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Consulting With Teachers About
Girls and Boys

Susan M. Sheridan
University of Utah

Mary Henning-Stout
Lewis & Clark College

The purpose of this article is to clarify issues of gender relevant to the
practice of consultation with classroom teachers. Social psychological and
educational considerations are reviewed as grounding for gender-fair
educational practices which consultation can help to bring about. Finally,
the specific implications of this theoretical and empirical grounding for the
practice of organizational, behavioral, and mental health consultation are
explored.

There is no escaping it. Consultation, whenever it is undertaken, occurs
in a cultural context that has gender as one of its most salient categories
(Bem, 1985). Specific to school consultation, there are gender consider-
ations in teachers’ interactions with students (American Association of
University Women [AAUW], 1992; Eccles & Blumenfeld, 1985; M.
Sadker, D. Sadker, & Klein, 1991); in students’ approaches to learning
(Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986; Gilligan, Lyons, &
Hammer, 1990); in curricular content (Meece, 1987; M. Sadker et al.,
1991); in school structure and personnel assignment (Schmuck, 1987);
and, drawing inferences from research on communication, in the ways
adults involved in education talk with each other (Spender, 1987;
Tannen, 1990).

In this article, we explore the implications of these gender consider-
ations for the practice of consultation with classroom teachers. We begin
by setting our inquiry within the larger frame of research on gender as
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a cultural construct and, therefore, a factor in the socialization of
children and adults in educational settings. We continue our discussion
by focusing more directly on ways in which gender expectations may
restrict consultation. Finally, we demonstrate the application of a
gender-fair orientation to the practice of organizational, behavioral, and
mental health consultation in schools.

THE CONSTRUCT OF GENDER

Bem (1981, 1985) suggested that the emphasis on gender in our culture
is an option. Jacklin (1989) and Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) demonstrated
that there is far more overlap than difference in the characteristics of
females and males. At the same time, there are important gender
differences in social experiences and consequent behaviors that have
significant implications for educators (Gilligan et al., 1990; Jacklin, 1989).
The manner in which these similarities and differences are attended to
influences the academic and social development of girls and boys in
schools.

Historically, gender differences have been interpreted in ways that
benefit males over females. The persistence of this valuation is familiar
and not difficult to catalogue. For example, Charlotte Perkins Gilman
(1979) wrote the novel Herland in 1915 as a reflection on the extent to
which American culture was structured around biological sex. Gilman
suggested that women’s capacity to bear children, a capacity not shared
by men, stood as the irrevocable difference between the genders.
American culture of her day dealt with this difference by instituting
social practices ensuring male domination, sex-based division of labor,
and socialized (not innate) passivity on the part of most women (Martin,
1985).

Beliefs about the passive domesticity of women and the public agency
of men have been passed on in expectations for the behaviors of
children. These expectations are illustrated in widespread beliefs about
male students having greater aptitude in science and math —beliefs that
persist in spite of evidence showing no significant difference in the math
and science achievement of female and male students (Feingold, 1988;
Marsh, 1989). Expectations may be changing as evident in recent
findings reflecting girls’ stated preferences for math and science as
favored academic subjects (Archer & McDonald, 1991). These same
findings, however, indicated that girls applied stereotypes when listing
the academic courses female students should take (e.g., home eco-
nomics was mentioned most frequently; Archer & McDonald, 1991).
The strength of these stereotypes, which support expectations about
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which children will take on the responsibilities for caring for children
and families, are equally potent. Ironically, as women have gained more
access to the public world, the status of “feminine” activities has seemed
to falter. Even the AAUW (1992) emphasizes the importance of encour-
aging girls in math and science without taking a similarly strong stance
advocating the importance of teaching and raising the status of nur-
turing and relational skills.

The tendency to view these more “feminine” skills as less important
than more “masculine” foci of math and science persists in the struc-
turing of education. When behaviors associated with women are de-
valued and behaviors associated with men are acclaimed, children
naturally respond to the contingencies by modeling the behaviors of
higher value. Fundamental learning theory can be applied to under-
standing the effects of these cultural values. If female children receive
systematically less reinforcement or are discouraged as they demon-
strate culturally valued behaviors, they will be in the confusing position
of observing the behavior-reinforcement link while receiving powerful
information that they are somehow not to have access to the cycle. If
girls’ attempts to produce the behaviors reinforced in boys are punished
by being overlooked or actively discouraged, girls will be less likely to
develop those behaviors (skills) and will come to think of themselves as
incapable in those valued areas of academic and social activity. The
emergence of learned helplessness in girls as a result of these contin-
gencies has been empirically demonstrated (Dweck, Goetz, & Strauss,
1980; Steward & Corbin, 1988).

Gender-biased cultural contingencies present a sobering set of condi-
tions. At the same time, these conditions are easily overlooked in the
day-to-day life of schooling (Henning-Stout & Conoley, 1992). In spite of
greater social awareness, federal law (Title IX), and increasing numbers
of women working outside the home, the evidence for gender inequity
in schools is growing (AAUW, 1992; Oakes, 1990; M. Sadker et al.,
1991). Research on gender issues in schools has highlighted inequities in
relation to teacher-student interactions, enculturated expectancies, and
curricular and instructional content. Such research can inform school
consultation practice if consultants attempt to confront the potential
influence of gender-biased attitudes on students’ social, emotional, and
academic development.

Teachers’ Interactions With Students
Until the 1970s, gender-related research and criticism of schools focused

on the difficulties experienced by male students. This research empha-
sized concern for male achievement and saw these boys as “victims of a
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hostile feminine school environment” (M. Sadker et al., 1991, p. 294).
Over the past 2 decades, however, empirical evidence has grown to
indicate the cost to female students who more closely meet the expec-
tations of classroom teachers (e.g., Fennema & Peterson, 1978; Meece,
1987; Redfield & Rousseau, 1981). These findings have indicated a
“detrimental ‘trade-off’ between teachers and docile students; whereas
females received higher grades for conforming to classroom norms,
males received more active instruction in their more assertive and
central classroom role” (M. Sadker et al., 1991, p. 295). -

As early as preschool, teachers interact in a different way with girls
than with boys. Stipek and Sanborn (1985) found preschool teachers
interacting with girls and handicapped children of both sexes in ways
that encouraged passive learning, docile conduct, and lack of initiative
and perseverance. Preschool teachers have been observed to encourage
imitation, rule learning, help seeking, and nurturing in the play of girls
while encouraging boys’ exploration, problem solving, creativity, and
independence (Huston, 1983). Huston and Carpenter’s (1985) study of
the interactions of preschool teachers with their students indicated that
both girls and boys were supported in activities structured by rules and
clear teacher expectations (e.g., completing a specific craft activity,
taking responsibility for watering the plants in the classroom). At the
same time, boys were allowed and expected to participate in signifi-
cantly more unstructured play than girls.

In elementary schools, teachers have been found to interact more
often with male than female students (M. Sadker & D. Sadker, 1984).
Boys receive more acknowledgment, approval, criticism, corrective
comments, encouragement, and praise than do girls. In science class-
rooms, boys are asked more questions requiring abstract reasoning,
whereas girls are more likely to be asked questions of fact (Morse &
Handley, 1985). As a result, boys were requested to rehearse their
abstract thinking skills publicly, whereas girls were required to recite
facts requiring less complex and independent thought. Morse and
Handley also found that the discrepancy in asking questions of boys and
girls increased as students moved from seventh to eighth grade.

In elementary and middle schools, boys have been found to call out
eight times more often than girls (M. Sadker, D. Sadker, & Thomas,
1981). Teachers tended to respond to boys calling out by accepting or
overlooking the verbalization and continuing the class. When, on
occasion, girls called out in class, teachers were most likely to correct the
behavior by saying something like, “In this class, we raise our hands”
(M. Sadker et al., 1991, p. 298). Similar studies across the school years
indicate that, as students move through the higher grades and into
postsecondary classes, in-class interaction decreases and the student
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contributions that do occur are likely to come from a few male students
(M. Sadker & D. Sadker, 1986; Tobin, 1988).

The decrease in interaction at these higher levels of education may
decrease the educational benefit to some female students who learn best
in the context of collaboration and relationship (Belenky et al., 1986;
Gilligan et al., 1990). These women gain less from academic content when
it is presented in traditional, depersonalized, and individualistic ways.

Gender Differences in Learning

The seeming mismatch between higher level education and the ways in
which some female students learn best highlights the problem of in-
structional effectiveness. In the enterprise of educating, it is important to
know if there are systematic differences in groups of people that can be
accommodated with specific instructional approaches (in effect known as
aptitude-treatment interaction; Chronbach & Snow, 1977). However, the
nature of such interactions based on gender has been difficult to discern.

When considering cognitive abilities by gender, there has been
consistent agreement that there is more variance within gender group-
ings than between them (Feingold, 1988; Jacklin, 1989; Maccoby &
Jacklin, 1974). The modest superiority of females in verbal ability has
disappeared over the past 15 years (Jacklin, 1989; Marsh, 1989), and the
slightly higher spatial ability demonstrated by male students is declining
(Feingold, 1988; Linn & Hyde, 1989; Marsh, 1989). “The absence of
substantive differences in ability by gender suggests that instruction
should be developed to respond to the learning needs of the individual
and that planning according to gender alone is ill-advised” (Oakes, 1990,
p- 204). This suggestion seems especially pertinent in the areas tradi-
tionally thought to be the “natural” strengths of girls (language arts) or
boys (math and science; Archer & McDonald, 1991).

On the other hand, the findings of Belenky et al. (1986) and Gilligan
et al. (1990) should not be overlooked and seem to indicate that, in the
context of gender socialization (i.e., girls more likely to be socialized
toward relationship and boys more likely to be socialized toward
independence), some girls may learn more in classrooms where collab-
oration is encouraged. Fennema and Peterson (1985) found that male
students benefit academically from competitive classroom climates to a
greater extent than female students. Boys have also been found to
benefit from participation in small groups. In such settings, boys were
more likely to receive help from the group when requested and female
group members were observed to be quick to respond to male students’
requests (Wilkinson, Lindow, & Chiang, 1985). All of these findings
have implications for instruction. Because the research in this area is
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new, it remains to be seen if the benefits of more collaborative learning
accrue solely for female students or if students of both genders gain
from such a pedagogy. As collaborative learning is explored and
developed, the already socialized tendencies toward dominance and
submission in male and female students must be considered.

Special education. As mentioned previously, differences in learning
seem to be greater within gender and would predict similar distributions
in demonstrated ability across female and male students. The contrast
between this prediction and the representation of girls and boys in
special education bears consideration. For example, Oakland and Stern
(1989) investigated the aptitude and achievement levels of girls and boys
and found no gender effect. This finding led the authors to question the
vastly higher probability of boys being identified as underachievers in
schools. The best illustration of the tendency to identify boys as needing
special help is found in the significantly greater number of boys
classified as learning disabled in our current special education system
(Office of Civil Rights, 1987). In a study of schoolwide perceptions of
girls’ and boys’ social behaviors, teachers’ descriptions of students’
behaviors did not match their referrals of students for special education
services (Henning-Stout, 1993). Although teachers perceived no differ-
ences in the frequency and intensity of the acceptable and troubling
behaviors of girls and boys, boys were referred far more frequently than
girls for special help. Teachers tend to rate boys’ disturbing behaviors as
more problematic than girls’ troubling behaviors, which may result in a
higher rate of boys being referred for special educational placements
(Schlosser & Algozzine, 1979). Furthermore, the atmosphere of elemen-
tary classrooms has often been characterized as “feminine,” with
expectations for compliance and docility the norm. However, boys tend
to be reinforced for externalizing, aggressive, and independent behav-
iors that may not be adaptive in the classroom. Thus, reinforced
“masculine” behaviors, when they are perceived as disturbing to
teachers, may result in a disproportionate number of boys being referred
out of the mainstream and into special education classes. These findings
seem to indicate that, although there is increased research attention to
the extent to which girls are overlooked or discounted in classroom
practice (M. Sadker et al., 1991), the learning by boys continues to be of
greatest concern to the educational system.

Curricular Content

In the past 2 decades, published educational curricula have shown vast
improvement in equalizing the numbers of female and male characters
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in textbooks (M. Sadker et al., 1991). This improvement in numbers of
characters has not been accompanied by equalization in the portrayal of
those characters in a broad range of behaviors. For example, Purcell and
Stewart (1990) analyzed the content of 62 elementary readers and found
equal representation of females and males but a greater tendency to
portray females as helplessly dependent on males. Of greater concern
are recent studies of texts in history (Davis, Ponder, Burlabaw, Garza-
Ludeck, & Moss, 1986) and geography (Mayer, 1990) which indicate that
women’s contributions continue to be minimized or overlooked entirely.

The less formal school curriculum, composed of books read aloud in
class, acquired for classroom libraries, and available in larger school
libraries, is equally subject to the gender-biased themes evident in
formal school curricula. Although there is evidence that award-winning
children’s books are inclusive, gender-fair, and culturally pluralistic
portrayals, the evidence for the rest of children’s literature is less
positive (Christian-Smith, 1989; White, 1986). In addition, M. Sadker
and her colleagues (1991) noted that teachers tend to choose books they
enjoyed as children and, “because most teachers themselves grew up
with older books representing highly traditional gender roles, the
influence of these more sexist books remains pervasive” (p. 277). Thus,
the print media available for use in classrooms are, for the most part,
perpetuating gender stereotypes.

School Structure and Personnel Assignment

The stereotypes in curricula seem to mirror the staffing practices within
education. The teaching profession historically has been comprised of
women, with only a few holding administrative roles. As of 1988, only
28.8% of the elementary principals, 11.6% of the secondary principles,
and 3.7% of the superintendents in the American public school system
were women (Jones & Montenegro, 1988; M. Sadker et al., 1991). These
statistics indicate the relatively less powerful influence of women in
school organizations and inevitably set a model for what students can
expect as they move into adult careers. The tendency of schools to
support the movement of male teachers into degree and certification
programs preparing them for educational administration posts explains
the underrepresentation of women (M. Sadker et al., 1991) and stands
as a key point for organizational development.

Gender Considerations in Communication
Whenever professionals in educational settings work with one another,

the social construct of gender is an immediately salient variable.
Tannen’s (1990) psycholinguistic research into differences in the ways
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women and men use language to communicate their thoughts, ideas,
and needs illustrates the immediacy of gender as a variable in profes-
sional interaction. Women talk with women differently than men talk
with men and differently than women and men talk with each other.
Women tend to speak out publicly less often than men, and men are
more likely to interrupt women than women are to interrupt men (West
& Zimmerman, 1985). In one study of conversations among pairs of
university professors, women were found to be perceived by men and to
perceive themselves as dominating a conversation when they spoke 35%
of the time. Conversations in which women spoke more than 44% of the
time ended in unresolved conflict with the man blaming the woman for
the impasse in communication (Spender, 1987).

A study of mixed-sex conversation among adults revealed that
women tend to take responsibility for keeping their male partners
engaged by asking questions, making eye contact, and allowing inter-
ruption—that is, anticipating and meeting men’s conversational needs
(Fishman, 1983). These findings are consistent with the characteristics of
female-male interaction among students in small-group work described
previously (Wilkinson et al., 1985). The extent to which these dynamics
are in place in the work of professionals in schools remains an empirical
question worth considering. Questions of the socialized gender-bias
underlying failed communication can be helpful in removing blocks to
communication and, by extension, enhancing responsiveness to stu-
dents’ educational needs.

BARRIERS TO SUCCESSFUL CONSULTATION

Based on the previous discussion, four fundamental barriers to gender-
fair consultation can be identified. First, differential expectations on the
part of the teacher or consultant for girls" and boys’ academic perfor-
mances in particular content areas may interfere with academic
progress. Second, related barriers are the differential expectations for
and responses to girls’ and boys’ social behaviors. Third, there may be
unequal participation in the problem-solving process due to an unac-
knowledged gender-based power differential between a teacher and
consultant (e.g., with a female teacher and a male consultant). A final
barrier to successful consultation is the lack of teacher or consultant
awareness of gender-biased beliefs and practices.

Identifying barriers is only an initial step. If consultants are to
recognize and overcome these barriers, practical options are needed.
Techniques for building gender awareness into consultation practice can
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be discerned by considering the models of consultation as vehicles for
both applying and influencing gender-fair practice. Such techniques are
considered next.

IMPLICATIONS FOR CONSULTATION

There are several practices in which school consultants can engage to
address gender inequities. These practices can be discussed at a number
of levels, including the school’s organizational culture, the behaviors of
teachers and students, and implicit beliefs of school patrons.

Organization/System Level

Organizational evaluation. To promote systemic changes in sex-
stereotyped behaviors within schools, systematic assessment and eval-
uation of organizational norms and practices is necessary. Organizational
characteristics such as staff composition, curriculum, communication
patterns, gender representation within special education classrooms,
sex-role attitudes, and power distributions can be investigated by an
organizational consultant. Consultants might begin by reviewing school
records, attending meetings, conducting observations, collecting ques-
tionnaire data, and interviewing school staff and patrons (i.e., admin-
istrators, teachers, support staff, students, and parents) with the intent
of evaluating organizational variables such as those just presented. Based
on the outcomes of this investigation, the consultant can provide feed-
back to school staff, help to change inequities demonstrated across gen-
ders, promote flexible alliances within the school, and address institu-
tional resistance to changes in the traditional roles and practices of pupils
and school staff.

Curriculum and instruction. Much of the curriculum in today’s
schools promotes sex-stereotypical beliefs and practices. As previously
mentioned, children’s school books often portray male characters as
adventuresome and successful. Male characters are more likely to be
engaged in challenging professions such as medicine and law (Meece,
1987; M. Sadker et al., 1991). In addition, the arrangement of classroom
space and materials often reinforces separateness and differences, with
little emphasis on shared strengths and abilities (Lee & Gropper, 1974).
For example, the physical layout in preschool classrooms traditionally
provides for “feminine” activities such as playing house and caring for
dolls. “Masculine” objects such as tools, trucks, and building blocks are
also provided their own distinct space. These curricular and instruc-
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tional practices must be examined and challenged —a process in which a
consultant could assist.

Regarding curricular inequities, a consultant can help school organi-
zations examine the “hidden curriculum” within educational practices.
For example, classroom space and materials should be integrated to
diminish the somewhat arbitrary demarcations used to support tradi-
tional associations with male and female. Likewise, subtle stereotypes
conveyed in school textbooks can be studied overtly in social studies or
literature lessons. For example, the differential portrayal of women as
nurturant and supportive, rather than industrious and independent,
can be examined. Such discussions can be followed with lessons on
prominent women such as Amelia Earhart and Madame Curie. Students
can thus be encouraged to scrutinize sex role culture by examining and
questioning it (Lee & Gropper, 1974) and by recognizing women’s
competence, importance, and contributions to science and history.

Inequitable practices. It is common for schools to perpetuate differ-
ential expectations for students depending on their gender. For exam-
ple, boys are differentially reinforced for excelling in math and science,
whereas girls are encouraged in the development of relational skills
(AAUW, 1992; Henning-Stout & Conoley, 1992; M. Sadker et al., 1991).
However, given the lack of any conclusive genetic explanations (Fausto-
Sterling, 1985; Jacklin, 1989), gender differences in achievement are best
explained with social reinforcement theory (Eccles & Jacobs, 1986; Hyde
& Linn, 1986, 1988). According to Oakes (1990), “gender-related differ-
ences may be caused less by some unique needs of women . . . than by
the fact that they typically have less access to positive factors that favor
high achievement and continued participation in general” (p. 204).
Traditionally, boys have received vocational counseling gearing them
toward “masculine” careers or careers with high status. Girls, on the
other hand, generally have been stereotyped in roles that were less
important, easier, safer, and related to their stereotypic task of nurturer
and homemaker (Meece, 1987; Thomas & Stewart, 1971). Although this
trend appears to be changing in the past decade, it is still incumbent
upon school personnel to challenge such limited views and promote a
wide spectrum of career choices for all students, regardless of gender.
Consultants can facilitate this process by challenging stereotyped cur-
ricula; helping teachers and counselors make a range of options avail-
able to all students; and modeling open, nonstereotyped attitudes
regarding career choices.

Staff training and in-service. Perhaps the greatest opportunity for a
consultant to influence organizational practices is through formalized
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staff development. In-service programs can be implemented to effec-
tively increase the knowledge base of all school staff (M. Sadker & D.
Sadker, 1982). The myths and realities of gender differences can be
reviewed, methods for decreasing inequitable practices in the school
and classroom can be shared, and opportunities for students to engage
in nontraditional experiences within the school can be generated.
Given the extent to which sex-role stereotypes are ingrained in the
school culture and the resistance of organizations toward change, con-
sultants would be wise to expect that change in attitudes, beliefs, and
behaviors will be slow. The schoolwide organization represents only one
level at which efforts for change should be directed. The overt behaviors
and implicit beliefs of teachers and school staff should also be addressed.

Teacher Behaviors

Given their amount of exposure to students, individual teachers (per-
haps more than any other individuals within the school) possess
tremendous potential for affecting students’ sex-role stereotypes, expec-
tations, and behaviors. Thus, consultants interested in having an impact
on sex roles within a school and the manner in which they reflect or
promote stereotypical practices would do well to direct consultation
efforts toward the overt actions of significant adults in a child’s school
experience (i.e., the teachers).

Efforts directed at altering behaviors of individual teachers are war-
ranted on several accounts. Earlier, we described several normative
practices within educational environments that result in inequitable
school experiences for boys and girls. When such practices are observed,
or when outcomes of educational curricula reflect differential achieve-
ment by boys and girls, classroom teachers may benefit from knowledge
and skill development directed at minimizing the academic and social
gaps between boys and girls.

The skill and knowledge of individual teachers can be influenced
within behavioral consultation relationships. Behavioral consultation in
schools is broadly defined as an indirect model of service delivery in
which a consultant works with a consultee to promote change and
improve the educational experiences of students. The general goals of
behavioral consultation include remediating existing problems and
preventing future similar problems by increasing the knowledge and
skills of consultees (Bergan & Kratochwill, 1990; Kratochwill & Bergan,
1990).

Knowledge base of teachers. Prior to expecting any behavioral
changes, it may be appropriate to recognize the need for teachers and



104 SHERIDAN AND HENNING-STOUT

other school staff to extend their knowledge bases regarding the truths
and myths of gender differences. For example, teachers who accept the
enculturated belief that boys are better than girls in mathematic and
scientific endeavors are likely to be caught in circular reasoning, which
presumes biological or genetic predispositions for which there is no
strong evidence (Jacklin, 1989; Lee & Gropper, 1974). In fact, any
cognitive differences between the sexes appear to be influenced more by
cultural and social expectations than by hereditary differences (Fausto-
Sterling, 1985; Hyde, 1981; Hyde & Linn, 1988; Linn & Hyde, 1989).

There are several mechanisms that can be utilized to enhance the
knowledge base of teachers. Within the context of consultation, indi-
vidual teachers can gain information from consultants regarding gender-
fair practice. A prudent approach for consultants may be to highlight the
similarities and competencies of girls and boys and not the differences
between genders.

Gender differences are often noted in grades and standardized
achievement scores (Eccles, 1987; Eccles & Blumenfeld, 1985). In these
cases, a consultant may approach individual teachers or groups of
teachers informally and inquire about student performances. Direct
observations within the classroom may provide both the consultant and
teacher (who may be unaware of potentially biased practices) with
insights about relevant actions and reactions. In-services with larger
groups of educators also can be conducted with the intent of dissemi-
nating information on sex-role stereotypes and their effects to a larger
audience.

Direct teacher training. In addition to extending knowledge, consul-
tation should also be directed at improving specific skills of teachers
interacting with their students in a gender-fair manner. Some teachers
will be capable of using newly learned information and translating it into
educational practices within the classroom. Other teachers will require
direct training to modify gender-stereotypic attitudes and behaviors.

The teacher-training research suggests a number of procedures that
are effective in delivering educative services to teachers. Didactic
instruction, modeling, role playing, cueing, and feedback have all been
used effectively by various researchers (Allen & Forman, 1984;
Anderson & Kratochwill, 1988; Bernstein, 1982; Jones & Eimers, 1975;
M. Sadker & D. Sadker, 1982; Van Houten & Sullivan, 1975). Findings
suggest that didactic instruction should be used in combination with
other training methods (e.g., role playing and feedback). In other
words, simply providing information is not adequate to change behav-
iors. Consultants concerned with expanding teachers’ skills and prac-
tices should also spend time observing in classrooms and providing
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feedback regarding student behaviors that teachers may not notice, or
regarding differential teacher practices toward girls and boys. They may
also help teachers review topics, select materials, and set up instruc-
tional centers to empower teachers with a repertoire of gender-fair
alternatives from which to operate.

Social and operant procedures. Along with direct efforts at im-
proving the knowledge and skill bases of teachers, some research has
shown that consultant modeling of verbal behaviors can affect consultee
behaviors (Cleven & Gutkin, 1988). Social learning theories would
suggest that modeling and observation may produce powerful learning
effects in consultees. For example, a consultants’ modeling of cross-sex
expectancies, gender-fair practices, and nonstereotypic attitudes can
promote similar behaviors in teachers. Consultants can also demon-
strate positive reinforcement and establish programs to promote cross-
sex interests of students (Liben & Bigler, 1987). It may be particularly
effective to model such practices by providing group interventions or
co-teaching appropriate curricula within the classroom itself. This will
also provide both consultants with opportunities to observe teachers
interacting with students and teachers with feedback on their interac-
tions with boys and girls.

In order to be effective models, it is imperative that consultants
recognize and analyze their own gender beliefs, attitudes, and actions
prior to engaging in consultation. Critical self-evaluation of implicit
gender perceptions and explicit behavioral practices is a necessary
prerequisite for all consultants striving to provide gender-fair services.

Operant-based procedures provide yet another method of affecting
differential expectations of and behaviors toward girls and boys in
schools. Specifically, social praise and acknowledgment to teachers who
engage in nonstereotypic educational practices can be a sincere means of
support and reinforcement. Likewise, positive recognition of teachers’
efforts to promote cross-sex interaction, provide equal access to educa-
tional resources regardless of gender, and acknowledge individual social
and learning strengths of all students may serve to increase similar
gender-fair practices in the future. Such reinforcement and recognition
from consultants (male or female) must be sincere and meaningful
without implicit sexist connotations.

Prereferral consultation. In an attempt to circumvent differential
placement into special education programs, prereferral consultation
services may be appropriate. Specific objectives of these services should
be to monitor and decrease gender-biased referrals and placements by
intervening within the regular classroom. Most states now have a
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prereferral system in place, in which several attempts at remediation
must be documented prior to referral for testing. As part of this process,
consultants should carefully examine the nature and severity of the
presenting problems to uncover any potential gender biases. For exam-
ple, does an individual teacher repeatedly refer girls or boys for testing?
How does this teacher instruct and interact with students (i.e., boys and
girls) in the classroom? What is the nature of the tasks given, and how
does the teacher respond to inquiries and problems of students?

Through behavioral observations and nonthreatening interview pro-
cedures, a range of information pertinent to gender differences can be
ascertained. Consultant efforts can then be directed toward identifying
the actual problem, analyzing ecological conditions surrounding its
occurrence, brainstorming alternative solutions, developing action plans
to remediate the problem, and establishing an appropriate evaluation
methodology.

Student programs promoting nonstereotypic practices. A necessary
component of consultation services is a strategic action plan for ad-
dressing problems directly. If differential educational practices lead to
differential student performance, programs aimed directly at students
may be appropriate. For example, students should be encouraged and
reinforced to engage in nonstereotypic experiences. Girls may demon-
strate interest in science or math and should be positively reinforced for
competing in science fairs or math competitions. At the same time, the
status and importance of traditional feminine activities (e.g., caregiver,
nurturer) can be emphasized. Boys may have a desire to learn tradition-
ally feminine skills, and should be rewarded for enrolling in courses
such as home economics or cooking. Active attempts to encourage such
cross-sex activities should be made on a schoolwide level (e.g., through
announcements and student newsletters) and also at the individual
teacher level (e.g., through consultation and in-services).

Addressing Attitudes and Beliefs

There appears to be an interrelationship between human behavior and
beliefs. Thus, attempts to change overt behaviors of individuals within
school settings may likely alter their beliefs and attitudes regarding
certain groups (e.g., boys and girls). However, regardless of the amount
of energy consultants exert, not all efforts at changing teachers’ behav-
iors will be successful at modifying pervasive attitudes regarding gender
differences. Thus, efforts aimed at modification of teachers’ personal
attitudes and beliefs represent the third and most personal level at
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which consultants can work. These consultant interventions may be
conceptualized from a mental health consultation perspective (Caplan,
1970; Meyers, Parsons, & Martin, 1979).

In mental health consultation, the primary focus is on helping
teachers identify and resolve current work-related difficulties and en-
abling them to handle similar and future problems independently
(Caplan, 1970). According to Caplan, a potential source of consultee
difficulty may be his or her lack of objectivity (i.e., personal and
subjective consultee factors that influence one’s ability to perform in an
entirely competent manner).

Indeed, gender-related issues may be among the subjective factors
that enter into consideration when teachers analyze the actions of a
particular child. For example, two young boys may get into a loud
argument about the rules of kickball during recess. The argument may
include threats and name-calling, yet this interchange is likely to be
minimized and regarded as “boys being boys.” However, an observer
viewing the same interaction occurring between two girls may consider
such vocal and “aggressive” behaviors as atypical and problematic. The
exchange between boys may be discounted by teachers and other school
staff, whereas the same exchange between girls may result in a request
for intervention.

In mental health consultation, consultee attitudes and affect are
considered central variables. That is, the personal issues of the consultee
are recognized as potential barriers to effective practice. These attitudes
and personal issues can take the form of gender stereotypical beliefs
about differential abilities or the appropriateness of behaviors of boys
and girls. Thus, consultation efforts should be directed at changing the
subjective judgments, stereotypical attitudes, or other personal factors
of the consultee in order to provide a more gender-fair learning
environment. Some ways that this can be accomplished are through the
use of direct and indirect confrontation and reframing.

Direct confrontation. When operant or social learning interventions
(such as contingent reinforcement or consultant modeling) are ineffec-
tive at changing the overt actions of consultees in their interactions with
students, direct confrontation may be appropriate. For example, a
consultant may make several classroom observations to determine the
manner in which a teacher responds differentially to boys and girls. The
data obtained from these observations may provide the impetus for
addressing stereotypical practices of teachers. Confrontations may take
the form of direct statements such as “I noticed that you responded to
75% of the boys whose hands were raised, whereas you responded to
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only 35% of girls who tried to elicit your help.” Or, they may be more
indirect in nature, such as “You seem to spend significantly more time
interacting with and helping boys as compared to girls. I wonder why?”

The purpose of confrontational statements is to help teachers recognize
their practices more explicitly, with the intent of addressing underlying
attitudes and beliefs that may be directing some of their actions. Thus,
consultation should not stop at the point of confrontation but must be
followed with constructive dialogue. The dialogue should center on in-
accurate beliefs of teachers (e.g., girls are less capable in mathematics;
boys are cognitively superior in hard sciences) and may involve some
teacher education regarding myths and realities of gender differences.
Likewise, the dialogue should address specific and pragmatic sugges-
tions on how to modify stereotypical practices to increase effectiveness.

Extreme care must be taken to ensure that a trusting consultation
relationship is well-established prior to attempting a potentially intru-
sive action such as confrontation. Indeed, the potential for resistance is
great if the teacher feels threatened or patronized by a consultant’s
actions or “expertise.” To minimize teacher resistance, it is important to
develop and maintain collaborative relationships with teachers; demon-
strate respect and positive regard for teachers’ knowledge, contribu-
tions, and difficulties; listen in a truly nonjudgmental manner; and
reinforce efforts sincerely through moral support and encouragement
(Zins, Curtis, Graden, & Ponti, 1988).

Reframing. Reframing is an important tool of a consultant and
should be used to encourage consultees to perceive situations and
actions in alternative ways. Reframing allows a consultant to take one
behavior, attitude, or viewpoint and place it into another “frame” by
encouraging alternative perspectives of the same situation. It allows a
consultant to approach a consultee’s stereotypic beliefs and attitudes
subtly, and it provides opportunities for a consultant to recognize and
acknowledge consultee statements and modify them in an attempt to
alter perceptions.

Two examples may illustrate the skill of reframing more concretely.
First, a teacher may make gender-related attributions about a child’s
academic or social abilities, such as “Patty, like most girls, is really
struggling with pre-algebra.” This type of dispositional statement is both
circular and nonfunctional. Because Patty’s difficulty is attributed to her
status as a girl, the problem becomes unsolvable. By reframing the prob-
lem to consider curricular or other environmental factors contributing to
Patty’s difficulties, a teacher and consultant become empowered to
achieve control and hence solve the problem. Thus, the same statement
can be reframed as “Patty seems to have mastered the concrete skills of
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grouping and borrowing but is still grappling with more abstract con-
cepts. How can we make these concepts more concrete?”

As a second example, a preschool teacher may state that she prefers to
keep the boys’ “rough-and-tumble” toys (such as climbing blocks)
separate from the girls’ activities (such as play kitchens) to minimize
confusion in the classroom. Such a statement can be reframed into one
of concern for order and safety rather than sex differentiation, such as “I
can see that you are concerned that your classroom is a safe place for
girls and boys, regardless of the toys with which they prefer to play.”

SUMMARY

In this article, we attempted to delineate issues of and provide recom-
mendations for consulting with teachers about gender stereotypes.
Social psychological considerations were highlighted, and school influ-
ences on children’s gender identity and sex-role stereotypes were
addressed. Finally, specific implications and recommendations for con-
sultation were raised from organizational, behavioral, and mental health
perspectives. In general, any or all of these approaches can be effective
for influencing gender-related practices within schools.

In addition to the recommendations made throughout the article,
some suggestions to help consultants recognize the potential influence
they have in this area are listed next. These suggestions represent only
a few possible actions consultants might take; the possibilities are
limited only by one’s imagination.

1. Consultants can help teachers recognize when their concep-
tualizations of boys and girls appear to be unfounded, gender-based
biases. This can help teachers recognize diversity within and between
groups of students and support individual strengths and talents.

2. Consultants can strive to invoke a school philosophy that considers
children as individuals rather than representatives of different genders.

3. Consultants can help teachers recognize that boys and girls are
more alike than different and that there is more variation within than
between genders. Furthermore, educators can be assisted in recognizing
that both boys and girls have educationally relevant strengths and that
these strengths should be utilized and not squelched.

4. Attention should be paid to matching the content of interventions
with the developmental level of students for which they are intended.
Likewise, explicit attempts to change teachers’ and students’ behaviors,
and not simply attitudes or cognitions, should be considered (Katz, 1986).

5. Consultants can ensure that all children have equal access to
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educational resources. These include the resources of teacher skills,
expectations, and values, as well as physical facilities and programmatic
offerings of the school. To attain such fair educational practices, an
organizational assessment and consultation aimed at program develop-
ment may be necessary. This will help more fully develop the strengths
of each child, male and female.

6. Consultants can influence the encouragement of and response to
children expressing interest in “nontraditional” careers. This can be
accomplished through modeling and positive reinforcement of students
exploring various vocational interests. Likewise, consultants can assist
guidance counselors, administrators, and teachers in broadening rather
than limiting career alternatives for girls and boys.

7. Consultants must review critically their own potential gender
biases. Such careful reflection may provide consultants with a clearer
vision, which can in turn lead to quicker recognition of and response to
inequities based on gender or any other characteristic.

8. Finally, if we hope to attain long-term change, we must examine
carefully and strive to alter entire socialization experiences and social
support systems. As suggested by Liben and Bigler (1987), “the effect of
repeated stereotypic modeling and reinforcements during the individu-
al’s entire life history would be difficult to extinguish by a short, highly
restricted set of experiences” (p. 98). Continuous consultation efforts
directed toward modifying socialization practices and the context of
social supports in schools can reinforce this long-term process.
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