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Introduction
Parents and caregivers send their children to school to get a good education that will provide them with skills for the future. Schools are supposed to be at the forefront of equality and expand the minds of both boys and girls. As I approach the question of how elementary school teachers promote gender equality in the classroom, I find it extremely difficult to be objective, seeing the current status of men and women. Women today, despite the vast improvements still only earn “77 cents for every dollar men received.” (AFL-CIO, 2006) Women are still ignored and not taken as seriously. Fairly recently the president of Harvard, Lawrence H. Summers, claimed that “innate differences between men and women might be one reason fewer women succeed in science and math careers.” (Bombarbieri, 2005) 

This unequal wage distribution, along with the lack of power women have may be a result from the differences in treatment of boys and girls in elementary school. This is an important issue on many counts. What is happening in the schools affects the way women and men act later in life. Perhaps women stay out of high positions, or science related areas because they have been subliminally taught to be inferior. If girls in the classroom are being ignored than it is going to perpetuate the cycle and they will continue to be inferior to men. Elementary school teachers have the ability to shape young minds, so how do they prevent gender bias in the classroom? 

Research
Student-Teacher Interactions

Myra Sadker and David Sadker, two well known advocates of gender equality in schools, found that even with the best teachers, their interactions in the classroom contribute actively to male dominance of classroom activity.  They found that, “Male students control classroom conversation. They ask and answer more questions. They receive more praise for the intellectual quality of their ideas. They get criticized. They get help when they are confused. They are the heart and center of interaction.” (Sadker and Sadker, 1994) Research shows that “Boys are five times as likely to receive the most attention from teachers [and] eight times as likely to call out in class, which helps explain why they “out talk” girls by a ratio of three to one.” (D’Amrosio & Hammer, 1996: 3) When the boys “out talk” girls, or disturb the teacher, or demand the teacher’s attention, less time, energy and focus is being spent on the girls who generally are the quiet, “well behaved” ones. David Sadker claimed that, “Increased teacher attention contributes to enhanced student performance.” (Sadker, 1999) Whether the attention boys are receiving is negative or positive it is still reinforcing their behavior.

Teachers often encourage discussion in classrooms where the students have to raise theirs hands if they want to contribute. When a discussion gets fast paced and heated, the “shouting out begins, [and becomes] an open invitation for male dominance…when girls call out, there is a fascinating occurrence: suddenly the teacher remembers the rule about raising your hand before you talk.” (Sadker and Sadker, 1994: 43) This occurrence does not directly affect a girl in class, but over time it can have harmful effects. “The system of silencing operated covertly and repeatedly. It occurs several times a day during each school week for twelve years, and even longer if [the girl] goes to college, and, most insidious of all, it happens subliminally. This micro-inequity eventually has a powerful cumulative impact.” (Sadker and Sadker, 1994: 43-44)

When boys do remember to raise their hands, “they fling them wildly in the air, up and down, up and down, again and again…[while saying] ooh! Ooh! Me! Me! Ooooh!” (Sadker and Sadker, 1994: 44)  When girls raised their hand’s, it is generally politely raised, either bent at a 90 degree angle at the elbow or straight up in the air patiently waiting to be called on. (Sadker and Sadker, 1994) 

The Sadker’s research showed that when teachers ask students questions, they allow more time for boys to respond then girls. (Sadker and Sadker, 1994: 57) A teacher would ask a question to a girl, and when the girl paused for thinking, she would move on to the boy and wait till she got a response. The teacher is probably unaware of this negative situation, probably only pausing longer because she or he wants to encourage the boy to get the right answer. 

To avoid gender bias, teachers need to spend equal amount of time with boys and girls. They also need to be aware of what they say to students. According to the authors of The Chilly Classroom Climate, asking women student’s easier, more factual questions, men the harder, open-ended ones that require critical thinking, is a “behavior that communicates lower expectations for women.” (Sandler, Silverberg, and Hall, 1996: 11)  Other poor behaviors include, “Ignoring women students, while recognizing men students, even when women clearly volunteer to participate by raising their hands.” (Sandler, Silverberg, and Hall, 1996: 12) 
“Teachers must “consciously, intentionally, and affirmatively develop interaction skills that are fair, equitable, and designed to actively compensate for student differences in behavior and achievement” (Sadker and Sadker, 1982: 275) Also, “By eliminating stereotype and bias from the classroom a teacher can introduce all students to who they are – and to what they are capable of becoming.” (Edge et al, 1997: 9) Boys and girls need equal attention in order to develop to functioning and confident human beings. 

According to Janice Streimatter, the interaction between teacher and student needs to be equal in both quality and quantity of the interactions. (Streimatter, 1994) “Teachers should use cooperative learning to foster cross-sex grouping and noncompetitive interaction. Groups need to be structured and monitored so that no one sex dominates.” (Edge et al, 1997: 27) Often when group work is involved girls will be stuck with the note-taking task. To allow girls to participate in other tasks and gain experience in a leadership role, “tasks should be assigned on a rotating basis.”(Edge et al, 1997: 27)
Materials and Textbooks

Finding gender bias in teacher’s interactions with students can be difficult, but looking at the materials chosen by the teachers clearly shows that girls are under represented. It is fairly obvious that girls are not mentioned in history. The lack of women in history is because when history was written, women were not included, so therefore not much is known about them. However the more we progress, the more important it is to include women, and make an effort in getting their history written. Boys and girls read the textbooks and talk about the male scientists and male mathematicians, but nothing of women is even mentioned. As Dale Spender accurately put it, “This is the process hereby the male experience becomes the classroom experience, whereby education duplicates the patterns of the wider society.” (Spender, 1982) We need to change the information read by students, so then we can change society’s ideas about gender.

Joy Edge and her colleagues said that with, “The absence of emphasis on females in textbooks, story books, and science related materials [it] hinders students’ ability to value women.” (Edge et al, 1997: 17) If girls read their textbooks and do not find any mention of women in them, then they feel that they have not contributed to society and are therefore not as important. 
 Teachers usually do not have a wide variety of textbooks to choose from, but they can make up for it in other ways. D’Amrosio and Hammer made the point that, “The choice of classroom decorations, textbooks, supplementary materials, assignment of classroom jobs and seating arrangements all influence gender equality in the classroom.” (D’Amrosio & Hammer, 1996: 8) They went on to say that a teacher can decorate the classroom in an engaging way to both boys and girls. The teacher can find pictures and movies of individuals that encourage the students no to stick to stereotypical roles. (D’Amrosio & Hammer, 1996: 10) 

Arranging the classroom so that boys and girls sit together, and allows the teacher to attend to all her children is another way to avoid gender bias. (D’Amrosio & Hammer, 1996: 10) Also moving around the room through out the day can get all the students to actively participate. (Edge et al, 1997: 28) 


One of the most important things teachers can do, that many of the authors agreed upon, is talking about gender with the students. If the teacher talks about stereotypes concerning all races, ethnicities, disabilities and genders, then the students will not only have a better understanding of what to look out for, but also how to avoid it. When discussing race with the class, teachers often forget about the gender issue. If a teacher is sensitive to gender bias and is aware that it exists, then he or she will be more careful about their interactions with students. 
Conclusion


Gender is generally an issue that is overlooked, but needs to be made in the forefront of our society. Many people are aware of gender issues, but do not know how deeply embedded it is in our culture. Everything we do is directed towards our gender. Gender can be a good thing, but when it prevents girls and boys from doing what they want to do, that is when things need to change. Gender bias is present in schools, but once people come aware of the problem, then we can fix it. So how do elementary school teachers promote gender equality in the classroom? They recognize that gender bias is present in almost every classroom. Then they go about adjusting their teaching style, and they teach students and peers about the consequences of gender bias and gender stereotyping. Through these subtle changes, great progress can be made in reaching totally equality between the genders. 
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