
CHAPTER FOUR 
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Mexican American youth, are allowed to maintain their cultural identities- 
even if that means deliberately exploring the distinct challenges they can ex- 
pect to face as bicultural peoplethey can develop an enhanced sense of 
efficacy and personal control over their futures and reap immense psychic, 
social, emotional, and academic benefits. 
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ways they communicated and acted. They became more focused on what 
they were "supposed to do," even if that differed from what they knew was 
right. Gilligan theorized that in order to maintain relationships with 0th- 
ers--often those they were expected to please, including teachers and 
boys-adolescent girls would sacrifice "relationship" with themselves.2 

More shots were fired on the education front when the American Asso& 
ation of University Women (AAUW) issued the influential-and highly con- 
troversial-report entitled How Schools Shortchange Girls: The AAUW Re- 
port, A Study of Major Findings on Girls and Education. The repon 
claimed that schools were geared more toward educating boys than girls. It 
also said the books schools used were male oriented and had more male role 
models and central characters; in essence, they were more supportive of 
boys' identities than girls'. In addition, the report noted that teachers called 
on boys more often and suggested that girls were taught to view themselves 
as less capable of working in the highest-paying professions. Girls were dis- 
couraged from taking courses that could eventually lead to lucrative jobs, 
the researchers charged. They believed that the "glass ceiling" women faced 
in the job market was also found in classrooms across the  count^-y.3 

Not long after that report was released, research showed that girls were 
scoring lower on math and science standardized tests. Those test scores were 
used as further evidence that boys were being better served in schools. More 
recently, however, girls have started to close the gap in scores on these tests. 
Recent results show that as high school seniors, girls are trailing boys by an 
average of only four percentage points on the National Assessment of Edu- 
cational Progress (NAEP) mathematics test.4 Even more impressively, girls 
are excelling on the NAEP reading tests, with twelfth-grade females scoring 
an average of fifteen points higher than their male counterparts. That num- 
ber went up five percentage points between 1992 and 1998.5 This finding is 
not unique to the United States; in many countries around the world, girls 
score significantly higher than boys on language arts tests.6 

Partly fueled by such test scores, the gender war has shifted fronts in re- 
cent years to include concerns about boys. Perhaps the best-known writer 
about the difficulties boys face in school and elsewhere in their lives is Wil- 
liam Pollack of Hamard University, who cites the disproportionate number 
of boys in special education as one piece of evidence that schools are not as 
"boy friendly" as they could be.' (Males make up about two-thirds of the 
special education population in U.S. public schools.) According to ~ollack, 
the curriculum in most schools is set up in a way that is friendlier to girls 
than boys. Boys have a natural learning tempo that is more action oriented 
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and hands on than girls', Pollack says, but because most curricula require 
to work independently and quietly, many boys end up feeling like 

failures. 
while these theories and research findings may seem difficult to recon- 

cile, one fact seems to emerge from all of them: There are differences be- 
meen boys and girls in school. As the research suggests, many of these dif- 
ferences may be related to the ways boys and girls see themselves as learners, 
what might be called their "learner identities." There are, of course, count- 
less exceptions that remind us of the need to put such generalities in perspec- 
tive. (Pollack, for example, would never argue that all boys' learning styles 
are ill served by schools.) Still, it is important for educators to consider some 
of the patterns that researchers have observed in the different learner identi- 
ties of boys and girls. This will help teachers and administrators envision 
classroom environments that might yield the greatest success for both. 

A BIO :AL BASIS? 

By the L l l l l C :  young people reach adolescence they have had years of educa- 
tional experiences influenced both by biological factors and by the ways so- 
ciety socializes boys and girls. According to Michael Gurian, author of the 
book Boys and Girls Learn Differently, many of the differences in the ways 
boys and girls develop as learners can be traced back to their brain func- 
tions.8 Girls' brains mature earlier than boys', Gurian says, which is why 
they are, on average, able to read earlier and speak with better grammar. He 
notes that girls are also able to hear, smell, and feel tactile sensations better; 
have better overall verbal abilities; and are better able to control their im- 
pulses than boys because of differences in the ways their brains are wired. 
According to Gurian, those differences result in girls being less likely to take 
risks and cause boys to be more likely to show a tendency toward aggressive 
behavior, both of which greatly affect how they see themselves and interact 
with others in the school context. (See "'I am not insane; I am angry,'" by 
Michael S. Kimmel, pp. 69-78, and "Male Adolescent Identity and the 
Roots of Aggression: A Conversation with James Garbarino," pp. 79-83, in 
this volume.) 

On the other hand, because the male brain tends to have better develop- 
ment in the right hemisphere, boys have more advanced spatial abilities on 
average, according to a study released in the fall of 1999 by researchers at 
!he university of Chicago.9 The Chicago researchers found that differences 
In girls' and boys' spatial abilities show up by age four and one-half and are 
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manifest in tasks such as interpreting graphs and maps and in understanding 
geography. In addition, boys tend to rely on nonverbal communication, . 

which Gurian says has enormous ramifications for them in an education 
system that relies so heavily on conversation and words. 

These factors and a host of others are bound to have an effect on how 
children view themselves as learners: the extent to which they connect to 
and like school, how they see their place in the social environment with both 
teachers and peers, and whether they believe they are "good at" certain sub- 
jects or tasks. Because teenagers spend so much of their time together at 
school, Gurian notes that outside the family, school is the primary identity 
development system for adolescents: "By the time we turn fifteen, we've ex- 
panded the palette or canvas of our identity development well outside our 
parents."I0 

DIFFERENT VIEWS O F  SUCCESS A N D  FAILURE 

One difference in boys' and girls' identities as learners is reflected in the way 
they view success and failure, according to research by Janice Streitmatter, a 
professor of educational psychology at the University of Arizona. Boys, 
Streitmatter says, tend to see failure as something that is caused by external 
factors and is unstable, "that there. is some reason other than themselves 
that caused the failure." For example, to explain why he performed poorly 
on an exam, a boy might say that his teacher wrote a bad test, that he was 
unlucky, or that he was just having a bad day. The cause of his failure has 
relatively little to do with his actions and is more tied to the education sys- 
tem or factors beyond his control. However, when adolescent boys succeed, 
they have more of a tendency to identify that success as internal and stable. 
They say things like, "Of course I aced that test. I knew the material." In 
other words, boys have a relatively easy time taking credit for their victories. 

Girls, on the other hand, seem to do the reverse, says Streitmatter. When 
girls do well on a test-particularly in math and science-they tend to re- 
port that maybe the exam was easy or that they just got lucky that day. And 
if they don't do well they say that they have never been good at that subject, 
or that it is just very difficult for them. Streitmatter notes, "Even girls who 
are in upper-level math classes, like Advanced Placement geometry, tend to 
hold to this pattern." 

What kind of learner we become can be influenced by how we view our- 
selves in relation to our educational achievements and challenges. If We 
think that we are just random victims of bad tests when we fail, for exam- 

ple, we might be less invested in our learning. Therefore, teachers may need 
to help some boys understand that failure is often just as much a result of 
their own doing as success. On the other hand, seeing success as something 
random could be just as damaging, so it is vital for girls to take ownership of 
their successes and learn to appreciate when they have performed well. 

SEE ING SC :HOOL AS RELEVANT 

B~~~~ and girls' identities as learners are also revealed in the degree to which 
they see school as relevant to their everyday lives. Research has found that 
boys in particular can have a difficult time finding practical uses for school, 
especially in the subjects of reading and writing. And, as any observant 
teacher can tell you, a student who sees course content as irrelevant to "real 
life" is one who is more reluctant to learn. 

In the book Reading Don't Fix No Chevys: Literacy in the Lives of 
Young Men, researchers Michael W. Smith and Jeffrey D. Wilhelm describe 
their study of the reading habits of forty-nine boys from different academic, 
ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds. Smith and Wilhelm found that 
even though many of the boys they interviewed valued school, they rejected 
reading because they saw it as something they had to do for no immediately 
apparent reason. Even when teachers told them that they needed to pass 
their classes in order to go to college, for example, the boys still failed to see 
the importance of that because college, to them, was far off in the future. 
What mattered most to them was what was happening right then and there. 
When the boys talked about the experiences with reading that they enjoyed, 
these were connected to their lives in some concrete way. One boy com- 
plained to the researchers that his girlfriend read romances. When asked 
what was wrong with that, the boy replied, "You can't fix a toilet when 
You're done."" 

Smith and Wilhelm also found that the boys tended to look for a sense of 
"flow" in their activities. The state of flow, originally conceived by psychol- 
ogist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, is one "in which people are so involved in an 
activity that nothing else seems to matter."l2 Csikszentmihalyi used eight 
Principles to define that experience, which Smith and Wilhelm have com- 
bined into four: a sense of control and competence, a challenge that requires 
an appropriate level of skill, clear goals and feedback, and a focus on  the im- 
mediate experience. 

Most of the boys Smith and Wilhelm studied experienced flow outside of 
"hool, often when they were playing video games. This was in part because 
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they felt like they had control over the activity and its outcome, the re- 
searchers note. In school, however, many of the boys reported that they 
never felt in control and that this alienated them from their studies. For ex- 
ample, some felt they never really mastered one activity before they were 
asked to move on to another one. Wilhelm says that "the very structure of 
school is contradictory to the elements of flow" and that this circumstance 
has an effect on the way boys see themselves in connection to learning. 

MAKING CONNECTIONS DIFFERENTLY 

The girl reading the romance novel in the earlier anecdote was obviously not 
expecting it to have a practical, immediate application. Researchers have 
noted that girls are generally able to stick to  subjects for longer periods of 
time and are less distracted from them than boys. They also are far less 
likely than boys to be diagnosed with attention-deficithyperactivity disor- 
der (ADMD). Girls are therefore more willing to be patient with a lesson 
even if it doesn't pertain to their everyday lives or seem to give them imme- 
diate benefits. This focus seems to give girls at least one kind of edge in 
school. 

But there may be other aspects of schooling that run counter to girls' 
identities as learners, say researchers -Frances A. Maher and Janie Victoria 
Ward, in their book Gender and Teacbing.13 They say the teaching styles 
prevalent in too many schools are based on competition, thus making them 
less conducive to girls' success. "Pedagogies built on competitive hand wav- 
ing silence the quieter students, particularly the girls," Maher and Ward 
write, because often it is boys who do most of the hand waving.I4 Girls are 
able to garner more information and make more connections from discus- 
sion than from trying to find the absolute right answer, they note. 

Not only do girls have the problem of trying to make their way through a 
competitive school environment, but entering puberty also pulls them in a 
different direction. For example, Gilligan has found that the pressures of 
trying to succeed academically by speaking up, but also trying to be attrac- 
tive to boys by staying quiet, can cause girls to  silence themselves in school. 
Citing Gilligan, Maher and Ward note, "Beginning with puberty, girls 'fall 
silent' as they try to meet the contradictory expectations of pleasing others, 
accommodating male standards for female attractiveness and docility, and 
yet succeeding a~ademically."~~ 

Interestingly, however, even in some single-sex classrooms girls still re- 
main relatively quiet. Kathryn Herr, an associate professor of education at 

the University of New Mexico in Albuquerque, spent the 1999-2000 school 
year studying 1,100 students-boys and girls-who were being educated in 
single-se~ classrooms a t  a public middle school in Long Beach, California. 
ln many of the girls-only classes, just a few of the girls spoke up and took 
leadership roles, says Herr. Some teachers thought these classes were suc- 
cessful because there were no disruptions. But ua quiet classroom is not nec- 
ssarily the ideal, and we can't equate that with an equitable education," 
Ierr says. Perhaps the pressure of still being in the same school, and thus 
le same social setting, as boys caused the girls to stay silent in class. Or  per- 
aps the teaching methods used in those classes did not encourage group 
iscussion. Whatever the reason, it is obvious that just excluding young men 

aid not in and of itself cause girls to speak out more. 
Interestingly, while taking boys out of the classroom may not have done 

much to bring out the voices of girls, teaching boys separately did seem to  
have some benefits, Herr found. The boys she studied who were educated in 
single-sex classes felt that they could take more risks in class and in making 
friends. They reported that it felt like a release to  be in classes without girls 
and said that they asked questions they might not have felt comfortable ask- 
ing if girls had been in the room. Thus, boys were better able to  express their 
learner identities, including being able to speak freely and take risks, in 
classes that did not include girls. 

A WORD OF CAUTION 

Of course, as every teacher knows, each student is an individual. Although 
there are many similarities that researchers have observed among students 
with certain defining characteristics, such as gender, it is dangerous to over- 
simplify the issue. Not all boys are alike, nor are all girls alike. Wilhelm and 
Smith claim that the battle lines in the gender war are misdrawn because 
there are boys and girls on both sides. They write, "Though people often 
must necessarily think in generalizations and categories, these are always 
too simple. Many girls excel in math; many boys love to read. We categorize 
for the sake of argument, clarity, and for ease of thinking, but sometimes 
Our categories cause problems and keep us from seeing the students before 
Us."16 

While it is important to note that young women are generally less likely 
than boys to speak up in class and tend to perform better than boys in read- 
ing and writing, that does not mean that every adolescent girl fits into that 
''tegory. Such assumptions would surely fail those girls who need extra 
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help with literacy skills and falsely define the ones who are natural leaders. 
Likewise, researchers note that boys tend to respond better to hands-on 
learning opportunities and perform better in science and mathematics. That 
does not mean, however, that in science and math classes one should assume 
that every boy will perform well. Finally, the fact that boys in Herr's studv 
felt freer to take risks does not mean that single-sex classes are a panacea or 
that they enable all boys and girls to express themselves fully as learners in 
school. 

A struggling student needs extra attention, regardless of gender. What 
this research tells us, however, is that if a student is not achieving to her or 
his full ~otential,  educators might consider the ways in which issues related 
to gender may play a part. 
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Writing Their Way Through: 
Adolescent Girls and Note Writing 

THERESA SQUIRES COLLINS 

Many researchers in the latter part of the twentieth century lamented what 
they saw as the neglect of the adolescent female. Girls, they wrote, were si- 
lencing themselves, drowning in a girl-hating culture, and generally being 
forgotten in schools.' By contrast, the advent of the twenty-first century has 
produced a new crop of writers who classify girls in a different way, based 
on the allegedly aggressive social habits they exhibit in school. Instead of si- 
lenced and forgotten wallflowers, they see overly aggressive young women 
manipulating one another for social status. 

These conflicting views of girls give us reason to step back from overly 
simplistic characterizations of their behavior and experiences. While it may 
be tempting to lump girls into categories such as "queen bee," "wannabe," 
or "alpha girl," the lives of girls defy labeling in many ways.2 One way girls 
express who they are, beyond the facile labels, is through note writing. As a 
teacher-researcher studying the note-writing practices of adolescent girls, I 
have come to appreciate this activity, which most teachers and other adults 
find frivolous, as one that helps girls navigate the academic and social 
changes that are vital to their developing sense of self at this important junc- 
ture in their lives.3 

School is the place where the personal meets the academic. Obviously, 
course work is of paramount importance in an adolescent's school life, but 
because middle and high schools are also places where girls develop into 
young women, the impact of the hundreds of social interactions they have 
during the course of any day cannot be ignored. Many girls make space for 
their friendships and for other concerns in their busy lives by writing notes 
to each other in class. Adolescent boys also write notes occasionally, though 
the purpose of their writing is almost always in response to a note received 
from a female acquaintance or girlfriend. 
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~ h o u g h  many of the girls who participated in my study admitted that they 
compelled to write a note to a friend as soon as they have finished reading 

one, few believed that writing notes interfered with their class work. Instead, 
lany felt that writing a note alleviated the social tension they were experienc- 
,g and allowed them to regain focus. In this way, girls negotiate the reality of 

now social life and academic life are intertwined. As one of my respondents 
explained, "If your mind's not there [in class], it'll do no good to try and con- 
centratewrite it [the note] and get back to class with the conflict off your 
mind; at least you know that the person will know your feelings, and then 
you can do your work." Another concurred, saying simply, "Either way, it's 
on your mind, so you might as well write about it and get it off.'' 

Note writing, in addition to freeing up cognitive space, can be a key fac- 
tor in helping girls discover the primacy of relationships as they make sense 
of who they are and what's important to them. Notes from friends are, as 
one of my respondents said, a "casual reminder of everyday life . . . little 
things that most people wouldn't think of but that make you feel good when 
you read them in a note." For example, in a note to her friend Kate about 
lanning a disruptive "revolution" in French class, Jessica writes a friendly 
ostscript: "Sorry, but I have to break the military talk to inform you that 
ou look cute today." The note is simultaneously mischievous and support- 
re, subversive and sweet, and, as in most cases, is concerned with the main- 
:nance of the friendship. 

Conversely, notes can also be a place where girls work out their feelings 
about the difficult life transitions that take place as they mature, including 
ending friendships that have run their course. This kind of conflict is illus- 
trated in the following excerpt from one respondent's note to a longtime 
friend: 

For me I entirely believe that absence makes the heart grow fonder and I 
want to be able to say that that was true in our case. Time and timing is ev- 
erything to me. And I need time because now is not our time. Also, I think 
YOU need to figure out why you are after my friendship and many other 
ones and figure out if the reasons are valid. Also, please figure out what 
would actually make you truly happy and work to achieve that.. . . What- 
ever happens I will always love you, I will never forget you, and I hope that 
I never can say, "I don't know Kat anymore." 

Notes also can be an outlet through which girls discover different parts of 
'emselves. They may draw on artistic sensibilities, experiment with emer- 
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gent voices, play with conventions of style, and defy the oppressions of the 
classroom. For example, as girls compose letters to one another, they some- 
times use writing techniques that are more sophisticated than any theyYve 
used in a required paper; their notes contain passages that are vivid and 
heartbreaking as well as vicious and hilarious. One girl in my study prided 
herself on her "Technicolor notes," written in several colors of ink and en- 
joyed for their cleverness by friends throughout the day. Jessica and Kate 
created an elaborate cartoon/story series in their notes that chronicled the 
trials and tribulations of a beleaguered high school girl. 

In a particularly poetic exchange, eighth graders Fern and Jo-Jo gave 
each other-without comment or explanation of subject matter-photo- 
graphs they had taken. Each girl then pasted the photographs into a note- 
book and wrote a poem in response. The resulting two books of their origi- 
nal poetry, they said, reflect their creativity as well as "where we were 
mentally that year." Many of the photographs are of singular images that 
suggest solitude or a desire for calm, such as a bird in flight or the Lake 
Michigan shoreline at dusk. The girls have kept these books now for four 
years and look back at them from time to time to remember how far they've 
come since their middle school years. Having separated as friends in the 
transition between middle and high school, the two girls have recently re- 
connected as friends and as buddirig poets. 

Adolescent girls' notes reveal that they are coping together with stresses 
and issues that, in very significant ways, are central to their middle and high 
school experiences. This is not to  say that notes take care of every emotional 
and social need that girls have, or that girls do not need caring adults in their 
lives to assist with difficult times. Still, note writing shows girls' spirit, inde- 
pendence, and solidarity in the face of the difficult transition of adolescence. 

Girls obviously do not think about their identity development in the same 
way that adult theorists do, but their notes reveal that they are thinking 
about more than gossip. The act of note writing is prevalent within class- 
rooms-almost so common that it becomes invisible. We need to take seri- 
ously the things that girls do independently in school to help them navigate 
through the minefield of cliques, tests, passing periods, and social traumas. 

"They are our food," remarked a girl I interviewed. Notes give their 
readers "a chance to know that someone was thinking about you that day," 
as one student put it, and they can assure a girl that she will make it through 
a particularly rabid bout with the rumor mill. They praise good grades, a 
goal scored, and a date made, and in so doing they help girls foster one an- 
other's positive self-esteem. Notes are the arbiters of disagreements between 
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