic conception of 

discourse" resulting in papers that sound very similar to 

each other (Stewart 18). The student is not in charge of 

creating his or her own discourse resulting in a loss of 

authority of authorship over the text. This type of 

formulaic writing does not consider that students may not 
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approach writing similarly. Research by theorists 

(Elizabeth Flynn, Susan Gabriel, and Isaiah Smithson) has 

shown a tendency for females to discuss relationships in 

their writing, while males write about individual issues. 

Formulaic writing does not allow the freedom for these 

differences. 

As our classrooms have become increasingly diverse as 

far as gender, racial, cultural, and socio-economic 

backgrounds, our pedagogy should become increasingly 

diverse if we want to provide all students with the best 

possible education (Stewart 17). This diversity in the 

classroom causes difficulties for new teachers and present 

teachers that were not trained in process composition 

theory. Although research in gender issues within the 

university level has been increasing over the last two 

decades, more research is needed within the public schools 

in order to allow more students to gain access to a more 

diverse education in which they are participants. 

Most of the research in gender issues has been dealt 

with in other subject areas, such as linguistics, reading, 

and education. As a relatively new discipline. Composition 

seeks to gain importance within the university system 

(Parker 3, North 9) but has not dealt with the issue of 
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gender until the last decade. North proposes the "birth of 

modern Composition, capital C, to 1963" with the document 

Research in Written Composition (15-16). Composition, in 

fact, was trying to define its "theoretical, political, and 

pedagogical histories," rather than researching gender and 

feminist issues (Ritchie and Boardman 585). 

The field of composition is comprised of many female 

theorists who are widely cited in composition literature. 

Gender issues in composition theory were not frequently 

discussed in published research during the 1980's; rather 

composition tried to develop into an accepted field of 

study. During the 1990's many of these theorists began 

writing about gender issues in composition theory. Even 

though these theorists, such as Elizabeth Flynn, had only 

begun to discuss gender issues in composition, feminist 

issues had already been in discussion in other research 

areas. Flynn had even published an article entitled 

"Gender and Reading." Much of the feminist theory from 

other fields supports and influences composition theory as 

it began to explore this area of research. Ritchie and 

Boardman cite Caywood and Overing noting a "'fundamental 

connection ' between feminism and revisionist writing 

theory...the two have run for years in the same direction. 
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along close tragectories; to bring the fields together it 

is necessary only to notice the shared goals and common 

directions, and to make connections more visible and 

explicit" (593). 

Composition theory is important to the teaching field 

as we realize the diversity within our student population. 

One of the major facets that educators need to take into 

consideration is gender, and a combination of process 

composition and feminist theory meets that need. The Texas 

Education Agency created and administered the TAAS test in 

1990. Since then, most school districts have accepted that 

TAAS will be part of the Texas public school system, and 

school districts need to find ways to improve overall 

scores of students. By creating this new pedagogy, females 

will receive a more equitable education which will be seen 

in their TAAS scores. This equity will also be 

advantageous to the male students who are taking the TAAS 

test. This new pedagogy will not only improve TAAS scores, 

but help students improve their overall knowledge base. 

This type of pedagogy will help both genders when they 

begin university studies also. 

More and more women are entering the ranks of higher 

education, and their differences in learning style and 
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interpretation of ideas need to be acknowledged and 

discussed (Sadker and Sadker 176). Universities expect 

students to be free thinkers creating their own knowledge. 

but if our public school systems remain as they are, the n 

we, as public school educators, are not providing our 

students with the proper education for them to be 

successful. 

The teaching of composition incorporates many 

different methods of learning that knowing how a student 

creates knowledge is beneficial to not only the instructor, 

but the student as well. Reading theory has shown that 

males and females interpret texts differently depending on 

their gender (Flynn, Gabriel). In other courses besides 

composition, they will be expected to respond to some type 

of text in some manner. To fully evaluate these responses, 

we, as teachers, need to understand this difference and 

realize that our own gender influences our interpretations 

of the same piece of text. 

With this knowledge, we can create a more conducive 

classroom environment to help our students be successful. 

Instructors will realize students may have different 

interpretations of issues and encourage a dialogue to 

discuss the issue in depth. This dialogue creates an 
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atmosphere where the instructor is not "the only 

authority;" he or she is also a learner in the discussion 

This does not mean that learning will be easy; in fact, 

education of oneself can be "violent" as Peter Elbow 

describes (223) . The student will struggle with ideas and 

issues in order to create their own knowledge and discover 

what they truly think. The teacher will be giving up some 

of the "power" in the classroom, so all members of the 

classroom are learners, not passive participants who are 

allowed to fade into the background of the class. 
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CHAPTER II 

OVERVIEW OF COMPOSITION AND FEMINIST THEORY 

By looking at the discrepancy of improvement between 

males and females on the TAAS Writing test, teachers and 

researchers may develop a new pedagogy to address the needs 

of all students in the classroom, especially for females. 

Feminist and composition theory have strong similarities 

that suggest a possible blending of their instructional 

goals and pedagogical methods. Understanding the issues 

and goals surrounding feminist theory is imperative to 

understanding the connections between feminism and 

composition. By joining these two theories into a new 

theory, teachers may gain valuable insights into a truly 

equitable type of education which should generate more 

equitable scores on standardized tests such as TAAS. In 

turn, the scores reflected on the TAAS test should also be 

more equitable. 

Composition theory started teaching process rather 

than product during the 1960's when rhetoricians argued 

that "text production constructed knowledge, rather than 

simply reproducing it" (Berlin 81). The process of writing 

is seen as self-expression that allows writers to explore 
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their own knowledge and beliefs through their writing. In 

a classroom environment, process writing allows students to 

have readers as they share what they have written in peer 

groups and in individual conferences with the instructor. 

Ideas are exchanged in an environment where the student is 

not given a grade or told the correct way to do something 

but is coached by both teacher and peers to improve the 

text being written, so it will communicate what he or she 

wants it to. 

Composition theory also stresses the need for dialogue 

within the classroom supporting Freire's critique of the 

traditional classroom. Students are encouraged to express 

their opinions in a dialogue with everyone in the 

classroom. Opinions and interpretations of issues are not 

expected to agree rather the dialogue allows the 

exploration by those involved to evaluate their own 

opinions. This use of dialogue creates a common language 

used in the classroom that all students help create. 

Although composition theorists failed to acknowledge 

gender issues until the past decade, many of the goals 

composition theory expresses tie into feminist theory from 

other fields of study, such as linguistics, reading, and 

education. Feminists in these areas began to publish 
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articles about women's marginalization within society, 

especially education, during the 1970's noting that this 

marginalization stemmed from participating in a patriarchal 

society. Women were at an apparent disadvantage because 

any differences in speech, actions, or writing was 

considered a deviation from the standard, the male norm; 

therefore, deviations were considered to be undesirable and 

inferior (Spender 8). 

These studies found that many of these deviations were 

linked to women's expected roles within society. 

Historically, women have been in the private world as the 

"caretakers" of children and home (Gabriel 129). This role 

of "caretaker" has been cited as a reason for women to 

value relationships and being community-oriented. Men, on 

the other hand, has been part of the public world and tends 

to be more individualistic. This importance that women 

place on relationships is shown in feminist theory. 

Feminists encourage instructors to use collaborative 

techniques in their classroom to provide female students 

with a more conducive environment for learning to take 

place. Collaborative techniques allow females to develop 

relationships within the classroom that are so important to 

them which aids dialogue for the creation of knowledge. 

17 
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All members of this community are important to the dynamics 

of the class. 

Dialogue in the classroom is a concern of feminism, as 

it is with composition. Feminists believe women need to 

explore and create their own language to become empowered 

over their own lives and knowledge. Although everyone 

involved in the dialogue will not agree with the issue 

being discussed, the exchange of information and ideas will 

help those involved clarify their own beliefs. Education 

feminists encourage instructors to have "authority with" 

rather than "authority over" their students which allows 

everyone's interpretation to be valuable. Students do not 

listen to an instructor who gives them all the answers but 

guides them to their own self-discovery of knowledge. 

A literature survey of gender issues in linguistics, 

reading, and education is vital to understanding the 

connections between composition and feminism. With the 

thorough background of feminism and composition theories, 

connections between these different ideas will be discussed 

in order to derive at a theory that will be able to be 

applied within the Texas public school system. Careful 

consideration will need to be made about the make-up of 

genders within the English classrooms, as well as what a 
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public school English classroom is expected to teach. TAAS 

testing will also have to be considered as part of this 

issue. The purpose of this is not to ignore the dominant 

gender of the educational system, but to recognize both 

genders within the classrooms that we teach. 

Finally, a new theory for public schools will not be 

useful to classroom teachers unless they are given a method 

for implementation within their own class. Problems arise 

with actual implementation and these will be discussed as 

well. I will take the new theory and apply it to my junior 

high English students that I teach. Public school teachers 

are not well versed in the theory, but will use new 

methodology if it is provided to them with the principles 

behind why it should be taught that way and ways to 

implement it. This pedagogy will be able to reach all 

students, not just one specific gender. 
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CHAPTER III 

LINGUISTICS, READING, AND EDUCATION 

IN THE PUBLIC SCHOOL CLASSROOM 

The differences in the way the two genders perform in 

class is important for instructors to understand. An 

equitable learning environment for both genders is the 

goal, and consideration of these documented differences is 

vital. Equity will result in both genders gaining 

knowledge and increasing scores on standardized testing in 

public schools. 

Early linguistic research focused on men's language 

since that was the dominant language used in the public 

world. As more women entered the public sector, 

researchers began to study the differences between men and 

women's language. Men's language was generally accepted as 

the norm since we live in a patriarchal society (Spender 1-

2). Robin Lakoff studied the characteristics found in 

women's language and asserted "that women lack authority 

and seriousness, they lack conviction and confidence" 

(Spender 8). In other words, men use "effective" language 

while women use a "deficient" language. Spender critiques 

Lakoff because she accepted men's language as superior 
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since male language is the standard. Any differences in 

female language was considered to be a deviation (Spender 

8) . 

This standard further demonstrates the public world of 

men versus the private world of women. Women did not make 

up a large part of the business world; therefore, their 

language was not seen as an important aspect of society. 

Men were the ones that ran the business community. Spender 

goes further that criticism should not be too harsh because 

Lakoff was one of the first linguists to actually study 

gender differences within language during the 1970's. 

These deviations in language are important to public school 

teachers because our female students use these differences 

in class discussions; we need to understand them rather 

than dismiss them as inferior language. 

Women usually are considered to be the more talkative 

gender according to societies' beliefs (Spender 4 1 ) . 

Kramarae researched what characteristics people would use 

for women's language; "she found that the common responses 

were that women ^talk a lot' about ^trivial topics' and 

that they indulge in 'gossip and gibberish'" (Spender 4 1 ) . 

Spender asserts that women are not actually judged on how 

much they talk in comparison to men, but how much they talk 
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in comparison to silent women. In other words, women who 

actually speak in a conversation will be considered to be 

talkative (42-43). Don Zimmerman and Candace West 

researched the amount of interruptions done by both genders 

in mixed-sex conversations. They "found that 98 per cent 

of interruptions in mixed sex conversation were made by 

males" (Spender 43). Phyllis Chester even found that men 

will rarely listen silently to a group of women talking, 

but women will listen silently to a group of men (Spender 

42). Discussions held in a mixed-sex classroom have these 

same characteristics. Male students tend to interrupt more 

frequently and try to dominate the discussion while females 

tend to be less participatory and more observant. 

This idea of interruption is also discussed by Deborah 

Tannen involving power and solidarity. Tannen believes 

that "human interaction is a 'joint production': 

everything that occurs results from the interaction of all 

participants" (21). She defines in order to distinguish 

the difference between the "meaning" of the linguistic 

strategy. An interruption of one speaker will result when 

the first speaker halts their conversation; whereas, many 

times speakers will "overlap" their verbal communication 

(Tannen 34-36). The purpose behind this type of speech by 
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the second speaker determines whether it is intenaea for 

power or solidarity (Tannen 22). To label both overlaps 

and interruptions as interruptions would be to assume that 

"conversation is [a] fight for the floor," and a true 

interruption can be to gain power over the conversation 

(60). Tannen describes "cooperative overlapping" as being 

supportive of the first speaker rather than trying to 

actually dominate the conversation providing a method for 

solidarity (62). Although, "overlap can be intended to 

interrupt, [and] men can use interruption to silence women" 

(Tannen 74-75). Both interruption and overlap occur in the 

classroom, and teachers need to be able to distinguish 

whether it is an interruption for "power or solidarity." 

The teacher does not relinquish ail authority in the 

classroom, but manages the classroom discussion to provide 

equity to the students. 

Discusssions are not always full class discussions, 

but small groups of students usually grouped around each 

other to ease multiple discussions within the classroom. 

Tannen researched the positioning of both genders in 

conversations which explains some of the group dynamics in 

the classroom. Females tend to align themselves closely 

and face each other in order to carry on a conversation 
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while males tend to show more physical activity and do not 

look each other directly in the face during their 

conversations (90-95). Although it appears that the women 

are more involved in the conversation, A.L. Becker explains 

that for the male a "head-on posture demonstrates 

combativeness" (96). Therefore, the men are not 

necessarily less involved in the conversation. This does 

explain why females may see males as being less engaged in 

the discussion and become frustrated. 

"Topical cohesion" was another area of Tannen's study. 

Women tend to provide sympathy and understanding to other 

women with their problems. They focus on personal and 

specific concerns about their daily lives, and they try to 

avoid disagreement with each other (99-126). Men tend to 

speak in generalizations about topics, rather than their 

personal lives and downplay any problems that they or the 

other person has (116-127). Women tend to be more 

community oriented by sharing things with each other and 

focusing on relationships while men tend to be more 

individualistic. "Culturally, males and females receive 

different messages which teach them the 'proper' roles for 

men and women in each society" (Gabriel 128). Gilligan 

explains by using Chodorow's studies as support that some 
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of these roles are taught by example through the caretaker 

of the child (Gabriel 129). 

Mothers tend to be the caretaker of small children, 

and females identify with their mother. The mother becomes 

involved with the child's life showing concern and creating 

a strong relationship with the child. The male child will 

recognize that he is the opposite gender and will separate 

himself from the characteristics belonging to his mother, 

including her language. He will identify with his father. 

The father traditionally is the one who goes into the 

public world by himself in order to create a living for his 

family; therefore, the individual, rather than the 

relationships the individual has in the public world, 

becomes important (Gabriel 128-129). 

These gender roles explain why some teachers prefer to 

teach a particular way. For instance, male teachers may 

tend to discuss as the "authority" in the class or tell 

students, "I'm sorry, that's incorrect." Female teachers 

tend to guide or nurture the student along to arrive at the 

best possible answer. This difference in style may 

adversely affect those students who do not have a strong 

self-esteem and may become silent in class discussion. 
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Although linguistic study is vital to understanaing 

the differences in males' and females' discussions within 

the classroom, equally important is the selection and 

interpretation of texts as shown through extensive research 

conducted in reading. Public school classrooms incorporate 

reading and composition in the same class, and TAAS tests 

both composition and reading. Although this study 

concentrates on the composition aspect of the classroom, 

reading theory can inform composition teachers about the 

differences that males and females may see in each other's 

texts as they participate in group activities, such as peer 

revision. These texts are commonly linked to a piece of 

literature read in class which also is likely to be 

interpreted differently by each gender. 

Reading lists of required texts to be read in the 

classroom need to reflect the diversity of students we have 

in our classroom. Currently, DeSoto Independent School 

District's junior high required reading list for English 

classes consists of four books written by white males about 

white males. One of these books also contains a female 

ma in character. These do not reflect our diversity within 

the class by race or gender which consists of 45% whites 

and 45% African Americans, and the genders are usually 
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equal. The reading list does not allow equity within the 

class for students to be engaged in the reading. During 

many first year composition meetings with Dr. Kemp, 

Director of Composition at Texas Tech University, we would 

discuss how our good writers in class also tend to be good 

readers. This, alone, is a reason for public schools to 

examine what students read, as well as how they interpret 

texts. This knowledge will not only help improve TAAS 

Writing scores, but TAAS Reading scores as well. 

During the 1920's George Norveli completed a study 

about girls and boys reading gender-specific books. His 

methodology had been faulty, as Elizabeth Segel explains, 

but his findings defined the reading curriculum within 

public schools. He asserted "while boys will not tolerate 

books primarily about women, girls generally read books 

about men with satisfaction," this means that he 

recommended that no books about females be read in mixed 

classes of girls and boys (Segel 178-179). This philosophy 

is still reflected in the reading lists of school districts 

today. 

Before the 18̂ ^̂  century, there was no distinction 

between boys and girls literature; the literature held very 

few distinctions for the different genders (165-166). 
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During the mid 19 century, men were expected to go into 

the industrialized world to make a living while the middle 

class wife stayed home to raise the children. This change 

in roles impacted the type of children's books that were 

vth 
written (170) . 19 century boys' books dealt with pirates 

and sailors and adventures frequently involving an 

adolescent "bad boy" trying to escape socialization. Their 

defiance of adult authority was part of their charm (173) . 

One example that Segel provides is Huckleberry Finn who 

escapes from the Widow Douglass' lifestyle. These type of 

characters went along with the man's role of "engaging in 

fierce battles of commerce and empire" (174). Girls' 

books, on the other hand, dealt with the domestic world 

which they were to become involved in during their 

womanhood. Females of this time period depended on a man 

to support them, whether they were single or married. Any 

female protagonist that resisted against these expectations 

needed to be "tamed" so she could gain or retain the love 

and approval of those around her (171-172) . 

Although girls would frequently read the boys' 

adventure type books, it was assumed that boys would not 

choose to read girls' books because they were not 

adventurous, but domestic (17 6). Even when a boys' book 
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did contain a female character, such as Becky Thatcher, the 

girl was a minor character that still acted within the 

confines of her society (177) . This treatment of female 

characters portrayed a patriarchal type society favori ng 

the male role (177). The women's movement helped address 

this issue by pointing out the overwhelming lack of female 

characters in picture books and textbooks which negatively 

influenced a girl's self-esteem. Although there is more 

balance within the types of books for girls, boys do not 

feel compelled to read these types of books because of 

societal expectations (181-182). This imbalance concerns 

feminists because even though there are more books for 

girls to read, Norveli's research still dictates what 

students read in the classroom. This imbalance leads to 

marginalizing the female situation and teaches females that 

they are not important in public society. 

One of the main concerns for reading theorists is the 

relationship between the reader and the text they are 

reading. Schweickart cites Jonathon Culler in her article 

"Reading Ourselves: Toward a Feminist Theory of Reading" 

as a response to the idea that reader-response criticism 

needs feminist criticism. Culler asserts that the reader 

is an "active producer of meaning" and that we, as 
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teachers, need to realize how many different kinds of 

readers we have in our classes, one of these larger groups 

being women. (38) He believes that two questions about 

subject/object relationship need to be examined. The first 

question is the "issue of control." Does the text control 

the reader, or vice versa? (48) The second question is 

"what constitutes the objectivity of the text? What is 

^ i T-i ' in' the text? What is supplied by the reader?" (48) . On 

the TAAS Reading test, students must choose main ideas of 

the text. The choices they are given are very similar, and 

depending on a student's interpretation, he or she may 

choose what TAAS sees as a distractor. 

These questions have been examined by various 

theorists, such as Schweickart, Culler, Showalter, 

Fetterly, and Baym. According to Schweickart, "literature 

acts on the world by acting on its readers" (39). For 

feminists, the question of "how" we read is linked with the 

question of "what" we read as described in the introduction 

to this section. She asserts that the literary canon is 

andocentric and results in a damaging effect on women 

readers (40). Schweickart quotes Showalter in regards to 

female readers, "By the end of her freshman year, a woman 

student would have learned something about intellectual 
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neutrality, she would be learning, in fact, how to think 

like a man" (40). Fetterly supports this view when she 

says, "women are taught to think as men, to identify with a 

male point of view and to accept as normal and legitimate a 

male system of values" (Schweickart 42). Women are being 

marginalized in these classrooms and not being able to 

interpret texts according to their own thoughts and 

experiences. Females need to take the authority to believe 

that their values are important to their interpretation. 

By doing this, they will create knowledge that will aid in 

creating a more equitable classroom environment resulting 

in all students more opportunities to learn. 

Showalter is concerned with women's interpretation of 

texts. Initially feminist critique dealt with female 

readings of male texts, but recently "gynocritics" deals 

with women as writers (Schweickart 44). Baym conducted an 

analysis of American literature and discovered that as late 

as 1977, the American canon of major writers did not 

include a single female novelist although female novelists 

th have been in the majority since the mid 19 century 

(Schweickart 44). This again shows how the female 

situation is not recognized by the patriarchal society that 

females exist and write in. Schweickart asserts that 
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feminist critics need to argue two points in order to 

change this marginalization of women's roles: 1) revision 

of the canon, and 2) develop reading strategies that are in 

agreement "with the concerns, experiences, and formal 

devices that constitute texts" rather than "andocentric 

interpretive strategies" that marginalize female texts 

(45) . 

Elizabeth Flynn conducted a study on the relationship 

between gender and reading and the idea of who controls the 

interpretation: the reader or the text. She proposes that 

three different strategies can be used in reading a text. 

First, the reader can resist the text and remain unchanged 

by the reading experience; in other words, the reader 

dominates the text. Second, the text can replace the 

reader, therefore, dominating the reader. Third, the 

reader and the text can interact creating a dialogue where 

the reader may change his or her ideas from issues that the 

text raises. 

Flynn had both male and female students respond to the 

short stories "Araby" by James Joyce and "Hills Like White 

Elephants" by Ernest Hemingway. Although the responses 

differed among the groups, Flynn noted several patterns 

among the genders. With "Araby" there was a pattern of 
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dominance by the male readers while the female readers 

appeared to be able to resolve tensions in the story to 

create meaning (272) . A dominant reader tends to be 

detached from the narrative; therefore, he or she does not 

tend to feel sympathy for the main characters (273) . With 

"Hills Like White Elephants" again the female readers 

tended to be more interactive with the text to resolve 

tensions within the story to create meaning while the male 

readers tended to dominate the text rather than be 

interactive (285). In both of these narratives, a male and 

female character had some tension within the relationship. 

Flynn suggests that males may react to "disturbing 

stories by rejecting or dominating" the text while women 

"frequently break free of the submissive entanglement in a 

text and evaluate characters and events with critical 

detachment" (285). She encourages further research into 

this area because further support could prove that "women 

are considerably more confident and competent readers than 

they are speakers" (285). She cites the linguistic 

research that shows that men tend to be "more assertive" 

speakers while women tend to be "hesitant and deferential" 

in speaking (285). Females should be given the opportunity 

to express themselves in the classroom discussions about 
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text interpretations. If male students dominate the text, 

then they may dominate the discussion also. Female 

interpretations have been dismissed as unimportant for so 

long that once they hear how the men in the class interpret 

the text, they will dismiss their own interpretations as 

incorrect. The response they present is one they are 

unsure of since it is not their own. With encouragement, 

the female writer can present her own ideas and beliefs as 

valid interpretations and become empowered over her own 

writing. This empowerment will lead to increased TAAS 

scores because the female is using her own storehouse of 

knowledge and feels confident about it. 

Not only is the interpretation of the text important, 

but the response that a student gives should be equally 

important to instructors. This response is influenced many 

times by the gender identity that the reader has and the 

gender of the character of the text. Susan Gabriel focuses 

on responses to literature studying the importance of 

gender identity of the reader. Chodorow's idea of gender 

identity is explained by "feminine identification processes 

[being] relational, whereas masculine identification 

processes tend to deny relationship" because males and 
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females are taught the "proper" role they should play in 

society (Gabriel 128). 

Gilligan also studied this issue of gender identity 

and found that women tend to be more community oriented and 

males tend to be more individualistic. She contributes 

these attitudes to the fact that most early childcare is 

done by women (Gabriel 129). She goes further to say that 

male and female voices typically speak of the importance 

of different truths, the former of the role of separation 

as it defines and empowers the self, the latter of the 

ongoing process of attachment that creates and sustains the 

human community" (qtd. in Smithson 13). Smithson asserts 

"a truism of gender studies: for most women in our 

society, identity has more to do with relations with others 

than with separation; for most men, identity has more to do 

more with separation than with relations" (14) . 

The gender identity with the importance of 

relationships is important to classroom teachers because 

female students will find it important to establish 

relationships in the text and interpretation because that 

is of value to her. Male students will interpret and 

discuss the independence found in the text. Neither 

student should be made to feel that their interpretation is 
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totally wrong. Experiences of both genders influence their 

interpretations and are important to the rading since it is 

taken from their own base of knowledge. This is not to say 

that the interpretation should be accepted as completely 

correct. Discussion can lead to challenges of issues 

raised which will force students to reevaluate their 

beliefs and hone their ideas. 

Gabriel studied journal entries of both male and 

female students for male and female characters. Her 

hypothesis was based on Showalter's idea that women were 

being forced to "think like men" because of the literature 

they read; they would more easily write journal entries for 

both genders, whereas males would have a more difficult 

time writing a journal entry for the female character. Her 

findings on this particular hypothesis were found to be 

untrue. Both genders found it more difficult to write the 

journal entry for the opposite gender character, but found 

it fairly easy to write a journal entry for the same gender 

character (133-134). She did notice some trends though in 

the journal entries for the different genders of characters 

depending on the gender of the responder. 

The texts were both about first sexual encounters with 

one being the male's viewpoint and the other being the 
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female's. In the responses for the male character, females 

frequently mentioned the idea of the beginning of a 

relationship with the other character. Males failed to 

mention any emotional feelings for the other character. 

Both genders responded with disappointment for the female 

character, but the female responders mentioned feelings of 

"being overpowered or raped" whereas the males failed to 

mention these type of feelings (136-137) . Part of the text 

mentions that the female character said "no," but went 

further to say that "She was frightened but she wanted it. 

She had to have it but it frightened her" (137). These 

different interpretations of the same work supports that 

genders can and do read the same text differently. 

Students will interpret texts differently whether it 

is a piece of literature or a reading selection on a TAAS 

test. TAAS writers need to be aware of these differences 

to write a test that is not biased towards a particular 

gender. Teachers need to be aware of these diffrences to 

change their pedagogy to aid female students without 

creating a disadvantage for male students. 

Instructors' goals in public schools is for their 

students to learn and become mature adults that are 

successful in life. The current traditional rhetoric 
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composition teachers are exposed to in college places half 

of their students, females, at a clear disadvantage of 

passing TAAS. If they do not pass exit level TAAS, then 

they will not receive a diploma. Teachers desire for all 

their students to pass TAAS and create knowledge that will 

help them in their future. Through gender theory and 

composition theory, this can be accomplished. If teachers 

desire to change their pedagogy to create a more equitable 

learning environment, then they should look at education 

theory to help develop it. Educational theory has well 

researched the area of gender differences that will aid the 

classroom teacher. 

Gender issues have been a growing area of concern for 

educational theorists. Pedagogy surrounds our field as 

educators as Jennifer Gore defines it. Pedagogy is 

commonly referred to as "teaching" or "instruction" (3). 

It involves the idea of creating knowledge, but pedagogy 

"addresses the 'how' questions involved not only in the 

transmission or reproduction of knowledge but also in its 

production" (4). This production of knowledge is what 

concerns those who seek a classroom environment where ail 

students can create knowledge, not just one gender. This 
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equality between the genders is what will define our new 

pedagogy, or teaching method. 

Isaiah Smithson asserts with ail the gender issue 

research that it "seems likely that women and men speak, 

write, read, think, and, therefore, learn differently. 

However, it is difficult both to identify the specific 

differences in the ways male and female students learn and 

to develop teaching strategies to accommodate the different 

gender-based learning strategies" (Smithson 8). This is 

the area that feminist pedagogy is most interested; 

feminist educators are concerned that girls are being 

overlooked in the classroom at all levels of education. 

With the increasing numbers of women seeking 

postsecondary degrees and undergraduate studies containing 

an overwhelming abundance of women, the education of women 

should become more of a central concern for universities 

(Sadker & Sadker 176). One focus of study should be the 

background knowledge that female students receive in the 

public schools in order to prepare them for college 

courses. The type of pedagogy that is used in public 

schools can also influence the success they have in college 

courses where they are expected to be "free thinkers" and 

communicate their beliefs and ideas in coherent terms. If 
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they are not given the opportunity to express their ideas, 

then they are clearly at a disadvantage from those students 

who did. 

Sadker and Sadker conducted a study in 1986 of 

classroom interaction within both elementary and secondary 

classrooms. They begin by stressing that direct 

instruction is important for student success. Direct 

instruction includes "active teaching; setting goals, 

assessing student progress, active and clear presentations, 

and giving instructions for both class and individual work" 

(177). They found that in both elementary and secondary 

classrooms, teachers give more active teaching attention to 

boys than girls. These teachers will engage boys in more 

conversation asking more lower- and higher-order questions. 

They listen to the male students' comments while providing 

them with explanations of the directions, praise and 

redirection (177) . During class discussions, teachers 

tended to gravitate towards the area of the room that 

contained more males; therefore, the discussion centered 

around the males of the classrooms leading to the 

"invisibility of females in classroom interaction" (177-

179). Again, this hints at the marginalization of females 

within the class and is clearly an unequitable classroom 
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El |̂̂ Ŝ  --=»ci:Au.«2ti:Wi: 



'•T^-^M 

environment where all students do not share the same 

opportunities for learning. 

Sadker and Sadker did not cease their study with 

public schools, but also sought out how postsecondary 

instructors directed their students to see if any gender 

differences were recognizable. When a male student sought 

explanation for a postsecondary assignment, the instructor 

would normally give more explanation in detail about how to 

complete the assignment. In contrast, an instructor would 

more likely complete the assignment for a female student 

who sought clarification of the assignment (177) . In 

addition, women were rarely called on in class to 

participate, and when they did make a comment, they were 

"more likely to be interrupted and less likely to be 

accepted or rewarded" (177) which reminds us of the 

linguistic research on interruption discussed earlier in 

this chapter. 

Kramarae and Trichler also researched classroom 

discussions and found that women were more comfortable when 

discussions were collaborative. One women in the study 

commented about her feelings: 

It was just wonderful. There were integrated, 
reciprocal, co-existing dialogues happening most 
of the time...the dialogues, the interaction, was 
in sync so I was very comfortable. But some 
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people told me they were confused and one man 
said, 'Look, at least in other classrooms I know 
what is right and I know what is wrong, and I 
can't deal with this.' He just didn't show up 
anymore. I [think] it is okay to enter into a 
dialogue and be confused and go through it. But 
our educational system doesn't allow this. (52-
53) 

This supports the idea of women being community oriented 

while men tend to separate themselves from community and 

relations. If we want to create a learning environment 

that is equitable for females, we will need to create a 

pedagogy that serves her needs by creating a community 

within the classroom. The combination of process 

composition theory and feminist theory will not only serve 

the needs of females but will help males become better 

writers also resulting in increased TAAS scores for both 

genders. 

They also conducted a survey among a small group of 

students about classroom discussions. The group was too 

small to actually prove significant findings, but it did 

raise some important issues. Women tend to prefer an "open 

discussion" where students are able to speak informally, 

ask questions, and "interrupt if something is unclear." 

The discussion would be equal between student and 

instructor with the instructor providing input to fully 

discuss the issue. The trend for men's preferences was for 
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a "structured discussion" (53). They do not necessarily 

want to explore the topic without some clear direction. In 

addition, men and women's contributions to the classr oom 

discussion depended on two different factors from each 

other. Women were influenced by the teacher's behavior as 

to whether she would feel comfortable participating or not 

in classroom discussion while men focused on their "own 

preparation and feeling of control" over the material being 

discussed (53). The findings from this survey and the 

classroom talk support that men are more satisfied with 

"authoritarian educational settings" or patriarchal type 

setting while women would rather learning be a "communal 

activity shared equally by students and teachers" (56). 

One of the feminist educational theorists frequently 

cited is Frances Maher who supports more cooperative 

learning pedagogical methods that emphasize process. She 

"maintains that 'a pedagogy appropriate for voicing and 

exploring the hitherto unexpressed perspectives of women 

and others must be collaborative, cooperative and 

interactive'...such a pedagogy would feature 'teaching 

practices which stress cooperative rather than competitive 

participation'" (Smithson 14). In addition, she stresses 

that collaborative and interactive activities within 

43 

l«̂'•' 
. - I ' I . ' " . ' . 

m.fgAuH,t. 



university systems can be valuable. Prewriting activities 

in a process writing course allows the students to discover 

what they think, and peer groups allow feedback with the 

instructor as a facilitator of such groups (16). 

Unfortunately, most university systems "thrive on 

competition and separation, encouraging students to learn 

by competing with one another" (16). One example is a 

course I took at a university where the instructor assigned 

grades based on percentage points. If you had actually 

made an "A" on the test but did not place high enough in 

the percentage of A's he gave, then you would receive a "B" 

on the test. This led to competition where students did 

not want to help each other learn the material. This type 

of teaching pedagogy leads to structured lectures where the 

instructor becomes the "authority" and no student 

involvement is created or desired. For public schools this 

type of pedagogy would only serve a minority of the 

students seeking an education. Students need interaction 

with their teacher and other students to feel important to 

the classroom. 

Gore discusses the differences between feminist 

pedagogy within the Women's Studies field and the Education 

field in her text The Struggle for Pedagogies. She begins 
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by tying feminist pedagogy to critical pedagogy. First, 

they both place importance on student experience and voice. 

Second, they "assert the objectives of self and social 

empowerment toward broader social transformation" (7). 

Third, they "speak about teachers' authority and struggle 

with the contradictions inherent in the notion of authority 

for emancipation" (7). Last, they are "linked to political 

and social movements that seek to erase multiple forms of 

oppression" (7). Many of these goals are also sought 

within composition studies with the empowerment of the 

students' voice in their own writing. 

The differences between feminist pedagogy in women's 

studies and education is the emphasis that each values. 

Women's studies focuses on pedagogy of "how" to teach and 

"what" to teach in order to recognize and end women's 

oppression (20-25). Education approaches pedagogy broadly 

to emphasize how "gendered knowledge and experience are 

produced" (26). One of the strands of both types of 

feminist pedagogy that ties them together is the "rejection 

of patriarchy [which] may account for the emphasis on 

nurturing, experiential learning, and an ethic of caring 

that characterize the pedagogical commitments espoused from 
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both contexts" (Gore 31). Maher discusses the power 

feminist pedagogy can have in a classroom for all students: 

what is most important [about feminist pedagogy] 
is that it draws both male and female students 
into a process of learning that gives both them 
and the subjects of their study actual lives, 
lived as men and women in both the public and 
private spheres. In this way, students are 
involved in the classroom as whole people, (qtd. 
in Gore 26) 

The experience of each individual student becomes 

important. 

The issues of authority and empowerment are of concern 

to feminist pedagogy. Authority may be problematic with 

empowerment being the goal. Educators want to share 

"authority-with" rather than "authority-over" to lead to 

empowerment of their students (68). Culley describes this 

"form of authority that is not experienced as authoritarian 

but based in caring and reciprocal relationships" (Gore 

72) . Authority is a natural part of being a teacher in the 

classroom, and the feminist instructor must weigh this 

balance of power in order to lead the students to become 

empowered. 

Gore suggests three main approaches for introducing 

content to a feminist classroom. First, an educator needs 

to introduce "new" texts to the classroom that have been 

previously marginalized within the classroom because they 
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have not been part of the canon. Usually these pieces of 

texts will be written by women and minority writers. She 

also suggests "engaging in 'new readings' of old texts 

(78). Both of these approaches echo of feminise reading 

theory. The third approach would be drawing upon "personal 

experiences of teacher and students as a basis for 

knowledge production" (78-79). Again this is reminiscent 

of composition theory for valuing the writer's experience 

as part of the composing process. 

Gore asks the question, "Why are schools so rarely 

posited as a site for the practice of feminist pedagogy?" 

(84) She poses several answers to the question. She 

questions whether teachers in elementary and secondary 

schools have less autonomy since traditionally these 

teachers have been female with male administrators. She 

questions whether the schools are viewed as worthy by 

"serious feminist scholars" (84). Feminist pedagogy 

emphasizes the female experience, and these young girls do 

not have many experiences to draw from (85). A problem can 

arise when a female student who has been taught in a 

patriarchal system of education enters into a feminist 

classroom for the first time in college and is told to free 

herself after twelve years of education in bonds. The 

47 



place to start valuing female experience is during public 

school educational years. Females will be taught to value 

their experiences as they go along rather than feel the 

constraints of a pedagogy that marginalizes the female 

experience. Gore describes the empowering of women in 

feminist pedagogy: 

Women are urged to be true to themselves, to 
break away from the prison of patriarchy to free 
and empower themselves. They are to avoid 
acting, thinking, reading, writing 'like a man': 
hence the emphasis on reclaiming their authentic 
voices. (87) 

Feminist pedagogy does not offer a single method for 

achieving these goals, rather it offers a "general 

focus... [to provide] a space/place in which women can finally 

be themselves" (Gore 88). 
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PROCESS COMPOSITION THEORY IS FEMINIST 

Ritchie and Boardman discuss the metonymy of 

composition and feminism in a historical reflection on the 

field of feminism within composition. Caywood and Overing 

argue that their "experience as practioners [demonstrates] 

an 'intuitive understanding' of a 'fundamental connection' 

between feminism and revisionist writing theory" (Ritchie 

and Boardman 593). Once the connections are made 

explicitly by noting the "shared goals and common 

directions," it will enable the two fields to come 

together as a stronger pedagogy (593). The areas of 

commonality for feminism and composition theory are "coming 

to voice and consciousness, illuminating experience and its 

relationship to individual identity,... collaborating rather 

than competing, [and] subverting hierarchy in the 

classroom" (Ritchie and Boardman 593). Many of these goals 

for feminism and composition overlap and are not narrowly 

defined. This section will discuss both feminism and 

composition in terms of these goals. This combined theory 

w ill allow all students, regardless of gender, to become 
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better writers and be more successful within their chosen 

field of study. 

Voice and Dialogue 

The realization that an instructor of reading and 

writing is teaching their students how to experience the 

world "requires that the writing classroom be dialogic" 

(Berlin 102). Dialogue among students and teacher become 

important to the understanding the way others see and 

interpret the world around them. These differences do not 

matter whether they are producing text or interpreting 

text. All differences are important, regardless of race, 

gender, age, etc. and the instructor needs to be aware of 

their role in this dialogue. 

While the classroom is to be a participatory 

environment with all students participating, teachers 

cannot surrender all authority (Berlin 103) It is the 

responsibility of the teacher to make certain that these 

differences are enunciated and examined" (Berlin 102). 

Berlin is reemphasizing the feminist's claim that 

differences need to be examined in the classroom and 

discussed in order to create a new understanding of the 

female perspective. He also realizes that many times it is 
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difficult to have ail students participate in the 

discussion, but teachers need to encourage "reluctant 

students" so that all voices may be heard (102). This 

development of language by students leads the female 

student to become empowered over her own learning, one of 

the goals of feminism. 

Rich also suggests that one important aspect of 

teaching female students is to ^^discuss the context...We can 

refuse to accept passive, obedient learning and insist upon 

critical thinking" of our female students (244). This 

insistence upon critical thinking can be demanded of both 

genders as Berlin explains the change in our society's 

demands of graduates (50). 

Writer's Experiences and Identity 

Feminist Adrienne Rich discusses the inequality within 

the university setting for female students in her article 

"Taking Women Students Seriously" that treat female 

experience as unimportant. The meaning of a coeducation 

has always been taken as an equal education for both 

genders, but Rich argues that it does not. The content 

taught in the university classroom "validates men even as 

it invalidates women" (241) . Reading theory has proven 
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Eihi)iyil!''iB î lfcUliMMUJJiJlkiLJUtJLM 
• ' • i i i ' . i • • < - r l 



that literature taught in the university setting either 

ignores female experience or treats it as secondary. 

Composition theorist James Britton supports this idea of 

experience being important to the composing process (Flynn 

113) . He privileges "private expression over public 

transaction, process over product" (113). 

This validates feminist composition specialists, as 

well as reading theorists, that historical women's writing, 

such as letters and diaries, that has been suppressed 

within the literary canon is in actuality "legitimate 

literary forms and should be studied and taught alongside 

more traditional genres" (113). The feminist perspective 

in composition is linked with personal experience, women 

telling their own individual experiences of "oppressed 

silence, eventual recognition, and new outspokenness" 

(Ritchie and Boardman 597). 

Ritchie and Boardman warn readers to beware of shallow 

reading for these type of narratives provide much 

information about feminism within the composition field 

(588). Some of these narratives deal with women's "anger, 

frustration, and recognition ...of their coming to awareness" 

(596). These narratives many times cause disruption within 

the field of composition, but it is not enough to only 
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disrupt. Disruption is temporary, but the goal of these 

narratives is to change the system (Ritchie and Boardman 

601). "Over the last 30 years, feminists have demonstrated 

that critique and disruption are never finished and that 

coalition-building and collaboration are vital for change" 

(Ritchie and Boardman 602). This coalition and 

collaboration can very easily occur between feminism and 

composition that can bring about the change that will 

reward all students being taught within the discipline. 

Composition has been a field that has accepted females 

as major contributors to theory, shaping the field to 

become the process oriented field that it has. Some of the 

"field's foremothers" are Janet Emig, Mina Shaughnessy, 

Maxine Hairston, Linda Flower, and Andrea Lunsford. While 

these women do not discuss composition as feminist, they do 

present ideas and suggestions for change that support 

feminist assertions of community, such as "nurturing, 

collaboration, revisioning, and decentering" (Ritchie and 

Boardman 594). Most early feminist work in composition is 

not published, rather the women working in the field 

discussed these issues with other teachers in the field of 

composition (Ritchie and Boardman 586-587). Despite the 

overwhelming number of women in composition study, it "has 
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not led inevitably to the triumph of feminist interests and 

values in the field... [Susan Miller] describes feminization 

as the 'female coding' of the 'ideologically constructed 

identity for the teacher of composition'; it involves 

constructing composition as 'women's work'" (Ritchie and 

Boardman 599). 

Ritchie and Boardman discuss three types of feminist 

tropes within the composition field: inclusion, metonymy, 

and disruption (587) . They assert that these areas are not 

narrowly defined, but overlap each other and "have multiple 

functions" (587) . Inclusion argues for the equality, or 

inclusion, of women within the field. Robert A. Bennett is 

cited for his 1972 argument for "'the undiscovered human 

resources of our professional organization' [NOTE and] 

includes girls and women among 'those peoples of American 

society who have not yet been allowed to make their fullest 

contribution'" (Ritchie and Boardman 589). The realization 

that women are major contributors to composition is proven 

by the overwhelming number of women cited for their 

contributions to the field in trying to establish a unified 

discipline. 
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Non-Hierarchical and Nurturing 

Elizabeth Flynn is a prominent feminist theorist 

within the composition field. She states that "composition 

specialists replace the figure of the authoritative father 

[product] with an image of a nurturing mother [process] 

(Flynn 113). Mothers are considered to be the caretakers 

of children; therefore, the image of a nurturing type 

teacher is inherently feminine. Within process theory, the 

teacher does not make a writing assignment and then take it 

up, grade it for errors, and return it to the student 

without feedback before the final assessment is made. As 

teachers, we are forced to eventually give a grade for an 

assignment; this is part of our job requirement. This does 

not mean, however, that we have to critically analyze the 

student's writing without appropriate discussion about the 

student's progress in writing before that assessment is 

made. All writers need an audience to receive feedback on 

whether their writing communicates what they think it does. 

Collaborative 

During the 1960's and 70's the move in rhetoric was 

from product oriented composing to process oriented 

composing (Berlin 81). One group of rhetoricians argued 
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that "text production constructed knowledge, rather than 

simply reproducing it" (81). The students were challenged 

with "open-ended questioning strategies" in order to 

explore their own thoughts and ideas. By using this 

method, teachers were allowing students to challenge the 

accepted beliefs and behaviors of our society. "Writing is 

thus discovery and invention, not mere reproduction and 

transmission" (Berlin 81). Feminism also believes that 

societal beliefs and behaviors need to be challenged in 

order to make room for women's experiences. With this 

philosophy, all experiences become important in the 

creation of knowledge with the student becoming that 

creator. Sheila Ortiz Taylor asserts that "competitive, 

impersonal style of traditional argument alienates women; 

she urges instructors to validate 'conversational tone, 

dramatic technique, and intimate reader involvement'" 

(Ritchie and Boardman 592). This would also stress the 

idea of collaboration and self discovery methods within the 

classroom. 

Composition theory stresses the writing process as 

being non-linear and collaborative. Collaboration is 

demonstrated by having peer-revising and peer-editing 

groups within college composition classrooms. These groups 
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allow guided feedback to student writers to make sure that 

they are communicating effectively to the reader. This 

process can be seen in feminist theory when feminists 

(Chodorow, Gilligan, Kramarae and Trichler, Maher, and 

Gore) encourage the community-oriented type of classroom 

environment. They stress that collaborative type of 

assignments allow women to explore their own minds and 

decide what they think about various issues. It also 

focuses the power of the classroom away from the instructor 

and focuses on the students as knowledge-maker. Peer-

revising and peer-editing allow both genders to focus on 

their individual writing techniques and allow feedback that 

will improve their communication skills. These techniques 

should also be implemented into public schools where 

students will learn the skills necessary to be more 

effective within these groups and allow all students the 

opportunity to improve their writing. "The underlying mode 

of the feminist teaching style is thus by nature 

antihierarchical" (Rich 145). The student and teacher 

becomes equals in the creation of knowledge and allowing 

the student to be a part of a "woman-centered" classroom. 

Berlin also provides the example of "group-composed 

assignments" which he contributes to technical writing 
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courses (51). Some universities are requiring business 

majors to take at least one course in technical writing. 

"Group-composed assignments" force the students, no matter 

what their gender, to collaborate to create their final 

document. Again within composition, the idea of community 

is stressed. Students must discuss and resolve conflicts 

within groups to arrive at a decision for their assignment. 

Feminists do not think that feminist discussions will be 

agreeable to those that are involved; in fact, they believe 

that conflicts within discussions can bring about new ideas 

to the entire group. 

Flynn evaluated personal narratives of student of both 

genders to discover any differences in the writing process. 

She discovered that females tell "stories of interaction, 

of connection, or of frustrated connection;" whereas, males 

tell "stories of achievement, of separation, or of 

frustrated achievement" (117) . This evaluation 

demonstrates that the standard practice of teaching 

composition from a product-oriented pedagogy will not 

provide the community orientation that females need to 

write effectively, while males also need this community 

orientation to be able to function within the workplace 

that they want to be successful in. Although the idea of 
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community centered pedagogy is feminist, there is value for 

all students, no matter their gender. Our society is 

becoming more focused on collaboration, and all students 

need to be effective collaborators in order to be 

successful in the business world (Berlin 48). 
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CHAPTER V 

FUTURE RESEARCH STUDIES 

Berlin introduces the idea of a post-Ford economy in 

his book Rhetorics^ PoeticSr ^nd Cultures which explains 

the reason why our pedagogy needs to shift to meet the 

needs of this changing society. Three main differences are 

what distinguish this post-Fordism to Fordism. "First, 

production becomes an international ...process" (43) . 

Second, the manufactured items are various rather than the 

same identical item, and "third, the internationalization 

of corporations through the decentering of operations is in 

turn accompanied by the decentralizing of urban areas." 

(43-44) . Berlin contributes most of these changes to 

technology. This change in the economy has brought about a 

change in the employment hierarchy. There is no longer one 

sole manager of a company, rather there is a small group of 

managers (Berlin 44). No longer does the male go into the 

business environment a loner trying to make his way to 

support his family, but a group of people work together as 

a community to create a more effective company. 

This change in employment practices has resulted in 

many companies making complaints about college graduates 
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they hire for these positions. One of the most common 

complaints is that these graduates "are technically 

competent, but they lack the ability to communicate and are 

reluctant to seek out and solve problems creatively" 

(Berlin 48). Berlin argues that the university is 

obligated to furnish a college education that can provide 

students with the ability to be "excellent communicators, 

quick and flexible learners, and cooperative collaborators" 

(50). Rich's insistence that students be taught critical 

thinking skills, rather than becoming passive learners 

reiterates the demand for "quick and flexible learners." 

Berlin continues his argument that English departments are 

already heading in this direction within the composition 

and rhetoric programs. 

Berlin's argument about a post-Ford economy and the 

demands that employers are presently making of their 

employees underscores the necessity for a shift in pedagogy 

to fit the needs of the changing society. While 

historically woman's place was a private area that used 

nurturing relationships to communicate with each other, 

relationships are becoming part of the business community 

as we become a more global type economy. Collaborators, 

critical thinkers, and effective communicators are the 
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people, regardless of gender, who will be successful in the 

business world. Students need to be given numerous 

opportunities to practice these skills to be responsible 

members in society. As public school teachers, we have an 

obligation to meet these needs as well. All students need 

to be taught these skills in order to be competitive in 

today's market. This document presents a practical 

application model of how feminist theory and composition 

theory may be combined to form a new perspective on the 

instructional process. 

While teaching students to collaborate, critically 

think, and effectively communicate would be the ideal, 

Texas public school teachers are faced with the reality of 

TAAS testing to evaluate our students. These goals do not 

have to be viewed as mutually exclusive from one another; 

the skills being taught by this new pedagogy will allow 

students to excel at TAAS also. By teaching students to 

critically think about topics of writing and explore their 

ideas, students will learn to express their ideas in a 

written format. This section will provide some practical 

examples of how to apply this new theory to a junior high 

composition classroom. 

x̂-
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ĉ: iaa5STW*;sa^^-5-



Practical Application of Theory 

A classroom that uses collaborative type techniques 

will help students help each other. TAAS graders tell us 

that expression of ideas is the most important part of the 

essay portion of the writing test. Poor scores frequently 

result from students not elaborating enough. By havi ng 

students participate in peer revision groups, they will 

have to answer questions asked by their reader. These 

questions will help them realize that they have not 

elaborated enough. Junior high students should be able to 

participate in peer revision with some guidance by a 

teacher that knows how to ask questions. As students have 

not participated in these type of groups before, teachers 

will need to train students on how to perform these type of 

tasks. One way to teach this is by having a classroom 

revision group where the teacher can point out some of the 

more important concerns of peer revision and editing. This 

may appear intimidating to some students in the beginning, 

but encouragement can help the student realize that the 

revising group is not evaluating for a grade but to improve 

their writing and eventual grade. Students will not be 

familiar with the technique of questioning other students, 

so some modeling can be done. All students will be 
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participating in such groups as writer and reader whicl h 

will allow all students to have a voice in the classr oom 

Junior high English classrooms usually consist of 

composition and literature in a combined setting. Although 

the junior high I teach in has a reading class, the 

students are expected to read two novels in their English 

class. The texts chosen for the class are designated by 

the district office through the reading list committee. 

The current lists for 7̂ ^ and 8̂ ^ grade fail to have any 

books written by anything other than white male writers as 

part of the required reading {Where the Red Fern Grows, The 

Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Call of the Wild, and The 

Pigman). Our school is a multicultural school made up of 

African-American(58%), Hispanic(8%), and Whites(32%) with 

an even ratio of males to females. The current texts 

ignore the reading bias of several major groups. To 

prevent marginalization of any group, the committee needs 

to change the reading to multi-cultural literature. There 

is one supplemental book by Cynthia Voigt, Dicey's Song, 

that contains two very strong positive female characters, 

one is White while the other is African-American. 

This book was read and enjoyed by most of the Advanced 

,th English class in the 8 grade this past year. The two 
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Advanced classes were split into a more aggressive group 

that was led by a female teacher with a dominant type 

personality while the other group tends to let others talk 

which was led by the female teacher who seeks to share 

authority with her students. The students held a 

discussion that was student directed with the instructor 

being a participant about the conflicts brought out in the 

book related to gender, class, and race. Students in the 

quiet group that had never spoken aloud in class finally 

found their voice and gave their opinion about issues being 

discussed. These students tend to be the ones who sit back 

and listen in class rather than participate. They found a 

voice to express their opinion, and although they did not 

all agree about certain issues, they did allow these 

differences to be voiced. Unfortunately, the other English 

courses (Lower Level and Mid Level) did not have the 

opportunity to read the same book because so much focus was 

placed on writing, and reading a novel takes a great amount 

of time in this level of class. If the reading list were 

changed to include a book of this type as a choice on the 

required reading, then students would be given the 

opportunity to discuss issues that are of importance to 

current society. Teachers implementing these type of 
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changes can run into some problems with adir.inistration and, 

sometimes, other teachers. 

Implementation Difficulties 

These changes are difficult to implement within the 

present school system because of administrative and teacher 

reluctance. Many teachers have been teaching the same way 

for their entire career and are comfortable with the s ame 

pedagogy year after year. Change would require more work 

on their part to revamp their lesson plans and possibly 

give up some of the power they have in the classroom. 

Administrators that have been in the system for a great 

amount of time expect to see a classroom that is under 

control at all times and do not realize that discussions 

conducted in the manner described above can be under 

control. Part of a teacher's yearly evaluation is 

classroom management, and if one's evaluator is not 

familiar with the theory behind the method of discussion, 

then the evaluation could be poor. Weiler quotes one 

feminist department head about this frustration with 

teachers: 

If you're in a profession, it's constantly 
changing and you are constantly in a process of 
self-improvement if you're a professional. A lot 
of people don't do that, they're not reflective. 
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1 can't imagine being a teacher and not thinking 
about what you do...In spite of conversations I 
have with them, stuff I've given them to read, 
workshops that I've done with them, some teachers 
are still doing pretty much the same stuff they 
were doing years ago. (109) 

Present teachers would need to be provided with practical 

applications of theory in order to transition fr om 

traditional teaching methods to more collaborative type 

methods of composition. This type of pedagogy will help 

teachers become better professionals and allow a more 

equitable education for all students in the classroom, and 

this equity improvement will be reflected in the students' 

TAAS scores. English teachers have very little time to 

spare during the day to actually have a workshop that can 

provide this information, and very few traditional teachers 

want to spend their time after school discussing these 

issues when they can be grading the papers they just 

collected. Much more research is needed if the realization 

of this new pedagogy is to be implemented within Texas 

public schools. 

Further Research Areas 

One of the problems with my research is the narrow 

focus of gender only. The issues that are raised about 

marginalization of female students can also be applied to 
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others, such as class, race, and cultural biases. It needs 

to be realized that all of these areas make up our student 

population and cannot be ignored. While white female 

students have been oppressed within our educational system, 

black female students of the lower class have even greater 

oppression because of the multi-level biases that they are 

up against. These issues of race, class, and gender need 

to be explored even further focusing on the public school 

system so that all students may be given an equal 

opportunity to become successful in their chosen career. 

The scope of my study in junior highs focused on one 

school within one school district. This school district is 

a middle class suburban school district that consists of 

approximately 51% African American, 9% Hispanic, and 40% 

White. Southern Texas school districts do not consist of 

this type of racial mixture. The Hispanic population is 

more prominent in that area which influences the teaching 

practices within the schools. For more universal 

application and understanding, a more in depth study 

focusing on several schools across the state would need to 

be conducted. Teachers need to be observed to see how many 

current traditional teachers the state actually has in the 

classroom. Interviews with teachers need to be conducted 
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to discover how many are aware of the issues that have been 

discussed. What goals have they established for their 

classrooms? What type of pedagogy do they subscribe to? 

How willing are they to change their style of teaching? 

The need for research in junior high should start 

within the classroom. While many newer teachers are trying 

to make shifts in the pedagogy that is being used, the 

system is difficult to change. Research can show what is 

occurring in these type classrooms that are effective 

methods for allowing students to become collaborators, 

critical thinkers, and effective communicators. Interviews 

with teachers and students, in conjunction with classroom 

observations, can help realize some of the difficulties 

that students and teachers come up against as they are 

trying to create a new style of teaching and learning. 

These findings can provide concrete examples that can 

encourage more experienced teachers to try similar methods 

within their own classroom while also providing information 

about difficulties that may occur. 

Conclusion 

As shown in Berlin's explanation of a post-Ford 

economy, changes need to be made within our public schools 
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to enable our students to become more responsible members 

of society. The skills of collaboration, critical 

thinking, and communication are vital whether students plan 

on seeking a college degree or enter industry straight out 

of high school. The research presented has shown that 

females have not been given the opportunity in the 

classroom to be active participators; therefore, their 

education has not been an equitable education which is what 

our school system desires. 

Feminist pedagogy combined with composition pedagogy 

offers the same opportunity to all students to become 

productive members of the work force. While women tend to 

be innate collaborators, men also need these skills t o 

achieve success in their chosen field. As our economy is 

becoming more global, collaboration with other businesses, 

as well as members within the same company, is vital to the 

success of not only the individual, but the team as well. 

Male students have been given the opportunity to 

demonstrate critical thinking skills as shown in the 

research about questioning in school classrooms, but 

females also need to be taught these skills for success in 

their chosen field of study. 
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By developing these skills through this new pedagogy, 

teachers will allow students to be creative thinkers and 

create their own knowledge. TAAS scores must be addressed 

when trying to implement this new pedagogy. While teaching 

TAAS is a necessary area of curriculum, students will be 

able to adapt better to the test if they are critical 

thinkers and effective communicators. The result of this 

implementation will be reflected in increased TAAS scores 

of both genders and success of both genders in their future 

goals. 
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