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ABSTRACT
The Nursing Classroom Climate: Cooler for Traditional-Age Students Who Are Male
By

Marietta Joyce Bell-Scriber

The purpose of this study was to describe the nursing classroom climate and the
perceptions and experiences of traditional-age student nurses who are male as they relate
to the nursing classroom. A qualitative research procedure in the form of a case study was
used to answer the descriptive research questions: (a) What is the classroom climate for
traditional-age students who are male? (b) If an inequitable or sex-biased classroom
environment is found to exist for traditional-age student nurses who are male, what are
the nursing faculty behaviors that contributed to this environment? (c) If an inequitable or
sex-biased classroom environment is found to exist for traditional-age student nurses who
are male, what are the student behaviors that contributed to this environment?

A purposeful sample included eight traditional-age nursing students, four who
were male and four who were female. I interviewed these eight students to obtain their
perceptions and experiences. Five themes emerged from the analysis of the data: faculty
characteristics and behaviors, the students’ learning experiences, other students’
characteristics and behaviors, additional inside classroom factors, and outside classroom
factors. Additional findings from interviews with faculty, classroom observations, and a
review of the textbooks were added to provide breadth and depth to these descriptions.
Findings from this study support a nursing classroom climate that is cool to

traditional-age male students and warm to traditional-age female students. Coolness in



the classroom for men was caused by unsupportive faculty behaviors and characteristics,
unsupportive male learning experiences, and additional inside classroom factors. There
were also unsupportive factors described outside the classroom that contributed indirectly
to an uncomfortable experience for the male students.

The findings of this study of differential treatment to men in nursing classrooms
may result in a feeling of uneasiness, reduced student motivation and participation, and
perhaps a change of major or withdrawal from the program by male students. Thus, nurse

educators need to take measures to identify and eliminate bias from their classrooms.
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CHAPTER ONE
The Nursing Classroom Climate: Cooler for Traditional-Age Students Who are Male

There is a nursing shortage crisis (HRSA, 2002). The demographic make-up of
nurses reveals that men represent only 5.4% of the nursing workforce (AACN, 2001).
Therefore, there is a potential solution to the nursing shortage by bringing more men into
nursing. But, a man is not just a warm body to fill a vacancy. Men also add value and
enhance the quality of nursing care that can be delivered.

According to the Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA) (2002),
the shortage of a national supply of registered nurses (RNs) was estimated to be 110,000,
a 6% shortage, in the year 2000. The HRSA expects this shortage to grow to 12% by
2010 and to 20% by 2015. If this shortage remains unaddressed, it is projected to grow to
29% by 2020 (HRSA, 2002). Although there have been nursing shortages in the past, this
shortage is different. Because women today have increasingly more career options
available to them and intelligent women are seeking other career opportunities, nursing
can no longer rely on an unlimited supply of women in the potential draft pool (O'Lynn,
2004). Therefore, it is important to increase the number of men in nursing to help fill the
profession's vacancies (O'Lynn, 2004).

Data on the composition of nursing graduates reveals that 91% are female. The
nation’s population, however, is 49% male (AACN, 2001).-Although men represent
about one-half of the nation’s population, today’s nursing students do not reflect the
characteristics of the population they serve (Brady & Sherrod, 2003). Thus, there is an
opportunity to bring more men into the nursing profession.

Bringing more men into the nursing profession not only fills vacancies but also

enhances the quality of nursing care. A nursing workforce that had more men would
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provide increased opportunities for nurses to provide care to clients who were of the same
sex. Same-sex caregivers may reduce embarrassment and provide enhanced comfort for
the client. In some religions, it is important that segregation by sex occurs. For example,
for Muslims, same-sex caregivers should be assigned whenever possible (Galanti, 2005).

A relatively simple solution to increasing the number of men in nursing is to
support and retain male nursing students in the education environment so they can be
launched into the profession. However, it appears that nursing education is not retaining
men. According to Villeneuve (1994), the attrition rate of male students in nursing
education is higher than that of their female colleagues, with an attrition or failure rate as
high as 100% among the men in some classes.

Little is known about what is contributing to this attrition or failure rate of men in
nursing education. Men have been part of the nursing profession for centuries (Kelly,
1975; Meadus, 2000; Okraninec, 1990). However, there is a paucity of research regarding
male student nurses and the needs, frustrations, and problems that occur in nursing
programs (e.g., Fister, 1999; Kelly, Shoemaker, & Steele, 1996).

Background of This Study

Research findings (e.g., Callister, Hobbins-Garbett, & Coverston, 2000; Sherrod,
1991) that do exist related to nursing education suggest that male students experience role
strain. This role strain may be related to feelings of inadequacy when caring for
childbearing families. Role strain may also be attributed to a fear of sex stereotyping by
other members of the health care team. Additional findings suggest that the experiences
of male students are unique to their sex (Paterson et al., 1996). Such a unique experience
has been described during the male student’s experience of learning to care for patients.

Another finding is that the experiences of male students may be frustrating and stressful
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(e.g., Callister et al., 2000; Fister, 1999; Kelly et al., 1996, Paterson et al., 1996). An
example of a frustrating and stressful experience is when male students reported feeling
discriminated against in the clinical setting.

These research findings for men related to role strain, frustration, and stress
coupled with high attrition rates suggest there are barriers to success for men in nursing
education programs. Although the exact relationship of these barriers to male student
academic success, retention, and satisfaction is relatively unexplored (O'Lynn, 2004), it
has been suggested that barriers contribute to male student attrition rates as high as 50%
(Sprouse, 1996). Therefore, if barriers are contributing to the poor retention of men in
nursing education, it is important to identify these barriers and develop strategies to
reduce them (O’Lynn, 2004).

A recent study by O’Lynn (2004) described the prevalence and perceived
importance of barriers to men in nursing education programs. In this quantitative study,
practicing male nurses responded to proposed barriers for men in the nursing school
environment. His findings suggest that nursing education has failed to provide an
environment optimally conducive to retaining men as students. His findings also suggest
that there are nursing classroom climate factors, such as gender-biased textbooks, faculty
referring to the nurse as "she," faculty making anti-male remarks, and so on, that may be
contributing to a less than optimal nursing education environment for men. Because this
study is based on a recall of events occurring more than 10 years ago by the majority of
men (61%) and the barriers were pre-determined by nursing faculty, the literature, and
the researcher, it is important to explore the nursing classroom climate to determine if
these barriers do exist.

There has been very little research on nursing education classrooms. As
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previously discussed, O’Lynn’s (2004) indirect study addressed gender-based barriers for
male students in nursing education programs and included some barriers related to the
classroom. Additional minimal findings include students’ perceptions of classroom
environments being related to age, academic success, and personality types (Harrell,
1989; Letizia, 1989), the classroom being perceived as less than optimal, faculty and
students perceiving the classroom differently (Letizia, 1989), and students being more
attentive, interested, motivated, and so on when their perceptions were changed to a
preferred environment (Fisher & Parkinson, 1998). Although there have been discussions
in the nursing literature about the need to eliminate sexism (Shellenbarger, 1993) and
how culture and diversity impact communication and learning in the classroom (Brown,
2001), there has only been one research study on the nursing classroom climate (Serex,
1997). This study’s findings suggest that students, regardless of sex, do not perceive the
climate to be chilly. However, this was not a study that was unique to nursing and has
questions related to methodology that include a small sample and a modified survey (See
Chapter Two). In contrast to the findings from Serex’s (1997) study, findings from my
pilot study in 2003 suggest that men perceive inequity and there are barriers to retention
for men in nursing education. Therefore, there is a need for more research to assess the
nursing classroom climate for students who are male to address this ambiguity and
inconsistency.

Although there has been little research on nursing classrooms, there is a
substantial amount of literature on other classroom climates, particularly as they relate to
female students. Faculty characteristics and behaviors (e.g., Drew & Work, 1998; Hall &
Sandler, 1982; Sandler, Silverberg, & Hall, 1996; Taylor, 1997), student characteristics

and behaviors (e.g., Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986; Carpenter, Friar, &



Lipe, 1993; Constantinople, Comelius, & Gray, 1988) and additional inside classroom
factors (Canada & Pringle, 1995; Ferguson, 1992; Sandler et al., 1996) have been
suggested to contribute to what can be described as a chilly classroom climate for some
students. Although most of the literature describes inequities related to female students,
men may also face inequities in the classroom. These inequities may occur when they are
students in a major that is considered nontraditional for their sex (Serex, 1997).
Therefore, it is important to assess the nursing classroom climate for male students who
are majoring in nursing because it is a career considered nontraditional for men.
Focus of This Study

The purpose of this study was to describe the nursing classroom climate and the
perceptions and experiences of traditional-age student nurses who are male as they relate
to the nursing education classroom. I explored the following research questions:

1. What is the classroom climate for traditional-age students who are male?

a. How do traditional-age students who are male describe their personal
experiences in the nursing classroom?

b. How do these classroom experiences of traditional-age students who are
male compare with the classroom experiences of traditional-age students
who are female?

c. What are the underlying themes that account for these experiences?

2. If an inequitable or sex-biased classroom environment is found to exist for
traditional-age student nurses who are male, what are the nursing faculty
behaviors that contributed to this environment?

3. If an inequitable or sex-biased classroom environment is found to exist for

traditional-age student nurses who are male, what are the student behaviors that



contributed to this environment?

Importance of This Study

It is important to create an environment in the classroom where students can feel
supported and be successful in their learning (Brophy, 2004). There is a trend in the
literature to refer to this type of classroom climate as warm and caring and to a classroom
with opposite characteristics as cool or chilly. A warm classroom climate occurs in a
social context where students feel comfortable asking questions, seeking help, and
interacting with their peers (Brophy, 2004). It is also a climate where students feel safe,
take responsibility for their own learning, and learn from each other (Beck, 1995).
According to Maher and Tetreault (2002), creating a warm classroom climate can be a
challenge because of the variables that both teachers and students bring to the classroom.
One of these variables is the sex of the student. Whether a student is male or female may
reveal complex and shifting relations of privilege that can be masked by any one
ideological position. The goal is to reveal, challenge, and change any relationships or
positions that are interfering with a warm and supportive classroom climate for all
students.

The presence of men in nursing programs changes the demographic composition
of nursing students and brings into question how male students are treated. Differential
treatment may contribute to a feeling of uneasiness, reduced student motivation and
participation, reduced help seeking behaviors, dampened career aspirations, a change of
major or withdrawal from the program, and even a decision to leave an institution (Hall
& Sandler, 1982; Serex, 1997). Women in discriminatory educational environments are
suggested to begin to believe and act as though their presence is at best peripheral or at

worst an unwelcome intrusion and their career goals are not matters for serious attention



or concern (Hall & Sandler, 1982). It makes sense that men may also have these
perceptions and behaviors when they are in a discriminatory educational environment.

At the college level, sex-related treatment is suggested to contribute to
recruitment problems when students spread the word about classrooms that are
considered more stressful to individuals of a certain sex (Taylor, 1997). Classroom
interactions that contribute to sexual bias may inhibit student achievement
(Shellenbarger, 1993). An inhospitable classroom environment may happen particularly
in majors that are dominated by one sex (Taylor, 1997), such as nursing. Discriminatory
classroom behaviors may reinforce the invisibility of male students who are already
feeling uncomfortable because of their minority status. Negative messages may convey to
men their lack of importance and value, not only in the program, but also in the
profession.

Identifying sex bias and inequality in the nursing classroom is important. Faculty
who reinforce student perceptions that some fields of study are masculine and some are
feminine may encourage students to shy away from majors considered inappropriate
(Hall & Sandler, 1982). Because nursing is historically perceived as a feminine field of
study, faculty may be inadvertently sending a message that only women are welcome.
Thus, as other programs have lost female students with talent and potential who have
perceived they are unwelcome (Hall & Sandler, 1982), nursing programs may lose male
students if they perceive nursing is not a career option.

Nurse educators need more knowledge about nursing education classrooms and
whether these environments are producing an unsupportive classroom climate for
traditional-age student nurses who are male. This knowledge can facilitate improvement

in classroom management and pedagogical strategies that will hopefully lead to an



improved educational experience. An improved educational experience may contribute to
higher retention rates for traditional-age male students.
Conceptual Framework

Three bodies of literature were used to develop the conceptual framework for this
study. This literature includes (a) gender issues in classrooms in higher education, (b) the
nursing education classroom, and (c) student nurses who are male. The literature on
higher education was explored because there is only a scant amount of research on the
nursing classroom and nursing education is in the environment of higher education. The
literature on gender issues in classrooms in higher education does address inequity related
to sex and describes faculty characteristics and behaviors, student characteristics and
behaviors, and additional classroom factors that contribute to a less than ideal climate in
the classroom. The literature on the nursing education classroom and student nurses who
are male describes research that has previously been done in these areas and provides a
framework for placement of this study and its findings.

A model is conceptualized based on the literature and findings from this study.
At the core of the model (see Appendix A1) is the concept that the climate of the nursing
classroom is an important factor in nursing students’ perceptions and experiences in
nursing education. As the model illustrates, nursing students’ perceptions and experiences
in the nursing classroom are dependent on nursing faculty characteristics and behaviors,
other nursing students’ characteristics and behaviors, and additional inside and outside
classroom factors. Faculty characteristics and behaviors in the classroom may be
dependent on the teacher’s sex (Brooks, 1982) and the presence of gender blindness
(Bailey, Scantlebury, & Letts, 1997). Some examples of faculty behaviors that may

contribute to an inequitable climate in the classroom is providing more time and attention
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to some students (Sadker & Sadker, 1986) and verbalizing sexist and discriminatory
comments (Hall & Sandler, 1982).

Other students’ characteristics and behaviors in the classroom may contribute to
the classroom climate. Examples of some of these characteristics and behaviors include
self-defeating behaviors (Brazelton, 1998; Carpenter et al., 1993) and peer sexual
harassment (Allan, 2002).

Inside classroom factors that may contribute to an inequitable climate in the
classroom include the physical arrangement of the classroom (Ferguson, 1992) and the
absence of role models and mentors of the same sex (Allan, 2002). Dominance in the
number of students of one sex in the classroom (Canada & Pringle, 1995) may also be a
contributing factor

There may also be outside classroom factors that have an indirect effect on the
students’ overall educational experience that have not been previously discussed in the
literature. Because classrooms do not exist in isolation and reflect the culture, values, and
beliefs of the greater society in which the classroom is positioned, they may have an
indirect effect on the classroom climate. This indirect effect happens because faculty and
students bring these outside factors into the classroom and are included in behaviors,
perceptions, and experiences.

Posited in this model is the notion that although faculty behaviors, student
behaviors, and additional factors inside and outside of the classroom all contribute to
creating the classroom climate, there can be different perceptions by students of different
sexes about the warmth or chilliness of this climate. In other words, although the
classroom climate is created, different populations can perceive and experience it very

differently. A metaphor, as an example, is that it is 45 degrees Fahrenheit in Philadelphia,



which seems to be a mild climate to someone from the Midwest, a warm climate to
someone from Alaska, and a cold climate to a Southerner.
Definition of Terms

To provide a common basis for understanding, the following definitions are
included for terms that are used in this study.

Sex-bias. This term, sex-bias, refers to an inclination to be prejudiced against
male nursing students and have a preference for female nursing students.

Classroom climate. The term classroom climate refers to the overall educational
environment in the classroom. The perception of this climate can vary from warm to
chilly depending on the prevailing conditions of support, acceptance, and equality.

Faculty characteristics and behaviors. These are faculty characteristics and
behaviors specifically related to the faculty who taught in the classroom of study.

Discriminatory behaviors. This term refers to unjust or prejudiced faculty
behaviors that make a distinction in treatment towards male students based on their sex.

Students’ learning experiences. This term refers to learning experiences that
occurred for both male and female students related to the classroom of study.

Inside classroom factors. These are factors inside the classroom of study that are
in addition to the faculty characteristics and behaviors and the other students’
characteristics and behaviors. These factors directly contributed to the climate of the
classroom.

Outside classroom factors. These are factors outside of the classroom of study
that contributed indirectly to the classroom climate for male students.

Sexism. This term refers to the assumption that one sex is inferior to another.

Role strain. Role strain is a component of role theory and has been defined as

10



difficulty in fulfilling role obligations (Goode, 1960).

Traditional-age students. Students who are of traditional-age for the university

environment. These are students who are between 18 and 23 years of age.
Summary

In Chapter One, I have established that more men are needed in the nursing
profession. Increasing the number of men would address a nursing shortage crisis and
may enhance the quality of nursing care. A relatively simple solution to increasing the
number of men in nursing is essentially to support and retain male nursing students in the
education environment.

But there appear to be barriers to retaining men in nursing education where
attrition has been reported to be higher than their female colleagues. A gain to the
profession will not be realized if men enter nursing education and are not retained to
graduation and launched into the field. These disgruntled students may also spread the
word about an unsupportive learning environment that may discourage other men from
entering the profession.

Although a recent study by O’Lynn (2004) supported perceptions by practicing
male nurses that there are a number of barriers to men in nursing education programs, this
study addressed the climate in the nursing classroom. There have been discussions in the
nursing literature about how culture and diversity impact communication and learning in
the classroom. There has only been one study on the nursing classroom environment to
assess the nursing classroom climate. This study addressed this gap in the research by
describing the classroom climate and the perceptions and experiences of student nurses
who are male. Because previous research has supported that the student's age affects the

perception of the nursing classroom climate, male nursing students were selected who

11



were of traditional-age for this study.

The next two chapters explore the related literature and the methodology for this
study. Chapter Two is an overview of the reviewed literature and provides an in-depth
look at the relevant studies conducted on gender issues in the classroom, the nursing
classroom, and student nurses who are male. Chapter Three discusses the methodology
that was used in this study and the rationale for the research design. In Chapters Four and
Five, I provide the findings from this study. In Chapter Four, I discuss the findings
related to the students who are male. In Chapter Five, findings related to students who are
female are compared to students who are male. Finally, in Chapter Six, I provide an
analysis of the findings and their relationship to the current literature. I also discuss
limitations of the study, recommendations for future research, and implications of the

study for nursing education.
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CHAPTER TWO
Critical Review of the Literature

This study described the nursing classroom climate and the perceptions and
experiences of traditional-age student nurses who are male as they relate to the nursing
education classroom. There were three primary sources of literature that informed the
conceptualization of this study. Because there has been very little exploration related to
the nursing education classroom, the first body of literature is drawn from the higher
education literature and addresses gender issues in the classroom. This body of literature
is quite substantial and provides an overview of factors and variables that may contribute
to gender bias and inequity in the postsecondary education classroom.

The second body of literature is drawn from nursing and addresses previous
research that has been done related to the nursing education classroom. This literature is
particularly scant. It does provide, however, a background to what has been previously
explored and defines what is already understood about the nursing education classroom
environment.

The third body of literature is drawn from nursing and focuses on student nurses
who are male. Although there is a paucity of research in this area, it is very important
because it provides a background for what is already known and understood about male
students and their experiences in nursing education. First, I discuss the literature related
to gender issues in the classroom. Next, I discuss the literature related to nursing
education classrooms. I then discuss the literature on student nurses who are male. A
conclusion about the literature related to these three areas is provided at the end of the

chapter.
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Gender Issues in the Classroom

Researchers used qualitative and quantitative approaches to study gender issues in

the classroom and included samples of both male and female faculty and students. These

researchers assessed classrooms in accounting, art, business, classics, communication,

economics, education, engineering, fine arts, foreign language, health science,

humanities, literature, math, natural science, psychology, social science, technology, and

veterinary medicine. See Table 1 for methods used for data collection.

Table 1

Methods for Data Collection on Gender Issues in the Classroom

Data Collection Tools

Researchers

Observations

Questionnaires

Tape and Paper-and-Pencil Recordings
The Student Instructional Report 11
The Classroom Environment Scale

The Sex-Role Egalitarianism Scale

Boersma, Gay, Jones, Morrison, & Remick,
1981; Brazelton, 1998; Constantinople et al.,
1988; Cornelius, Gray, Constantinople, 1990
Crombie, Pyke, Silverthorn, Jones, &
Piccinin, 2003; Drew & Work, 1998;
Fassinger, 1995; Follet, Andberg, & Hendel,
1982; Heller, Puff, & Mills, 1985; Rosenfeld
& Jarrard, 1985

Brooks, 1982

Centra, 2000

Rosenfeld & Jarrard, 1985

Rosenfeld & Jarrard, 1985

14



Table 1 (continued).

Methods for Data Collection on Gender Issues in the Classroom

Data Collection Tools Researchers

Classroom Climate Survey Serex, 1997

Researchers Hall and Sandler (1982) wrote a paper related to the classroom
climate compiling information from several sources, including studies of postsecondary
and other classrooms; reports and surveys by individual researchers, campus groups, and
postsecondary institutions; and individual responses to a call for information related to
their project. This paper was followed by Sandler et al. (1996) in a landmark report on a
chilly classroom climate for women that included quantitative and qualitative studies
conducted in classrooms at all levels and in related settings; observational data; surveys;
interviews; conference proceedings; institutional publications; and research in fields such
as linguistics, communication, sociology, education and women’s studies. These
researchers also analyzed videos, electronic mail discussions, anecdotal information, and
reports from campus commissions and committees to inform and support their report.

However, because of its subjective nature, the literature related to gender inequity
in the classroom has been questioned and sometimes declared as largely descriptive and
anecdotal (Pascarella et al., 1997). Even when attempting to declare supporting evidence,
the findings have been inconsistent and contradictory (Drew & Work, 1998; Sandler et
al., 1996). Faculty characteristics and behaviors, student characteristics and behaviors,
and additional inside classroom factors will be discussed as variables that may contribute
to what has been described as a chilly classroom climate (Sandler et al., 1996) for some

students.
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Faculty characteristics and behaviors. Most of the faculty characteristics and
behaviors that have been described in the literature relate to inequitable classroom
climates for female students. Although most faculty would probably report that they
create classroom climates that are warm and equitable for all students, this may not
always be the case. The reason for this perception of a warm environment is what some
have referred to as “gender blindness” (Bailey et al., 1997, p. 29). This “blindness” forms
a gap between espoused theory and theory in practice where teachers are typically
unaware of the reality and significance of their behaviors and how they may contribute to
an inequitable environment (Sadker & Sadker, 1986). This lack of awareness is proposed
to result from teacher education and staff development programs, which may do little to
prepare teachers to see the subtle, unintentional, but damaging gender bias that may
characterize classrooms (Sadker, 1999).

This lack of awareness is not gender-specific. Although one might expect that a
member of the faculty would provide a classroom climate that is more equitable to a
student who is of his or her gender, this may not always occur. Because men and women
learn cultural expectations of gender roles, faculty of both genders may behave in ways
that create gender inequity and uncomfortable classroom climates for students (Allan,
2002). Some of these faculty behaviors include verbalizing sexist and discriminatory
comments against women and displaying the female body in an uncomfortable and sexist
way (Follet et al., 1982; Hall & Sandler, 1982)), providing more attention and time to
male students (Sadker & Sadker, 1986), communicating lower expectations for women
students (Sandler et al., 1996), exhibiting behaviors that reflect the influence of
internalized stereotypes (Sandler et al., 1996), excluding women from class participation

(Sandler et al., 1996), treating men and women differently when their behavior or
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achievements are the same (Sandler et al., 1996), not including women in informal
relationships and research work (Drew & Work, 1998), singling women out by offering
special sessions for them away from other students (Taylor, 1990), and sexual harassment
(Sandler et al., 1996). The gender of the teacher and how well students like the class may
have an effect on whether or not the students will be offended by these behaviors.

According to Follet et al., (1982) who compared attitudes and perceptions of male
and female students in a professional school environment, women (50%), more than men
(30%) perceived sex discrimination existed in the college of veterinary medicine,
primarily to the disadvantage of women (p <.01). Some examples of this discrimination
were where students reported sexist remarks and depictions of nude women in slide
presentations.

Hall and Sandler (1982) also reported discriminatory comments that were
unsupportive to female students. These behaviors included: (a) comments that disparaged
women in general, (b) comments that disparaged women’s intellectual ability, (c)
comments that disparaged women’s seriousness and or academic achievement, (d) using
a tone that communicated interest when talking to men and a patronizing or impatient
tone when talking to women, (e) favoring men when choosing student assistants, and (f)
provoking and reinforcing expected behaviors that have a negative value in the academic
setting. Lack of support also included eliciting nonverbal behaviors as a silent language
to send a message of inclusion or exclusion. This silent language indicated interest or
attention that was opposite to what was being said, communicated expectations of
success or failure, and fostered or impeded students’ confidence in their own abilities.
General studies of nonverbal behavior have supported that women may be more sensitive

to nonverbal cues than men (Henley, 1977).
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Another faculty behavior described as contributing to gender inequity in the
classroom for female students occurs when faculty direct more attention and time to male
students (Sadker & Sadker, 1986). According to Sandler et al. (1996), some of this
attention may be displayed in (a) calling on men by name and more frequently than
women; (b) coaching men but not women; (c) nodding, gesturing, and paying more
attention when men speak; (d) waiting longer for men to answer questions; (¢) making
eye contact with men more often than with women; (f) responding more extensively to
men’s comments; (h) standing closer to male students; (i) giving female students less
feedback, help, and praise; and (j) engaging in more informal conversation with men than
women before, after, and outside of class. These behaviors may communicate to female
students that their ideas are not important enough to probe further or they are not
intellectually capable of succeeding (Cooper, 1993). This effect may compound in a
classroom that is predominately male. One woman who received her Ph.D. in computer
science recalls such an experience as a student.

I can’t tell you how many times in a math class I gave a suggestion for a proof

and got no response from the professor, only to have one of the nearby males in

the class suggest the same thing a few moments later and be congratulated for a

good suggestion. (Klawe & Leveson, 1995, p. 31)

According to Taylor (1997), although there are some female students who may
feel put down and disregarded when they ask a male faculty member a question and he
will not meet her gaze, there are other female students who may not even recognize these
behaviors or if they do, they do not feel they are being treated inequitably. It is important
to determine how much of a student’s self-confidence and self-esteem interplay with

perceptions when passing judgment on faculty behavior that is perceived as inequitable.
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Sandler et al. also reported (1996) findings that included faculty behaviors that
communicated lower expectations for women students. These behaviors included: (a)
asking women easier questions, (b) grouping women in ways that indicated they have less
status, (c) implying women are not as competent as men, (d) doubting women’s work and
accomplishments, (e) expecting less of women students in the future, and (f) calling
males men and females girls or gals. There were additional faculty behaviors that yielded
the possible influence of internalized stereotypes. These behaviors included: (a) using
classroom examples that reflected stereotypes about men and women; (b) addressing
women as honey, dear or cutie, emphasizing their social or sexual roles, rather than
intellectual ones; (c) describing women by their physical characteristics, which focuses
on a woman’s physical attributes, rather than her accomplishments; (d) expressing
stereotypes that discourage women from pursuing academic and professional careers; and
(e) downgrading women who are not attractive or attentive to their appearance. Faculty
behaviors were reported that excluded women from class participation. These faculty
behaviors included: (d) ignoring women students while recognizing men students; (€)
addressing the class as if there were no women present, and (f) interrupting women
students or allowing peers to interrupt them. Sandler et al. (1996) also reported that
faculty treated men and women differently when their behavior or achievements were the
same. This behavior included attributing women’s achievements to something other than
their abilities.

According to Drew and Work (1998), female students do not report interacting
informally with faculty after class as often as do male students. They also do not interact
with faculty as much on research projects. Women, therefore, may be missing informal

relationships and research work that may lead to enhanced opportunities.
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Although faculty who single women out by offering special sessions for them
could be seen as demonstrating a positive or supportive behavior, it is not always
perceived this way by students. Sometimes these special sessions communicate that the
students who are singled-out need more help than their male counterparts (Taylor, 1990).
This separation may send a message that they are not capable of achieving success on
their own.

According to Sandler et al. (1996), sexual harassment has also been reported by
women. Twenty to thirty percent of women undergraduates have reported some form of
sexual harassment from male faculty. This harassment may make them feel
uncomfortable or angry and cause them to drop courses, leave school, or suffer emotional
damage.

It is interesting, however, that only 10% of male and female students have
reported feeling occasionally or frequently offended by faculty behaviors (Follet et al.,
1982). One explanation for why they did not feel offended is because they liked the class.
Both male and female students will perceive professors as less sexist if they like the class
(Rosenfeld & Jarrard, 1985). Another reason could be that the professor of the class was
of the same gender. Students tend to rate same-gendered teachers a little higher than
opposite-gendered teachers (Crombie et al., 2003; Feldman, 1993), particularly with
female students’ ratings of female teachers (Centra, 200). Another consideration was that
the professor was female. Overall, female professors tend to be perceived as less sexist
than male professors (Rosenfeld & Jarrard, 1985).

Just as gender-biased faculty behaviors have been reported, there are other studies
that contradict these findings. In several studies (Boersma et al., 1981; Constantinople et

al. 1988; Comnelius et al. 1990; Heller et al., 1985), there were no reported differences
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based on a student’s gender in the behavior of male and female teachers, nor did students
feel they were treated differently when they solicited advice or participated in class. In
fact, Heller et al. (1985) found some evidence to suggest that women in psychology and
economic classes have been treated as if they were more capable than men.

There are also some studies whose findings support faculty characteristics and
behaviors not being related to student behavior. Constantinople et al. (1988) reported that
the gender of the teacher does not have an effect on student participation. Cornelius et al.
(1990) reported in a follow-up study that attribution differences in participation rates
were a result of students bringing different expectations of appropriate behavior into the
classroom as opposed to differential treatment by faculty. Fassinger (1995) also found
that a professor’s interpersonal style is not directly related to higher student participation
rates. Instead, participation rates were found to be related to the way
professors design their courses and the traits students bring to the classroom.

Student characteristics and behaviors. Along with faculty behaviors, there are
student characteristics and behaviors that may contribute to an uncomfortable classroom
climate. Most of the discussions and findings in the literature relate to student
characteristics and behaviors that affect female students. In research studies, classes from
accounting, the arts, engineering, natural science, and social science were assessed
utilizing observation (Brazelton, 1998; Constantinople et al., 1988), interviews (Belenky
et al., 1986), and questionnaires (Carpenter et al., 1993). There was also discussion
(Sadker & Sadker, 1994), reviews of the literature (Allan, 2002; Frenkel, 1990;
Richardson & King, 1991; Taylor, 1997), and evaluation of faculty workshops (Henes,
Bland, Darby, & McDonald, 1995). Sandler et al.’s (1996) landmark report also included

findings related to student characteristics and behaviors. Factors claimed to affect female
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students include male student behaviors (Constantinople et al., 1988), student learning
styles (Belenky et al., 1986; Richardson & King, 1991; Sadker & Sadker, 1994), a sense
of isolation (Frenkel, 1990; Henes et al., 1995), self-defeating behaviors (Brazelton,
1998; Carpenter et al., 1993; Hesse-Biber, 1985; Taylor, 1997), and sexual harassment
(Allan, 2002). The gender of the teacher may affect whether these factors are present.

Male student behaviors are reported to contribute to gender inequity for
female students in the classroom (Sadker & Sadker, 1986). One such factor is the
differential use of speech and language (Allan, 2002). Constantinople et al. (1988)
reported male students to be more active in classroom communication than female
students. With aggressive behavior, men can interrupt and dominate classroom
discussions (Sadker & Sadker, 1986; Sandler et al., 1996). Brooks (1982), however,
found that classrooms run by male professors reflected no differences in speech duration
or frequency between male and female students. It was suggested that the attribution of a
higher status to male professors by male students tended to dampen these students’
dominance behavior.

It is also interesting to note that it is not only male student behavior that may
contribute to silencing women. Even when not silenced through interruption, women may
make more self-effacing statements by discounting their own comments and the
relevance they bring to the discussion (Brazelton, 1998). Female students may be more
reluctant to participate in class discussions, less willing to speak out and question, and
less likely to feel they could hold their own in discussions with male peers (Hesse-Biber,
1985).

There are conflicting views as to whether students’ learning styles are related to

gender and contribute to inequity in the classroom. The collective scholarship on the
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education of women has suggested that female students employ learning strategies that
are inconsistent with a historically male-oriented approach to teaching (Belenky et al.,
1986; Richardson & King, 1991; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). Women tend to be more
collaborative, place a higher value on interpersonal relationships (Ferguson, 1992), use a
different voice when making decisions (Gilligan, 1982), and communicate differently
from men (Tannen, 1990). Male students have been reported to thrive in classrooms that
are competitive and concerned with separate, analytical, and rational approaches to
learning (Maher & Tetreault, 2002). Conversely, learning styles inventories, such as Kolb
(1984), do not indicate that learning styles are gender-based.

Female students may experience a deep sense of isolation in male-dominated
classes (Frenkel, 1990; Henes et al., 1995). Isolation may be detrimental to these female
students because it does not facilitate learning. According to Sorcinelli (1995), students
who feel isolated do not either have or take the opportunity to cooperate and work with
other students to increase their involvement in learning. This lack of involvement may
diminish their learning outcomes. Learning outcomes are enhanced when students are
involved with other students and take what they think they know and offer it as
community property among fellow learners. This sense of knowing can then be tested,
examined, challenged, and improved before they internalize it (Shulman, 1999).

It is not always other students’ characteristics and behaviors that contribute to
differences in the classroom. Even when women’s course grades are equal to men’s, they
may have lower course expectations (Carpenter et al., 1993). Women may also have
unreasonably high expectations for their academic performance and experience a crisis in
self-confidence when they do not achieve that level (Taylor, 1997).

Taylor (1997) has suggested that when women experience anger, frustration, and
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disappointment in the classroom, they may respond to these feelings by crying. Men may
react differently and are more likely to swear and or gesture. Crying could be perceived
as a healthy response to anger or stress. However, it may also be considered
dysfunctional in a classroom, especially one that is male-dominated.

Although not described as contributing only to female students’ classroom
experiences, another student behavior that has been discussed as contributing to a chilly
classroom is peer sexual harassment both inside and outside the classroom (Allan, 2002).
Just as sexual harassment may affect the work environment, it may also affect the
learning environment. When one is sexually harassed, a power structure is established
that provides a restrained environment of intimidation and aggression (Stop Violence
Against Women, 2003). Interestingly, Cranston's (1989) findings suggest that men in a
counseling program were more likely to report discrimination against women than
women were against men. It was suggested that perhaps men witness more indirect
inequities than do women. Another interpretation is that men in this study were found to
be more sensitive because of the characteristics of a male student who is more likely to
enroll in a counseling class. An additional interpretation is that women may be unaware
of discriminatory behaviors that they may perceive as normal.

Additional inside classroom factors. Along with faculty and student
characteristics and behaviors, there are additional inside classroom factors that may affect
the climate of the classroom. Most of the literature describes these factors in their relation
to their effect on female students. A study at a state college using questionnaires
(Ferguson, 1992), a study at a small liberal arts college using observation (Canada &
Pringle, 1995), and a review of the literature (Allan, 2002) described additional inside

classroom factors affecting the classroom. Sandler et al.’s (1996) landmark report also
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included findings related to additional classroom factors. These factors include the
physical arrangement of the classroom (Ferguson, 1992), the creation of a mixed-sex
classroom from a single-sex classroom (Canada & Pringle), a lack of female role models
(Allan, 2002), a lack of women’s perspectives in textbooks (Allan, 2002), and the number
of men in class (Canada & Pringle, 1995).

Sometimes environmental factors in the classroom may contribute to supporting a
male-dominant atmosphere. One of these factors is the physical arrangement of a
classroom. A classroom that discourages face-to-face discussions and encourages a more
competitive atmosphere (Allan, 2002) does not favor the female student who is
traditionally more interactive (Ferguson, 1992) and may not want to compete.

Another environmental factor affecting the classroom climate, according to
Canada and Pringle (1995), is when single-sex classrooms become mixed-sex classrooms
with the addition of men. When a coed environment is created, changes in faculty
behavior may be triggered. While some professors might welcome verbal aggressiveness
that men may bring to the learning environment, some may be more sensitive to it. This
sensitivity especially may occur if faculty are women or favor a more egalitarian and
noncompetitive pedagogy. These faculty might feel disconcerted and challenged for
leadership in their own classrooms and this environment of competition may affect their
interactions and relationships with male students (Canada & Pringle, 1995).

Much has been written in the literature about the importance of female role
models for women students (Sandler et al., 1996). A lack of role models and mentors for
women is especially seen in the more male-dominated professions, such as engineering,
math, and physics (Allan, 2002). The lack of a critical mass of female instructors and role

models may create a non-supportive environment for women. It is important for students
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to observe other people of the same gender being successful in the field, as well as having
positive role models for mentoring and support. Unfortunately, it is still possible for
female students to obtain an undergraduate degree without ever having studied with a
female faculty member (Sandler et al., 1996).

There is a lack of women’s contributions and perspectives in classroom textbooks
where stereotypes are common (Sandler et al., 1996). This may send a message to female
students that women have either not achieved successfully or are not recognized for their
achievements. It may also send a message in a male-dominated profession that the
woman is not accepted and unwelcome.

The chilly classroom climate sometimes begins with numbers. Women who are
low in number in male-dominated fields are more visible and may be subject to greater
scrutiny. Being a minority may also contribute to feelings of isolation (Sandler et al.,
1996). Also, increasing the number of men in the class has been reported to have a
negative effect on women’s participation (Canada & Pringle, 1995). As the number of
men increases, the participation of women decreases. This decrease in participation could
be due to men interrupting and dominating communication (Sandler et al., 1996).
Interestingly, older female students may not find an increased number of men as
intimidating as younger female students. Older students perceive themselves as
participating more (Crombie et al., 2003), which could reflect increased self-confidence
and less sensitivity to a male-dominated environment. Additional studies would be
necessary to determine if this perception was accurate.

Summary. Most of the literature describes inequities in the classroom related to
female students. Although some of the reports are inconsistent and ambiguous, there are

findings that support a chilly classroom climate for some students. Although faculty
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characteristics and behaviors play a role in creating the classroom environment, there are
also other factors, such as students’ characteristics and behaviors that may contribute to
the amount of student participation and success. Some student behavior may be
dominating and controlling. But even when not silenced by interruptions and aggressive
communication, students themselves may play a role by setting unreasonably low or high
expectations for their academic performance. Other factors that may contribute to an
inequitable classroom environment are the physical arrangement, a lack of role models,
gender-biased textbooks, and a change in the gender composition of the class.

Because there is ambiguity and inconsistency in the literature and some of it is
claimed to be anecdotal, there is a need for additional research to better understand and
control factors that contribute to an inequitable classroom learning environment. Most of
the literature addresses gender issues related to female students. Therefore, there is a need
for additional research that addresses gender issues in the classroom for male students.
Men may also face inequities in the classroom. This inequity occurs when they are
students in a major that is considered nontraditional for their gender (Serex, 1997),
such as nursing.
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