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Watching learning
ere’s no way to watch learning but you can
watch for some of the things that are known
to enhance learning. And this has great
importance for what we call teaching.

In England, the Ofsted inspectors will pronounce on
the quality of learning in a classroom, but this is
simplified to ‘response to teaching’ Similarly, in
some of our practices in school, we may call a
meeting with a student a ‘learning review’ but it
usually turns out to be a performance review,

Keeping a focus on learning

Itis surprisingly difficult to keep a focus on learning.
The word may be used, but often the talk slides off
into talk about teaching or performance or ‘work’.
Learning = being taught is the dominant folk theory
and the dominant perspective of policy-makers.
Evidence does not support this view, but one of its
effects is to sustain other patterns in society,
including gender and other differences.

Learning and gender: the big picture

Do boys and girls go about their learning differently?
Much attention has focused on gender differences in
pupils’ public examination results. Differences are
quickly explained by recourse to supposed
differences in the ways in which boys and girls learn.
But this is a facile explanation with little supporting
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evidence. We need to consider the range of things
which may combine to influence examination
results, and then seck evidence on their relationship
with gender. If we unpack just some of the elements
which come into play (see boxes below), we can
include other areas.

Starting at the left, the big picture is that there is not
much evidence for gender differences in approach to
learning, but the more that we move to the right of
this set of elements, the more the gendering in
society is reflected. The more that we view learning
in a way which reflects social process, contexts and
cultural values, the more there are likely to be
gendered differences. The same point applies to
other differences which our society creates:
performance differences which relate to social class
remain large; those which relate to ethnicity are next;
differences which relate to gender are third (Demack
et al, 2000). The more that social relations or social
values enter, the more we see a general effect.

Is it a matter of ‘learning styles’?

It is fashionable 1o talk about learning styles - and to
suggest that boys and girls differ. But the evidence
shows that the concept of learning style has a shaky
foundation, unreliable measurement and little
impact on pedagogy. In the context of these
shortcomings, one study identified a new gender
difference - in how unreliable the measure was!
(Brew, 2002).

approach to preference for view of self as
learning tasks and a learner
activities

dominant
patterns of the attitudes to performance in
typical schooling and public
classroom achievement examinations
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learning orientation
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W we believe that effort can lead to success

B we believe in our ability to improve and learn,
and not be fixed or stuck

W we prefer challenging tasks whose outcome
reflects our approach

B we gain satisfaction from personally-defined
success at difficult tasks

W we talk to ourselves: when engaged in a task
we talk ourselves through it

A concern to improve performance

performance orientation
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W we believe that ability leads to success

W we are concerned to be seen as able, and to

perform well in others’ eyes

W we seek satisfaction from doing better than others

B we emphasise competition, public evaluation

W when the task is difficult we display helplessness:

‘| can't do X'

A concern to prove performance

Rather than try to squeeze us all into someone else’s
flimsy pet boxes, it is preferable to consider a well-
researched dimension along which we all differ as
learners — depending on the context too. The
dimension is described above.

Learned helplessness?

Early studies of this dimension suggested that girls
might display greater ‘learned helplessness’ as
learners (Dweck et al, 1978). More recent evidence is
equivocal, including findings of greater helplessness
among boys (Valds, 2001). This is more so with older
boys and those facing learning difficulties. A learner’s
orientation varies according to the context, for
example the school subject (Rogers er al, 1998), or
the activity (Pajares et al, 2000). Classrooms can
promote a learning orientation (Meece, 2003),
although there is probably a dominance of the
performance orientation, especially in the later
years. Most important, the development of a
learning orientation contributes to higher levels of
performance, whereas a performance orientation
can be associated with lower performance (Watkins,
2001).

Learners also differ in their way of viewing learning:
for example, some believe learning is quick, others
do not. Girls may be less likely to believe in quick
learning and fixed ability (Schommer, 1993), which
has additional importance because the more
students believe in quick learning, the poorer their
school performance (Schommer-Aikins, 2005).

Effective learners are not just learning according to a
recipe: they are reviewing how things are going and
using this to regulate or drive the way things develop.
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Some studies report that girls are more effective at
being a self-regulated learner (SRL) (Ablard and
Lipschultz, 1998; Bouffard et al, 1995).

From this evidence it would be creative to devise
credible ways in which boys come to value and
develop greater skills of self-regulation.

Preferences for particular tasks in a classroom may
also show gender differences, but again the degree of
difference and the issues of the wider context are
brought to our attention:

Generally girls tended to be more neutral in their
responses, and more tolerant of ‘seat-bound’
activities than boys,’ but ‘differences between boys
and girls were not great. {Stark and Gray, 1999)

Interaction in the classroom has been much
examined, although often with an unexamined view
that it is pupils’ interaction with the teacher which is
all-important. But if we move away from the idea
that learning equals being taught, our attention
might include the culture of peer relations, and their
encouragement (or otherwise) of learning and
achievement. One recent study of primary schools
found:

Boys agreed that you could get away with being
clever if you were also seen as fashionably dressed
or ‘hard’; this was a key area of gender difference.
Both boys and girls reported ‘less pressure on the
girls who do well". (Duffield et al, 2000).

Peer culture

This alerts us to how young people come to present
themselves with their peers, and how this accords (or
not) with the school culture of achievement. Schools




which take care to notice informal leaders in the
student peer groups, and support them in affiliating
to achievement, may do a service for a wider group
of learners.

In peer relationships in the classroom gender
differences can show up and girls seem to bring
more effective skills of discussion.

Girls' friendship pairings were found to perform at
the highest SRT [science reasoning tasks] levels
and boys' friendship pairing performed at the
lowest levels. (Kutnick and Kington, 2005)

This is in a situation where no support is given to the
processes for working together, and the challenge for
educators is to help all our students to learn what
many girls may be first to operate. Some studies
indicate that when learners are given support to
learn about learning together, there are no gender
differences in the way that successful small groups
operate (Hogan, 1999).

Affiliation to school

Girls generally show higher levels of affiliation to
school and a higher sense of school belonging
(Voelkl, 1997), perhaps because their social relations
help them colonise the school experience. Boys show
evidence of significant social anxiety in secondary
school and this influences their view of themselves
and their engagement with school goals (Reichert
and Kuriloff, 2004). Issues of fitting in and fearing
failure are ones which school may either amplify or
diminish, especially in the way they construct
demarcations between winners and losers. Schools
and classrooms can, often unwittingly, contribute to
boys' social anxiety by emphasising a public
dimension to recognition, and the achievement of
recognition through public compliance to some
norm or image.

There is no reason to assume that all learners are
motivated to achieve in public examinations: many
socio-economic differences are re-created on just
this, and the way some pupils adapt their
experiences in secondary school protect them from
something which could bring them another
experience of failure. Schools can accentuate or
reduce this by the extent to which they offer a wide
range of future identities, each of which benefit from
school achievement in some way.
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Towards better gender equity in learning
There are differing stances on intervention:

Stance 1: Spot a difference, view it as a difficulty, and
treat by separation.

For example, some people generalise to say that boys
are more motivated by competition, so they then say
that the learning environment should be ‘matched’
to this, and they sometimes create separate boys’
groups with such a culture. But research suggests
this is counter-productive: ‘Working-class boys seem
to experience particular difficulties in such settings’
(Daniels er al, 2001).

Stance 2: Spot a difference, note what's best for
everybody and support accordingly.

To continue the above example, once the difference
between girls and boys has been spotted we need to
inquire into what is best for learning, review the
evidence on what works best for most people (for
example Panitz, 2000 on collaborative learning) and
then support all learners in becoming more effective
in it, with an occasional look at the original concern.

Here we are addressing the relation between pupils’
socialisation to date and their socialisation in the
classroom, knowing that the role of school is to
extend beyond what learners bring. So we can pose
key questions about any classroom:

® does the way that learning is promoted in this
classroom serve to confirm or even accentuate
the gendered socialisation which pupils have
experienced, especially in relation to their views
about learning and themselves as learners?

B ordoes it extend their repertoire as effective
learners?

The learning culture of the classroom
‘Two principles support the idea of intervention
through the classroom learning culture:

® the classroom is a powerful context which
influences people’s views of learning, orientation
to learning, performances and differences

® all learners can be helped to learn approaches to
their learning which are new to them,

Issues to consider

The complex learning culture of a classroom can be
examined through what is known about effective
learning, and the four headings overleal.
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Active Learning

When learning is hands on and actively focuses on review, | Pan e Apply
explanation and application, engagement increases. In countries and

cultures where girls have not been socialised into an active role,

classrooms can help, and performance also increases. In the UK, \ e,

some evidence challenges the idea that there is a gender difference b

in preference for active learning: ‘In contrast to the teachers’ beliefs, o
these findings indicate that all of their children preferred active

learning styles ..., and that most subjects were equally enjoyed by

boys and girls. Where there was a difference, it was by achievement

rather than by gender’ (Holden, 2002).

B Does this classroom employ tasks which are engaging to all?
B Is the process of reviewing and making meaning from the experience highlighted?
B Do learners feel there is something consequential to be achieved from applying their learning?

Collaborative Leaming

When learning is collaborative, new shared products are created
through the participation of all. In the process of contributing and
reconciling, new meaning and understanding is created. Simply placing
males and females together under a collaborative learning structure will
not ensure that they will positively interact and learn. Attention has to be
given to the design of the task, the way of talking which promotes
collaboration and learning, and the structure for developing
collaboration and interdependence in the classroom,

B Does the structure in this classroom promote interdependence?
B Do learners review and develop their talk for collaboration?
B Does the peer culture in this classroom accept and support everyone’s achievement?

Leamner-driven

When classrooms engage learners’ purposes through choice and planning, and through review, then
learners become more engaged, more responsible and more able to direct their learning activity and
assess their learning products.

W Does this classroom promote opportunities for learners to choose, to review, and to have their
voice heard?

W Does this classroom promote self-regulation on the part of learners?

Leaming about leamning

Given that learners’ views of learning have such an impact on how they go about learning, it is valuable
to create opportunities for surfacing those views and developing them to become richer and more
empowered.

W Does this classroom promote a learning orientation, characterised by learners’ ability to talk
themselves through difficulties, reflect on their strategies, and so on?

W Does this classroom promote the belief that learning is quick, or alternatively that learning
sometimes takes time and that it is time well spent?

B Are the stories about learning which circulate in this classroom and school ones which encourage a
range of other learners to tell and develop their stories?
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Conclusion

There is some evidence that people for whom the
typical masculine or feminine attributes are not
central to their identity are also people who have a
deep, meaning-directed approach to learning
(Severiens and ten Dam, 1997). So our learning focus
may provide another reason for questioning
traditional polarised gender identities.

B An effective learning environment is inclusive: it
embraces diversity and becomes a resource for
learning, rather than inviting people to fitin

B An effective learning environment is expansive:
it helps all people to expand their repertoire,
including through learning from each other,
rather than keeping them limited by ideas of
there being one right way

®  An effective learning environment helps all
learners become more versatile and empowered
as learners who will meet many situations in life
for which a rule could not have been
anticipated.
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