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Exploring Gender in the African Classroom
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| have learned the need
to be observant and
reflective of happenings
in class.
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Exploring Gender in the African Classroom

Effects of gender on class
participation in drama lessons

I lecture at the Federal College of Education (Technical), Akoka, Lagos, Nigeria. | teach General English and English
for Academic Purposes to a group of students who take it as a compulsory course. They are two hundred science
students in a tertiary institution, who are young adults (16-25 years). Some of them are learning in a mixed-gender
class for the second time in their lives (first being in their Year 1), having attended single-gender primary and
secondary schools. Such groups of students still need some more time to acclimatise to their new learning
environment.

My primary focus in this research is to find out why most of the female students in my drama class were usually
reluctant to respond to questions. Since | wanted to see inclusive participation in my class irrespective of gender,
this topic was relevant to my teaching because inclusive participation fosters a conducive atmosphere for active
participation and learning by all. It also helps to make learning more meaningful and impactful.

In order to explore the problem, | came up with the following exploratory research questions:

A. What do | want to see happening in my drama class as regards male and female participation?
B. Why is inclusive class participation important to me?

C. What do my students think/feel about gender disparity in class participation?

D. What do my colleagues think/feel about gender disparity in class participation?

To collect data, | used a questionnaire, interviews and a reflective journal. The questionnaire administered to 50
students aimed to collect data on opinions about gender disparity in class participation/inclusive participation.
Interviews were carried out with 20 of my colleagues to establish the effect or otherwise of gender in-class
participation in their own lessons. Finally, | kept notes in a reflective journal for a period of six weeks to gather
information about the happenings in my class as regards activities and participation.

From the data collected from the exploratory tools, | established the following.

On the issue of what | want to see happening in my class as regards male and female participation, my reflections
showed that | expect to see a situation where every student, irrespective of gender, takes an interest and
participates actively in class activities. | also want to see my students collaborate to learn by leveraging one
another’s strengths to achieve collective success, while playing down on their weaknesses to ensure that the best
of everyone is harnessed for the greater good of all as a community of learners/achievers. This is possible and
achievable by employing the right strategies.
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Data from my reflective journals showed that my students (male/female) have preferences for certain topics and
class activities. For example, females prefer topics such as cooking, baking and fashion, while males like sports,
especially soccer — matches, players and their clubs.

This suggests that inclusive active participation without fear or favour and devoid of bias is possible in my lessons,
especially when non-gender-specific topics/activities are being treated. Secondly, expanding a topic on football, for
instance, to include female soccer players could stimulate the interest of female students to participate. Also,
focusing on male chefs while discussing cooking activities should encourage male students’ interest and
participation. This may suggest that the disparity in class participation by my students was due to preconceived
gender biases/stereotypes that certain topics/activities were for boys, while others were for girls.

On the second research question — why inclusive participation is important to me — it is because it creates a sense
of belonging for all, eliminates inferiority complexes and boosts self-esteem, while, on the contrary, the disparity in
class participation discourages effective learning by hindering girls from performing optimally.

Thirdly, on the issue of what my students think/feel about gender disparity in class participation, the questionnaire
revealed the following data: 72 per cent (36) responded that they are aware of gender disparity in class
participation and would want it corrected, while 28 per cent (14) said they are not aware of it and are not bothered
about it. The majority (43) thought that female students were shy and so participated less while the males
dominated the class; 85 per cent (43) thought that it is useful to encourage gender equality in class participation
because it provides a level playing ground for all students to learn, while 15 per cent (17) disagreed. The majority
(43) believed that gender disparity affects learning in class because, according to them, some female students may
not be able to contribute and learn since they felt that it is only the male students that should ask and answer all
questions in class. So even when they did not understand a topic, they would be shy to let the teacher know.
Overall, 85 per cent (43) of students agreed that their gender affects their participation in class — seeing other male
students participate actively spurred them on to follow suit and make their own contributions or sit still if other
females were not taking part in class activities — while 15 per cent (17) claimed that gender does not affect their
class participation.

In relation to research question four, which is ‘What do my colleagues think/feel about gender disparity in class
participation?’, | was able to establish that 45 per cent of my colleagues thought/felt that gender disparity exists in
their own classes and that it should be done away with, while five students said they were not aware of it and not
bothered about it at all. Some of my colleagues claimed that they supported their students by providing a level
playing ground for all, irrespective of gender. However, they also said that some teachers encouraged gender
disparity by praising boys more than girls, favouritism and being impatient with boys/girls based on gender
stereotypes. This showed that disparity in class participation was not my students’ fault, rather it was due to gender
bias/stereotypes they came to class with; disparity in class participation was not peculiar to my students but also
happened in my colleagues’ classes too.

Based on my findings, | designed and implemented the following actions for a period of four weeks:

| mixed the seating arrangement and working in smaller groups; provided tips on effective communication skills;
and provided reading comprehension passages about female role models, which were discussed before each
lesson.

The essence of the mixed seating arrangement and working in groups was to provide an avenue for closer
interactions and collaborations between males and females as against the former seating arrangement where
females sit in the front rows while males are seated at the back rows, where all the jeering, mocking and laughing
emanated from. Providing tips for effective communication skills was to assist/acquaint students with the rules of
taking turns to speak, maintaining eye contact, listening effectively, respecting other people’s opinions even if you
are in disagreement and contributing rather than looking for faults, responding appropriately to topics/issues
under discussion as well as boosting their self-esteem. Then, providing reading comprehension passages about
female role models which they read and discussed before each lesson was to disabuse their minds of some
erroneous beliefs they hold on to about gender biases and stereotypes, such as ‘boys are more intelligent than
girls’, ‘boys are bold, girls are shy and reserved’, ‘boys are better in most subjects/activities/professions’. It also
provided evidence of females from different walks of life who are making tremendous contributions to the
development of the country in diverse ways nationally and internationally, such as Queen Amina of Zariah, Moremi
of Ife, The Aba Women Riot in 1929, Ngozi Okonjo lwuala, Dora Akinyili, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Tosin Amusan,
among others.
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| evaluated the effects of the action plan using a questionnaire administered to my students to elicit their opinion
about our new teaching/learning strategies in class. | also used a peer observation tool by inviting eight of my
colleagues to observe my lessons and give me feedback. | was observed four times by two teachers (one male and
one female) each week for the four week-implementation period.

After implementing the intervention, | discovered that participation improved greatly. Most of my students — 80 per
cent (40) from the questionnaire — were able to participate fully while working in small groups collaboratively. Also,
from the peer observation my colleagues reported that almost all of my students were able to take part actively in
class activities unhindered. When | introduced groupings, | gave them a pep talk about the importance of gender
inclusiveness, as well as the beauty of respecting everyone’s opinion even when you disagree with it. Some of the
quotes from my students were ‘I like the way we worked together’ and ‘Working together is more interesting and it
enabled me to participate fully in all class activities’. One of my colleagues said, ‘Grouping ensured collaboration
rather than competition among students ... | could see real enthusiasm in action as each student participated
actively’.

My students were able to learn effectively and joyously as partners, not as competitors. This enhanced
performance in class and, according to the questionnaire, most of them loved it — 80 per cent (40). This zeal could
be seen in their responses, such as: ‘| feel very happy and encouraged to participate in class activities in the last
four weeks because of the new methods being used by our lecturer’ and ‘I'm so excited by our new seating
arrangement, and my classmates helped me by being supportive instead of mocking me like before’.

However, a few of them (10) still do not feel comfortable with the new seating arrangement and that equality of all
genders is ideal/good. Their reason based on the questionnaire is that the holy books (the Bible and the Quran) are
against the equality of males and females — males are superior. From a female student: ‘| feel very uncomfortable
sitting with a male student; it is a sin’. While a male student said, ‘I don't like the idea of girls claiming equality with
men, they can never be equal with men, even the Bible says that “man is the head, women are supposed to listen to
men in silence”. The Quran says that men and women should never sit together, it is wrong. | don't like it’. So, | still
have to work more on this group to incorporate new strategies to see if | can convince them to accept the new
reality. It was very encouraging that most of my students, 40 of them, even the very shy ones, began to take active
participation in class activities in their small groups/mixed seating arrangement and worked collaboratively for
collective success. My students were able to enjoy inclusive class participation as they worked in small groups as
team members of the group, providing leadership and collaborating with other members of the group to achieve
collective success. This claim is supported by the data collected from students’ questionnaires. Some students
said, ‘Working in groups provides a level of participation ground for all genders’. Another student said, ‘Inclusive
class participation is the way to go..

Another positive feedback from my students was that ‘Inclusive class participation provides a conducive learning
environment and increases learning outcome’ (questionnaire).

After implementing the reading comprehension passages about female role models before every lesson, | was able
to deconstruct some age-long gender stereotypes hitherto held by my students, as they were able to appreciate
the contributions of Nigerian women in sports, the military, commerce, etc.

In this regard, one of them said: ‘I'm glad to learn that Nigerian women did and are doing great exploits just like
men; we need to respect them’. Another student commented: ‘Henceforth, | will encourage my female classmates
to excel so that in future they will become great like some of our heroes’. Most of them were able to contribute
meaningfully to discussions and answered questions very clearly because they have come to realise that everyone
(male and female) is important in any society. This claim is supported by comments such as: ‘l never knew that
mocking female students in class discourages them from participating actively and making us proud in future’; ‘|
can now see that women are as important and useful as men in society’; ‘Respecting women is the way to go
towards creating a better society’; ‘I'm greatly motivated by these female heroes. It shows that women too can be
great heroes of our nation’; I'm inspired by the contributions of women to the development of Nigeria and | feel
they should be given a chance, even in class’; ‘| will love to be like one of these women — making my country proud
when | grow up’ (questionnaire).
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The teaching of communication skills before the drama lessons properly helped to boost self-esteem and ensure
that even the very shy female students were able to participate in discussions and dramatisation activities,
maintaining eye contact with their listeners. Evidence of this can be found in some of the comments from students:
‘The pep talk about respecting other people’s opinion, taking turns to speak made me feel good, bold and
encouraged (unlike before) to participate in all class activities especially the question/answer as well as the
dramatisation sessions (I'm already feeling like a Hollywood star)’; ‘I did not know that | have talents in acting ... thank
God for the new teachings/methods’; ‘Did not know that | can look others in the face while talking without being
shy’. However, one of them said, ‘I like the new teaching strategies but | still feel uncomfortable sitting and working
very closely with boys’ (questionnaire). And from my colleagues, | got the following feedback: ‘I see some of the very
shy female students participating actively as a result of the pep talks and communications skills, and even
maintaining eye-contacts with the listeners’; ‘It's good to know that something could be done to bring out shy
students from their shells to participate in class boldly’ (peer observations).

My action plan addressed the issue of low participation of female students in my drama class. Even the shy ones
were able to participate actively following mixed seating arrangements, the novel method of teaching
comprehension passages about heroines/tips on communication skills. Male students found it interesting that
females equally contribute to societal development, leading to respect for their female classmates. Eventually,
most of my students were able to embrace inclusive participation for effective learning experiences.

This research has taught me never to blame people ignorantly. Gender disparity in the classroom is not the fault of
students, rather teachers and society are culpable. The major challenge | encountered was the initial resistance my
students exhibited, but after some persuasion and information, the majority soft-pedalled. To achieve this great
feat within four weeks of implementation is laudable, although a few of them are still reluctant. Based on the
outcome of this research | will endeavour to promote inclusive participation, continuing with the strategies of my
action plan.

Secondly, | have learned the need to be observant and reflective of happenings in class, exercise patience with
students, especially when they fail to follow instructions strictly, interrogate actions/inactions and proffer solutions
rather than complain/apportion blame.



