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GENDER EQUITY IN COMMUNICATION SKILL

Anita Taylor,* Alison Bailey, Pamela Cooper, Carol Dwyer, 
Cheris Kramarae, and Barbara Lieb

Teaching and learning are primarily communication processes
that rely on interactions of students and teachers. Any factor
that inhibits effective communication in the teaching and learn-
ing process therefore adversely affects the learning process; if
communication is restricted or gender biased, then learning will
be different for girls and boys. Because of the foundational role
of communication in all learning, this chapter focuses primarily
on teaching/learning of the basic skills of listening, reading,
speaking, and writing.  We attend to communication as a pri-
mary subject matter only briefly.1

Previous research has demonstrated gender bias in language
and in its use (Borisoff & Merrill, 1998; Cameron, 1990, 1998;
Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 2003; Hellinger & Bussman, 2001;
Hill, 1986; Holborow, 1999; Lakoff, 1990; McConnell-Ginet,
1975; Miller & Swift, 1991, 1976; Penelope, 1990; Schulz, 1990;
Spender, 1985, among many others). Other research has shown
extensive sex segregation in occupations and significant associ-
ated salary differentials (Freeman, 2004; Costello & Krimgold,
1996; Costello & Stone, 2001; Costello, Wight & Stone, 2003 as
well as the material in the chapters in this book “Impact of Ed-
ucation on Gender Equity in Employment and Its Outcomes”
and “Gender Equity in Career and Technical Education”). A pri-
mary concern in this chapter is to explore whether inequities
or omissions in education affect persistence of these patterns
of inequities, and more specifically to what extent students’
achievement of the varied communication skills reinforce these
cultural patterns. Where inequities or omissions in communi-
cation education exist, we need to identify them in order to
remedy some of the forces perpetuating societal patterns.

First, we discuss matters of definition. Next, we examine
extant data to learn where differences in skills and compe-
tence in communication exist between girls and boys—and,
when relevant, women and men—as groups. We then explore

the extent to which these differences relate to educational
practices and structures, thus examining the processes of
teaching and assessing communicating skills in diverse pop-
ulations. We look briefly at communication in social pat-
terns and structure using the status of women in journalism/
communication education as illustrative of one factor in me-
dia literacy learning. Finally, we make recommendations for
achieving equity in the materials and methods used in teach-
ing communication skills.

Overall, this chapter raises more questions than it provides
answers. Readers seeking definitive information or claims about
how education “shortchanges” girls/women or boys/men will be
dissatisfied. The scholarship reviewed shows that previous
study of equity in communication education has only partially
covered communication skills and assessed only in part achieve-
ment of those skills that have been measured. We argue that
previous researchers and commentators have too quickly gen-
eralized about differences between girls and boys (or women
and men) as population groups and have inadequately disag-
gregated data to study within-population differences. The pri-
mary contribution of the chapter is to show where more study
is needed, what new assessment efforts are required, and where
more careful analysis should preclude facile generalizations. We
conclude with recommendations for policy and other changes
needed to facilitate these changes.

UNDERSTANDING GENDER EQUITY IN
COMMUNICATION SKILLS LEARNING

This chapter focuses on gender issues in teaching and learning
in the content areas of communication skills in English. Thus,

*The bold face names is the Lead Author.
1Other discussions related to communication education can be found in the chapters “Facts and Assumptions about the Nature of Gender Differ-
ences,” and “Implications for Gender Equity; Gender Equity in Coeducational and Single-Sex Educational Environments,” “Gender Equity in the
Use of Educational Technologies,” and “Gender Equity in Foreign and Second-Language Learning.



we use the term, communication, to refer to all its processes: lis-
tening, reading, speaking, and writing (including use electronic
and print media). We begin with definitions to provide clarity,
describing some of the terminologies common to each process
as well as those that differentiate among them.

Communication skills are all grounded in knowledge about
and use of language (sometimes referred to by communica-
tion theorists as a “message code.”) People are not equally
skilled in using a particular language in all communication
processes. For example, individuals may be able to read (or de-
code) English quite fluently, but not be able to speak or write
it as fluently. Also, the reverse is often true. Further, individu-
als may find themselves differently restricted in what they think
they can safely say, or even if they can safely say anything, in
some settings. In addition, their skills vary as the medium used
changes. Measurement of communication skills achievement is
complicated not only by these situational aspects of language
use, but also by the variants of language codes and communi-
cation customs in diverse cultures and subcultures in various
institutions and regions. Prior research often did not attend to
such cultural anomalies of language use or language commu-
nities, which leads to a requirement that all reported findings
be interpreted cautiously.

Within the category of “language,” we must also distinguish
between processes of verbal and nonverbal language. The term
verbal refers primarily to the use of words, whether spoken or
written. Nonverbal language relies on visual, auditory, kines-
thetic, tactile, spatial, and other aspects of communication that
stand in place of or complement verbal language. In interactive,
spoken communication the nonverbal aspects of language are
often more potent in carrying the intended message than are
the verbal aspects.2 Since English is not an overtly gendered lan-
guage, nonverbal communication carries most of the gender
messages among English speakers (Fivush, 1989; Gleason, 1989;
Henley, 1986).

Nonverbal communication also occurs within the processes
of reading and writing, although these seldom involve the mes-
sage potency, constancy, and interpretive complexities of inter-
active spoken communication. However, for very young chil-
dren, the pictures in books (a nonverbal language form), even
more than the words, carry a great deal of meaning, as do the
vocal tones and intensities or body language of the adults who
read to them. Pictures in texts for older children also serve as
nonverbal communication, as do visual images in all media; all
these usually carry messages about gender, as does the verbal
text. The topics we ask children to write about, the pictures we
ask them to draw, or the points we award for writing neatly, pro-
vide communicative information beyond the verbal language.
When any of these messages, verbal or nonverbal, vary accord-
ing to the sex of the sender or the intended recipient, they con-

stitute gender messages. The question for this chapter is to
what extent such differences promote gender inequity in edu-
cational settings and desired outcomes.

Finally, it must be understood that communication, especially
in oral forms, involves meanings beyond the cognitive. Commu-
nication involves affective, expressive, relational, and instrumen-
tal messages. Thus, not only do oral messages seek to accomplish
goals of understanding or persuasion (cognitive and instrumen-
tal), they express feelings (affective and expressive), seek to
achieve, change, or maintain relationships (relational and instru-
mental). The gender ramifications in such multiple interactions
add complexity since messages involve gender in values, expec-
tations, and cultural prescriptions, all usually unstated. The point
here is that interest in equity in learning/teaching communication
skills requires attention, at all times, to the multifaceted and in-
teractive nature of sender skills and intentions, receiver values
and expectations, as well as other factors of the situation.

The Importance of Communication Skills

Complicated as our topic is, it especially needs attention be-
cause communication skills (listening, reading, speaking, and
writing via a variety of media) are arguably the most important
academic skills for later success in life (Morreale, Osborn, &
Pearson, 2000; Poole & Walther, 2002; Stump & Selz, 1982). The
business community has for many years expressed dissatisfac-
tion with the quality of reading, writing, and oral communica-
tion skills of both high-school and college graduates (National
Alliance for Business, 1996; Rodriguez & Ruppert, 1996). Suc-
cess in business and in most professions, as well as in family and
social life, correlates highly with communication competence
(Carnevale, 1996; Endicott, 1978; Daly, 1994; reAmaze, 2005; Van
Horn, 1995). Yet, national and international test data show that
a large percentage of American students do not achieve accept-
able levels of reading and writing proficiency as defined by our
national and local standards, and do not compare favorably with
their peers from other nations. Such deficiencies not only can
limit access to further education but can also affect later em-
ployment and life outcomes. For example, low literacy skills are
associated with a number of other negative factors such as
poverty and incarceration. Barton and Lapointe (1995), dis-
cussing findings from the National Center for Educational Sta-
tistics (NCES) National Adult Literacy Survey (NAAL), report that
measured levels of document literacy strongly predict wages
both across education level (high-school graduate, two-year de-
gree, four-year degree) and within each of these levels.3 Literacy
levels also positively correlate with indicators of engaged citi-
zenship (Barton, 1994). Clearly, acquiring competence in com-
munication is critical to many other achievements.
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2This claim is supported in a considerable recent history of research dealing with nonverbal communication. The work ranges from that completed
in the 1970s by scholars such as Ekman, Friesen and Pheobe (e.g., 1969, 1972), Birdwhistell (e.g., 1968, 1970); to current scholarship exemplified
by that of Peter Andersen and colleagues (e.g., 1998, 1999, 2001) as well as ongoing work by Ekman and colleagues (2005). Thousands of research
studies have explored the varieties of nonverbal communication.

3Literacy is broadly defined as ability to read and write, and is often defined according to scaled ability levels. Document literacy as defined in the NCES
survey is ability to use documents, such as short forms or graphically displayed information found in everyday life, including job applications, pay-
roll forms, transportation schedules, maps, tables,and graphs. Measured document literacy tasks included, among many others, locating a particu-
lar intersection on a street map, using a schedule to choose the appropriate bus, or entering information on an application form (NCES, 2005). See
also Venezky, Kaestle, and Sum, 1987; and Tuijanmin, 2000.



For our interests here, however, the most relevant issues are
those related to gender, especially the possible interactions
among gender, literacy, and wages. We need to know not only
whether literacy levels vary by sex, but also if being literate
makes a bigger difference in life outcomes for either women
or men. Data to answer this question are hard to find, but we
do know that many skilled labor jobs are still more open to
men than women, that the first level of skilled work for many
women is clerical, and that wages differ substantially between
those two classes of employment. We also know that men’s
wages and salaries outstrip women’s at all levels of literacy.
Hence, it may be true that literacy matters more for women
than for men (Rosser, 2005). In addition, if it is accurate, as re-
search suggests, schools must do a better job of preparing girls
for verbal literacy as currently defined, and then it is possible
that differences in educational literacy outcomes do not pre-
sent an inequitable situation for men. These differences may
be, instead, a counterforce to what otherwise would be an in-
equity for women.4

It is also possible that the tools used to measure educa-
tional performance are inadequate. An analysis of the scores
on both major university admissions testing tools, the SAT and
the ACT, demonstrated that in spite of claims to the contrary
(Alperstein, 2005) boys’ average scores are higher than girls’
(ACT, 2005; SAT, 2005; Rosser, 2005). These widely used tests
sizably underpredict women’s performance in college, where
females continue to earn higher grades than males (Rosser,
2005, 1989, 1990).5 While discussion of testing issues is elabo-
rated in the chapter “Gender Equity in Testing and Assess-
ment” in this Handbook, the issue is relevant here because we
raise questions about the validity of currently used literacy out-
come measures. For example, in reviewing 20 of research on
composition, Chapman (2006) pointed out that while most
states conduct writing exams “very few studies have been
done to determine the effectiveness of these assessments”
(fr. 2). Pending the thorough analysis of writing results in the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) to be
conducted in 2007 and conclusions to be learned from the ad-
dition of writing samples in SAT testing, we have few concrete
data about any K–12 students’ learning outcomes in writing,
much less knowledge about gender differences within those
outcomes.

What the research reviewed in this chapter shows clearly is
that analysis of data regarding equity issues in communication
education supports few definitive statements about the critical
questions just posed; considerable additional study is needed.
The questions also show clearly that the task of assessing edu-

cational equity in communication-skills learning goes beyond
identifying inequities in outcomes by broad difference cate-
gories such as sex. It encompasses questions related to class,
race, ethnicity, and social attitudes toward usefulness of com-
munication and literacy skills. It involves attending to what role
schools need to play in preparing students to recognize and
cope with inequities that may continue throughout their lives
(AAUW, 2001).

Gender Gaps in Communication Skills: 
Examining the Complexity of Data Analysis

Our discussion emphasizes the multifaceted nature of gender
and equity issues in communication and communication learn-
ing. Communication skills are not unitary; nor are gender or
equity unidimensional concepts. Moreover, even when average
differences between girls and boys or women and men are
found, it is usually the case that even larger differences exist
within those groups. As discussed in the chapter “Examining
the Achievement of Gender Equity in and through Education”
equity is not a simple matter of treating every child the same.
Moreover, gender equity cannot be explored simply by identi-
fying whether females and males are treated equally or achieve
equal outcomes. Educational experiences vary widely as race,
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and degree of physical ability
(among other things) vary.6 Not only do each of these factors
(communication skills, gender, equity) have much internal
complexity, but the factors interact. To understand the com-
munication competencies of students and teachers, we must
recognize gendered social and cultural structures in which
their communication occurs as well as the differently valued as-
pects of communication when enacted by or attributed to fe-
males or males.

Most common assumptions about the communication skills
and competence of females and males vastly oversimplify the
complex set of behaviors that constitute such competence. We
grow up learning that some behaviors and attributes are male
identified (hence thought of as masculine) and some behaviors
and attributes that are female identified (hence considered fem-
inine). Moreover, the male-identified and female-identified be-
haviors are differently valued (Bem, 1993; Blair, Brown, & Bax-
ter, 1994; Broverman, 1970; Broverman, Vogel, Broverman,
Clarkson, & Rosenkrantz, 1972). To truly achieve gender equity
in communication requires, first, that female identified (associ-
ated) behaviors are valued and responded to in the same ways
as male identified (associated) ones; and second, that commu-
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4Given that the entry-level jobs most open to women have higher need for literacy than those jobs that are male-identified and less open to women,
if schools were to treat girls and boys in ways to try to insure no differences in literacy outcomes occur, then such treatment would, in its effect, be
inequitable.

5ACT Average scores for 2005 were 20.9 for females; 21.1 for males, with females constituting 56% of the 1.19 million test takers (ACT, ACT High-School
Profile Report 2005). SAT scores for 2005 on the verbal portion of the exam were 505 for females, 513 for males, with females constituting 53% of the
1.48 million test takers. FairTest calculated averages from: College Board, College-Bound Seniors 2005: Total Group Profile Report. The College
Board, in August 2006, reported that for 2006 test takers, the verbal scores (now termed critical reading) were 505 for males and 502 for females,
while the new writing portion of the exam showed an 11-point advantage for females, 502 to 491 for males (http://www.collegeboard.com/press/re-
leases/150054.htm).

6These subgroups are not mutually exclusive and reporting of gender differences within subgroups would provide a finer grained picture of the im-
pact of the new elementary and secondary accountability system on student performance.



nication behaviors are similarly valued whether the person do-
ing them is female or male. In relating education and commu-
nication skills, such equity would mean that interruptions, ag-
gressiveness, silence, talkativeness, preferring action to talk,
liking to read books, preferring violent video games to reading
a book, writing, talking logically or emotionally, displaying em-
pathy or lack of it, would each be equally valued and encour-
aged, or considered inappropriate and discouraged, whether
engaged in by girls or boys.

To provide a concrete illustration of the disregard for com-
plexity in interpreting the available data, we discuss one exam-
ple of one widespread stereotype: that girls excel in verbal skills
and boys excel in mathematics. Close analysis of research find-
ings shows how the generalization vastly oversimplifies the re-
ality. (See, for example, Barnett & Rivers, 2004; and the careful
summary of meta-analytic reviews of empirical studies given by
Hyde and Lindberg in their chapter in this book, “Assumptions
about the Nature and the Implications for Gender Equity.”) In
sum, the data show that most of the differences between boys
and girls as a group, when observed across a wide range of ver-
bal skills, are small and that the male and female distributions
overlap substantially. Small effects found across many studies
can be important; if they show small but pervasive differences,
the collective impact can be substantial. What is dangerous,
however, is that focusing on these relatively small overall differ-
ences between girls and boys in arithmetic and verbal skills of-
ten leads to failure in attending to other variables. While boys
predominate in the highest levels of math skills, many girls also
score high in math; and it is also true that many boys are found
in the lowest math achievement groups. Most assessments
show the reverse to be true in verbal skills. Too often ignored
is that even when average skills of girls and boys are found to
differ, bigger differences are found within groups. To achieve eq-
uity for all will require attention to all kinds of differences, es-
pecially race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic class, and the ways in
which these interact. This does, of course, vastly complicate the
matter of exploring and providing educational equity, but at-
tending to the complexity is essential if we are to avoid both
replicating social stereotypes and expending effort on the least
important inequities.

Another complexity in assessing communication outcomes
(and hence possible inequities) is that gaps found between girls
and boys differ by the subskill that is being measured. Different
subskills are taught and measured at different age levels, or
rarely measured at all in the case of oral communication skills
and competence (with the notable exception of English lan-
guage learners in U.S. schools, whose oral language and liter-
acy performance in English and some other languages are
taught and measured explicitly in schools). Specific discussion
of testing issues can be found in “Gender Equity in Testing and
Assessment” and, for English as a foreign language, in “Gender
Equity in Foreign and Second-Language Learning and Instruc-
tion.” Attention to writing occurs throughout the school levels,
but typically, in the United States, direct instruction in reading
comprehension is limited to the first three grades of elementary
school.

For the vast majority of students, direct instruction in speak-
ing focuses on public speaking, which is available as elective
courses in most high schools. Unified instruction in interper-

sonal communication, use of nonverbal messages, and listen-
ing skills is minimal, and explicit attention to the ways in which
all of these are gendered is slight. In their discussion of teaching
to support emergent literacy, Soderman, Gregory, and O’Neill
(1999) pointed out the importance of the links between oral
language, the home environment, and literacy. They remarked
on the irony of how usually, “as children mature . . . more em-
phasis is placed on reading and writing and less time and energy
is spent during the school day engaged in oral language . . .
[with] reduced amounts of time spent in meaningful conversa-
tion with peers and expressing ideas” (28).

Given major differences in amounts of instruction and types
of measurements, up to and including virtually no systematic
teaching or assessment of oral communication skills, all con-
clusions about gender differences in this domain must be re-
garded with caution and interpreted with great care. Evidence
of gender gaps in reading should be considered with reference
to the source of data: test results, course grades (often highly
overlapping with test scores), diagnosed dysfunction (such as
dyslexia), participation in remedial courses at the elemen-
tary/secondary and postsecondary levels, and life outcomes
such as career success, educational attainments, earnings, etc.
With respect to test results, some sources such as the NAEP,
deal with carefully constructed representative samples of the
population. Other indicators such as the SAT provide data
based on “volunteer” self-selected samples, since students can
decide (or be guided by others) to take the test or not. The re-
sulting group data thus reflect more than what the test itself
measures. They also reflect the composition of the subgroups,
which may differ in significant ways regarding motivation, so-
cial, and material rewards (or lack thereof ) for high achieve-
ment, quality of prior educational experiences, subject-matter
interests, and so on (College Board, 2004a; also see Pennock-
Roman, 1994).

Some findings seem clear, although their implications for
either the existence of, or remedy for, gender inequities are far
from clear. Data from the National Household Education Sur-
veys Program (NHES), for example, show that boys are almost
twice as likely as girls to be diagnosed as having learning dis-
abilities, including dyslexia, and are more than twice as likely to
be diagnosed as having speech impediments (Freeman, 2004).
What we do not have are data to demonstrate that these out-
comes mean there is inequity; such a conclusion would require
showing that remedial services are not available or inequitably
provided. We do not have such data although some discussion
of related issues can be found in the chapter “Gender Equity
for Populations with Disabilities.”

Influences on reading and communication skills include
both in-school and out-of school factors. For example, among
three- to five-year-olds, boys are not read to or told a story at
home as often as girls, and boys’ families are less likely to re-
port having taken their children to a library within the past
month than are girls’ families (Freeman, 2004). NCES reports
that there were some gains from 1991 to 2001 in these
preschool factors, and that the gains were a somewhat higher
for girls than for boys. Denton and West (2002), in an analysis
of an early childhood longitudinal study of students in about
1,000 kindergarten programs during 1998–99, reviewed pat-
terns of reading skills and concluded, in part, “Children’s over-
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all reading achievement does not vary by their sex.” They go on
to point out how both child and family characteristics relate to
achievement, noting that as early as first grade, girls are more
likely to be reading and boys are more likely to be successful at
mathematical operations such as multiplication and division.
Such divergence in interests seems to persist. Girls’ greater in-
terest than boys in some communication subjects is reflected
in the College Board’s Advanced Placement (AP) Program’s Na-
tional Summary Report (College Board, 2004b). Of high-school
students who took the AP English language and composition
examination, 63% were female. Of those taking AP foreign lan-
guage (French, German, Latin, Spanish) examinations, 65%
were female.) These findings reinforce the point made earlier,
that achieving equity may involve helping students become
aware of and cope with societal expectations and prejudices.

What must be resisted as these data are explored is the ten-
dency to oversimplify complex phenomena. Framed with that
caveat, we introduce the results from one major effort in the print
domain that has allowed for examination of gender differences
in communication learning outcomes, the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP, 2005), also known as “The Nation’s
Report Card,” a congressionally mandated collection of national
data on student attainments in grades 4, 8, and 12. Data collected
at these grade levels include reading and writing. NAEP also col-
lects data in another area related to reading and communication
skills, the study of foreign languages, a discussion found in the
chapter “Gender Equity in Foreign and Second Language Learn-
ing and Instruction” of this book. NAEP began its data collections
in 1969, so a great deal of trend data is available.7

LEARNING OUTCOMES IN READING 
AND WRITING SKILLS (LITERACY)

Examples of NAEP testing content in reading include (grouped
from highest proficiency level to lowest): compare descriptions
to interpret character, explain thematic differences between
poems, suggest improvements to a document, identify author’s
use of specific details, use text information to provide a de-
scription, explain major idea in an article, and identify charac-
ter’s main dilemma.

NAEP scores are especially valuable because they are also as-
sociated with out-of-school variables. For example, information
from the NAEP Data Tool (2005) indicated that among 12th
graders in 1998, those who reported having 0 to 2 types of read-
ing material (newspaper, encyclopedia, magazines, more than
25 books) in their home had an average NAEP scaled reading
score of 273; those who reported having all four types of mate-
rial had an average NAEP scaled reading score of 298. The rele-
vance of these data is their portion of the issue of extra-class-
room influence on what happens in the classroom, a matter

previously discussed, and also forthcoming with regard to mass-
media consumption and images.

The reading data from 1992 through 2003 show very little
change in the size of the male/female gap during this time
(NAEP, 2005). For example, the average scaled score for grade-
four females in 2003 was 221.9 (standard error 0.3); for males
214.6 (standard error 0.3). The 2003 grade-four gender differ-
ence of 7.3 scaled score points in favor of females does not rep-
resent a significant difference from the 1992 data collection. In
fact, in the six grade-four data collections conducted since 1992,
there has not been a single one whose gap changed significantly
from the previous data collection. Grade eight reading data col-
lections from 1992 to 2003 indicate a slight narrowing of the
gender gap when certain pairs of data collections are com-
pared, but the overall grade-eight reading gender gap remains
unchanged from 1992 to 2003. The grade-eight gender gap is
slightly larger than the grade four gap. For example, in 2003 fe-
male students at grade-eight had an average scaled score of
268.6 (standard error 0.3); male students at grade eight had an
average scaled score of 258.0 (standard error 0.3). For grade 12
students, females’ average reading scaled scores in 2002 were
295.0 (standard error 0.7); males’ average scaled scores were
279.0 (standard error 0.9), making a gender gap not statistically
significantly different from in the 1992 grade-12 data.

Although these differences seem stable, probably because
of the nature of the data set, the practical implications are un-
clear. Females’ advantage over males is evident across NAEP
levels. Fewer female than male students score Below Basic,
and more female than male students score at the Proficient
and Advanced levels. Coley (2003) reported that there was lit-
tle difference between males and females in terms of the
growth that they made in NAEP reading scores between fourth
and eighth grades. That is, looking at data for cohorts from
1994—1998, females in the eighth grade had advanced about
51 scaled-score points since fourth grade, while males had ad-
vanced about 48 points. Taking a longer historical perspective,
the National Center for Educational Statistics (2000) con-
cluded from the NAEP data that, “For 9- and 13-year-olds, av-
erage reading scores improved slightly between 1971 and 1980
and showed little or no change between 1980 and 1996. Scores
for 17-year-olds have remained relatively consistent since 1971.
Females outscore males in reading performance across all age
groups.” Thus, while it is clear that these differences are sta-
tistically stable, alone they do not demonstrate significant gen-
der inequities, especially when compared with contrasting
outcomes on other tests. (See for example the discussions re-
lated to testing for general academic achievement, for univer-
sity admission and for scholarships in the chapter “Gender
Equity in Testing and Assessment.”) Moreover, as we noted
above, the differences are relatively small when compared to
differences of race, ethnicity, and socio-economic status within
each sex group (Mead, 2006).

14. Gender Equity in Communication Skill • 285

7Data are collected according to a complex pattern of priorities, so complete data for every year, subject, and grade level are not available. A major
study of writing outcomes, for example, will be conducted in 2007, to be reported in 2008 for comparison to the 2002 data now available. NAEP
groups the scores on its assessments into levels, Advanced, Proficient, Basic, and Below Basic. NAEP has linked types of skills and assessment ques-
tions to these levels across the grades in which assessments are given. The broad content of the NAEP assessments is explicitly linked to school
curricula at the appropriate grade levels. See http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/ndeinfo.asp for easily accessible reports of the assessment data.



In the United States, among the skills commonly designated
as verbal, writing shows the largest consistent average differ-
ences between girls and boys. Gender differences in NAEP writ-
ing assessments are somewhat larger than in reading, again fa-
voring females. In 2002, the average scaled score for grade-four
females in writing was 162.7 (standard error 0.4); the average
scaled score for grade-four males was 145.6 (standard error 0.6).
There is not a statistically significant difference between this
2002 grade-four gender gap and the 1998 grade-four gender gap
in writing. Grade eight NAEP writing data show an average fe-
male scaled score of 163.6 (standard error 0.6), and an average
male scaled score of 143.1 (standard error 0.6). The grade-eight
gender gap is slightly larger than the grade-four gap, but again,
does not show any sign of increasing or decreasing over the
time period from 1998 to 2002. At grade 12, NAEP writing scores
also favor females, 160.5 (standard error 0.9) compared to 135.7
(standard error 0.8). The grade-12 gap is slightly larger than the
grade-eight gap and NAEP reports show that at the grade-12
level, the gender gap widened to a degree that is statistically
significant between 1998 and 2002.

These gaps also reflect the issue of complexity discussed ear-
lier. Conceivably, much of the perceived gender gap in reading
and literacy stems from too-narrow definitions of literacy. What
is measured when reading scores are obtained? Some scholars
argued that if reading for computer literacy (with testing for spe-
cific problem solving rather than for general comprehension)
were more valued in schools, boys would be more motivated,
and therefore achieve higher literacy (Coles & Hall 2001; Harste
2001). Smith and Wilhelm (2004) reported a study of middle-
and high-school boys in which the students indicated they re-
ject activities in which they believed they would not be compe-
tent. Recall the findings reported earlier about children’s inter-
ests varying as early as first grade. Perhaps if the question of
boys’ interest in various communication media were raised,
findings for literacy assessment similar to those reported by
Smith and Wilhelm might well result.

The data on this issue reflect the complexity in such issues
discussed earlier. First, it is important to remember that these
are generalizations about all males, based on averages of the
group; in some cases, differences within subgroups are strik-
ing. As noted earlier, among students taking university entrance
preparation tests, the advantage to girls diminishes. The change
probably results from the population being tested, as only stu-
dents considering college take SAT and ACT exams. Except for
the students of elite universities and of higher socioeconomic
groups, more women than men enroll in undergraduate
programs. Less-prepared boys and those from lower socio-
economic groups, more than other groups of boys, don’t plan
to do university education. Thus, they are not among those tak-
ing the PSAT, SAT, and ACT exams. Although at press time for
this chapter detailed analysis by socioeconomic groups of test
takers was not available, some preliminary comparisons by race,
ethnicity, and English-as-a-second-language (ESL) status are in-
triguing. The August (2006) press release by the College Board
showed that among the critical reading (formerly verbal) sec-
tion of the 2006 test takers, White students scored 527, and
Asian-heritage students 510. In contrast, Mexican-American and
other Hispanic averages were 459 and 458 respectively, while
Black students scored 434. The board reported that males

outscored females in critical reading in all ethic groups except
for African American. Students for whom English is a second
language increased scores compared to 2005, to an average of
467 (http://www.collegeboard.com/press/releases/150054.html).
In contrast, females outscored males in the new writing section
across all race and ethnic groups. Group disparities suggested in
these data highlight significant problems, but the nature of
those problems will be not be understood if one merely com-
pares the scores of girls and boys on the whole.

Another possible explanation for differences between the
NAEP findings and the university admission exams is in the
nature of the exams. Buck, Kostin, Phelps, and Kutz (n.d.) re-
ported a “small but consistent difference between mean scores
for males and females on the PSAT Verbal which favors males.”
The Sentence Completion and Analogy subsections, in particu-
lar, likely impacted the scores of female test takers. Looked at
PSAT verbal scores and found a difference in mean scores, with
males scoring slightly (but consistently) higher than females. A
content analysis of the items in these subsections revealed more
items with male-identified content such as politics, economics,
physical danger, etc. than female-identified content such as feel-
ings and emotion, art and literature, personal appearance, etc.
Using large sample sizes and cross-validation techniques, Buck
et al. categorized the items in this manner (i.e., items of more
interest to girls and of more interest to boys), and found subtle
but pervasive and repeated effects for this content: girls did bet-
ter on profemale content, and boys on promale content. These
items had already been through Differential Item Functioning
analysis and a review of gender biases, but clearly the manner
in which male and female test takers respond to seemingly un-
biased content can impact performance. Female-identified con-
tent resulted in about a 1% improvement in female perfor-
mance with the same effects for the promale content on boys.

The overall slightly lower scores in literacy, English, and mod-
ern languages for boys raised a number of important issues. Rel-
evant research, discussed and documented in detail in Francis
and Skelton (2005), supported the following conclusions. Im-
portantly, boys’ long-standing achievement gap in these areas
did not seem to have impacted significantly their future posi-
tions and economic status. The highest-status and best-paying
jobs continue to go to primarily to (White, middle-class) men.
Indeed, since women are still not competing evenly with men in
the employment market, it could be argued that raising boys’
scores would only increase the inequality in employment.
Nonetheless, for the individual children involved, their ten-
dency to score below grade level in language and literacy sub-
jects can have clear costs and raises significant questions. Fore-
most of the questions is to what extent the achievement shortfalls
are concentrated in specific socioeconomic groups—and there-
fore impact some groups of children much more than others.
Moreover, it is important to note the gaps are not matters of
gender alone, and therefore the problems, although they may
involve some gender differences, are not limited to gender dif-
ferences, which are generally smaller than those related to so-
cioeconomic and cultural factors.

Another perspective is provided by examining the sources of
inequities that may extend well beyond schools (Francis & Skel-
ton, 2005). For example, since education was extended beyond
the upper classes in the United States, reading, writing, and tradi-
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tionally conceived interpersonal oral-communication skills have
had lower status than, say, science and technical skills. So boys’ un-
derachievement at communication subjects, including not only
reading and writing but also “emotional literacy,” such as articu-
lating feeling and emotions clearly, may have serious implications
for their effective interaction with others. Two points are involved
here: the need for broader-based definitions and testing as we
have discussed elsewhere in the chapter; and the need to disag-
gregate the overall skills to locate more clearly where the short-
comings in boys’ learning are. These points are hard to overem-
phasize because as the work on achievement throughout this
Handbook shows, social policies and gender assumptions and
expectations play a major role in the level of achievement. For ex-
ample, in the United States, when French was a valued, prestigious
subject of study, boys were thought better at learning French than
were girls. When that language lost some of its social status, it be-
came a subject associated with feminine skills.

Whatever its source, the disaffection of many boys from
school language and literacy programs, and any related disrup-
tive behavior by boys, negatively impacts both their own learn-
ing and that of their classmates. Contrary to the proposal of
many policymakers, the solution of providing higher numbers
of male teachers does not by itself appear to increase boys’ at-
tainment or result in less disruptive behavior (Thornton &
Brichenco; Younger et al., 2005). Smith and Wilhelm (2002) pro-
vided in-depth cases studies of boys from 7th through 12th
grade that reveal the interplay of gender and ethnicity on boys’
attitudes toward and uses for their literacy skills. Identification
with the lone, European or Euro-American, male protagonist in
much of classic English literature may be no more attractive or
achievable for many boys in U.S. schools than it is for many girls.
Much more balanced scholarly attention to these complex is-
sues of gender, racial, ethnic and socioeconomic issues is thus
needed. Clearly, both girls and boys should have the opportu-
nity to fully develop their potential, so equality in achievement
is a valuable goal in all subjects. Encouraging boys to increase
their communication aptitudes and making reading and writ-
ing “safe territory” for boys can help avoid the continued con-
struction of gender difference (See also Pickering, 1977). We
comment on types of encouragement to deconstruct current
gender boundaries in the following recommendations section.

A Wider Lens in Assessing Literacy 
and Gender Differences

Another factor, which may be producing the results described in
the previous section discussing literacy scores, is that current
methods of assessment may be missing actual literacy on the
part of many children, especially boys (Venezky, Kaestle, & Sum,
1987). To date, Western perspectives on literacy rarely consider
reading and writing in a digital environment. Because they de-
velop a different kind of literacy, and because they have poten-
tially strong links to gender, computer games and other ele-
ments of digital communication should be taken into account,
instead being thought of only as a deterrent to literacy achieve-
ment. Boys (and men) devote many hours to such activities that
seem far from the language and traditional forms of reading and
writing. Uses vary considerably, depending on purpose and au-

dience, but deserve attention as important new applications for
communication skills. By engaging in what gets labeled as game
playing, which is often considered the antithesis of school, the
users of computer-based gaming may gain an important entry
point to competence and confidence with some valuable com-
munication processes. Many avenues for writing (and other
communication skills) have developed in the digital environ-
ment, among them instant messaging, e-mail, chatrooms, and
blogs. The Perseus Development Corporation (2003) reported
that 52% of all blogs are created and maintained by 13- to 19-
years-olds. Huffaker and Calvert’s (2005) study of 70 Web blogs
authored by teens found usual length of postings about 2,000
words, with no significant differences in the way in which girls
or boys wrote. Both wrote about interpersonal issues, using
emoticons similarly as well.

Many students, girls and boys though perhaps especially
boys, find focusing on classroom texts and waiting for teachers
to provide learning material and objectives both uninteresting
and unnecessary. Many boys, who have difficulty with reading
and writing in school or who are not interested in reading and
writing, do excel in “home-literacy” activities such as sports, mu-
sic, and video games (Smith & Wilhelm, 2002, 2004). Individual,
text-based literacy activities of the classroom are unlikely to com-
pete successfully with the more interactive, playful engagement
that so many children, perhaps especially boys, experience with
a variety of media, including games ( Jenson, de Castell, & Bryson
2003; Jensen & de Castell 2004; de Castell & Jenson 2004).

As noted in a discussion of literacy by the National Council of
Teachers of English (NCTE), “Adolescents are already reading
in multiple ways when they enter secondary classrooms . . .
Their texts range from clothing logos to music to specialty mag-
azines to Web sites to popular and classical literature.” The
NCTE argued that teachers must learn to recognize and value
the multiple literacy resources students bring to the acquisition
of school literacy.

Arguably, teaching and assessments of all communication lit-
eracy should be reconceptualized to include such skills. Learn-
ing through computer gaming is unlike most school-based
learning in important ways. Many of the current computer
games have no age restrictions, and are not text-based; they pro-
vide players with quick access to a global mass-media industry
and new structures of interactive learning. Traditional education
formats, which by several measures seem to fail at gaining en-
thusiastic attention of many boys, perhaps should be adapted to
include some aspects of the sophisticated commercial digital
games being played by millions of users. In so doing, however,
attention to equity will be important. What might be attractive
and successful with boys could once again marginalize girls, as
most extant computer games are neither attractive to nor hos-
pitable toward girls. Jenson and de Castell (2004) outlined many
gender issues in need of serious consideration when bringing
an understanding of the impact of this new communication sit-
uation into the educational setting.

Computers and literacy raise complex questions. Simply pro-
viding equal access to and use of computers in school labs,
while necessary, will not be sufficient to recognize or achieve
major changes in literacy; many kinds of communication com-
petence arise from increased use of many different kinds of dig-
ital programs. While recently, Western education has been basi-
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cally a process of imparting print literacy focused on separating
information from stories, and then presenting it as data, de-
scription, theory, and prescription (Cajete, 1994), today’s envi-
ronment differs dramatically. Many students have moved to
more narrative modes of learning, in which they interact with
accounts provided by commercial storytellers and many other
information and entertainer providers other than their teachers
and texts. As Gerbner has argued, widespread use of television
and other forms of popular culture has now changed the entire
process of learning. To assess skills of children who have grown
up in a world dominated by electronic media will require an
expanded way of thinking about—and testing—literacy. Some
recent work in the area looking at antecedents of literacy (So-
derman, Gregory, & McCarty, 2004) suggested a number of fac-
tors, in addition to gender, that need to be considered, mak-
ing it “very difficult to parse out the proportional contribution
of any one factor” (Backlund, 2006, personal communication).

At a minimum, the issues of validity in testing must be raised,
and new measures of literacy must include communication in the
digital and electronic media environments (Olsen & Torrance,
1991; Taylor, 2004, 2005). New forms of writing deserve attention
as do visual messages. In one sense, this set of requirements for
education to adapt to the changed communicative environment
seems unrelated to gender. In another sense, that apparent irrel-
evance makes attention to gender issues in digital environments
especially important. Since we know that gendered expectations
have pervaded the environment in which communication has oc-
curred previously, if alterations in the environment are changing
gender expectations, that is important to know. Much might be
learned about how we might change the existing patterns of bias.
(See “Gender Equity in the Use of Educational Technologies”.)
While the changes in the ways we communicate will necessitate
new policies and standards for gender-sensitive education sys-
tems, the necessity to work on inclusion, enhancing capabilities,
and gender/social equalities won’t change.

International Perspective on Reading and Gender Gaps

International data may provide an initial basis for examining
how cultural differences affect communication learning. Organ-
isation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD,
2001) literacy data, based on a study of 15-year-olds, indicate sta-
tistically significant differences in favor of females on the Pro-
gramme for International Student Assessment (PISA) combined
reading literacy scores in all 28 of the participating countries.
These gaps in favor of females differ somewhat in magnitude
across countries. The smallest gaps in favor of females are found
in Korea (14 points of a scale of more than 300 points),8 Mex-
ico (20), and Spain (24). The largest gaps in this study were
found in Finland (51), New Zealand (46), and Norway (43). The
gender gap among American students in this study was 29
scaled score points. The PISA study also looked at mathemati-

cal and scientific literacy among the same countries, and found
much smaller gender gaps in these areas than were found in
reading. The mathematical literacy gender gaps tended to fa-
vor males, although many comparisons were not statistically sig-
nificant; scientific literacy gaps were largely nonexistent.

In the 2001 IEA Progress in Reading Literacy Study [PIRL]
done by the International Association for the Evaluation of Ed-
ucational Achievement (IEA) (OECD, 2001), data from fourth
graders in 16 OECD countries were collected. As with the PISA
study of 15-year-olds, differences in every country favored fe-
males. The smallest differences were observed in Italy (8 score-
scale points), France (11), and the Czech Republic (12). Note
that the three countries listed above as having the smallest dif-
ferences among 15-year-olds, Korea, Mexico, and Spain, did not
participate in the PIRLS study. The largest differences were
found in New Zealand (27); England and Sweden had the next
largest differences (22), followed by Greece and Norway (21).
Finland did not participate in the PIRLS study.

The PISA study of 15-year-olds in 28 countries also consid-
ered students’ self-reports of habits and attitudes related to
learning. In the United States, females reported more use of
self-regulating behaviors in the areas of memorization (d �
0.17) and elaboration strategies (d � 0.08), effort and persis-
tence (d � 0.31), an index of cooperative learning (d � 0.21),
and, of particular concern to us in this chapter, interest (d �
0.36), and self-concept (d � 0.36) in reading. The patterns of
gender gaps in some of these areas (indices of elaboration
strategies, control strategies, and instrumental motivation) in
other countries are more mixed than are the patterns of gen-
der gaps in attainments across countries. It is also noteworthy
that in this same PISA study, in the United States and elsewhere,
males led, to a small degree, in self-reported interest (over all
countries, d � �0.20; U.S. d � �0.08) and self-concept (over all
countries, d � �0.25; U.S. d � �0.13) in mathematics. Males
also led in the indices of competitive learning (over all coun-
tries, d � �0.21; U.S. d � �0.13) and self-efficacy (over all
countries, d � �0.22; U.S. d � �0.06).

Wittmann (2004) provided an interesting and innovative
analysis related to interpretation of national and international
trends in verbal and quantitative assessments, based on Brunswik
symmetry,9 that attempts to quantify the nature of the relation-
ships among verbal and quantitative skills at both the individ-
ual level and at a much higher level of aggregation, the country
level. He noted, based on analyses of data from PISA and other
studies, that “tilted profiles” of verbal and quantitative abilities
are typical of countries as well as individuals and males/females
as a group. In general, he found that while females exhibited a
profile “tilted” toward verbal, males exhibited a profile “tilted”
toward quantitative. Using PISA data, he also designated coun-
tries as having a verbal (e.g., Italy, Ireland, Mexico, Spain), or
quantitative (Korea, Japan, Switzerland) tilt. The tilt of the
United States is moderately verbal in Wittmann’s analyses (1988;
Wittmann & Süß, 1999).
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Assessing Oral Communication Skills

One major problem faced when attempting to discuss gender
equity in education with respect to oral communication is that
no data exist comparable to those for reading and writing. Sys-
tematic, nationwide, or international assessments of students’
achievement of listening and speaking competence do not ex-
ist. (One major exception to this conclusion is with English-
language-learner [ELL] students whose language skills, includ-
ing speaking and listening, are often measured and provide
some useful information on this topic. See the discussion later
in the chapter.) One reason assessments have not been con-
ducted is that competence in oral communication cannot be
measured by assessing individual skills in isolation; oral com-
munication, wherever it happens, in school or out, is an inter-
active process involving relational and affective meanings as well
as cognitive ones. Such interactive processes are not easily cap-
tured in standardized testing methods. One cannot simply mea-
sure a set of unidimensional skills and assume that the sum of
those behaviors will be competence. Nonetheless, assessing
communication competence is possible.

Acknowledging the importance of speaking and listening as
school subjects, Title II of the Elementary and Secondary Edu-
cation Act Amendments of 1978 altered the list of basic skills stu-
dents should achieve in education. The amendments, renewed
in 1987, identified these basic skills as “reading, mathematics,
and effective communication, both written and oral” (Lieb-
Brilhart, 1975; del Polito & Lieb-Brilhart, 1981). Given this first-
ever national recognition that schools need to help students
achieve oral communication competence, the National Com-
munication Association (NCA, then known as the Speech Com-
munication Association), supported by staff in the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, turned to identifying components of
communication competence, ways of helping students learn to
use them, and means for assessing their achievements. In the
decades since, several national task forces have produced re-
ports including measurement instruments, and many states
have pursued a variety of efforts at identifying standards for oral
communication learning and ways for implementing such in-
struction and assessment. These included standards for prepar-
ing teachers to help students learn communication skills. (See
Backlund, 1982; Darling & Dannels, 1998; DeWitt, Bozik, Hay,
Litterst, Strohkirch & Yokum, 1991; Lynn & Kleiman, 1976;  Mor-
reale, Backlund, & Dallinger, 1996; Morreale & Backlund, 2002;
Peterson, 1991; Rosenthal, 2002; Rubin, 1982, 1985; Rubin,
Mead, & Daly, 1984). Thus, assessment tools do exist, although
the issues are not simple and the tools continue to be refined
(Bergvall & Remlinger, 1996; Halliday, 1985; Morreale & Back-
lund, 2002; Spitzberg, 1987). The outcomes of this work are
available in a number of publications available through the NCA
at http://www.ncastore.com/Assessment.html.

In the education legislation known as Goals 2000 (National
Educational Goals Panel, 1998), communication remained among
those skills identified as essential for students’ achievement and
also for exit from post-secondary education (Lieb & Stacey,
1993). Still, widespread and systematic use of the assessment
tools has not occurred, probably for several reasons. Reading
and mathematics have had primacy of focus at the federal level;
many educators think communication doesn’t require the for-

mal teaching that reading and writing do; testing interactive,
situationally based skills is quite costly (Lieb, 1994). Thus, with
implementation of assessment programs that are sporadic at
best, we can report little data driven information about gender
difference in oral communication competence outcomes in ed-
ucation or any inequities that may exist. What we can do is draw
some logical inferences from the various data that do exist.

LEARNING COMMUNICATION SKILLS THROUGH
CLASSROOM TALK AND INTERACTIONS

One way in which students learn communication skills is through
classroom talk and interactions (Cooper, 1988). As previously
noted, virtually all education relies on communication as a
medium of “delivery.” Extant research suggests no reason to
think students’ interactions in communication classes and in-
structors’ responses to them differ from those in other kinds of
classes as discussed in earlier chapters. (See especially the fol-
lowing chapters in this book: “The Treatment of Gender Equity
in Teacher Education”; “Gender Equity in Coeducational and Sin-
gle-Sex Educational Environments”; and “Sexual Harassment.”)
Hence, communication that happens in other subject-matter
classes probably reinforces previously learned patterns. When
new patterns are “taught,” the goal is rarely a focus on a com-
munication skill but on whatever might be the “subject” of the
class. Because learning about communication in such settings is
usually not the focus of student lessons, it becomes part of the
unstated classroom agenda, the “hidden lessons” of the curricu-
lum (Sadker & Sadker, 1994). Precisely because these lessons
do not focus overtly on communication learning, the commu-
nicative behaviors teachers model and reward as well as those
peers reward or punish are likely to reify patterns preestablished
in a culture. For that reason, a quick review of what is known
about communicative interaction is worth our attention to the
question, “How do classroom talk and interactions impact gen-
der equity in communication learning?”

On the whole, we know that in mixed-sex groups, including
classrooms, female students use and control less conversational
space. (See the review of this literature in Bergvall and Rem-
linger 1996). Studies of classrooms have used a variety of meth-
ods: examining conversations (e.g., Schegloff, 1983) and partic-
ipant structures (e.g., Fleming, 1995), and have paid attention to
the nature and count of turns, words or seconds, topic control
and interruptions (Canary & Dindia, 1998; Dindia, 1987; Grob,
Meyers & Schuh, 1997; Hosman, 1989; Kennedy & Camden,
1983; West & Zimmerman, 1983). The concept of “linguistic
space” has been explored (Mahony, 1985). Observational stud-
ies have reported both qualitative analyses and data counts
(e.g., Pearson & West, 1991; Taps & Martin, 1990); students’ per-
ceptions have been surveyed and a variety of anecdotal reports
have been reviewed (e.g., Donovan & MacIntyre, 2004; Edel-
sky, 1993); classes with different course content and in educa-
tional settings at various levels have been examined. Overall, the
research indicates that female students in classrooms control
less floor time and receive less attention from teachers and
other students; male students talk more, are permitted to re-
spond to more questions, and receive more praise than girls.
Teachers tend to maintain more eye contact with male students
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and ask them more content-related questions, accept their
responses, and give them more academic help (Sadker & Sadker,
1994; see also research reviewed in Stewart, Cooper, & Stewart,
2003, and in this Handbook the chapter “Gender Equity in Co-
educational and Single-Sex Educational Environments”). On
average, girls in school have fewer opportunities to practice
public speech or engage orally as a way to refine their ideas. Con-
comitantly, males receive more overt discipline in classrooms
and are subject to more overtly negative messages ( Jones & Din-
dia, 2004; National Coalition for Women & Girls, 2002).

These findings parallel other studies (of adults) of interaction
in mixed-sex groups (see the reviews of such work in Stewart,
Cooper, & Stewart, 2003; Pearson, West, & Turner, 1995; Wood,
2005). When they are in groups, males talk more in classes, work
settings, and experimental studies, and have more control over
agendas and topics, thus determining what issues are addressed
and which are dropped. Some studies have examined the gender
perceptions of students and instructors. In a survey of 1,000 stu-
dents in 51 university-level classes, Fassinger (1995) found that
male students perceived themselves as more confident and in-
volved in the classroom; whereas female students perceived
themselves as more interested in class content and in others’
comments. Condravy, Skirboll, and Taylor (1998) reported that
both male and female faculty perceived that (a) male students in-
terrupt more frequently and assume leadership roles more fre-
quently than females, and (b) female students seek outside help
and were more open to constructive criticism than male stu-
dents. Male faculty perceived that female students participated
more and volunteered responses more frequently than male stu-
dents. In contrast, female faculty perceived that male students
participated with volunteered responses more than female stu-
dents. Furthermore, female faculty perceived male students as
more defensive and more confident than did male faculty.

Some research about gender and communication focuses on
matters that may not be taken into consideration when gender
in classrooms is addressed—silence, for example. While we do
not have empirical evidence of a positive correlation between
how much student’s talk in class and their academic achieve-
ment, in middle-class Euro-American and British schools, ver-
bal communication is prized more highly than silent participa-
tion, listening, and observation. Since studies indicate that boys,
or at least some of them (Sunderland, 1996), are apt to talk
more in class than girls, conceivably evaluations are affected by
that. Teachers writing references for secondary and college stu-
dents applying for college admission mentioned talk far more
often than silence ( Jaworski & Sachdev, 2004). Male recom-
menders mentioned silence more often for female referees, and
mentioned talk more often in the references for male students.
The women recommenders did not differentiate between the
amount of time the female and male applicants talked, although
they did mention talk more often for both females and males
than did the men. Sunderland’s work, along with that of others
(See chapter 25 in this book), demonstrated again the issue of
how often differences within groups are ignored when the focus
is comparing women and men in general. In all situations, class-
rooms included, some involved participants, males and females,
will remain largely silent while others will be more verbal and
use much more of the talk time. Culture, personality, interest,
experience, and situation influence these differences within the
“groups” of women and men. Relationships among silence,

learning, and other communication outcomes remain largely
unknown. Research is needed to connect the issues.

Insufficient scholarly attention has been devoted to other is-
sues as well. One is the matter of making links throughout con-
versations. For example, consider topic transitions: By the time
they reach college, females, in comparison with males, have
been found more adept at “smoothing out the transitions” from
one topic to another, while males seem more likely to create
abrupt disjunctures in the flow of conversation (West, 1995).
This communication skill is seldom considered in existing as-
sessments of students’ conversational competence. Another area
that has been subject of much scholarship but has seldom been
related to classroom outcomes is politeness (Ng & Bradac,
1993). While girls show themselves quite capable of using impo-
lite, imperative forms (e.g., “Don’t do that,” “Get outta here!”),
or even profanity, they have also shown themselves as more
adept than boys at posing directives as proposals (e.g., “Let’s go,”
“Maybe we can get some more.”). Girls tend to seek agreement
and avoid conflict (Andersen, 1990; Goodwin, 1988, 1980).

Much of this research relates to how students listen and ob-
serve, contribute responses, and pose their own questions with-
out undermining the attempts of others to enter the conversa-
tion. Studies of these issues tell us much about asymmetries in
conversation, and about conversational skills that are seldom (but
could be) acknowledged and rewarded (Bergvall & Remlinger,
1996). Research is needed to see if there are links among such
participation in the classroom and related kinds of interactions
in life situations outside classrooms. What interactions might ex-
ist among gender, group interactions, and specific teaching styles
is a question inadequately studied. To date, educational outcomes
studies have not asked about links to gender imbalances in talk,
which leads to important unanswered questions.

In contrast, for reading and writing, some aspects are mea-
sured. These findings, along with some other measures such as
grades, seem to show fairly persistent superior educational out-
comes for girls compared to boys, although university admis-
sions measures do not reflect that consistently. At the same time,
employment outcomes and other disparities continue to favor
men. Is it possible that the actual and perceived masculine oral
communication skills (styles—see the following discussion) have
more value than reading and writing skills in life outside the for-
mal educational setting? With the absence of more systematic
measurement of educational outcomes for the whole array of
communication skills and more attention to the links between
such outcomes and post-educational successes, conclusions
about equity cannot be drawn. Such research is needed.

Bullying and sexual harassment are other significant issues of
classroom communication climate and gender equity, topics
largely addressed in the chapter on sexual harassment in this
book. Here, we note only that both harassing behaviors and the
appropriate responses are communication behaviors, and that
currently communication education gives little attention to
these problems.

Inequities Involved in Gender-Related
Communicative “Styles”

We also need to consider, at least briefly, teaching and learning
about communication that occur in contexts other than formal
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educational settings. This is important because what happens in
classroom talk and how it is interpreted relates to widespread
beliefs in and expectations about the existence of gendered pat-
terns, or “styles.” Students (and teachers) sometimes engage in
inequitable classroom interactions based, in part, on what they
have learned as culturally sanctioned ways to communicate.

Relevant scholarship about gender and communication
styles that affect learning about communication in classrooms
and communication within classrooms fits into two primary
categories: (a) studies that examine beliefs about how women
and men (girls and boys) communicate (e.g., Thorne, Henley, &
Kramarae, 1983; Henley & Kramarae 1991; Tannen, 1990, 1994);
and (b) research that explores expectations about what are
described as feminine or masculine patterns (e.g., Taylor &
Beinstein Miller, 1994; Tannen, 1993; Turner & Sterk, 1994;
Warner, Ahers, Bilmes, Oliver, Wertheim, & Chen, 1996; Wood,
2005). Studies of beliefs involve what people think girls and
women (or boys and men) do as they communicate, and, on the
other hand, what role (or identity) behaviors are expected. Prior
to presenting what is known about these beliefs in communi-
cation patterns, we note that the behaviors expected from girls
and women or from boys and men vary greatly according to
time, cultural and social group, situational exigencies, and the
behaviors in which they actually engage. Unfortunately, most re-
search on these topics has not covered this wide range of vari-
able settings. Subjects of most studies have been predominantly
White, middle class and above, or upwardly mobile members
of other groups in cultures dominated by the White middle class
and above. And, even within these groups, none of the research
described communication patterns, actual and perceived, of all
girls and women or boys and men in the groups studied. Thus,
even for people for whom the descriptions are accurate much of
the time, they do not describe such persons’ behavior all the
time (Crawford, 1995; Aries, 1996).

Given the caveats just laid out, one might wonder why we
bother describing scholarship about feminine and masculine
styles at all. The answer is that although the average differences
between females and males are small and the differences among
females and males are wide, widespread, and persistent beliefs
about female and male communication styles exist (e.g., Gray,
1992, 2002). Thus, we attend to what people believe exists, be-
cause such beliefs affect both how teachers deal with students
(and vice versa) and how students deal with each other.10 More-
over, beliefs in these styles exist alongside a strong bias against
feminine style in workplace settings. Hence, when either girls or
boys (and women or men) engage in behaviors thought of as
feminine in settings that expect masculine style, they will likely
be responded to negatively. For examples, see several of the ar-
ticles in Fischer (2000), especially Brody (2000) and Jansz (2000).

In dominant U.S. culture and many other groups as well, a
feminine communication style is perceived as being relationship

centered. Hence, feminine style involves communication be-
haviors that reflect the importance of relationships (caring, sen-
sitivity to others, and the feeling content of the communica-
tion), are characterized by responsiveness, cooperativeness, and
supportiveness,.have message content that is concrete and per-
sonal and often expressed tentatively. Messages involve wel-
coming personal exchanges and interaction. In short, feminine
styles emphasize the “we” in the interaction. Masculine style in
contrast centers around the communicator’s autonomy (Tan-
nen, 1990; Jansz, 2000). Hence, masculine style involves com-
munication behaviors directed toward that goal: messages focus
on content that involves problem solving or strategy, use ab-
stract logic and principles in reasoning, are directed toward lo-
cating the individual in a status hierarchy free from control by
others. Communication in masculine style is characterized by
competitive interactions, assertive statements, and confidently
expressed conclusions.

The behaviors called “feminine style” seem especially com-
mon to interpersonal settings, home, family, and friendship
communication situations—locations often described as the
“private” sphere of life (Wood & Inman, 1993; Wood, 1994). Be-
haviors called “masculine styles,” in contrast, have been (and
to a large extent still are) considered appropriate for the situa-
tions in life described as “public,” such as work, business, poli-
tics, and government (Campbell & Jerry, 1988; Hanson, 1996).
Because both women and men inhabit both the public and pri-
vate spheres, effective communication education would stress
the value of both in both settings. Scholarship available does not
demonstrate that it does.

Masculine style primarily characterizes university classrooms
in general (Hall & Sandler, 1985; Sandler & Hall 1986; Sandler,
Silverberg, & Hall, 1996). Communication curriculum classes in
journalism, mass media, public speaking, rhetoric, and many of
the associated cocurricular activities reflect the same pattern
(Foss & Foss, 2002; Foss & Griffin, 1995). Course materials and
interaction norms in many classes reveal a strong if implicit bias
toward traditional so-called masculine communication patterns
(e.g., directness, linear logic, assertive, and competitive—even
combative—verbal and nonverbal presentations) and a strong
negative bias against so-called feminine patterns that reflect
more passivity, deference to others, soft-speaking, and noncom-
bative nonverbals (Foss, Foss, & Griffin, 1999). In contrast, in in-
terpersonal communication skills classes, a bias may exist toward
a communication style that many males do not like and are not
socially rewarded for using (Wood & Inman, 1993). Conversely,
in courses where masculine styles are privileged (including most
university classrooms), penalties are especially severe for males
who engage in feminine styles, and for elementary and sec-
ondary students these penalties are often quite overt.

Both styles carry penalties for nonconformity. A boy who
doesn’t enjoy the rough and tumble of typically “boy” activities
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10Much recent attention has been given to the matter of gender differences that tie in some way to biology, whether it is in brain research or studies
of genetics. These issues have been discussed with reference to communication, in work epitomized by that of James McCroskey (1998) and
McCroskey, Michael Beatty, and Kristin Valencic (2001). This work is primarily theoretical, attempting to account for sources of difference and per-
manence in communication “traits.” It does not present anything new with regard to the size of the differences between women and men as a
group, although if such differences as can be established can be demonstrated to be trait based and dispositional (and thus not amenable to sub-
stantial alteration), the work might ultimately be useful in suggesting avenues to adapting instruction to account for such dispositions. Since, how-
ever, none of the current work suggests larger differences between females and males as groups than within each of the groups, its usefulness to
examine gender equity is limited. What the work does demonstrate, as do many other approaches to communication learning that are not trait based,
is the need for instruction materials, settings, and approaches to be tailored carefully to individual students, not to students as members of any group.



or who prefers to play quietly in small groups that include girls
will quickly be labeled a “sissy”—among the worst epithets boys
can receive. Much bullying directed toward smaller or weaker
boys includes accusations of the child being a sissy or a fag.
Changes in schools and the legal system are making such overt
expressions of bias less common, at least in formal settings su-
pervised by school staff; instances of sports coaches who accuse
their teams of behaving like girls, as in “you throw like a girl,”
are now rare and these coaches could be disciplined (See the
chapter “Gender Equity in Physical Education and Athletics” in
this Handbook for the continuing difficulties of students in phys-
ical education classes). Nonetheless, gender bias remains against
males who communicate in ways counter to the traditional mas-
culine gender-role expectations. For two reasons, communicat-
ing in counter-stereotypical ways elicits fewer negative responses
for girls and women in most educational settings. First, as just
noted, the so-called masculine communication style is appro-
priate for most modes of education. Most educational settings
reward logical, linear communication and styles of argument that
fit well within the masculine style, so teachers tend to reward
both girls and boys who use it. Girls and women who enter and
succeed in these environments will have learned to adapt and
use the style. Indeed, the masculine style will be thought of as
how one is supposed to talk in school and won’t even be per-
ceived as being gendered. Second, when such counter-stereo-
typical behavior is noticed, in play and other competitive situa-
tions, it will often result in a girl being tagged as a “tomboy,” a
label that carries fewer negative connotations than does a sissy
label for boys. For some girls, it earns a positive cachet, but many
girls (and women) work hard to balance, usually nonverbally, the
masculine connotations with a kind of hyper-femininity. The
point here is that feminine style evokes negative outcomes in the
learning climate for both girls and boys as we noted previously
and as Janet Hyde and Sara Lindberg explored as well in the
chapter “Facts and Assumptions about the Nature of Gender Dif-
ferences and the Implications for Gender Equity.”

These styles carry with them other limitations in classrooms.
Sexist language, stereotypes, and communication patterns re-
strict students’ freedom to experiment with words and ideas, and
perhaps especially for males, the heterosexual norms created and
replicated in classrooms exert great social pressure for conformity
(Davies, 2003). Davies pointed out that if all students are to have
similar opportunities to talk—and the same responsibilities to en-
gage others in classroom discussions—teachers will need to en-
courage more explicit discussions of the ways conversations are
shared and disrupted. Without teachers’ careful structuring of
talk during tasks in the classroom, students—both female and
male—will experience much negative social “noise” and have
more difficulty in reaching academic goals (p. 130). This issue
pointed to the importance of attending to differences among girls
and among boys. Inequity may not show up across whole groups
of females or males, but might significantly impact those whose
skills and styles do not reflect socially approved gender-appro-
priate behavior (see the several articles in Fischer, 2000).

A final point regarding the so-called feminine and masculine
styles is that the expectations ignore what the body of research
dealing with communication competence has demonstrated,
that competent communicators need skill in both sets of be-
haviors (Morreale & Backlund, 2002). Because there is little or

no systematic assessment of communication competency in ed-
ucational settings, we cannot report whether boys and girls
score differently on the subskills associated with each of the
styles. Research conducted with adult subjects shows that while
widespread perceptions exist that women are more adept than
men at feminine style, the few actual observational studies that
are available suggest the differences between women and men
as a group are small and show wider variations within the sex
groups than between them (Aries, 1996; Canary & Dinidia, 1998;
Crawford, 1995). It may be reasonable to infer the differences
between girls and boys in the classroom are also small and that
more attention should be focused on the outliers, the less com-
petent among both girls and boys, than on generalizations
about children by sex groupings. Moreover, it is equally reason-
able to conclude that discussion in classrooms of these issues of
style and what kinds of competencies fit what kinds of situations
would improve by the dynamics of classroom interactions and
reduce inequities both within sex groups and between them.

GENDER BIAS IN COMMUNICATION
CURRICULUM AND LEARNING MATERIALS

Our final area of exploration is with learning materials and the ex-
tent to which gender inequities pervade the classroom resources.
Cooper (1987, 1989, 1993, 1994, 2000) identified significant de-
grees of sexism and role stereotyping in a variety of children’s lit-
erature. Communication texts (like most texts) display gender
stereotypes of many sorts (Gullocks, Pearson, Child, & Schwab,
2005; Purcell & Stewart, 1990; Tetenbaum & Pearson, 1989). Mes-
sages, mostly nonverbal, in the texts suggest that the most im-
portant writers, speakers, and theorists are men. For example, col-
lections of literature for high-school English classes include mostly
male authors (Carlson, 1989). Harmon (2000) reported similar
findings about anthologies of literature for use in university Eng-
lish courses. Historically, collections of “great” or “representative”
speeches have featured no speeches by women. To counter these
imbalances, some collections of women’s speaking have been
created (Campbell, 1989; Kennedy & O’Shields, 1983, among oth-
ers). However, until women’s words appear in equitable num-
bers in regular anthologies and collections, the nonverbal mes-
sages to students will continue to be that women do not speak
on the “important” public issues do not have the eloquence of
men. More recently, some addresses by women have been in-
cluded in materials specifically aimed at student audiences, but
these anthologies continue to feature many more speeches by
men than women (Campbell, 1991; Vonnegut, 1992). Sixteen of
the 17 public-speaking texts analyzed by Hanson (1999) pictured
men in power positions more frequently than women and all of
the texts pictured men more frequently in photographs, a find-
ing replicated in Gullock et al.’s (2005) examination of the 2002
ten best-selling public-speaking texts. When texts in all content
areas are examined, similar gender biases are found (Hurd &
Brabeck, 1997; Hogben & Waterman, 1997; Stone 1996; Feiner &
Morgan, 1987; see also research reviewed in Jossey-Bass, 2002).

Hanson’s (1999) investigation of public-speaking textbooks
found that the mean number of pages devoted to discussing
gender issues was 7.26, fewer than 5% of the pages in any of
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the best-selling volumes. The near-absence of women as speak-
ers, writers, and theorists in public communication materials
along with the near-absence of discussion of gender leaves in-
tact the privileging of men’s activities with very little attention to
the gender implications.

Increasingly, films, videos, music, and Web pages are used
as learning materials. Too rarely do the lessons call attention to
the gender issues depicted. Moreover, since much of what hap-
pens in any classroom is determined by the resources brought
to the room by the students as well as the instructor, the con-
siderable amount of electronic media consumption by students
becomes an issue for the communication classroom. We know
from much research that students consume huge daily doses
of information from music, computers, television, and movies
(Swanson, 1992). A Kaiser Foundation study (Rideout, Roberts,
& Foehr, 2005) found young people between the ages of 8 and
18 spent on average 6 hours per day using electronic media
(compared to 43 minutes reading print materials). For an easily
accessible summary of the report, go to www.kff.org/entmedia/
index.cfm. Moreover, in a commercial world, students are sub-
jected to equally massive daily doses of advertising designed to
teach them how to live. A conclusion reported by the Canadian
Paediatric Society (2005) was that the average Canadian child,
who is exposed to watch less television than the average U.S.
child, sees at least 20,000 commercials annually. Therefore,
when these sources contain gender biases of many kinds, as we
know they do (Borchert, 2004; Buck & Newton, 1989; Butruille
& Taylor, 1987; Consalvo, 2004; Cooks, Orbe, & Bruess, 1993;
Creedon, 1993; Daddario, 1992; Glascock & Ruggerio, 2004;
Lovdal, 1989; among many others), students learn from these
generdered messages, which form part of the context in which
communication education takes place. Thus, even if all materi-
als brought to the classroom by teachers were equitable and un-
biased, the media environment still places an additional de-
mand on teachers. Current curricula include little attention to
media literacy in classrooms and, when it is present (in elective
courses or literature classes), no assessments show whether stu-
dents are alerted to the gender biases and distortions in popu-
lar media. Nor do we have studies that show that courses help
students find ways to resist accepting those messages as pre-
scriptions for how they should live, what they should buy, and
what should consume their time and attention.

Gender Gaps in Communication Skills 
of English Language Learners

The field of education faces the challenge of assuring that Eng-
lish language learners (ELLs) attain academic standards, given

the current gulf in performance between ELL and native-English
or English-proficient students. The magnitude of this challenge
is large and growing, with more than 5.1 million ELL students
enrolled in U.S. public schools in the past year (U.S. Dept. of
Ed., 2005). Addressing how to validly assess and educate stu-
dents who are developing English language skills is essential to
their fair and equitable treatment in education (Bailey & Butler,
2004). The chapter “Gender Equity in Foreign and Second-
Language Learning and Instruction” in this book discusses these
issues in detail.

In this chapter, the focus is on the learner of English commu-
nication skills and what issues of gender equity might be involved
in this acquisition that impact the rest of the student’s educa-
tional experience. The goal of focusing on reading and commu-
nication skills for the English-language learner is to bring these
students into the mainstream of education with the necessary
tools for their education. Having adequate English language skills
to benefit from American public education is of concern for all
students, at all levels. The issues especially related to English-lan-
guage learners involve sociological and individual psychological
variables such as learning style, motivation, social stratification,
etc., as well as curricular concerns (what is taught and how).11

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2001a) requires that
achievement data for math and reading (and science by 2006)
be disaggregated by student subgroups according to race, eth-
nicity, gender, English-language proficiency, migrant status, dis-
ability status, and low-income status.12 Consequently, NCLB has
placed the assessment of ELL students at the forefront of the ed-
ucational arena in the United States. Under this law, not only
must the performance of ELL students on standards-based as-
sessments for math and reading be included in a district’s cal-
culation of Adequate Yearly Progress, but ELL students must
show measurable progress each year in English-language de-
velopment; namely listening, speaking, reading, writing, and
comprehension (NCLB, 2001b). However, the question re-
mains: Do male and female students who are acquiring English-
language skills along with content knowledge fare comparably
in performance?13

Why is such a question important to ask and attempt to an-
swer? Certainly important differences in the performances of
girls and boys may be masked if the ELL subgroup is treated as
homogenous, without disaggregating gender ( Jule, A., 2001,
2002). Gender-related differences may stem from different cul-
tural expectations for performance by boys and girls in K–12
schooling as well as for the college-level population. Reactions
to the testing situation and gender bias in test items may differ-
entially impact the performance of boys and girls on the assess-
ments that are at the very crux of the NCLB accountability sys-
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34% of the United States total ELL enrollment) at the K–12 level (California Department of Education, 2004). Examination of scores for the
2004-2005 school year on the California Test of English Language Development (CELDT) suggested only very small gender differences and in quite
similar magnitude across much of the K–12 Grade spectrum (CDE, 2005). For the combined Listening/Speaking subsection, boys trailed girls by
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by a larger margin of approximately six-eight mean scale score points until they matched girls’ performance at grades 11 and 12. Differences in
the gap between boys and girls is widest on the Writing subsection of the CELDT with boys’ scale scores on average remaining below girls through-
out their K–12 careers (approximately 10 mean scale score points below the girls). These differences between boys and girls across most grade
levels appear relatively stable over time with similar patterns of performance by gender reported each year since the CELDT’s adoption in the
2001-2002 school year.



tem. It is well documented in the psychometric literature that
gender-related effects on test scores exist and need to be
guarded against. In a statistical examination of the result of a
reading and listening assessment for college-level speakers of
English-as-a-second-language (ESL), Kunnan (1990) found that
20% of items favored male test takers. More recently, using con-
versational analysis techniques, Brown and McNamara (2004),
reported biases in a face-to-face ESL assessment of spoken Eng-
lish at the college level that may stem from differences in the
gender of the interviewer/examiner, with female interviewers
of test takers giving higher scores than a male interviewer.

Complex interactions between topic, gender of test-takers,
and gender of nonpresent listeners, or audience (or nonpresent
testers in the case of tape-recorded test responses) have also
been recently documented (Lumley & O’Sullivan, in press) That
is, when female college-level ESL students are required to talk
about an unfamiliar topic to a hypothetical native English-speak-
ing male listener, they performed less well than when they per-
ceived the audience to be female despite the same level of un-
familiarity with the topic. Such findings with ESL students at the
college level suggest that similarly complex interactions be-
tween gender and performance on reading and communicative
skills are likely to also exist for the K–12 population, although
fewer studies of gender and ESL have been conducted with el-
ementary and secondary ELL students. Testing and instructional
implications will follow from this kind of research. For instance,
in addition to the current use of psychometric techniques and
bias reviews for addressing the effects of gender biases, we need
to see closer examination of the effects of interactions between
gender of test takers and text examiners (both face-to-face and
perceived audience gender), and closer examination of topics
so that the selection of reading and listening passages on as-
sessments captures the range of topics that are representative of
both the profemale and promale categories identified by Buck
et al. (n.d). (Also see the chapter “Gender Equity in Testing and
Assessment.”)

Numbers, Degrees, and Salaries in
Journalism/Communication Education

In this chapter, space limitations prohibit attention to education
in each of the specific communication career fields (e.g., orga-
nizational communication, public address, intercultural commu-
nication, mass media). We have focused instead on communi-
cation learning that relates to all students and their achievement
of communication competence. Due, however, to the ubiquity
of the electronic communication discussed earlier and the ne-
cessity for mainstreaming knowledge about gender inequities in
popular culture as well as in formal-learning settings, some at-
tention to this specific area of education for a communication
career is warranted. Thus, we attend briefly to the status of ed-
ucation in journalism and other areas of electronic communi-
cation at the college level. In these fields, throughout history
employment has been heavily skewed toward men (Wooten,
2004). Relatively few women have played significant roles either
as print journalists or in the media of radio, movies, television,
and music. More recently, diversity in newsrooms and electronic
media has increased somewhat, with demonstrable effects of

more diverse programming and news coverage. For example,
those newspapers with a high percentage of men in managerial
positions (the majority of newspapers) tend to focus more on
crime (Craft & Wanta, 2004). Newspapers with women in sig-
nificant editorial positions include more coverage of women,
hire more women writers, and include more women quoted as
experts in stories (Bridge & Bonk, 1989; Bridge, 1989, 1994).

These facts make clear why the status of women in journal-
ism education deserves some mention. We examined several re-
cent surveys about the status of students and teachers in jour-
nalism and electronic media. The data show that while there has
been some progress in terms of equity during the past 20 years,
major inequities remain.

Women constitute the majority of the students enrolled in
college and university journalism and mass communications
programs. In 2001–2002, women received 64.6% of the 42,060
bachelor’s degrees, 64.2% of the 3,700 master’s degrees, and
50.3% of the 180 doctoral degrees in these programs. These
numbers do not correspond to the numbers of women and
men seeking and getting media jobs. Only 34.2% of the women
graduates who sought work on a daily newspaper were offered
a job, compared with 44.3% of the male graduates. In television,
33.9% of the women graduates who looked for a job received an
offer, compared with the lower statistic of 35.2% of the men
graduates. Women students were more likely then men to take
a job in public relations (5.2% of the women, 2.6% of the males).
(See Becker 2003 for a summary of several relevant surveys.)
Women journalism and mass communications students are
more than twice as likely as men to major in public relations, in
large part because there has been historically less overt dis-
crimination in the field (Rush, Oukrop, & Creeden, 2004). Rush
et al. suggested some other explanations as well, most relating
to the fact that the working conditions in public relations are
more conducive to combining a family and a career than is the
case in journalism or the electronic media industries. Other fac-
tors probably involve the fact that women are less likely to have
an internship in the media while in college and are less likely
to have worked for the campus newspaper, radio, or television
station. Additionally, in that the definition of news in newsrooms
primarily focuses on conflict and negativity (Becker, 2003),
many women reject the climate of the work. Indeed, the situa-
tion illustrates another way in which inequities that begin early
in education have a reciprocal relationship to inequities else-
where in society.

Inequities of salary, promotion, tenure, workload, and ap-
pointment to leadership positions for teachers and adminis-
ztrators all continued to be major concerns of the women in
journalism (Rush, Oukroup, & Creedon, 2004). According to re-
searchers who have been surveying gender-equity issues in
journalism and mass communication education, there are more
women in these fields than 30 years ago, but “the same issues of
discrimination in about the same amounts” (p. 104). The ma-
jor, flagship research indicated that “public universities are less
likely than other schools to have faculty gender and race equity
in terms of numbers” (pp. 118–119). Women comprised ap-
proximately 25% of the top administrators in U.S. journalism
programs in 2002; 4.5% of these female administrators were mi-
norities. Women comprised approximately 18% of the full pro-
fessors (Endres, Creedon, & Henry, 2004). The slow pace of im-
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provement in the number and status of women and minority
men in journalism and mass communication programs has lead
one reviewer to give them a general grade of “D” on faculty di-
versity (Poindexter, 2000). A 2002 survey of journalists in news-
rooms of papers with circulation of more than 50,000 found
women less likely than men to be confident of promotion, less
satisfied with their current jobs, and more likely to be planning
to leave the field (Selzer, 2002).

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS:
HOW FAR HAVE WE COME?

Over 20 years ago in the 1985 Handbook chapter “Sex Equity
in Reading and Communication Skills,” authors Scott, Dwyer,
and Lieb-Brilhart recommended guidance similar to the follow-
ing principles to enhance the competence of males as well as fe-
males (1985):

• Instruction should attend to students’ individual differences
without perpetuating sex stereotypes.

• Reading materials should portray females and males in non-
stereotypical situations, including reading as something that
males can do and high-level thinking as something females
can do.

• Instruction should promote sex-equitable language and com-
munication patterns for all students.

• Teacher education and materials should decrease sex-stereo-
typed classroom interactions and learning.

Analyzing the research available 20 years ago, writers re-
viewed the various explanations for girls’ assumed advantage in
reading comprehension, noting the need for better reading role
models for boys and better intellectual role models for girls in
strategies coping with inferential reading materials, as well as less
culturally stereotyping classroom communication. Cultural
stereotyping for gender-related communication styles and pref-
erences was reported, and it was clear that there was a nature-
nurture controversy surrounding this aspect of communication.
Nationwide assessments of these skills with respect to gender
were not available, and only a few studies focused on gender dif-
ferences in reading interests and skill, with much of the differ-
ence assumed to reside in differences in gender acculturation.
Little was reported on the impact of media on stereotyping, gen-
der-related use of technology, especially computer usage, and
the gender-related differences of interest in reading content
(which might account for differences in testing outcomes).

The current chapter shows that many national- and state-
level assessments of reading and writing competencies have
been completed or are ongoing. In addition, much research in-
cluding attention to data on gender has occurred. Most current
measurements show a gender gap in favor of girls in reading
and in writing, college entrance examinations being the excep-
tion. These advantages have remained relatively steady over the
two-plus decades. This finding occurs also in some international
assessments of reading. Yet there is no more evidence today
than 25 years ago that the presumed advantages in these skills

translate into advantage in life and work situations after formal
schooling. Data showing increased attention to oral communi-
cation skills in standards and curricula after the ESEA legisla-
tion of 1978 included speaking and listening as basic skills. The
addition spurred professional attention to specifying speaking
and listening objectives for assessment, and national associa-
tions identified assessment and implementation tools. The
women’s movement of the late 20th century promoted atten-
tion to the roles of women in a wide range of communication
activities. However, federal interest in supporting research on
assessment of oral competency has recently waned. The current
iteration of ESEA (No Child Left Behind, NCLB, 2001a) focused
on collecting data on reading and mathematics with little ac-
knowledgment of their interrelationships with listening and
speaking. Attention to English-language learners provides the
exception to this case (NCLB, 2001b). Addition of an actual writ-
ing portion in the national college aptitude exams (ACT & SAT)
will spur increased understanding of writing skill acquisition
outcomes for college-bound students, but the development is
too recent to permit informed analysis of any gender impacts
at this time, although given the persistent writing advantage for
girls shown in other measures, it is not surprising that as dis-
cussed earlier in this chapter, the 2006 SAT writing section
results show that girls outscore boys. It will be important to
monitor these findings over more than a single year to fully un-
derstand the outcome. It remains obvious that without nation-
wide assessments in speaking and listening, especially in the
interactive settings that establish whether or not oral-commu-
nication competency exists, and without wider recognition of
the electronic media as involving important communication
processes that impact both learning and gender, few definitive
claims can be made about gender inequities in learning oral
communication skills among students at any level.

Data suggest that despite more attention among both schol-
ars and teachers to the impact of gendered communication over
two decades, biased communication still occurs in education
as well as in the larger culture. As noted elsewhere in this vol-
ume, while there are more laws punishing overt gender dis-
crimination now than 20 years ago, the images in media and
schooling, not to mention the persistent pay gap between
women and men, still communicate substantial gender in-
equities for women. At the same time, some inequities for boys
and men in education exist as well, a pattern not explored in the
earlier volume, although all evidence suggests it is not a new
pattern. These are biases against femininity and feminine com-
munication behaviors that affect boys whose behaviors do not
fit the traditional masculine patterns as well as girls and women
once they reach the workplace.

A flurry of recent popular attention about possible gender in-
equities in education for boys has occurred because overall en-
rollment of women at the college and university level in the
United States now significantly outpaces that of men. Some
commentators see these imbalances as evidence of an educa-
tional neglect of boys, although the disproportionately high en-
rollment by women is not found at the elite universities  (Sad-
ker, 2000) nor is it found in most of the science and technical
fields of study. Nonetheless, the situation warrants attention, es-
pecially because, when the data are explored by race, class, and
ethnicity, women’s enrollment percentage is highest in some,
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though not all, minority groups, and because some claims have
been made that the changes in enrollment patterns spring from
changes in the schools that made them more equitable for girls
(Mortenson, 2001). The charge that changes in the last 20 years
have caused these problems of boys’ achievements seems spu-
rious since some of the patterns cited far predate the legisla-
tion mandating sex-equity of 1972. A higher rate of discipline
problems and more diagnosed reading disabilities in boys as
well as too few male teachers in elementary and primary-school
classrooms have existed in U.S. schools far longer than 20 years.
Moreover, the actual impact of the college and university en-
rollment disparities remains quite unclear. What links any of
these outcomes may have to communication education is un-
clear. As Sara Mead (2006) wrote, the fact that girls and women
surpass the boys in a few areas creates more media concern
than larger equity issues (2005, accessible at www.education-
sector.org). Mead pointed out that White boys score signifi-
cantly better than Black and Hispanic boys in reading, at all
grade levels. Closing racial and economic gaps would help the
poor and minority boys more than would trying to close gen-
der gaps, she concluded.

All reflect social patterns that deserve to be changed; what
role the schools should play in creating those changes remains
an issue of serious debate. Even in the field of communication,
where changes in the enrollment, faculty, and career placements
have changed dramatically with increasing participation of
women, the salaries that college-educated women earn in the
field remain considerably lower than those of men (Becker,
2003) and women have more difficulties than men in securing
employment (Endres et al., 2004; Poindexter, 2000). What all of
this makes most clear is how badly more research is needed-
into the relationships between communication competence,
gender in communication education, and employment out-
comes. Especially relevant for this chapter are questions of how
communication competence relates to gendered expectations
in career choices and workplaces (Barnett & Rivers, 2004; see
also the chapter “Gender Equity in Career and Technical Edu-
cation” in this Handbook). With these concerns in mind, we of-
fer summary conclusions and action recommendations grouped
into five categories: (a) curriculum, (b) assessment, (c) profes-
sional development, (d) research, and (e) policy.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION

Curriculum. Curricula involving communication must be
transformed, a task important for both girls and boys because
gendered expectations affect both, often negatively.

• Schools should integrate age and developmentally appropri-
ate focus on all communication skills (listening, reading,
speaking, and writing, media literacy) at all levels, K–16

• Special attention is needed to understand and respond to the
impacts of ethnicity and race, socioeconomic status, and dif-
ferent languages spoken in the home.

• Curricula need to attend to literacy in its broadest sense. No
longer should it be assumed that children enter school need-

ing only to achieve reading literacy and writing competence.
Competence in listening and speaking and interactive skills,
including in use of the wide variety of modern electronic me-
dia, is required to function successfully in the 21st century.
On the surface, this recommendation does not seem related
to gender, but it is. Education exists within a gendered cul-
ture in which all communication in some way references gen-
der norms involving verbal and nonverbal language and in-
teraction patterns; and popular media are structured to
perpetuate those gendered patterns. Therefore, competent
communicators, whatever the medium of interaction, must
attend to those norms. As education is currently provided in
the United States, learning how gender functions in commu-
nication is almost exclusively the province of unstated agen-
das within the classroom, even though it is always present
and reflects often overt teaching outside the classroom
through students’ interactions with each other, their families,
workplace, their media, and their culture.

• Curricula need to include overt attention to gender norms,
patterns, and outcomes to make sure students understand
and can evaluate the gendered expectations found in all
sources, academic, social and cultural; and the curriculum
needs to show students how these attitudes affect their com-
munication and (hence) their lives. Curricula need to help
teachers and students see that many gendered associations
are problematic and can be changed. Needed curricular
changes will attend to gender equity in course content, in-
structional materials, interaction patterns and media; and the
changes will involve assignments that link to students’ lived
experience both as children and prospective effectively func-
tioning adults.

• The elements just outlined, present in isolated parts and
places in today’s formal education system, need to become as
central a part of the formal learning process as they are of stu-
dents’ communicative lives.

• Schools with model communication education programs
should be identified, publicized, and replicated.

• Achieving the transformation described here will require ex-
amination of textbook and other formal learning materials,
but it will also include attention to gendered messages found
in popular culture artifacts of all types, especially in music,
television, movies, computer games, and programs.

Assessment. Assessment of student learning of gender
and communication needs to be significantly expanded.

• Assessment should encompass the full range of communica-
tion skills (listening, reading, speaking, writing, media liter-
acy) and be done on a systematic basis with careful attention
to technical quality and educational consequences, whether
the tests are teacher-made or mandated by others, and
whether they are formative or summative in nature.

• Assessment needs to attend to differences within gender
groups, especially as they involve race, ethnicity, and socio-
economic class. Such reporting of gender differences within
subgroups of students would not only show the impact of the
new elementary and secondary accountability system on stu-
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dent performance in all communication skills, it would also
provide a more finely grained picture of the impacts of eth-
nicity, race, and class on accomplishment and equity.

• Assessment processes need to keep pace with the role of
electronic communication in students’ lives by incorporat-
ing a conceptualization of communication literacy that in-
cludes computer and other media literacy.

Professional development. Significant changes in com-
munication education will depend on changes in the profes-
sional development of teachers at all levels, curriculum and test
developers, and those who teach these education practition-
ers. A deliberate attempt to integrate gender research and the-
ory in the development of these professionals will help ensure a
future supply of practitioners prepared for the challenges to
communication education made by attending to gender.

• Knowledge about both the full range and complexity of com-
munication processes and the central role of gender within
those processes should be integrated into the formal prepa-
ration of teachers and other education practitioners such as
curriculum and test developers.

• Skills of analysis and assessment of language and discourse
need to be included in teacher preparation to provide the
foundation for critical examination of formal learning ma-
terials such as curricula, as well as the artifacts of popular
culture.

• Teachers will need knowledge of both the purpose of assess-
ments and how to interpret a range of communication as-
sessments for use in implementing curriculum and other in-
structional decisions.

• Formal, well-supported professional-development programs
for acquiring the skills and knowledge just outlined should be
made available to teachers currently in the classroom. 

• In order to remain effective educators at the higher-educa-
tion level, those responsible for the education and continued
development of teachers and other education practitioners
must also have the related skills and knowledge about com-
munication processes, assessment, and curricula and the cen-
tral role of gender in these areas.

Research. An expanded research program is required to
clarify the links among communication; gender; specific teach-
ing and learning behaviors; and life experiences in the home,
the public arena and the workplace.

• Much scholarship will be needed to fully understand the links
among gender attitudes, teacher behaviors, school curricula,
social and cultural factors and student life outcomes.

• Especially needed is longitudinal work that can examine
(a) students’ interactions with each other; (b) students’ inter-
actions with the wide variety of popular media in which most
are immersed; and (c) how and what social/cultural influences
enhance their communication and gender competency.

• In all this scholarship, careful attention is needed to within-
sex-group differences, especially those of race, ethnicity,
class, and any other factors likely to significantly affect both

what communicative competence means within that group
and how gendered expectations may vary from the main-
stream.

• To enable and support this research, more women and mi-
norities need to be hired for university communication fac-
ulties and administrations, appointed to publication selection
committees, encouraged to submit articles for publication,
and nominated for awards (see Wooten, 2004).

Policy. To implement the recommendations above, pol-
icy changes will be required.

• Education policies at the national, State, district, university,
and school levels must emphasize communication profi-
ciency requirements in the governance of the pre-K through
16 education enterprise.

• Research-based knowledge about communication must be
translated into education policy. Although research from dis-
parate fields has demonstrated the importance of commu-
nication in every area of life, this knowledge has not trans-
lated into education policy. We know that every act of
teaching and learning, of administration and supervision, of
linking education to communities, for example, relies on
complex enactments of communication behaviors. Typical
policies urge educators to communicate effectively in these
contexts, but few policies at any level equip educators with
the tools to do this.

• The Congress should require the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation to fund a National Research and Development Cen-
ter on Communication within its “education sciences” man-
dates. This center should encompass all of the literacy and
communication skills described in this chapter, with special
emphasis on promoting excellence and equity among all
groups.

• At the national level, education reform legislation (for exam-
ple, in reauthorizing the Elementary and Secondary Educa-
tion Act), should emphasize policies that promote both
student and teacher proficiencies in all aspects of communi-
cation at all levels of schooling. Attention to the powerful in-
teractions between gender (as one aspect of diversity) and
communication should be emphasized. Such legislation
should support the efforts of various stakeholders (e.g.,
teacher-education institutions, professional organizations, li-
censing, certification, and assessment agencies) to imple-
ment standards, assessments, and programs for communica-
tion proficiency. Policies should support a bottom line: No
teacher should enter a classroom without demonstrating the
proficiency in reading, writing, speaking, listening, media,
and interactive behaviors necessary for promoting student
learning.

• Federal agencies should coordinate policies with the Depart-
ment of Education for enhancing productive communication
skills for the especially diverse citizenry of the United States.
Since the Departments of Labor, Health and Human Service,
Housing and Urban Development, Immigration, and other
agencies all serve individuals and families, implementing com-
munication education is in part included in their mandates.
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Literacy and communication skills are crucial in promoting
health, job mobility, family welfare, and other missions of
these agencies. Various Inter-Agency Federal Coordinating
Agencies now coordinate policies, for example for linking jobs
and education, for providing free materials for teachers, for
teaching adult literacy, etc. For coherent policy implementa-
tion, they need to incorporate key principles of communica-
tion that impact on gender equity in multiple contexts.
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