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ABSTRACT 

 
Second language enrolments, especially among boys, have declined markedly in our secondary 

schools over the last thirty years.   Most research into this decline has been concerned with 

understanding what students do not like about language study.  The present study took a 

different perspective, looking at classes in two schools where second language learning is 

popular and enrolments were high for both genders. The study sought to find which aspects 

of learning styles and strategies each gender enjoyed as a way to provide information to 

improve classroom language study and enrolment, particularly among boys.  The study 

involved two, private schools, one boys’ and one girls’ – from the same socio-economic 

background.  The schools were chosen because they had high enrolments in second 

languages, allowing meaningful amounts of data to be obtained. The single gender classes 

also permitted clear analysis of which classroom behaviours and activities suited each 

gender. A mixture of quantitative and qualitative methods was used. Data were collected 

using a student questionnaire, classroom observations and teacher interviews.  Gender 

differences were found in a number of aspects of learning styles and strategies. Girls 

favoured collaborative learning styles that emphasised experience and support. Boys 

favoured a learning style emphasising clear parameters and expectations and opportunities 

to produce comprehensible output in the target language.    The study found that teachers 

matched speaking activities to the preferred learning styles of the gender being taught.  

Further, it was found that while girls generally enjoyed groups of all sizes, boys preferred to 

practise speaking activities in pairs.   Boys were found to be more confident about speaking 

activities than girls and both genders’ use of the target language reflected gender 

differences in communication in the first language.     
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 INTRODUCTION 

 

Over the last twenty years, interest has grown in the role that gender differences 

play in the acquisition of a second language.  This interest in gender differences 

has mainly concerned adults. The present study, however, is concerned with 

gender differences among adolescents, specifically with differences in their learning 

styles and strategy choices in second language learning.  The present chapter will 

outline the background to the choice of this topic;  define the key terms used;  and 

give an outline of the study. 

 

1  BACKGROUND TO STUDY 

While the present study is concerned specifically with gender differences in learning 

styles and strategy choice which may be evident in the classroom, a number of 

wide-ranging background factors together helped shape the study.  The contribution 

of these factors to the genesis of the idea of the present study needs to be 

understood.  These factors are discussed in turn in this chapter and include: 

Section 1.1 gender differences in enrolment patterns;  Section 1.2 gender 

difference in subject choices and the implications for employment; Section 1.3 

political and social concerns with gender and schooling;   Section 1.4 the  

influences of coeducation and single-sex on school outcomes;  Section 1.5 gender 

differences in learning styles; and Section 1.6 the question of the existence of 

gender differences in verbal ability.   

 

1.1  Gender Differences in Enrolment Patterns 

 Enrolments in second languages in Australian secondary schools declined steadily 

after the relaxation of compulsory study in the 1970’s.  This decline represents a 

loss of breadth of education, especially for boys whose enrolments as a group fall 
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well behind girls’. However, since the publication of the Lo Bianco, (1987) report 

into national languages, the Federal and Western Australian governments have 

given support to the study of second languages in our schools and Western 

Australia has recently seen the reintroduction of compulsory second language study 

in lower secondary and primary schools with the ‘LOTE 2000’ policy.  

 

TABLE 1.1 

 

Enrolments in LOTEs1 (TEE2 Subjects, WA Schools) 

 

Enrolments in LOTEs (TEE Subjects, WA Schools)
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  Source:  Curriculum Council of Western Australia. 

  * This and accompanying tables in the chapter use data referring as closely as possible to the period of the     

study. 

Although, there has been an increase in enrolments in languages since the Lo 

Bianco report was produced and since the reintroduction of compulsory LOTEs, 

final year LOTE enrolments in Western Australian schools still do not approach 

those of other options.  For example, Geography enrols 33% of students, History, 

24 % and Economics, 25%, while LOTE enrols 13% of students.  (Curriculum 

                                                 

1 LOTE stands for ‘Languages Other Than English’ 

2 TEE stands for ‘Tertiary Education Examination’ 
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Council of Western Australian, 2000).   Thus, it is clear that compulsory study does 

not necessarily produce successful outcomes for language learning and does not 

ensure continued enrolments after the compulsory phase is over.  We need to 

understand how to ensure that adolescents learn and enjoy languages to make 

certain that they gain from their study and continue in post compulsory years.  

While declining overall, girls’ enrolments in second languages have stayed well in 

advance of boys’ rates.  In Australia and in Britain where most girls and boys are 

educated in co-educational secondary schools, the lower take-up rates of second 

language courses by boys is commonly recognised.  (Loulidi, (1990), Clark & 

Trafford, (1995).  Various reasons that account for these differences have been 

studied, including: 

• the role of schooling type in subject choice,  

• the effect of notions of masculinity and femininity upon post schooling 

goals and related subject choice,   

• biological and sociological influences upon and learning and schooling, 

• the importance of learning styles and strategies in learning outcomes.   

However, since little research has concentrated upon which aspects of LOTE 

learning each gender enjoys, increasing our understanding these aspects was an 

important part of the present study. 

 

 While Australia wide, the majority of Year 12 students of both genders take four 

subjects from the eight Key Learning Areas, (KLAs) there are major differences in 

subject preference by gender.  For LOTEs, particularly, girls’ enrolment is nearly 

twice that of boys, (18 percent of girls compared with 10 percent of boys – Collins, 

Kenway & McLeod, (2000).  While traditionally, it has been accepted that brain 

differences appear to give girls a slight advantage in verbal subjects, (Maccoby & 

Jacklin,1974), girls actually do only marginally better than boys in terms of marks in 

final school examinations, as the example below illustrates. 
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TABLE 1.2 

Gender Differences in Average Performance on the Western 

Australia Certificate of Education Subjects, 1998 
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Source:  Curriculum Council of Western Australia. 

 

It can be seen from Table 1.2 that boys, overall, actually do better than girls in 

German, Japanese and French while girls do better in Italian, Chinese and 

Indonesian.  In those subjects where girls do better, the percentage score 

difference is slightly greater, overall the difference is 2.5% – 4%.  (Interestingly, the 

two subjects with the bigger differences favouring girls are for ‘advanced’ courses, 

i.e. courses for students with a background in the LOTE.)  This small difference in 

final marks between boys and girls may be attributable, as Powell & Littlewood, 

(1982) suggest, to the fact that only boys who are good at languages (or found to 

be) enrol in LOTEs in upper secondary, whereas girls tend to enrol in LOTEs 

regardless of whether they are strong language students.  Thus the small difference 

in marks, coupled with Powell & Littlewood’s idea, suggests that the retention of 

boys in second languages is a problem which cannot be totally attributed to an 

innate verbal disadvantage. The small percentage of boys who do chose to study 

LOTEs for the final years of school achieve at similar levels to girls (and even better 

 15



in some languages).  Therefore, we need to look at what is happening to turn boys 

off studying languages in the post-compulsory phase of schooling.   

 

The causes, in general, may include general social, affective and / or psychological 

factors operating upon boys in general, or specific ones, relating to what is 

happening in the classroom. The classroom represents the regular interface that 

adolescents have with second language study and therefore must exert a powerful 

influence upon their enjoyment and commitment to language study.  Understanding 

the learning styles and strategies used by students, particularly boys, will help 

increase our understanding of those factors which influence their decision to study 

languages. 

  

1.2  Gender Differences in Subject Choice and Implications for 
Employment. 

Over the last two decades, the feminist viewpoint in education initially focused 

attention upon the need to provide opportunities for equality of choice and of 

learning outcomes for girls through the education system.  Compensatory programs 

in schools, a change in parental and societal expectations and attitudes and a 

significant mind-shift among teachers have all contributed to improved outcomes for 

girls.  Girls’ subject choices have diversified with much increased take-up rates and 

success in mathematics and science (Brown, 2000). There is a sense that there is 

nothing girls cannot do in school.  Following upon the increasing diversification in 

girls’ subject choices and improved learning outcomes has been a shift to concern 

with boys’. Boys’ subject selections tend to be narrower than girls’.  There are 

implications for boys in terms of personal fulfillment and employment opportunities 

which will be discussed. 

 

Boys’ choices tend away from communication and service oriented courses. 

Examination of the accompanying tables highlights that the gender imbalance in 
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subject selection has not gone away.  Girls’ subject choices have widened but boys’ 

have mostly remained constant, still giving rise to subject imbalances.  Boys often 

focus upon technological choices that lead to those employment fields which are 

expected to experience the greatest decline over the next decades.  (Brown 2000).  

   

TABLE  1.3 

Summary of Industry Priorities for Vocational Education and Training 

High Priority Medium Priority Low Priority 
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Associated-
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Light 
manufacturing & 
Related Service 
Industries 

 
Tourism & 
Hospitality 

 
Finance, Insurance 
& Services 

 
Mining 

 
Transport & 
Distribution 

 
Food 

 
Primary Industries 

 
Manufacturing 

 
Engineering & 
related industries 

 
Process 
Manufacturing 

 
Sports & Recreation 
 

 
Public Sector 
 

 
Utilities & Electro 
technology 
 
 

 

NSW VET Plan, 1998 –2001 –Source – Brown, 2000. 

 

While it cannot be argued that boys and girls should choose subjects counter to 

their inclinations, the implication of Table 1.3 when taken together with Tables 1.4, 

1.5 and 1.6, is that often, boys are choosing subjects which do not align with 

anticipated trends in employment need as reflected in the vocational education 

priorities of at least one Australian State. 
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TABLE 1.4 

New South Wales – HSC Subjects with Significant Gender Imbalance (1997) 

0 20 40 60 80 100

Indus. Studies, Metal

Engineering Sc.2

Computer Sc.3

Physics

Design technology 3

Indus. Studies Retail

Japanese 2

Life Management 2

Tourism Studies

Textiles Design 2

Boys
Girls

 

(After Brown, (2000). 

In examining Tables 1.3 and 1.4, while girls’ subject choices favoured three of the 

First Priority areas, boys only favoured one.  This pattern is also evident in Tables 

1.5 and 1.6 and 1.6a below, indicating that the problem is experienced across 

various states. 
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TABLE 1.5 

Victoria- VCE Units With Significant Gender Imbalance (1997) 
Percentage of Boys  & Girls Enrolled 

0 20 40 60 80 100

% Enrolled

VET Auto

VET Elec

Systems Techn

Science

Spec Maths

VET Hospit

Italian

VET off ice

Health St

Human Dev
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Girls

 

 (After Brown, (2000.)  
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TABLE 1.6 

Australia – Participation in Tertiary-Accredited Subjects  

By Selected Key Learning Area, (1997) 

 

0 10000 20000 30000 40000 50000 60000 70000 80000

No# of
 Enrolments

Mathematics

Science

 (Physical Sc)

 (Biological & Other
Sc)

LOTEs

Technology

 (Computing)

 (Home Sc.)

 (Technical St)

 (Agriculture)

Boys
Girls

 

(Source:  National Report on Schooling In Australia, 1997 and Lamb & Ball, (1999). 
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TABLE 1.6a 

Australia – Aggregated Participation in Tertiary-Accredited Subjects  

By Selected Key Learning Area, (1997) 
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% of 

Students

0

Mathematics

Science

LOTEs

Technology

Boys
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NB.  Percentage represents Percentage of Year 12 students studying at least one subject in the KLA. 

NNB.  Numbers of students exceed subject enrolment numbers in some KLAs.  Enrolments are classified to KLA 

by the Department of Education, Training & Youth Affairs, while student numbers are classified by State authorities. 

 

(Source:  National Report on Schooling In Australia, 1997 and Lamb & Ball, (1999). 

 

The traditional study of mathematics and sciences is still necessary for those who 

intend studying courses such as Medicine and Engineering at university.  However, 

for those boys who follow schooling with employment, traditional subject selections 

emphasising mathematics and sciences to the exclusion of communication and 

humanities, do not necessarily equip them for the changing workplace with its 

growth of service industries, decline in agricultural employment and the movement 

offshore of much technologically-based manufacturing and assembly.  This 
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tendency for boys to move away from, or not favour, courses which emphasise 

literacy and human interaction, such as LOTEs is a cause for concern. Given the 

present growth of and the anticipated increase in service industries in Australia and 

worldwide, the school enrolment patterns of adolescents must be seen as critical. 

1.3  Political and Social Concerns With Gender and Schooling 

In a similar way that the debate over girls’ future, changing expectations and roles 

as workers and mothers has been involved in the subject choice debate, boys’ 

subject choices are seen as being influenced both by the models of masculinity that 

different schools present to boys and by society’s changing expectations for men, 

(Connell, 1996).  

  

Connell (1996) points out that there is more than one pattern of masculinity; that 

perceptions of masculinity vary across time and culture; and that schools are “active 

players in the formation of masculinities.”  The role of the school in gender image is 

very complex and cannot be separated from all aspects of schooling from subject 

choice to learning styles.  Just as former prevailing societal images of femininity 

often dictated that mathematics and physics were boys’ subjects, not really needed 

by girls, images of masculinity given in some schools indicate that languages are 

not for boys. 

 

Teese, Davies, Charlton & Polesel (1995) also discuss the pragmatics that govern 

boys’ participation and perception of the relative value of subjects, based upon their 

capacity to deliver employment and tertiary study dividends, which align with the 

traditional need to prepare for boys’ future roles as “breadwinners”.  Thus, given the 

different socialisation of boys and girls, it can be argued that differences in subject 

choice are not surprising.  (Meadmore, Burnett & O’Brien, 1999.)   
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Interlinked with concern over boys’ subject choices is the recognition of the 

personal costs to both genders of the traditional order.  Ludowyke & Scanlon, 

(1997) point out that for men, there are concerns with life expectancy and health, 

and crime rates, as well as a growing demand for men to evidence more 

attentiveness to their relationships, both for their health and for their families’.  

Ludowyke & Scanlon, (1997:8) suggest that: 

 

“As a key transmitter of culture, schools have a responsibility to address these 

growing community concerns, and examine their practices to better prepare young 

men to respond to these challenges.”        

 

Thus, subjects other than mathematics and science are important for boys as well 

but boys do not tend to favour them. Over the last ten years, this concern with the 

impact of gender upon the educational opportunities of both boys and girls has 

culminated with the 1996 adoption by all states and territories of a national 

statement:  “Gender Equity: A Framework for Australian Schools”.  This statement 

has identified a number of strategic directions, including understanding the process 

of gender construction, post school pathways and supporting change.  (Ludowyke & 

Scanlon, 1997.)   

 

These concerns with gender roles and education have become widespread.  

Attendant upon the changes in girls’ schooling and in women’s roles in society has 

been recent interest in males’ social roles and boys’ education.  The fact that girls 

now seem to achieve better scholastically in final examinations at school has led to 

community concern with boys’ schooling.  For instance, The West Australian, 
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January 6, 2000 devoted an article to the problem.  In Australia, a government 

study was commissioned  -  (Commonwealth Department of Employment, 

Education & Training, 1994) -  to understand why boys’ scholastic outcomes have 

now been overshadowed by girls’.  Added to this has been the growth of the ‘Men’s 

Movement’ and books such as those by Biddulph, (1997) and Farrell, (1996) which 

claim that males are disadvantaged.  While members of this movement have 

developed a complex set of arguments to demonstrate male disadvantage in 

today’s society, this will not be our concern here.  

 

1.4 The Influence of Co-education and Single-Sex Schooling on 
Outcomes 

Discussion about the comparative advantages of single-sex and co-educational 

schools has been common since the 1970’s.  Initially spurred by femininist writers, 

concerns were raised about whether girls’ subject choices and success in 

mathematics and science courses in co-educational schools were unduly influenced 

by societal perceptions of their gender rather than their ability.  Recently, similar 

questions have arisen over the best way to school boys.  Research by Dale, (1974) 

and by Spender & Sarah, (1980) found that girls’ patterns of subject choice are 

influenced by the presence of boys in the school.  Beswick, (1976) and Clark & 

Trafford, (1995) found that gender separation does affect outcomes for both 

genders in adolescent second language study.  Taken together, these studies 

suggest that boys are more likely to enrol in second languages and perhaps have 

greater success when taught separately from girls.  However, the debate over 

relative merits of single-sex and coeducation for either sex is complex.   

 

Girls’ needs in education saw changes in the ways science and mathematics were 

organised to become more ‘girl-friendly’ and this led to the suggestion that girls 
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benefit academically from single–sex schooling.  (Spender, Scott & Sarah,1980:62) 

suggest that: 

 

“While girls who are educated in single-sex schools may ultimately discover 

numerous obstacles in the path of entering male areas….they may at least be in a 

position to choose such a hazardous course,…”  . 

 

Similarly, we may now question whether the organization of second language 

classrooms needs to become more ‘boy-friendly’ and whether boys’ language study 

may benefit from single-sex schooling.  (Hulse, 1997), (Pollack, 1996).  

 

1.5  Gender Differences in Learning Styles 

While it is possible that diverse biological and affective influences may affect the 

subject choices of girls and boys, do they also affect the ways in which the two 

groups go about the task of language learning? Research into classroom learning in 

general, suggests that males and females act differently in the classroom and that 

they enjoy different activities, indicating that they have different learning styles.   

 

Studies of learning style suggest that learners fall into distinct groups with regard to 

the way that they prefer to go about the task of classroom learning.  Groups of 

learners differ in composition, but recent studies have found that men and women 

often fall into different groups of learners.  How these differences in preferred style 

may affect learning outcomes and the extent to which they are relevant to second 

language learning is still not completely understood.  Similarly, we don’t yet have a 

complete understanding of the learning styles of adolescent or whether any aspects 

of these styles differ by gender. 
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A better understanding of how adolescents of both genders learn second languages 

and of which activities they enjoy, will contribute to better outcomes for both 

genders in both compulsory and post–compulsory language study.  While research 

has been undertaken into learning styles and strategies preferred by each gender, 

much of this research has been directed at adult learners.  Since adolescents are 

subject to diverse social changes involving masculinity and femininity and social 

roles, it is possible that gender differences manifest themselves differently at the 

adolescent stage.  More research needs to be undertaken to understand which 

activities and strategies work best with adolescent learners of both sexes to enable 

teachers to optimise outcomes for both genders and, hopefully, increase 

enrolments.  

    

1.6  Gender Differences in Verbal Ability 

Underlying the present study is the question of whether actual differences exist in 

the verbal ability of boys and girls.  There are a variety of opinions which are 

relevant to this question.   

 

Traditionally, or anecdotally, it is accepted that females are more ‘verbal’ than 

males.  Females are seen to talk more with other females than men do to each 

other; women are traditionally seen as wanting to talk about their problems where 

men aren’t; and in schooling, it is generally accepted that girls are better at English 

and LOTE studies than boys.  Whether these commonly held beliefs have evidence 

in fact is debatable.   

 

An early review of studies of gender differences was undertaken by psychologists 

Maccoby & Jacklin (1974).  Maccoby & Jacklin looked at a great variety of areas in 
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which gender differences could be found.  Learning differences for each gender are 

only one aspect of their review.  Their review pointed to a number of differences 

that other studies had agreed upon.  One such difference was in verbal ability which  

favoured females and which they saw as largely disappearing in adolescence.  

Debate surrounding cognitive and social differences between the genders occurs in 

a number of studies.  However, the present study is concerned with gender 

differences in how adolescents learn LOTEs rather than whether one gender is 

better at LOTE study than the other.  Differences in enrolments and outcomes are 

seen as a product of a wide range of factors, including social and affective 

influences upon each gender and, possibly including differences in verbal ability.  

These factors and other findings pertinent to the present study will be discussed in 

more detail in Chapter 2.   

 

2  DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS  

 

The present study was concerned with gender differences in the way in which 

adolescents go about the study of second languages in the classroom.  In 

attempting to understand this process of second language study, researchers have 

identified two main factors that mediate the way in which people learn.  These are 

learning styles and the use of learning strategies.  These concepts will be outlined 

in detail in the Literature Review, but the terms are basic to understanding the 

present study.  The following section defines these two major terms – learning 

styles and learning strategies - with learning style being the most important for this 

study.  Smith, (1982:24) defines ‘learning style’ as the: 

“individual’s characteristic ways of processing information, feeling, and behaving in 

learning situations”,  

while Bacon, (1992:43) defines ‘learning strategies’ as: 
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“intentional cognitive or affective actions taken by the learner in order to learn both 

simple and complex material.”   

The two concepts are clearly linked, with ‘learning style’ to be made up of 

behaviours, actions and feelings involved in a learning setting that facilitate the 

cognitive process of learning.  The concept of a learning style is of a cluster of 

similar behaviours which give rise to a characteristic way of learning.  For example, 

an individual’s learning style could be an active one reflecting a preference for role-

playing and participation in discussions, or correspondingly, a more passive, 

vicarious one preferring individual work and individual analysis of concepts through 

the use of worksheets, reading etc.  Learning style involves an individual’s innate 

preference for the way to behave in a learning situation.  Kolb, (1976) suggests that 

the various styles of learning that individuals prefer range from a preference for 

watching and thinking (representing a more analytical approach) in some 

individuals to doing and feeling by others (representing a more hands-on 

approach).  Further, Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule (1986) suggests a 

gender difference in “ways of knowing” in which women favour experiential learning 

over analytical learning and learning which emphasizes connectedness between 

individuals and knowledge rather than a hierarchical organization of learning in 

which the knowledgeable pass knowledge onto the less knowledgeable.   

 

It is important to remember that, in adolescent second language classroom, the 

teacher chooses the major activities and learning behaviours.  Thus the teaching 

style contributes largely to the learning style being offered to, or demanded of, the 

students.  Thus there are two perspectives of learning style - the teacher’s teaching 

style (which promotes certain styles of learning in the classroom) and the students’ 

own characteristic learning styles.   
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 ‘Learning strategies’ in this study, refer to the intentional or deliberate cognitive 

actions directed toward language learning.  Witkin, Moore, Goodenough & Cox, 

(15:1977) saw learning strategies as “specific actions which apply to specific 

learning tasks – they are tools” to acquire learning.  O’Malley & Chamot, (1990) 

classified strategies by their functions.  For example, they identified cognitive 

strategies which are used to associate new information or to grapple directly with 

the language and metacognitive strategies which involved planning, arranging, 

focusing and evaluating.  Thus, strategies could include translation, listening for key 

words and inference of meaning using key words through association with known 

vocabulary.  Another important point about learning strategies is whether their use 

is conscious and intentional or unconscious.  Bacon’s definition sees strategies as 

‘intentional’.  O’Malley & Chamot, (1990) sees them as ‘deliberate’.  

  

According to above definition and for the purpose of the present study, learning 

styles and strategies were differentiated.  There are two important ways in which 

learning styles and learning strategies differ.  Because learning style is an 

individual’s way of feeling and behaving in learning situations, many aspects of 

learning style are readily observable.  Further, an individual’s learning style may be 

something of which he or she is completely conscious, partially conscious or 

possibly, unconscious.  As noted above, both Bacon’s and O’Malley & Chamot’s 

definitions of learning strategies refer to them as ‘intentional’.  Secondly, strategies, 

to Bacon, involve cognitive or affective actions.  As such, strategies are not readily 

observable.   Importantly, as Jones, (1998) points out, ones’ choice of learning 

strategies is strongly influenced by one’s general learning style. 

  

Despite this separation of style and strategies, the two concepts overlap in second 

language learning as, for instance, in the acting out of conversations.  The teacher 
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usually predetermines the setting and the scene, which are artificial.  The learner is 

involved in a learning behaviour or activity – acting out.  This activity or behaviour is 

chosen by the teacher.  The extent to which the student enjoys, and benefits from, 

the activity depends upon whether it matches his or her own characteristic learning 

style.  Thus particular learning styles predominate / are encouraged by the teacher.  

The individual student also has an innate learning style which may, or may not, 

match the style encouraged in each classroom.    

 

As well as acting out the conversation, the student must use one or various learning 

strategies – such as rote memorization, repeating out loud – in order to learn the 

conversation to be acted out.  The use of such strategies is intentional and vary 

from individual to individual, though many strategies are taught by the teacher.  

Thus the student is involved in both the use of a particular activity (part of a 

teaching/learning style) as chosen by the teacher, and the use of various strategies, 

in order to complete the assigned conversational activity.  The use of the strategy 

together with the activity will, hopefully, lead to the internalisation of some new 

language items.   This, in turn, will allow the learner to reproduce this language form 

and possibly, synthesise the language form with others already known, to produce 

new or untried ones.   

 

The processes involved in learning styles and strategies are thus interdependent 

and may be almost identical in some instances.  For example, where the teacher 

directs a class to translate a paragraph, the activity – sitting and writing out a 

translation of a passage – is a component of a style of learning/teaching.  This 

occurs concurrently with the use of the cognitive strategy of translating through the 

use of vocabulary recall, association etc.  (Individuals may choose different 

component strategies to make up the overall strategy of ‘translating’).  The 
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separation of the behavioural aspect of learning style from the intentional cognitive 

aspect of learning strategy is important for the present study.  Kolb’s (1976) 

definition of learning style involves four components or cardinal points – thinking, 

feeling, watching and doing – which are preferred ways of acting in learning 

situations.  Meanwhile, Ellis (1994) suggests that strategies are intentional cognitive 

actions which are problem-oriented.  The learner deploys a strategy to overcome 

some particular problem.  Greater detail of research dealing with learning styles and 

learning strategies will be given in Chapter 2.   

 

As noted above, the style of teaching/learning (made up of various learning 

activities) taking place in school classrooms is usually determined by the conscious 

choice of the teacher.  This may be one key to why students prefer one subject or 

one teacher to another and therefore an important element in understanding 

differential enrolment patterns in second languages.  The extent to which teachers 

chose activities which are most congruent with aspects of the learning styles of their 

students and whether this choice is related to the gender of the class, is one focus 

of this study.  How well the teacher is able to provide a classroom using the most 

productive learning styles that engage the students in meaningful strategies of 

cognition must affect learning outcomes.   

 

The close association of style and strategy means that they are often considered 

together in many studies and may be difficult to separate.  Since strategies are 

cognitive and internal and therefore not readily observable, the use of strategies by 

participants in the present study was recorded through a questionnaire given to 

students and commented upon by teachers in the interview phase.  Different 

aspects of learning style, which each gender favoured were recorded through 
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classroom observation schedules, student questionnaires and commented upon in 

the teacher interviews.    

 

The intention of the present study was not to classify students into learning style 

and learning strategy groupings as undertaken by authors such as Kolb (1976) or 

O’Malley & Chamot (1990).  However, the concepts of learning styles and 

strategies are clearly central to the main focus of the present study - understanding 

any differences in the way in which adolescent boys and girls go about the study of 

second languages.  Thus the present study focused upon the activities, learning 

behaviours, feelings (aspects of learning style) and strategies used by students of 

each gender in the classroom.  This focus included both those activities and 

strategies which were set by the teachers and those activities and strategies which 

the children favoured themselves.   

 

Boys’ and girls’ preferred styles and strategies in second language learning are 

influenced by the various factors discussed – the role of single-sex/coeducational 

schooling; the apparent differences in females’ and males’ learning styles in second 

languages; the changing attitudes towards boys’ and girls’ educational needs; the 

teacher’s role in the provision of a classroom environment which supports different 

student learning styles; and the different socialisation experiences of boys and girls.  

These many areas of debate have implications for this present study.  

 

3 AIMS OF THE STUDY 

 

The aim of the present study is to look at LOTE study from a positive viewpoint, to 

find out what is happening in classrooms that boys and girls enjoy.  In so doing, 
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some understanding may be obtained of ways in which teachers can better direct 

classroom second language learning to encourage and to maintain student 

participation.   Thus, the present study will aim to: 

 

Find out those activities and behaviours that each gender enjoys in second 

language classrooms, 

Find out what teachers are doing to help each gender maximize their enjoyment of 

LOTE study.   

 

4  OUTLINE OF PRESENT STUDY 

In this section, the structure of the present thesis is detailed with outline of chapters 

devoted to the Literature Review, Methodology, Results, Discussion and 

Conclusions.   

 

3.1  Topics in the Literature Review (Chapter 2) 

The literature review looks at factors which may influence the choice of adolescent 

learning styles and strategies.  The review initially summaries important aspects of 

the ‘nature versus nurture’ debate which influences studies of cognitive behaviour.  

Secondly, the review looks at learning styles and learning strategies and at the 

range of influences upon these.  Much of the research into second language 

learning, learning styles and learning strategies involves adults.  Thus, while 

research into these topics is explored the generalisability of adult research to 

adolescent situations is not straightforward. Thus, factors not considered in studies 

with adults need to be considered and these are covered in the remainder of the 

chapter.  These include the effects upon learning among adolescents of different 

school gender configurations and different socialization experiences.  The role of 

the teacher in moderating these various influences upon their students is also 

explored.  The specific focus upon adolescent second language learners underlies 
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both the literature review and the formulation of the research questions that guided 

this study.  These questions were used to determine the methodology used in the 

present research which is outlined in Chapter 3.   

 

3.2  Research Methodology (Chapter 3) 

As gender was the most important variable, the study was undertaken in two, 

single-sex schools.  Since Western Australian government schools are co-

educational, two private schools with students from similar socio-economic 

backgrounds were studied.  The present study involved adolescents between the 

second and fourth years of secondary school in Western Australia who were 

studying a second language in two single-sex schools.  Languages involved were 

French, German, Italian and Indonesian. 

 

The research methodology chosen involved a focus interview, student 

questionnaire, classroom observations and teacher interviews.  The research 

methodology focuses upon the classroom behaviour and opinions of the adolescent 

second language learners and upon the part played by teachers in coping with any 

gender differences.  The questionnaire results were subject to Chi-square analysis 

using the SPSS program.  The methodology is outlined in Chapter 3.  

 

3.3  Results, Discussion & Conclusions (Chapters 4, 5 & 6) 

The results of the research – the statistical analysis of the questionnaire, the 

analysis of the observations and teacher interviews - are presented in Chapter 4.  

The results are discussed in Chapter 5, within the context of gender differences 

which are evident in the classroom and in teachers’ perception of their students.  

These results are related to the literature and to the underlying question of whether 
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adolescents of different genders approach the study of second languages 

differently.  Any conclusions which were reached as a result of this discussion are 

outlined in Chapter 6.   
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Differences in the enrolment patterns of adolescent boys and girls in second 

language classes were discussed in Chapter 1.  Previous research into the reasons 

which help account for these differences falls mainly into three groups.  The first 

and most general, explores the differences that occur between the sexes in social 

behaviour, cognition and general verbal ability.  The second area concentrates 

upon the affective and social factors which affect each gender’s academic success 

in language study.  The third area looks at learning styles and strategies, especially 

those involved in second language acquisition.  Few studies have tried to combine 

these three areas of research to specifically help account for the differences in 

adolescent boys’ and girls’ language study patterns. In particular, little attention has 

been paid to the different ways in which boys and girls actually go about the task of 

learning a second language in the classroom and whether adolescents’ classroom 

learning styles and strategies differ according to gender.  Even in second language 

acquisition research, studies on gender differences have mostly concentrated on 

adult learners or young children acquiring a first or even a second language.    

 

As seen in Chapter 1, psychological research into gender differences is important to 

understanding gender differences in language learning.  While the broad focus of 

the nature/nurture debate in psychology is outside the scope of the present study, 

some areas are relevant to understanding differences in learning potential between 

the genders.  Further, since the present research is concerned with classroom 

second language learning, research involving teachers’ role in learning is also 

important.  
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In total, there are six areas of research which form the review.  Firstly the question 

of the nature versus nurture debate as it is relevant to classroom learning will be 

addressed briefly.  Then the review will cover more specific areas including: studies 

of learning styles and strategies and their interaction with gender; research into 

societal influences upon learning behaviour; and the study of affective factors which 

influence adolescent study behaviour.  Lastly, the review will broaden out to discuss 

the relevant second language teaching/learning theories; and teachers’ role in 

student learning.   

 

1 THE NATURE VERSUS NUTURE DEBATE. 

Whether there are any differences in both the social and cognitive make-up of the 

genders and, if so, whether these affect learning has been one of the questions 

explored by Educational psychologists.  The extent to which social or cognitive 

factors help determine learner strategy choice and style is continually debated as 

part of the overarching nature versus nurture controversy.  The debate about the 

existence of any innate gender differences in verbal ability and sociability arises in 

much of the research reviewed in this chapter.  Thus, before focusing upon the 

specific topics relevant to gender differences in second language learning, a 

general outline of some of the literature which deals with gender differences in 

cognitive abilities and sociability will be given.   

 

1.1 Gender Differences in Cognitive Abilities. 

The existence of a really significant difference between the genders is debatable.  

An early review of studies of gender difference by Maccoby & Jacklin, (1974) 

comprehensively reviewed and summarised several hundreds of studies available 

comparing different cognitive skills and social characteristics of the two genders.  
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They concluded their review with a summary of the major existing questions about 

differences in psychological and cognitive makeup of men and women.  The 

authors noted a few differences which were fairly well established by the studies 

which they had reviewed and which are relevant to this present study.  Maccoby & 

Jacklin listed those gender differences.  They did not speculate upon the cause of 

these differences.  Since the review was undertaken in 1974, many profound social 

changes have affected the way we see and school children of both sexes.  These 

changes could impact upon the differences which Maccoby & Jacklin found.  

However, the conclusions of Maccoby & Jacklin are referred to by researchers 

reviewed in the ensuing chapter.  For this reason, conclusions relative to the 

present study or referred to by studies in the literature review are given below.  

Maccoby & Jacklin found that:   

•  1.  Girls have greater verbal ability than boys. 

Maccoby & Jacklin considered the areas in which girls’ verbal ability was strong as 

including:   

•  Tasks involving receptive and productive language 

•  ‘High-level’ tasks such as making verbal analogies, comprehension of 

difficult written material, creative writing 

•  ‘Lower-level’ measures such as fluency 

Maccoby & Jacklin noted that, for the studies reviewed, the magnitude of the female 

advantage varied, being most commonly about one-quarter of a standard deviation.  

They suggested that girls’ verbal abilities mature more rapidly in early life although 

they admitted that a few studies had found no sex difference.  They suggest that 

from preschool to early adolescence, the sexes have similar verbal abilities.  From 

about age 11 girls’ verbal ability increases in comparison with boys’.   
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Maccoby & Jacklin also found that boys often had areas in which they excelled in 

the studies reviewed.  These two areas were: 

•  2.  That boys excel in visual-spatial ability 

•   3.  That boys excel in mathematical ability 

 

Maccoby & Jacklin, (1974) were concerned to trace all aspects of sex differences.  

They found that one of the cognitive factors most clearly implicated in sex 

differences was better visual-spatial ability for boys as well as better mathematical 

ability.  This advantage, unlike girls’ verbal advantage did not appear to diminish 

with age.  Maccoby & Jacklin state that: 

 

“Male visual-spatial superiority increases through adolescence reaching “up to a 

level of about .40 of a standard deviation.”  and  

“..boys’ mathematical skills increase faster than girls’….(but) the magnitude of the 

sex differences varies greatly from one population to another” Maccoby & Jacklin, 

(1974:352).     

 

However, Maccoby & Jacklin noted that a well-developed spatial ability was found 

in about 50 percent of men surveyed, but also in about 25 percent of women 

surveyed.  More recently, these findings have been supported by the work of 

Kimura, (1999) who also reviewed studies of cognitive differences between men 

and women which had been undertaken over the previous twenty years, including 

those she conducted herself.  Despite the social changes referred to above, 

Kimura, (1999) found evidence for male superiority in spatial skills and tests of 

mathematical reasoning, both of which appear in childhood but increase with 
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puberty.  Generally, Kimura found that women have greater verbal ability, scoring 

higher overall in tests of fluency, spelling and grammatical usage.  While Kimura 

supported the conclusion of Maccoby & Jacklin, (1974) that girls have an initial 

verbal advantage, she found that the advantage displayed by girls in vocabulary 

and reading disappears with age.  However, Kimura found that both women and 

girls do better on tests of verbal memory, an important skill in learning a second 

language.  

 

1.2 Differences in Sociability. 

That females are more “ social” than males is open to debate.  Maccoby & Jacklin, 

(1974) listed the greater sociability of females under the heading of ‘Unfounded 

beliefs about sex differences’. However, other authors conclude that there are 

differences.   Maccoby & Jacklin listed a number of behaviours which make up 

“sociability”.  These include:  

•  interest in social stimuli  

•  learning through imitation of models   

•  motivation to achieve social rewards   

•  responsiveness to and learning through social reinforcement  

•  time spent interacting with playmates  

•  amount of empathy shown to others’ emotional reactions.   

 

Maccoby & Jacklin, (1974:349 & 355) concluded that girls are no more ‘social’ than 

boys and that any differences are “more of kind than of degree”,  and that: 

“..there are many popular beliefs about the psychological characteristics of the two 

sexes that have proved to have little or no basis in fact.  How is it possible that 

people continue to believe, for example, that girls are more “social” than boys, when 
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careful observation and measurement in a variety of situations show no sex 

difference?  Of course it is possible that we have not studied those particular 

situations that contribute most to the popular beliefs.”  

 

Another psychologist referred by researchers into gender differences in learning is 

Bardwick, (1971).  Bardwick followed the life cycle of women in an attempt to 

understand how various crises they encounter affect their social and moral 

development.   She drew attention the different ‘crises’ which form the life cycles of 

men and women.  Bardwick was concerned with the psychology of women.  She 

studied preschoolers by observation.  She suggested that girls need continuing 

social approval and demonstrate more highly social behaviour.  Bardwick, (1971) 

also pointed out the different social images of men and women with females being 

predominated by the 'web’ or oriented towards relatedness.  

 

 

Bardwick’s, (1971:92) suggestion that girls are more likely to show a continuing 

need for social approval and acceptance leads them more likely to stay:  

 

“..amenable to cultural patterning, to more conformist behavior, to better school 

achievement.” 

 

Barwick, (1971) concluded that it is more acceptable for girls to be dependent than 

boys for whom dependence, as a characteristic of infancy, is discouraged.  Barwick 

also concluded that boys are more active from infancy, more competitive and less 

compliant than girls whereas Maccoby & Jacklin, (1974) saw these characteristics 

as “open questions” for which there was too little evidence or too many ambiguous 

findings.  While all authors mentioned above suggest that preexisting tendencies in 
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each gender are reinforced by life experience, Barwick, (1971:206) takes a more 

deterministic perspective, saying that: 

 

“..the behavior of infants seems largely an unfolding of personal qualities some of 

which may be sex-linked, having origins partly in endocrine and central-nervous-

system differences.”   

 

Barwick, (1971:113) further concludes that: 

 

”The origin of the differences lies in early constitutional proclivities which the culture 

enhances by reward and punishment along sex-specific lines.”   

 

 Maccoby & Jacklin, (1974) basically agree with this sentiment.  They point out that 

while it is tempting to try to classify the differential behaviours as being either innate 

or learned, they feel that the distinction does not bear close scrutiny.   Instead, they 

suggest that: 

 

“a genetically controlled characteristic may take the form of a greater readiness to 

learn a particular kind of behavior, and hence is not distinct from learned 

behavior…..Thus he (the child) adapts himself, through learning, to a social 

stereotype that has a basis in biological reality.”  Maccoby & Jacklin, (1974:363-

364). 
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This conclusion points to the tight interconnectedness between biological and social 

factors, while bearing in mind that the degree of difference between men and 

women is debated. 

 

In summary, while the work of Maccoby & Jacklin, (1974) has influenced much of 

the research on gender difference in learning, their conclusions are not always 

unequivocal and other researchers may disagree with their conclusions.  

Researchers appear to differ in the extent to which they believe that Maccoby & 

Jacklin did discount the notion of significant differences between the sexes in 

learning skills. Maccoby & Jacklin’s conclusions, together with other authors’, have 

been used to either support or dismiss differences in verbal ability, sociability and 

spatial-logical ability between the sexes, depending upon the authors’ interpretation 

of their findings.  This is true of a number of studies reviewed in the following 

pages.  However, as pointed out by Foon (1988:44), below, there are other 

considerations that may help explain gender differences in learning and that have to 

be explored: 

 

“There is a literature that suggests that females and males gravitate to particular 

subject areas and perform differentially in them because of biological processes.  

For the most part the evidence for the biological basis for differences in school 

attitudes and achievement has been discounted (Maccoby and Jacklin, 1974).  The 

lack of evidence for an inherent difference between the sexes in choice of subject 

and achievement has led researchers to focus on socio-cultural factors important to 

educational outcome. “    
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The following sections of the literature review will therefore outline firstly research 

into learning styles and strategies which often refers back to the work on cognitive 

and social differences outlined here.  This will be followed by an outline of the 

research into the socio-cultural and societal influences referred to by Foon.   

 

2  GENDER DIFFERENCES IN LEARNING STYLES AND STRATEGIES 

 

Two key areas involved in influencing outcomes – learning strategies and learning 

styles – are directly relevant to differential achievement in second languages. The 

task of learning a second language in a classroom takes place in a setting and 

through the efforts of the learners and teacher involved.  Both learners and teacher 

bring preferred styles of learning and strategies for learning to the process.  These 

styles and strategies vary in their efficacy and application from individual to 

individual.  They are one reason for differential outcomes in second language 

learning. An interesting question is whether some of these strategies may be 

preferred by members of one gender and particularly by adolescents of one gender.  

Learning style and learning strategy were defined in Chapter 1, Section 2. 

 

This present section will have two main parts covering first learning styles and then 

strategies.  The learning style section will first present various ways in which 

learning styles have been classified.  It will then discuss the relationship between 

gender and preferred learning styles and finally, it will review research into learning 

styles in adolescent second language learning.  The strategies section will include 

classifications of learning strategies and sex differences in learning strategy choice.   
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2.1  Differences in Learning Styles Among Adult Learners  

As defined in Chapter 1, learning style refers to those groups of behaviours in which 

a learner prefers to engage in order to organize the process of learning.  Similar 

groups of behaviours combine together to form particular learning style groups.  It 

follows that individuals in each learning style group respond most effectively when 

material in the classroom is presented in a way that best fits their learning style. 

Research into learning styles is not restricted to second language learning only. 

Therefore, this section will start by looking at general classifications of learning 

styles based upon observation of learning behaviours;  the interaction between 

gender and preferred learning style;  and how these factors come together in the 

development of adolescent learning styles in language learning.   

2.1.1 Classification of Learning Styles. 

Researchers became interested in understanding learning styles in the 1970’s.  

Initially psychologists’ research into individual differences in perception led to 

research into ‘cognitive learning styles’.  Witkin, Moore, Goodenough & Cox 

(15:1977) described cognitive learning styles as “cast in process terms”, and 

concerned with “the form of cognitive activity rather than its content”.  They saw 

cognitive learning styles as referring to “individual differences in how we perceive, 

think, solve problems, learn and relate to others.”   Jones, (73:1997) pointed out 

that the concept of cognitive learning style was broadened in the 1970’s from a 

purely “bipolar dimension” to “multidimensional” encompassing a range of variables 

which were not cognitive in nature.  The term ‘learning styles’ was then adopted.   

 

Classification of learning styles resulted from observation of the behaviours in which 

learners preferred to engage in the classroom as well as from observation of the 

types of activities which teachers provided.  While various definitions of learning 
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style have been given, the definition by Smith, (1982) which was presented in 

Chapter 1, Section 2, is widely accepted.  Smith’s definition, referring to 

characteristic way of processing information, feeling and behaving can also be 

interpreted to include consideration of the way in which individuals prefer to process 

the information being learned.  However, for the purpose of this study, learning 

behaviours that contribute to individual learning style are separated from learning 

strategies by which material is internalized.  Two main ways of classifying learning 

styles which are relevant to the present study are those by Kolb, (1976) and by 

Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule, (1986). 

 

An early classification of learning styles was offered by Kolb, (1976). Kolb 

developed a Learning Style Inventory, dividing learners into four groups: 

•  Accommodators, who are best at learning from “hands on“ experience 

(doing and feeling)   

•  Divergers, who excel in using imagination and brainstorming, 

combining concrete experience and reflective observation (feeling and 

watching)  

•  Convergers, who focus on finding practical uses for ideas and theories 

(doing and thinking) and  

•  Assimilators, who are best at logical organisation and analysis of 

information.  (watching and thinking) 

The Kolb Learning Style Inventory is based on a Cartesian coordinate consisting of 

active experimentation (doing) versus reflective observation (watching) on the x-

axis, and concrete experience (feeling) versus abstract conceptualization (thinking) 

on the y-axis. This coordinate system yields the four learning styles outlined above.  

(Philbin, Meier, Huffman & Boverie, 1995). 
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Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule (1986) looked at learning styles from a more 

feminist viewpoint.  They interviewed 135 women with various educational 

backgrounds about their past experience and problems as learners and about 

concepts of self and relationships with others.  They felt that modes of learning that 

are common, if not specific, to women have been devalued.  They suggested that 

rationalism and objectivity have been valued more than intuitive, personal 

knowledge and that learning is based on a male, hierarchical model of gaining 

knowledge.   Belenky et al. found that women preferred experiential learning with 

experience preceding theory while educational styles operating at university level 

emphasized theory or abstraction before experience.  This finding echoes the work 

of Kolb.  Kolb suggested that Assimilators are best suited to academic careers and 

as a result, they have shaped traditional academic education.  Further, Kolb noted, 

that in the data collected by him, women score higher on the experience orientation 

while men tend toward abstract conceptualization.  Thus, while Belenky et al. 

acknowledge that women entering universities in increasing numbers, can succeed 

in the existing learning environment of these institutions, they argue that women 

develop better through education that emphasises: 

•  Connection over separation (or hierarchy) 

•  Understanding and acceptance over assessment 

•  Collaboration over debate 

•  Time for knowledge to emerge from firsthand experience over 

imposed expectations and arbitrary requirements.   

 

They also developed coding categories from the women’s responses in the 

interviews above, called Educational Dialectics, which illustrate opposite modes of 

thought or learning styles such as rational / intuitive; support / challenge; self-

concern / responsibility or caring for others.  They suggested that the different 

modes of thought probably align with male and female viewpoints.  They did not 
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investigate this idea, though.  Belenky et al. felt that women’s ways of knowing had 

been undervalued in education or ignored in institutions which were founded by 

men and followed a learning/teaching style best suited to men.  Thus they believed 

that models of teaching and learning favoured male ways of knowing. 

 

2.1.2 Relationship Between Gender and Preferred Learning   

Styles. 

Of particular interest to the present study, is the question of whether learning style 

varies with gender.   Philbin, Meier, Huffman & Boverie, (1995) sought to answer 

this question by combining the frameworks of both Kolb, (1976) and Belenky et al., 

(1986).   Witkin et al.’s (1977) study into cognitive learning styles found a gender 

difference in an aspect of learning style – field dependence and field independence 

while  Logan & Thomas, (2002) found gender differences in learning styles among 

distance education students undertaking computing. 

 

Witkin et al., (1977) investigated two major areas of cognitive learning styles – field-

dependence and field-independence.  Learners who are ‘field-independent’ are 

seen to “approach situations in an analytical way, separating elements from their 

background”.  Meanwhile, ‘field-dependent’ learners see the whole or global picture 

rather than separating the parts.  Field-dependent children were found to be better 

at picking up social cues provided by an adult experimenter; at using these cues in 

learning; and more adept at learning work with a social content.  Field-independent 

children used more hypothesis testing.   Witkin et al. suggest that relatively field-

dependent and field-independent children favoured different learning approaches.  

Field-independent learners had greater interest in abstract and theoretical learning 

while field-dependent learners used a more spectator style of learning over 
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hypothesis testing.  Witkin et al. discussed the advantages of matching students’ 

learning styles with teaching style.  While students may learn quickly, being 

challenged to work with a non-congruent teaching style would develop skills in 

learners which otherwise may go underdeveloped.  Interestingly, Witkin et al. found 

that, in Western society, gender differences existed with men, overall, being slightly 

more field-independent than women.  These findings by Witkin et al. support the 

work of Belenky et al. and lend strength to the four learning style types suggested 

by Kolb (1976).    

 

Philbin, et al., (1995) studied differences in learning style among seventy-two adults 

using a Kolb Learning Style Inventory together with a series of twelve ‘Educational 

Dialectic’ questions based upon work by Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule, 

(1986).  They also included a subjective question dealing with the participants’ 

educational experiences and individual perceptions of the value of these 

experiences. For example, “How do you like to learn?” and  “What method do you 

use most frequently for analysis?” Answer options were either what Kolb had 

identified as a more commonly, male response-mode or as a more commonly, 

female-response mode.  ‘Learning style’ was accepted as defined by Smith, 

(1982:24) and referred to earlier. (Chapter 1, Section 2.)  Although the sample size 

was small, it included a random selection of colleagues, acquaintances and friends 

who ranged in gender, age, ethnicity and educational levels.  

 

The study by Philbin et al., supported the work of Kolb, (1976) and extended it to 

include findings of a significant difference in the learning styles of men and women 

surveyed.  In the study, women were found to predominantly correspond to the 

Diverger/Converger group while men preferred the Assimilator style.  Differences in 

learning style were found to be statistically significant using Chi-square analysis.  
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The Educational Dialectic question, -  “Is concern for self” vs. “concern for others an 

issue in your educational decision making?” - was significant for gender difference.  

Sixty-seven percent of females answered “yes’ to the question while sixty-four 

percent of men answered ‘no’.  The subjective question, dealing with the fit between 

past learning experiences and personal preferred style of learning, found no 

significant difference between the genders.  However, 45% of women’s responses 

were registered by the researchers as unclear, compared with only 30% of men.  

Philibin et al. felt that this greater confusion or lack of clarity on the part of women 

respondents may have reflected the fact that the women had been frequently 

exposed to male preferred teaching styles referred to by Belenkey et al. These two 

results, together with the different categories of learning styles into which men and 

women fell, led Philbin et al., to suggest that the traditional academic style with its 

emphasis upon problem solving and the scientific method (the Assimilator style) 

has favoured men to the possible exclusion of women.   

 

While Philbin et al.’s (1995) conclusion that the traditional academic style favours 

men over women is tentative, the study does point to the possibility of important 

gender differences in learning style. They suggest that while a database of purely 

female learning experiences has begun to be compiled, there is not enough data to 

definitively say whether men’s and women’s learning styles differ.  

 

In a study of 66 students undertaking a distance education computing course at a 

British university, Logan & Thomas, (2002) used four questionnaires to gauge the 

existence of various differences in learning styles and in verbal and visual 

preferences among students.  The study found significant gender differences in one 

of the questionnaires. This questionnaire – the Honey and Mumford Learning Style 

Questionnaire – was used to classify learning styles into four stages: 
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• Stage 1 – Activist – Having an Experience 

• Stage 2 – Reflector – Reviewing an Experience 

• Stage 3 – Theorist – Concluding from an Experience 

• Stage 4 – Pragmatist – Planning and applying. 

 

Logan & Thomas found significant gender related differences in the Pragmatist and 

Theorist measures.  Males were found to be significantly less pragmatic both in 

comparison with the expected norms and in comparison with females who were 

significantly more pragmatic than the norm.  Interestingly, there was also a “slight 

sine wave appearance of both distributions” which apparently indicated the 

existence within each gender group of a small sub-group displaying the opposite 

tendency to the majority.  Also significant positive correlations were found in 

females between the Pragmatist, Theorist and Reflector styles while significant 

correlations for males were found between the Activist and the Reflector and 

Theorist styles.  The results of this questionnaire support the findings of  Philbin, 

Meier, Huffman & Boverie, (1995) that men preferred learning styles which involved 

logical organization and analysis while females preferred learning styles involving 

learning from experience and  reflective observation and in finding practical 

solutions.   

 

The third questionnaire – the Grasha & Reichmann Student Learning Styles Scales 

– focuses more on students’ preferences for the learning environment and identifies 

six different styles:  Independent, Avoidant, Collaborative, Dependent, competitive 

and Participant.  Interestingly no gender differences were found for this 

questionnaire although the results indicated the support for the presence of the two 

general types of learner – either Independent or Collaborative.  The lack of a 

significant finding for gender difference contrasts with the findings of Belenky, 

Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule (1986) that women prefer a collaborative style.  
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However, the findings do support their suggestion that women like to learn from 

experience while men prefer learning that is more abstract.   

 

In a study of learning goals and learning styles, Chang, (2004) looked at how male 

and female university students in Singapore approach learning in terms of socially 

and individually oriented goals.  The study involved a survey of 45 male and 109 

female students and was concerned with the students’ conceptualisation of mastery 

goals – goals to master a topic –, of performance goals – goals to perform and get 

good grades and of socially oriented goals – goals to learn in order to obtain 

acceptance.  Although the study was conducted with Asian students whose culture 

involved the emphasis upon group acceptance, Chang found a gender difference 

on the performance and socially oriented goals.  Females scored higher upon both 

performance and social orientation goals.  Chang suggested that the findings lend 

support to the notion that female students obtain grades for socially oriented 

purposes instead of perceiving grades as an achievement or end in themselves.  

Chang suggested that the findings may affect the way that students may prefer to 

behave in learning situations, giving preference to individual and group learning.  

 

Further investigation needs to be undertaken to determine whether these 

differences in adult learning style clearly exist and whether these classifications and 

differences can be extended to adolescent learners. 

 

2.1.3 Research into Learning Styles in Adolescent Second 

Language Study 

Research into adolescent learning styles has concentrated upon understanding the 

reasons why adolescent boys (and to some extent, girls,) appear to enjoy second 

languages less and less.  A full picture of the reasons for the differences has not yet 
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been developed, but a number of different studies, mainly in Britain, have proposed 

some reasons.  This research includes work by Harris, (1998), Loulidi, (1990) and 

Powell & Littlewood, (1982).  While not based upon empirical research, an issues 

paper by Powell & Littlewood, (1982) outlined below, proposes a number of reasons 

(based upon classroom behaviours) for differences in enrolment and enjoyment 

patterns of boys and girls in second language courses.  The paper provides a 

starting point for the wide-ranging discussion. 

 

Powell & Littlewood, (1982:155), in an investigation of the decline in second 

language enrolments in Britain sought reasons why adolescents and particularly 

boys, opt out of second languages at the option stage. They pointed out that 

analysis of examination results is fraught with difficulty because: 

 

“…while girls appear to find languages easier, it does not mean automatically that 

girls do better than boys overall.  It is simply, relative to their general ability, more 

girls succeed.” 

 

While Powell & Littlewood do not explain what they mean by “find languages 

easier”, the article suggested that a higher proportion of able girls than able boys 

undertake language study.  Also, they pointed out that when boys do enrol in 

second languages, they do not do as well, (with the exception of particularly able 

boys) generally, as girls of similar ability.  The article pursued the reasons for the 

disproportionate representation and success of girls.  
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Powell & Littlewood, (1982), were prompted by the results of an extensive British 

government survey of 447 schools which noted that only 24% of boys and 40% girls 

studied French.  Powell & Littlewood looked at those classroom behaviours and 

activities that predominate in second language learning and how they may 

differentially affect boys and girls.  Thus, they saw both teachers’ choice of teaching 

styles and learning styles for their classes as important to each gender’s relative 

success. (While the present section is concerned with the importance of learning 

styles to students, the role of teachers will be examined in Chapter2, Section 6.)  

Powell & Littlewood suggested that the much lower second language enrolment 

rates for boys, once the option stage is reached, could be attributable to a number 

of factors, including:   

• Classroom second language learning involves lots of talking.  The 

authors believe that this use of ‘talk’ presents a number of problems, 

particular to boys.  Powell & Littlewood believe that boys apparently do 

not value ‘talking’, preferring the more “serious” learning task of writing 

which they see as more valid. After all, Powell & Littlewood point out, 

among children, school ‘work’ is synonymous with ‘writing’.  Boys may 

also prefer those tasks which demand more manual, organizational or 

writing skills. (Kolb’s Accommodator style).   

•   The belief that language learning, emphasising as it does, classroom 

talk, (often including answering questions to which no one really needs 

to know the answer or to which the answer is already known) may be 

less tolerated by boys.  They suggest that boys object, more strongly 

than girls, to being asked to involve themselves in “meaningless 

chatter”.  This suggestion is echoed strongly by Harris, Nixon & 

Ruddick, (1993) who, in a study of underachievement in British 

schools noted that boys tended to distinguish between ‘real work’, 

which is a product-oriented activity and ‘non–work’ which is a talk-
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related activity.  (This study will be reviewed in Section 3.2.4 of the 

present chapter.)   

 

While Powell & Littlewood attribute this acceptance of ‘meaningless chatter’ by girls 

to their greater ‘passivity’ and ‘conditioning to subservience’, Oxford, Nyikos & 

Ehrman, (1988) give another explanation.  In a number of studies of learning 

strategies, discussed in Section 2.2.2, they concluded that women favoured social 

learning strategies more than men.  This explanation may be truer of the 

contemporary Western Australian schools experience of girls, than the observations 

of Powell & Littlewood.  Other factors proposed by Powell & Littlewood include the 

following: 

•  By sixteen, students of physics may be constructing electric motors 

whereas language students still are discussing home, family and 

hobbies.  They suggest that the more “overtly masculine” areas of 

interest offered by other subjects may draw boys away from 

languages.   

•  The introduction of oral-based methods, with the emphasis on 

question and answer sequences and pattern practice has discouraged 

boys more so than girls.  However, this explanation by Powell & 

Littlewood seems to refer to the less communicative teaching methods 

which have lost favour in many schools and teacher training 

institutions in Australia. 

•  Language teachers trend towards the “transmission” end of the 

Barnes’ teaching style spectrum.  Barnes (1973) sees such teachers 

as acting as the foundation and source of knowledge and involves the 

student almost exclusively, as the receiver.  This teaching style allows 

few opportunities for pupils to discover, to interpret knowledge, and to 

develop a personal learning strategy.  Further, they believe that while 
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many subjects offer pupils a chance to plan, implement and assess 

their own programs of activities and involve greater pupil freedom and 

autonomy, classroom-based language learning, where the teacher is 

often the only source of knowledge, involves the student almost 

exclusively, as the receiver.  This discussion of teaching style will be 

further developed in Section 6.1 of this chapter.   

 

In conclusion, Powell & Littlewood suggested that an overall level of passivity in 

learning expected in second language classrooms (as the authors observed them) 

is seen by boys as boring and unacceptable.  Powell & Littlewood saw this as 

probably the greatest source of declining enrolments.   

 

Powell & Littlewood presented a bleak picture of classroom second language 

learning.  The references to ‘passivity’ and ‘transmission styles of teaching’, plus 

‘meaningless chatter’ point to the more traditional classroom teaching and learning 

styles.  Even Powell & Littlewood’s reference to ‘oral methods’ doesn’t seem to 

refer to the more communicative learning and teaching styles which have been 

promoted in Australia, Britain and North America over the last twenty years.  More 

modern learning styles emphasise the use of the target language as a means of 

getting things done in the classroom rather than reserving the target language for 

question and answer practice.  These modern, communicative classes demand a 

much greater input from students.  They would, by Powell & Littlewood’s 

observations, be more popular with boys than the traditional learning environments 

described.  Also, magazines, video, television and the internet mean that teachers 

are no longer the only source of knowledge as they were in the past.   
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While Powell & Littlewood’s comments are still probably valid in some classrooms, 

they do not provide a complete picture as teaching practices have changed towards 

a more communicative approach.  They do, however, provide a useful reference 

point for classroom observations. 

 

Harris, (1998), like Powell & Littlewood, sought to understand those “clues to good 

practice” which might help boys progress better, in general, in modern languages. 

Harris agreed with Powell & Littlewood, (1982) in some of their conclusions.  Harris 

looked at studies dealing with the differential achievements of boys and girls in both 

English (as a first language) and second languages.  Harris, (1998), suggested that 

boys can react poorly to lessons that do not offer a degree of independence, 

comparing language lessons with sciences and computing where the teacher 

assigns work and the class “figures it out” for themselves.  Harris pointed out that 

boys who disliked languages often complained about the lack of independence they 

felt – that in mathematics and science, the work could be outlined and the boys 

could then proceed with the task.  According to Harris, boys believe that, if the work 

seems irrelevant to them or fails to meet their personal agenda, they can feel free to 

‘muck about’.  This observation ties in with the work of Dickinson, (1995) - see this 

chapter, Section 4.3.  Dickinson writes about attribution styles.  He found that 

students who attribute failure to external causes are less likely to succeed than 

those who believe that success comes from their own efforts.  Similarly if boys 

attribute their lack of interest in second language classes to ‘irrelevant’ work, 

chosen by the teacher, they may feel free to lose interest.  The work of Harris, 

Nixon & Ruddick, (1993) mentioned above, also reinforces this finding.  Harris, 

Nixon & Ruddick,  (1993:7) quoted boys interviewed as saying:   

“Things I enjoy I work hard at and things I’m not so keen on I seem to just talk to my 

friends.”  and: 
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 “If it was something I didn’t like then I just didn’t do it.” 

Both Powell & Littlewood, (1982) and Harris, (1998) suggest that a modification of 

teaching style to emphasise independent and cooperative student learning and less 

teacher-centred learning could help counter low languages enrolments. While this 

suggestion of negotiated learning may allow boys to opt for areas of language 

learning which they enjoy, the picture is not as simple as promoting a sense of 

independence in learning in second language classrooms. Students have to be 

adequately prepared for such independence.  Harris pointed out that, while there 

has been a trend towards encouraging greater learner autonomy over the last ten 

years, boys’ performance in second languages has not improved.  Harris referred to 

a study by the British Office for Studies in Education in 1993 which investigated 

differential schooling outcomes of boys and girls.  The study found that boys’ 

performance improved when they had clear and explicit guidelines or indeed, were 

taught specific strategies that enable them to understand how to go about 

independent learning.   Harris suggested that boys, even more so than girls, need 

on-going and systematic instruction in learning strategies in second language study 

and that the development of effective strategy use may facilitate independent 

learning in second languages.  By corollary, Harris is implying that even where 

greater pupil autonomy has been given in second language classrooms, insufficient 

guidelines and preparation has been given to enable students (especially boys) to 

make a success of their language study.  Further, while some studies (See Section 

2.6) suggest that boys prefer the teacher directed class, this may reflect the fact 

that boys are not successful in ‘independent’ and ‘cooperative’ learning without 

training in specific classroom behaviours and strategies.   Harris also suggested 

that the search for more successful speaking outcomes for boys reflects the need 

for clear guidelines and specified outcomes.  She suggested that identifying 

meaningful outcomes and stating clearly the assessment criteria might be important 

for helping boys to take oral work seriously.   
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Differences in the preferred learning styles of each gender have been found in 

several studies.  Also, a relationship between adolescent second language learners 

and teaching/learning styles has been suggested by authors such as Powell & 

Littlewood (1982) and Harris (1998). The extent to which differences in second 

language enrolments and success reflects the match between language learning 

with each gender’s learning styles, or result from the way in which second 

languages are taught in secondary classrooms, needs to be understood.  The 

possibility arises that the greater enrolment of boys in second language classes in 

single-sex schools, (see Section 6.1.1), may be linked to the greater preparation for 

independent second language study.  Teachers may be more able to offer explicit 

instruction tailored to boys’ need in the single-sex class. The ability of teachers in 

single-sex classes to offer explicit instruction tailored to gender may be a factor in 

boys’ greater retention and success in language study.  

 

2.2  Differences in Strategies in Adult Learning 

This section turns to learning strategies which are specifically involved in 

memorization and learning of new language.  As introduced in Chapter 1, Section 2, 

learning strategies refers to those cognitive behaviours involved in learning new 

material.  Learning styles, just discussed, refer to the group of preferred behaviours, 

feelings activities used to support the cognitive process of language learning.  While 

there are a plethora of learning strategies open to the individual learner, some 

strategies such as rote learning, translation and listening for key words, more 

particularly apply to second language learning.  The individual use of particular 

learning strategies affects the speed and efficacy of language learning. The 

classification of learning strategies, and the investigation of sex differences in 
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strategy choice in adult second language learning have been of interest to 

researchers in the last fifteen years and will be outlined below. 

 

2.2.1 Classification of Learning Strategies 

While learning strategies were defined in Chapter 1, Section 2, a more thorough 

classification of the different types and uses of learning strategies is useful.  Oxford 

& Nyikos, (1989) and O’Malley & Chamot, (1990) classified learning strategies 

using almost identical terminology.  Strategy groups were classified as follows:  

• Cognitive strategies, used to associate new information with existing 

knowledge and to form and revise internal mental models or grappling 

directly with the language.    

• Metacognitive strategies, involved in executive strategies of planning, 

arranging, focusing and evaluating.  

• Social strategies, used for interacting with others and managing 

discourse.  

• Affective strategies directed to feelings, motivations and attitudes 

towards learning.  

• Compensatory strategies used to overcome deficiencies in knowledge 

of the language. 

O’Malley & Chamot, (1990) found that more successful learners quickly acquired a 

wide range of these strategies and used them more often while less successful 

learners were restricted in their acquisition and application of strategies.   

 

2.2.2  Sex Differences in Learning Strategy Choice. 

Few studies have looked at the link between gender and the use of learning 

strategies. Oxford, (1988) reviewed eighty articles dealing with language learning 

strategy research.  She found that only four studies directly examined sex 
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differences in strategy use.  These four studies will be reviewed here, together with 

a study by Oxford, Nyikos & Ehrman, (1988) which looked for links between them.  

Further studies linking learning strategies and gender will then be reviewed. 

 

The studies reviewed by Oxford included a study of successful language learning 

behaviours by Politzer, (1983); a study of associative memory strategies by Nyikos, 

(1987 & 1990);  a study of adult learners’ strategies by Ehrman & Oxford, (1988);  

and a self report survey of university students’ strategy use by Oxford & Nyikos, 

(1989).  The first study involved adult language learners, teachers and professional 

linguists and the next three involved university students. None of these studies 

included adolescent language learners3.   

 

1.  Politzer, (1983) studied the language learning behaviours of ninety 

undergraduate university students by means of a questionnaire to gauge the 

frequency with which they engaged in classroom behaviours or social behaviours 

which were positively associated with achievement in second languages.   Politzer, 

(1983:62) found a sex difference favouring females for one of the three scales used 

– the interaction behaviour scale.  He noted that while variance by sex seemed 

relatively minor, it did exist with regard to social interaction.  He refers specifically to 

two questions in the interaction section.  These were: 

• “I socialise with native speakers of the FL.” and 

• “I try to use the FL with friends or teachers outside of class.” 

However, he makes no other mention of gender differences, nor does he speculate 

upon the causes of the differences found. 

 
                                                 

3 (Some notes are appropriate regarding publication dates referred to in these studies:  - Nyikos, (1987) referred to 

by Oxford, Nyikos & Ehrman, (1988) was first published as a doctoral thesis and was summarized in Nyikos, 

(1990), which is referred to here;  the Oxford & Nyikos, (1989) study was awaiting publication at the time of Oxford, 

Nyikos & Oxford’s, (1988) review. )  
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An interesting finding of Politzer, in the light of other research reviewed here is the 

significant correlations between grades and behaviours insisting upon 

comprehensible input.  Oxford & Nyikos, (1989) and Gass & Varonis, (1986) – see 

Section 3.1  - both found that women seek comprehensible input while men seek 

comprehensible output.  The relationship between grades, seeking comprehensible 

input and gender might explain more than social orientation, the greater success of 

women in second language learning. 

 

2.  Nyikos, (1990), in her study of the relationship between strategies and gender, 

noted that research showed that short-term and long-term memorization and 

retrieval were improved when more connections or associations were made to 

enhance incoming and stored information.  Information enhancement can take 

many forms such as visual and auditory aids, repetition and acting out.  Receptivity 

to various enhancement strategies is crucial for learning.  Receptivity is determined 

by a number of factors including how individuals have been socialized to value 

certain types and modalities of learning.  Since women and men experience 

different socialization messages, differential outcomes in their learning efforts due 

to strategy preference might be expected.  Nyikos, (1990) combined the two areas 

– memorization enhancement and gender differences.  She looked at four different 

associative memory strategies for learning German nouns – colour association, rote 

learning, picture association and colour plus picture association.  The study 

involved 135 university students studying introductory level German.  Each group 

studied the same set of nouns, using one of the four memorization strategies 

assigned by the researcher and were tested by being asked to write out the nouns. 

The strategies involved were:  ‘colour’ - nouns of different genders were given 

different colours;  ‘picture’ - words were linked by a line with their corresponding 

picture;  ‘colour + picture’ – involved both, where pictures as well as words had the 

same colour;  ‘rote’ was simple rote memorisation from a word list.  Nyikos found 

that overall, women scored higher on tests than did men.  Nyikos suggested that 
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this finding indicated that women are more ready to apply an assigned learning 

strategy with the aim of doing well than are men.  This conclusion is supported by 

earlier research by Barwick (1971), who suggested that girls are more compliant 

than boys.  (This research is reviewed in Section 1.2.)  She suggested that men 

tend to view grades as rewards for successful competition, while women tend to 

interpret good grades as signs of social approval and are more likely to conform to 

stated academic standards.  Women also scored higher using the colour 

association strategy due, she suggests, to their learned sensitivity to the saliency of 

colour, established through socialisation.  This ability she references to Maccoby & 

Jacklin, (1974) without further explanation.   

 

Men, however, outscored women in the combination colour + picture condition, 

lending support to the idea that men were able to establish an associative bond 

between the colour-code information and the pictorial, spatial cues for the words, 

i.e. colour + picture = visual + spatial.  Nyikos suggests that a learning strategy 

which hinges on the an ability to combine stimuli in a logical manner may possibly 

already be developed as a salient strategy to males, but not significantly in females. 

Nyikos suggests that men’s ability to see logical connections combines with their 

better visual-spatial processing ability as indicated in Maccoby & Jacklin, (1974) 

and Halpern, (1986).  She also points to the “oft-cited finding that males tend 

toward analytic, logical thinking, while females tend toward intuitive thinking.  

(Bardwick, 1971).  This suggestion also supports the work of Philbin, Meier, 

Huffman & Boverie (1995) that men tended toward the Assimilator style of learning 

favouring logical organization and analysis while women favoured the 

Diverger/Converger style of learning favouring feeling and experiencing.   

 

Nyikos, (1990) also points out that socialisation factors affect how men and women 

process similar information.  Men are credited with visual-spatial processing 

superiority whereas women are given credit for verbal and communicative abilities 
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(see Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974).  These different information processing avenues, 

Nyikos suggests, demand different modalities of learning – visual, aural, 

kinaesthetic.  Cognitive studies, she points out, favour learning which makes use of 

various modalities.  Socialisation may make men favour certain modalities for 

learning over those which they see as more appropriate for women.  Concomitantly 

negative attitudes toward learning using certain types of aids can undermine 

learning.   Nyikos points out that allowing individual modalities and 

cognitive/learning styles to operate in the second language classroom and 

encouraging the use of, and instruction in, a wide range of strategies, can improve 

outcomes.  This link between favoured modalities and learning strategies of the 

genders suggests an area of research into differential learning outcomes between 

the genders.    

 

3.   Ehrman & Oxford, (1988) investigated the relationship between strategy choice 

and cognitive style and personality style in second language learning.  Cognitive 

style and personality variables were treated together as psychological type using a 

model based upon Jung’s work.    Ehrman & Oxford employed two instruments to 

measure strategy choice and personality type.  They applied the SILL (Strategy 

Inventory for Language Learning), a 121-item, Likert-scaled, self-report survey, 

developed by Oxford, (1986) to determine the frequency with which respondents 

use a variety of learning strategies.  Strategies included general strategies for 

reading and study;  authentic language use; searching for and communicating 

meaning;  independent strategies, not involving others;  memory strategies; social 

strategies;  affective strategies;  self-management;  visualization strategies and 

formal model-building strategies, involving analysis and looking for patterns. 

 

The authors also used the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator of psychological type with 

the group of adult language learners, comprising military officers, or Foreign 

Service officers and their spouses.  Psychological type is viewed as a combination 
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of a number of personality and cognitive variables.  Cognitive style includes such 

dimensions as modality preference; reflective vs. impulsive tempo; systematic vs. 

random problem solving; risk-taking etc.  Personality traits include sense of humour, 

achievement orientation, assertiveness, outgoingness, impulsiveness; empathy etc.  

The two definitions overlap.  Indeed, cognitive style can be viewed as a specialized 

set of personality dimensions. The Myer-Briggs Type Indicator is one of the most 

widely used measures of psychological type.  It describes basic personality 

preferences on four dimensions:   

• Extraversion vs. introversion 

• Sensing vs. intuition 

• Thinking vs. feeling 

• Judging vs. perceiving. 

 

The results of this study were wide-ranging and not all of them are relevant to the 

present study.  However, Ehrman & Oxford found introversion, intuition and 

perception appear characteristic of language learning professionals.  Since 

language learning professionals represent good language learners, the strategies 

that they prefer may well contribute most to effective language learning.  Women in 

the sample were more predominately of the ‘intuitive’ and ‘feeling’ types than were 

the men in the sample and females reported greater strategy use than men.  

‘Feelers’ show a statistical superiority in general strategies such as previewing 

lessons, arranging the study environment, skimming the reading passage before 

reading in detail, and checking one’s own performance.  This may be one source of 

female superiority in language learning.  Ehrman & Oxford, (1988) thought that 

these differences in psychological types play a role in sex differences in second 

language learning. The inclusion of these personality indicators in the study of adult 

language learning strategies provided another means of interpreting differences in 

female and male strategy use.   
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While not concerned with the relationship of psychological type and learning styles, 

the work of Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule, (1986) reviewed in Section 2.1.1 

above, has some parallels to Ehrman’s & Oxford’s study.   Belenky et al. saw men 

and women as having differing or contrasting learning styles.  These male/female 

styles were, for example, rational (male) versus intuitive (female) and challenge 

(male) versus support (female).  Ehrman & Oxford found that more women than 

men in their study had the intuitive personality characteristic of successful language 

professionals while Belenky et al. linked the intuitive learning style with women.     

 

4.  In a follow-up study to Ehrman & Oxford,(1988), Oxford & Nyikos, (1989) 

continued to investigate the link between gender and learning in second languages 

with university students.  Oxford’s & Nyikos’, (1989) research involved 1,200 

university students in a questionnaire and a self-report survey, the Strategy 

Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) developed by Oxford, (1986) to determine 

strategies chosen by each gender.  Strategies were grouped into cognitive, 

metacognitive, compensation, social and affective strategies, as outlined in Section 

2.2.1 above.  

 

Oxford & Nyikos, (1989:296) found that women were more deliberate in their use of 

learner strategies than men; that men were more willing to admit to the use of 

translation than women; and that men used more bottom-up strategies (using 

individual details to build up a picture or a grammatical structure) than women.  

They concluded that sex differences ‘had a profound influence’ upon strategy 

choice in second language learning.   

 

O’Malley & Chamot, (1990:36) point to the relative efficiency of bottom – up and top 

– down processing.  When using top – down processing, the individual draws 

upon…. 
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“ information in memory or upon an analysis of meaning-based contextual features 

of the text to project additional meanings.” 

In bottom – up processing… 

 

“ individuals analyze each individual word for its meanings or grammatical 

characteristics and then accumulate meanings to form propositions.”  O’Malley & 

Chamot, (1990:36). 

 

They point out that bottom – up processing is less efficient because the meaning of 

a word often depends upon its context; lexical access will be quicker if the context 

can help access specific knowledge in long-term memory; and lastly, the use of 

bottom – up processing to project additional meaning is less efficient because more 

successful learners appear to use predictions about text meaning.  The implication 

that using top down strategies correlates with more success in second language 

learning is an area which requires consideration in the investigation of boys’ and 

girIs’ learning activities and their relative success. 

 

Oxford, Nyikos & Ehrman, (1988), in reviewing the above four studies, found 

commonalities between them involving gender and learning strategy.  Oxford, 

Nyikos & Ehrman conclude that: 

•  women favoured social learning strategies more than men; 

•  men scored better on vocabulary learning when using the combination of 

colour and picture; 

•  women showed a wider range and a more frequent use of strategies than 

men for three factors:  formal, rule-related practice, general study 

strategies, and conversational/input elicitation strategies; 

•  women used more self-management strategies to learn a second 

language; 
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• women’s tendency to prefer intuition and feeling may help them in greater 

use of certain language learning strategies and language skill 

development; 

• women’s greater use of certain second language strategies reflects their 

greater social orientation that is, in turn, reflected in the different ways in 

which men and women use their native language. 

 

Ehrman & Oxford, (1988:247) also conclude that social learning strategies 

favouring women over men might relate to the fact that “…females show(ing) a 

greater social orientation”.  They claim support for this conclusion in the studies of 

psychological differences between men and women by Maccoby & Jacklin, (1974), 

pointing out that Maccoby’s & Jacklin’s work suggests that females are “… superior 

to, or at least very different from, males in many social skills".  However, Maccoby & 

Jacklin, (1974:349) actually state that: 

 

“Any differences that exist in the “sociability of the two sexes are more of kind than 

of degree.”   

 

(The existence or otherwise of differences between the genders in sociability was  

discussed in Section 1.2.)  Support for the findings of Ehrman & Oxford is also 

found in the work of Chang (2004) reviewed in Section 1.1.2 above whose study of 

learning preferences and learning styles found a gender difference in socially 

oriented and performance goals of Asian students.   

 

• Bacon & Finnemann, (1992) undertook a broader study of the relationship 

between gender and second language classroom learning.  Bacon & Finneman’s  

study also used an open-ended questionnaire which included questions about 

attitudes, beliefs and experiences in language learning as well as strategies. They 

examined differences in the self-reports of 938 university students. The students’ 
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opinions about the most useful activities in second language learning, the important 

components of learning languages and their reactions to native speaker input were 

evaluated using a five point Likert scale.  Bacon’s & Finneman’s findings supported 

those of Oxford, Nyikos and Ehrman, (1988) in relation to gender differences in 

strategy use.  They found that: 

• women reported monitoring their comprehension more than men; 

• women reported more use of strategies overall and had a higher level of 

motivation overall than did men; 

• women reported using significantly more global strategies, which they 

compared with the finding on ‘intuitive’ strategies by Ehrman & Oxford, (1988); 

• men reported using more analytic strategies in dealing with authentic input 

than women; 

• women reported having a higher level of social interaction with speakers of 

Spanish, the target language.  

 

Bacon, (1992) also looked at gender differences in strategy use in tests of listening 

comprehension.  Bacon employed a self-report survey method, interviewing fifty, 

first-year university students who were studying Spanish.  Students were asked to 

try to be aware of the strategies that they were using while listening to the 

passages.  Students were read two passages recorded on tape and were 

questioned immediately to determine their comprehension and to record their use of 

strategies.  Strategies were classified according to the O’Malley & Chamot, (1990) 

groupings referred to above.  The findings did not support other research by Boyle, 

(1987) that men outperformed women in listening comprehension.   No significant 

differences in levels of comprehension were found.  The findings did support 

previous work by Bacon & Finneman (1992), Nyikos (1990) and Ehrman & Oxford 

(1988).  Women were found to make greater use of metacognitive strategies, 

particularly in the most difficult passages, whereas men reported varying their use 

of cognitive strategies in the most difficult passages.  Men used translation and 
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bottom-up strategies in the more difficult passage.  They were more likely to by-

pass the use of metacognitive strategies overall in favour of directly applying 

cognitive strategies.  Bacon commented that since levels of comprehension did not 

vary significantly between genders despite differences in strategy use, the teaching 

of strategies per se rather than attempts at getting each gender to change their 

innate way of dealing with comprehension is probably more important. 

 

Gender variation in learning strategies appears to be fairly well established in 

second language learning.  Differences in learning style by gender have begun to 

be explored, but require more study to develop a full picture, as does the picture of 

learning style and strategies of adolescent language learners.   

 

3   SOCIETAL INFLUENCES UPON LEARNING BEHAVIOUR 

Social factors influencing learning behaviour are taken as those which have as their 

origins, the different social experiences of the two genders.  The social factors 

influencing learning are often difficult to separate from affective factors as the two 

are often interlinked with society’s norms and expectations, exerting a powerful 

emotive response, particularly among adolescents.  Nonetheless, the influences 

which make up social and affective factors are separated in this study for the 

purpose of explanation.  At times, factors will display attributes of both.  Affective 

factors influencing learning behaviour will be discussed below in Section 4.  

 

While the differences between men and women in learning behaviour, including 

both strategy choice and learning style, resulting from differences in socialization, 

moral development and life circumstances have been outlined, other aspects of 

learning behaviour are specifically influenced by the different social experiences of 

each gender. Thus, learning behaviour is also affected by the different 

communicative styles of each gender which have arisen because of their different 
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social histories.  The effects of gendered communication styles on learning 

behaviour will be explored here.  Further, adolescents, at a different stage of 

development from adults, bring the diverse influences relevant to their gender and 

to their life stage to the classroom.  Areas of study relevant to adolescent learning 

behaviour are: general studies of adult behaviour with relevance to adolescent 

learning behaviour;  the influence of school type on adolescent behaviour;   factors 

affecting subject choice;  conventions of masculinity and femininity;  participation in 

speaking and listening activities;  attitudes towards homework; and the effect of 

different social maturation rates of the genders.   

 

3.1  Societal Influences on Communicative Style 

 

Since language learning is by nature a communicative exercise, individual 

differences in communicative skills and styles must affect second language 

learning.  Differences between the genders in life experience can be seen to lead to 

differences in communicative style which affect second language acquisition.  A 

number of studies below point to the tendency of women’s speech towards input 

elicitation and men’s towards information giving.   

 

Oxford & Nyikos, (1989) point out that in the anglo-american culture, men’s speech 

is characterised by greater directness, aggression, input discouragement, power, 

self-assuredness and dominance-seeking reflecting the greater position of power 

men have traditionally occupied.  The private realm (i.e. the home), traditionally 

occupied by women and less economically powerful, is reflected in speech which 

evidences greater indirectness, politeness, input elicitation, questioning, 

uncertainty, and harmony-seeking. These differences in use of native language are 

seen as unconsciously carrying over to second language learning. Oxford & Nyikos, 

(1989) in their investigation of the use of learning strategies by university students 

found that females reported significantly more frequent use of conversational input 
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elicitation strategies than did men suggesting that this usage by women reflects 

social interaction among women.  This suggestion may be too simple.  Input 

discouragement by men may not necessarily reflect less desire for social interaction 

than experienced by women, but simply a different type of social interaction. 

Differences in social interaction per se and differences in types of interaction 

preferred need to be studied in classrooms to gauge whether they affect the way 

each gender learns languages. 

 

Other studies, which look at the differences between men’s and women’s speech, 

show that men and women have different goals when communicating rather than 

concentrate upon the relative sociability of the genders.  This direction may have 

more profitable application in the adolescent classroom where an emphasis upon 

sociability may mask different learning styles and strategies of the two genders.  

Holmes, (1985), analyzing data collected in New Zealand, suggests that men’s 

conversation is more concerned with ”informativeness”  - concerned with 

truthfulness, saying only what is necessary for relevance and clarity.  Women, she 

found are more concerned with “rapport” – with ensuring the correct social distance, 

giving the addressee options and with making the addressee comfortable. Such an 

interpretation of women’s speech may shed light upon conclusions reached by 

Oxford, Nyikos & Ehrman, (1988).  Thus the greater use of input discouragement 

may reflect men’s concern with informativeness, relevance and clarity, rather than 

less social orientation.   

 

Gass & Varonis, (1986) suggest that, in the classroom, men tend to be more 

concerned with generating comprehensible output while women were more 

concerned with obtaining more comprehensible input.  Again, this finding on 

comprehensible input parallels the findings of Politzer, (1983) and Oxford & Nyikos, 

(1989). Gass & Varonis found in their study of same-sex and mixed–sex 

conversational dyads of adult native Japanese speakers speaking English, that 
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men dominate conversational direction, even when it isn’t their turn while women 

tend to facilitate verbal exchange.  Women also apologised for the following 

behaviours: 

• giving incorrect information, 

• self-correction, 

• not understanding, 

• taking a turn, 

• changing a topic. 

Men apologised for none of these behaviours.  It is worthy of note that the work of 

Gass & Varonis, (1986) was undertaken with native Japanese speakers.  The 

extent to which the relative social roles and norms of behaviour of the Japanese 

effects the discourse commented upon is unclear.  In the Australian context, a study 

of single-sex dyads by Thwaite, (1993) involved five pairs of female and five pairs of 

male university students.  Thwaite found that women’s speech is characterized by 

information seeking, and by more overlapping, simultaneous speech.  Male speech 

was characterized by more information giving than seeking and the greater use of 

imperatives or more direct, less overtly polite speech.  Men’s speech was not 

characterized by the degree of linking that was evident in female speech.   

 

Swann (1998) in a discussion paper about the role of speech in the development, 

negotiation and maintenance of the individual’s personal and social identity 

questioned the cause of gender differences in communication.  Swann suggests 

that the studies which note these gender differences depend upon the assumption 

that gender categories are fixed and distinct, whereas the postmodernist view of 

language and gender emphasise context, diversity and provisionality.     

 

It would be interesting to find out whether the communicative skills developed in 

second language classrooms reflect these differences in the communicative styles 

of men and women. If they did so, gender differences in preferred learning 
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strategies and learning styles would seem to follow logically.  An awareness of any 

different preferences would be useful for teachers in promoting the best learning 

environment for each gender.  Nyikos (1990:273), however, points out that her 

studies indicate that men and women appear to:  

 

‘have the potential to achieve similarly well when provided with a broad choice of     

learning strategies and the allowance to follow their own pathway to success.’    (My 

italics).   

 

3.2  Social Factors Affecting Adolescent Learning Behaviour. 

Differences in the socialisation experienced by boys and girls are seen to affect the 

way they behave in the classroom and perhaps confer some relevant learning 

advantages to each group.  Although some inferences can be drawn from studies of 

general or adult behaviour, adolescent learners are subject to influences peculiar to 

their life stage, particularly those resulting from their attendance at school. 

   

3.2.1  Type of School Attended – Coeducation and Single-Sex. 

Schooling provides a basis for much of the social experience for adolescents.  

Therefore the type of school attended is an important socialisation factor and needs 

to be examined in the context of the present discussion.   

 

Debate over the relative merits of co-educational and single-sex schooling includes 

consideration about questions discussed here, including:  socialisation, ease of 

interaction, naturalness of co-education, equality of the sexes and academic 

advantages.  While research findings on school type are contradictory, in terms of 

academic success in second languages, the majority of studies found that attitudes 

towards second languages were less traditional in single-sex schools, particularly 

among boys.  The reasons for these differences are discussed below. 
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Generally, it has been found that students in single-sex schools achieve better 

outcomes in second languages and have a more positive attitude toward the study 

of these languages.  Numerous studies have found that attendance at a 

coeducational school tended to reinforce traditional attitudes to subject selection.  

Dale (1974), Beswick, (1976) and Lawrie & Brown, (1997) all found that being in a 

co-educational second language class polarised children’s attitudes along 

traditional sexual stereotypical lines, (meaning that fewer boys than girls chose to 

study languages.)  This finding is supported by Stables, (1990) whose study of 

English seventh and eighth graders found that co-educational schools had more 

sex-stereotypic polarisation of attitudes regarding course subjects (especially 

sciences, modern languages, craft, drama and music) than did single-sex schools 

and that boys were more affected than girls whose enrolment patterns and attitudes 

were broader.   

 

Loulidi, (1990) in a compilation of studies dealing with boys’ and girls’ attitudes 

towards second languages in Britain, noted that a significantly higher percentage of 

boys in coeducational schools agree that learning French is a waste of time and is 

more difficult than other subjects than boys in single-sex schools.  Burstall, (1974) 

also found that boys in single-sex schools show more positive attitudes towards 

language learning than those in a mixed school – 70% of the boys in this study in 

single-sex schools reported that they enjoyed French whereas only 49% of boys in 

co-educational schools reported that they enjoyed French.    Beswick’s, (1976) 

study, while small in scale, also supported these findings as he found that while 

both boys and girls in a mixed-sex school, who were separated into single-sex 

classes in their second year of language study, improved their performance, the 

improvement was greatest for the boys.  Dale, (1974) found that boys tended to 

reach a higher level of achievement in French and to express more positive 
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attitudes towards learning the language in the single-sex school than in co-

educational schools.  This tendency was somewhat less marked for girls.  

 

 Foon, (1988:52) comments that: 

 

“The type of school attended does seem to have differential consequences for 

students in terms of their stated preferences and rated achievement in subjects:  

those attending single-sex schools seem to be less rigidly attached to traditional 

views about the appropriateness of subject areas by sex.  By contrast, attendance 

at co-educational schools appears to be associated with traditional subject 

preferences and related assessments of achievement in those subject areas.” 

 

Studies which do not specifically include second language study are less 

unequivocal about the relative advantages of single-sex and coeducation.  A wide 

variety of studies have looked at the relative merits of both single-sex and 

coeducation.  Studies have focused more often upon the effect of single-sex 

education upon girls; have looked at specific subjects for girls, usually mathematics 

and science; and have looked mainly at English or first language study for boys. 

However these studies include a mix of types of single-sex education – from single-

sex schools to single-sex classes within coeducational schools to after-school 

single-sex programs.  Thus conflicting findings about single-sex and coeducation in 

this variety of settlings is understandable.  However these studies do produce 

findings which need to be considered and a number are discussed.   

 

Robinson & Smithers, (1999) sought to understand whether there were real 

differences in outcomes between single-sex and coeducational schools, and 

highlights the differential effects of schooling type upon the genders.  Robinson & 

Smithers’ British study comparing results of final year examinations, nationwide, 

found that when schools compared drew their populations from children of similar 
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socio-economic backgrounds and had similar historical status, the differences 

between co-educational and single-sex schools were equivocal.  They found that 

while girls do just as well academically in single-sex as mixed schools, boys 

consistently do better in single-sex schools.  Interestingly, they do not believe that 

boys’ success can be attributed to the affect of the single-sex environment.  

Instead, they attribute the success of boys in single-sex schools to the schools’ 

selectivity due to their reputation, tradition and history.   They could not account for 

why girls performed relatively equally, despite which school type they attended and 

did not draw any conclusions about different schooling needs of the genders.  

In a roundtable debate held in the United States which brought together sixteen 

researchers in the field of school type, no real consensus upon which style of 

education produces a “better education” was reached.  The discussion was 

sponsored by the American Society of University Women Educational Foundation 

and focused upon girls.  However, a number of relevant consensus conclusions 

were reached.  These were: 

• There is no evidence that single-sex education in general “works” or is 

“better” than coeducation as success and failure are relative to a particular 

group of students in a particular setting. 

• Single-sex educational programs produce positive results for some 

students in some settings, but it is debatable if the factors producing success 

can be reproduced in coeducational settings. 

• No learning environment provides a sure escape from sexism, as both 

single-sex and coeducational programs can reinforce gender stereotypes. 

• Single-sex education covers so broad a gamut as to defy most 

generalisations, even to single-sex classes within coeducational settings to 

single-sex schools and after school single-sex classes. 

 

The above consensus raises a number of points which are important here.  In terms 

of differences in findings depending upon the type of single-sex education studied it 
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is notable that Haag, (1998:28) in summarizing the existing research into single-sex 

versus coeducational schooling, noted that: 

 

“Studies which have discovered positive achievement outcomes attributable to 

single-sex environment have all dealt with single-sex schools rather than classes.” 

 

Meanwhile, Martino & Meyenn, (2002) in a study in a coeducational secondary 

school in Perth, Australia looked at the effect of the implementation of single-sex 

classes on English teachers in their approach to teaching both boys and girls.  

Martino & Meyenn’s study produced a mix of positive and negative interpretations 

of the effects of specific single-sex strategy for English.  They concluded from their 

analysis of teacher interviews that the strategy: 

 

• Improved classroom learning environment and self-esteem for both 

boys and girls 

• Led to a modification of pedagogy to reinforce gender stereotypical 

learning behaviours 

• Led to a modifcation of curriculum content to accommodate boys’ and 

girls’ interest 

• Enhanced curriculum decision making spaces to address specific 

gender issues for both boys and girls. 

 

Given the mixture of positive and negative outcomes listed, Martino & Meyenn 

concluded that single-sex classes as a strategy per se do not necessarily produce 

enhanced social and educational outcomes for students.  They concentrated upon 

two conclusions - teachers’ response to the gender of their classes where they 

altered content to suit their perceived client interests and the pedagogical decisions 

made by teachers based upon their own background and education in gender 

issues.  Thus Martino & Meyenn concluded that many of the variations in student 

 78



outcomes and may be directly related to ‘the differential impact of the teacher, 

pedagogical practices at the classroom level and context specific influences’.  

Further, they noted that the teachers (with some exceptions) responded to 

perceived constructions of masculinity and femininity by pedagogical strategies 

which reinforced these particular norms.  Martino & Meyenn suggest that it is 

teacher knowledge and normalising assumptions about boys that drive the 

pedagogy, irrespective of structural reform (i.e. single-sex classes).   

 

Campbell & Wahl (1998), writing at the same roundtable discussion mentioned 

above, pointed out the question of which is better – single-sex or coeducation – is 

too simplistic to cover the complex topic.  They suggest that research need to look 

at outcomes of each type of education in terms of its premises and purposes, be it 

better academic outcomes or social outcomes.  Secondly, and most importantly for 

the present research, they suggest research needs to look at the content and 

pedagogy in relation to the sex makeup of the classroom.  They pose a large 

number of questions.  For example, if the research question is whether single-sex 

or coeducation is better, then it is essential to control for the curriculum content and 

the pedagogy.  If the question is whether the sex of the students effects the 

pedagogy, then we need to look at factors such as teacher style and expectations 

about the students and their needs.  Importantly for the present research, they 

question whether the gender makeup of classes effects achievement or 

participation.  Is it single-sex versus coed, or is it what happens in the classroom?  

Lastly, they question the whole direction of research, suggestion that there are a 

wide range of questions which need to be asked about what constitutes a ‘good 

education’ and the relationship to school type.   

 

Thus, the lack of consensus about single-sex versus coeducation may, in part, 

reflect confusion of what is really being compared and what questions are being 

asked.  Campbell & Wahl’s summary points to the complexity of the issue and the 

 79



need to ask specific questions.   This need for specification is important in the 

present study.  It is notable that few of the researchers and studies reviewed listed 

second language study as a focus.  Thus the combined effect of second language 

study and gender as a factor in the school type debate is absent.   

 

These findings dealing with the effects of school type lead naturally into 

consideration of other societal influences upon subject choice. 

 

3.2.2  Societal Influences Upon General Subject Choice. 

The picture of subject selection is a complex one, coloured by the effect of the 

different types of schools attended, the life experiences of each gender group and 

even the larger society in which the adolescent lives.   

 

Lawrie & Brown, (1992) in a study involving 284 fourth year students, investigated 

the relationship between co-educational and single-sex schools and subject choice. 

They found that girls enrolled in mixed schools perceived more difficulty in 

mathematics and English and enjoyed mathematics less than those in single-sex 

schools.  Eccles, (1989) in an American study comparing boys’ and girls’ attitudes 

towards mathematics in primary and junior highschool, found that, in junior 

highschool, girls with high mathematics achievement generally have greater 

confidence in their ability to succeed in courses in English and foreign languages 

than in mathematics, perhaps reflecting the traditional societal expectations for 

women. Boys did not show this difference. Meanwhile, reflecting the changing 

attitudes to girls’ schooling in the last twenty years, Whitehead, (1996) surveyed 

fourteen mixed comprehensive schools in Britain to ascertain the extent to which 

subjects were still perceived to be more suitable for boys or girls.  Whitehead found 

that girls were spread more evenly than boys over the range of subjects and that 

boys appeared to be concentrated in the stereotypically masculine subjects.  
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Whitehead suggests that it is not that girls are under represented in mathematics 

and physical sciences but that boys are over-represented in these subjects and 

consequently under-represented in the language area.    

 

In discussion papers produced by the American Association of University Women 

Educational Foundation (1998:18) and discussed in Section 3.2.1 above, into the 

merits of single-sex and coeducational schooling environments, attitudes towards 

academic subjects were in these settings were noted.  The resulting consensus 

was that “girls in a single-sex schools tend to perceive subjects such as math and 

physics as less “masculine” and may have stronger preferences for them than their 

coeducated peers.”  Even for boys, who were not the focus of the review, authors 

such as Stables (1990) concluded that single-sex tends to reduce polarisation of 

attitudes between the sexes generally.” 

 

While the studies reviewed so far reflect mainly research undertaken in Western 

countries, research from the East and Middle East (see Cross, (1983), Section 4.1, 

below) indicates very different outcomes for boys and girls and highlights the extent 

to which schooling choices and outcomes are influenced by the society from which 

the students are drawn.   

 

Thus, while girls’ subject choices have broadened over the last decade in Australia, 

and now include mathematics and science courses, (Chapter 1), boys still 

predominate in physics.  In contrast, Klainin, Fensham & West, (1989) found that 

girls display superior performance in chemistry and physics in Thailand.  The study 

involved comparing performance on tests in Years 10, 11 and 12 and involved six 

schools - two each of boys only and girls only and coeducation institutions.  Girls 

outperformed boys throughout all grades in physics, while boys caught up with the 

girls in their results in chemistry by the final year.  Further a study by Hanna, (1989) 

using data collected from tests administered to students of approximately thirteen 
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years of age across seventeen countries, found that the differences among 

countries in mathematics achievement were greater than differences between the 

sexes within countries.  Also, in five countries, no sex-related differences were 

observed.  Countries ranged from Canada and the USA to Nigeria, Luxembourg, 

Japan, Israel and Swaziland, i.e., the tests included both western and eastern 

countries and wealthy and less wealthy countries.  These results were obtained 

against a backdrop of variety in wealth, equality of education and opportunities 

available to each gender. These studies suggest that the role of society’s attitudes 

in learning outcomes and subject choice is important.  As Burstall, (1974) pointed 

out in her studies in England, our society has certain norms for the sexes and 

learning a language does not conflict with society’s norms for girls, whereas it does 

for boys.  Whether this observation holds true for all boys or whether school type, 

socio-economic background and other factors affect enrolment in second language 

study is an open question.   

 

3.2.3  Influences of Society’s Construction of Masculinity and 

Femininity 

The prevailing images conveyed by the school, its teachers and other students of 

what it means to be ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ subtly influence boys’ and girls’ 

choices in subjects and behaviour. 

 

Connell, (1996) broadens the discussion about boys’ and girls’ learning choices by 

discussing the unwritten codes of behaviour which schools teach their students and 

which affect boys and girls differentially.  Connell, (1996) begins by discussing the 

various ‘masculinities’ that are present in our society, pointing out that for different 

societies and for different groups within societies, different types of behaviour are 

interpreted as masculine.  Thus, he contends that there is not just one definition 
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operating in society of what it means to be male.  In the subsociety of the school, 

the culture of the school, produced through the interaction of staff, students, history 

and practice, helps to define masculinity and femininity within the school context.  

Connell refers to the effect of “masculinity vortices” or strongly defined, but often 

unwritten, codes of practice that produce, and, at the same time, are produced by, 

the accepted masculine hegemony operating in the school.  These vortices involve: 

• The feminine/masculine division of certain subjects.  Even where 

official school policy means that boys and girls may undertake any 

subject actual classroom practices and teachers’ attitudes may 

exclude one gender.  

• The use of behaviour management and the language used when 

disciplining students.  Embedded comments such as: “don’t be a girl!”  

and  the much greater numbers of boys disciplined than girls reflect 

the fact that teachers may act differently depending upon the gender 

of their students, reinforcing some stereotypes.   

• The gender divisions apparent in school sport.  Male sports such as 

football may attract much greater school attention and prestige than 

girls’.  Even within single-sex schools, more ‘masculine’ sports may 

attract more prestige than less overtly masculine pursuits.  Witness, 

for example, in Western Australia, the furore which accompanies the 

finals of the interschool, girls’ rowing regattas.  

 

For the purpose of the present study, Connell’s, (1996) comments upon ‘masculinity 

vortices’ are most relevant.  He points out that while a school can espouse equality 

of opportunity in subject selection, students’ subject choice between traditional 

boys’ and girls’ subjects may be influenced by other considerations such as the 

willingness of teachers to embrace both genders, parental and peer influences and 

the extent to which the prevailing school culture reinforces traditional subject 

stereotypes.  Thus, the picture of subject selection is further complicated when 
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awareness of prevailing conceptions of femininity and masculinity are taken into 

account.  Connell’s detailing of the prevailing masculinity vortices expands the 

findings of Burstall, (1974), Beswick, (1976), Loulidi, (1990) and Hanna, (1996) that 

boys’ and girls’ attitudes to second languages is different in different types of 

schools and reflect society’s expectations of each gender.  

 

Connell’s framing of the context of masculinity (and correspondingly, femininity) 

may also help account for the differences in attitudes towards second languages 

between single-sex and coeducational schools.  If we accept the various findings 

outlined above that attendance at a co-educational school reinforces traditional 

stereotypical views of subjects, it follows that the prevailing contexts of masculinity 

and femininity at single-sex schools may be more favourable to stepping outside 

traditional subject views, especially when second languages are considered.  An 

opposing view as suggested by Martino & Meyenn, (1998) suggests that single-sex 

education may reinforce dominant masculinity through the selection of content and 

pedagogical approaches. Whether this is so in all cases of single-sex education and 

whether it influences outcomes for boys in LOTEs is an open question. 

 

While not specifically concerned with second language study, other studies are 

concerned with the effect of single-sex schooling upon boys questioning whether it 

may reinforce dominant masculinity by selection of pedagogy and content.  Further, 

it is the reinforcement of the dominant, hierarchical masculinity that occurs in 

schools which is of concern to other researchers.  

 

Martino & Meyenn suggest that schools reinforce the dominant binary gender 

construct with its inherent assumptions such as difficult boys, dominant 

heterosexuality, and female and homosexual repression and believed these 

nomalization practices risk being intensified when adopting a single-sex strategy.  

They refer to a study by Arnot, (1984) who found instances of in a boys’ school of a 
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culture of violence and harassment where the least ‘manly’ boys were targeted and 

likened to girls.  This antithesis towards single-sex classes is reflected in comments 

upon one male teacher’s comments about a boys’ class: 

 

“identification of any sign of homophobia, sexism or misogyny in the boys’ social 

practices and modes of relating is erased from this teacher’s discourse in his 

discussion about the boys’ participation in this class.”  (My italics). 

 

However, as Martino & Meyenn admit single-sex classes can be both ‘empowering’ 

and ‘oppressing’, providing either a ‘safe space’ conducive to learning or 

alternatively they can provide a forum for ‘reinforcing problematic gender 

stereotypes’.  It is interesting that they do not mention here the converse of this 

observation – what is the possible effect of coeducational classes upon students’ 

sense of empowerment and oppression.  Martino & Maeyenn’s conclusion that 

there needs to be more attention paid to the effects of pedagogy and of the 

normalizing assumptions about gender in both single-sex and coeducational 

classes reinforces Campbell & Wahl’s (1998) conclusions in Section 3.2.1 above 

about the breadth and complexity of arguments over single-sex and coeducation.  

Thus Arnot’s summary of the their findings which Martino & Meyenn quote, points to 

the multiplicity of topics to be considered in addressing the issue of masculinity as 

part of the greater debate upon single-sex and coeducational schooling: 

 

“….the problem of boys and for boys of existing definitions of masculinity cannot 

really be solved by arguing either for single-sex or for mixed schools.  The content 

of what is taught, school ideologies about the relations between the sexes 

(irrespective of whether they are both present or one sex is absent), the structure of 

classroom life and the sex of the teacher, all play a part in either contributing or 

challenging boys’ assumptions about sex differences and their own sexual 

identities.”   Arnot, (1984:52) 
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3.2.4  Participation in Speaking and Listening Activities 

As this section is concerned with society’s influences on learning behaviour, we 

now turn to more specific behaviours within the language classroom.  We saw in 

Sections 2.2.2 and 3.1 that women tended to place greater emphasis on 

conversational rapport and possibly, upon communication activities generally.  

Traditionally, girls’ higher enrolments in second language classes has been partially 

attributed to their greater comfort with speaking activities.  Overall, empirical 

research does not support this belief, although researchers do not necessarily 

agree.  Also, research suggests that boys score better in certain listening 

comprehension activities than girls.  These findings will be considered as indicators 

of how we need a greater and more complete understanding of boys’ and girls’ 

preferred learning activities.  

 

Boys’ and girls’ willingness to speak in second language lessons is one debatable 

point.  Clark & Trafford, (1995) in a series of interviews with fourth year pupils in 

mixed comprehensive schools found that boys welcome speaking out, and do so 

more than girls.  However, as we saw in Section 2.1.3, Powell & Littlewood, 

(1982:156) suggested that boys may be reluctant to “engage in meaningless 

chatter” or may feel vulnerable to ridicule in expressing themselves orally.  They 

suggest that boys need to feel that the speaking activities need to be realistic and 

meaningful while girls are more compliant in undertaking the types of situational 

speech which characterises most spoken activities in second language classrooms, 

especially in the early years.  This concept of greater compliance with teacher 

expectations among younger girls than among young boys is also supported by 

Barwick, (1971) and discussed in Maccoby & Jacklin, (1974).  However, O’Brian, 

(1985) found that, in British schools studied, speaking out in French did not appear 

to be less popular with boys than with girls and was the area of the least disparity 
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between boys and girls in attitudes towards language study.  He also noted that 

whereas speaking French in front of the class is uncomfortable for both sexes, 

speaking with peers in the second language was quite acceptable.  

 

Although, Maccoby & Jacklin, (1974) and Kimura, (1999) found that females 

demonstrate greater verbal ability across both receptive and productive language 

tasks, one area of language learning – listening comprehension – has been found 

by one study, to favour males.  Boyle, (1987) gave six hundred and ninety-nine 

students in two different universities in Hong Kong a series of twelve different tests 

of reading, listening, dictation and syntax.  Boyle recognized the inherent difficulty in 

designing tests which measured only listening without involving reading or 

translation.  For this reason, Boyle included tests of stress and intonation as well as 

two types of listening tests.    These listening tests consisted of: 

•  a picture test where a word is heard and a cross must be put over the 

picture which the word represents and  

•  vocabulary translation tests where a word is heard in English, and the 

student must choose between four alternatives written in Chinese. 

Females had higher mean scores in all the first ten tests, which included the tests of 

stress and intonation.  Seven of these tests reached the five percent level of 

significance using T-values.  Boyle suggested that these results indicated a female 

superiority in general ability in second languages.  However, males had higher 

mean scores in both listening tests, with a 0.000 significance level in one test, 

indicating a male superiority in listening vocabulary in face of an overall female test 

superiority.  The results of this study raise a number of problems.  Why did the 

results favour males only in the direct listening vocabulary tests while tests such as 

those using listening comprehension and stress, both important components of 

language comprehension, favoured females?  The strong findings, if replicated, 

taken together with the female superiority in the other tests suggest that more study 
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needs to be done to understand both the processes of language learning and what 

is happening in second language classrooms. 

3.2.5  Different Social Maturation Rates of the Genders Attitudes 

Towards Homework. 

Differences in maturation rates of boys and girls is the reason given by many 

teachers for what they see as greater studiousness among girls.  The validity of 

these observations is explored through empirical research.  Differences in attitudes 

towards schoolwork is also reflected in homework.  Studies in Western Australia 

and England suggest that girls achieve highly in second language partly because of 

a thorough attitude towards homework.  This research includes boys’ attitudes to 

homework as part of their attitude to school work in general. 

 

Clark & Trafford, (1995) undertook a study of four, large, mixed comprehensive 

schools in Britain, interviewing Year 11 students and their teachers.  Students were 

interviewed in gender groups of three or four students, who were also grouped by 

ability.  Teachers interviewed noted that girls matured earlier and consequently took 

a more serious approach to their work while boys were seen to place lower 

emphasis on work, schoolwork and homework. They point out that, in a sequential 

subject such as modern languages, this disparity in approach by boys and girls can 

have a significant effect on their long-term performance.  Clark & Trafford, (1995) 

also noted that teachers felt that boys ‘messed about’ more and needed a more 

active approach to classwork to avoid boredom and disaffection and that they were 

less tolerant of poor teacher performance.  Student interviews found that higher 

achieving students, both boys and girls, saw more relevance and usefulness in 

terms of careers for their language study than did lower achieving students.  Boys 

in this study also commented on the amount of hard work involved and commitment 

needed in second language study.  This supports the finding of Harris (1998) that 

girls are more willing to undertake regular study.  Harris also reminds us that some 
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boys make excellent progress and that the stereotype of disinterested boys must be 

avoided. Findings such as these point to the fact that gender differences do exist 

and that both the cause and the effect of these in second language acquisition are 

not clearly understood. 

 

Harris, Nixon & Rudduck, (1993) in a study of boys’ and girls’ attitudes to 

schoolwork and homework and achievement in three comprehensive schools in 

England, conducted interviews with sixty students in their second last year of 

school.  The premise of the study was that girls, increasingly, were doing better 

overall in final examinations in subjects in which both genders were enrolled. Thus, 

the study was concerned more with reporting upon findings relevant to 

underachieving boys.  They found that, in general: 

•  boys devoted less time to homework than girls;  

•  relaxed discipline which provided opportunities for talk, proved to 

result in  greater distraction from task for boys than for girls;   

•  boys tended to devote less time regularly to course work but 

considerable time to revision and examination preparation.  These 

findings did not presumably, include the small group of high achieving 

boys.    

Harris et al.’s series of interviews led them to note also that boys’ definition of ‘work’ 

in terms of schooling conveyed an image in which work would be carried out 

providing it did not threaten the basis of the masculinity constructed within the peer 

group.  Similarly, girls indicated a version of femininity which indicated the virtues of 

hard work and compliance.  These comments echo the findings of Connell, (1996) 

of the existence of prevailing images of masculinity and femininity in schools which 

affect student learning behaviour.   Even though the studies mentioned here were 

conducted in Britain, concern has also been expressed over the relative success of 

boys and girls in final examinations here in Australia, as discussed in Chapter 1.  
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Studies of student study characteristics by the Western Australian Education 

Department confirm this greater attention to study by girls over boys.  (Table 2.1)   
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TABLE 2.1 
 
Girls & Boys – Relative Hours of Homework 
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Source:  Adolescent Health Survey, Centre for Adolescent Health,(1996:140). 
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In both Year 9 and Year 11, boys predominate in the lowest three categories of 

numbers of hours spent on homework per week, while girls predominate in the 

highest categories.  In Year 11, 67% of girls did 6 or more hours of homework, 

while only 48% of boys did so.  Similarly, while 72% of Year 9 boys did between 0 

and 10 hours of homework, only 63% of girls did so.      

 

Thus the studies by Clark & Trafford (1995) and Harris, Nixon & Rudduck, (1993) 

which found that boys often adopt a ‘bare minimum’ approach to their work has 

implications for success of boys, generally, in second language study.  This 

approach does not serve well in second languages where it is important to 

assimilate vocabulary and structure progressively and to develop and extend one’s 

independence of language use.  Such findings may point to another source of 

gender differences in outcomes in second language learning in our schools. 

  

   

4    AFFECTIVE FACTORS 

As pointed out in Section 3 above, it is difficult to separate affective factors and 

societal factors as they are often interlinked with society’s norms and expectations.  

Affective factors are those which produce an emotional response in the learner. 

Thus adolescents’ responses to teachers, parents and peers influences their 

attitudes and choices.  

 

Both imposed circumstances (such as attendance at a single-sex school) and 

casual ones have an influence upon boys’ and girls’ attitudes towards second 

languages and schooling in general.  While educational and social expectations of 

parents and peers are often influenced by societal values, they also draw emotional 

or affective response from adolescents. While there are large numbers of affective 

factors influencing the individual adolescent language student, only those factors 
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which have been found to affect each gender as a whole, will be discussed here.  

These include differences in each gender’s responses to a range of single factors 

including: 

•  the sex of the teacher and perceptions of the ‘sex’ of the subject;   

•  the sex of any siblings. 

•  failure   

•  aspects of subject choice not discussed in the preceding section 

(3.2.3) dealing with societal influences, and which deal with affective 

factors.  

 

4.1  Sex of Teacher and ‘Sex’ of Subject. 

In Australian and British schools, the greater proportion of second language 

teachers are female.  The question of whether there is a simple gender 

identification issue at work, contributing to the greater enrolment of girls in these 

classes, or whether there are more complex issues underlying the question will now 

be explored.  

 

Cross, (1983) compared the results of a battery of nine tests covering reading, 

listening comprehension and speaking, administered in two mixed secondary 

schools in Cairo for boys and girls, aged 14+ and studying French as a second 

language.  Boys achieved higher mean scores in all papers in one school and in 

three in the second school.  Overall, girls did not attain higher mean scores in any 

test.    Cross attributes the differences in second language achievement of boys 

and girls in his study to the gender of teachers as a role model.  He suggests that 

predominance of young, male second language teachers in the Egyptian schools 

may account for boys’ superior outcomes, while the poorer outcomes for boys in the 

British system he attributes to the predominance of female teachers and a belief 

that “French is for girls”. Nyikos, (1990:274) attributes this view to the “sex of 

teacher effect” and combines it with the interaction with the “sex of subject” effect, 
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where languages are seen as a “feminine’ subject as opposed to mathematics 

which is “masculine”.   

 

While this view that languages have a particular affiliation for a certain gender is 

widespread anecdotally, it is not borne out in research.  Powell & Batters, (1985), in 

a study conducted in six British schools and involving 953 pupils in their first and 

second years of second language study, found no difference in pupils’ attitudes 

towards the language learned.  The view that French was for girls and German was 

for boys was not supported by their questionnaire.  Also, Powell & Batters point out 

that the suggestion that girls’ identification with female language teachers is a 

reason for choosing to study languages, is probably a facile assumption given the 

preponderance of female teachers in a large number of subjects.  Interestingly 

though, their survey was undertaken in an area where the balance of male and 

female teachers was close to equal.  

 

Powell & Littlewood, (1983) in an earlier study, used questionnaires with 337 third 

year students, including both those who had chosen to continue studying French 

and those who had not.  (Whether this group included only students not studying a 

language or also those who had chosen another language, was not stated).  They 

were concerned with students’ attitudes towards to French.   The survey specifically 

asked those students who did not continue whether this was because French was 

seen as a girls’ subject.  While Powell & Littlewood’s conclusion was that the “vast 

majority” thought that French was not a girls’ subject, their questionnaire did not 

produce a significant result.  They suggested that the question warranted further 

study.  

 

The concepts of the sex of the subject and of the teacher raise a number of 

questions for the present study.  The suggestion by Ehrman & Oxford, (1988) in 

Section 2.2.2, that girls are more aware of teacher cues and are therefore more 
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likely to score well in tests, gains an added dimension with the thought that girls 

may read the cues of female teachers, better.  However, while the effects of teacher 

and subject ‘sex’ may be important in mixed-sex schools, what is the counter effect 

in boys’ schools?  Obviously, boys enrol in second language classes in boys’ 

schools (in greater proportion than in co-educational schools) yet the majority of 

teachers (in line with the predominant number of female teachers) are still, 

presumably, female.   Thus, it would appear that the idea of the ‘sex’ of the subject 

is not supported by research while the sex of the teacher, may have some effect 

upon student subject choice or success.   

 

4.2  Presence/Absence of an Opposite Sex Sibling 

Lawrie & Brown, (1992) looked at an accidental, affective factor – the 

presence/absence of an opposite sex sibling upon sexual stereotypes and subject 

preferences of British adolescents enrolled in single-sex and mixed-sex schools. 

Two hundred and eighty-four students from a mixed selective school, a boys’ 

selective school and a girls’ selective school were given a questionnaire. The 

questionnaire consisted of a Likert type scale section which included gender trait 

descriptions and positive and negative gender attributions, a section rating subject 

difficulty and information upon future subject intentions.  They found that the 

presence of opposite sex siblings was associated with more stereotypical views of 

girls but less stereotyped views for boys in comparison with those with no opposite 

sex siblings.   Boys and girls enrolled in the co-educational schools were also found 

to have more stereotypical views of subject selection than those in single-sex 

schools.  Lawrie & Brown do not offer explanations for these findings.  In the 

introduction to their article they point to the existence of two, opposing views of co-

education – the one which suggests that increased contact with the opposite sex 

may breakdown sex stereotypes and the other which suggests that teachers in 

mixed schools make gender more salient and therefore reinforce established sex 

stereotypes.  In the discussion of results, they suggest that the presence of an 
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opposite sex sibling or students does not lead to a convergence of views or a 

breakdown of sex stereotypical attitudes, but if anything, leads to the reverse. 

 

Interestingly, the study also supported the work discussed earlier of Connell, 

(1996); Harris, Nixon & Rudduck, (1993) and Clark & Trafford, (1995).  Lawrie & 

Brown found a significant difference in boys’ and girls’ attitudes towards schooling.  

As in the other studies, boys were anxious to promote their ‘masculine’ image, 

concerned with sport and being tougher.  Girls felt strongly about perpetuating both 

their ability to work harder at school and their greater maturity.  

 

4.3  Response to Failure. 

Harris, (1998), also raises another aspect of learning that may account for 

differential achievement between boys and girls in second language learning. Girls, 

Harris suggests, respond to lack of success by a feeling of anxiety and by working 

harder and using rote learning.  This reaction may help account for some girls’ 

success in second languages learning, especially in the school setting where 

language study involves a component of rote learning.  This differential response to 

failure, Harris points out relates to attribution theory, as discussed by Dickinson, 

(1995).  Dickinson, (1995:166) in a literature review of language learning and 

autonomy and motivation summarises attribution theory of motivation as:  

 

“..those learners who believe that success or failure results from “fixed” causes 

such as ability, or causes which the learner sees as external to her, such as task 

difficulty, tend not to persist when they fail and so overall are less successful than 

they might be.  By contrast, people who believe that success or failure results from 

their own efforts tend to take responsibility for their own learning and persist after 

failure.  Not surprisingly, such learners tend to be more effective than those who 

assume that success derives form fixed ability.”  
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Thus Harris, (1998) appears to be saying that boys view their success as coming 

form a fixed ability, while girls see their success as related to hard work.   

 

4.4  Affective Factors Influencing Subject Choice.  

Foon, (1988) investigated the possibility that adolescent self-esteem, attribution 

styles and affiliation needs were affected by school-type and gender.  These 

variables were considered important in helping determine subject choice among 

adolescents.  Foon’s investigation highlights various differences between boys and 

girls in the role of these affective factors.  

 

Foon’s, (1988) study consisted of a questionnaire including scaled items to test self-

esteem, affiliation patterns and locus-of-control and involved sixteen co-educational 

and single-sex non-government Australian schools.  The study investigated several 

questions:   

• Whether in co-educational schools females are academically and 

socially subordinate, leading to males rating their academic 

achievement higher than females and to prefer traditionally male-

oriented subjects; 

• Whether the self-esteem of adolescent females is lower than that of 

males; 

• Whether adolescent females have greater peer affiliation needs than 

males; 

• Whether adolescent females attribute their success in subjects to 

unstable factors such an easy test while males tend to attribute 

success to stable factors such as ability. 

 

Following the findings of Dynan, (1980), Edgar, (1985) and Gurney, (1980), Foon 

hypotesised that adolescent females would have lower estimations of themselves 

and, related, to this, higher needs for peer group acceptance (affiliation needs) than 
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boys of the same age.  Foon suggests that the confidence of adolescents in their 

assessments of academic worth might be bound up with their dominant affiliation 

patterns. Students completed an eighteen-page questionnaire which included the 

Piers-Harris Children’s Self Concept Scale (Piers, 1984).  Foon found that: 

• Higher self-esteem appeared to be linked to single-sex schools for both               

genders, but particularly for boys; 

• Greater independence from peers and less traditionally stereotypical 

subject associations were linked to single-sex schools for both 

genders; 

• While girls perceived that their parents attached greatest importance to 

their doing well, boys perceived that their teachers and peers did so. 

Adolescents’ perceptions of teachers’, parents’ and friends’ attitudes 

would seem important for subject choice.     

• Boys rather than girls were found to have greater affiliation needs with 

their peers and this need was greatest among boys at coeducational 

schools. 

 

Foon’s, (1988) study highlights the complexity of influences upon subject choice 

among adolescents but at the same time gives support to those findings discussed 

previously which indicated that the presence or absence of the opposite sex in 

schools has important effects upon subject choice. 

 

5  MAJOR SECOND LANGUAGE TEACHING THEORIES 

Second language teaching theory has given rise to classroom teaching approaches 

which have evolved from psychological theories or studies of mother tongue or first 

language acquisition.  The various approaches adopted have resulted in particular 

beliefs about the way classes need to be conducted in order to maximize learning.  

Thus the learning styles and strategies favoured in the classroom reflect the 
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prevailing belief of the teacher about second language acquisition theories.   It is 

probable, based upon the diversity of learning styles reviewed previously in this 

chapter, that both genders have found certain types of study more amenable, 

resulting in better outcomes and greater enjoyment. This section will give an 

overview of the development of second language acquisition theory and the 

implication of this development for classroom language teaching.       

   

5.1  Development of Language Acquisition Theory 

Ellis, (1984) points out that until the 1960’s, second language development theory 

was a product of the prevailing behaviourist account of language development 

which led to the conviction that language development was the product of stimulus-

response patterns that occurred through imitation, practice and reinforcement.  This 

resulted in a particularly teacher-centred approach to classroom language learning 

where input from the student was limited to responding to, and imitating teacher 

stimulus and where students were rarely, if ever, provided with the opportunity to 

initiate discourse.   

 

In 1959, Chomsky, (1959) suggested the role of the learner’s ‘universal grammar’ or 

‘language acquisition device’ in first language development.  The acceptance of this 

device led to a revision of the behaviourist account of language development and 

the development of a ‘mentalist’ view of learning behaviour.  As a result, second 

language development was seen as governed by the acquisition device and 

resulting in a uniform phenomenon that was mainly undifferentiated by the learner’s 

first language.   

 

Ellis, (1984) suggests that both the mentalist and behaviourist paradigms resulted 

in a neglect of classroom second language development.  This position began to 

undergo revision in the 1970’s, resulting in the reappraisal of the role of experience 

in language development. 
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Studies of first language development noted the importance of ‘motherese’ in 

children’s language development and led to interest in ‘foreigner talk’ and ‘teacher 

talk’.  Krashen, (1981) became interested in the contrast between the ‘naturalistic’ 

acquisition of a first language and of second language learning.  He distinguished 

between these two situations by referring to ‘acquisition’ as occurring through 

exposure to the second language and ‘learning’ as occurring through conscious 

study of the language.  While Ellis, (1986) questions the distinction, parallels 

between first and second language acquisition have formed the basis of many 

learning theories and classroom teaching methods used in second languages since 

the late 1960’s.  These theories have led to the rise of approaches which try to 

approximate, in the classroom, the conditions of first language acquisition.  

 

5.2  Implications for Classroom-Based Second Language 
Teaching. 

Ellis, (1984) sees three possible routes to second language acquisition which are 

reflected in current approaches to language teaching: 

• By using primary processes in unplanned discourse 

• By using secondary processes in planned discourse 

• By an integrated approach involving both primary and secondary 

processes 

 

5.2.1  Primary Processes in Unplanned Discourse 

In naturalistic settings, where second language acquisition occurs without formal 

instruction, the need to communicate does not allow for planned language 

development. Naturalistic second language acquisition results in knowledge of the 

non-analysed type.  Ellis suggests that the benefits of unplanned discourse can be 

obtained in the classroom with the right kind of interactions.  Naturalistic discourse 
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involves the learner as both a respondent and initiator of language.  The aim of 

discourse is primarily to get a message across rather than to practise the language 

per se.  Classroom manifestations of this approach are often called ‘communicative’ 

and include traditionally organised second language classrooms which provide 

regular opportunities for students to initiate discourse to ‘immersion’ classrooms 

where the target language is also the means of communication for all activities.  To 

varying degrees, the focus in communicative classrooms is upon the message 

rather than how it is said.  In this setting the communication task must be 

negotiated rather than predetermined and must exert rigid control over the 

language used.    Spada & Frőhlich, (1995) characteristised a communicative 

classroom as including:   

• The functional use of the target language. 

• The importance of the message rather than the form of the language. 

• Attention to form in the target language is within the context of 

language functionally rather than teaching form in isolation.    

 

While Powell & Littlewood, (1982 & 1983) suggest that the rise of the “oral-based” 

approach - with its emphasis on pattern practice and upon questions and answers 

for which the answer was already known - could be a factor in the unpopularity of 

second languages with boys, Ellis, (1984) suggests that the rise of a communicative 

approach with its emphasis upon language utility may encourage boys.  Harris, 

(1998) also suggests that the communicative approach to language teaching may 

encourage boys who may favour ‘talking’ or activities which are used to get things 

done.   

 

5.2.2 Secondary Processes in Planned Discourse. 

This type of learning/teaching situation is most likely in classrooms where formal 

instruction is based upon consciousness-raising about the chosen topic and where 
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practice dominates. This type of situation results in knowledge of the analysed type.  

The teacher is usually the speaker and the learner responds to his or her cues.  

Little language is initiated by the learner and there is little genuine discussion or 

negotiation of meaning.  This approach could be described as the traditional 

method as it is structure-dominated and teacher-centred. 

   

5.2.3  Integrated Approaches Using Both Primary and Secondary 

Processes. 

These approaches involve the teacher alternating between concentrating on formal 

presentations of new language items (to develop accuracy) and communicative 

discussions (to develop fluency).  The integrated approach acknowledges the 

existence of the ‘monitor’ device which Krashen, (1977) suggested operates in non-

naturalistic settings where the speaker tries to analyse utterances and fit them to 

the structured knowledge he has been taught.  The approach also acknowledges 

the short-comings of language immersion programs in North America which have 

been popular since the 1980’s.  The learners in these programs develop good 

speaking and listening skills.  However grammatical development, reflected in 

reading and writing, appears to fossilise at early language levels, if overt attention 

to linguistic correctness is not made.  (Swain & Lapkin, (1985) and Pellerin & 

Hammerly, (1986).  

     

Spada, (1990) supports the findings of these studies.  Spada gives a summary of 

findings of two studies investigating communicative language teaching using COLT 

(Communicative Orientation of Language Teaching) observation schedules.  

Spada’s summary related to a study of three classes of adult ESL undertaking an 

intensive six-week summer program and to a study of eight year 11 classes 

studying French as a second language.  All classes were classified as 

communicatively based, but varied between being primarily analytical in focus or 
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experiential.  While a number of comparisons were undertaken, overall Spada 

found that neither an extreme form-focused (or analytical) nor a meaning-focused 

approach leads to the development of both grammatical and communicative 

abilities.  Furthermore, they suggest that instruction that is primarily meaning-based 

but provides opportunities for explicit focus on code when the need is seen to arise, 

works best.   

 

Little attention has been paid to how or whether the method of second language 

learning operating in the classroom affects each gender.  Powell & Littlewood, 

(1982) do suggest that the predominance of the ‘oral method’ may help account for 

the poor enrolment rates of boys since they may be more reluctant than girls to be 

involved in ‘meaningless chatter’.  See Section 3.2.5.   

 

Ellis’, (1984) division of classroom language organization into primary, secondary 

and mixed discourse patterns, extends Powell & Littlewood’s comments about the 

‘oral’ method.  Powell & Littlewood seem to be speaking of Ellis’s secondary 

discourse pattern where little meaningful discourse takes place and study of 

language is concentrated upon form.  Boys, by Powell & Littlewood’s suggestion, 

prefer meaningful discourse and would therefore prefer the primary discourse 

pattern where language is meaningful and useful.  Such a situation would suggest 

that boys prefer complete ‘communicative’ classrooms, perhaps even immersion 

classrooms.  These conclusions need further study.  With the range of schooling 

types and numbers of schools in Western Australia, a wide range of classroom 

teaching/learning styles are obviously in operation.  With the increased emphasis 

upon communicative teaching styles in teacher training institutions, it is reasonable 

to assume that many second language classrooms operate upon a communicative 

model.  Research into learning styles and outcomes in the various teaching/learning 

environments operating here in Western Australia would help clarify questions of 

preferred learning styles and learning outcomes. 
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6  TEACHER’S ROLE IN STUDENT LEARNING BEHAVIOUR 

While it must be acknowledged that students bring their personal social and 

biological histories with them to class, rather than act as empty vessels waiting to 

receive the teacher’s input, teachers play a key role in the development of an 

individual’s learning style and the acquisition of learning strategies.  The type of 

atmosphere or classroom climate created as a result of a teacher’s beliefs about 

organization and learning styles, the teacher’s role in the acquisition of learning 

strategies, and the student attitudes towards teachers are major factors in the 

success of a student’s learning. 

  

6.1  Classroom Climate and Teachers’ Beliefs About Learning 
Styles. 

The teacher’s role in setting the learning atmosphere or climate of the classroom is 

paramount.  As Ellis, (1984:194) points out: 

 

“The teacher brings to the classroom more than a lesson plan and teaching 

materials;  he also brings his personal opinions of what constitutes appropriate 

behaviour for the teacher and pupil in language classrooms, his personality, his 

communicative skill, his prior knowledge of the pupils ( and/or pupils similar to 

them), ..”. 

 

Because students are individuals, they react individually to these personal 

characteristics which the teacher brings.  As a group, each gender in the classroom 

may display differences in preferred learning style which mediate these individual 

reactions.  Thus the teacher’s teaching style, which mainly creates the learning 

atmosphere in the classroom, is of basic importance at an individual level and at the 

gender level.  The following subsection will look at teaching style in relation to:  
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affecting students’ motivation to learn;  the role of teacher topic choice in 

motivation;  the teachers’ beliefs about gender influences;  and a summary of the 

possible effects of these diverse influences upon student learning.   

 

6.1.1  Relationship Between Teaching Style & Motivation to Learn 

Teachers affect students’ enjoyment of a subject and their motivation to learn 

through both the style of teaching and topic choice.  A range of study which explore 

the various effects of teaching upon the motivation to succeed or to choose certain 

subjects are outlined below.   

 

Eccles, Wigfield & Schiefele, (2000) conducted a wide-ranging summary of the 

research into motivation to succeed in schooling.  Writing about American 

schooling, Eccles et al. looked at motivation issues associated with age, gender, 

ethnicity and schooling.  Eccles et al. noted that there are sex differences in 

children’s preference for different types of learning contexts which are likely to 

interact with specific subject areas to produce sex differences in interest in these 

different subject areas.  Females appear to respond more positively to maths and 

science instruction which is characteristed by a cooperative or individualized 

manner rather than a competitive manner;  by  a deliberate person-centered 

perspective instead of a theoretical/abstract perspective;  and by a hands-on 

approach rather than a “book-learning” approach.  These findings support the 

findings by Kolb, (1976) and Belenky et al., (1986) that women prefer a learning 

style which is based upon experience while males often prefer an abstract, 

analyzing approach.  The group of approaches to teaching maths outlined by 

Eccles et al. also ties in with Philbin, Meier, Huffman & Boverie’s, (1995) definitions 

of learning styles in which girls prefer the Diverger/Converger style of learning, 

which emphasises feeling and doing or watching, rather than thinking (analyzing) 

and watching. Eccles et al. also note that these instructional practices probably 

 105



reflect the fit between the teaching style, instructional focus and female’s value, 

goals, motivational orientation and learning styles.  They also suggest that where 

such instructional practices are more prevalent in one subject area than another, 

then gender differences in motivation to study these subjects could be expected.  

While Eccles et al. are concerned with female students and the study of 

mathematics, the idea of fit of a group of instructional practices with one gender’s 

preferred style is relevant to the present study.         

 

Although writing about subject choice, Ormerod, (1975) supported the suggestion of 

Eccles et al. of a fit between instructional practices and gender.  In a review of 

studies dealing with subject choice, Ormerod found that sex-linked polarization of 

subjects is greater in coeducational schools than in single- sex schools.  Such 

polarization may be the result of gender differences in preferred learning styles.  He 

suggests that, in the physical sciences, differences in learning style and differential 

reaction to various teaching strategies and types of teaching behaviour of the two 

genders can result in different interest levels and outcomes. Thus differences in 

teaching style and the neglect or emphasis of certain topics that appeal more or 

less to a particular gender may be partially responsible for the difference in 

popularity/unpopularity of subjects between genders.  Thus: 

 

“the teaching of both sexes side by side can become a more difficult operation than 

the teaching of either sex alone.”  Ormerod, (1975:263.) 

 

Ormerod acknowledges that previous studies, identifying differences in subject 

choice between single-sex and cooeducated girls, had been discounted as resulting 

from the effect of socio-economic status.  He believes that, even when the class 

factor is held constant, biases in subject choices exist in single-sex and 

coeducational schools.  While mostly concerned with the effect of teachers 

choosing science topics which are more favourable to boys, and teaching in a style 
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more favourable to boys, Ormerod’s point may also hold true for second language 

learning and boys’ lack of interest.  Omerod’s findings also broaden the argument 

that teachers in single-sex classes can tailor topic choice more easily to the 

interests of their students.    

 

Certain subtle factors affect the success of each gender in second language 

classes.  As pointed out in Section 2.1.3, research by Harris, (1998) and Powell & 

Littlewood, (1982) into boys’ classroom behaviour indicates that boys, more so than 

girls, respond best when there are clear guidelines given about expectations for 

work assigned, while allowing a greater range of activity choice than is presently 

given in many classes.   

 

In a study of adults, Casserley, (1980) found that men managed better in teacher-

fronted classes where raised hands led to males dominating teacher-student 

interaction regardless of the sex of the teacher.  This could be seen as the more 

traditional “chalk and talk” style of teaching and learning and can be related to 

Philbin et al.’s suggestion of a male preference for listening and analysing. 

However, both men and women in this study enjoyed co-operative activities with 

hands-on problem solving performed in small groups.  This finding reminds us of 

the diversity within the preferences of each gender group.   

 

Noble & Bradford, (2000) conducted a study of enrolment and success in second 

languages in British schools, including coeducational schools.  They found that 

considerable improvement in boys’ motivation and achievement (even more so than 

girls’) was evident in a community school which based their language program on 

the use of multi-media, video-conferencing and the issue of British Telecom charge 

cards to students to encourage contact with European schools.  The school’s 

principal attributes this improvement to capturing the boys’ imagination through the 

use of high technology.  However, the improvement may be attributed to Harris’, 

 107



(1998) point that boys prefer greater autonomy in learning with greater control over 

content, where teachers are not the only source of information.  (Refer Chapter2, 

Section 2.1.3.) 

  

These questions, together with the implications of the study by Eccles et al., (1986) 

that girls are better motivated to study mathematics when certain classroom 

practices are in place suggest a need to investigate classroom practices in second 

language teaching.  Such investigation may help to determine any differential effect 

upon boys’ and girls’ motivation and success produced by different 

learning/teaching styles operating.   

 

6.1.2  Effect of Teacher Perception of Gender Influences 

While Cross, (1983) suggests the possibility that the superiority of girls in second 

language classrooms is a product of a number of affective variables Nyikos, (1990) 

sees the biological and cognitive differences between male and female as being 

moderated by external influences, favouring one gender over the other.  Maccoby & 

Jacklin, (1974) refer to a greater readiness to learn a particular behaviour which is 

reinforced by gender stereotyping and which may have been overcome, in the case 

of girls and mathematics, by positive encouragement and an adaptation of 

classroom teaching styles.  The continued debate about the existence of really 

definitive biological differences between the genders in learning, together with the 

suggestion that affective and social variables may be most important in language 

learning outcomes, highlights the importance of teachers in compensating for any 

biological or social and affective differences among their students.   

 

This role of teachers is seen as being broadened by the gender equity debate. 

Martino & Meyenn, (1998) in a study of the effect on teachers of the adoption of 

single-sex classes in one coeducational secondary school, suggested that teachers 
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may react to perceived differential gender behaviours and modify their pedagogy.  

They also suggest that teachers’ knowledge and education in gender issues may 

effect their normalizing assumptions and beliefs about gender and can impact in 

significant ways on the pedagogical practices adopted in schools.   

 

6.1.3  Summary of Diverse Influences upon Classroom Climate    

Findings, outlined in Sections 2 and 3 above, by Bacon, (1992), Boyle, (1987) and 

Cross (1983) in which boys outperformed girls in listening comprehension and 

vocabulary bring into question the reasons for the superiority of girls’ outcomes. If 

boys can, indeed outperform girls in certain language learning tasks, poorer 

outcomes for boys suggests that second language classroom learning fails to 

capitalise upon boys’ strengths, for whatever reason.  Are there certain areas of 

second language learning that boys do not feel comfortable with or do not value as 

much as girls?  

 

In terms of the present study, these assertions lead to a corollary which suggests 

that lower enrolment of boys in second language classes may be due to a number 

of factors coming together:  These factors all are related to the influence of teachers 

and the teaching / learning styles operating in second language classrooms.  They 

are:   

•  the possible influence of the predominance of women in second 

language teaching  

•  the use of language drills incorporating meaningless discourse 

•  the possibility that the numerical dominance of female language 

teachers could mean boys have less chance to avoid a classroom 

style which owes something to the “feminine” or more Diverger / 

Converger”  style of learning than in subjects with greater female / 

male balance of teachers.  (On the contrary, if, as Kolb, (1976)  
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suggests, women have been trained in institutions dominated by the 

predominant male Assimilator style, female language teachers must at 

least be aware of a male-oriented teaching/learning style.)  

•  the rise of communicative strategies which attempt to mimic first 

language learning by providing situational discourse activities such as 

roleplay have elements of the more commonly female 

Divergent/Convergent view of learning with watching and feeling or 

doing and thinking, while mathematics and science learning in the 

classroom probably have a stronger Assimilator component of logical 

and analytical problem solving of watching and thinking.  

•  the move away over the last twenty years from the traditional 

grammar/written or analytical style of language learning may have also 

contributed to a change in learning style emphasis more in tune with 

female rather than male learners.  

One counterbalancing influence that has arisen over the last twenty years in terms 

of classroom teaching / learning style has been the rise of communicative language 

learning which emphasises the practical use of the language.  Various researchers 

such as Powell & Littlewood (1983) and Harris (1998) suggest that boys may prefer 

a language learning model which emphasizes practical language use –‘to get things 

done’- rather than emphasizing spoken language use in roleplay situations.   

 

Apparent success of each gender could also, therefore, be affected by the extent to 

which the teacher is able to compensate for perceived different learning styles of 

each gender taught. Understanding how boys and girls learn in the second 

language classroom may help understand the apparent gender difference in 

adolescent attainment. 
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6.2  Teacher’s Role in Strategy Choice. 

Studies of learning strategy use among adult learners, discussed in Section 2.1 

above, indicate that more effective language learners use more strategies and use 

them more often.  Thus, teachers could benefit their students’ learning greatly by 

the direct teaching of learning strategies.   

 

The studies by Oxford & Nyikos, (1989), Ehrman & Oxford, (1988) and Nyikos, 

(1990) reviewed in Section 2.1 above, suggest that among adult learners, strategy 

choice can be conscious or, at least, the adult learners studied were sufficiently 

aware of their strategy use to be able to record it.  However, do these same 

differences in strategy choice exist in adolescence and under what circumstances?  

The role of teachers in strategy choice among adolescent second language 

learners is inferred by Oxford, Nyikos & Ehrman, (1988), (Section 2.1) who suggest 

that further studies of gender difference in learning strategies need to be conducted 

in highschools.  They note the need to take account of the existing learning 

environment and instructional practices as these variables often have a strong 

influence on strategy use.  Further, they suggest that researchers discern whether 

the learning environment or the instructional practices are actually different for 

males and females, whether the institutional setting or the teacher unwittingly 

provides different stimuli and responses to males and females.  The extent to which 

the strategies chosen by each gender reflects the role of current and past 

instructors is implied by Oxford & Nyikos, (1989:291) who point out,  

 

“Unlike most other characteristics of the learner, such as aptitude, attitude, 

motivation, personality, and general cognitive style, learning strategies are readily 

teachable.” 

 

Oxford & Nyikos, (1989) imply that teachers, by teaching specific strategies, can 

affect the learning outcomes of their students regardless of gender.  Harris, (1998) 
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also suggests that the systematic and on-going teaching of learning strategies is an 

important component of success in second language learning, especially for boys.  

(See Section 2.1.3).  Taken further, we need to understand whether teachers 

actively improve the performance of students by choosing strategies that are more 

aligned with each gender’s learning style. 

 

6.3  Importance of Attitude Towards Teachers. 

 

The breadth of influence of teachers was further supported by Ormerod, (1975) who 

investigated the link between school type and attitude towards the teacher and 

subject choice.  Ormerod, (1975) pointed to differential effects on boys’ science 

interests of teachers with different views of their role.  Ormerod found that the 

influence of teachers on pupils’ attitudes is very strong.   The study was a large-

scale investigation of 1204 pupils from nineteen schools throughout England, and 

used a paired comparison grid for subject preference, the Brunel Subject 

Preference Grid.  Ormerod found high correlations between subject preference and 

teacher popularity. Boys were found to be more affected by their apparent like or 

dislike of their teachers than girls and subject choice was more influenced by these 

feelings among boys, especially in co-educational schools and especially in second 

languages.     

 

Similarly, Clark & Trafford, (1995) found that students commented on the 

relationship with a member of the language teaching staff.  Clark & Trafford pointed 

out that students’ perception of the relationship with staff appeared to affect their 

attitude towards the subject more than any other variable. They also commented 

that issues such as the variety of teaching and learning styles and the student-

teacher relationship seemed to have a ‘profound effect on pupil attitudes’. 
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7   CONCLUSION 

It is clear that more girls enrol in language courses than boys in our highschools.  

Research into this difference among adolescents has attempted to explain it mainly 

by looking at social, affective and psychological influences upon each gender’s 

subject choices.  Research into other factors influencing learning outcomes such as 

learning style and strategy choice is not always directed at adolescent learners and 

may include adults and sometimes, young children.  In summary, the present 

review of research indicates that:  

• Gender differences exist in the enrolments of adolescents in second 

language classes.  These differences may result from social and 

affective factors as opposed to innate differences between the 

genders.   

•  Men and women use language differently to communicate in their first 

language.  These differences may carry over to second language 

study and affect the way in which students learn.   

•  Females and males may have different learning styles.  Such 

differences may affect success in language learning.   

•  Females and males often choose different strategies to learn a second 

language.  These differences may be due to different socialisation 

experiences or perhaps, innate gender differences. 

•  Boys and girls have different needs and interests as language learners 

and often benefit from gender separation in second language classes. 

•  Coeducation and single-sex education have different effects on boys 

and girls.  Single-sex schooling has been found to have positive 

outcomes for language learning.   

•  Socially developed images of masculinity working in schools may 

affect subject choice.   
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•  Adolescent learners are subject to influences peculiar to their life stage 

that do not affect adult learners.  Therefore, research into learning 

styles and strategies of adult learners is not directly transferable to 

adolescents as learning style classifications based upon adult learners 

may not be accurate for adolescents.   

• Teachers have a pre-eminent role in the development of adolescent 

leaning styles and strategy choices.   

•  Teacher choice of topics and their style of teaching affect student 

motivation to learn.  Students can act differently in learning situations 

depending upon their gender. 

•   While it is tempting to match teaching style and student learning 

styles directly, students can benefit from having to learn from teachers 

who teach in a way which is not congruent with a student’s preferred 

learning style. 

•  The growth of the communicative approach to language learning has 

altered the way languages are taught.  Communicative approaches 

which make language useful and purposeful may encourage boys.  

However, certain communicative activities such as roleplays need 

careful management and guidelines if boys are to take them seriously.  

•  In bringing these factors together, a number of questions arise which 

have not been thoroughly researched.  These questions will be 

outlined below. 

 

8  RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

The preceding review of research literature highlighted some areas concerning 

adolescents’ learning of LOTE’s which are not adequately addressed by existing 

research.  These areas are: 
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• Factors affecting boys’ and girls’ enrolments in second language 

classes. 

• The role of classroom factors in the enjoyment of second language 

study and in the subsequent enrolment choices for each gender. 

• Difference gender preferences in enjoyment of learning activities and 

use of strategies in second language learning. 

• The idea of creating ‘boy friendly’ and ‘girl friendly’ language classes. 

• The role of the teacher in the four areas above. 

Together, consideration of these factors led to the central research question: 

 

ARE THERE ANY DIFFERENCES IN THE WAY ADOLESCENT BOYS AND 

GIRLS FROM SINGLE-SEX SCHOOLS APPROACH THE STUDY OF A SECOND 

LANGUAGE? 

 

Subsidiary questions need to be answered in order to provide information to answer 

this major research question.  These are: 

 

• Do boys’ and girls’ self reports reveal differences in any aspect of 

second language learning styles?  

• Do boys’ and girls’ self reports reveal any differences in their use of 

second language learning strategies? 

• Do boys and girls respond differently to activities and language 

learning strategies presented to them by their teachers in the 

classroom?  

• What do boys’ and girls’ teachers say about aspects of their students’ 

second language learning styles and about their students’ use of 

language learning strategies? 
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As outlined in Section 2 of Chapter 1, learning style is made up of various aspects 

or components – behaviours, actions and feelings in a learning setting.  The 

present study looked at any gender differences in these aspects of learning style.   

Thus, the present study sought to understand whether boys and girls indeed do, or 

need to, “follow their own pathways to success” (Nyikos,1990:273) and whether 

teachers compensated for any differences.   
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METHODOLOGY 

 

Research undertaken in the present study was organized using both quantitative 

and qualitative methods.  Quantitative analysis allowed all 168 students to be 

included and provided a reasonably large amount of data in a compressed time 

frame, allowing areas of difference between the genders to be readily discerned.  

However, teacher interviews and two items on the questionnaire were open-ended, 

resulting in qualitative data which helped broaden an understanding of the results of 

the quantitative research.  Also, classroom observations, while organized 

quantitativeIy, yielded some qualitative data.  This combination of research types 

was seen as appropriate, as while teaching and learning can, in part, be quantified, 

they are, by nature, more than a sum of measurable and quantifiable behaviours.  

In this chapter, those factors considered in the choice of methodology, the content 

and setting, participant characteristics, and the instruments used to obtain and 

analyse information will be outlined. 

 

1  FACTORS AFFECTING CHOICE OF METHODOLOGY 

Based upon the concepts developed in the Literature Review, certain conclusions 

were made which led to the choice of research methodology used in the present 

study.  These conclusions refer to the nature of second language classrooms and 

the development of classroom learning style and climate and lead directly to the 

methods chosen.   

 

1.1  Nature of Second Language Classrooms 

Teaching and learning in second language classrooms is cyclical in nature.  The 

task of second language acquisition can been seen as an upwards spiraling curve 

where the input of learned language components, combines with the individual’s 

intuitive and cognitive processing to produce an ever increasing knowledge of the 
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target language which in turn, allows greater understanding and acquisition to 

occur.  Students attempt to acquire the target language by employing those 

strategies which they have learned in the past and by employing those that their 

current teacher presents.  These strategies are mediated by the learning activities 

and the classroom climate which together lead to the prevailing learning style 

operating in a particular classroom.  Since the teacher is responsible for planning 

and conducting lessons, the choice of the predominant strategies, activities and 

classroom climate in which lessons are taught usually rests with the teacher.  Thus, 

each student’s personal preferred learning style, while intrinsic to that student (and 

continuing to be developed through personal cognitive growth and previous learning 

experiences), may, or may not, fit closely with the teaching/learning style provided 

in the current classroom.  

 

These considerations of the nature of teaching and learning suggested that, for the 

current research, both questionnaires and classroom observations were needed in 

order to obtain information upon the actual learning strategies in use and the 

learning styles promoted for each gender group.   

 

1.2  Development of Classroom Climate and Learning Style 

The process of language learning and teaching is not unidirectional.  Initially, 

teachers plan learning activities which their training, knowledge and personal 

experience lead them to believe will be most effective.  As the process of teaching 

continues, teachers choose (both consciously and unconsciously) those activities 

that students enjoy most and those which most often lead to greatest learning, 

dropping those activities found not to be useful.  Thus, while teachers contribute in 

a major part to the learning style and strategies chosen in their classroom, they are 

in turn, influenced by their students.  The process of learning in that classroom in 

turn, influences their teaching.  Teachers base their teaching upon those successful 

outcomes occurring as a result of the learning strategies, activities and behaviours 
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that they and their students have employed. Thus, the interaction between the 

choice of activities by the teacher and the students’ enjoyment, participation and 

learning in second language study is apparent.  In order to understand this circular 

teaching/learning process, the research method chosen needed to observe the 

manifestation of the process in the classroom as well as to account for the more 

intuitive aspects of planning, teaching and learning.  It was decided therefore to 

develop a four-stage inquiry process which provided opportunities for overt and 

more indirect research.   Thus these four stages were:  pre or focus interviews with 

a small group of students which informed the questionnaire which was administered 

to all students, followed by classroom observations and then further followed by an 

open-ended question/discussion of the observations and questionnaires by the 

teachers.  In this way, it was hoped that both the more readily apparent and the 

more subtle aspects of the teaching and learning and their relationship in the 

adolescent second language classroom would be investigated.   

   

2  CONTENT & SETTING 

The study was undertaken at a private, boys’ and a private, girls’ school.  The 

schools are regarded as brother/sister schools since siblings often attend them and 

they are in neighbouring suburbs.  Both are full fee-paying, church-based schools, 

charging approximately the same.  These physical, monetary and familial factors 

mean that the schools, and their participants, for the purposes of the study, can be 

seen to draw upon the same or similar populations and therefore can be twinned 

socio-economically and in terms of family expectations and social history.  The 

schools chosen have high participation rates for second languages in upper grades.  

This allowed for meaningful numbers of students to be included in the study.  

Further, high participation rates would indicate the presence of factors which 

encourage students to enrol in second languages.  The enrolment figures for 1999, 

the year the study was undertaken are given in Table 3.1 below.   Enrolments at 
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Government schools in Western Australia for the same year levels is given to 

provide comparison of overall numbers.   

 

TABLE 3.1 

Lote Enrolment as a Percentage of Total Grade Enrolment: Participating 

Schools & Government Schools of Western Australia, 1999 & 2000. 

 

School Type & Year 

 

Year 9 

 

Year 10 

 

Year 11 

 

Year 12 

Girls  (2000) 53.7% 47.1% 24.0% 22.2% 

           (1999) 92.7% 53.1% 26.1% 22.6% 

Boys  (2000) 40.6% 37.7% 29.4% 19.3% 

           (1999)  41% 50.2% 26.2% 25.7% 

Government (1999) 41.75% 12.8% 4.77% 5.19% 

 

Sources:  Registrar & Head of LOTE – Girls’ School & Boys’ School;  Western Australian Department of Education 

– Government Schools. 

 

For the two schools studied, while the enrolments at the girls’ school were higher in 

Years 9, 10 and 12, they were almost identical in Year 11 and higher in Year 12 at 

the boys’ school.  Further, the difference in enrolments as a proportion of total year 

enrolments rapidly decreases with years of study – 92.7% of Year 9 girls and 41% 

of Year 9 boys but 22.6% of Year 12 girls compared with 25.7% of Year 12 boys.     

Government schools had similar rates of enrolments in Year 9 to the boys’ school, 

as schools, where possible, progressively moved towards compulsory LOTE study.   

Thereafter enrolment rates fell rapidly in comparison with both the girls’ and the 

boys’ schools.   

 

The inclusion of participants from single-sex schools in the study meant that 

differences in learning style, classroom organisation and atmosphere operating 

between the two genders was more readily apparent.  The effects of gender 

interaction was not part of this study.   Teachers were able to focus upon one group 
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and neither gender impinged upon the other’s learning style.  Teachers’ analysis of 

the gender which they teach was less likely to be fogged unconsciously by the 

interplay of the two sexes.  Thus it was hoped that the study would reveal 

differences that are attributable to gender, rather than to other factors.  

   

3  PARTICIPANTS 

A total of 168 students participated in the study.  This included 88 boys and 80 girls. 

The study focused upon three year-levels – 9, 10, and 11 – as these years 

comprise those students who have chosen second languages as an option and who 

are also involved in choosing whether to continue such study in the future.  The 

study included 88 boys and three female teachers from the boys’ school and 80 

girls and three female teachers from the girls’ school.  A number of students elected 

not to participate in the questionnaire and were not counted as direct study 

participants.  However, classroom observations undertaken at both schools 

included any students enrolled and participating in classes which were observed.  

In total, ninety-four boys and sixty-four girls were observed.  Second language 

study was optional for all years at the boys’ school, after Year 8, though students 

who chose LOTE’s in Year 9 were generally expected to continue to study LOTE’s 

to the end of Year 10.  Students chose new subjects at the beginning of Year 11 

and LOTE study was not always continued.  This was similarly the situation at the 

girls’ school, except in the year in which the study was carried out –1999.  For this 

year, the school introduced compulsory language study for Year 9 students,  (apart 

from a few students with exceptional difficulties such as those studying English As a 

Second Language).  This was in line with state government guidelines that all 

possible students should study a LOTE until the end of Year 10.  When the study 

was planned, this development was unknown.  In the end, few students from Year 9 

at the girls’ school participated in the study as the group was already participating in 

another research project (which had not been foreseen at the planning stage) and it 
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was considered by the school that enough time was taken up with that.    The small 

numbers of Year 9 girls meant that certain statistical analyses could not be 

undertaken or seen as significant.  These will be indicated in the results chapter.   

The breakdown of student numbers per grade and gender are given below in Table 

3.2.   

    

TABLE 3.2 

Breakdown of Students Participating in Questionnaire 

 

Participants 

 

Year 9 

 

Year 10 

 

Year 11 

 

Total 

 

Girls 8 44 28 80 

Boys 39 27 22 88 

  

 

4  INSTRUMENTS 

The study was divided into four parts – focus interviews, questionnaire, 

observations and teacher interviews.  For each instrument, aims, participants, a 

description and method of analysis will be outlined.   

 

4.1  Focus Interviews 

The study began with a series of small-group interviews with students who were 

drawn from the population to be studied.  These focus group interviews helped 

ensure that the research focused upon participants and their information.  Fowler & 

Mangione, (1990) suggest the use of between two and four focus groups to help 

identify any problems in question formulation.   
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4.1.1  Aims of Focus Interviews 

The aim of this instrument was to discover those activities and behaviours in the 

classroom setting which students enjoyed, found useful in second language study 

or disliked.  These activities and behaviours were seen as providing the basis for 

information upon the preferred learning styles and strategies of students and 

indirectly upon teaching styles, the foci of the present research.  The information 

obtained was used to identify questions for use in the questionnaire and served as 

the basis of the observation and interview phases of the study.  This step was 

undertaken to ensure that those activities actually in use by students were 

addressed in the study, rather than activities or behaviours chosen by the 

researcher.   Thus, the activities included were initially generated by the students 

rather than chosen by the researcher.    

 

4.1.2  Participants in Focus Groups 

At each school, the focus group was composed of three volunteers, one each from 

Years 9, 10 and 11.  The advantage in using volunteers for these initial interviews 

was that the participants were probably more interested in languages than the 

average and therefore, probably willing to give more thought to the questions and 

their answers.  The major disadvantage was that the students did not represent the 

whole range of students studying languages.  This may have resulted in answers 

being more positive and less indicative of unpopular areas of language study.    

However, at the girls’ school, one of the volunteers definitely disliked languages and 

was only enrolled because it was compulsory in Year 9.  Although her answers 

were candid, they differed only in degree of dislike from those of the keener 

students.  She did not highlight any areas of dislike that the keener students had 

not mentioned.  The information obtained was judged to be useful, as information 
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was sought upon those activities which students enjoyed or disliked in the 

classroom rather than enjoyment of second language study per se.   

 

4.1.3  Description of Focus Interviews 

Students were told that the purpose of the interview was to find out their feelings 

about studying LOTE’s so that the researcher could generate accurate questions to 

ask all the LOTE students.  Although interviewed as a group, all students were 

asked to comment on each question.   

 

Since the research question aimed to find whether there were gender differences in 

preferred learning styles and strategies, questions were posed upon those aspects 

of LOTE learning that they most enjoyed or did not enjoy and upon those strategies 

and activities which they preferred and found useful in LOTE study.  The same 

questions were posed to the girls’ and the boys’ groups.  Questions included 

background questions about the time they’d spent studying LOTE’s and the aspects 

of LOTE study they most enjoyed.  Questions were asked about classroom 

organization, including group and individual work and which classroom activities 

they liked or disliked.  Specific questions were asked about enjoyment of and 

classroom strategies used in each of the four key aspects of LOTE study – 

speaking, reading, writing and listening.  Students were also asked for their 

individual ideas about which activities worked best and about any strategies they 

personally employed and found helpful.  The aide-memoire for these interviews are 

reproduced in Appendix 1.   

 

4.1.4  Analysis 

The interviews were recorded and handwritten notes taken during the interviews. 

The results of the focus interviews were then reviewed by the teachers to make 
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sure that they covered all activities and behaviours in regular use in their classes.  

The resulting information was divided into two main groups:  attitude towards 

language study – mainly relating to learning styles - and ways students learn – 

mainly relating to learning strategies.   

 

4.2  Questionnaire 

A questionnaire was then constructed based upon the information obtained in the 

focus interviews and the teachers’ suggestions.   

 

4.2.1  Aims of the Questionnaire 

Since the focus of the present study was the preferred learning styles and 

strategies used by the students, it was important to elicit information about their 

learning activities, behaviours, feelings and strategies directly.  Once obtained, this 

information could be analysed to find any gender differences.  Given the large 

numbers of students involved, a questionnaire format was chosen.  Thus the first 

aim of the questionnaire was to provide information from the students’ point of view 

so as to obtain data upon their preferred learning styles and strategies.  Secondly, 

information could be inferred about their reaction to various teaching styles or 

strategies.  Space was also provided for students to comment upon areas of their 

LOTE study which they particularly enjoyed and which may have been overlooked 

by the questionnaire.   The second aim of the questionnaire was to provide 

information upon student behaviours, feelings, activities and strategies which would 

provide focus points for the classroom observations.  

 

Learning style as defined in Chapter 1 is made up of a composite of an individual’s 

characteristic actions, behaviours and feelings involved in their learning.  

Adolescent language learners acquire their language through the medium of the 

teachers and the classroom.  Thus, it was decided to gather information about each 
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gender’s actions, behaviours and feelings as they occur in the classroom setting  in 

order to build up a comparative picture of each gender’s learning style.  The present 

research questions are concerned with each gender’s preferred learning styles and 

strategies chosen from those experienced in the classroom as it exists rather than 

classifying each gender’s learning style and strategy choice into predetermined 

categories.  The aim of the present research was to build up a picture of each 

gender’s preferred style of, and strategies for, learning from among the styles and 

strategies that they encounter in the classroom.   

 

Questionnaires are a fixed-format, self-report system used to survey a large 

number of participants where individual interviews are impractical, (Fowler & 

Mangione, 1990).  Questionnaires have several advantages: 

• The participants are less likely to be influenced by the presenter than in 

face-to-face surveys. 

• Participants may feel more able to give honest answers. 

• Large numbers of participants’ answers can be included and encoded 

for easy recording, since questions are generally close-ended. 

 

However, since the researcher is usually not present at the time of completion of 

the questionnaire, a number of potential problems need to be addressed: 

• Wording needs to be simple and clear and terminology has to be 

clearly explained.  The focus interviews helped to ensure that 

terminology was appropriate for student use.   

• Questionnaire respondents may choose not to answer questions in the 

order that they are written on the questionnaire sheets.  Thus question 

order needs to be carefully considered so as not to invalidate answers 

where partial answers may be contained in subsequent items. 
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 A number of elements had to be considered in the formulation of the questionnaire.  

These included the aim of the questionnaire, questionnaire preparation, including 

consideration of scoring;  topics to be included;  the type of questionnaire and the 

advantages and disadvantages of the chosen format.   

 

4.2.2  Participants  

In order to gather as much information as possible, it was originally planned that all 

students participating in LOTE classes in the years 9, 10 and 11 the two schools be 

included in the questionnaire.  After the return of permission slips from parents, 80 

students out of 260 from the girls’ school and 88 students out of 161 from the boys’ 

school completed questionnaires, as outlined in Section 3 above.   

 

4.2.3  Description of Questionnaire 

Since a range of opinions undoubtedly existed across 168 students, a fixed-

response survey was used for the major part of the questionnaire in order to obtain 

as much information as possible while producing data that was readily quantifiable.   

To provide for a range of answers, a Likert-type scale was used to record 

information.   

 

The Likert scale was first produced by Reiss Likert in 1932 in response to perceived 

difficulties with self-report scales, especially the use of dichotomous questions.  

Likert scales use monotone items with which subjects are asked to rate agreement, 

usually on a five-point scale from strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree to 

strongly disagree.  The positions on the scale are then assigned a value from 1 to 

5.  Replies are summed, yielding data which can be analysed using more powerful 

statistical tests than is available to dichotomous data.    
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A  Likert type scale was chosen as:   

• It facilitated self-reporting of a large number of participants; 

• It was easy to administer to a large number of students; 

• It was easy to use with an adolescent group; 

• It allowed flexibility in the types of items included 

• It was easy to construct; 

• Summation of scores allowed single item error to be summed out, 

virtually eliminating random error. 

 

The major disadvantages of using the Likert type scale for the present study related 

mainly to self-reporting of data.  These included: 

• Whether students could accurately self-report upon the items under 

question; 

• Consideration of the reactivity of the subjects – whether they would 

engage in self-promotion, respond cooperatively or respond in an 

acquiescent way, hoping to “help” the researcher.  

 

These potential problems, though hard to quantify, were addressed by the use of 

different research tools, particularly the classroom observations, which allowed for 

independent verification of data.  Since the purpose of the study was to look at the 

different ways in which boys and girls approach the study of second languages, an 

understanding of the various aspects of their learning styles – ways of feeling, 

acting and behaving – was sought.  In giving their preferences on the Likert scale, 

students gave an indication of their feelings and preferred behaviours and actions in 

the leaning setting.   

 

With regard to the Likert scale itself, the main concern was whether students would 

continually chose a “middle of the road” or neutral item.  For this reason, four 

choices were given rather than five, with the ‘neutral’ option not included.    
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The questionnaire was divided into three sections – background details, attitudes 

towards language study and ways the students learn.   

 

4.2.3a  Background 

The first section, the background served to indicate sex, age, LOTE(s) studied and 

other languages spoken.  This section also served as an easy-to-answer 

introduction to the questionnaires.   

 

4.2.3b  Attitudes towards language study 

The second section was aimed at finding out whether there were any gender 

differences in attitudes towards LOTE study and in aspects of the preferred learning 

styles of the students involved. A list of activities and behaviours were given and 

students were asked how they felt about these.  Choices ranged from ‘Strongly 

Dislike’, to ‘Dislike’, ‘Like A Little’ and ‘Like a Lot’.  Responses to these questions 

were seen to give information upon learning style preferences.   

   

Students were asked in this section, for example, to:  “Please indicate how you feel 

about the following activities in the LOTE class:” 

 

a.  Singing songs in the LOTE. 

d. Acting our conversations you make up 

             i.   Working in groups 

 

This section was designed on the basis of the conflicting research, outlined in 

Chapter 2, dealing with differences in girls’ and boys’ attitudes towards various 

components of language study.  Some research, such as that by Nyikos, (1990) 
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and Powell & Littlewood, (1982) suggest that there are significant differences in the 

way that each gender goes about speaking out and listening activities, probably 

caused by differences in socialization and cognitive development of the genders.  

Other research, such as that by Burstall, (1976) and Boyle, (1990) suggests that 

differences in enjoyment and participation in speaking and listening activities are 

not as great as thought.  As there is debate, the present study sought more 

information about these activities.  Students were asked how they felt about 

different speaking and listening activities which teachers and students had indicated 

were routinely used in the classroom.  Findings by Bacon, (1992) that boys actually 

do better on listening comprehension tests than girls together with findings by 

Maccoby & Jacklin, (1974) that girls have a slight advantage in verbal areas, led to 

questions dealing with the ease and difficulty of these activities.  Thus questions 

dealing with ease of comprehension, writing and of reading included: 

“Please indicate how easy or difficult you find the following activities:” 

a. Listening and understanding 

b. Listening and answering questions in the LOTE 

c. Listening and answering questions in English. 

 

Students were given the choice of “Find Very Easy”, “Find Easy”, “Find Difficult” and 

“Find Very Difficult”.   

 

This section also included two open-ended questions dealing with those activities 

which students enjoyed most or which were overlooked in the previous questions.  

Students were provided with space in which to elaborate.   

 

4.2.3c Ways students learn 

This final section investigated individuals’ strategies for learning new language 

items.  The sources of these questions were varied.  Questions were based on 
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Oxford & Nyikos’, (1989) finding that males used more bottom-up strategies and 

translation strategies than females and that females used more learning strategies 

than males.  Strategies ranged from ‘top-down’, global strategies to ‘bottom-up’ 

strategies such as translation.  Questions dealing with strategies included: 

 

“Please indicate how you do each of the following:” 

a. When I hear someone speak in the LOTE I try to listen and understand what is 

said 

b. When I hear someone speak in the LOTE I try to think in the LOTE 

c. When I hear someone speak in the LOTE I translate in my head as I listen 

d. When I hear someone speak in the LOTE I try to understand words that I 

already know to help me with the rest. 

 

Students were given choices varying between “Definitely Not Me”, “Not Me”, 

“Sometimes Me” and “Definitely Me” with which to answer.  The full text of the 

questionnaire is found in Appendix 2.   

 

4.2.4  Analysis of Questionnaire  

Since there was a large component of student input into the questionnaire and 

since the study involved a number of meetings with students and teachers, it was 

decided to ask teachers to review the questionnaire before it was administered to 

students.  The questionnaire was reviewed by the teachers and a number of 

changes were made based upon their recommendations.  Teachers provided 

information upon the activities in use in the classroom which the students 

overlooked, wording of questions and specific names for activities with which 

students were familiar.  Corrections were made to the questionnaire, based upon 

the teachers’ recommendations and then the questionnaire was given to the 

student participants.    
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The results of the questionnaire were recorded and analysed using the SPSS 

package to determine any correlations using Chi-Square analysis.  The details of 

this analysis are given in Section 5 below.   

   

4.3  Classroom Observations 

After the questionnaires were completed, classroom observations were undertaken 

in all three year groups – 9, 10, 11 – at both schools. 

 

4.3.1  Aims of Classroom Observations 

The classroom observations had a number of purposes.  Specifically, these were:  

to observe student behaviour in order to compare it with student answers given in 

questionnaires, and to observe which teaching/learning activities were in use and 

which strategies were employed.  More generally, the observations helped gain a 

better understanding of which aspects of learning styles students preferred;  to 

observe the teaching process to gain an overall picture of the teaching/learning 

situation in the two schools and the lesson atmosphere and direction created by the 

teachers.  Also, the classroom observations provided an opportunity to determine 

whether there were any observable differences between the genders in the 

classroom.  Lastly, the use of observations also provided an opportunity to observe 

other factors which were not brought out in the questionnaire or not consciously 

obvious to the participants.  The observation schedules were loosely based upon 

the Communicative Orientation of Language Teaching Observation Scheme 

(COLT), developed by Spada & Frőhlich, (1995).  

 

The COLT observation schedules were developed as a research tool to help record 

second language classroom activities, particularly activities in a “communicative” 

classroom.   The COLT schedule was chosen because it provided an easy-to-use 
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format, included both teacher and student sections and was designed to be 

adapted where necessary.  Practice observations were undertaken to ensure 

familiarity with the schedules. 

     

Under the COLT schedules, the instructional segments of the lesson were recorded 

as activities. Each activity could be subdivided into episodes.  Spada & Frőhlich, 

(1999) recognize that it is difficult to precisely define an ‘activity’.  However, they 

point out that it is relatively easy to identify.  They suggest that the beginning or end 

of an activity is marked by a change in the overall theme or contents.  For example, 

the first activity may be the teacher asking about a current news item.  The second 

activity may begin when the teacher moves on to correct homework or work from 

the preceding lesson.  Within an activity, various episodes may be identified.  While 

the whole activity may, for example, deal with one language point – e.g. – 

conditional tense, the teacher may change episodes from blackboard explanation to 

students freely making up sentences using the conditional tense.  Activities and 

episodes were categorized with letters for activities and number subsets for the 

episodes.   

 

The COLT schedules are based upon recording different activities in terms of time 

spent, teacher or student predominance and learning activities undertaken.  

Starting and finishing times are recorded for each activity and each episode.  This 

allows an easy calculation of the percentage of time spent upon different learning 

activities.  Activities are simply check-marked and the predominant participant in an 

episode is recorded by encircling the check-mark.  Where activities are made up of 

a complex of episodes, the predominant episodes is similarly check-marked.  Thus 

a picture of the predominant patterns of activity and participants is built up.        

 

The rise of the “communicative” approach to language teaching classroom research 

required a framework which was able to measure communicative variables in the 
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classroom.  These included the amount of discourse, the use of genuine discourse 

as opposed to artificial or pseudo discussion and the focus upon the function of the 

language in contrast with preoccupation with its form.  Thus the COLT schedules, 

based upon the communicative approach were well suited to the present study.   

 

The use of observations meant that information upon students’ preferences in 

learning styles had to be inferred.  To do this, student enthusiasm and 

competitiveness were noted.  Some areas of the schedules were altered to 

accommodate the present study’s interest in competitiveness, enthusiasm and the 

use of auditory and visual stimuli.  Provision was made for recording the amount of 

enthusiasm for each classroom activity.  The degree of enthusiasm evidenced for 

an activity was seen as verifying student’s indications in the questionnaire of 

activities which they preferred or disliked.  The recording of activities organized 

upon a competitive basis and the use of visual or audio-visual stimuli such as 

picture cards etc helped to distinguish teaching styles in use in the different classes.  

These three categories were indicated with check-marks as with other parts of the 

existing schedules.  The adapted schedules are reproduced in Appendix 3.  In 

addition to using the COLT schedules, extensive notes were taken by the observer 

during each lesson.   

 

4.3.2 Participants 

The observations followed the classes of three teachers at each school and 

included a number of classes at each grade level from 9 to 11.  Various languages 

– Italian, German and French at the girls’ school and French and German at the 

boys’ school were observed.  A total of 18 observations were undertaken at both 

schools.  Since the focus of the present study were the preferred learning styles 

and strategies that students used, It was decided that to observe what actually 

occurred in classrooms rather than asking teachers to teach examples of various 
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activities of interest.  The present study was focused upon those learning styles 

which students preferred and that were composed of activities, behaviours and 

feelings in which they were regularly engaged.  Thus while the observations 

provided an opportunity to observe student behaviours, not all behaviours referred 

to in the questionnaire could be demonstrated.   

 

By observing various teachers at various levels, it was intended to gain a broad 

picture of what occurred in classrooms, highlighting recurrent methods and 

activities rather than focus upon one teacher’s style of presentation and the  

students’ reaction to that. 

   

4.3.3 Description of Observations 

The schedules were used to observe the amount of time spent on each activity and 

students’ reactions to each;  the number and type of teacher/student interactions 

(such as group, one-on-one teacher/student, student directed or teacher directed);  

the activities which were clearly most popular and most unpopular with students 

(enthusiasm);  and the role movement and competitiveness played in student 

engagement.  The schedules also provided a means to assess the extent to which 

classes employed Ellis’, (1984) levels of planned and unplanned discourse in 

developing communication skills.   

 

The less quantifiable concept of whether there was a different ‘feel’ to the different 

classrooms of the two genders and the extent to which this variation in ‘feel’ was 

age-related was also noted. In order to measure this “feeling” in a way that could be 

compared between classes, components which helped contribute such as the 

amount of competitiveness, peer cooperation, noise level, fidgeting and movement 

were noted.    
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Practice observations were undertaken in Year 8 classrooms and the sessions 

were audio-taped.  No major problems were discovered. The practice sessions did 

provide valuable insight into the need to be familiar with the schedule so as to be 

able to fill various sections in quickly.  Also, the use of audio-taping was found to be 

superfluous, especially where the classes were involved in large amounts of written 

work.  Audio-taping also proved inadequate, at times in the girls’ school, as 

construction in nearby classrooms made teaching and recording difficult.  The 

observation schedules provided sufficient detail.  Permission slips for student and 

for teacher participation in the observations are reproduced in Appendix 6 & 7. 

 

4.3.4 Analysis of Observations 

All activities, behaviours and reactions of students were recorded on the schedules 

or commented upon in the accompanying notes of the lessons observed.  These 

were later organized (and where possible, quantitifed) to allow comparison of 

questionnaires and observations.  The results of the observations were summed for 

each year level in order to provide a basis for comparison between genders and 

with the questionnaires.  Complete detail of how this was done is provided in 

Section 5 below. 

 

4.4  Teacher Interviews 

Once the questionnaires and observation results had been collated teachers were 

interviewed.  Teachers were interviewed in a group at each school, using a 

“structured open-response interview” format.  The aim of the interviews, a 

description of the interview format, the advantages and difficulties of using 

interviews and the organization of the interviews and their collation in the present 

study are outlined below. 
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4.4.1 Aims of Teacher Interviews. 

The aim of the interviews was twofold.  Firstly, to find out the teachers’ reactions to 

the students’ questionnaire results and to illuminate, where possible, unexpected 

findings.  Secondly, to initiate discussion about how their perception of their 

students, their learning styles and their use of strategies directed their teaching 

practice.  The responses of the students to the questionnaire and the information 

collated from the observations provided information and a topic setting for the 

interviews.   

 

4.4.2  Participants 

Teachers were interviewed as a group and encouraged to give as much information 

as possible.  While individual interviews may have yielded greater detail and 

personal insights, time constraints dictated a group session at each school.   All 

teachers whose classes were observed participated in the interviews.  Thus, three 

teachers from each school participated.   

  

4.4.3  Description of Interviews 

The information obtained from the questionnaires was collated and shown to 

teachers together with a summary of the statistical and observation findings 

(Appendix 4).  One Head of Department suggested that teachers needed time to 

absorb the statistical information and to think about the implications of the 

questions, so these were forwarded one to two weeks before the actual interview 

took place.  (Appendix 5)  These same questions were then used in the teacher 

interviews.   

 

The attention of the teachers was drawn to those areas of the questionnaire where 

their students’ responses showed areas of significant difference from what would be 
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expected.  Teachers were asked to comment on these areas of differences and to 

give any reasons which may have accounted for them.  Secondly, teachers were 

asked to comment upon areas of significant difference between the two gender 

groups as shown in the questionnaire results.  Areas where no significant difference 

were found, (but which might have been expected) were also discussed.  Lastly, 

based upon the information gained from the questionnaire and the observations, 

teachers gave an analysis of how they felt that they adapted their lessons and 

teaching styles to the gender and needs of their students.  The statistics and 

summary and the interviews provided teachers with feedback on the research.   A 

summary of the discussions with the teachers is found in Appendix 9. 

 

In the planning and organization of the teacher interviews, consideration had to be 

given to its format and purpose.  Cassell & Symon, (1995) define a range of 

interview formats from qualitative, free-flowing unstructured ones through to 

structured interviews with emphasis upon set questions and defined interviewer and 

interviewee roles.  A form of interview which falls between these two types – the 

“structured open-response interview format”  - was adopted in the present study.  

The characteristics of the structured open-response interview are: 

• While questions are given in a set order, flexibility exists for a variation 

in order in which groups of questions are asked. 

• There are more open-ended questions than in structured interviews. 

• Questions tend to focus on factual information and general evaluative 

comments. 

• They provide an opportunity to gather factual information where there 

is uncertainty about what and how much information the participants 

can give.  

The use of structured open-response interviews was judged as ideal for the teacher 

interviews since teachers were indeed seen as participants whose informed 

opinions upon the results of the student surveys was sought.   
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As a more qualitative form of data gathering than the questionnaires, the teacher 

interviews had a number of advantages and disadvantages for the present study, 

such as:   

• They provided a check and an extension of the information gathered 

thus far.  While they were involved in the study, teachers could provide 

thoughtful commentary upon the information gathered through the 

student questionnaire and the observations. Thus, they also provided 

different information than the children as well a different viewpoint.   

• They provided the opportunity to probe for more in-depth information 

than was available through the questionnaires and the observations.   

• By taking place in a face-to-face format, the interviews allowed rapport 

to be established with the teaching body as a whole and thereby 

motivate respondents to answer fully and accurately.  However, one 

limitation was the teachers’ own involvement which meant that teacher 

perceptions were not always bias free. 

 

4.4.4  Analysis  

Since the purpose of the teacher interviews was to broaden the knowledge 

obtained from the questionnaires and the observations, teacher responses were 

recorded in detail beside each question asked.  The teachers’ answers were noted 

and read in conjunction with other results to help draw conclusions at the end of the 

research.  More detail is given below in Section 5.   

 

5  ANALYSES 

The information obtained through the questionnaires, observations and interviews 

was variously analysed.  Each instrument and its method of analysis will be outlined 

below. 
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5.1 Focus Interview analysis 

The answers obtained were organised into two main groups – those pertaining to 

learning styles and those to learning strategies.  The responses were then used to 

generate statements for the Liker scale used the questionnaire.  All areas of interest 

/ dislike that were brought up by students were included in the statements.   

 

5.2  Questionnaire Analysis. 

The answers obtained to the questionnaires were aggregated for each group by 

gender and age.  Numerical categories were given for all responses in the 

background section to allow ease of recording.  All categories of responses to the 

Likert scales were maintained and numbers allocated to each response category.   

 

In order to obviate response fatigue and to ensure that responses closely fitted the 

wording of the questions, the response categories for each section were individually 

worded.  For example, choices for question five included:  “Like a lot”, “Like a little”, 

“Dislike” and “Strongly Dislike”, while answer categories for question nine included:  

“Find Very Easy”, “Find Easy”, “Find Difficult” and “Find Very Difficult”.   However, 

the allocation of scores from 1 to 4 was maintained with the positive end of the 

scale receiving a ‘4’ and the negative, a ‘1’.  Thus, in the first Likert response 

section dealing with reasons for studying a LOTE, “Strongly Agree” was allocated a 

‘4’ and the opposite response, “Strongly Disagree” was allocated a ‘1’.  Similarly, in 

section two, responses to how students felt about various activities in LOTE, were 

coded with a ‘1’ for “Strongly Dislike” and a ‘4’ for “Like a Lot”.  In presenting the 

questionnaires, teachers went through each section and made sure that students 

were aware of each different section and its coding/answering categories.  The 

questionnaire results for the Likert scale sections were subject to statistical anaylsis 

using the SPSS program to obtain means and ANOVA correlations using Chi-

squares.  
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5.2.1 Chi-Square Analysis  

Chi-square test is a non-parametric statistical test.  Chi-square tests can be used 

either with one-way or factorial designs.  The chi-square test for one-way designs is 

a ‘goodness-of-fit’ test since it is used to test how closely observed frequencies 

from a sample fit the theoretically expected frequencies, based upon a null 

hypothesis.   In the factorial design, chi-square tests whether two variables are 

independent of one another in the population.  Both one-way and two-way (factorial 

design) tests were applied in the present study.  The Chi-square test was thus 

chosen because it is designed to work with interval data as obtained in this study 

and provided a simple measure that fitted the research interest in difference 

between two groups.  The Chi-square test was chosen as it allowed for testing 

whether a difference existed between adolescents based upon gender for a range 

of activities, preferences and strategies.  Each subject’s preferences fell into 

separate categories.  These categories could be summed to provide either 

frequency or proportional data.  In order to apply the Chi-square test, a number of 

data characteristics must be present.  These are: 

• Subjects must fit into one category only.  In this case, adolescents are 

classified by gender. 

• Subjects’ responses can fall into only one category.  There are no 

overlapping categories. 

• Data is collected in the form of counts such as interval or frequency 

data, proportional data and percentages. 

 

In the present study, gender is seen as the independent variable.  Each gender’s 

preference for different learning style indicators or learning strategies is compared.  

If no difference existed between the two gender groups of adolescents studied, the 

frequencies with which the students fell into each category of learning style and 
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strategy indicators would be normally distributed, regardless of gender (the 

expected frequencies).   

 

 In the simple case of differences between adolescents based upon gender, the 

one-way chi-square test is really a test of best-fit.  The Chi-square also allows for 

two-way analysis of variance, determining whether two variables are independent of 

each other.  In the present case, the two-way analysis was conducted using age 

and gender against the range of activities, preferences and strategies of interest.   

 

 In using the Chi-square test, the difference between observed and expected 

frequencies is subtracted, squared and then divided by the expected frequency.  

The results are added to get the value of the Chi-square.  The larger the difference 

between the observed and expected frequencies, the higher the value of Chi-

square obtained.  The measure of the significance of the Chi-square values 

obtained is dependent upon the degrees of freedom.  The larger the degrees of 

freedom, the larger the chi-square needs to be considered significant.  In the 

present study, significance was accepted at the .05 level, although a few Chi-

squares tests provided significance values at the .01 level.   

 

The major limitation of the use of the Chi-square test is that it tells whether an 

association exists, not its strength.  However, the strength of the association can, at 

times, be implied by analysis of means, or the other research instruments used.   

 

5.3  Observation Analysis. 

The observations yielded data upon two main areas of interest.  Firstly, by 

recording student enthusiasm, a check was obtained upon student indications given 

in the questionnaire of activities and behaviours which each gender enjoyed.  Thus, 

these observations yielded some information upon student learning styles and 

response to various teaching practices and styles.  Secondly, by recording the 
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timing of episodes and activities, percentages could be obtained for comparative 

time spent upon each.  Similarly, an approximate percentage calculation of the 

amount of time devoted to different learning skills, to focus on form or meaning and 

to the use of the target language could be obtained.  This information provided 

insight into the teaching style which predominated.  While the pattern of data thus 

obtained could not be seen to provide for statistical comparison, it did allow a basic 

picture of each observed lesson to be constructed and provided a means of 

comparison between classes, gender and age groups.  Results for each classroom 

observation were grouped under the major sections headings of the COLT 

schedules to allow comparison.  These groupings included: numbers of activities 

and episodes;  language devoted to form or function;  use of games;  levels of 

enthusiasm for different activities;  and the use of groupwork.  Detailed written 

notes were also made during each lesson.  These helped recording of the children’s 

reactions to different activities and allowed for comments to made regarding the 

atmosphere or classroom climate.     

 

5.4  Teacher Interview Analysis. 

Since the teacher interviews were undertaken in groups and in the open-response 

format outlined in Section 4.4.3 above, answers were recorded in note form beside 

relevant question numbers.  Since teachers’ responses were used to interpret the 

results of the questionnaires and the observations, they were seen as broadening 

the researcher’s understanding of results, in a qualitative way.  The interview 

questions given to the teachers’ were directly related to the results of the statistical 

analysis of the questionnaires and to specific observations.  For example, teachers 

were asked to account for statistical responses that indicated a gender difference 

between students or to suggest reasons why no statistical difference was found in 

some instances, where gender differences were expected.  Teachers were also 

asked for any instances where their teaching was consciously altered to 

accommodate the gender differences identified in the statistical analysis.  Thus, 
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teachers’ responses clearly lined up with the questionnaire and observation results 

and were used to illustrate the discussion of results given in the next two chapters.   

 

Answers were recorded in note form, with responses to any questions which 

required opinions or for which there were varying responses, recorded verbatim.  

The results of the questionnaires were written up immediately after the interviews, 

to maintain as much accuracy as possible.  Since the purpose of the teacher 

interviews was to gain teachers’ viewpoints upon areas of interest or difference 

raised by the observations and questionnaire, responses were categorized 

accordingly.  This allowed for accurate but limited recording of responses without 

the use of a data recording form. 

 

6  LIMITATIONS OF STUDY DESIGN 

The use of single-sex, independent schools brings limitations to the study which      

prevent the results being generalisable to all Western Australian adolescents.  

These limitations include: 

• The effect of co-educational schooling upon the learning styles and 

strategy choices of each gender cannot be gauged. 

• Subject choice probably reflects the socio-economic status of the 

families from which students come.  Studies such as those by Loulidi, 

(1990) show that children from more affluent families choose second 

language study more often than children from lower socio-economic 

groups.   

• The study looked at classroom activities and teaching styles and 

strategies at use in the schools studied.  Thus not all possible 

classroom activities and teaching styles and strategies were studied.   

 

 144



Thus the study may have overlooked factors which influence adolescents’ subject 

choices in other educational settings.  However, these differences in enrolment 

numbers in second languages and in the socio-economic status of participants 

have little effect upon the information which is the focus of the present study – 

gender differences in aspects of learning styles and strategy choice of adolescent 

language learners.    

 

 145



 RESULTS 

 

Results obtained from each of the three main instruments used – the student 

questionnaire, the classroom observations and the teacher interviews – are 

presented below.  The results obtained from the statistical analysis of the 

questionnaires are presented as they pertain to the first two subsidiary questions – 

aspects of learning styles and learning strategies.  Results of the observations are 

considered with reference to the third subsidiary question dealing with gender 

differences in student response to activities and strategies presented in the 

classroom and are grouped under levels of enthusiasm, variety of activities and 

classroom climate.  Finally, the results of the interviews with the teachers details 

those areas where teachers made comment upon areas of difference between the 

genders and relate to the fourth subsidiary question.  The chapter is concluded with 

a brief summary of findings and the research questions to which they relate.   

 

1  FACTORS AFFECTING QUESTIONNAIRE ANALYSIS 

 

Data collection and analysis were affected by a few unforeseen factors.  A small 

number of respondents did not answer every question.  For the year of the study, 

1999, second language study had been made compulsory at the girls’ school until 

the end of Year 9.  Only eight girls from Year 9 responded to the questionnaire, as 

they were involved in another study at the same time.  These factors have a 

number of implications for the questionnaire analysis:   

 

Effect of Compulsion.  It was felt that the results of the questionnaire were only 

marginally affected by the possible inclusion of students who had not voluntarily 

exercised the option to study a language in Year 9, given the small number of 
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respondents involved.    Reference will be made to this factor where there was any 

doubt about the effect of this compulsion upon answers.  

 

Small Cell Sizes.  It must be noted that the small cell sizes caused by the low 

number of participants among Year 9 girls makes any measures of significance 

using this group alone, questionable.  Where direct comparison with the girls’ Year 

9 group is not justifiable statistically, this will be acknowledged. 

 

Data Completion.  Although 88 boys and 80 girls filled in questionnaires, from time 

to time, a student would not answer a question despite completing the rest of the 

questionnaire.  Thus actual completion rates for questions varied between 86 and 

88 for boys and 79 and 80 for girls.  Since Chi-square analysis compared expected 

and actual cell sizes, non-response to a particular item resulted in a reduction in the 

expected cell size used for comparison, causing no perceived problem with 

statistics.   The completion rates for each variable are given below in Table 4.1.   

 

Table 4.1 

Questions With Variations in Numbers of Respondents. 

Variable Boys Girls 

2.2     Rate yourself at LOTE 87 80 

4.2     LOTEs useful for jobs 86 80 

5.13   Choral repetition 88 79 

5.14   Individual repetition 87 80 

5.16   Speaking in LOTE 88 79 

5.18   Using computers in LOTE 88 77 

5.19   Reading LOTE magazines 88 79 

9.1     Speaking in LOTE 87 79 

10.5   Thinking in LOTE when reading 88 79 

10.6   Read and translate 88 79 

10.14 Make connections with new words 88 78 

10.18 Understand teacher speaking LOTE 87 80 
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2  QUESTIONNAIRE RESULTS 

 

The results of the questionnaires were grouped by both gender and age.  They 

were then analysed with the SPSS statistical package using chi-square analysis at 

both the .01 and .05 levels of significance.  Three comparisons were made – one-

way analysis of variance between the two gender groups where all three grades of 

boys and girls is compared with the expected observations when no gender 

differences exist;  one-way chi-square analysis comparing the three year/age 

groups without regard to gender;  and  one-way chi-square analysis by gender in 

which boys and girls of the same year group are compared.   

 

The results will be presented under two main headings which relate to the first two 

parts of the major research subsidiary questions - the relationship between gender 

and aspects of learning styles and the relationship between gender and learning 

strategies.  Results will be given in tables.  For certain variables, where the simple 

Chi-square score does not give a sufficiently detailed picture of the distribution of 

responses, more detail will be provided in separate tables.  This situation may occur 

where the distribution of answers for one gender varies greatly from the expected 

while the distribution for the other gender, while not as radical, is also different from 

the expected.  These tables will show the distribution of answers among the Likert 

scale responses for each variable.   

 

2.1  Relationship Between Gender and Learning Styles 

This section lists those results dealing with activities, behaviours or feelings that 

constitute aspects of particular learning styles.  This section will outline four groups 

of results.  These are firstly, the results of the Chi-square analysis which produced 

areas of significant difference between genders.  Secondly, a group of variables 

where a lack of results of significant difference is unexpected will be briefly given.  
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Thirdly, the results of a comparison of genders by year level will also be outlined. 

Lastly, the results of two open-ended questions dealing with enjoyable classroom 

activities as indicated by girls and boys will be summarised.   

2.1.1 Areas of Significant Differences 

The results of all those variables recording significant differences are summarised 

in Table 4.2 below.   Also, for certain variables, the distribution of each gender’s 

responses throughout the Likert categories provides a more complete picture of 

gender differences and is given in Tables 4.3, 4.4 and 4.5.  From the viewpoint of 

learning styles, the first three results below – ‘singing songs in LOTE’, ‘choral 

repetition’ and ‘ ‘acting out own conversations’ - can be seen to relate mainly to 

‘activities’ while the last two – ‘working in groups’ and ‘ getting help from 

classmates’ relate to behaviours.  The results will be discussed individually.   

 

Table 4.2 

Gender – Areas of Significant Difference 

 

Variable Description 

 

Boys’ Mean 

 

Girls’ Mean 

 

P Value 

 

5.1    Singing songs in LOTE 

 

2.37 

 

2.92 

 

.002 

5.4    Act out own conversations 2.89 3.29 .003 

5.10  Working in groups 3.34 3.65 .009 

5.11  Getting help from classmates 3.59 3.49 .009 

5.13  Choral repetition 2.27 2.85 <.00 

5.18   Working on computers in LOTE 3.18 2.38 <.00 

9.1    Ease of Speaking in LOTE 2.94 2.82 .018 

 

Variables 5.1 and 5.13.  (Enjoyment of singing & Choral repetition) The results for 

these variables are straightforward with girls significantly preferring these activities 

to boys.  As can be seen in Table 4.3, boys’ responses to both variables fall in the 

negative (dislike categories) more than 50% of times.  
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Table 4.3 

BOYS - Areas of Significant Difference – Percentage of Responses in each 

Likert Category 

Variable 
Strongly 
Dislike 

Dislike 
Like a 
Little 

Like a 
Lot 

 

5.4  Acting out own conversations 

 

4.5 

 

21 

 

53.5 

 

21 

5.10  Working in groups    1 8 44 47 

5.11  Help from classmates 2 12.5 56 29.5 

5.18  Working on computers   7 13 42 37 

 

Table 4.4 

GIRLS - Areas of Significant Difference – Percentage of Responses in each 

Likert Category 

Variable 
Strongly 
Dislike 

Dislike 
Like a 
Little 

Like a 
Lot 

 

5.4  Acting out own conversations 

 

0 

 

13 

 

36 

 

51 

5.10  Working in groups    0 4 27.5 68.5 

.5.11  Help from classmates 0 3.5 44 52.5 

.5.18  Working on computers  1 27 38 34 

 

Variable 5.4. (Acting out their own conversations) Girls enjoyed acting out 

conversations which they had made up themselves, significantly more than did 

boys.  Chi-square is a measure of the difference of the observed from the expected.  

Thus the significant difference in the result does not mean that boys necessarily 

dislike acting out their conversation.  It means that overall, girls’ liking for the activity 

was significantly stronger than boys. Closer study of the means in Table 4.2 above 

and the distribution of answers on the Likert scale in Table 4.4, reveals the degree 

of liking girls have, compared with boys, for acting out their own conversations.  No 

responses were recorded for girls in the ‘Strongly Dislike’ category and only 21% of 

girls registered ‘Dislike’.  Also, while 51% of girls recorded ‘Like a Lot’, 53.5% of 
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boys recorded the ‘Like a Little’ category.  To this difference across both genders 

can be added the interesting effect of age.  (See Section 2.1.1 below.)  

 

Variable 5.10.  (Liking for groupwork) At first glance the significant difference 

between boys and girls here fits in well with the literature.  Again, the result is not 

simple.  The result of significant difference does not indicate that boys disliked 

group work, but that the degree of liking by the girls was significantly stronger than 

the boys’.  From Table 4.3 it is clear that boys overwhelmingly were in favour of 

group work.  Boys gave one of the two positive responses to liking group work for 

over 91% of answers.  Girls, however, gave one of the two positive responses to 

liking group work for 96% of the answers.  Further, within the positive response 

choices of ‘Like a Little’ or  ‘Like a Lot’, girls indicated ‘Like a Lot’ 68% of the time 

compared with boys only 45%.  On the negative side, girls again recorded no 

‘Strongly Dislike’ responses and overall, boys recorded negative answers 9% of 

responses, compared with girls’ 4%.  

  

Variable 5.11.  (Getting help from classmates) The responses for variable 5.10 

above are supported by the significant difference found between the genders in 

their attitude towards getting help from classmates.  Again, while both genders 

answered positively overall, the distribution of responses was different, giving rise 

to the significant difference recorded.  Girls recorded the stronger liking response 

on average 51.3% of time compared with 27.8% for boys. 

 

Variable 5.18.  (Working on computers in LOTE) There is a strong finding of 

significant difference here favouring boys.  However, the distribution of Likert 

responses is affected by age.  While 82% of Year 10 girls and 85 % of Year 11 girls 

answered positively, only 50% of Year 9 girls did so.  Contrastingly, among the 

boys, while 90% of Year 9 boys answered positively, 70% of Year 10 and 77% of 

Year 11 boys did so.   
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Variable 9.1. (Ease of speaking in LOTE)  The variables beginning with a ‘9’ denote 

the question dealing with ease / difficulty.  Boys rated speaking in the target 

language as easy significantly more than did girls in the study.  This result can be 

more completely illustrated with reference to the distribution of positive and 

negative answers of the two genders as seen in Tables 4.5 and 4.6.  While boys 

answered positively for 79.5% of responses, girls’ total of positive responses only 

totaled 63%.   While boys’ distribution of positive answers increased consistently 

with age – 73% for Year 9, 81.5% for Year 10 and 84% for Year 11, girls’ positive 

responses varied with age – 75% in Year 9, 63% in Year 10 and 64% in Year 11.  It 

is interesting to note the disparity in positive results for the two Year 11 gender 

groups. 

 

TABLE 4.5 

BOYS – Percentage of Responses for Each Likert Category 

Variable Very Easy Easy Difficult 
Very 

Difficult 

 

9.1   Speaking in LOTE 

 

15 

 

64.5 

 

18.5 

 

2 

     

 

 

TABLE 4.6  

GIRLS – Percentage of Responses for Each Likert Category 

Variable Very Easy Easy Difficult 
Very 

Difficult 

 

9.1   Speaking in LOTE 

 

18.5 

 

44.5 

 

37 

 

0 
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2.1.2 Areas of No Significant Difference 

The next group of results given in Table 4.7 lists results for which no significant 

differences between the genders were recorded.  The importance of these results 

lies in their contribution to understanding the significant results given above.  They 

will be discussed in Chapter 5 in terms of how they contrast with these results.       

 

Table 4.7 

Results Which Yielded Little or No Significant Differences Between     

Genders 

 

 

Boys' 

mean 

Girls' 

mean 

5.5 Act text conversations 2.92 3.15 

5.7 Competitive games 3.30 3.28 

5.12 Teacher’s individual help 3.10 3.09 

5.6 Oral answering 2.89 2.90 

5.16 Speaking in LOTE 3.24 3.96 

5.20 Culture & people 3.18 3.39 

  

2.1.3 Learning Styles – Effect For Age & Gender 

While the one-way analysis outlined in Section 2.1.1 above which compared all 

boys with all girls highlighted gender differences, it also may have masked gender 

differences which only become apparent with age.  Thus, separate one-way 

analyses were undertaken comparing genders within the same year group.  (These 

analyses were conducted between boys and girls in Year10 and between boys and 

girls in Year 11.  The Year 9 group was not included due to the girls’ very small 

sample size.)  Four variables were found to be significantly different when age was 

also compared.  These results are given in Tables 4.8 & 4.9 below. 
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TABLE 4.8 

Areas of Significant Difference  Year 10:  One-Way Analysis by Gender 

Variable 
Means 

    Male 
Means 

  Female 
Chi 

square 
P 

Value 

     

5.1 Singing songs in LOTE 2.22 2.84 15.83 .001 

5.10  Working in groups 3.22 3.75 13.15 .001 

     

 

Table 4.9  

Areas of Significant Difference Year 11 :  One-way Analysis by Gender 

 

Variable 
Means 
Male 

Means 
Female 

Chi 
square 

P 
Value 

     

5.1 Singing songs in LOTE 2.27     3.21 10.34 .016 

5.4  Acting out own conversations 2.91      3.43 8.80 .032 

9.2  Listening & Understanding in LOTE 3.36      2.79 8.73 .033 

Variable 5.1.  (Singing in LOTE) The finding for this activity is similar to the finding 

in Section 2.1.1 above for this variable – girls significantly prefer singing to boys.  

Means for both genders is lower than the overall mean given in Section 2.1.1, 

indicating a decline in enjoyment with age.  This tendency is very marked for boys.  

The very low means for boys indicate that enjoyment of singing declines in Year 10 

and only slightly recovers in Year 11.  

 

Variable 5.4.   (Acting out own conversations) While this activity variable is 

significantly different overall, when age and gender are taken into account, only 

Year 11 shows a significant difference. The means for both groups of Year 11 

students is higher than the overall means in Section2.1 above, indicating a growing 

enjoyment with age for this activity.  Girls still enjoy this activity more than boys.   

While girls’ means are higher at all grades, girls rate the question as ‘Like a Lot’ 
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45% of the time in Year 10 and 57% in Year 11 while boys rate it 38% in Year 10 

and 18% in Year 11.    

 

Variable 5.10.  (Working in groups) This behaviour variable is only significantly 

different in Year 10, despite being significantly different overall.  As pointed out in 

Section 2.1.1 above, the result overall, for boys is positive, indicating that boys don’t 

dislike group work overall, but that girls’ like it a lot more than boys do.  This pattern 

is slightly broken in Year 10.  While 45.5% of Year 11 boys and 54% of Year 9 boys 

gave the strongly positive answer “Like a Lot’ for this variable, only 37% of Year 10 

boys gave the strongly positive answer.   

 

Variable 9.2.  (Listening & understanding spoken LOTE)  It is to be expected that 

listening and understanding becomes easier with age and practice.  However, the 

mean for the Year 11 boys is much higher than for the girls.  Also, while the mean 

of Year 11 boys (3.36) was higher than the mean for all boys (3.05), the mean of 

Year 11 girls (2.78) was very close to the mean for all girls (2.78).  This result 

implies that boys’ indication of ease in listening and then understanding was higher 

for older boys while girls’ ease did not.  This difference in means in reflected in 

Table 4.10 & 4.11 below.  While no boys recorded a response in the ‘Very Difficult’ 

category, girls recorded a response for this category in Years 10 and 11 with the 

percentage growing from 2% to 11%.   Similarly, while Year 11 boys recorded only 

2% of responses as ’Difficult’, 25% of Year 11 girls did so.  While this variable 

overall recorded no significant difference between the genders, boys recorded more 

positive responses than did girls.   
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TABLE 4.10 

BOYS - Ease of Listening & Understanding by Age & Gender 

Variable 
 

Year 
Very 
Easy 

Easy Difficult 
Very 

Difficult 

 

9.2   Speaking in LOTE 

 

9 

 

13.0 

 

64.0 

 

23.0 

 

0 

 10 28.5 50.0 21.5 0 

 11 41.5 56.5  2.0 0 

 

TABLE 4.11 

GIRLS - Ease of Listening & Understanding by Age & Gender 

Variable 
 

Year 
Very 
Easy 

Easy Difficult 
Very 

Difficult 

 

9.2   Speaking in LOTE 

 

9 

 

37.5 

 

25 

 

37.5 

 

0 

 10 9.0 59 30 2 

 11 23.0 41 25 11 

 

2.1.4 Results of Open-Ended Questions 

The results of three open-ended questions are listed below in Tables 4.12, 4.13 and 

4.14, together with the questions as asked in the questionnaire.   

 

The results of answers to the question:  

Question 2.1.  What is your best school subject? 

are summarized in Table 4.12 below. 

Table 4.12 

Percentage Response for Best Subject. 

Subject Boys Girls 

LOTE 19 11 

Mathematics 23.5 7 

English 13 33 

Sciences 9 31.5 
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Although the responses to this question are subjective, it is interesting that 19% of 

boys consider LOTE to be their best subject compared with only 11 % of girls.  In 

fact, on these figures, LOTE is rated as the second best of the boys’ subject listed, 

while it rates as only a poor third with the girls.  Subjects were not listed for this 

question, the students were simply given a line on which to write the subject of their 

choice.   

 

The next two questions relate to activities.  The first was:  

Question 6.  Are there any other things you do in LOTE classes that you enjoy that 

were not mentioned? 

 

TABLE 4.13 

Other Enjoyable Activities in LOTE Classes 

Activities Boys Girls 

Games 4 3 

Cooking, Restaurant visits, Activities with food              1                21 

Worksheets and written activities 5 2 

Posters and brochures 1 1 

Taking notes 1 0 

Excursions 4 7 

Reading plays, poetry, novels 0 3 

Making up plays 0 3 

Writing stories 1 0 

Music 1 1 

Discussions about target culture 1 2 

Fashion parades 0 2 
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As can be seen from Table 4.13 above, students listed a wide variety of activities 

which they enjoy but were not in the questionnaire.  The largest group of these 

activities were those relating to cultural studies.  These include cooking and 

restaurant visits;  making posters and brochures for the target country, excursions 

to culturally relevant events and discussions about the target culture.     

 

The obvious enjoyment that girls derive from activities related to food is clear in this 

table.  Cooking at the boys’ school is a much more difficult exercise as there is no 

Home Economics department with kitchens on site as there are at the girls’ school.  

Girls also mentioned excursions more often than did the boys.  Lastly, a small 

number of boys expressed a greater enjoyment of worksheets and written activities 

than did girls.  

 

 Students were then asked: 

Question 8.  What is your favourite activity in LOTE classes? 

 The results are given in Table 4.14 below. 
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TABLE 4.14 

Students’ Favourite Activities in LOTE Classes 

Activities Boys Girls 

Videos                                                                        13 9 

Celebrations, excursions & culture study 7 6 

Listening exercises 10 4 

Oral activities 14 10 

Acting out conversations / roleplays 2 22 

Games 20 11 

Singing 2 3 

Worksheets & written exercises 7 5 

Computers 8 2 

Reading 2 4 

Group work 2 4 

Comics & Magazines in LOTE 3 5 

Cooking 3 3 

Literature study 0 4 

 

 

A number of differences in favourite activities is apparent in Table 4.14.  Overall, 

boys mentioned activities which were also identified by girls, while girls’ favouritie 

activity was hardly mentioned by boys. Thus, for girls, acting out conversations or 

roleplay was clearly the favourite with 22 girls listing it, while only 2 boys mentioned 

it.  This fits with the finding for variable 5.4 above.   Boys’ favourite activity was 

playing games with 22 mentioning it compared with 11 girls.  Both genders enjoyed 

watching videos and listening exercises, though boys clearly preferred these 

activities to girls.   Boys listed enjoying using the computers in the LOTE.  However, 

the girls’ school used laptop computers throughout the school from Year 5 and this 

may account for girls’ not singling out computers as a particular area of enjoyment.  
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The similarity in enjoyment of cultural activities expressed in variable 5.20 above is 

apparent. 

 

2.2  Learning Strategies 

 Although eighteen questions were asked relating to strategy use, only two returned 

answers with significant differences between the genders. These were variables 

10.4 and 10.7, both referring to the use of known words to help find meaning in 

LOTE texts.  These will be outlined below.  

 

2.2.1 Areas of Significant Difference 

The results of the chi-square analysis are set out below in Table 4.15. For both 

variables, the girls used the strategies significantly more than did the boys.  

  

TABLE 4.15 

Strategy Use – Areas of Significant Difference 

Variable Description 
Boys’ 

Mean 

Girls’ 

Mean 

P value 

 

 

10.4  Using known words to understand spoken LOTE  

 

3.42 

 

3.79 

 

<.001 

10.7  Using known words to understand written LOTE 3.42 3.80 <.001 

 

These two results produced significance levels of <.001.  The strength of this 

measure of difference is further illustrated by reference to the difference in the 

distribution of positive and negative responses between the two gender groups.  

See Tables  4.16 and 4.17 below. 
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TABLE 4.16 

BOYS - Percentage of Responses for Each Likert Category –  

Variables 10.4 & 10.7 

Variable  Definitely 
 Not Me 

 
Not 
Me 

 

Some-
times Me 

Definitely  
Me  

10.4 Listen & try to use words I know to 

understand 

 

1 

 

4.5 

 

45.5 

 

49 

10.7 Read & try to use words I know to 

understand 

 

2.2 

 

3.4 

 

43.2 

 

51.2 

 

TABLE 4.17 

GIRLS - Percentage of Responses for Each Likert Category –  

Variables 10.4 & 10.7 

Variable  Definitely 
 Not Me 

 
Not 
Me 

 

Some-
times Me 

Definitely  
Me  

10.4  Listen & try to use words I know to 

understand 

 

0 

 

0 

 

20 

 

80 

10.7  Read & try to use words I know to 

understand 

 

0 

 

0 

 

19 

 

81 

 

 

As with group work, (variable 5.10 above), both genders recorded positive answers, 

indicating that they both employ these strategies.  The degree of significant 

difference rests with the strength of the positive response from the girls.  It does not 

indicate that girls do employ these strategies and that boys don’t. This difference is 

illustrated in Tables 4.16 & 4.17 above.  In neither variable 10.4 nor 10.7 did one 

girl register a negative answer.  This is quite remarkably consistent.  Boys, 

however, while registering positive responses overall to both questions, produced 

negative responses to each question.  Further, within the distribution of positive 

responses, girls consistently indicated the strongly positive response – “Definitely 

Me”- 80% of responses as opposed to the first level positive response – 

 161



“Sometimes Me” – around 20%.  Boys’ responses were almost evenly distributed 

between the two positive responses.     

 

For both genders, there appeared to be an age dimension.  For example, for Year 

11, girls recorded the stronger positive response 79% of the time for variable 10.4 

and 82% of the time for variable 10.7.  The response rate for Year 10 girls was 

even stronger – 88% for “Definitely Me’ and 84% for variable 10.7.  The younger 

group were more variable, recording 37% for the strongly positive response in 

variable 10.4 and 62.5% for variable 10.7.  Similarly with the boys, the two older 

Year groups recorded the stronger response more often than the younger one,  

(especially Year 11 boys whose answers were all positive for variable 10.7).  Year 

11 boys recorded 59% strongly positive for variable 10.4 and 55% strongly positive 

for variable 10.7.  Year 10 boys’ response rates were 52% for Variable 10.4 and 

59% for variable 10.7.  Year 9 boys recorded 41% for variable 10.4 and 41% for 

variable 10.7. 

 

3  OBSERVATION RESULTS 

Classroom observations provided an overall opportunity to gauge differences in the 

ways boys and girls approach the study of second languages.  Specifically, the 

observations compiled information to answer the third subsidiary question relating 

to how students respond to the activities and strategies presented in the classroom.  

Observation notes were made of boys’ and girls’ responses to the various lesson 

activities.  Certain classroom activities were observed that reflected significant 

variables found in the questionnaire.  Student response to these observed activities 

in the classroom are given below and compared with the self reports of the 

questionnaires to verify the opinions expressed by students and in so doing, acted 

as a reliability check on the research.   
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While a total of 18 observations were undertaken, no statistical significance could 

be attached to the findings.  Also, while 11 observations were undertaken at the 

boys’ school, only 7 observations were completed at the girls’ school.  This was 

unavoidable as large-scale construction, underway at the girls’ school, had placed 

teachers and students of languages under stress and disruption to these classes 

was kept to a minimum.  Thus observations served to broaden and inform the 

research process.  While results of the observations will be given in terms both of 

descriptions and percentages, no conclusions of a statistical nature will be drawn.   

 

The present study defines learning strategies as “intentional cognitive or affective 

actions taken by the learner in order to learn both simple and complex material.”   

(See Chapter 1, Section 3).  The use of strategies, unless referred to directly by the 

teacher, is an invisible process.  Thus, little or no opportunity was available during 

classroom observations to record the use of particular learning strategies.  

Therefore, the observations provided information upon learning activities, feelings 

and behaviours and upon various teaching styles and strategies.   

 

3.1  Response to Learning Activities   

A number of components of classroom interaction provide information upon aspects 

of learning styles and of teaching styles.  While the questionnaires could directly 

ask about different learning activities, the intention of the observations was to 

observe the real-life, day-to-day learning situation.  Therefore teachers continued 

their normal teaching routines, rather than being asked to use specific activities.  

Classroom activities that paralleled findings of the questionnaire are presented 

below.  Secondly, the observations provided other information outside the scope of 

the questionnaire.  Where this information shed light on the major research 

question, it is presented below. 
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3.1.1 Recording of Classroom Activities   

As outlined in Chapter 3, Section 4.3.1, the instructional segments of the lesson 

were recorded as activities using the COLT schedules.  Length of time was 

recorded for each activity or episode.   

3.1.2 Level of Student Enthusiasm 

Student enthusiasm for particular classroom activities was noted as a means of 

supporting the questionnaire responses, not as a measure per se.  Thus, 

enthusiasm was simply measured as ‘enthusiastic’ and ‘unenthusiastic’ for the class 

as a whole.  However, in making observations referring to enthusiasm, a third 

category became useful – ‘moderate enthusiasm’.  This was indicated by marking 

between ‘Enthusiastic’ and ‘Unenthusiastic’ on the observation schedule.  In noting 

levels of enthusiasm, the observations attempted to gain more information upon 

student preferences in learning activities and how they felt about these activities.  

Since boys and girls evidenced enthusiasm differently, a number of criteria were 

needed to establish enthusiasm.  The level of enthusiasm was gauged by the 

degree to which the particular criteria were in evidence.  The criteria used for 

enthusiasm included:  facial expressions, including smiling; verbal expressions of 

enjoyment; speed with which task is undertaken; preparedness for the task, such as 

having material waiting on the desk, checking materials have been brought to class; 

concentration on task; and not asking for distractions such as toilet visits.   

 

While these criteria for displaying enthusiasm were applied to both genders, 

discerning enthusiasm among the girls required more effort during the observations 

due to their lower-key reactions.   Boys usually indicated dislike of a particular 

activity overly – either by saying so; by their body language; or by teachers’ need to 

bring them back to task.  Girls’ dislike was often more in evidence by their lack of 

enthusiasm rather than any overt reaction.  Thus observation of girls required 

greater concentration upon body language and the more indirect indicators.  

 164



 

3.2 Observable variables for which a significant difference was 
found.  

The questionnaire found six variables that showed a significant difference between 

the genders.  Results of the observation of activities relating to these variables are 

outlined below.    

 

Singing in LOTE.  Despite its popularity with girls, singing was not observed in the 

girls’ classes but was observed once in a Year 9 boys’ class.  The sheepish looks 

and lack of enthusiasm observed in the boys participating in this activity reflected 

the finding of the questionnaire.   

 

Choral work.  While girls’ self-reports indicated that they significantly enjoyed choral 

repetition more than did boys, choral work, which was used extensively for both 

genders, seemed to work well.  Teachers used choral work – answering, repetition 

and reading – to overcome shyness in language use and to give maximum 

opportunity for oral work.  Both genders responded effortlessly to the use of this 

activity.  However, as noted in Tables 4.18 and 4.19 below, of the 9 choral activities 

observed in boys’ classes, 1 was scored as ‘unenthusiastic’, 6 were scored with 

‘moderate’ enthusiasm and 2 as ‘ enthusiastic’.  Meanwhile, of the nine used in 

girls’ classes, 0 scored ‘unenthusiastic’, 3 scored ‘moderate’ and 6 scored 

‘enthusiastic’.  These observations reflect the results of the questionnaire.   
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TABLE 4.18 

BOYS - Number of Observed Uses of Choral Work & Levels of Enthusiasm 

Activity/Function Year 9 Year 10 Year  11 

Grammar correction 1  E 0 0 

Grammar review 2  E,E 3   U, M,M 0 

Singing 1  U 0 0 

Reading 0 1   M 0 

Vocabulary 0 2   M,M 0 

 

TABLE 4.19 

GIRLS - Number of Observed Uses of Choral Work & Levels of Enthusiasm 

Activity/Function Year 9 Year 10 Year  11 

Grammar review 2  M,M 1  E 1  E 

Reading 0 1  M 2  E,E 

Vocabulary 1  E 1  E 1  E 

 

*  Levels of Enthusiasm are denoted:  ‘E’ for Enthusiastic, ‘M’ for Moderate Enthusiasm, ‘U’ for                            

Unenthusiastic 

 

Acting out students’ own conversations.  This activity was observed twice in the 

seven girls’ classes compared with never in the boys’ classes.  Girls’ enthusiasm for 

this activity was evidenced in a number of ways.  The Year 11 girls had the texts of 

their conversations in their hands as they walked in the door and were discussing 

them as they entered the classroom.  The number of girls involved in discussing 

and the fact that they had the texts out were taken as indicating enthusiasm.  

Further, when the teacher called them to pause while practicing in order to pursue a 

grammar point, the girls were impatient with being interrupted and had to be called 

twice to maintain attention to what the teacher had to say.   The Year 9 girls 

appeared shy about the actual acting out of the conversations.   This may have 

been because of the presence of the observer for the first time.  However, when 
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given the activity, the girls fell to it quickly and with evident pleasure on their faces.  

It is notable that this activity was not observed in the boys’ classes. 

   

Group work.   The results of the questionnaire discussed in Section 2.1 above 

indicated that while a significant difference existed between the genders in attitude 

towards group work, the results did not show that boys disliked group work per se.  

Indeed, classroom observation suggested that both genders appeared to enjoy, and 

to work readily in groups.  However, while girls worked in groups of varying sizes, 

boys were always observed to work in pair groups only.  The questionnaire did not 

specify group size.  Boys were observed to work in pair groups six times during the 

eleven lessons observed while girls worked in groups in seven times in the seven 

classes observed.  The activities in which paired and group work was used varied 

with gender. The various activities involved in the various types of group work and 

students’ levels of enthusiasm observed are set out below in Tables 4.20 & 4.21. 

 

TABLE 4.20 

BOYS - Levels of Enthusiasm During Group/Pair Work 

Activity Year 9 Year 10 Year 11 

Games 1E 1E 0 

Oral Questions 0 2U 0 

Practise Skits 0 0 1E 

 

*  Levels of Enthusiasm are denoted:  ‘E’ for Enthusiastic, ‘M’ for Moderate Enthusiasm, ‘U’ for Unenthusiastic 
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TABLE 4.21 

GIRLS – Levels of Enthusiasm During Group/Pair Work  

Activity Year 9 Year 10 Year 11 

Oral Questions 2E, 1M 0 0 

Practise Skits 1E 0 1E 

Cooking 1E 0 0 

Grammar 0 1E 0 

 

*  Levels of Enthusiasm are denoted:  ‘E’ for Enthusiastic, ‘M’ for Moderate Enthusiasm, ‘U’ for Unenthusiastic 

 

Girls’ work in groups yielded a straight-forward picture while boys’ was more 

complex.  Girls’ behaviour during group work was recorded as ‘Enthusiastic’ six out 

of the seven times it was noted and once as ‘Moderate Enthusiasm’.  In Year 9, 

girls, working in groups for a cooking class, demonstrated low-key cooperation, 

characterized by a low noise level and tasks undertaken as required without the 

need for an obvious leader or teacher direction.  In-class group work, in all year 

levels, was characterized by girls quickly settling to work; usually staying on task; 

having animated facial expressions and body language in group interview 

situations; helping and encouraging each other willingly with out apparent leaders.  

Girls’ evident enjoyment of, and comfort with group work was noted several times in 

observation notes.  When set individual work, girls were willing to work alone, but 

demonstrated slightly more peer consultation than did the boys.  Thus the 

classroom observations supported the girls’ self reports in attitude towards group 

work.  

 

When set to work in pairs, boys did not demonstrate any overt dislike of group work.  

Boys’ behaviour was recorded as ‘enthusiastic’ on four occasions and as 

‘unenthusiastic’ on two occasions.  Year 9 boys cooperated well with each other to 

correct tests and worked enthusiastically in pairs to create sentences from random 
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words given in envelopes.  In Year 10, boys playing a ‘lotto’ game, made the game 

cooperative to achieve the best outcome rather than competitive.  Pair group work 

was observed only once in the Year 11 lessons observed.  Boys were preparing a 

conversational activity based upon the text.  The level of enthusiasm demonstrated 

was high, though it appeared from boys’ comments, as though the enthusiasm was 

related more to the topic – dating – than to the activity itself.  Thus the finding of 

significant difference between the genders is not completely supported in the 

observations as boys used paired work and girls used groups of various sizes.   

 

Getting help from classmates.  The observations did not provide any data to 

support this finding of gender difference from the questionnaire.  Both genders, in 

all year levels, were observed to work alone on a number of occasions.  The only 

indication from girls of their liking for seeking help from peers was indirect.  Girls 

gave support to each other in group work that was evident from body language, 

facial expressions and verbal encouragement.  These behaviours were not 

observed among boys, although they were evidently comfortable with each other in 

paired group situations.   

 

Ease of Speaking.  While the questionnaire found a significant difference in how 

easy or difficult the students found in speaking in the LOTE which favoured boys, 

no great difference in students’ readiness to speak or apparent ease with activities 

involving speaking was apparent in the observations.  In all years, both genders 

were similar in apparent ease with which they incorporated new vocabulary in peer 

group speaking activities; displayed no apparent difference in enthusiasm for peer 

group speaking activities; and both were seen to undertake enthusiastically 

speaking activities which incorporated quite broad vocabulary demand.  However, 

the genders were observed to use the spoken LOTE differently.  The differences 

may indicate support for the greater ease of speaking reported by boys in the 

questionnaire. 
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Boys were observed to use the spoken LOTE more often to get things done, make 

requests and to answer questions - than did girls, in the day-to-day work of classes 

of all ages.   However, girls’ classes used more speech in the form of acting out 

their own conversations or in group speaking activities than did boys.   This 

difference in language use was marked in Year 11.  Year 11 girls were observed to 

use the LOTE in conversations, whether with the teacher or in conversational skits.  

Girls also used the LOTE chorally to read, correct and to reply to teacher questions.   

Year 11 boys were not observed to use the LOTE chorally at all but were observed 

to use the language in free conversation with the teacher on two occasions (one of 

these occasions was student initiated), to read out loud on one occasion, to create 

speech bubbles once and to question an exchange student on two occasions.   

These uses of the LOTE by boys emphasised the use of unplanned language.  

Girls’ language use, on the other hand, while incorporating some unplanned use of 

the LOTE, emphasised the use of choral work.  These differences may reflect the 

difference in ease of use favouring boys found in the questionnaire.  It may also 

reflect boys’ seeking of comprehensible output.   

 

3.3  Observation results not related to the questionnaire. 

The purpose of the observations was also to help answer the third subsidiary 

research question dealing with how boys and girls respond to different teaching and 

learning styles and strategies presented in the classroom.  A number of 

observations were made which helped build a picture of the day to day atmosphere 

of boys’ and girls’ second language classrooms.  These observations are outlined 

below. 

 

Enthusiasm for speaking activities.  Neither gender had low levels of enthusiasm 

recorded for any activity which involved speaking.  In all, 30 activities involving 

some use of oral language were observed in the boys’ classes.  Of these 12 
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activities involving only oral use of the language, 5 were recorded as displaying a 

moderate level of enthusiasm and 7 displayed a high level.  In the girls’ classes, 22 

activities were observed which involved some level of oral language.  Of these, 7 

oral-only activities were observed with 2 activities recorded as displaying moderate 

level of enthusiasm and 7 recorded as high.  

 

Enjoyment of written work.  While no significant difference was found in the 

questionnaire between the genders in enjoyment of written worksheets, 7 boys and 

5 girls mentioned the use of worksheets and written exercises as an area of 

enjoyment in the open-ended questions.  The way in which written work was 

incorporated into classes observed varied with gender.  Written work for girls was 

often combined with listening and speaking activities.  Boys’ classes, however, 

engaged in written-only work on a number of occasions.  In order to better 

understand Powell & Littlewood’s (1982) observation that boys value written work 

more that “talk”, the use of discrete writing tasks was isolated for comparison 

between the different gender classes.   

 

Boys’ classes were seen to undertake written-only work on nine occasions.  Only 

‘enthusiastic’ and ‘moderately enthusiastic’ responses were recorded.  Boys were 

observed to concentrate very well on written tasks and undertook them with little 

fuss.  The Year 9 boys particularly liked writing their answers on the board.  

Correction of written homework in Year 11 was very keenly joined in by boys and 

instruction to complete a worksheet in Year 10 produced the most marked 

enthusiasm from boys besides games.  Girls, meanwhile were observed to 

complete written tasks readily, but were noted to have bored expressions in Year 9 

and to evidence polite but unenthusiastic concentration in Year 10.  Overall, of the 

four items of written-only work observed, girls were observed to respond 

enthusiastically only once and moderately enthusiastically, three times.  The written 

work seemed to have another dimension.  Boys engaged in written work consulted 
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their peers rarely.  When one Year 11 boy threw out a question regarding a letter 

they were writing, the others ignored it.  While girls concentrated upon written work 

equally well, they still consulted their peers more regularly than the boys.   

 

Classroom Atmosphere.  In the present study, classroom ‘feel’ or climate was made 

up of a combination of factors:  the amount of movement and fidgeting; noise level; 

the degree to which classes stayed on task without teacher remonstration; and the 

general level of cooperativeness between the students and between the students 

and the teacher.   

 

The subjective observation of the ‘feel’ of the classes at both schools registered a 

marked difference in the lower grades which almost disappeared in the upper 

schools.  Girls’ classes on the whole were quieter and girls tended to sit still, even 

in younger classes, while the younger boys’ classes were definitely more physical – 

displaying more movement, turning around, asking the teacher questions, more 

jocular.  However, they remained at all times work focused and well behaved – not 

lending support to the stereotype of disruptive, rowdy boys who did not enjoy 

language study.  Teachers quite deliberately tolerated and included more active 

movement-based activity with the boys’ classes.  In one class observed, a mini-

basketball net was kept at the back of the room and boys won the right ‘to shoot for 

a basket’ when they correctly answered certain questions.  Boys’ teachers agreed 

with the observation that they employed active, movement-based activities to 

maintain focus.  They felt it helped keep boys on task and motivated.  The younger 

girls’ classes were lower in key – girls talked quietly, settled down to work without 

fuss or noise or instruction to do so.  However, they displayed as much enthusiasm 

as the boys when undertaking activities which they clearly enjoyed.  Teachers 

employed movement in the younger girls’ classes as a deliberate tool as well – 

writing on the board; acting out; and moving between groups.  There was a sense, 

though of greater movement in the younger boys’ classes because the boys, 
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themselves, moved around in their seats more and spoke out more.  The teachers 

of these observed younger classes in both schools were similar in that they were 

experienced, well prepared and quietly spoken.  It was felt that the differences in 

tone between the classes could not be readily attributed to the differences in tone 

set by widely differing teacher manner.  It appeared to the observer that the 

differences occurred because of the gender of the classes.  The teachers confirmed 

this belief in later interviews.   

 

The differences in tone observed reduced with age.  The Year 10 classes at both 

schools were similar in feel.  The boys’ classes were still louder overall, but the 

degree of fidgeting had reduced significantly.  Boys and girls at the Year 10 level 

displayed similar levels of cooperation between themselves and towards the 

teacher.  Work was undertaken without fuss by both genders, though boys still 

asked questions out loud of the teacher more than did the girls.   

 

All of the Year 11 classes except one displayed remarkably similar levels of low-

keyed enthusiasm and gender differences were not readily apparent.  Both groups 

spoke easily in the target language and participated willingly and cooperatively in 

quiet speaking voices.  Both groups appeared to enjoy conversational opportunities  

equally with no obvious differences in ease of use of the target language.  The Year 

11 girls’ self-reports of enthusiasm for acting out conversations was borne out in the 

observations.  However, the boys’ self-reports of significantly less enthusiasm for 

acting out conversations, was not observed as the boys appeared to cooperate 

willingly with the preparation of a skit on the one occasion that this activity was 

observed.  Only one boys’ class displayed overt boisterousness and loudness.  The 

class was large by Year 11 standards (20 students) and was characterised by the 

inclusion of a lot of “personalities”.   Teacher comments upon the peculiar 

characteristics of this class will be discussed below in Section 4. These 

observations by the teacher lent support to the idea of multiple observations of 
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classes to smooth over aberrations caused by slightly ab/supernormal behaviour of 

some classes. 

 

Use of competitive activities.  More use of competitive activities was made in the 

observed classes by boys’ teachers. Only one girls’ class was observed playing a 

game of ‘bingo’, teachers were observed to use competitive activities upon four 

occasions.  Boys earned the right to ‘shoot baskets’ into a small basketball hoop on 

the wall and were loudly supported or denigrated when shooting; played a 

competitive verb card game and ‘lotto’ game and competed in an oral grammar 

game.  Only one competitive game was observed in a girls’ class – a Year 9 bingo 

game.  While both genders participated equally willingly in competitive games 

where observed, the level of good-natured verbal competitiveness and 

assertiveness (“Give me a go, I can get it!”) was observed only in the boys’ classes, 

particularly in Years 9 and 10.  The level of competitiveness was evident even in 

one of the Year 11 boys’ classes.  Boys vied shamelessly for a sweet for perfectly 

grammatically correct answers in one instance.  As well, boys displayed open 

competitiveness on two occasions in simple correction of exercises.  This overt 

competitiveness was not observed among the girls who were observed to be very 

encouraging and supportive of others’ oral work.  This competitiveness among the 

boys was balanced by the unexpected, observed, degree of peer support among 

boys when working in groups or participating in competitions on a team basis.    

 

4  TEACHER INTERVIEWS 

The teacher interviews were seen as an exit statement, as a means of detailing 

information gathered in the questionnaire and the observations and as a chance for 

teachers to discuss any areas where they felt that they chose particular teaching 

styles and strategies in response to the gender being taught.  The teacher 

Interviews thus were seen as relating directly to the fourth subsidiary research 
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question dealing with teachers’ modification of their teaching and learning strategies 

for the gender taught.   

 

Teachers were provided with the results of the observations and questionnaires and 

a summary of the statistical analysis prior to the interviews so that they had time in 

which to absorb these and to think through any points they wished to make.  While 

the interviews used the results of the observations and the questionnaire as their 

starting point, a number of points relating directly to the main research questions 

were raised.  Thus, the following section will outline teachers’ comments which 

relate to the variables found to be significant from the questionnaire and secondly, 

will outline comments of teachers which relate to the subsidiary research question 

dealing with teachers’ adaptations to the gender of their classes.   

 

4.1 Teacher comments upon areas of significant difference. 

While 22 questions were used in the teacher interviews, only those which elicited 

information relevant to the results of the questionnaire and observations are given 

below.  The full list of questions is provided in Appendix 5.  

  

Question 1.  Were the variables that were significantly different surprising or as 

expected?  Please comment. 

 

Teachers did not comment upon all variables that were significant, but emphasised 

areas which related directly to the research questions.  Variables that were 

commented upon were: 

 

Acting out own conversations.   Teachers drew attention to the difference in 

responses to variable 5.4 (acting out own conversations) and variable 5.5 (acting 

out conversations from texts).  Teachers of girls suggested that they prefer to make 

up their own conversational skits because they felt that the girls liked to put “their 
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own stamp” on their conversations and to “adopt a viewpoint” in conversations and 

that they took pride in how well they were written and performed.  Boys, meanwhile, 

were seen by their teachers to feel that talk or “chatting” was unimportant and boys 

felt that a situation involving two people in a restaurant, for example, was dull and 

meaningless to them.  If boys were assigned conversations from the text, they were 

accepted as work for assessment.  Thus, the use of textbook conversations with 

their organised structure, fitted in with an organized structure to get a mark.  

Teachers confirmed the observation that conversations – either to made up and 

acted out or taken straight from the text for acting out – were not often used.  They 

felt that there were other ways in which to get boys to practise speaking.  When 

assigning conversations in groups for boys, teachers noted the need for strict 

parameters and timing, as boys often lost time in deciding who was to say and do 

what.  Teachers also recognised that boys would prefer an action or kinesthetic 

based skit.  Thus conversations set in restaurants would have people being shot or 

cars driving through.   

 

Working in groups. Teachers were asked: 

 

Question 4. To what do you attribute the differences in attitude towards group 

work? 

 

Teachers of girls pointed out that girls are often shy and “didn’t like to be singled 

out”.  They are also very accepting and supportive of each other and enjoyed 

cooperating to produce work.  Boys’ teachers pointed out the use of paired group 

work for boys.  They believed that boys benefitted from the social aspect of LOTE 

while at the same time, they enjoyed the support of a partner with whom they were 

comfortable.   While teachers of boys said that they did use larger groups from time 

to time, boys often got side-tracked by issues such as who did what, who was to be 

in charge etc.   
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Choral repetition and Singing.  Girls’ teachers confirmed girls’ enjoyment of these 

activities.  However, boys’ teachers reactions were mixed.  In the younger grades, 

the use of singing and choral activities were seen as popular with boys among 

some teachers.  However, teachers felt that older boys would not enjoy these 

activitites. 

 

Getting help from classmates.  Teachers of girls accepted this finding at face value, 

pointing out that girls are supportive of one another.  Teachers of boys pointed out 

that boys generally “are unprepared to benefit from the work of others”.   

 

Ease of speaking.  Teachers of girls noted that, as in the observations, girls 

participated willingly in speaking activities and did not show obvious difficulty with 

speaking.  Teachers of boys pointed out that they made a special effort to provide a 

non-threatening environment where boys felt comfortable speaking.  They also 

noted that boys often gave factual information in answers and that it was often 

difficult to get them to elaborate.  That said, teachers noticed that boys like to use 

the language functionally in the classroom and often adopted regular phases which 

they employed.  Teachers suggested that boys’ usage of functional language which 

was quite pervasive, may not be seen in coeducational classes as boys may feel 

foolish doing so in front of girls.  One teacher noted that boys seem to learn better 

when they verbalise the LOTE, as though the use of two stimuli – visual and aural 

helps imbed the knowledge.  In fact, teachers noted that boys have a need to 

impart information – almost as if they see speaking in the LOTE as a way to 

validate themselves.   

 

Strategy use.  Teachers of both genders commented that students need to be 

taught how to learn.  However, the girls’ teachers had a department policy of 
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actively teaching the two strategies that registered a significant difference – using 

known words to help with reading and listening may be reflected in the finding.  

 

4.2 Teachers’ comments upon adaptation to single-gender 
classes.  

 

Discussions with the teachers highlighted their acceptance of subtle social 

differences between boys and girls in the classroom.  Both groups of teachers felt 

there were different needs for boys and for girls that they both consciously and 

unconsciously accommodated and that this accommodation was easier in single-

sex classes.  The results of the interviews will be given in groups of related 

responses, with selected questions highlighted.   

 

Teachers were  asked: 

Question 9. Were there any ways in which you consciously adapted your teaching 

to take account of boys/girls? 

 

Teachers of boys noted their need to “be physical” or the kinesthetic nature of their 

learning.  Teachers felt that they had to be aware and accepting of boys’ need to 

move around;  to include physical activities in roleplay; to accept that boys are 

boisterous and to make allowance for this.  One aspect of teachers’ adaptation to 

this boisterousness was with regard to teaching German.  One Year 11 boys’ class 

was observed as more boisterous than other Year 11 classes.  There was a 

perception by the boys’ teachers, (though not always supported by the literature – 

(Pritchard, 1987), that German was perceived by students as a more masculine 

language and would be more likely to be taken by more physical and less obviously 

studious boys.  The teacher also felt that, given the personalities in the class, a 

more lively approach worked better than with other classes she taught.   
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Boys’ teachers said that they used competitive activities regularly both as an 

incentive and to maintain interest.  Girls’ teachers noted that girls enjoyed these 

activities as well.   

 

Boys’ teachers noted strongly the need to give exact parameters and instructions 

for tasks such as writing as boys are more comfortable with knowing what is 

expected of them and are able to produce better work within a time frame.   

 

The use of pair work suited boys better than larger groups.  More practice in 

speaking was attained by using stepwise pair work where, after practising an item 

with a partner, each one of a pair turned to the next person to continue practising.  

Teachers noted that the use of larger groups needed to be done selectively, with 

very precise parameters given as boys could lose a lot of time deciding on roles 

and agreeing over work details.  Teachers of girls noted that girls could be 

distracted or “chatty” but that clear expectations from teachers ensured girls worked 

well. 

 

Teachers of both genders cited similar ways in which they adapted their classes to 

suit the gender being taught.  Both were careful with topic choice and made use of 

cooking or restaurant visits.   In addition, teachers cited allowing girls to write on the 

board; the use of penpals; and the use of games as ways they adapted their 

teaching towards girls.  Teachers of boys noted that some boys enjoyed working 

with worksheets and studying grammar.   

 

Teachers of both genders agreed that boys and girls had different attitudes towards 

teachers which affected their schoolwork.  Boys, teachers felt, needed to like the 

teacher and to feel a bond with the teacher in order to do their best and responded 

well to humour rather than ‘nagging’, but that teachers needed to be ‘strong’ to 

bring out the best in boys.  Girls meanwhile were seen as willing to please and 
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forgiving of teachers and did not need to feel that they liked the teacher in order to 

do well or to try hard.   

 

Question 17. Studies suggest that girls do better than boys at languages because 

they are more conscientious and regularly commit to the mundane memorisation 

tasks.  Please comment” 

 

The question was strongly rejected by the girls’ teachers.  They felt that classroom 

LOTE learning had moved towards process learning and that rote study was only a 

very small component of LOTE today.   

 

Teachers discussed ‘comprehensible output and input’ and were asked: 

 

Question 18.  Do you think that boys/girls use speech opportunities in the LOTE to 

develop comprehensible output/input? 

 

Teachers suggested a number of ways in which boys’ use of speech did fit with the 

idea of giving information or developing comprehensible output.  These included the 

need among boys to impart information; the idea that their verbalizing was possibly 

part of validating themselves – look at me! ; their use of functional language in the 

classroom;  and the fact that they seem to learn better when they verbalize 

information.  Girls, it was noted asked questions, listened attentively and 

encouraged one another – using language to gain understanding and to build 

relationships.   

 

Leading on from this, teachers were asked: 

 

Question 19 (for boys).  Do you consciously provide opportunities for boys to speak 

out? 
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Teachers used informal contact before or after class to try to place LOTE in the 

context of their lives e.g. how did your football/basketball game go?  Since boys 

learn better when they verbalize, opportunities for speaking are organized so that 

more than one person can speak at once.  For example, the use of step-wise pairs, 

as boys don’t seem to learn vicariously from listening as the whole class takes a 

turn.   

 

Question 20 (for girls).  Do you consciously provide other ways for girls to use the 

spoken LOTE, other than conversation skits?   

 

Teachers noted the use of small groups to ask questions and to interview each 

other, especially in younger grades.  In older years, teachers included opportunities 

to use the language in context with girls taking part in and commenting upon 

fashion shows.  The nature of communicative language teaching also provides girls 

with plenty of opportunity to obtain comprehensible input.   

 

In conclusion, teachers felt that there were important differences in teaching boys 

and girls that single-sex classes accommodated easily.  The teachers of girls 

commented that girls found the behaviour of boys in the classroom frustrating and 

that the use of codes of conduct was a tool often necessary in mixed classes.  

Teachers of boys commented on their silliness in younger grades.  Teachers noted 

the innate honesty of boys came through when they easily let teachers know how 

they felt about topics upon which they were working.  Girls, meanwhile were seen 

as more polite and adaptable and showed dislike and boredom by looking at their 

watches, requesting toilet breaks and by chatting. 

 

5 SUMMARY OF RESULTS & RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
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The present study was guided by a major research question, which asked whether 

there are any differences in the way adolescent boys and girls approach the study 

of a second language.   Secondary questions were formulated to organise the 

process of investigating this primary research question and results obtained.  In 

summary, the results below relate to these subsidiary questions.   

 

Question !.  Do boys’ and girls’ self reports reveal any differences in any aspect of 

second language learning styles?  The questionnaire found a number of areas of 

difference in the ways boys and girls like to behave and those activities which they 

enjoy most in the classroom.  These include: making up and acting out 

conversations; working in groups; getting help from classmates; working on 

computers; choral repetition and singing.   

 

Question 2.  Do boys’ and girls’ self reports reveal any differences in the use of 

second language learning strategies?  The questionnaire revealed only two areas 

of significant difference in strategy use – using known words to help decipher 

spoken LOTE and using known words to help understand what is read in the LOTE. 

 

Question 3.  Do boys and girls respond differently to activities or language learning 

strategies presented in the classroom.  Classroom observations revealed a gender 

difference in student response to competitive games; the use of choral activities; 

the ways in which each gender used the LOTE and in the general atmosphere of 

the classrooms.   

 

Question 4. What teachers said about their students’ learning styles and use of 

language learning strategies.   Teachers were cognisant of the gender which they 

taught and made certain allowances.  Teachers of boys recognised the need to 

carefully control conversational activities so boys responded well; accept that the 

use of action and  movement to maintain interest in younger classes; give boys the 
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opportunity to continually use language in a way which they considered useful or 

functional; use groups of two so boys developed confidence in oral activities with a 

peer; provide opportunities for boys to impart information; give boys plenty of 

opportunity to verbalize in LOTE.  Teachers of girls recognised that girls  enjoyed 

making up their own conversations and acting them out; enjoyed group work in 

various sizes; masked their boredom or dislike under a compliant attitude and that 

girls needed to be specifically taught strategies for learning the target language.   

 

The results of these various questions will be discussed in Chapter 5 in order to 

answer the major research question.  
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DISCUSSION 

    

Results presented in the previous chapter show that there were a number of areas 

in which the behaviour of adolescent language learners varied with gender.  In this 

chapter, these results will be discussed in the context of existing research. 

 

  From the beginning, the aim of the present study was to look at LOTE study from 

a positive viewpoint, to find out what is happening in classrooms that boys and 

girls enjoy.  In so doing, the study sought to gain some understanding of ways in 

which teachers direct classroom second language learning to encourage and to 

maintain participation by students of both genders.   Thus, the study was 

concerned with both the boys’ and girls’ behaviours and opinions and the role of 

the teachers in providing learning activities which best fitted the needs of the 

gender in their care.   

 

In this chapter the results of the quantitative and qualitative analyses of the 

present research will be discussed as follows:  quantitative results which relate to 

learning styles; quantitative results which relate to learning styles and 

communicative styles together; quantitative results which relate to learning 

strategies; qualitative results from the observations and teacher interviews; and a 

summation which addresses the main research question.   

 

 

1 QUANTITATIVE RESULTS WHICH RELATE TO GENDER 

DIFFERENCES IN LEARNING STYLES. 

In the present study learning style was based upon Smith’s (1982) definition 

where it was seen as made up of behaviours, actions and feelings that facilitate 
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the cognitive process of learning.  The purpose of the present study was to identify 

any gender differences in these three aspects of learning style in the group of 

adolescents under study.  Five areas of significant difference relating to learning 

style were found.  These are: group work, choral repetition, singing, getting help 

from peers and working on computers.   

 

The first four of these variables all favoured girls – enjoyment of group work, of 

singing, of choral repetition and getting help from classmates – and indicate a 

liking among the girls studied for learning behaviours that emphasised 

collaboration.  The degree of emphasis on collaboration indicated by these four 

variables is what separates boys and girls.  It is not that boys disliked collaboration 

so much as girls enjoyed and emphasised it more.  This difference came through 

in the students’ self reports, in the classroom observations and teacher interviews.  

Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule (1986) developed coding categories which 

illustrated different modes of thought or learning styles, called Educational 

Dialectics and reflecting male vs. female viewpoints.  These included rational / 

intuitive; challenge / support; self-concern / responsibility or caring for others.  

They found that women favoured learning which was often intuitive, favoured 

connection over hierarchy, collaboration over debate and where experience 

preceded theory, while noting that education has traditionally been based on a 

male model which favoured hierarchical learning and emphasised theory and 

abstraction before experience. These differences in preferred learning styles that 

Belenky et al. identified were found in these four variables and are discussed 

below.   

 

Group work.  The significant preference for group work among girls over boys 

reflects the female enjoyment of building connections in the learning environment 

and a preference for collaboration and of building understanding and acceptance 

with others over an emphasis upon assessment and hierarchy.  Girls’ teachers 
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used group work in many of their observed classes, again recognising the 

importance of this learning style.  The groups varied in size, and were involved in 

cooperative, creative activities such as writing descriptions, making up 

conversations and interviewing or roleplaying.  Teachers’ use of group work 

supported Belenky et al’s educational dialectic, with girls’ tasks emphasising 

connection, collaboration, intuitiveness and experience.  

 

   However, the picture with boys was less clear.  Belenky et al. were concerned with 

women’s ways of knowing and did not particularly address males’.  Examination of 

the distribution of scores in the Likert scale for group work showed that it was girls’ 

overwhelming preference for group work that was important statistically rather 

than any marked dislike among boys.  Boys’ teachers did use group work though 

less often than did girls’ teachers and when they did, usually only pair groups were 

used.  These pair groups were used for oral practice and competitive and 

cooperative games, i.e. for activities which, by their nature required a partner.   

While the boys did not actively dislike group work, teachers commented that they 

did not like to benefit from the work of others.  The educational dialectic – self-

concern vs. responsibility or caring for others – is clearly supported here, as is the 

more regularly male preference for separation over connection. However, teachers 

noted the value of pair grouping in building confidence in speaking.  This support 

gained from a peer in younger years reflects the work of Foon (1988) who found 

that adolescent boys have greater peer affiliation needs than girls and the work of 

Powell & Littlewood (1982) who suggested that adolescent boys may feel 

vulnerable to ridicule in oral expression.  Thus pair group work has value in 

permitting regular verbalising of the LOTE, especially in younger grades.      

 

An alternative view of the results is offered by research which suggests that 

teachers and researchers look for and reinforce the dominant gender binaries.  

This interpretation suggests that teachers should not focus upon gender 
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differences in communication but see relations between gender and language as 

operating in a more complex manner. Thus the acceptance of the existence of 

multiple ‘masculinities’ as suggested by Connell, (1995) leads to the conclusion by 

Johnson, (1997) that gender identities and power relations are contextualised 

practices.  Thus it is difficult from this viewpoint to see clear and generalisable 

behaviours that are characteristic of males.  The fact that the significant difference 

between girls and boys in liking of group work was driven by girls’ strong liking for 

the activity rather than boys’ dislike can be seen to reflect this viewpoint.  However 

whether boys are responding to the teachers’ dominant masculine viewpoint or 

whether it is accepted that boys and girls do have different learning preferences, 

the distribution of answers to the question of group work highlights gender 

differences.  While both groups answered largely positively, girls responses 

favoured the strongest liking category 68% of the time compared with boys’ 45%.  

Whatever the interpretation, the differences identified here point to the importance 

for teachers in skilful use of this learning activity with each gender.    

 

  It must be noted that a clearer picture of boys’ attitude towards group work may 

have been gained if the question of group work had been subdivided to include 

feelings towards pair grouping and larger groupings.   

   

Singing, choral repetition & getting help from peers. These three activities, 

favouring girls, fit well with the differences in learning behaviour that group work 

highlights.  Peer help reflects again a preference for connection and collaboration 

and an inclination towards support and concern for others.  Further, girls’ 

enjoyment of singing and choral repetition reflect a fondness for activities which 

build connection – the feeling of oneness which is achieved when an activity is 

completed aloud in a group.  Interestingly, despite the fact that choral repetition 

was significantly enjoyed by girls compared with boys, given limited classroom 

time, teachers still regard it as a useful way to give boys plenty of practise in oral 
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LOTE.  However, in the classes observed, boys displayed little overt enthusiasm 

for this activity. 

 

Working on computers in LOTE.  The significant difference, favouring boys, for 

working upon the computers in LOTE supports research by Powell & Littlewood 

(1982), Harris, Nixon & Ruddick (1993) and Noble & Bradford (2000).  This 

research is concerned with why boys are attracted to or turned off second 

language learning. 

 

  Noble & Bradford found that boys’ motivation and achievement in LOTE study 

improved when the program was based upon multi-media, video-conferencing 

with schools in France and the use of British Telecom cards.  While, at the simple 

level, this study suggests that boys’ imagination is captured by the use 

technology, other research findings give a wider basis for using technology with 

boys.  Harris (1998) found that boys prefer a sense of autonomy in learning, 

where the teacher is not the only source of knowledge and work is given or 

explained and boys are left on their own to work through it.  The independence 

offered through the use of telecom cards and the use of computers fits well with 

this view.  Further, Powell & Littlewood suggest that boys value those tasks which 

demand more manual, organisational or writing skills over “meaningless chatter”.  

Computers offer all of these task characteristics.  Lastly, Powell & Littlewood 

suggest that classrooms where boys are expected to learn passively and where 

teachers are seen as transmitters of knowledge are the greatest source of 

declining enrolments.   
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2  QUANTITATIVE RESULTS WHICH RELATE TO LEARNING   

STYLES AND COMMUNICATION STYLES. 

 

Since learning second language is essentially a communicative activity the two 

areas of research into communication styles and learning styles are clearly related 

in studies of second language learning.  Results of the present study indicate that 

the ways adolescents behave and the activities which they prefer in second 

language classrooms can be related to existing research into gender differences 

in communication styles and learning styles, although these studies all involve 

adults.  Two variables illustrate this relationship – making up and acting out 

conversations and ease of speaking in the LOTE.  The main points of gender 

difference in communication styles will be reviewed so these two variables can be 

discussed in the context of the foregoing discussion of learning styles and of 

communication styles.   

 

Differences in the way the genders communicate in their first language reflect the 

relative social position of the genders and the use to which each gender puts 

language.  These first language differences carry over to second language study.  

Holmes (1985) showed that men and women have different goals when 

communicating.  She suggested that men’s conversation is more concerned with 

“informativeness” – concerned with truthfulness, saying only what is necessary for 

relevance and clarity.  This informativeness was supported by teachers’ comments 

about the factual nature of boys’ responses and the difficulty of getting them to 

elaborate in conversational interaction.  Women’s speech, on the other hand was 

more concerned with “rapport” – with ensuring the correct social distance, giving 

the addressee options and with making the addressee comfortable.    These 

findings were parallelled by the work of Thwaite (1993) who found that women’s 

speech was characterised by information seeking, and by more overlapping, 
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simultaneous speech and linking.  Male speech was characterised by more 

information giving than seeking and of the greater use of imperatives or more 

direct, less overly polite speech.  Gass & Varonis (1986) suggested that men’s 

speech in the classroom was concerned more with generating comprehensible 

output while women were more concerned with obtaining more comprehensible 

input.  These classroom findings are similar to those of Oxford & Nyikos (1989) 

who saw men’s speech as characterised by greater directness, input 

discouragement, power and dominance seeking while women’s evidenced greater 

indirectness, politeness, input elicitation, questioning, uncertainty and harmony-

seeking. Oxford & Nyikos also suggested that women’s use of more 

conversational input elicitation strategies in second language learning reflects 

greater social interaction among women than among men. These differences in 

male and female speech are clearly reflected in the findings of the present study.    

 

Making up and acting out conversations.    Girls’ self-reports overwhelmingly 

favoured this activity with 51% of girls placing it in the highest Likert category of 

‘Like a lot’.  Girls’ preference for this activity can been seen as a desire to use the 

LOTE in the female model.  In fact the whole act of cooperation that is involved in 

creating, scripting, practising and presenting a pseudo-conversation to the class 

reflects the desire to use language in the female model.  This female model was 

highlighted in the work of Holmes (1985), Oxford & Nyikos (1989) and Thwaite 

(1993) who variously referred to rapport, harmony and linking.    

 

With reference to learning styles the preference among women for learning which 

is experiential, as noted by Kolb (1976) and Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & 

Tarule (1986) is also relevant here.  The act of making up and acting out 

conversations, may be seen as a way to experience the use of spoken language 

in context, in preference to studying it from an analytical viewpoint.  Thus, it could 

be seen that it is the nature of the task of producing conversations, allowing girls 
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to build rapport, connection, collaboration and support which is important.  While it 

is debatable (See Ch.2.2.1) that females show a greater social orientation, as 

claimed by Ehrman & Oxford (1988), women’s preference for social learning 

strategies  - i.e. those which involve interacting with others - is suggested by the 

present study.  

 

   From the boys’ viewpoint, the making up and acting out of conversational skits 

has a number of limitations.  Teachers suggested that while the conversation itself 

and relationships which it magnifies were appreciated by girls, boys, if asked to do 

this activity would be more concerned with the action rather than dialogue and 

relationships.  Thus self-scripted skits, one teacher reflected, seem to always 

involve fights, murders or physical acts.  This points to two facts.  Firstly, that boys 

do not value ‘talk’, seeing it as ‘non – work’ as suggested by Harris  (1998).  

Secondly, boys like to involve movement and action in learning.  While girls were 

seen by various researchers as enjoying learning through experience, for boys, 

particularly the younger ones, enjoyment may be greater with action.  Teachers 

also noted that boys in such situations would need very strict guidelines and 

timelines as they were easily sidetracked by issues of group hierarchy – who says 

and does what, what should be included. This issue of hierarchy reflects Belenky 

et al.’s point that males see learning in a hierarchical framework and Romaine’s 

(1984) suggestion that boys’ groups are hierarchical.   Self-scripted group 

conversations also mean that boys are dependent upon the contribution of all 

group members for the outcome and any assessment.  Thus the groups’ 

contribution is emphasised rather than the status and contribution of the individual 

boy.   

 

   While girls significantly enjoyed making up and acting out their own 

conversations, the related variable – acting out conversations from the textbook – 

showed no significant difference between the genders.  These different results are 
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illustrative of gender differences in learning and communicative styles will be 

discussed below.   

 

From the viewpoint of girls, Oxford & Nyikos (1989) and Nyikos & Ehrman (1988) 

suggest that women prefer learning styles involving social interaction and favour 

learning strategies that employ conversational elicitation.  The preparation of 

pseudo-realistic conversational skits would involve much more social interaction 

and elicitation of meaningful input, than simply practicing conversations printed in 

the textbook.  This difference is noted by teachers who pointed out that girls “enjoy 

putting their own individual stamp” upon conversations.    Philbin, Meieir, Huffman 

& Boverie (1995), found that men and women predominantly fall into two learning 

style groups.  Women often preferred the Diverger/Converger learning styles 

(favouring learning from concrete experience combined with reflective observation 

and finding practical uses for ideas and theories i.e. doing and feeling) while men 

preferred the Assimilator style (favouring logical organization and analysis of 

information i.e. watching and thinking).  While the nature of the process involved in 

making up and acting out conversations fits with the experiential nature of the 

Divergent/Convergent group of learning styles, the experiential orientation is 

largely unavailable in simply acting out textbook conversations.  

 

From the viewpoint of boys, a number of studies are relevant.  Acting out 

conversations from the texts gives boys the opportunity to use speech in a way 

that is similar to the male model proposed by Holmes (1985).  Thus, boys, in using 

these conversations can be seen to be more concerned with the outcome, with 

imparting information, with truthfulness (since the text writer provides the dialogue 

not the boys) and in saying only what is necessary for relevance and clarity.  This 

interpretation is possible if we accept that the use of pre-written conversations 

involves no input of a ‘feeling’ or ‘rapport building’ kind such as required in writing 

original conversations.  Also with no need to create dialogue, the question of who 
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contributed what in the group does not arise and therefore marks are clearly 

identified and fairly gained.  Further, boys may accept this type of activity since it 

allows them to learn using Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule’s (1986) male 

model of learning favouring separation over connectedness and hierarchy and 

assessment over collaborative learning.  Secondly, Harris, Nixon & Ruddick 

(1993) point out that boys may distinguish between ‘real work’ (writing) and ‘non 

work’ (talking).  Harris (1998) and Powell & Littlewood (1982) suggest that boys 

need clearly identified and purposeful outcomes to be given for speaking activities, 

if they are to treat these activities seriously.  A clear statement of assessment 

criteria may also help boys to see oral work as purposeful.  Teachers confirmed 

these conclusions in the interviews, saying that boys liked to know exactly what 

was expected of them, how marks were to be obtained and did not like to benefit 

from the work of others.  Guidelines, expectations and assessment criteria are all 

clearer when the text is known and clear roles are assigned, as in text-based 

conversations.   

 

Thus, it would seem that for the girls, the process of writing, practising and 

presenting conversations was probably as important as obtaining the mark, 

whereas for boys, the end purpose, the mark seemed most important.   

 

Ease of speaking in the LOTE.  The significant difference favouring boys 

highlights the complexity of factors involved in classroom behaviour of 

adolescents.  Students were asked to rate themselves upon macroskills such as 

listening and understanding, reading and writing.  This skill was the only one 

resulting in a significant gender difference and the difference favouring boys was 

also found to be significant in the gender analysis in Year 11. On the surface this 

result could be attributed solely to the fact that the classes under study were 

single-sex.   Support for this contention is found in Dale (1974) who found that 

among adolescent boys, confidence in speaking activities was greater in single-
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sex schools than in co-educational and in Beswick (1976) who found that boys’ 

confidence and performance improved when they were separated into single-sex 

classes.  However, Powell & Littlewood (1982:156) suggested that boys may be 

reluctant to “engage in meaningless chatter’ or may fell vulnerable to ridicule in 

expressing themselves orally and that speaking activities needed to be realistic 

and meaningful.  It would seem that the key to explaining why boys appear more 

confident than girls in this behaviour is the role of the teacher.  Thus teachers, 

working with boys were more able to provide opportunities for them to use 

language in the male model and direct the use of the target language towards 

‘useful’ tasks to get things done, to answer questions etc rather than 

overemphasis upon conversational activities which emphasised more female 

learning styles.  This contention is supported by the classroom observation where 

differences were observed in the type of speaking activities, in the use of planned 

and unplanned language and in the use of conversational activities used by 

teachers of the two genders.   

 

A further explanation of boys’ ease in speaking is available from Martino & 

Meyenn (2002) where teachers of single-sex classes noted that boys were freer to 

express themselves.  This freedom can be interpreted as reflecting the teachers’ 

ability to help boys’ to deconstruct their notions of masculinity or simply as 

freedom not to act in a particular dominant heterosexual way.  

 

While this explanation fits with the behaviour of boys in the study, it does not 

explain why girls are significantly different from boys.  Girls’ ease in speaking was 

higher for Year 9 than for Years 10 and 11 while boys’ ease increased from Year 9 

to Year 11.  If boys’ results show a benefit from single-sex classes, why then don’t 

girls’?  One possible explanation is the different goals of the genders in the 

classroom.  Gass & Varonis (1986) found women in their study sought 

comprehensible input more so than output.  Thus girls’ significant difference in 
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ease of speaking compared with boys’ may be attributable to their focus on 

comprehensible input rather than output.  Kimura’s (1999) finding that girls’ verbal 

advantage over boys disappears in adolescence, may explain boys’ growing 

confidence, while offering an explanation for the decrease in girls’.  The decline in 

verbal advantage where it is reflected in the productive task of speaking may 

parallel the development of this adult female preference for seeking 

comprehensible input.   

    

     3  QUANTITATIVE RESULTS WHICH RELATE TO LEARNING      

STRATEGIES 

 Only two variables were found with significant differences relating to strategy use.  

These were use of association of known words to understand spoken and to 

understand written LOTE.  These two strategies are discussed below.   

 

 While a number of studies have found a that women and men make quite 

different use of strategies in second language learning, the fact that only two 

variables were found to be different could be attributed to the age of the 

participants.  While studies such as those by Oxford & Nyikos (1989) show that 

women use more metagconitive and top-down strategies and admit less to the use 

of bottom-up strategies than do men, in the adolescents in the present study, 

similar results for use of bottom-up strategies such as translation were obtained 

for both genders.  Other more complex strategies may not yet have been 

developed.        

 

 Use of specific learning strategies.   Oxford & Nyikos (1989) found that women 

were more deliberate in their use of learner strategies than men and that men 

used more bottom-up strategies than women.  These findings are supported in the 

present study.  Girls’ self-reports indicated a significantly greater use of knowledge 
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of existing words to understand text that was being read and in understanding the 

spoken LOTE, than did boys’.  O’Malley & Chamot (1990) pointed to the relative 

efficiency of the use of these types of top-down strategies.  The use of already 

known words to project meaning is faster than using bottom-up strategies where 

individuals analyze each individual word for its meanings.  Thus the girls in the 

study used strategies favoured by more successful language learners.  However, 

while this finding ties in well with the literature, the deliberate policy of teaching the 

association strategies at the girls’ school, means that the finding could not be 

unequivocally supported.   

 

Ehrman & Oxford (1988) found that introversion, intuition and perception were 

characteristic of good language learners who make extensive use of a variety of 

learning strategies.  They noted that more women than men in their study had the 

intuitive personality characteristics of successful language professionals.  Various 

other researchers – Philbin, Meieir, Huffman & Boverie (1995), Belenky, Clinchy, 

Goldberger & Tarule’s (1986) and Bardwick (1971) have pointed to the 

preponderance of women in the ‘intuitive’ learning style categories.   The learners’ 

personality characteristics were not investigated in the present study, but their 

implication may help in explaining findings such as those for strategy use.  The 

implications of personality type will be discussed briefly in the final chapter. 

 

4 QUALTITATIVE INFORMATION FROM THE QUESTIONNAIRE, 

OBSERVATIONS AND TEACHER INTERVIEWS RESULTS  

 

A number of observations were made that could not be judged statistically, but 

when taken together with teacher interviews offer a wider, qualitative perspective.  

The areas covered include:  the use of competitive activities; the use of 

movement; and the ways in which the target language was used.  Also, the result 
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of one open-ended question given to students as part of the questionnaire – best 

school subject – is discussed.   

 

Use of competitive activities.  While both teachers and the girls themselves felt 

that they were similar to boys in enjoyment of competitive games, observations did 

not confirm this.  Use of a competitive game was observed only once at the girls’ 

school compared with on five occasions at the boys’.  While both genders were 

observed to enjoy competitive games, boys expressed their enthusiasm much 

more loudly, with good-natured putdowns towards one another, while girls’ 

response was very low key and enthusiasm was evident more from facial 

expressions and comments upon the activity.  Such observations suggest that 

teachers’, in planning classes, support Belenky et al.’s dialectic where a hierarchy 

or separateness is emphasised in the learning style favoured by males.   

 

Use of movement.  Teachers of both younger girls’ and boys’ classes said that 

they used movement to maintain interest.  The type of movement observed 

pointed to the real difference in the classes.  Movement for girls was walking up to 

the blackboard, reorganising the room, etc – fairly quiet movement.  Movement for 

boys included the same activities as for the girls but also meant, for example, 

throwing soft basketballs through a hoop as a reward, as well as generally 

fidgeting in their chairs.  Teaching boys thus pointed to the need for a teaching 

style which is tolerant of movement and fidgeting as suggested by Clark & 

Trafford, (1995) and as commented upon by teachers.   

 

Classroom usage of target language.  While overall, teachers of both genders 

used similar speaking activities, different emphasis was placed upon different 

activities.  As stated before, girls’ teachers recognized the level of enjoyment girls 

derived from self-scripted conversational skits and the opportunity it provided for 

functional language use in groups of various sizes.  Thus conversational language 
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use was observed in various group configurations in the girls’ classes.  

Conversational skits were observed only once in the boys’ classes, but greater 

emphasis was placed upon the use of the target language to get things done.  

 

Boys’ teachers agreed with Powell & Littlewood’s, (1982) observation that boys 

would prefer language tasks which they saw as useful.  Thus boys’ teachers 

placed greater emphasis upon using the target language both by boys in the day-

to-day proceedings of the classroom.  The regular use of the target language 

amongst themselves was observed in boys’ classes, even in earlier grades.  

Teachers noted that boys liked to adopt certain regular sayings in the LOTE and 

to use them freely.  While both genders responded equally fluently in older years 

to teacher-initiated conversation, girls’ speech in the LOTE was observed in 

responding to teachers, acting out their conversations and in small group work. 

Thus, the real difference between the genders lay in their communication styles. In 

relation to the use of the target language by Year 11 students, girls were observed 

to use language in response to teachers or in group work.  While boys indeed 

responded to teachers in the LOTE, they were observed to initiate conversation, 

use language to find out information and to play with the language.  There are a 

number of possible reasons for these differences.  Studies of language use, both 

in the classroom by Gass & Varonis (1986) and in daily life by Maltz & Borker 

(1982) emphasised this gender difference in language use which has been noted 

in the present study.   The initiation of language by boys in the present study is 

similar to Maltz & Borker’s (1982) description of the goals of the language of Afro-

American boys’ group language which includes attracting and maintaining an 

audience.  Teachers confirmed that boys liked to let teachers know what was 

happening or to display their knowledge. The boys’ target language use to ask 

questions and to make jokes together with their sometimes boisterous use of the 

to get attention of the teacher all fit with Gass & Varonis’ (1986) finding that men in 

a classroom situation seek to generate comprehensible output and to dominate 
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conversational direction.  While domination of conversational direction is very 

difficult for adolescents in a second language class, teachers in the older boys’ 

classes made considerable effort in encouraging the boys to speak out in the 

LOTE.   

 

Girls’ use of the target language, on the other hand, fitted quite well with Gass & 

Varonis’ observations of classroom behaviour of women, particularly one aspect.  

They noted that females seek comprehensible input and to facilitate verbal 

exchange.  Thus girls were observed to be less vocal in the classroom, to use the 

target language in responding to the teacher, to work in groups and to make up 

conversational skits - i.e. to facilitate verbal exchange - rather than to give 

information or to display knowledge. Politzer (1983) noted in a study of three 

language classes, that students in a class requiring use only of the target 

language displayed less conversational input strategies.  In the present study, 

communicative LOTE classes similarly provided girls with lots of comprehensible 

input from the teacher and the media in the target language.  This is one 

explanation as to why girls were not observed to seek comprehensible input 

particularly and to appear as passive classroom participants.       

 

Boys’ dislike for choral repetition suggests that while such an activity gave boys an 

opportunity to verbalize the LOTE, it remained unpopular as it produced output 

rather than creating comprehensible output.  Secondly, Ellis’ (1984) suggestion 

that the rise of a communicative approach which emphasized ‘language utility’ 

might encourage boys, appears to be in evidence in the classroom observations.  

 

Best school subject. The results of this question are interesting as they suggest 

that the widely held idea that girls have a greater verbal acuity than boys which is 

manifested in second language learning may be mistaken.  While for the boys in 

the study, LOTE (19%) was a close second to Mathematics (23.5%) as their best 
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subject, LOTE (11%) came a poor third for girls - English (33%) and Sciences 

(31.5%).  The finding for girls of English as the best subject, closely followed by 

Sciences can be explained by a number of studies.  Eccles, MacIver, & Crawford-

Lange (1986) showed that girls who are good at Science and Mathematics, often 

consider themselves best at English.  Meanwhile Ormerod (1975) and Spender & 

Sarah (1980) suggested that girls can manage well at subjects such as Science in 

a single-sex environment.   From the perspective of boys, Powell & Littlewood 

(1982) suggest that only intellectually able boys who are good language students 

take LOTEs after the finish of compulsory study.  However, if the enrolment figures 

for the boys’ school are compared with those for the government schools in 

Western Australia are compared, a clearer picture emerges.  While a total of only 

5.1% of girls and boys were enrolled in Year 12 at government schools in the year 

of the study, 1999, 27% of boys were enrolled in LOTEs in Year 12 at the boys’ 

school under study.  If we accept Powell & Littlewood’s premise, than less than 

5% of boys at government schools could be called intellectually able (an 

unrealistic idea).  Alternatively, the 27% of those taking LOTEs in Year 12 at the 

boys’ school represents a more balanced picture where teaching, prevailing 

masculinities, and socio-economic levels all support better outcomes for boys in 

LOTEs.   Also, the enrolment figures for girls in Year 12 at the girls’ school are 

similar to those of the boys’ – 22.5%.  Taken together, these facts and results 

suggest that whatever is occurring at the boys’ school, some part of the success 

of LOTE study (as measured by enrolments and the boys themselves) must be 

attributed to the teaching/learning styles operating in the classroom.   

 

These conclusions are further supported by results from the questionnaire.   Boys, 

more so than girls, rated speaking in the LOTE as easy, with this result peaking 

for the boys in Year 11.  Further, no significant difference was found between the 

genders in understanding what is said by someone speaking in the LOTE.   From 

analysis of the spread of answers on the Likert scale for comprehension of spoken 
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LOTE, boys’ self-reports indicated comprehension of speech also became 

stronger with age, while girls’ comprehension were reported to be consistent 

throughout.   While it could simply be that boys rate their ability in studying a 

LOTE as higher, overall, than do girls (Foon 1988), alternatively, the Maccoby & 

Jacklin, (1974) and Kimura’s (1999) finding that girls’ noticeable verbal advantage 

over boys’ peaks during puberty, may account for the finding that boys’ confidence 

increased with age, as their verbal abilities catch up with girls’.   Alternatively, this 

increase in apparent ease with speaking activities may reflect the single-sex 

environment which favours speaking activities for boys as found by Dale (1974) 

and Cross (1983).  These differences favouring boys in the study suggest that the 

picture of relative ability and enjoyment of the genders in classroom LOTE study is 

complex, as are the reasons for boys’ poor LOTE enrolment.   

 

   Classroom observations and teacher interviews taken together with the 

quantitative results provided an opportunity to develop a more global picture of 

how the two genders behave, feel and act in the second language classroom.  

This picture provided information to answer the main research question which is 

detailed below.  

 

 5  SUMMATION & MAJOR RESEARCH QUESTION. 

 

The present study posed the question: Are there any differences in the way    

adolescent boys and girls approach the study of a second language?  The answer 

is, yes.  The study found that the way in which adolescents approach the study of 

LOTEs is mediated by their gender and that these differences can be attributed to 

differences in aspects of learning styles and communication styles. These 

differences are similar to those found in studies of adults.  The communicative 

nature of second language learning as it is taught in these and other Western 
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Australian schools meant that learning and communicative styles are interwoven.  

The study also found that teachers in the study have an important role in guiding 

and developing these learning and communication styles to get the best outcomes 

for the genders taught.   

 

Girls showed a preference for class behaviours, activities and feelings which 

demonstrate a desire to experience LOTE learning through collaboration, support 

for one another and a desire to facilitate language exchange. Boys, while 

collaborative in some aspects, demonstrated a learning style which showed 

awareness of hierarchy, competitiveness, separateness and a need for clear 

guidelines and expectations while retaining a sense of independence, and a 

desire to produce comprehensible output.   

 

These differences mean that the existence of gender differences in the classroom 

should be viewed in a new light.    The passivity of the girls, noted in studies by 

many authors such as Powell & Littlewood (1983) and remarked on by teachers 

and in the classroom observations, can be seen as an indicator of their female 

communication and learning preferences.  The emphasis upon collaboration and 

support in learning, together with the desire for harmony and comprehensible 

input produce a lower key or “passive” classroom persona for girls.  Thus Powell & 

Littlewood’s contention that girls accept the “meaningless chatter” of classroom 

language practice due to their greater “passivity” and “conditioning to 

subservience” may be wrong and Oxford, Nyikos & Erhman’s (1988) conclusion 

that women favour social learning strategies more than men, correct, if the idea of 

passivity as part of the seeking of harmony and comprehensible input is included.  

Meanwhile, taken together, studies such as those by Lawrie & Brown (1982) 

showing that the co-educational environment intensifies sexual stereotypical 

behaviour in adolescents; by Maltz & Borker (1982) showing boys use language to 

gain and to keep attention of the group; by Foon (1980) showing boys’ perceived 
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need to be valued by teachers and peers and by Clark & Trafford (1982) showing 

that boys significantly preferred speaking out to girls in mixed-sex second 

language classes, suggest that Gass & Varonis’ (1982) description of 

comprehensible output and input may have a role in explaining the different 

gender behaviours seen in the present study.  Thus the boisterousness of boys 

and the need to verbalise may simply be the manifestation of the need to produce 

comprehensible output and to adhere to, and to support a more male hierarchical 

style of learning and interaction. 

 

These conclusions together with the fact that the boys in the study saw LOTE 

study as one of their best subjects support the contention that the equivocal 

nature of the debate over relative verbal ability of girls and boys makes it irrelevant 

and means that we need to look at other aspects of learning to understand gender 

differences in enrolment and achievement in second languages. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

The present study found a number of differences in the way in which adolescent 

boys and girls approach the study of second languages.  These differences are 

important and have implications for successful adolescent second language study.  

In completing this study, its limitations and strengths are outlined.  This is followed 

by a summary of the general conclusions and their pedagogical implications and 

recommendations.   

        

1  LIMITATIONS AND STRENGTHS OF THE STUDY 

The strengths and limitations of the study arose from the choice of the type of 

schools included in the study and the study’s preference in looking at the real or 

day-to-day learning experiences of the students.   

 

   1.1  Choice of School Type 

In terms of strengths, the use of two single-sex schools meant that the focus upon 

gender was clear and teachers’ opinions and classroom observations regarding the 

gender at hand were focused and not obscured by the presence of both genders.  

Secondly, the private schools were chosen because they had excellent enrolments 

in post-compulsory LOTE study.  This meant that a large data pool was available 

and teacher comments and experience and classroom observations could be made 

with a degree of confidence.  Lastly, the two schools were twinned economically 

and socially.  They drew upon the same populations as they often took children 

from the same families.  Thus all other factors – socio-economic, location, school 

type and ethos – were held constant so that the variable under study – gender – 

could be clearly appraised.   
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Conversely a number of limitations upon the generalisability of the present study 

arose due to the fact that the study was undertaken in single-sex, private schools.  

The results of the present study refer only to the groups of boys and girls from 

these schools.  In order to be more generalisable, the results would need to be 

replicated in various other types of schools – other private schools of a different 

socio-economic background; private, coeducational schools; government schools 

where the genders have been separated for LOTE study; and regular, 

coeducational government schools.  Also, the effects of the interplay of the genders 

upon learning styles and teacher and student behaviour were not able to be 

included in the study.   The socio-economic background of the students may have 

reinforced the value of second language study more highly than for students from 

other backgrounds.  Also the social and discipline atmosphere, together with the 

prevailing images of masculinity and femininity operating in the schools may have 

affected teaching and learning in ways that do not operate in other classroom 

situations.   There is also debate whether the single-sex or coeducation increases 

the dominant gender binary construct.  This question was not perused in the 

present study; but replication of the study in a socio-economically similar, private 

coeducational school could provide information for this debate.  However, the 

choice of single-sex schools allowed clear analysis of classroom behaviour without 

reference to gender relations.   

 

1.2  Use of regular rather than set lessons. 

 

From the viewpoint of strength, the decision to observe students in their regular 

lessons meant that the present study provides information upon a realistic teaching 

and learning situation and thus, teachers can readily draw some parallels to their 

own work.  Teachers’ comments upon the findings of the study were also, as a 

result of the use of normal lessons, probably more knowledgeable and experience 

based.  From the viewpoint of limitations, since teachers selected learning activities 
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which they believed, best suited their students, direct comparison of student 

reactions to various teaching activities and strategies was not possible.  Thus the 

study is limited by the perception of the teachers involved of the needs of, and the 

preferences of their students.   

 

2  GENERAL CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS. 

The results of the present study indicate a positive answer to the main research 

question dealing with whether there were differences in the way boys and girls go 

about learning second languages.   These differences reflect adult gender 

differences in learning style, in communicative style, in the use of learning 

strategies and in the way adults use language in the classroom.  Conclusions 

resulting from these differences are given below.  As well, implications and 

recommendations relating to teacher training and to pedagogy are given. 

 

2.1 General Conclusions 

 

Gender differences were found in all three aspects of learning style as defined by 

Smith (1982) – in ways of behaving, in acting and in feeling in the classroom.  

These gender differences in learning style reflected the work of Belenky, Clinchy, 

Goldberger and Tarule (1986) which suggested that females favour a collaborative 

style of learning emphasising support over hierarchy and experience before theory 

while males favour hierarchical learning organization, theory before experience and 

separateness.  In general these differences were supported by all three research 

instruments.   

 

Adult gender differences in the use of language in the classroom situation were 

reflected in the present study.  Gass & Varonis (1986) found that males seek 
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comprehensible output in the classroom while females seek comprehensible input 

and to facilitate verbal exchange.  The adult males’ desire to produce 

comprehensible output in the classroom situation was identified as an explanation 

of the behaviour of boys in the present study.  The corresponding search for 

comprehensible input by females was not as strongly identified.  However, the goal 

of adult females in facilitating verbal exchange was identified.   Suggestions by 

Swann (1998) that such a gendered interpretation of classroom language implies 

that male dominance of talk causes a disadvantage for female speakers and 

increases the concept that one gender benefits at the expense of the other are 

unfounded.  The possibility exists that the two styles of communication have some 

complementary roles.  Further the finding that the girls in the girls only school did 

not speak out in the target language as readily as did boys in the study, implies that 

the existence of gendered communicative styles is real and probable.   

 

Adult differences in communication styles as identified by Holmes (1985) were 

reflected in the behaviour of adolescents in the study.  Girls enjoyed activities which 

used language to build rapport while boys’ use of language reflected a desire to 

give information.   

 

The study found gender differences in the use of top-down learning strategies 

which reflected gender differences found in adult studies.  These differences, 

favouring females, were found in only one group of strategies, suggesting that 

strategy use was still largely undeveloped in these adolescent learners.   

 

   2.2 Implications 

 

Various implications arise from the findings and conclusions of the present study 

given above.  These implications will now be outlined.  
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Differences in various aspects of learning style preferences of boys and girls has 

implications for teacher planning and classroom organization.  There are a number 

of points to be considered for teachers.  Witkin, Goodenough & Cox (1977) point 

out that confining teaching to the preferred learning style of a group being taught, 

would limit the educational development of the group.  Contrastingly, the ability of 

teachers in the present study to teach to the specific needs of the gender in their 

care appears to be a factor in each gender’s success and enjoyment of LOTE 

study.  Thus, the implication for teachers is that while they may help produce better 

learning outcomes for their students by tailoring classroom learning to the preferred 

gendered learning styles of their class, the inclusion of more diverse 

learning/teaching styles may develop students’ ability to learn in situations which do 

not ideally suit their personal learning styles.   

 

Research by Witkin et al. suggests that some aspects of learning style may cross 

gender boundaries.  Further, work on the role of personality factors in learning 

strategy use by Oxford & Nyikos (1989) found that while certain personality traits 

which favour language learning are more common among females, successful male 

language learners display some of these personality traits.  The implication of these 

two studies, together with the similar rates of enrolments and enjoyment of LOTEs 

of the two genders in the present study is that the boys in the study may already be 

successful not only because of the nature of the single-sex classes but also 

because they have the intuitive/feeling personality traits of successful language 

learners.   

 

However, if such a cadre of boys with these personality traits exists in the school 

under study, the corresponding cadre in other schools with poor enrolments is 

obviously missing.  Further, this cadre of boys in the present study who may exhibit 

the personality traits associated with strategy use and success as found by Oxford 

& Nyikos (1989), do not stand out in results of the present study.  The finding of 
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gender differences in strategy use favouring girls (who were specifically taught 

strategy use) implies that learning strategies may need to be specifically taught in 

adolescence so that students can apply them throughout their language learning 

study.   

 

Further, this interpretation of findings gives support to two possibilities: that various 

types of masculinities and femininities exist and that pedagogy needs to reflect 

these and that teachers in the study may already be perceiving their students 

through a broader vision of gender that allows for their students to step outside of 

dominant binary gender construct.  Whether these possibilities prove true requires 

further study, both in the single-sex and in a coeducational context.    

 

Gender differences in communication styles and in the use of language in the 

classroom have important implications for the conduct of lessons.  Since the styles 

of the two genders are very different, provision of opportunities to use the 

language in ways which suit each gender may be difficult in mixed-gender classes.  

Boys’ need for comprehensible output may mean that they dominate speaking in 

mixed-classes, leading to less opportunities for girls to obtain comprehensible 

output from correct sources such as teachers or audio-visual media.  Alternatively, 

the presence of girls may inhibit adolescent boys from speaking out, thus limiting 

their learning opportunities.  The provision of group work which suits girls’ interest 

in building rapport implies the need for careful management by teachers if boys 

are to derive useful learning from extensive use of this means of organization.  

Indeed, it may be difficult for teachers to configure groups to suit the needs of both 

genders given the different ways each behaves in, communicates in and uses 

group work.  In being aware of these implications, teachers and researchers must 

not see the needs of each group as detracting from those of the other.  Even if 

gender identities are seen as forming part of a continuum rather than two distinct 

groups, the needs of those at different places upon the continuum need to be 
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addressed and teachers still need to provide meaningful learning opportunities for 

all, just as they attempt to provide such opportunities for differing ability groupings.   

 

The gender differences found in the present study were possibly highlighted by 

the use of single-sex schools.  There are a number of implications of this: that, 

teachers in these schools can more easily direct the teaching/learning style 

operating in the classrooms to maximize learning in second languages;  that 

teachers and the schools in the present study provided an atmosphere where a 

wider interpretation of gendered behaviours was allowed and that LOTE classes in 

particular benefited from that.   

 

It is important to recognize that the different classroom personas of adolescent 

boys and girls may reflect differences in their learning and communicative styles 

and the need for comprehensible output and input. 

 

The apparent lack of gender difference in enrolments and enjoyment of LOTE 

found in the present study implies that support for the existence of a verbal 

advantage for girls was equivocal.  This conclusion is based upon a number of 

factors. Since the present study concentrated upon adolescents, Kimura’s (1999) 

finding that girls’ early verbal advantage lasts only into puberty, after which its 

effect may be diminished is relevant.  The association of different learning and 

personality styles with success in second language study and their intersection 

with gender may be a more appropriate explanation than verbal differences based 

upon gender.  The teaching/learning styles operating in the single-sex schools 

may also help explain the similar enrolments and enjoyment of boys and girls.   

Further, the findings also imply that the general decline in enrolment of boys 

compared with girls in second languages in our schools reflects affective and 

social influences.          
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2.3 Recommendations for Teacher Training 

The gender differences found in the present study, together with positive findings 

for the boys, suggest a number of recommendations for teacher training to bring out 

the best in each gender.   

 

In order to encourage the best outcomes for their students, teachers need to be 

made aware in their training of: 

1. The existence of gendered learning style preferences and ways to make 

allowances for them. 

2. The links between personality, learning styles, communication styles and gender. 

3. The concepts of comprehensible input and comprehensible output as useful in 

understanding the behaviour of each gender and as a basis for the planning of 

language use in their classrooms.  

 4.  The need to teach learning strategies in order for both genders to make use of 

them and be better language learners. 

 

2.4  Pedagogical Recommendations 

 

In the present study, classroom-based LOTE education was based upon a 

communicative model, reflecting current practices and guidelines of the Western 

Australian Department of Education.  Each of the findings presented here highlight 

gender differences which, are at a basic level, related to communication. This 

recognition of gender differences in mainly communicative areas leads to a number 

of direct, pedagogical recommendations for classrooms which favour a 

communicative approach to language learning.  These are: 

 

1. In general, teachers need to be aware of, and prepared to act upon, the 

possibility of gender differences in learning styles.  Clearly, not all boys have 
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identical learning styles nor do all girls and neither are preferred ways of learning 

exclusively gender based.  That said, teachers need to add the awareness of 

gendered ways of learning to their repertoire of teaching skills.  Thus the 

recognition of a gender preference for certain ways of learning is just another way 

in which teachers can teach for individual differences.  This recognition does not 

preclude the use of any particular learning activity and does not mean the strict 

division of learning activities along gender lines. Just as there are variations in 

intellectual ability in each classroom for which the teacher compensates, so there 

are gender variations in preferred ways of learning.   

 

2. The tailoring of speaking activities to the preferred communicative style of the 

gender being taught may be very effective.  Thus teachers can recognize, and allow 

for, the fact that girls may enjoy the use of conversational and group activities to 

experience the target language, and accept that the classroom demeanour of girls 

may align with their search for comprehensible input.  Meanwhile boys may benefit 

from clear guidelines and carefully controlled conversational activities in the early 

years of LOTE study and especially from the use of paired groups to encourage 

confidence in speaking activities.  In practising conversations, the teacher should 

use clearly limited language texts for boys, giving opportunities for boys to know 

their role, where marks are clearly derived and what is expected of them. 

Adolescent boys may also seek opportunities to use language in a functional way 

rather than a strictly conversational way and teachers need to create an 

environment where boys feel comfortable doing this, without inhibiting girls’ 

learning.  Teachers of mixed-sex classes will need to provide a balance of activities 

which are particularly suited to each gender.      

  

3. Teachers should consider whether adolescents might benefit from directed study 

of learning strategies as one way of improving outcomes.   
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4.  While the present study was undertaken in single-sex, private schools, the levels 

of enrolment for each gender and the lack of apparent gender difference in 

enjoyment of LOTE study found point to the importance of teachers’ ability to tailor 

their teaching to the gender of their classes.   In the communicative setting of a 

second language classroom, the gender differences in communication styles and 

aspects of learning style found in the present study, suggest that the separation by 

gender of adolescents for LOTE study may lead to better outcomes for each.   

 

5.  This study did not consider the question of female and male teachers.  The 

question of gendered communication styles of the teacher and the impact of these 

styles upon students of each gender may have implications for learning outcomes 

of students.  

 

In conclusion, the role of the teacher in adolescent language learning is clearly 

pivotal. Teachers mould the learning styles of their pupils, provide learning 

opportunities which fit their students’ perceived favoured learning styles and provide 

opportunities to broaden students’ learning styles and strategy use.  Teachers 

contribute in a key way to student success through the recognition of the preferred 

learning styles of their students, of their students’ areas of strength and weakness, 

and through the teachers’ experience with ways to promote activities which fit 

students’ communicative and learning styles needs.   

 

While it is certainly true that differences in learning styles exist within genders as 

well as between genders, the findings of the present study suggest that we need to 

recognize, and to act upon, gender difference as an important consideration in 

adolescent second language learning.  The gender differences  found in the present 

study together with the apparent success of second languages in the single-sex 

environment in terms of enrolments and enjoyment, particularly for boys, argues for 

the recognition of gendered learning and communication styles as a consideration 
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in LOTE classrooms.   It is worth considering whether the recognition of, and 

allowances for, the existence of adolescent gender differences in the way students 

learn a second language may lead to similar improvements in learning outcomes 

and enrolments to those experienced by girls in the science and mathematics 

classrooms of our secondary schools over the last twenty years.     
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APPENDIX 1 
FOCUS QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

Thank you for giving me your time to help with my research.  

The purpose of today’s interview is to find out your feelings about studying a LOTE so I can try to get accurate 

questions to ask all the LOTE students.  You are a pilot study group to make sure I get it right. 

About myself:  I a teacher – both primary and secondary.  I  used to teach French and Social Science.  I have two 

boys.   Nowadays I am a full time student at the University of Western Australia.  This research will be written up 

for my Masters degree in language education. 

 

Organisation   

I am going to ask you some questions.  Anyone or all of you can answer.  In fact, the more information I get the 

better, so feel free to add any comments even when someone else has mostly said what you think.  However, I will 

ask each of you in turn to comment on a question if you haven’t done so.  I want to gather as much information as I 

can.   I am planning to record this interview so that I do not miss anything.  Are you all comfortable with that?  The 

recording will only be used for my information and I will not give it to anyone else to listen to. 

 

Confidentiality  

I am only interested in your opinions, not you, personally.  So I will not record your names and your teachers will 

not know your opinions, individually.  The results will be written up as a group survey. 

 

Questions  

1. LOTE.  Firstly, how long have you been studying your second language? 

2. Are any of you studying a second LOTE or have English as a second language? 

3.     Do you speak a language other than English at home?   Which one? 

4.     Why did you choose to study a LOTE?   

Prompts   1.Did your parents influence you? 

Clarify    2.You said……………..Did…? 

3.Any other reasons………jobs, fun, easy… 

5.    What do you like most about LOTEs?……. Classes 

                                                                       Subject 

Prompt         Do you like trying another language, for instance? 

 

In the LOTE classroom: 

1. How are most classes organised? 

  Prompt…….Does the teacher teach the class as a whole?        

Prompt……..Do you work a lot in groups?   Other ways? 
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 2.  Which way do you like language classes to be organised? 

 3.  Why? 

 4.  How do you feel when the answer is given for your group as a whole? 

 5.  Do you like to put up your hand and answer questions by yourself? 

 6.  Do you prefer the teacher to know what your answers are instead of the group’s? 

 7.  What are your favourite activities in the LOTE classroom? 

Prompt:……….Do you like acting out……..singing songs………listening to tapes……answering questions 

orally…? 

 8.  Are there activities you don’t like? Which ones? 

Prompt:…….Why not? 

9.   What is the best way for you to remember new words in the LOTE?  

 

Speaking  

1.   Do you like speaking in the LOTE you are studying? 

2.   Is speaking easy or difficult? 

3.   Do you find it easy to speak in the LOTE to your teacher? 

4.   Is it easier to practise speaking in the LOTE with your friends?  

5.   Are there some activities you do in class that make speaking easier? 

         Prompt:……..For instance, playing games…? 

 

Listening  

1.    When the teacher speaks in the LOTE do you understand most of what he/she says? 

2.    Do you try to think in the LOTE or do you translate as you listen? 

3. When listening to something read in the LOTE do you try to just see if you understand it? 

4. Do you try to find words/phrases that remind you of something you already knew? 

5. Do you like doing listening comprehension exercises? 

6. What tricks or techniques do you use to help you to listen and understand? 

7. Do you learn more easily when you hear the words before you see them? 

8. Or do you prefer to see them before you hear them? 

9. Do you learn more easily then you have pictures to go with new words? 

10. What do you find easy about dictation in the LOTE ?  

11. What do you find hard about dictation in the LOTE? 

 

Reading  

1.   When you read a paragraph in the LOTE do you try to think in that language? 

2.   Do you translate in your head? 

3.  .Do you understand a passage better if it is read to you first before you see it?……Better……….No difference? 

4.   Do you just try to get an overall picture in your head? 

5.   Do you try to find words or phrases that remind you of something you already knew? 

6.   Which other techniques do you use when reading paragraphs in the LOTE? 
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Writing  

1.   Do you find writing in the LOTE an easy or difficult task? 

Prompt:………Why? 

 

Other ideas 

1.   In learning the LOTE do you think certain ideas help?  

2.   Do you have any special ways you study? 

Prompt:……I cover the words and try to picture them in my mind. 
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APPENDIX 2 
QUESTIONNAIRE – SECOND LANGUAGES 

 

Thank you for filling out this questionnaire. I am trying to determine if there are any differences in the 

ways boys and girls go about learning a second language.  I hope this will help your teachers in 

working with you and also will contribute to my studies at the University of Western Australia. 

 

In this questionnaire, I will use the word LOTE.  It stands for Languages Other Than English so 

it means whichever foreign language you are studying at school. 

 

I. Background details:   

1. Grade level:  Year 9 (  )  Year 10 (  )   Year 11 (  ) 

2. Sex:  Male (  )  Female (  ) 

3. Which LOTE(s) do you study at school? 

French  (  )   German  (  )  Indonesian  (  )  Italian  (  )  Japanese  (  ) 

4.       Do you speak English at home?   Yes  (  )  No  (  ) 

5.    Do you speak another language at home, as well as English or instead of English?   If so, 

what           is     that language? ___________________ 

 

II. Attitudes towards language study: 

1. What is your best school subject? _________________________ 

2.        How do you rate yourself at the LOTE that you study?    

       Very Poor  (  )   Poor  (  )    Average  (  )   Good  (  )   Very Good  (  ) 

3.        Is LOTE one of your three most favourite subjects?   Yes  (  )   No  (  ) 
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4. Why did you decide to study a LOTE?  (Please mark each reason) 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree     Strongly 

Disagree 

a.  I enjoy the subject     

b.  It is useful for getting a job.     

c.  My friends were doing it.     

d.  I like the teacher.     

e.  I find it easy.     

f.  I hope to use it for travel or meeting people.     

g.  My parents think it is important.     

h.  I had no choice.     
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5.  Please indicate how you feel about the following activities in the LOTE class: 

 

  
Like a lot 

 
Like a 
Little 

 
Dislike 

 
Strongly 
dislike 

a. Singing songs in the LOTE     

b. Listening to tapes and answering in the 

LOTE         

    

c. Listening to tapes and answering 

questions in English          

    

d. Acting out conversations you make up            

e. Acting out conversations from the 

textbook          

    

f. Answering questions out loud in the 

LOTE         

    

g. Competitive games            

h. Word play – making up new sentences 

from old ones        

    

i. Word games – crosswords etc            

j. Working in groups             

k. Getting help from your classmates             

l. Getting help from the teacher for you 

alone         

    

m. Repeating out loud as a whole class            

n. Repeating out loud by yourself             

o. Watching videos of people speaking in 

the LOTE           

    

p. Speaking in the LOTE     

q. Asking the teacher questions                   

r.  Working on the computers in the LOTE     

s.  Reading in the LOTE (magazines et     

t.  Learning about the LOTE’s culture and 

people      

    

u.  Learning about the rules of the LOTE           
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6. Are there any other things you do in LOTE classes that you enjoy that were not mentioned? 

 

                                                                                                   Yes  _________  No  _________ 

 

7. If yes, what are these? 

 

 

 

 

8. What is your favourite activity in LOTE classes? 

 

 

 

 

9. Please indicate how easy or difficult you find the following activities: 

 

 Find 

Very 

Easy 

Find 

Easy 

Find 

Difficult 

Find 

Very 

Difficult 

a.  Speaking in the LOTE     

b.  Listening & Understanding     

c.   Listening & answering questions in 

the LOTE 

    

d.  Listening & answering questions in 

English 

    

e.  Writing sentences in the LOTE     

f.  Reading out loud     

g.  Reading & answering questions     
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III.  Ways you learn. 

10.  Please indicate how you do each of the following: 

 Definitely 

Me 

Someti

mes Me 

Not 

me 

Definitely 

Not Me 

a. When I hear someone speak in the LOTE I try to 

listen and understand what is said 

    

b. When I hear someone speak in the LOTE I try to 

think in the LOTE 

    

c. When I hear someone speak in the LOTE I translate 

in my head as I listen 

    

d. When I hear someone speak in the LOTE I try to 

understand words that I already know to help me with 

the rest    

    

e. When I read something in the LOTE I try to think in 

the LOTE as I read  

    

f. When I read something in the LOTE I translate as I go     

g. When I read something in the LOTE I try to find 

words that I already know to help me with the rest 

    

h. When I am learning new words I learn better when I 

hear them first before I see them written down 

    

i. I learn new words better when I see them written     

j. I learn new words better when I have pictures to go 

with them 

    

k. I learn new words better when I have the English 

translation to go with them  

    

l. I learn new words better when I repeat how they 

sound over in my head 

    

m. I learn new words better when I write them down in 

sentences or phrases 

    

n. I learn new words better when I think of something 

else to connect them with 

    

o. I learn new words better if I practise copying and 

repeating with the teacher  

    

p. I learn new words better if I practise with my friends     

q. I learn new words better if I practise with a group in 

class 

    

r. When the teacher speaks in the LOTE I understand 

most of what he/she says 
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COLT PART A 
Communicative Orientation of language Teaching Observation Scheme 
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COLT PART B: COMMUNICATIVE FEATURES 

Communicative Orientation of language Teaching Observation Scheme 
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APPENDIX 4 

QUESTIONNAIRE OBSERVATION & RESULTS SUMMARY 

 

Section 11.  Quest. 1.  - Best school subject: 

   Boys                  Girls 

 

LOTE     16  8  

Maths      20  5 

Social Science    3  3 

Business/Law      2  1 

Home Econ  0  1 

English     11  24 

Sciences    8  23 

Computing   2  2 

Art      1  1 

PE     9    0 

Electronics    3  0 

Photography    3  3 

Music   6  8 

Drama    0  4 

Economics    4  1 

 

NNB.  For the following results, the first result (1.) is the boys’ mean and the second result (2.) is the girls’ 

mean.  Where a significant difference was found between the genders, this is indicated in brackets with the 

level of significance. 

 

Section 11. Quest 3. -   Is LOTE one of three favourite subjects?   (Chi-square significance level - .054) 

        1.   3.879  

         2.   3.6500 

 

Section 11.  Quest.  4.  - Why do you study LOTE?   A.  Enjoy (Significant - .043) 

1. 3.1932 

2. 3.0750 

 

                  Why do you study LOTE?  B.  Easy 

1. 2.8314 

2. 2.6687 
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                  Why do you study LOTE?  C. Useful for job. 

1. 2.7670 

2. 2.9250 

 

Section 11. Quest. 5 - Activities  Strong dislike  ----  Like a lot  1 –4 

 

5a.  Singing.  (Significant  .002) 

1. 2.3690 

2. 2.9187 

5b.  Listening to tapes and answering in LOTE .  

 1.   2.9489 

  2.     2.8500 

5d.  Acting out own conversations .( Significant .003) 

1.    2.8920 

2.    3.2875 

 

5e.  Acting out conversations from the textbook. 

 1.  2.9205 

           2.  3.1500 

 

5f.  Answering questions orally in LOTE   

1.  2.8920 

          2. 2.9000 

 

5g.  Competitive games   

1. 3.3068 

2. 3.2750 

5h.  Working in groups  (Significant - .009) 

1. 3.3409 

2. 3.6500 

5k  Getting help with classmates  (Significant - .009) 

1. 3.5852 

2. 3.4875 

5l.  Getting teacher’s help for yourself   

1. 3.0966 

2. 3.0875 

5m .  Choral repetition.  (Very significant  0.009) 

1. 2.2727 

2. 3.8544 
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5p.  Speaking in LOTE .  (No significance for gender but for age 0.085/ 0.000) 

1. 3.2386 

2. 3.9557 

 

5q.  Asking the teacher questions.   

1. 3.0625 

2. 2.9875 

 

 5t.  Learning about culture. 

1. 3.1818 

2. 3.3875 

 

Section 11.  Quest. 9. -  Difficulty/ easiness 1- 4 

    9a.   Speaking (Significant .018) 

1. 2.9368 

2. 2.8165 

 

9b.  Listening and understanding. 

1. 3.0511 

2. 2.7813 

 

9c.  Listening and answering in LOTE. 

1. 2.8977 

2. 2.6437 

 

9d.  Listening and answering in English. 

1. 3.2614 

2. 3.1125 

 

9e.  Writing sentences in LOTE. 

1. 2.9205 

2. 2.8188 

 

9f.  Reading out loud. 

1. 3.2443 

2. 3.2188 
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9g.  Reading Comprehension. 

1. 3.0341 

2. 2.8813 

 

Section 111.  Quest. 10 . - Ways you learn.  Definitely not me.  –  Definitely me ( 1 –4) 

 

10b.  Listening and think in LOTE. 

1. 2.9659 

2. 2.9313 

10c.  Hearing and translate.   

1. 3.1250 

2. 3.2688 

10d.  Hearing and associate.  (Significance 0.000) 

1. 3.4205 

2. 3.7938 

10f.  Read and translate. 

1. 3.1023 

2. 3.2911 

10g.  Reading and associate.  (Significance 0.000) 

1. 3.4205 

2. 3.8062 

10h.  New words – hear first before see.  ( Nearly significant 0.058) 

1. 2.9830 

2. 2.7500 

10j.  New words and pictures.  No significance 

1. 3.0000 

2. 2.8938 

10n.  New words and associate. 

1. 2.8807 

2. 3.1282 

10r.  Teacher speaks – I understand mostly. 

1. 3.1494 

2. 3.3013 
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APPENDIX 5 

 

TEACHER INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Were the variables that were significantly different surprising or as expected?  

Please comment. 

2. The levels of confidence in speaking of boys and girls contravenes anecdotal 

belief that girls find speaking easier than boys.  Do you have any comments on 

this? 

3. The similarity in enrolment figures between the two schools in the post compulsory 

years for LOTE contravenes the small amount of evidence available from 

government schools (where male/female statistics are only available for NALSAS 

languages) and anecdotal belief (see “Getting the boys back in” Babel – 29:3, Oct-

Dec 1994) that boys drop out of languages.  Do you have any ideas about this?  

4. To what do you attribute the differences in attitude towards group work?   

5. Can you account for why the girls obviously enjoy this activity (acting out their own 

conversations) when the boys do not care for it as much? 

6. Why, given question 5 does neither group differ in their feelings about acting out 

conversations from the text? 

7. In observing the classes, I found it much easier to be definitive in my recording 

when boys enjoyed an activity than when girls did.  What are the main clues that 

both groups give to indicate enjoyment / dislike of an activity?  Do you think that 

the demonstrativeness of the boys’ feelings cause teachers to alter their lesson 

planning more so than for girls’ classes?  Are there more complex issues involved 

here that the research does not bring out? Or did I simply miss the girls’ cues? 

8. Are there any specific differences that you are aware of in teaching a single 

gender class?  If so, what are these? 

9. Were there any ways in which you consciously adapted your teaching to take 

account of boys/girls?  How? 
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10. The use of word association, both in listening and reading support the literature 

finding that girls are more active/conscious learners of LOTE and that they use 

more high order strategies. Are these strategies something the teachers try to 

impart consciously to the girls or have they developed intrinsically? 

11. Are there any activities which you, as a teacher, employ primarily because they 

motivate your students or maintain their interest?  What are some of these? 

12. Conversely, are there any activities which you would use in a mixed gender class 

that you avoid/find unnecessary/find unproductive in your present single gender 

classes? 

13. Are there any activities that children chose as enjoyable that surprise you?  What 

are these? 

14. Would you consider that the differences between the genders is too simplistic as 

an explanatory tool and that other factors such as individual and class 

personalities have an influence upon which activities boys and girls enjoy and 

upon which activities teachers select? 

15. Do you employ a different management style with your existing single gender 

classes than you believe you would (or have) with mixed gender classes or 

classes of the other gender? 

16. Would you support the suggestion in some English studies that both boys and 

girls perform better in single gender classes?  The literature suggests girls feel 

less conscious of the boys’ criticism if they get something wrong when speaking 

out and are therefore more likely to enjoy spoken activities and answering 

questions in girls only classes.  Also, boys apparently feel less conscious of girls’ 

apparent superiority in language learning and therefore try harder and speak out 

more in single sex classes.  These effects are apparent only in secondary school. 

17. Studies also suggest that girls do better than boys at languages because they are 

more conscientious and regularly commit to the mundane memorisation tasks.  

Boys are seen to study more for final exams but that in a building block subject 

such as languages, this does not achieve optimal results. 
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18. Do you think that boys/girls use speech opportunities in the LOTE to develop 

comprehensible output/input? 

19. Do you consciously provide opportunities for boys to speak out? 

20. Do you consciously provide other ways for girls to use the spoken LOTE, other 

than conversation skits?   

21. Would you agree with the assertion that girls try hard whether they personally like 

the teacher or not but that boys try less in classes where they don’t like the 

teacher?  Are teachers conscious of this? 

22. Comparison with the enrolments at government schools point to the obvious 

popularity of second languages at the two schools.  Are there any reasons for this 

popularity I haven’t covered? 
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APPENDIX 6 

 

CLASSROOM OBSERVATION FORM 

 

I………………………………………(Teacher’s Name) give permission for Josephine 

Dundas to undertake observations in my LOTE classrooms.  I understand that the 

results of the observations will be used only for research purposes and that my 

name will not be recorded.  I can withdraw at anytime and will be shown any 

observation schedules or can hear any recordings undertaken.  I understand also, 

that my teaching method and style is only being observed in relation to the 

children’s learning styles and no judgements about me or my teaching style will be 

made or recorded. 

Date………………………………….. 
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APPENDIX 7 

QUESTIONNAIRE & SURVEY PERMISSION FORM 

 

Researcher:  Josephine Dundas 

Institution:      University of Western Australia 

Dates:            Second semester 1999 and possibly first semester 2000. 

Purpose:    To study the different ways in which boys and girls learn second   

languages. 

 

Dear Parents/Guardians 

I plan to talk to a small group of volunteer students and then administer a 

questionnaire to all students studying second languages. Later, I will sit in some 

classrooms and observe how students learn.  Only minimal time disruption will 

occur.  I assure you that your child’s name will not be recorded or used.  Only 

overall trends are of interest.  Students will not be forced to participate and may 

withdraw at any time.  I hope you will give your child permission to participate in this 

research which I am undertaking for my Masters in Education.  The research will 

hopefully give the teachers some ideas to improve how your child learns. 

 

I……………………………………(parent/guardian) give permission for my 

son/daughter………………………………………..(Name) to participate in the study 

of learning methods.  Date……………………….. 

Student’s signature……………………………………….. 

Parent’s/Guardian’s signature.…………………………………………… 
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