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t was one of those crushing moments that we have all
faced at some time in our lives. I was on the sidelines,
waiting to be picked for an informal softball game at a
church-related recreational outing. It was 1977. I was
16, I was a girl, and it was my first game with this
group. As a result, I knew I would be one of the last
chosen. Neither of the two captains disappointed me on
that point. However, I could hardly blame them. No one
knew I could actually play softball. I proved myself on
the field that day, and never had to suffer the humilia-
tion of being picked last again, at least with that particular
group.

Let’s move forward 20 years. It is 1997. I have shown up
to play on a faculty softball team, which is scheduled to play
a student team. Again, no one knows I can play softball.
There is no blatant discrimination, but as before, there are as-
sumptions. I am not asked where I would like to play, but am
placed by default at second base—a relatively safe position
for a woman in the infield. This is familiar territory to me
(not the position—I usually play shortstop—but the assump-
tion: Females can’t play as well as males). Again, I will have
to prove myself. Halfway through the game, I hear one of the
student softball players say, “Don’t hit it to her—she’s too
good.” One guy who does hit it to me stops running to first
base when he sees where it’s going. I hear him say to his fel-
low teammates, “Why even bother running? She’s going to
throw me out anyway.” My husband later told me he got a
kick out of listening to the students talk about me. He said
that I had definitely earned their respect.

So what is gender bias? Simply put, it means not affording
one gender (men or women) the same opportunities given to
the other. But the definition goes beyond that. Gender bias

40 ADVENTIST EDUCATION « OCTOBER/NOVEMBER 1999

Regardless of whether a
gender-sensitivity training
model is actively selected
for a particular school sys-
tem, gender

can also mean not chal-
lenging a climate of as-

sumptions that places one [ o,e tr. aining

gender in an inferior posi-

tion to the other. This can i

occur on the ballfield, in Wi " occur,
the classroom, in the
home, or in the church—
and lifelong attitudes can
thereby be lodged in the
impressionable mind of a
young person.

Many articles and books have highlighted issues related to
gender bias, especially in the field of education.! To deal with
such problems, a number of gender-sensitivity education
strategies, programs, and models have been proposed.?

Regardless of whether a gender-sensitivity training model
is actively selected for a particular school system, gender role
training will occur, either formally or informally. As a result,
it may or may not foster an inclusive and gender-neutral cli-
mate.

Informal learning occurs all of the time. Children learn
from the adults in their lives what those adults have learned
growing up from the adults in their lives. Thus, if gender-sen-
sitivity awareness is not actively encouraged, our classroom
education on this issue will depend primarily upon teachers’
personal experiences and attitudes, their priorities, and how
much they actually know about fostering gender-neutral atti-
tudes in young people.

either formally
or informally.

The Need for Gender-Sensitivity Training
Instead of this haphazard approach, Adventist schools



ought to provide gender-sensitivity training at all levels within
the church educational system—from elementary through the
college/university level. This will provide numerous benefits
to our students, as well as our denomination, ranging from
individual gains in self-worth to improved school communi-
ties. There will even be worldwide mission gains when no tal-
ent or skill goes ignored or undeveloped. Indeed, throughout
Scripture, God tells us that His kingdom is not about walls or
barriers, or about power or status. He reminds us that we are
all His children. “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is nei-
ther bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are
all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28, KJV).

Unlimited Possibilities

Thus, when we begin to value each other as God values
us, and when we learn to expect limitless possibilities from
our youth, regardless of gender, we may be surprised at the
results. But should we be? The value God has placed on each
one of us often defies understanding. Romans 9:31 and 32
state, “If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did
not spare His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all, how
shall He not with Him also freely give us all things?” (NKJV).
To this type of love, it is not surprising that some would re-
spond as Paul did: “I eagerly expect and hope that I will in no
way be ashamed, but will have sufficient courage so that now
as always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life
or by death. For to me, to live is Christ” (Philippians 1:20,
21, NIV).

Paul was not ashamed of his God, his faith, or his life mis-
sion. We want every young person in our educational system
to be similarly minded. Gender-sensitivity training can be part
of this process, opening up young minds to the special value
that God places on each one of us individually. This can also
help each person to define the roles in his or her life more
fully (psychologically, socially, educationally, and spiritually),
making sure they are not limited or tainted by unnecessary
limitations.

What Happens in a Gender-Sensitivity Program?

In a gender-sensitivity program, teachers learn to provide
equitable opportunities for both girls and boys to participate
and answer questions in class. Teachers also learn how to re-
spond more equitably to students in areas such as praise, in-
dividual assistance, high-level questioning, active listening,
positive personal interest, and affirmation of expressed feel-
ings.’ Such adjustments are needed because gender bias, al-
ready known to exist in many classrooms as demonstrated by
problems in the above areas, often goes unrecognized by
teachers.*

Gender-sensitivity programs also help teachers learn how
to model the use of gender-friendly language, thus ensuring
that students learn to consider as appropriate a variety of
roles for males and females. For example, a teacher wanting
to introduce a critical-thinking assignment might use an illus-
tration such as this: “A powerful IBM executive, wanting to
create a new software program, decided that he or she needed
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to hire two of the best research assistants in the area, Ms.
Franks and Mr. Cole. The executive offered them great salary
and benefit packages, but after hiring both of them, didn’t
follow through with the promise of individual company cars.
If you were one of the research assistants, what would you do
after it became evident that you would not be receiving the
previously promised company car?” (Note that the executive
and research assistants are not assumed to be male.)

Within the curriculum, teachers should ensure that re-
source materials such as textbooks, videotapes, and interac-
tional CD-ROMs use gender-friendly images, photographs, il-
lustrations, and language.’ If such resources are not available,
teachers-should ensure that the gender bias is pointed out and
discussed, thereby increasing awareness of such biases. Re-
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search indicates that even in the 1990s, there is often-
times a significant level of disparity between male and
female representations in sources such as textbooks.®

Teachers should also commit themselves to maintain-
ing ethnic diversity and gender balance when selecting
adult role models to lead out in presentations, special
programs, and guest lectures. Having a variety of adult
models communicates to students quite effectively that
both men and women can and do fill valuable, leadership-re-
lated roles in society. Conversely, having both male and fe-
male adults talk about the more supportive roles they assume
in life (such as spouse and parent) and how such roles have
added richness and meaning to their lives teaches students
that supportive and caretaking roles should be just as valued
as more leadership-oriented ones. The visiting role models
should be encouraged to discuss with students any gender-
bias struggles that they have had to deal with and how they
learned to cope with and overcome such struggles.

Teachers should see that classroom duties, chores, and
leadership opportunities are fairly distributed across genders.’”
For example, they can ensure that girls and boys get equal
opportunities to run equipment such as slide or video projec-
tors, clean the classrooms, and lead out in discussions and
projects. Maintaining such a balance in the classroom teaches
students that activities should not exclude either gender. This
is especially important in leadership-oriented activities, since
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research shows that in mixed-group situations, males are
much more likely to assume, or to be selected for, leadership
positions.®

Classroom activities can be designed to encourage more
active listening and empathetic response styles for both sexes.
Again, using a variety of male and female adult models to in-
troduce and encourage such activities would, of course, be
ideal. Conflict-resolution programs that are integrated and in-
fused throughout the entire school curriculum might be one
way to develop these types of skills.

Finally, teachers should ensure that men and women are
presented fairly in various subject areas,’ especially in areas
that are often male- or female-dominated (math, science, liter-
ature, social studies, etc.). When students begin to see real-life
examples of individuals to whom they can personally relate
making significant contributions in areas not often seen, they
may be tempted to say:“Why can’t I do that, too?”

In Conclusion
The sad thing about the softball illustration used at the
beginning of this article is that societal sex-role expectations
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have been so ingrained into people’s personal psyches that
they don’t generally regard as “abnormal” the assumption
that “Girls can’t play as well as boys.” That is how pervasive
gender bias can be. The good news is that even though I
viewed the initial assumptions of my male peers as “normal,”
I was not afraid to challenge those assumptions. And there’s
even more good news. If more women and more men get
into the habit of challenging assumptions like those, pretty
soon those assumptions—and other gender-biased assump-
tions—will be forced to change. I know, because again and
again it has happened to me on the softball field—in the
minds of both my male and female peers. And if it can hap-
pen on the softball field, it can happen in the classroom and
in society as well. &
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