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Gender differences in online and face-to-face undergraduate education courses

Daniel A. Craig’

ABSTRACT

Faceless interactions in online discussion forums were thought by many to be a democratizer of gendered discourse, places where
students could meet as equals. This was largely an assumption without the support of much empirical evidence. This study attempts to
fill this gap through an analysis of gendered discourse in face-to-face and online classrooms. Forty-eight undergraduate pre-service
teacher education students in online and face-to-face classes at a large mid-western American university participated in this study. A
single teaching methods course offered one class face-to-face and an identical class online. A mixed-methods approach was utilized in
this study for the analysis of course documentation, discussions, and interviews. Findings from discussions and interviews indicate that
male students do seem to participate more and display more dominating behaviors in face-to-face classes than do females. However,
female students participated more in the online course.  While directions for future research are suggested, text-based
computer-mediated communication does seem to democratize participation in discussion-based courses.
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. INTRODUCTION

Some say that men are from Mars, and women are
from Venus. In reality, we are all from the same
planet; it just sometimes seems as if we have this
great distance between us. What happens then when
distance is more than a metaphorical issue in
communication?

This is a question that has become of interest to
many researchers in the past few years due to the
popularity of online courses, especially within higher
education [1].

supplementing or replacing their face-to-face (F2F)

Many universities are either

course offerings with online courses. In this context,
no longer are F2F interactions the norm, but rather
interactions via computer-mediated communication
(CMC).

First, we must consider how male/female
participation in classroom discussions differ. There
is a fair amount of research supporting the assertion
that gender greatly influences our educational
experiences in general [2][3][4] and that gender
differences in interactions, specifically, are a cause of
inequity in traditional F2F classrooms [5][6]. Male
students have been shown to dominate face-to-face
interactions in traditional F2F classrooms by simply
speaking more [7][8][9].

While  gender

acknowledged in F2F courses, online courses using

differences are  widely
CMC were envisioned to democratize student
participation [10]. Even these have now come under
attack for being susceptible to gender bias. Some
researchers believe that the online classroom suffers
from the same ailments as the traditional F2F
classroom  in

terms of gender  bias

[11][12][13][14][15][16]. The same trends of male
domineering speech patterns are evident in these
CMC forums as are found with interactions in
traditional F2F classrooms.

What does it matter if male students participate
more than female students? If everyone is in the
same class, are they not having the same experience?
Maybe they are all hearing/seeing the same thing,
but that does not mean that they are having the same
experience. Interaction is an important element for
learning [17][18][19][20]. As Picciano [21] states, “the
ability to ask a question, to share an opinion with a
fellow student, or to disagree with the point of view
in a reading assignment are all fundamental learning
activities” (p. 21). If male students are the only ones
participating, then not only are female students
missing out on an important aspect of learning, but
male students are deprived of insights their female
counterparts can provide.

This study will look at participation in online and
face-to-face group discussions through the lens of
gendered speech acts. More specifically, we will
attempt to judge the instances and levels of
domineering speech acts in male and female

classroom discussions.

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW

Student participation is affected by many aspects
of educational environments. These range from
course design to student and teacher gender. The
literature suggests that some of these issues have a
stronger effect on participation than others. These

issues include: the teacher’s role, the class size, the
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age of the student, and the gender of the student.

2.1 Teacher's role

In the design and implementation of a course,
teachers have the ability to greatly influence and
even determine the level of student participation.
The teacher’s role in the class, both F2F and Online, is
integral to student participation. Teachers must
create and maintain a learning environment that
encourages the participation of all students.

This begins with the instructor’s belief of what
This
expectations that the students stay awake to use of
student-led instruction [9]. Anderson, et al. [22]
suggest that teachers do this by designing instruction

constitutes  participation. ranges from

that is focused on core course concepts and
meaningful goals. While this suggestion is certainly
a start, there are many other steps that a teacher can
take to maximize student participation. Course
designers (often teachers themselves) need to design
student

participation, through discourse from the very

courses  that explicitly —encourage
beginning. Philosophies, expectations, and rubrics
for class participation should be emphasized in the
course syllabus and class activities.

Outside of course design issues, researchers can
also take steps to encourage discourse by looking
inward at their own biases and how they are
reflected in their practice. Research by Karp and
Yoels [7] suggests that male students participate
more in F2F classes regardless of teacher gender, but
that the difference is greatest with male teachers.
One classroom practice that seemed to encourage
this difference was the male teachers” propensity to

direct questions toward male students more often

than female students. While this is surely not a
conscious expression of bias, it does seem to exist
and encourage male domination of classroom
interactions.

Teachers, both male and female, need to be aware
of these differences in the classroom and should
strive to democratize participation. Careful course
design and reflective teaching practices would likely
make great strides in bridging the gendered
participatory gap.

2.2 Class size

While the influence of the teacher on student
participation seems to be universally supported, the
effect of class size on participation finds less
agreement. Karp and Yoels [7] found that class size
in traditional F2F lecture classes did not affect the
number of students participating. Regardless of the
class size, the same few students accounted for a
majority of classroom interactions.

In regard to online classrooms, though, Hiltz [23]
would disagree. Hiltz suggests that there should be
a maximum of 30 students in an online classroom.
The researcher acknowledges that while the size of a
traditional F2F classroom does not interfere with
student participation, the size of a class using CMC

does.

2.3 Age

Age has emerged as one of the most influential
factors regarding participation in university
classrooms. Research suggests that older students,
often referred to as non-traditional students, tend to
participate more in traditional F2F classes than their
[9][24][25]. While these

younger counterparts
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findings have focused on students in F2F classrooms,
we would expect similar findings with students in
online classes using CMC. With the ability of online
courses to cater to students with work and family
constraints it stands to reason that non-traditional

students will comprise a larger percentage of

students in online courses [26].
2.4 Gender
While other factors influencing student

participation are important to address in the design
and implementation of courses, gender is a factor
that is highly divisive in our society. The issue of
gender equity has been a contentious issue in social
Students’
experiences in education are directly effected by their
gender [2][3][4].

gendered experiences is the

and political arenas for many years.

One of the reasons for these
differences in
communication patterns [5][6][8][27], which may
result in male domination of classroom interactions.
Domination of interactions takes on many forms
including: greater frequency of participation, length
of text, topic initiation, change of topic mid-topic,
interruptions,  gender  exclusive interactions,
frequency of postings referencing other participants,
consensus assumptions, and positioning.

One exploratory study that looked at participation
in traditional F2F lecture-style university courses was
Karp and Yoels [7]. In an attempt to understand
student behaviors in university classrooms, a group
of undergraduate and graduate sociology students
from a “Readings and Research” course were sent to
observe and survey and students in 10 university
courses from the sociology, philosophy, English,
psychology, economics, and theology departments.

Observers recorded the frequency and type of
participation as well as who the partners in the
exchange were and who prompted the interaction.
Questionnaires were given to the students and
teachers in the observed classes and a sample of
students in classes selected at random at the end of
the school year.
attempted to ascertain which factors were important
in students’ decisions whether to talk in class or not
from the perspective of the students and the teachers.

A number of interesting findings arose. Of

general interest, the findings from observations often

These questionnaire items

ran counter to questionnaire data. First, while
students indicated that class size was an important
factor in their decisions not to participate,
observations found that, regardless of class size, the
same average number of students participated in
each class. Second, students indicated that the sex of
the instructor did not influence their decisions not to
participate in a class. However, observation data
indicated that while male students participated, on
average, almost twice as much as female students, in
classes with male instructors, male students
participated more than three time as much as female
students.

These findings highlight the importance of both
student and instructor gender in F2F class
participation. Male students’ control of classroom
discourse can be seen in the frequency with which
they participate. In classrooms with male instructors
female students, with only a quarter of the instances
of participation as male students, are effectively
silenced. If all students are to be provided with a
quality learning environment the silent minority

needs to be given voice.
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Fritschner [9] took these findings a step further
and found that rates of participation did differ by
but were greatest in
introductory-level courses. The study utilized
thirty-two students (26 females and 6 males), trained
in non-participant observation techniques, to observe

gender, differences

between ten and twelve courses of their choice (in the
natural sciences, the social sciences, and the
humanities) throughout one semester. These courses
consisted of fourteen introductory-level, six
intermediate-level, and twelve upper-level courses
taught by fifteen female teachers and seventeen male
teachers.

Out of these observations Fritschner concluded
that students participated more in the upper-level
classes than in lower-level classes. These results are
not surprising given the expectation that students in
the upper-level courses are older than students in the
lower-level courses and age has been shown to
greatly influence levels of participation [9][24][25].
More surprising was the observation that males
averaged more interactions in the introductory-level
courses than females, but females actually average
slightly more interactions per student than males in
the upper-level courses, These results suggest a need
for instructors for introductory-level courses to focus
more on increasing total class participation and, in
particular, participation by female students.

With the popularity of online courses, some
researchers claimed that CMC would provide female
students with that voice [10]. On the surface, how
could anyone disagree? Text on a screen is gender
neutral, isn't it? With the growth of online classes
and the maturation of CMC came the observation

that many of the same male domination behaviors

evident in traditional F2F classes appeared in online
courses as well [13][14][15][16]. With this realization,
researchers have attempted to determine which male
behaviors lead to the
interactions and how those correspond to similar
behaviors in traditional F2F classes [13].

Blum [13] analyzed an online discussion forum at
an online university for insight on male and female

domination of online

discourse patterns in online CMC environments. The
discussion forum, while not part of an online class,
was a general forum dedicated to school-related
issues. Blum collected 149 forum messages over a
one-month period from the discussion forum. Using
content analysis, these messages were then coded for:
feminine (elegant in nature) and masculine (rough
content) tones; position (seeking power, striving to
help others, or as one seeking to establish status);
categorized by gender for frequency, domination,
initiation, and the use of tag words; quality of
writing; and number of words and sentences in each
message, number of messages posted, number of
responses, and number of questions asked.

Though online CMC courses are supposed to
democratize participation [10], Blum [13] found that
male students continued to demonstrate similar
controlling behaviors in this environment as they did
in F2F classrooms. Results indicated that males were
more likely to answer questions posted by females
and males posted more total messages than females.
Male messages were also shorter than female
messages and lacked the tag words; questions; and
references to self, personal experiences, or family that
female messages contained.

Blum [13] uncovers some very interesting results.
Male students have a higher frequency of
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participation just as has been found in F2F courses
[719]. Another interesting finding was that male
messages were found to be shorter than female

messages.

2.5 Research Questions
1. Do male students in face-to-face introductory

pre-service teacher education classrooms exhibit

controlling behaviors?

2. Do male students in introductory pre-service
teacher education online classrooms exhibit
controlling behaviors?

lll. METHODOLOGY

3.1 Participants
The participants are

introductory undergraduate pre-service education

students from two

courses offered simultaneously in F2F and online
formats at a large Midwestern university by two
female instructors. Instructors for these two courses
allowed the researcher into their classrooms (one
virtual) to recruit their students. The study was
explained to the students and all signed consent
forms allowing use of the data collected during the
observation sessions. An additional section on the
consent form asked the students whether they would
be willing to be contacted for an interview and
requested an e-mail address for those who would.
The F2F course was in its twelfth week of class
and had 27 students (25 female and 2 male); while
the online course was in its seventh week of class and
had 21 students (11 male and 10 female). The
participants are mostly freshman and sophomore

students. They are taking one of their first
pre-service teacher education courses as this is a
course used to introduce education students to the
field of K-12 education. While the courses are
technically the same, they are not identical. The
teachers are required to design their own course as
long as it includes the core course content.

On the day the F2F class was observed, the class
watched a video of a classroom in which a
constructivist teaching technique was being used.
The class then divided into pre-existing groups and
was instructed that the “leaders” (those who had
prepared for the topic) should begin the discussions
by informing the other group members about what
they found. Then they were to do two things: (a)
discuss what the meaning of constructivism was; (b)
discuss whether it can be used in the classroom, and
why or why not. The small group discussions lasted
for 31 minutes, during which time the instructor
monitored the discussions, intervening occasionally
to make sure that groups were on task.

The discussion in the online class was similar to
the one in the F2F class. The topic of this discussion
forum was prompted by a passage describing a
teaching situation utilizing a constructivist technique.
Students were then asked to post their answers to
two of four questions related to the passage and
respond to other students” postings. The resulting
BBS discussion lasted one week, during which the
instructor posted two messages encouraging
students to further explore issues arising out of the
discussions.

Students who agreed to be interviewed were
contacted via e-mail to arrange an interview time and

place. Five students responded to repeated requests,
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