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ABSTRACT 

     The purpose of this paper is to gain a better understanding of the complexity of how 

successful leaders perceive their role in creating a gender equitable environment, and 

further, how these leaders build capacity in their organizations to address gender gaps in 

academic performance.  This study explored the perceptions of educators via interviews 

conducted at Jones High School and Miller High School, pseudonyms, to gain an 

understanding of how leaders perceived gender equity and, further, how they built 

capacity to achieve it.  I found that the educational leaders interviewed perceived that 

girls performed better in classroom settings than boys as a result of their better 

connections to teachers and the classroom experience.  Moreover, the educators 

interviewed perceived that girls outperformed boys because they are more prepared for 

academic success, have greater attention to detail, and complete tasks more consistently.  

Lastly, educators interviewed here revealed that girls found greater relevance in the work 

they were asked to complete in school.  This study suggests that greater attention be paid 

in future research to how to establish strong connections between male students and their 

teachers, classroom environments, and school.  The leaders of each of these high schools 

sought to build and maintain a gender equitable school by targeting the learning needs of 

all students.  Programs and activities were specifically designed with the aim of affording 

an equitable environment for all students.  In addition, the focus of future research should 

be on how educators can more intentionally account for the organizational factors which 

tend to create gaps in performance between students. 
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CHAPTER I 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE 

Purpose of Study 

     The purpose of this paper is to gain a better understanding of the complexity of how 

successful leaders perceive their role in creating a gender equitable environment, and 

further, how these leaders build capacity in their organizations to address gender gaps in 

academic performance.  Here, two high schools, Jones and Miller,1 are examined to gain 

an enhanced knowledge of why male and female students are finding academic success in 

these schools.  This research explores how principals and teachers perceive the 

experience that boys and girls have in a school setting.  This study seeks to determine 

how these experiences of school are similar or different.  The purpose of this research is 

to know what effective school leaders do in their practice to build the capacity for a 

gender equitable environment of education where both boys and girls realize a high level 

of academic achievement. I focus on how leaders of these schools perceive the 

importance of gender equity, and, in addition, how these leaders have helped to build the 

capacity in their organization to achieve it.   

1 In order to maintain the confidentiality of respondents, I used pseudonyms rather than the actual names 

of the organizations or the participants. 



2 

Importance of Study 

     Presently, there are concerns about the equitable performance of boys and girls in 

school settings.  This research study seeks to examine the differing performance of males 

and females.  As part of this research, the literature review presented in the following 

chapter examines the academic performance gap between boys and girls, and how this 

gap relates to effective leadership in successful schools.  The importance of this study is 

to more clearly identify how high schools can provide gender equitable environments of 

learning.  To do so the perceptions of educators on this topic will be explored.  An 

answer to the question about what these leaders do in their practice to make their schools 

equitable was also sought.  

Gender and Academic Performance Gap 

     Women have moved from far below equal academic standing to surpassing men in 

high school performance, graduating, and attaining a college degree (Buchmann & 

DiPrete, 2006; DiPrete & Buchmann, 2006; Feliciano, 2006; Peter, Horn & Carroll, 2005, 

Reynolds & Burge, 2008; Turley, Santos, & Ceja, 2007).  In the 1970s and 1980s, there 

was evidence indicating girls were trailing academically in boy-dominated schools 

(AAUW, 1992; Ewert, 2012; Gilligan, 1993; Madigan, 2009; Orenstein, 1994; Pipher, 

1994).  Research showed girls were becoming disenfranchised by a school experience 

which used curriculum and instructional practices that disadvantaged their learning.  

Teachers spent more time on task with boys using curriculum best described as masculine 

(Altermatt, Jovanovic, & Perry, 1998; Ceci & Williams, 2007; Duffy, Warren, & Walsh, 

2001; Meece & Scantlebury, 2006 Sadker & Sadker, 1995).  The 1970s and 1980s were 
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characterized as having high school environments which were not equitable for the 

learning needs of girls.  

     Recently, there has been an upsurge of research and policy targeting how boys are not 

well served by the school experience.  This research response has been focused upon the 

failing performance of boys in the 1990s up to the present (Ewert, 2012; Gurian & 

Stevens, 2005; Kindlon & Thompson, 2000; Mortenson, 2006; Pollock, 1998; Sax, 2005; 

Sax, 2007).  In both cases, high schools in each era were not always characterized as 

having the essential advantage of equity for both genders.   

     Research offers strong support for the contention that high school and college level 

males are underperforming academically as they have higher dropout rates, lower 

graduation rates, and lower college attendance and degree attainment (Mortenson, 2006; 

Tyre, 2008; U.S. Department of Education, 2010).  The focus on academic achievement 

has now shifted from an examination of girls to an examination of boys.  It is not that the 

performance of boys on standardized tests has worsened, it is that the performance of 

girls has improved at a rate outdistancing that of boys.  This suggests that there is a 

positive role for leaders to play in the improvement of student performance for groups 

that are not being well served by the current system.  In other words, gender equity in 

school settings matters, and it is up to school leaders to build capacity for a more gender 

equitable learning environment.  The academic success of all students may depend upon 

it.  

School Leadership 

     Aside from classroom instruction, there is no school-related factor with a greater 

impact upon student learning than effective school leadership (Leithwood, et al., 2004).       
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Principals are responsible for the day-to-day operations of schools.  Specifically, they are 

responsible for fostering an environment of teaching and learning which holds an 

equitable opportunity for the success of all students.  Offering high quality curriculum 

and instruction to students is the direct responsibility of teachers, but the evaluation of, 

and accountability for, curriculum and instruction is one of the primary job 

responsibilities of a principal.  Principals are typically accountable for the ongoing, 

formal and informal, evaluation of teachers.  Learning-focused principals, at least in part, 

lead instructional practice, but must also help teachers lead (Louis, Leithwood, 

Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010; The Wallace Foundation, 2013).  To improve student 

achievement, principals would be well-advised to make good use of teacher and 

instructional resources.  The capacity of school leaders to foster a climate of gender 

equity in learning environments is, in part, influenced by how principals and teachers 

perceive what a gender equitable environment should and what leadership can do to 

create such an environment.    

     The success of students in learning environments is the primary job of any teacher.   

As a result, it would be helpful to gauge the perceptions of teachers when trying to better 

understand how to foster gender equity in the classroom.  The relationship and position of 

teachers in the school lives of students makes their role vital in providing success for all 

students.  The perceptions of principals concerning this issue matter as well.  After all, 

principals hold the accountability of all students in a school as their concern.  Hence, 

principals have a position in relationship to teachers and students which makes their work 

instrumental in providing for gender equity.       
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      Research from the Wallace Foundation noted the five key responsibilities of school 

principals as: shaping a vision of academic success for all students; creating a climate 

hospitable to education; cultivating leadership in others; improving instruction; and 

managing people, data, and processes (The Wallace Foundation, 2013).  The substance of 

an equitable environment of learning is that all students have an equal opportunity to 

achieve academic success while in school, and, subsequently, after the completion of 

school.  Creating a learning environment of equity is an essential duty of a school 

principal.  This research seeks to explore how principals and teachers perceive their role 

in providing a gender-equitable learning environment for all students, and, further, what 

they specifically do in their practice to help achieve it.   

      Gender equity in a school setting commonly exists when both genders have an equal 

opportunity at academic success.  The perception that school leaders have of gender 

equity is key in that it helps reveal what effective leaders do in their academic settings to 

create it, if anything at all.  The Wallace Foundation research asserts, “Having high 

expectations for all is one key to closing the achievement gap between advantaged and 

less advantaged groups” (Louis et al., 2010; Porter, et al., 2008; The Wallace Foundation, 

2013).  Principals must create a healthy school climate where students and adults are part 

of a school community where learning is at the center of all school activities.  School 

leaders play a major role in developing a professional learning community of teachers 

focused on helping each other improve instruction (Louis, et al., 2010; Porter, et al., 

2008; The Wallace Foundation, 2013).  Organizational leaders must rely on both 

themselves and others to accomplish the group’s declared purpose and, further, to 

encourage the development of leadership across the organization.  Broadly delegated 
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leadership throughout a teaching staff is associated with improved performance for 

greater numbers of students (The Wallace Foundation, 2013).  Good leadership increases 

teacher motivation and improves work climate.  Both are correlated with enhanced 

student performance, and can help introduce new leaders to an organization (Louis, et al., 

2010; The Wallace Foundation, 2013).  The implication here is that gender equity may be 

the result of effective teacher leadership in the classroom and principal leadership 

building-wide rather than an intentional focus on creating gender equity.   

Research on Effective School Leadership 

     School districts are struggling to find and retain highly qualified candidates for 

leadership roles (Knapp, Copland, & Talbert, 2003; Peterson, 2002).  Further, school 

principal candidates are often ill-prepared and inadequately supported to organize schools 

to improve learning in light of the many duties leaders must balance (Levine, 2005; 

Young, 2002).  There is increasing research regarding the influence of principals on 

student learning.  Along this line, the purpose of this research is to better understand how 

principals can achieve gender equity.  Gaining a clearer perspective of how principals and 

teachers perceive gender equity in schools is essential towards a better understanding of 

the role that principals and teachers have in helping foster its existence in learning 

environments.  Investigating schools where both genders have been successful 

academically can help us answer the question of how effective school leaders help 

provide gender equitable environments of learning through their practice.   

     Though the characteristics of effective educational leaders and the noted impact of 

strong school leadership on classroom learning have been examined in the research, there 

are relatively few studies revealing the perception school leaders have specifically about 
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their role in providing an equitable learning environment (Leithwood, et al., 2004).  The 

implications held for successfully addressing inequitable academic performance are 

implicit in these realities about school leadership.  Strong leaders are needed to effect 

change in school settings where identified populations of students struggle the most.  The 

premise of the research presented here is that effective principals grounded in their ability 

to set an organizational vision, who develop leadership within an organization, and 

redesign organizations more equitably will improve the performance of students who 

struggle academically.  Lastly, principals must create productive school cultures to 

establish collaborative systems and processes which promote student learning (Hallinger 

& Heck, 2002; Leithwood, et al., 2004; Lord & Maher, 1993; McColl-Kennedy & 

Anderson, 2002; Rowan, 1996).  Successful leadership can positively influence student 

learning in three ways.  First, leaders can alter student learning for the better by their 

influence on classroom teachers.  Second, effective leaders can focus school-wide efforts 

on teaching and learning.  Third, successful school leaders understand which features of a 

school have the greatest influence on student learning (Leithwood, et al., 2004).  School 

leaders are essential in the support of learning, constituting the school setting, and 

responding to the demands placed upon schools (Leithwood, et al., 2004).  The primary 

charge of school leaders is to provide for an equitable learning experience for all students 

(Leithwood, et al., 2004).  If that is the case, leaders must shape an organizational vision, 

create a hospitable climate of learning, cultivate leadership, improve instruction, and 

manage people and processes in such a way which will maximize learning for all 

students.  Principals are to assist teachers in this regard.   
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Research Questions 

There are two basic questions which guide this research study: 

1. How do principals and teachers of successful high schools perceive their role in 

addressing the issue of gender equity in school performance?  And, 

2. How, if at all, do principals and teachers of successful high schools build capacity 

in their organizations to address gender gaps? 

     The perception school leaders in successful high schools have of gender equity was 

gathered from six interviews of educators conducted at Jones High School and six 

interviews conducted at Miller High School.  The purpose of this paper is to gain a better 

understanding of how successful leaders perceive their role in creating a gender equitable 

environment, and, further, how these leaders build capacity in their organizations to 

address gender gaps in academic performance. 

Definitions of Key Terms 

     For the purposes of this study the following terms central to this study have been 

defined to best understand the aim and findings of the research found here:  

1. Capacity:  The ability or power to do, experience, or understand something.   

2. Equity:   The quality of being fair and impartial 

3. Bright spot schools:   Schools which demonstrate the ability to provide a fair 

and impartial learning environment for both males and females as defined by 

standardized assessment. 

     In this study the capacity of educators to provide gender equity is examined.  Capacity 

is defined here as the ability or power to do, experience, or understand something.  So, 

the goal, in part, in this study is to assess the capacity of principals and teachers to 
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provide gender equity.  Further, it is the intent of this study to better understand how the 

decisions and actions of the educators interviewed here can provide for gender equity in a 

school setting and classroom.   

     This study takes a look at how equitable the experience of education is for males and 

females.  The purpose here is to illuminate the qualities in classrooms and in school 

settings which reveal that the experience of learning is equitably afforded to all students.  

In other words, do all students have a fair and impartial opportunity to receive an 

education.  Gender equity can thereby be defined as an experience of education which is 

fairly and equitably experienced by both male and female students. 

     This study examines the perceptions educators have of gender equity in bright spot 

schools.  The purpose here is to better understand what takes place in school settings 

where a fair and impartial learning environment for both males and females is provided 

as determined by performance on standardized assessment.  Bright spot schools are those 

which have provided an equal opportunity for both males and females to experience the 

process of learning and where students of both genders have met with academic success.    

Implications of Study 

     The implications of the work found here could potentially be quite meaningful to the 

practice of educational leaders.  Yet, it must be stated that the summary findings of this 

research are exploratory; it is a first step in creating a broader understanding of how 

school leaders perceive gender equity in schools and, more importantly, how these 

leaders go about creating gender equitable school environments.  What this research may 

potentially offer is a better understanding of how effective educators led successful 

schools towards gender equitable environments.  Relatively few examinations of how 
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leaders create gender equity in schools have been undertaken.  The possibility of a greater 

understanding of how leaders create or maintain learning environments where both boys 

and girls excel would be useful for all educators.  School leaders are always seeking a 

firmer handle on how to build capacity in their schools for the academic success of all 

students.  This study will be a step in the direction of providing that understanding.   

     What may be found by readers upon completing an examination of this research study 

is that they could improve their foundational understanding of how schools can 

potentially become more gender equitable in their practice.  Readers of this study may 

better comprehend the nature of the gender gap in academic performance.  They will 

potentially be better equipped with reasons why this gap exists, have an improved 

understanding of how the leaders of two successful high schools perceive gender equity, 

and a good notion of what these leaders did to build capacity for more gender equitable 

school environment.   

Organization of Research Study  

     The study has the following approach.  Chapter two consists of a review of the 

pertinent literature with an emphasis on the factors which create the academic 

performance gender gap.  These factors will be discussed in separate sections noted as 

biological factors and organizational factors.  The literature reviewed here provides a 

broad overview of the physical, cognitive, and emotional differences between genders 

which often produce a different school experience for each.  In addition, the review 

identifies the organizational factors which influence the ability of all students to learn.  

These organizational factors include school socialization, teacher expertise, and academic 

intervention.  Chapter two concludes with a summation of the literature review and an 
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identification of the gaps in the present research.  The two research questions being 

examined in this study are reintroduced at the end of chapter two as a direct result of 

having been identified as lacking in the current literature.      

     Chapter three lays out the chosen research design for addressing the established 

research questions about gender equity and how to provide for it in schools.  Qualitative 

and case study methods were chosen as the research design for this study.  As part of this 

discussion, I provide a description of how data were collected and analyzed, and the 

advantages and disadvantages of qualitative and case study design were examined.  The 

remainder of chapter three includes a description of the primary data source, interviews, 

as well as interview protocol, interview analysis, and data analysis.  This research study 

focused on two Minnesota high schools: Jones and Miller, pseudonyms for the actual 

organizations examined.  At the conclusion of chapter three is a description of how these 

two schools were chosen to be a part of this study and how educators at those sites were 

chosen for interviews.     

     Chapter four provides a detailed demographic summary of Jones and Miller High 

Schools.  The findings included in this chapter are organized by research question and 

disaggregated by school in six categories of interview data.  Each of these six categories 

was derived by the patterns of responses which were given by those interviewed.  These 

categories include how students make connections to teachers, the classroom, and to 

school.  At the conclusion of the findings of each school in the identified categories, a 

summary of findings is presented.   

      Chapter five begins with a restatement of the purpose of this study.  It includes a 

summary of findings and their implications for key stakeholders in education -- 
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policymakers, principals, teachers, and students.  This section highlights how these 

findings connect with extant research and offers suggestions for future inquiry.  This 

chapter includes a broad discussion on what the stakeholders in school settings can learn 

from the exploratory work offered in this study.   
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CHAPTER II 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

Factors Influencing the Academic Gender Gap 

 

     Educational leaders are charged with providing all students an equal opportunity for 

academic success.  Figure 1 provides a summary of the associations among the factors 

influencing the academic achievement gap between boys and girls upon an examination 

of the literature regarding gender equity.  Academic performance in school settings is 

influenced by two sets of factors:  (1) physical, cognitive, and emotional factors as well 

as (2) organizational factors.  Each set of factors has an impact on the academic 

performance of both genders.  Potentially, these factors are what fosters the inequitable 

picture of academic performance between genders that may be perceived by educators.  

This perception of inequity could possibly be perpetuating the gender gap in the 

academic performance of students.  After all, the relationship between teachers and their 

students is shaped by the process of teaching and learning which occurs between them, 

and, further, by the expectations which both have of how this process will occur.  The 

literature suggests that girls may be more successful in school because of being socialized 

to exhibit proper approaches to learning.    The remainder of this review will discuss each 

contributing factor in more detail providing a rationale of why having a better 

understanding of the perceptions of educators is important for a gender equitable learning 

environment.  Further, the literature review which follows will discuss in greater depth 

each group of factors which influence the academic performance of students.   
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Figure 1:  Associations of Factors Influencing the Gender Academic Achievement Gap 

Following an Examination of the Literature   (Created From an Assessment of the 

Readings) 

     The purpose of this paper is to gain a better understanding of how successful leaders 

perceive their role in creating a gender equitable learning environment, and, further, how 

these leaders build capacity to address gender gaps in academic performance.  The 
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perception that educators have of gender equity is the product of first, how they view the 

academic performance of boys and girls.  Second, this perception is a product of how 

physical, cognitive, and emotional as well as organizational factors help shape this 

performance.  Self-fulfilling prophecy, in part, also shapes the academic performance of 

both genders as well where the view that a teacher has of a student may be the 

performance that teacher comes to see.   

       What we know about gender equity in school settings is, typically, found in the 

differing academic performance of genders.  Measures of school performance such as 

standardized testing, graduation rates, dropout rates, and college attendance and degree 

attainment data have indicated that high school settings may not be as gender equitable as 

hoped.  The existing studies in the literature offer that biological and organizational 

factors, in large part, create a disparate academic performance between genders.  The end 

goal is to better understand the perception educators have of their role in creating gender 

equitable settings, and how these educators can build capacity for such settings.  Their 

perception of gender equity as shaped by biological and organizational factors potentially 

shapes their use of resources, their decisions, and their actions.  

     The literature reveals small, but significant ways in which each gender is programmed 

differently to learn.  Further, it is revealed how these differences are amplified by the 

degree of reduced physical activity and limited movement which exists in most classroom 

settings.  Brain development and organization are also found to play a small part in some 

cognitive tasks.  A review of the literature helps reveal how both sets of factors likely 

influence the academic performance of students.  The literature suggests that educators 

may need to make adjustments in their approach to curriculum and instruction in order to 
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account for the differences in learning produced by these factors.  A more gender 

equitable educational environment for all students may be the result.  This literature 

review focuses more fully on the implications of organizational factors on the academic 

performance of students.  The reason why is that educational leaders can do more to 

provide gender equity through organizational change than having a better understanding 

of the biological factors which influence learning.  Though leaders can use their 

knowledge of biological factors to shape their work, it is organizational factors which are 

more within the scope of an educator’s ability to influence student learning. 

Physical, Cognitive, and Emotional Differences 

     There is much research leading to the conclusion that males and females are 

programmed differently as learners (Gurian & Stevens, 2005; Hines, 2004; Lenroot, 

Gogtay, Greenstein, Wells, Wallace, & Clasen, 2007; Sax, 2005; Sax, 2007).  Biological 

differences between genders may be small, but they offer important considerations in the 

academic performance of students in classrooms.  School leaders would be well served to 

be informed about the influence of a student’s biological makeup upon their potential to 

have high academic performance.  Biological differences may be more pronounced by 

the present construct of contemporary education where students may possibly experience 

reduced levels of activity, less competition, and strict punishment for movement (Gurian 

& Stevens, 2005; Hines, 2004; Sax, 2005; Sax, 2007).  Girls, in some cases, are better 

able to sit still, do as told, work quietly, and cooperate with instruction.  Principal leaders 

should assist in fashioning school environments which seek to account for biological 

differences between genders.  Doing so may require schools to reorganize classroom 

settings, curriculum design, and instructional practice in order to potentially provide a 
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gender equitable environment for all students.  Mickelson (2003) examined the themes of 

sociological influences upon students in school settings seeking an answer to why girls 

tended to perform better than boys academically.  She argued that boys may need to have 

more physically active learning.  Consequently, she asserted that boys are often in 

classroom settings which are more ‘girl-friendly’.  If this is true, it would be fairly safe to 

conclude that students may very well perform differently in classroom settings as a result.  

     Studies about student gender and favorability have revealed that school is reported to 

be a more desirable experience for girls as school environments have a tendency to 

provide a more sedentary rather than active, hands on experience (Mickelson, 2003).  The 

school experience which students have is at least, in part, connected to the favorability 

with which students view their classroom experience.  Investigations into the research 

regarding student perception of class activities with elementary and middle school 

students revealed that students who were successful in school typically noted that 

classroom activities were more interesting and meaningful.  In a greater number of 

instances, girls were found to have a more enriched experience of school because they 

had a generally more positive classroom experience.  Fostering an increasingly more 

interesting classroom for all students would likely improve the overall academic 

performance of a group of learners.  Doing so would possibly be a step in the direction of 

greater gender equity in the classroom and school experience (Gurian & Stevens, 2005; 

Martino & Meyenn, 2001; Mickelson, 2003).  Student academic achievement is also in 

some measure linked to the uneasiness of the school experience which exists for many 

struggling learners (Sax, 2005; Sax, 2007).  In an anxious environment, students tend to 
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become disinterested in school, are significantly less apt to find school activities 

enjoyable, and realize far less academic success (Gentry, Gable, & Rizza, 2002).    

Brain Development and Organization  

     Gender differences in brain structure, organization, and development are complex 

(Hines, 2004).  Brain research offers that there may be important implications for student 

academic performance where brain organization can play a small part in some cognitive 

tasks with academic implications (Berenbaum & Resnick, 2007; Gur & Gur, 2007).  Gur 

and Gur (2007) identified that there are biological sex differences produced by brain 

anatomy and physiology.  These differences are exhibited in academic settings with boys 

typically having greater skill on spatial tasks (i.e.-mentally manipulating objects and 

navigating through routes) and girls more often demonstrating better verbal skills.  

Further, Gur and Gur (2007) found additional differences in learning where boys tended 

to be better in mathematical reasoning, and girls surpassed boys in verbal and landmark 

memory and match patterns.  Girls also tended to be better at mathematical calculations 

and fine motor coordination.  Moreover, the rate at which girls’ brains develop is faster, 

and the sequence in which their brain develops allows them greater organization of 

thought for the completion of academic tasks (Gurian & Sax, 2005; Sax, 2005; Lenroot, 

et al., 2007).  Teachers should seek to foster gender equity in their curriculum and 

instruction so as to create learning which includes spatial tasks and mathematical 

reasoning as well as verbal skills, mathematical calculations, and fine motor coordination. 

Principals can help facilitate classroom learning for all students if they approach the 

design of curriculum and instruction with a broad understanding of how brain 

development and organization influence not only teaching, but also learning.   
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     Different brains for learning may require teachers to, in part, redesign their approach 

to instruction (Gurian & Stevens, 2005; Sax, 2005).  Sax (2005) contends the makeup and 

sequencing of brain development often sets male students up to fail in learning 

environments which usually favor students who are organized, able to remain seated, and 

flourish in a verbal rich learning environment.  The potential implications for educational 

leaders is that classrooms must be shaped to encourage the learning of all students even if 

they are not usually organized, need hands on activities which have them out of their 

seats, and allows students who are not as comfortable with verbal responses to be 

successful in other ways.   

     Educational leaders characteristically strive to serve the purpose of creating a more 

gender equitable learning environment for both males and females who struggle in 

school.  Using the largest longitudinal pediatric neuroimaging study to date, Lenroot, et 

al. (2007) discovered there were differences in brain structure, size, and functioning 

between boys and girls.  The different sequencing of brain development revealed an 

academic advantage for girls.  In other words, the brain of girls developed sequentially in 

a manner which gave them an advantage to perform certain intellectual tasks (i.e.-

reading) earlier and with more success than the brain of boys (Lenroot, 2007).   

     There may be factors beyond biology at play which explain the slight academic 

advantage girls hold over boys.  What the research has revealed is that the ratio of boys 

who score in the top five percent of test takers on the National Association Education 

Progress (NAEP) test in the areas of math and science has remained a two to one ratio 

over girls for nearly twenty years.  Thus, boys maintain an advantage, however slight, in 

math and science performance at the high school level.  Though just as many males as 
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females are struggling in the area of math and science.  The instructional implication is 

that nearly any change in curriculum and instruction in the areas of math and science for 

the struggling student would be helpful academically to most students (Niederle & 

Vesterlund, 2010).     

Organizational Factors 

     There is certainly value in educators having a foundational understanding of the 

physical, cognitive, and emotional factors which have an influence on student learning.  

Educators can do only so much in the way of responding to biological differences which 

will facilitate the learning of all students.  Researchers have emphasized the importance 

of how schools socialize students through the learning process (Basow, 2010; Bigler & 

Liben, 2007; Hyde, 2005; Leaper & Friedman, 2007; Martino & Meyenn, 2001; Ready, 

LoGerfo, Lee, & Burkam, 2005).  This research suggests that differences which exist in 

learning are to some extent due to the socializing influences of school more so than the 

biological makeup of students.  The complexity of learning leads to the conclusion that 

the socializing influences of school have a part to play in the learning of students.  For 

example, Bigler and Liben (2007) asserted there may possibly be detrimental effects 

which stem from social stereotyping and prejudice in our society.  These effects may 

impact academic settings and learning as well.  With an empirical foundation in research 

investigation into social group membership and interaction, Bigler and Liben identified 

the probable substantive impacts of social group membership.  The group with which a 

student identifies will likely affect academic performance, for better or worse.  For 

example, struggling students who associate with other struggling students will potentially 

find more difficulty academically.  Ready, et al. (2005) contended girls held an early 
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advantage in literacy based upon the manner in which they acclimatize to the classroom 

environment.  Ready, et al.’s research supports the conclusions of Bigler and Liben 

stating that students who are quicker to develop stronger and more long lasting bonds to 

the learning environment gave themselves a potentially significant advantage over 

students who did not.  Further, it was found that students who typically related well with 

the learning environment were more likely to associate, as part of a group, with other 

students who also  relatedwell.   

     Bigler and Liben also observed that struggling students tended to exhibit more 

frequent inattentiveness and poor behavior principally due to their lack of connection 

with the classroom environment, and, thereby, a relatively reduced opportunity to find 

academic success.  The implication for educational practitioners and policymakers is to 

fashion curriculum and instruction which will seek to improve the participation in the 

classroom environment for all students (Ready, et al., 2005).  Ready (2005) employed a 

quantitative, longitudinal analysis of the literacy of 16,883 kindergarten students.  Here, it 

was found that a student’s relationship with the classroom environment weighed heavily 

in their academic success.  Students who connected to classroom learning were more 

likely to succeed.  Moreover, it was found that even somewhat small differences in 

behavior, attitude, and school performance in early years of schooling conceivably 

became large differences as students got older.    

School Socialization 

     Leaper and Friedman (2007) argued that teachers were more apt to offer a classroom 

message of boys being more important and dominant, physically and socially (Leaper & 

Friedman, 2007).  If this is the case, it is unclear why boys do not find more academic 
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success as a result of such preferential treatment.  The review of the research offers an 

explanation for this inconsistency.  Stereotyped expectations by educators for student 

success often call for boys to excel in math and science, and girls in the arts and 

humanities (Basow, 2010; Ceci & Williams, 2007; Koch, 2003; Meece & Scantlebury, 

2006).  Basow (2010) reviewed the literature regarding what the classroom experience 

held for each gender.  It was concluded that the organization of schools is a reflection of 

the gendered nature of our society.  The result of stereotyped perceptions of student 

ability in classroom academics may very well be a self-fulfilling prophecy where society 

steers students towards their chosen academic pursuits.  In other words, students make 

their choice perhaps out of clear interest in a particular area of the curriculum, but just as 

likely out of societal expectations that they choose specific pursuits.  However, simply 

because a student is expected to be interested in a certain academic area does not make 

them any more prepared in that area for success. 

     There is sufficient evidence that boys and girls are socialized differently (Basow, 

2008; Leaper & Friedman, 2007).  Girls are encouraged to develop strong emotional and 

social connections (Leaper & Friedman, 2007; Maccoby, 1998).  Such emotional 

connections may serve girls well in school.  Boys are equipped with a greater measure of 

autonomy (Leaper & Friedman, 2007; Maccoby, 1998).  Success in school is largely the 

byproduct of being vested in the process of learning created by the classroom teacher 

(Basow, 2010; Leaper & Friedman, 2007; Maccoby, 1998).  When children begin school 

they tend to gravitate towards their own gender further reinforcing the effects of 

socialization.  Same sex behavior is rewarded by an acceptance of doing what one’s 

gender is supposed to do (Bigler & Liben, 2007; Koch, 2003).  In the case of school 
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performance, there is possibly a reinforcing effect of academic underperformance.  

Students who struggle academically tend to do so, in part, because they are not connected 

to what is happening in the classroom.  Made worse, the reality is that these are the very 

same students who, in most cases, are being drawn to other students who have not formed 

a bond with the classroom either (Basow, 2008).   

     Ready et al. (2005) claimed that the success of girls had to do with their socialization 

towards the fulfillment of exhibiting proper learning approaches.  Researchers have found 

that girls tend to possess more attentiveness and task persistence than boys (Bigler & 

Liben, 2007; Koch, 2002; Leaper & Friedman, 2007; Sax, 2007).  Successful students in 

school typically exhibit behaviors which are perceived by teachers as ‘school-friendly’.  

The research offers that curriculum and instruction is more often centered on subject 

matter which is of greater interest to boys.  Yet, boys more often than girls perceived 

school with more anxiety, felt less welcomed, and struggled more academically.  These 

are the characteristics of students who are not connected to the classroom environment, 

and, further the usual description of students who are not academically successful (Bigler 

& Liber, 2007; Koch, 2002).  In addition, this may be the reason why boys are more often 

referred to special education services even after academic intervention has taken place.  

Students who are not connected to the experience of learning that takes place in the 

classroom are less likely to be successful even with extra academic assistance (Flynn & 

Rahbar, 1994; National Center for Education Statistics, 2005; Office of Special 

Education and Rehabilitative Services, 2005).  Duffy, et al (2001) and Meece & 

Scantlebury (2006) suggested the damaging effect of the more limited academic success 

of some students is a decreased chance of achieving in a way which will allow them the 
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esteem building that academic success can foster.  The link between teacher perception 

and student behavior is vital in as much as teacher reactions have an important influence 

on student confidence (Simonsen, et al., 2008).  Boys often receive more attention from 

classroom teachers, but girls tend to be held in higher esteem by teachers for their ‘good 

girl’ status in class and for their academic ability (Basow, 2010; Leaper & Friedman, 

2007).  The attention boys receive from teachers is more typically the result of something 

other than their quality academic performance (Basow, 2010).   

     Conclusions which can be made from the research indicate that the learning process is, 

in part, socialized by teachers who help shape differing levels of achievement (Beilock, et 

al., 2010).  Beilock, et al. (2010) used a quantitative analysis to theorize that anxiety 

played a role in hindering academic performance.  Despite greater anxiety about 

academic tasks, students who were determined to work hard and focus more to succeed 

academically continued to prosper in school.  The students who were best equipped to 

compensate for anxiety were those who had a positive and connected experience of the 

classroom.  In this regard, students who were already successfully were better able to 

remain or be more successful when anxious.  On the other hand, students who struggle 

are to a certain degree hampered academically when anxious (Sax, 2007).  Students that 

struggle are more likely to demonstrate overconfidence or learned helplessness rather 

than hard work when it comes to the challenges of learning (Sax, 2007).  Ironically, girls 

often demonstrated less confidence and rated themselves less well prepared in the 

classroom even when they outperformed boys in the classroom.  The explanation for why 

this is the case has a great deal to do with being able to rely upon the resources of the 

classroom that they are generally more connected to.  The implication for educators is the 
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need to pursue instructional design and classroom organization which vests as many 

students as possible into the learning process which takes place in the classroom.   

     Teachers typically demand more from students who are high achievers and treat those 

students with more respect (Good, 1987).  Li (1999) examined the available literature on 

gender as it relates to math curriculum and instruction, and asserted teachers have 

different beliefs about students based not only on their gender, but also their perceived 

ability.  The tendency of teachers was to stereotype boys as confident math students, 

perhaps as a result of boys overstating their own math skills.  Teachers were more 

inclined to pay attention to their interactions with boys.  In math and science classrooms, 

this was often found to be particularly true.  Despite greater attention, boys in the area of 

math perform better on average only at the high school level (Altermatt, Jovanovic, & 

Perry, 1998; Ceci & Williams, 2007; Duffy, et al., 2001; Li, 1999; Meece & Scantlebury, 

2006; Sadker, Sadker, & Zittleman, 2009).   

     Altermatt, et al. (1998) conducted a quantitative analysis of 165 math students and 

their 6 teachers to assess if there was teacher bias based on the gender and perceived 

ability of students.  It was found that there was a bias and higher responsiveness to boys 

in classrooms, but more often for off-task behaviors and generally overconfident 

impressions about school work than for their academic success.  Duffy, et al. (2001) used 

an observational study of student and teacher gender in math and English classrooms.  

Observing a total of 597 students and 36 teachers it was concluded male and female 

teachers alike were more likely to engage with boys.  Again, this was not as a response to 

their superior academic performance.  Girls tended to receive teacher attention and 

approval for being quiet, compliant, and academically successful, and boys for their off-
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task behavior and academic needs.  A stark feature of this pattern was that teachers were 

often unaware and unaccepting of how their instructional practice was an inequitable 

approach to addressing the needs of all students.  The policy implication here is that 

principals need to help teachers give equitable feedback to students with a steady eye on 

their learning needs.  Principals as evaluators may be central in this reshaping process as 

teachers contended that they did not seek to or believe they demonstrated preferential 

treatment to students in the classroom (Sadker & Sadker, 1995).  The expectation of 

teachers was that they were aware of their own tendencies regarding how conversation 

flows during the instructional process.  Perhaps, this would be particularly true in a 

school which has demonstrated a greater measure of equity.  Teachers’ actions often 

signaled which students had more to contribute to class.  Typically those students who 

were more aggressive in their pursuit of teacher attention received it (Koch, 2003). 

Martino & Meyenn (2001) asserted that school curriculum and instruction was masculine.  

Notwithstanding, despite greater attention from teachers in a perceived masculine 

classroom environment, on average, boys are consistently outperformed by girls in 

academic performance in all subject areas, at nearly all levels.  For leaders to more 

effectively manage the needs of all learners in classroom environments the reason this 

occurs could become a key in the policy and practice changes set in motion by educators. 

     Unequal gender-based educational practices in curriculum such as required home 

economics for girls and vocational education for boys were officially ended with Title IX 

of the Education Amendments of 1972 and the Vocational Educational Act of 1976 

(Basow, 2010).  Research analysis of commonly used school curriculum reveals materials 

continue to convey the message that boys and men are more interesting and meaningful, 
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and that boys are more likely change agents and ‘doers’ (Gooden & Gooden, 2001).  In 

middle and high school environments boys are typically more often the subject of inquiry 

(Koch, 2003).  Teachers stereotyped expectancies of academic performance do not 

become self-fulfilling prophecies though for performance indicators of learning reveal a 

different picture of which students are truly successful (Chavous, Harris, Rivas, Helaire, 

& Green, 2004; Oswald, 2008).  There is a connection between negative teacher 

perception of students and disengagement from the learning process (McKown & 

Weinstein, 2002).  McKown and Weintein (2002) examined the relationship between fall 

teacher expectations and year-end achievement among 561 children in elementary school.  

It was hypothesized that students from groups who tended to perform poorly on academic 

tasks would be most responsive to negative teacher expectancies.  It was found that 

students who were more likely to underperform due to past academic performance were 

more susceptible to an underestimation of ability by teachers.  In other words, these 

students did not do well in the first place, and perhaps did worse when teachers expected 

them to underachieve.  Students who struggled academically usually became increasingly 

more disengaged from school, at earlier ages than ever, and fell out of favor with 

teachers.  The academic effects of which can potentially be ruinous in the latter years of 

formal schooling (McKown & Weinstein, 2002).  Principals would be wise to make clear 

in their actions and words that teachers are to treat all students, no matter their behavior 

or academic ability, in a way which will allow them an equitable chance at academic 

success.  Towards this end, the focus of this research will be upon how educational 

leaders perceive their role fostering a gender equitable environment, and, further, on what 

they do to build capacity for a more gender equitable environment of learning.    
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Teacher Expertise 

     Gender equitable classrooms may be the result of teacher ability to meet the academic 

needs of their students, for the most important factor in improved learning for students is 

teacher expertise (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1999).  In order for struggling 

learners to succeed they need maximized expert instruction (Clay, 1985).  There is a 

direct correlation between the knowledge teachers have of students and literacy.  Students 

often find more academic success when they are able to organize their classroom 

behavior around the learning which stems from being able to follow along with 

instruction (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1999).  Following instruction is most 

often the byproduct of clear instruction presented by teachers who are experts in the 

material they teach.  Principals may afford a greater measure of gender equity if they help 

teachers shape educational settings that make the most of clear and coherent instruction 

which students can easily follow and understand.  Often, an essential element of effective 

teaching is the ability of a teacher to notice when a student is struggling, and, further, 

how to respond to his/her academic need (Johnston, 2011).  Johnston (2011) argued that 

there is great need for teachers to be trained in the proper identification of students who 

struggle academically.  There are leadership implications for more effective preparedness 

of teachers to instruct struggling students implicit in this research finding.  To afford 

gender equitable environments school leaders may need to consider the degree of 

instruction available to struggling students, the need for more individualized instruction, 

modification of classroom materials, and differentiated instruction (Johnston, 2011).  The 

result of individually fashioned instruction will help teachers better understand how 

failing students learn, and, further give clues of what they might need to be more 
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successful academically.  Teachers who use whole group instruction rather than small 

group or individualized instruction may increasingly fail to meet the needs of students 

resulting in more frequent referrals for special education (Drame, 2002; Scanlon, 

Gelzheiser, Vellutino, Schatschneider, & Sweeney, 2008).   

     Recent research reveals that student achievement is positively correlated with being 

placed in an appropriate ability group (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Tach & Farkas, 2006).  

Tach & Farkas (2006) argued for the proper placement of students in ability groups in an 

interdisciplinary review of the literature.  Here, a nationally representative data set of 

elementary school children from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study were analyzed.  

The goal was to determine through quantitative inquiry the possible strong, positive 

effects of placing students in appropriate ability groups.  To achieve the aim of 

addressing the academic needs of all students by changing instructional design it will be 

necessary to provide professional development for teachers about how students learn 

best.  Possibly, professional development opportunities would provide teachers with 

feedback regarding their effectiveness in addressing the needs of struggling students.  

After all, performance feedback has a broad base of positive support in professional 

development research (Codding, Feinberg, Dunn, & Pace, 2005; Codding, Skowron, & 

Pace, 2005; Colvin, Flannery, Sugai, & Monegan, 2009; Matheson & Shriver, 2005). 

     Learning will never be as simple as catering to how a student is ‘hard-wired’ to 

understand (Gurian, 2006).  Morris (2008) used an ethnographic study of two high school 

populations to assert that the usefulness of the school experience is compromised by what 

becomes a gendered identity for students in classrooms.  It was found that girls typically 

devoted great effort and attention to school and schoolwork.  Boys, on the other hand, at 
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times, took pride in their lack of academic effort.  There is an important proposition 

fundamentally found in this research.  Leaders in educational settings should seek to find 

ways in which they can make the process of learning more meaningful for students.  

Morris (2008) contended that the socialization of gender and the development of 

masculine identities as part of the school experience may be alienating boys from 

learning (Childs & McKay, 2001; Koch, 2003; Pollock, 1998; Van Houtte, 2004).  

Traditional constructions of what it means to be a boy may have a negative impact on 

learning and engagement (Hammett & Sanford, 2008; Martino, Kehler, & Weaver-

Hightower, 2009; Morris, 2008).  Research offers that academic fields are gendered with 

math and science as male fields, and literature, languages, and the arts as female 

(Altermatt, Jovanovic, & Perry, 1998; Duffy, et al., 2001; Li, 1999; Meece & 

Scantlebury, 2006; Sadker, Sadker, & Zittleman, 2009).  Greater gender equity can be 

realized by placing students in academic pursuits best suited for them as opposed to 

students ending up in academic settings simply because that is where society pushes 

them. 

     Gendering of academic interests in high school is evidenced by the number of boys 

taking Advanced Placement examinations in math and science, and the significant 

number of girls who take the same examinations in English and foreign language.  

College majors mirror this trend with much higher rates of men in physical and computer 

sciences, as well as business and engineering, and, higher rates of women majoring in 

humanities and social sciences (Koch, 2003).  It may be important for educators to 

explore the differing social, cultural, and ethnic backgrounds which students bring to 

learning.  Doing so could be another means by which greater gender equity in school 
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settings could be achieved (Alloway, Freebody, Gilbert, & Muspratt, 2002; Martino, 

Lingard, & Mills, 2004).   

     The complexity of learning is connected with the socialized experience of gendering, 

and is more involved than simply asserting that girls succeed in school because they are 

girls (White, 2007).  The academic success of a student is not determined by their 

genetics alone.  It is largely the result of biological and organizational factors which help 

fashion the degree of academic achievement every student realizes.  The focus of this 

research is mostly on the organizational factors which educators can alter to influence the 

academic performance of students.  The ability of educational leaders to provide well-

chosen curricula, clearly developed subject scope and sequence, appropriately designed 

instruction, and timely academic intervention are contingent upon knowing how students 

learns differently, but also a recognition of how organizational factors can influence the 

learning of both genders.   

Summation of Review and Gaps in Research 

     Gender equity is made more possible if all students have the opportunity to do well 

academically.  Struggling students have learning needs which must be met in order to 

achieve a gender equitable school environment.  The lagging academic performance of 

many boys for most subjects, at nearly all grade levels in school settings, is a well-

documented reality which reveals a less equitable picture of academic settings than hoped 

(Buchmann & DiPrete, 2006; DiPrete & Buchman, 2006; Feliciano, 2006; Peter, et al., 

2005; Reynolds & Burge, 2008; Turley, et al., 2007).  Biological, but more so, 

organizational factors have helped shape a gender gap in academic performance.  It is, in 

part, up to school leaders to reshape academic environments towards gender equity.  
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Notwithstanding, the reviewed research does not fully account for the role of educational 

leaders in doing so.  A better foundational understanding of the factors which create 

academic performance differences between genders in school settings is necessary.  

School principals are typically responsible for articulating the mission and purpose for 

school change (Leithwood, et al., 2004).  Principals can perhaps help facilitate the form 

of academic attention within the greater school environment and within classrooms that 

will give students who struggle a better chance at success.  

     The core elements of most classroom settings in a more equitable setting would be the 

creation of a highly effective learning environment which successfully targets students 

who are in need of help sooner in their struggles.  Given the need for an equitable 

learning environment for all students it would be helpful if there was clearer empirical 

evidence on the practices that are employed by school leaders where most students 

succeed.  The research reviewed here illuminated how some students can become 

alienated from the school and classroom experience.  More research is needed regarding 

the possible effects of the socialized school experience upon teaching and learning as 

experienced differently by students.  Further, there needs to be an investigation into how 

socialization can potentially foster an inequitable school environment.  Towards this end, 

principal leaders and teachers will be interviewed for this study.  The goal is to explore 

the perceptions of principals and teachers in schools where both genders generally 

succeed, and how capacity was built to achieve gender equity.  Overall, research has 

largely demonstrated that effective teaching moves all students towards increased 

academic achievement thereby closing the gender gap in academic achievement.  The 

policy implication for principals is to be more aware of how gender influences academic 
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achievement in order to help classroom teachers provide an environment of opportunity 

and success for all students (Johnson, Kahle, & Fargo, 2007).  

     Instructors are primarily responsible for fashioning classroom environments where 

students feel vested into the learning experience.  However, principals are potentially an 

important change agent in supporting these instructors. While there is a wealth of 

evidence in the literature about students who struggle, less is known on how principals 

lead their organization towards a more gender equitable learning environment.  Several 

questions arise:  How can a principal help create a school experience which allows for 

struggling students to feel connected to their learning experience and the classroom 

experience?  What are ‘bright spot’ schools doing to provide gender equity?   

     A good start for improving practice is to be informed about what works for leadership 

in schools where both boys and girls are doing well.  Two key questions guide this 

research: 

1. How do leaders of successful high schools perceive their role in addressing 

the issue of gender equity in school performance?  

2. How, if at all, do leaders of successful high schools build capacity in their 

organization to address gender gaps? 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Research Design 

     Chapter three lays out the research design of this study in pursuit of the answers to the 

two key questions which have arisen from the literature review. Described herein is the 

scope and value of this research, the specific research design used, and an overview of 

qualitative and case study methods.  Further, this chapter describes how data were 

collected for this research, the process of interviews used, how data were analyzed, and 

the methodological integrity of the research design chosen.  Lastly, this chapter closes 

with a discussion of the selection of the two schools and the staff interviewed as part of 

this research study.   

Research Questions 

     An inquiry into the understanding that principals and teachers have of the academic 

performance gap between genders may potentially lead to a better understanding of the 

strategies which can be used to provide gender equity.  As part of this inquiry, 

consideration was given to how principals and teachers perceived the proper utilization of 

people and resources in search of how to achieve gender equity (Wahlstrom, Louis, 

Leithwood, & Anderson, 2010).  Two key questions emerged from the literature and 

guided the research proposed here. 
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1. How did leaders of successful high schools perceive their role in addressing 

the issue of gender equity in school performance? 

2. How, if at all, did leaders of successful high schools build capacity in their 

organization to address gender gaps? 

     This inquiry sought an understanding of what effective school leaders did in order to 

better serve the needs of all students.  Further, it examined the decisions principals and 

teachers made and the actions they took in addressing the possible gaps in performance 

which were associated with the organizational factors influencing learning.  As part of 

this inquiry, the goal was to gain insight into how principals and teachers perceived 

gender equity and how they built capacity in their schools to address this issue.   

Scope and Value 

Rationale for RQ1: How do leaders of successful high schools perceive their role in 

addressing the issue of gender equity in school performance?    

     Having a better understanding of what principals and teachers see as a gender 

equitable environment of learning can provide a glimpse of the key characteristics of 

schools where most students achieved academic success.  The perceptions that principals 

and teachers have of equity may, in part, determine how they allocated their time, energy, 

and resource to achieve a greater degree of gender equity.  It is useful to know if the 

perceptions of school leaders produced patterns and insights into what the characteristics 

of a more gender equitable school environment should be.  Principals have influence 

upon the instruction that teachers provide to their students, and therefore some manner 

through which to account for the impacts of biological and organizational factors on 
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student learning.  The value of a better understanding of how principals perceived the 

issue of gender equity can result in a deeper understanding of how to build capacity to 

address the disparities in academic performance between students.  All students can 

potentially make greater academic gains if school leaders have a strong enough 

understanding on what factors create performance differences and a clearer perception of 

how to foster equitable learning. 

Rationale for RQ2: How, if at all, did leaders of successful high schools build capacity 

within their organization for addressing gender gaps in performance?      

     A goal of this study was to understand more fully how principals and teachers had 

made organizational decisions to build capacity for a gender equitable experience of 

learning.  Central to school success is effective leadership that provides a school structure 

which targets the needs of all students.   Focusing on leaders in schools where academic 

disparities between genders are minimal may offer some guidance as to how to replicate 

this success in other school environments.  The essential difference between the first and 

second research questions was that the first question seeks to know how principals 

perceive gender equity, and the second question seeks to have an understanding of how 

principals built capacity in their organizations to provide a gender equitable environment.       

Research Method 

     There are two central epistemological questions in research which potentially broaden 

the knowledge base surrounding the influence of leadership upon the gender academic 

performance gap:  What did we know about this topic and from where did we gain this 

knowledge?  There was little or no consensus regarding what we knew about the 

influence of leadership upon gender equity in that there are perhaps multiple methods by 
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which to foster gender equity in a school setting. That said, empiricism and rationalism 

are the means by which knowledge was primarily gained.  Empiricism is defined as 

knowledge which was acquired through sensory experience.  Rationalism is defined as 

the belief that opinions and actions should be based on reason and knowledge rather than 

on emotional response. (Denzen & Lincoln, 2005).  Leaders gained knowledge about the 

gender gap through their experiences as principals and teachers.  Reason and pragmatism 

allow principals and teachers to gain knowledge about how academic equity can 

potentially be successfully realized in school environments.  This study is grounded in the 

pursuit of having a better understanding of the knowledge imparted by principals and 

teachers who had experience in providing more gender equitable environments.   

Methodological Integrity 

     The foundation of this research will be set in a strong methodological integrity.  

Though qualitative research design is a guided attempt to secure a broader, much more 

in-depth understanding of a real life phenomenon, it is impossible to fully encapsulate 

reality in a completely understood way.  We can only know about a real life situation by 

how it comes to be represented (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  The remaining discussion in 

this section focuses on research integrity in terms of its trustworthiness, reflexivity, and 

positionality.   

Trustworthiness 

     Validity is defined as how accurately an account represents the participants within a 

social phenomenon (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  These terms can more concretely be 

defined in qualitative study as research trustworthiness, and, further, credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Kline, 2008).  This is a more apt 
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framework to evaluate qualitative research than the general term of validity.  When 

researchers generate compelling findings they provide sufficient information about the 

participants and the setting which allow the reader rather than the research to determine if 

the study’s findings are transferrable to their unique context (Kline, 2008).  The aim in 

this study has been to accomplish this by selecting high performing, bright spot high 

schools where gender equity had been achieved.  Further, the principal in each setting as 

well as academic department leaders within each school were interviewed.  Success at 

Jones and Miller High School appeared authentic based upon the academic quality of the 

school.  In addition, the positions held by the teachers interviewed gave them more 

credibility.  The first objective in building trustworthiness and credibility is to conduct 

research in a publically accessible manner, or, in other words, with transparency (Yin, 

2009).  Consistency of data and findings can be forged by triangulating data findings 

(Kline, 2008).  Triangulation, or data gathering from multiple sources and methods 

improves a study’s measure of trustworthiness (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  This 

research, thus relied on multiple interview participants to gain a broader perspective than 

reliance on a single participant would offer.    

Reflexivity 

     It is pertinent that researchers make evident that data and subsequent interpretations 

are accurate from specific points of view (Yin, 2009).  People carry with them an 

inherently, traditional point of view (Dahlberg, Drew, & Nystrom, 2001).  Researcher 

reflexivity results when researchers self-disclose all assumptions and biases that could 

possibly shape their manner of inquiry (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  Researchers must be 

reflexive in order to best understand how they will interact with the participants in their 
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study (Haverkamp & Young, 2007).  Marrow (2007) offers that investigators have 

stances, motivations, and assumptions which are all their own.  Research gains a greater 

measure of honesty, and, thereby, trustworthiness, when a study is rigorous.  In addition, 

such an approach allows a researcher to demonstrate more subjectivity.  Subjectivity 

gives the reader an increased opportunity to transfer the articulated findings into their 

own personal experience.  The foundation of understanding, the researcher’s social 

location to the research, gives the study enhanced integrity (Marrow, 2007).  In the case 

of the research presented here, I am an educator investigating the perceptions of other 

educators.  There is likely greater integrity in investigating these perceptions in that I am 

an educator.   

Positionality  

     Qualitative researchers know that pure objectivity is not attainable, but also that there 

are limitations to subjectivity (Marrow, 2007).  Towards this end it is necessary for 

researchers to understand how their biases will influence the analysis of data and their 

relationships with research participants.  As evidence, it was relevant for me to recognize 

that my position as a high school principal potentially could have influenced the answers 

given by the principals and teachers that I interviewed.  Yet, there may have been 

credibility with both parties in that I am an educator.  My place in this research 

positioned me to be inherently biased by virtue of having brought the topic of gender 

equity to the fore in the first place.  It may be assumed that I potentially believe that 

gender equity is a top priority, and, as a result those being interviewed might think I am 

in pursuit of certain responses because of a perceived agenda.   



40 
 

     Yet, there is an advantage to being an educator.  I intimately understand what it is to 

be in a school, at a school event, and in a classroom.  Principals have a notion of what it 

takes to lead a school and to teach a group of students.  They might not know the 

intricacies of either of the schools which are part of this study, but they know what a 

setting of education looks like, feels like, and is like.  My position as a principal allows 

me to have a practical, working knowledge of the language used in education.  No 

introduction or explanation of what the jargon or vocabulary educators used in their 

answers to my questions was necessary as a result of my position as a principal.  As a 

principal I have an in-depth understanding of the organizational resources which can 

potentially be altered and reallocated when seeking different academic results.   

 Qualitative Inquiry 

     Research questions determine the procedures used for data gathering and analysis.  As 

patterns within research begin to become clear there is a flexible manner by which to 

study them (Marrow, 2007).  The goal of any chosen research design should be, as much 

as possible, to refrain from introducing constraints to research which will be limit the 

analysis of a topic (Vandevelde & Hermberg, 2011).  Ultimately, the charge should be to 

discover a new understanding of prior held knowledge which is untainted by bias 

(Rehorick & Bentz, 2008).  Qualitative data communicate life experiences in the words 

of those who experience them (Patton, 2002). This study was rooted in qualitative 

research because doing so allowed a description of the perceptions of gender equity.  In 

other words, qualitative research encapsulates a time and a place in a manner which 

makes it more clear what it is like to have been there.  Qualitative data capture the reality 

of a real life experience in a way that it can be conceptualized and understood more 



41 
 

clearly.  Qualitative methodology is used to explore social interactions in real time, in 

real life, and, further, seeks to allow the ability to extrapolate meaning from the 

participants in those interactions (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  The fundamental 

proposition in this research was that the pursuit of an understanding of how principals 

and teachers perceived their role in promoting gender equity and building capacity for it 

would enhance the possibility of knowing how to afford gender equity in other school 

settings.       

      The roots of qualitative research are found in the work of anthropologists and 

sociologists research of non-European cultures (Marrow, 2007; Tedlock, 2000).  From 

work studying the “primitive” people of the “New World” in the fifteenth and sixteenth 

to specific references about the aid provided to travelers, merchants, missionaries, and 

government officials in the 1870s, qualitative research has been used to study people 

(Marrow, 2007; Tedlock, 2000).  Yet, it was not until the 20th century that researchers 

truly began to enter the field and gather data from the point of view of the “native” 

(Marrow, 2007).  In other words, it was not until very recently that the perspective of 

those being observed mattered.  Qualitative inquiry positioned the researched as more 

than that of a subject whose thoughts and perceptions before, for better or worse, were of 

less consequence than their observable actions.  With qualitative inquiry data became 

substantively the thoughts, perceptions, and actions of those being studied.  Qualitative 

inquiry has since been used to describe and understand the experience of living, and, 

further, to comprehend topics where there has been little or no previous research 

(Marrow, 2007).   
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     Qualitative methodology was the best method of inquiry for the questions pursued in 

this study because we knew little about how educational leaders in secondary school 

environments perceived the differing academic performance of genders in school 

settings. In this study, the very essence of that which matters most in better understanding 

gender equity are the perceptions of effective educators who are in the field, and who 

have been able to, in part, achieve gender equity in their school settings. 

     Qualitative research is grounded in four core assumptions.  First, individuals are 

studied in a natural setting.  Second, research begins with questions rather than a 

hypothesis.  Third, the sample size of this method is approached differently than 

quantitative designs.  Fourth, there is a unique relationship between the researcher and 

the participants (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  In qualitative research it is instrumental to 

understand the nature of where the research is physically being conducted.  It is key to 

know the natural setting of where the participants are interacting with their environment 

(Marrow, 2007).  Further, understanding the researcher is essential in providing sufficient 

information to best understand the physical context of the study being conducted 

(Marrow, 2007).  All interviews were conducted in a conference room adjacent to the 

principal’s office or in the teacher’s classroom.  In all cases, the setting of the interviews 

was typical and ordinary.   

     Sample sizes in qualitative studies tend to be smaller.  In fact, the sample size is 

purposefully kept small to allow for more in-depth analysis.  The goal is for research to 

become redundant in a way that there are no new findings, and, thereby, obvious 

conclusions arise (Patton, 2002).  In qualitative research the relationship with participants 
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is central in data collection procedures in that sensitive information is often being studied 

with qualitative methods (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).   

Case Study 

     Qualitative research collects data in the form of words and theoretical frameworks of 

ideas (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Neuman, 1997).  Research design can be seen as a 

blueprint or action plan connecting the research questions with future conclusions and 

actions (Rowley, 2002).  This study employed a case study to examine how educators 

perceived the underlying factors influencing gender equity in academic performance.  

The utility of a case study lies in its ability to describe, understand, and explain (Yin, 

1989).  As a result of this study, the decisions and actions principals took may possibly be 

better understood by scholars.  This study potentially resulted in explanations of the 

organizational reaction and the capacity building adopted by selected principals and 

teachers.   

     A frequent criticism of case study methodology is the dependence upon a single or 

small group of cases making generalizable conclusions difficult, if not impossible (Yin, 

1993).  Notwithstanding, strong arguments have been made for the research viability of 

qualitative case study methodology where even a single case can provide useful 

applications in research of other settings if the original case has properly established 

parameters of generalizability.  Generalizability of the findings here to other settings may 

potentially be the result of having well chosen, trustworthy, and reliable interviewees 

who provided valuable and useful information.    

     The methods for this study were appropriately chosen in that in-depth knowledge 

related to relatively little known phenomenon was being studied.  Case studies can 
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provide detailed investigation when data is collected over time.  In this study, data was 

not gathered over time.  The drawback here may be that the sentiments imparted to me by 

those interviewed may be relevant only in the time period, a single day in a school year, 

in which they were collected and analyzed.  Sentiments may have changed about gender 

equity if those interviewed would have been asked the same questions over the span of a 

given school year or another predetermined lengthy period of time.  The aim is to analyze 

the processes within their context so as to bring to light the theoretical issues being 

studied (Hartley, 2004).  Case studies seek to understand a situation which has more 

variables of interest than data points, relies on multiple sources of evidence, and relies 

upon theoretical propositions as a roadmap for data collection and analysis (Yin, 2003).  

Case study strategies use inductive designs which allow vital analysis of patterns found in 

cases which do not assume in advance what those dimensions may be (Patton, 2002).   

     Case studies are the preferred method of inquiry when “how” and “why” questions are 

posed (Yin, 1994; 2003).  In addition, case studies are more suited to new research areas 

or research areas for which existing theory seems inadequate (Eisenhardt, 1989).  For this 

study little was known about how principals and teachers perceived gender equity in the 

schools they led.  Further, little was known about what actions principals and teachers 

took when seeking to build capacity in their learning environments to enhance gender 

equity.  Case study is the appropriate research design because the process of learning 

takes place in the real life context of a school.  Case study is not typically laden in 

quantitative methods, but, rather, in a qualitative analysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).  The 

research offered here was an inquiry into the professional, real life practices of school 

principals and teachers.  This research used a qualitative method where the purpose of 
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this approach was to determine, first, how leaders perceived equity, and, second, what 

they did to achieve it.  In this way there was potentially a better understanding of how 

leaders played a part in creating a more gender equitable learning environment.  Found in 

this study was an exploratory and introductory theoretical framework of ideas which 

described the role of leaders in fostering gender equitable school environments 

(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). 

     The most appropriate method of inquiry for the questions being asked in this research 

was case study as the perceptions principals and teachers had of their role in addressing 

equity was not best defined by numbers, but, rather, by words, anecdotes, theories, and so 

on.  A case study approach might possibly have appropriately captured the inherent 

thought patterns and perceptions which resulted in the organizational changes or status 

quo which principals and teachers decided upon to provide gender equity in their learning 

environments.  Sykes (1990) argued that certain kinds of questions and information 

cannot be discovered by any method other than a case study (Sykes, 1990).   

     While Denzin and Lincoln (2000) characterized case studies by the method of data 

collection, Willing (2008) asserted that case studies are not defined by their methods of 

data collection and analysis, but are best described by their specific units of analysis, that 

is, by the cases they are examining.  Case studies are shaped by specific sets of 

individuals, organizations, schools, events, and departments.  The parameters of a case 

study are, thereby, typically concretely bounded by the unit(s) of analysis which are 

selected (Stake, 2005).  The selection of the units of analysis is largely dependent upon 

the research purpose, research questions, and the theoretical context being investigated by 
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the study (Rowley, 2002).  Here, high-performing gender equitable schools were the units 

of analysis.       

     There are five typical sources of evidence in a case study.  These sources include: 

documents, archival records, interviews, direct observation, and participant-observation.  

Documents are papers that give information about something or are strong evidence used 

to corroborate an assertion or an idea.  Archival records are those documents whose long 

term value justifies their permanent retention.  For instance, archival records may take the 

form of action plans or mission statements about gender equity which have been 

developed in past school years.  Direct observation occurs when the participants in a 

study are directly observed by the researcher acting in the context of interest.  Lastly, 

participant-observation provides information when an investigator studies the life of a 

group by sharing in the group’s activities.  The data gathered in this study were largely 

from interviews conducted with principals and teachers at Jones and Miller High School 

as well as securing relevant publicly available information found about how each school 

achieved gender equity.  No documents related to gender equity initiatives or goals were 

secured in the process of conducting interviews.   

Interviews 

     Qualitative researchers often rely heavily on in depth interviewing (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011). Interviews are central to the success of case study research, and the 

researcher should be aware of the indispensable value of quality interviews.  The 

evidence gathered through interviews with principals and teachers was organized in a 

manner which allowed for an introductory understanding of the perceptions that school 

leaders had of fostering gender equity.  The data gathered about gender equity came, in 
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large part, from the anecdotal and narrative information gathered through interviews with 

the educators of ‘bright spot’ schools.  The information collected through interviews was 

analyzed in a way which revealed patterns about how leadership perceived gender equity 

and capacity building for it.  Though open-ended interview questions are hard to analyze, 

they potentially reveal people’s points of view without the occasion to prejudge what 

those points of view will be beforehand (Patton, 2002).   

     Principals and teachers of bright spot schools were interviewed from high schools in 

Minnesota.  These school leaders were interviewed in separate settings and were asked 

the same series of questions about gender equity and capacity building for organizational 

change.  The end result of this inquiry was to have a somewhat stronger foundational 

understanding of how principals and teachers perceived their role in addressing the 

organizational factors which produced gender inequities in academic performance.  

Thereby, this research helped answer the question of not only of how principals and 

teachers viewed their role in providing gender equity, but also explored, somewhat 

unsuccessfully, the question of how they enhanced gender equity in their school.   

Interview Protocol 

     I sent an introductory email to 52 principals from the eligible pool of ‘bright spot’ 

schools in August of 2015, approximately 4 to 6 weeks before interviews occurred.  In 

this email, I shared with each principal who I was, my status as a University of Minnesota 

doctoral studies student, and the aim of my research.  I shared with them that their 

participation in the interview was entirely voluntary.  If they agreed to participate in the 

interview, a copy of the informed consent document was provided to them on the day of 

the interview.  Once an interview was scheduled, I sent a confirmation email one week 
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prior to the interview.  Prior to conducting the interview I asked each educator 

interviewed if they had any questions about the information I shared or about the process 

of the interview.  In addition, I asked if I could record the interview so as to ensure that 

nothing was missed.  At that point, I asked interview questions included in the interview 

protocol (see Appendix C).  In many cases, there were questions which acted as a follow 

up from previous questions.  I sought to gather supporting documents prior to and after 

interviews.  I did not receive supporting documents from any educator which related to 

gender equity.  At the end of the interview I gave them the opportunity to ask questions 

or to make points of further clarity.  Lastly, I thanked them for their participation.  All 

interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed so as to summarize response 

themes and patterns.  No names were associated with any of the information which was 

gathered.  The confidentiality of participants was protected by the use of pseudonyms for 

every individual interviewed. 

Documents 

     Documents would have been helpful in adding further clarity to the answers given in 

interviews with principals.  Relevant documents would have included memoranda, 

administrative documents, articles, and letters about events which have taken place in this 

organizational setting in terms of providing a gender equitable environment.  The 

documents which were sought by me included action plans regarding issues of gender 

equity, mission statements and goals which spoke to equity, and documents which 

principals and teachers could have offered as examples of their efforts to build capacity to 

address gender equity.  Requests for the previously described types of documents were 

made before and after interviews were conducted.  Yet, no documents from those 
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interviewed were received.  Perhaps the reason no documents were made available was, 

in part, due to the fact that the issue of gender equity was not a part of the strategic plan 

or other initiatives of either school.  In this regard, there were no documents focusing on 

strategies to improve gender equity because they did not exist.  Notwithstanding,, what 

was discovered about gender equity at both of these schools through an analysis of other 

publicly available information, did speak in general terms to gender equity.   

     The mission statement of each high school was found on each school district’s 

website.  At Jones High School, the mission statement is, “The Jones High School 

community is committed to challenge all individuals to realize their potential as learners 

by providing high quality and diverse opportunities for intellectual, emotional, aesthetic, 

and physical growth.” (Jones High School)  At Miller High School their mission 

statement is similar and reads at, “Miller High School all students accept the challenges 

of the future through excellence in academics, arts and athletics.” (Miller High School)  

In both cases these high schools value the success of all students.  Setting forth such a 

mission may be capacity building in and of itself.  Further, both of these statements speak 

strongly about each school’s emphasis on the priority of an equitable and excellent 

experience of education afforded to all students.  The fact that gender equity is not part of 

either school’s strategic plan may be revealing, but perhaps this is the case because 

targeting gender equity as a new priority is not necessary in that it has been largely 

achieved in both settings.   

Data Analysis 

     Data analysis takes the shape of three distinct analytical procedures: summary, 

explication, and structuring.  Data becomes more manageable when it is categorized into 



50 
 

patterns and themes which form a construct with more understood parts and a broader 

comprehension of the entire picture of evidence.  The patterns and themes sought here 

were how those interviewed perceived gender equity in school settings and, moreover, in 

the process of learning.  The first step in the analysis of data is to identify similarities and 

differences in how educators perceived gender equity.  Interview data were desegregated 

not only by school, but also by title (i.e.-administrator vs. teacher), and by academic 

department.  The end goal was to identify successful approaches taken by principals and 

teachers, which potentially contributed to the academic success of all students.  Part of 

this investigation was identifying the organizational factors which may have helped 

create gender inequity in academic performance. 

     The analysis of case study evidence is typically the result of an examination of pieces 

of evidence from varied sources of information.  Miles and Huberman (1994) indicated 

that data analysis of a case study could include placing data in a matrix of categories, 

creating flowcharts, designing data displays, tracking the frequency of events occurring, 

and using analytics to demonstrate the relationship between variables.  Responses were 

grouped together to facilitate the identification of patterns.  Data displays and matrices 

were both employed to help organize data into a more meaningful and easier understood 

visuals of the words imparted to me through interviews about gender equality.  

Interview Analysis 

     The goal is to analyze the interviews and associated documents and archival records in 

a manner which will lead to conclusions (Yin, 1994).  Yin (1994) offered two strategies 

to achieve meaningful conclusions.  The first goal is to rely on theoretical propositions of 

a study and to analyze the evidence based upon those propositions.  The second goal is to 
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develop a case study which will have the predictive capacity of reaching conclusions.  

Yin (1994) detailed four principles for quality data analysis.  Analysis should be reliant 

on relevant evidence, contain all major rival interpretations of the evidence, have 

significant aspects of case study, and include expert knowledge of the researcher.  

Evidence becomes more relevant when it is gathered from a trustworthy and reliable 

resource.  Here, interviews took on greater credibility in that they were conducted in 

school settings where gender equity had, at least in part, already occurred.   

     The method by which data analysis of principal and teacher interviews was conducted 

was as follows.  Brief notes were taken during the interview as well as extensive notes 

taken after the interview.  A standard note taking form was followed for each interview.  

For instance, the date, time, interviewee, location, and characteristics of the interviewed 

was recorded.  The tapes and notes were kept as archived evidence collected from the 

interview.  After each interview, a summary with conclusions was written.  This 

summary served as an interactive analysis of each interview conducted.  This process 

occurred immediately after each interview, for with the passage of time it would have 

been increasingly difficult to reconstruct what occurred and what was said in the 

interview.     

     Information was categorized into approaches which were offered as paths to provide 

for greater gender equity.  The goal was to generate a clearer theoretical understanding of 

the picture of gender equitable environments as revealed by interviews with principals 

and teachers.  The approaches offered regarding gender equity were not universal 

(Titscher, Meyer, Wodak, & Vetter, 2000).  The desire was to establish common themes 

about gender equity from the interviews of building principals and teachers. The end 
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result sought was the development of a theoretical framework where the perceptions, 

decisions and actions of effective principals and teachers about gender equity were more 

clearly understood.  The intention was to identify, where possible, any salient similarities 

and differences among the responses.  Interview responses were categorized by 

comparing responses from each building, between principals and teachers, and between 

department areas within each school and between schools. 

 Bright Spot Schools in Minnesota 

     Participant selection is tremendously important in qualitative studies (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011; Patton, 2002).  Human interactions are significantly influenced by the 

setting in which they occur, and, therefore, those actions should be studied in their real-

life situations (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  In addition, a purposeful sampling of 

information-rich case studies is necessary to gain an in-depth understanding of what 

leadership understands about the differing performance of genders academically, and, 

further, what has been done to create gender equity in school environments (Patton, 

2002).  Towards this end, the following is a description of how schools and interview 

candidates were chosen from Minnesota high school settings.   

Minnesota High Schools 

     There are 1,309 high schools in the state of Minnesota, of which a select few see both 

males and females do well academically on the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment 

(MCA).  These schools are considered to be bright spot schools in that students are 

generally successful and there is little disparity in academic performance between 

genders.  High schools where both males and females score above 55% proficient on the 

MCAs in the areas of reading and math, and where there is less than a 10% difference 
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between genders were considered bright spot schools.  Schools where proficiency was 

below 55% tended to have a greater disparity between the academic performance of 

males and females.  Fifty-two Minnesota high schools, or 3.9 percent, met this criteria as 

a bright spot school.  This was the sample from which the two schools chosen for this 

study were chosen.  

Selection of Bright Spot Schools 

    There were 52 eligible high schools to participate in this research study based upon 

Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments (MCA) as given in the school year 2014-2015.  

The target focus from this pool of high schools were those schools located in the greater 

Minneapolis-St Paul area.  Using this criteria the field of eligible high schools was 

narrowed to 33.  The principal of each of these 33 schools was contacted via email 

inviting their participation in this research study (see Appendix A).  Each of these 

contacts were made in August prior to the 2015-2016 school year.  Two high schools 

agreed to participate:  Jones High School and Miller High School.  To ensure 

confidentiality, the two high schools which agreed to participate in this study were given 

pseudonyms.  All remaining high school principals declined participation by explicitly 

stating they were not interested or by not responding to my email inquiries.  All 

principals were explicitly asked to respond by a specific date in both rounds of email that 

were sent to them.  Of all high schools contacted, 5 principals stated they were not 

interested in participating in this research study and 28 principals who were contacted did 

not respond.  The high school principals who were contacted via email and did not 

respond were contacted again in September to gauge their interest in participating.  After 

these follow-up contacts, 3 additional principals declined participation and 25 principals 
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did not respond.  Overall, the response rate of participation for the 33 emails contacting 

Minneapolis-St. Paul schools was 2 principals which agreed to participate, 8 principals 

declined participation, and 23 principals who did not respond to my request for their 

participation.   

Interview Participants 

     Six staff members from each school, Jones High School and Miller High School, were 

interviewed.  The original contact which was made for each school was with the building 

principal.  Therefore, each building principal was interviewed.  The names of five 

teaching staff in each building were provided by each principal.  In nearly all cases, the 

teaching staff who were selected for an interview was a department chairperson in math, 

science, English, or social studies.  These individuals were leaders within their academic 

department and, therefore, academic leaders by title school-wide.  All twelve educators 

which were interviewed were Caucasian.  Of those interviewed, eight were women and 

four were men.  As with each building principal, teaching staff were contacted via email 

to set up an interview date and time.  All interviews took place on school grounds.  In 

every case, the interview was either in the office of the principal or in the teacher’s 

classroom.   
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

 

Findings 

     The two schools which this study focused on were Jones High School and Miller High 

School, pseudonyms for the selected organizations  Each of these schools met the criteria 

set forth to be characterized as a high performing, gender equitable school.  What follows 

is a detailed description of each school, responses by each staff person, as well as patterns 

and themes which were gathered from their responses to interview questions.  For each of 

these themes, I will further report the findings by and between schools, by and between 

titles, and by and between academic department areas.  This will help facilitate the 

development of consistent patterns and themes regarding how educational leaders 

perceived gender equity and how they perceived capacity could be built to achieve it.   

Table 1  

Demographics from Selection/Interview Questionnaire 

 Jones High School Miller High School 

Principals 1 1 

Teachers 5 5 

English 2 2 

Math 1 1 

Science 1 1 

Social Studies 1 1 
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Jones High School 

     Jones High School is set in metropolitan Minneapolis-Saint Paul.  The school district 

of Jones consists of four comprehensive high schools, two specialty high schools, six 

middle schools, and eighteen elementary schools.  In its entirety, Jones School District 

serves families and communities within a 110 square mile area.  Jones High School has 

grades 9 through 12, and enrollment of over 1,700 students.  Of these students 65% are 

Caucasian, 17% are African American, 11% are Hispanic, 5% are Asian, and 2% are of 

multiple races.  Of the entire student population, 33% are either free or reduced lunch.  

This number is lower than the 38% state average in Minnesota.  Yet, this number is 

significantly higher than most of the suburban schools of Minneapolis-St. Paul 

(Minnesota Department of Education).  According to its mission statement, Jones High 

School is committed to challenge all individuals to realize their potential as learners by 

providing high quality and diverse opportunities for intellectual, emotional, aesthetic, and 

physical growth.  Towards this end, the graduation rate for Jones students is 91%, with all 

years dating back to 1998 being above 90%. 

     Jones High School offers a comprehensive curriculum taught by 125 staff members.  

Of these 51% are female and 49% are male (Minnesota Department of Education).  The 

emphasis here is excellence and innovation with a specific eye on mastering the basic 

skills which will provide the foundation for any future post-secondary study.  Jones High 

School offers over 300 required and elective trimester courses, providing students with a 

vast choice of challenging opportunities.  Included in this rigorous pursuit are 15 

mathematics courses, 5 years of Spanish, 4 years of French, German, and Japanese, and 

honors and advanced courses throughout the curriculum.  Advancement placement 
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courses are offered in Studio Art, Language and Composition, Literature and 

Composition, European History, Psychology, United States Government, Biology, 

Chemistry, Calculus, Statistics, Computer Science, Spanish, and Economics.  

     Jones High School is also a K-12 STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and 

Math) school as well as a PLTW (Project Lead the Way) school with both endeavors 

spanning the K-12 curriculum.  Both of these defining characteristics indicate that Jones 

High School is one where math, science, and technology are a high priority in the scope 

and sequence of curriculum and instruction.  Jones High School offers a strong tradition 

of co-curricular excellence.  Jones has a long history of success in co-curricular activities.  

In addition, Jones is one of the top ranked fine arts high schools.  Students are able to 

pursue over 30 athletic activities and over 30 performing arts activities.  All students are 

also able to participate in a wide array of intramural athletic programs throughout the 

school year as well. 

     Jones High School has an equity which focuses its efforts on making sure that all 

students have an equal access and opportunity for an education at Jones.  Members of this 

team include staff from administration and teaching staff.  Initiatives which are aimed at 

bridging the gap between the academic performance of groups of students is primarily 

what this team is designed to do.  The foundation upon which the equity team seeks to 

fulfill the duties of their work is by seeking to make sure that all students meet with 

academic success.  The inherent result of such an approach could very well be an 

equitable product of education for all students.  

     Jones High School students have historically had strong academic performance as 

measured on the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), American College Test (ACT), and 
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Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Test (PSAT).  The participants of this study were chosen 

through the use of Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment data in the 2014-2015 school 

year.  In that year, boys scored as 59% proficient in the areas of math on the MCAs, and 

girls scored 59% proficient as well.  Further, in that same year boys scored 69% 

proficient in the area of reading, and girls as 76% proficient.  In 2014-2015, the 

composite ACT score of Jones High School students was 23.3 and the composite SAT 

score was 1158.  Students graduating from Jones High School in 2014 attended post-

secondary options across the United States including some of the premier schools in the 

country such as Columbia University, Harvard University, Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology, Princeton University, Stanford University, and Yale University (Jones High 

School).   

Interview Question Responses 

     Six interviews of eighteen questions each were conducted at Jones High School.  

Questions 1 thru 10 targeted a better understanding of how educators of successful 

schools perceived gender equity.  Questions 11 through 18 targeted how educators sought 

to build capacity for gender equity in their organizations.  The staff who were 

interviewed included and will be referred to from this point forward as described in the 

table below: 
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Table 2 

Jones Staff Interviews with Pseudonyms and Titles 

Interview 1 Sam Deacon High School Principal 

Interview 2 Rosemarie Johns English Teacher 

Interview 3 Brad Martin Social Studies Teacher 

Interview 4 Mark Orgensen Science Teacher 

Interview 5 Kathy Pohlen Math Teacher 

Interview 6 Samantha Ross English Teacher 

 

     What follows are the responses provided by each staff person to all interview 

questions asked.  These responses helped foster an understanding of how gender equity is  

perceived at Jones High School, and, further a broad, introductory understanding of this 

topic in school settings.2 

Question #1:  

How do you measure the academic performance of students in your classroom/at this 

high school? 
 

     At Jones High School the academic performance of students is measured in, “A 

variety of ways.” (Sam Deacon)  This statement could accurately sum up the sentiments 

of the others interviewed at Jones High School.   It was imparted that students take all 

kinds of tests and are given an assortment of other assessments in their classes.  Tests, 

papers, and assignments were standard fare throughout as table 3 shows.  Informative 

                                                           
2 All names used here are pseudonyms; academic departments are real in order to make comparisons 

between academic departments. 
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assessments were used to check for understanding and summative assessments for final 

understanding.  In some cases it is testing, yet in others, “We have a conversation.  

Students have to prepare material for that conversation.  They are graded on their 

preparation for the discussion and their participation in the discussion” (Rosemarie 

Johns).  In sum, teachers have wide discretion on the assessment strategy used, as 

indicated by one respondent who indicated, “It depends upon the class.” (Samantha Ross) 

Table 3 

Assessments used at Jones High School by Respondents 

Interview Tests Formative 

Assessment 
Summative 

Assessment 
Assignments Participation Presentation 

1 X X X X X X 

2 X   X X  

3 X X X  X  

4 X X X X   

5 X   X   

6 X   X X X 

 

Question #2: 
 

Please provide me your perception of how males and females perform academically in 

this school environment/classroom setting? 
 
     The near unanimous agreement was that there was a difference between how boys and 

girls performed academically.  In only one instance was it offered that girls did not do 

better academically than boys.  Not surprisingly, this was the only case where no reasons 

were offered on why one gender did better than the other.  It was simply stated, “In 

general I think they are relatively equal.” (Rosemarie Johns)   
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     There were no instances of a respondent asserting that boys do better academically.  It 

was also agreed that there were factors upon which this performance difference depends.  

Girls are seen as performing better in the classroom as a result of their better focus, 

greater maturity, and stronger effort.  Reflected in table 4 is a summary of first which 

gender was perceived as doing better academically in their class, but, also, a notation of 

which factors staff made reference to as the reason for that differentiated performance.   

Question #3: 
 

In your experience, what are your perceptions, building-wide, of how males and females 

perform differently academically? 
 

     Again, the perception of all but one of the staff asked this question was that girls not 

only do better in classrooms, they succeed more often in the greater school environment.  

The Jones building principal was adamant contending, “Definitely as a building I see the 

girls outperform the boys.  The girls are better at school.  Plus, girls want to be better at 

school.” (Sam Deacon)  The same reasons were typically stated for this better 

performance.  Girls tended to be more organized, detail-oriented, focused, and, for the 

purposes of this question, involved.  There was not a single respondent who offered that 

boys had more school success than girls.  

Question #4: 
 

In your estimation, what do you view as the reasons why males and females perform 

differently in academic settings? 
 

     Themes and patterns of response regarding gender equity arose with the answers to 

this question.  Each of the aforementioned reasons why girls tended to academically 

outperform boys emerged.  The Jones staff interviewed in this study shared a variety of 

reasons why girls had more success academically.  These responses included that girls 
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made better connections to teachers, to the classroom, to the school experience.  Further, 

girls typically were more prepared for academic success in high school, attended to detail 

more thoroughly, and found more relevance in school work.  Tables 4 and 5 offer a 

breakdown of the factors which respondents perceived to be the reasons for gender 

inequity. 

Table 4 

Reflection of Academic Performance and Reasons Why 

    Reasons perceived for performance difference 

Interview Girls do 

better 
Same 

level  
Boys do 

better 
Attention 

to  Detail 
Maturity Effort Focus 

1 X   X X X X 

2  X      

3 X   X X X X 

4 X    X X  

5 X   X  X  

6 X   X  X  
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Table 5 

Reasons for Different Performance between Boys and Girls 

Interview Connection 

to Teacher 
Connection 

to Classroom 
Connectio

n to 

School 

Preparednes

s 
Attention to 

Detail 
Relevance 

1 X X X X X X 

2    X   

3 X X X  X X 

4 X X X X X  

5 X X  X X  

6 X   X X X 

 

Question #5: 
 

What kinds of experiences do you have regarding how males and females are different to  

work with academically? 
 
     In all but one case girls were deemed to be easier to work with academically.  The 

substance of answers shared in this regard was that girls had the necessary tools needed 

for academic success, and, therefore were easier to work with.  The reasons offered in 

interviews were varied.  Staff offered that girls were easier to engage with academically 

as they were perceived to be much quicker to buy into the process of learning.  Further, it 

was asserted that girls aimed to please and wanted to succeed.  Lastly, it was shared that 

the learning styles of girls were a better fit for traditional classroom environments.  

Additional reasons such as girls having better handwriting, experiencing less school 

conflict, and being more school spirited were also offered as reasons why they were 

noted as easier to work with on academic tasks.  Table 6 details the factors revealing why 

girls are perceived to be easier to work students with whom to work.   
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Table 6 

Differences in Working with each Gender  

Interview 1 2 3 4 5 6 

 Girls Girls Girls Girls Same Girls 

Reason #1 More into 

school stuff 
Handwriting is 

easier to read 
Learning 

style for 

success 

More 

school spirit 
 Easier to 

hook into 

learning 
Reason #2 Want 

school 

success 

Greater 

preparation 
More 

attentive 
Identify 

with school 
 More 

passion for 

school 
Reason #3 School is 

easier 
 

  Less 

conflict in 

school 

 Connected 

to school 

success 

 
 

Question #6:  
 

What do you see as the most important factors in making sure that males and females 

succeed academically in this school? 
 

     Educators perceived that academic success was realized by students at Jones High 

School for a variety of reasons.  Yet, in no instance did a staff share with me in any 

interview that they had a plan or agenda in regards to providing a more gender equitable 

learning environment.  However, it is important to note that student academic 

performance here is strong even though gender equity was not an explicit objective.  

Jones staff made clear that all students are benefitted by an approach to instruction where 

the material being learned or the skills being taught is perceived to be relevant to student 

lives.  In addition, they often pointed out that students who were connected not only to 

the classroom experience, but, also the school experience were typically more inclined 

for success.  This finding is consistent with what the literature states about student 
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academic success.  In table 7 the factors shared regarding how to ensure that all students 

are success is summarized.    

Table 7 

Factors for Academic Success on Which Group Performs Better Academically 

Interview 1 2 3 4 5 6 

 Girls Girls Girls Girls Same Girls 

Reason #1 Connection 

to classroom 
High 

expectations 
Involved in 

school 
Communication 

with teachers 

around instruction 

Equitable 

presentation 

of 

information 

Motivation 

to succeed 

in the 

classroom 
Reason #2 Relevance 

found in the 

material 

presented 

 Engagement 

with 

curriculum 

and 

instruction 

Sensitivity to the 

needs of all 

learners 

Relevance 

found in the 

material 

presented 

Family 

support 

Reason #3 Involved in 

school 
    Relevance 

found in the 

material 

presented 
 

Question #7: 
 

What, if any, differences are there in the preparedness of males and females when they 

enter school? 
 

     In five of the six interviews the response to this question was that girls were more 

prepared for academic success than boys.  With each interview respondents offered 

explanations as to why this was perceived to be the case.  It was shared by the building 

principal that, “Girls are more connected to school and to teachers than boys” (Sam 

Deacon).  Throughout interviews it was consistently shared that girls were perceived to 

be more attentive to instruction and academic tasks as well as more mature about their 

school work.  Girls are a half step ahead just because of the maturity compared to boys 

(Brad Martin).  Boys are less willing to be engaged and, therefore, more likely to be off 

task (Mark Orgensen).    
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 Table 8 

Preparedness of Students 

Interview 1 2 3 4 5 6 

 Girls Girls Girls Girls Girls Same 

Reason #1 Connection to 

teachers 
Attentiveness 

to academic 

tasks 

Higher 

expectations 
Maturity about 

academic tasks 
Maturity 

about 

academic 

tasks 

 

Reason #2 Attentiveness to 

academic tasks 
Maturity about 

academic tasks 
Attentiveness 

to academic 

tasks 

Better at 

school 
Engagement 

with 

curriculum 

and 

instruction 

 

Reason #3 Conscientious 

about 

completion of 

school work 

  Attentiveness 

to academic 

tasks 

  

 

Question #8: 
 

What kinds of examples do you have of how each gender learns in different ways? 
 

     The fundamental differences which was noted when comparing the learning styles of 

boys and girls were that girls were more verbally expressive and receptive learners, and 

boys needed more hands on, relevant learning environment.  Girls were perceived to be 

more verbally expressive in the answers they gave and the questions they asked.  Boys, 

on the other hand, tended to want and need less explanation.  It was asserted by a staff 

member, “The boys tend to want me to be more direct.  I would say in general they want 

here it is, this is what you need to do.  Whereas, girls want more explanation.” (Interview 

5)  Gender equity in this regard is implicitly the result of how to strike the balance of 

what each gender needs instructionally.  It was also shared, “When they [girls] talk things 

through it is easier for them to come up with some answers.  I don’t know if I see that as 

much with the boys.” (Rosemarie Johns).  The perceptions of educators at Jones also 
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illuminated, in part, an acceptance of tasks on the part of girls.  They took the directions 

of teachers at face value, and did what was asked of them to the best of their ability.  

Boys typically needed a bit more convincing of the value of the required work.  

Educators also perceived that when a classroom environment has a lot of inactivity, boys 

tended to be off task more quickly.  

     Table 9 below provides a summary of the responses given by Jones educators 

regarding the needs of learning of each gender.  The pattern found here indicates a need 

for two different types of learning environments. 

Table 9 

Learning Differences by Gender 

Interview Boys Girls 
1 Less committed to work Demonstrated desire to succeed 
2 Bottom line – what is needed 

and move on 
Need verbally expressive 

environment 
3 Need for movement / quicker to 

be off task 
More attentive / More attention 

to detail 
4 More hands on learners More traditional learners 
5 Bottom line – what is needed 

and move on 
More explanation needed – 

express answers verbally 
6 Needs hands on / movement Accept teacher instruction 

 

Question #9: 
 

What is your perception of how males and females interact with the school/classroom 

environment? 
 

     There was a wide range of responses given to this question ranging from the value of 

strategically placing students in the classroom, to the preparation and maturity of 

students.  The lesson learned through these responses may be that capacity building is not 

one of grand scale change, but that of simply organizing a classroom for an equitable 

experience of learning for all students.  The physical placement of students in a 

classroom may have an impact upon their engagement with academic work and on their 
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finding success.  In addition, staff offered that girls were simply more into school.  In one 

instance a staff person perceived that boys were not into classroom instruction because 

that is not what society expects of them.  No matter the reason offered it was evident 

from the responses that girls were better positioned for academic success because of their 

approach to the classroom and school setting.  Towards this end girls were perceived to 

have a more meaningfully connected experience of school where it was asserted, “Girls 

tend to enjoy school, enjoy classes, and enjoy the act of school, more so than boys.  I 

guess I see the job with the girls more than with the boys.” (Interview 2)  Further stated, 

“Girls are in more school stuff, more involved and so forth.” (Interview 1)  With the 

responses to this question it can at least partially be seen that gender equity is linked to 

how positive or negative the relationship with the classroom and school experience 

happens to be.  The implication here is that educators must seek to make connections 

with students when it is apparent that those connections are lacking. 

Question #10: 
 

In what ways is it possible to provide gender equity in the school experience for both 

genders? 
 

     Staff here contended that the conversation about maintaining a gender equitable 

learning environment must be started and continued.  Jones does not have an explicitly 

declared mission or strategic plan concerning gender equity, but staff are aware of the 

importance of providing a gender equitable experience of learning.  Central in this focus 

on gender equity was the idea that it is in the best interest of all students to be connected 

to their teacher and the classroom experience of learning in a meaningful way.  It was 

asserted, “Boys need to be connected to the school experience.  The best way to do it is 
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for boys to be connected to their teacher.” (Sam Donis)  As part of the connectedness 

which is sought for students, staff argued that the classroom needs to be an inclusive 

experience.  Students need to have a diverse, wide-ranging experience of learning where, 

“Everybody has the equal ability, the equal chance to learn what they need to learn.” 

(Kathy Pohlen)  Gender equity was perceived to be the product of an accepting 

experience of learning where learners are connected to teachers in a way which is 

respectful of their diverse backgrounds. 

Table 10 

 Staff Response on how Gender Equity is Possible 

 
Interview Organizational Capacity for Gender Equity Strategies used to address root conditions 

1 Connection to school / Connection to teachers Increasing student engagement / relevance 

2 Connection to school Increasing relevance in school activities 
3 Preparedness for academic success Initiatives targeting academic preparedness 

at middle school level 
4 Wide ranging acceptance of learners Providing a wide ranging/inclusive 

opportunity of education 
5 An equal opportunity and access to learning Providing curriculum and instruction 

which is diverse and comprehensive 
6 An acceptance of all learners needs Providing curriculum and instruction 

which is diverse and comprehensive 
 

Question #11: 
 

In what ways has this school sought to provide a vision for a gender equitable experience 

of education?   
 

     Educators at Jones readily pointed out that gender equity is not an explicit initiative.  

Notwithstanding, they indicated that gender equity was on their radar that there were 

smaller programs which were, in part, targeting the needs of all students.  The emphasis 

throughout responses to this question was the steady focus on the ability of all students to 
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realize success.  Emphatically, it was asserted, “We want an equitable environment for 

everyone.” (Sam Deacon)   

To achieve gender equity Jones has employed the use of activities available to 

students to provide access to learning for students.  For instance, Jones is a STEM school 

which encourages the participation of girls in science, technology, engineering, and math 

pursuits (Rosemarie Johns).  Jones has an all-girls robotics team.  Through each of these 

programs students are given opportunities to participate in their learning.  There are 

school activities available to all students.  The guiding mechanism surrounding these 

programs and activities is the equity team at Jones which has opportunity, access, and 

fairness as the central tenets of their work.  The equity team at Jones High School 

consists of the building principal, an assistant principal, members of the pupil services 

team such as school counselors and school psychologists as well as regular education and 

special education staff. 

Question #12: 
 

Has the vision of gender equity been realized at this high school? 
 

     Jones staff responding to this question were hesitant to provide a definitive answer to 

this question.  It appeared in staff responses that they did not want to state one way or the 

other regarding gender equity.  Though, five of the six staff interviewed here affirmed 

that the vision of gender equity at Jones High School had been realized.  The staff person 

who did not concur noted that boys lagged in academic performance enough to deem this 

learning environment somewhat inequitable.  The consistent response here was that most 

students do well.  Despite the fact that some trail in performance, the fact that most do 

well was enough to qualify this school setting as gender equitable.  Staff were quick to 



71 
 

share that there was more work to be done regarding gender equity.  It was asserted that 

gender equity existed because of, “The fact that every opportunity that this school 

provides is provided equally amongst, for both, males and females.” (Mark Orgensen)  

Staff tended to agree with these sentiments noting rather consistently that students 

generally did well academically, and, further, had every opportunity to do well if they 

sought to.         

Question #13: 
 

What initiatives in this school have been developed to best target gender equity in this 

school? 
 

     The initiatives which were cited here were not part of a grander school-wide strategy 

of equity which existed at Jones.  As has been previously stated, no such strategic plan 

for gender equity is in place here.  Further, what was shared were small attempts to target 

groups of students to move them towards better academic performance.  No school-wide, 

all-encompassing efforts of gender equity were shared in response to this questions.  

What was shared by staff were programs which target greater overall opportunities for 

more students.  Freshmen Foundations, STEM, and the equity team are all examples that 

were offered in response to the question of the initiatives employed to achieve gender 

equity.  Staff noted the success of these programs as offering gender equity through 

opportunity.  In two of the six interviews conducted here staff offered that there was no 

initiative which targeted gender equity specifically.  The high school principal simply 

stated, “We really haven’t had initiatives as much as keeping an eye on boys doing well 

too.”  As was offered before, it seems educators perceived their role in ensuring gender 

equity is keeping the conversation going, to keep the issue on the radar.  Table 11 below 
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summarizes the initiatives/programs whose purpose is to provide greater gender equity 

that exist at Jones High School.  Highlighted at Jones High School are the equity team 

and Freshmen Foundations.  Both of these initiatives are designed to provide equal access 

to the best of curriculum and instruction for all students.  The gender equity specifically 

addresses disparities in academic performance between groups of students.  Freshmen 

foundations was created to ensure that all students, as freshmen, receive a core of 

instruction which prepares them for the rigors and expectations of high school.  

Table 11 

Gender Equity Initiatives 

Interview Initiatives Targeting Gender Equity 

1 Nothing specifically stated / keeping an eye on boys 

2 Nothing specifically stated 

3 Nothing specifically stated 

4 All-girls robotics team 

5 Summer school remedial / hiring female instructors 

6 Freshmen foundations / Equity team 

 

Question #14: 
 

How have you successfully built capacity in this organization for a more gender 

equitable environment? 
 

     The responses to this question did not reveal information which had not already been 

delivered by previous questions.  The Jones staff interviewed shared that either they felt 

comfortable in sticking with previous responses or offered for a second time that the 

initiatives/programs which were previously stated were how capacity was built. 
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Question #15: 
 

In what ways have you found that the organization of classroom learning influences the 

ability of academic performance of male and female students? 
 

     The Jones staff used the arrangement of their classroom to their advantage.  In the 

case of each teacher interviewed they offered what the arrangement of their seats was.  

They arranged students with an agenda.  In other words, girls were seated in a specific 

spot and so were boys.  This approach seems to be a key feature for creating an equal 

opportunity for learning for all students.  The unstated assumption was that choosing 

seats wisely would lead to a higher functioning classroom because the arrangement 

chosen improves the performance of all students in the class.  Table 12 below 

summarizes how the Jones staff interviewed here arranged their classroom in an effort to 

maximize student learning.   

 

Table 12 

Classroom Organization 

Interviews Classroom Organization/Seating Chart 

1 Left question to teacher response 

2 Mixed gender in any group work 

3 Traditional seating with students in rows one behind the next / Students sitting 

in their seats to work is the typical arrangement 

4 Boy-Girl-Boy-Girl / Forcing interactions between genders 

5 Mixed gender in any group work / randomized often 

6 Linear with rows having one seat behind the other / Weaker students are 

strategically placed 
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In each case there was a specifically chosen order in which students were arranged in the 

classroom.  There were no value judgements placed on which arrangement was the best.  

Staff simply wanted to engage the greatest number of students so as to have a learning 

environment where all students could take part.  The focus appeared to be on getting the 

most out of interactions between students and the teacher.  The arrangement of students 

and positive interactions between students and teachers potentially increase the 

opportunity for learning to occur. 

Question #16: 
 

In what ways have you found that the gender of classroom teachers influences the 

classroom learning of students? 
 
     There were two patterns which arose in response to this question.  First, it was 

perceived as necessary to have equity in hiring.  It was seen as beneficial for all students 

to see each gender teaching, in each area of the curriculum.  That role modeling piece had 

a positive influence on the mindset of what each class was to be about and how the 

students fit into that dynamic.  There is equity at Jones High School in that the staff here 

is approximately 50% male and 50% female.  The second theme which was easily 

identified was that boys saw teachers, at times, for better or worse, as their school mom, 

and, further, needed a school mom for their comfort level in a classroom.  The high 

school principal asserted, “I think the gender of the teacher is really important for boys.  

It does not matter for girls.” (Sam Deacon)  The general perception was that what matters 

to students was to have a person in position of authority role modeling proper behavior, 

whether that be a male or a female instructor.  A male instructor is a person which a boy 
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can relate to and a female instructor serves as a teacher who is perceived as a nurturing 

experience in their school experience.   

     Each of the women interviewed from Jones noted that they were perceived to be not 

just a teacher, but also school mom.  In all but one case they embraced this role.  One 

staff person stated, “I am okay with the fact that I use my gender to be more successful in 

the classroom.” (Samantha Ross)  Table 13 summarizes the perceptions of staff regarding 

gender equity. 

Table 13 

Impact of Teacher Gender on Student Learning 

 
Interview Gender of teacher Does Gender matters Do Women Feel Like a 

School Mom 
1 Male Yes  
2 Female Yes Yes 
3 Male Yes  
4 Male Yes  
5 Female Yes Yes 
6 Female Yes Yes 

 

Question #17: 
 

In your experience what traits or approaches are the most successful for teachers in 

working with students? 
 

     The responses to this question did not reveal any new information regarding what 

successful teachers do in working with students.  Specifically stated, some staff 

responded with an explicit statement that the information they would impart in response 

to this question has already been stated. 
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Question #18: 
 

How have you found the most success in helping teachers provide a more gender 

equitable environment in this school? 
 

     What was consistently imparted by Jones staff was that they are frequently in 

conversation with other staff about kids.  They are not engaging in any formal 

programming or initiative which targets the needs of other staff to help kids.  They are 

keeping awareness of equity in the forefront of instructional practice by being in 

conversation about what works with students, what works with instruction.  Staff are 

helping other staff be aware of the issue of gender equity simply by having a 

conversation about it.  Jones staff expressed confidence in their colleagues to best serve 

the needs of students, and shared that fellow staff likely did not need help in teaching 

students.  Table 14 summarizes the staff responses to this question. 

Table 14 

Staff Views on Helping Other Staff      

Interviews Helping other teachers 

1 Keep conversation going with other staff / Get out of their way 

2 Keep conversation going with other staff 

3 Keep conversation going with other staff / Being aware of gender equity 

4 Keep conversation going with other staff / Being aware of gender equity 

5 Being aware of gender equity 

6 Being aware of gender equity 
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Research Question Number One 

RQ1: How do leaders of successful high schools perceive their role in addressing the 

issue of gender equity in school performance? 

     Previously stated are the responses to each interview question by all six respondents.  

What follows is the perception of gender equity which existed at Jones High School that 

can best be summarized around six important themes which arose from interview 

responses: (1) connections to classroom teachers, (2) connections to the classroom, (3) 

the experience of school, (4) preparedness for academic tasks, (5) attention to detail and 

task completion, and (6) finding relevance in academic tasks.  For each of these themes, I 

will further report the findings by offering selected responses from the educators who 

were interviewed at Jones which best encapsulated the theme being defined.  The 

perceptions school leaders had of gender equity was the focus of interview questions 1 

through 10, designed explicitly to address research question one. 

     Student Connections to Classroom Teachers 

Jones High School: Principal’s and Teacher’s Perspectives 

     Gender equity, in part, stems from the advantages that students have when they make 

meaningful connections with their teachers.  Such connections, in part, are helpful in  

alleviating some of the organizational factors in the learning experience which may stand 

in the way of success for some students.  Connections with teachers are beneficial for all  

students as they help transcend the barriers which may stand in the way of learning for all 

types of students as there may be less anxiety about academic tasks, and more on time 

with academic tasks, and, simply, a resource in their teacher who will provide them with 

assistance if needed.  Sam Deacon, the principal of Jones High School, was asked in what 
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ways was it possible to provide gender equity in the school experience for both genders?  

He contended that, “The bottom line is that boys need to be connected to the school 

experience…in the classroom… somehow.  This is not always easy, but it happens.  The 

best way to do it is for boys to be connected to their teacher.  Girls will do whatever they 

have to, whatever they are told to by teachers.  Boys take more convincing.” 

     Deacon’s argument was that students who did not make connections to teachers would 

perhaps struggle more academically.  Gender equity is less likely to be achieved if this 

occurs.  In response to the same question, Deacon went on to share, “Boys that have a 

connection to their teachers are way more likely to do well academically.”  Additionally, 

Deacon was asked about his perception of how males and females performed 

academically in this school.  His answer revealed that gender inequity may begin to occur 

naturally in the school environment as, “Girls are [sic] may be more connected to school 

and to teachers than boys… I think it has to do with how they like, connect to school, to 

teachers, to school stuff.”   

     Brad Martin, the social studies chairperson at Jones High School, in response to a 

question about the perception of how males and females perform academically in 

classrooms, supported Deacon’s argument that connections with teachers were valuable.  

Martin offered, “I think women [girls] being more social have a better ability to interact 

with the teacher.  Whereas guys, males [boys], you have to work with them a bit.”  He 

went on to state that it is important to get, “[Boys] involved productively in what is going 

on in the classroom.  Are you engaged?   When I ask a question are you wanting to be 

engaged, it tends to be females.  So the question is how do you get guys to be more 

involved?” [Brad Martin]  Connections with teachers are important to student success, 
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but how do you get all students to know that and do that?  Where these relationships do 

not occur is the start of the path towards potential academic performance disparities 

which are characteristic of school environments in which gender equity may be less 

possible.   

     The responses offered here by educators at Jones High School, in part, allude to the 

difficulty in concluding that all students are connected to their teachers.  In fact, the 

responses of these participants suggests that girls make these classroom connections 

naturally whereas boys have a harder time doing so. This is consistent with the 

conclusions of extant research.  Mark Orgenson, the science department chair at Jones 

High School, was asked what kinds of experiences he had in working with males and 

females?  He offered that boys are generally less accepting of academic assistance 

stating, “If they come in after school for work or if they have a question at the beginning 

of class I think they are a little more hesitant.” Samantha Ross, an English teacher at 

Jones was questioned about her experiences of how males and females perform 

differently in her classroom.  She argued that in order for students to be successful they 

need to, “Trust you as a person and as their teacher.”  When asked how she seeks to help 

other staff provide gender equitable environments she was quick to state of boys that, 

“They need to be taken care of, and they need to be set up to do really well.”   

Student Connections to the Classroom Experience 

 Jones High School: Principal’s and Teacher’s Perspectives  
 

     A second pattern in the responses offered by the educators as part of this study was the 

notion of how students made connections to the learning experience which takes place in 

the classroom.  The distinction between this pattern and the first is in the first the student 
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makes a connection to a person, and in the second they have made a connection to a 

process.  Central here was the idea of how traditional environments of learning do not 

allow for movement.  Sam Deacon, the principal of Jones High School, was asked his 

perceptions of how males and females are different to work with.  He argued that the 

traditional classroom environment created a divide in learning along gender lines where it 

was perceived that, “Girls want to do well, and they do what they need to do well.  Boys 

do not always do that.”  Kathy Pohlen, the English chairperson at Jones High School, 

responded to this same question arguing that girls were more worried about where they 

were sitting as opposed to who they were sitting by.  The boys wanted to sit by their 

friends.  She indicated that this did not matter to the girls.  Brad Martin, the social studies 

chairperson at Jones High School, responded to this question contending that unless 

students are able to sit down and pay attention learning will be difficult.  In all cases the 

organizational influences which create gaps in academic performance were evidenced in 

the perceptions shared by these educators.  Girls tended to adjust to the classroom 

environment with greater ease and effectiveness.  Gender equity in classrooms appears to 

be, in part, the result of how well students fit into the classroom dynamic physically. 

     Classroom organization appears to matter for student success.  When specifically 

probed with the question of what ways have you found your classroom organization 

influences the learning of males and females, Mark Orgenson, the science department 

chair at Jones High School provided his perception and approach.  He offered that, “You 

know what I do is go male, female, male, female… I spread out males and females 

evenly throughout the classroom.  It also forces them to interact.”  Explicitly forcing 

males and females to interact in the classroom environment might be a key for providing 
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a more gender equitable environment of learning.  When asked the same question 

Rosemarie Johns, an English teacher at Jones conveyed, “I specifically when I set up the 

seating chart I make sure that there are both males and females in each group of four.  So, 

that when we are having conversations that all of those voices and perspectives can be 

heard.  So, they have someone of the opposite gender to talk to.”  Both of these teachers 

force interactions between male and female students by the physical construct of 

classroom arrangement.  It is important to note that even without a district or school 

initiative emphasizing the point of gender equity, staff are seeking to achieve it by how 

they set up their classroom.  Gender equity is being made a priority in these instances. 

     The result of student engagement tends to look the same according to the perceptions 

offered in interviews.  When teachers were asked how students performed in their 

classroom, engagement appeared different depending upon the gender of the student.  

Brad Martin, the social studies chairperson shared that females tended to demonstrate 

more interest and listen better to instruction.  Martin further elaborated, “I will have 

interactive activities, but sometimes I need them to sit in a chair.  Sometimes, women 

[girls] have a better ability to do that.  I think that helps them.”  Mark Orgensen, the 

science chairperson, agreed, maintaining that girls tended to listen better than boys, and 

are usually a bit more social as well.  The engagement of students appears to be, at times, 

uneven at Jones High School.  The natural result seems to be a more focused and 

committed academic approach presented by those who are engaged, and, thereby, greater 

success for those students.  
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Experience of School 

  Jones High School: Principal’s and Teacher’s Perspectives 
 

        A common theme imparted by educators at Jones High School was how students 

experienced school in contrasting ways.  Gender equity in a school environment is, to a 

degree, influenced by how valuable students view the school experience.  In so many 

ways, what connects students to academic success is being invested in the classroom, 

linked to the help and assistance of their teacher.  Those interviewed were asked what 

kinds of experiences they had in how males and females interacted with the school 

environment, in perhaps, a different way.  Sam Deacon, the principal of Jones High 

School, was emphatic in asserting: 

 Girls are just more into school.  They do more school stuff.  They are in 

more school activities.  The guys do not spend as much time on school.  

That is a big difference.  Girls are maybe more connected to school and to 

teachers than boys.”  He went on to say, “They [boys] are just not as into 

school as girls.  I can’t explain it any other way than to say they are not 

automatically into school…Girls are in more stuff, more involved and so 

forth.   

The implication here is that gender equitable school environments will be found where 

most students have a positive school experience.  It appears that being able to create 

positive classroom environments has a great deal to do with the connections which are 

made to the teacher and with the classroom.  To the same question, Mark Orgensen, 

science chair at Jones, simply contended, “I also see a lot of boys being quite passive 

about their school experience.”   



83 
 

     The perception that Brad Martin, social studies chairperson at Jones, had about 

bonding to the school environment revealed a connection to success inherent in a positive 

school experience.  He asserted that,  

If you look at how those students are engaged they tend to be more women 

[girls].  So, it is interesting that they tend to be going for those positions at 

an earlier age.  We are talking about what happens later on, but early you 

see different levels of engagement, wanting to be involved with the 

school.   

Martin continued by saying, “We know that right [now] that they [girls] are more 

connected to the building, more involved.  You have a better chance of doing well.  They 

[boys] still have the ability to succeed, but there is a greater chance of them succeeding if 

they are more involved with other organizations.”  Here, a direct link is drawn from 

connections to teachers, through being involved in the classroom, to having a positive 

school experience, to, ultimately, academic success.  Regarding the school experience, 

Rosemarie Johns an English teacher at Jones offered, “I feel like girls tend to enjoy 

school, enjoy classes, the act of school, more so than boys.  I guess I see joy with the girls 

more than with the boys.”  

Preparedness for Academic Tasks 

 Jones High School: Principal’s and Teacher’s Perspectives  

     There is an expectation of preparedness to complete academic tasks for students when 

they arrive at the high school from middle school.  The ability to complete these tasks 

will, in large part, be a factor in a given student’s academic success.  Educators at Jones 

High School were specifically asked what, if any, differences are there in the 
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preparedness of boys and girls when they enter high school.  Responses from educators at 

Jones were similar throughout -- girls were more prepared than boys.  Sam Deacon, the 

principal of Jones, expressed,  

The girls are probably more into school at middle school, and maybe 

before, than boys are.  Girls do better academically in the middle school 

too I think [sic] I don’t think the reasons for this are any different there 

than here… Girls are more ready.   

Mark Orgenson, the science department chair, concurred stating, “The girls are 

better organized.  I think they have a tendency to get situated in the classroom 

better.”  He elaborated by arguing, “For boys, the maturity kind of gets in the 

way… I think girls mature a bit quicker.”  Kathy Pohlen, the English department 

chair, agreed when she related, “Their maturity is getting in the way of them 

performing at the level that they really could.  Sometimes the maturity thing with 

the boys comes out a lot.  So, you don’t think they are as prepared.”  Again, 

Rosemarie Johns, an English teacher at Jones concurred contending, “With my 

sophomore students the girls tend to be more mature.  I tend to have some 

sophomore boys who tend to be on the immature side.”  Samantha Ross, an 

English teacher at Jones High School went so far as to claim that, “I think that any 

student can be successful if they are motivated.”  Overwhelmingly, the educators 

of Jones High School agreed that students come to high school differently 

prepared for academic tasks, and, thereby, success.  In part, academic 

preparedness has much to do with the ability to organize oneself around 

intellectual pursuits, but also being mature enough and motivated enough to do so. 
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Table 15 

 Academic Preparedness of Students as Perceived by Educators 

Interview Girls Same Boys Maturity Motivation Attentiveness 

1 X   X X X 

2 X   X   

3 X   X X X 

4 X   X X X 

5 X    X X 

6 X   X   

 

     Preparedness for academic tasks is typically best characterized by performance in the 

classroom.  When educators at Jones High School were asked to provide their perception 

of how boys and girls perform academically in your classroom the following responses 

were elicited.  Mark Orgenson, the science chairperson at Jones maintained that females 

were better suited for success in the classroom.  He offered that, 

 Girls are expected to behave in a certain way where guys [boys] are more 

acceptable to be obnoxious, loud, and kind of antsy.  That’s the way they 

are.  If girls act that way it is not acceptable.  They are a little better suited 

for the classroom setting at least from what I see.   

The implication is that the off task behavior of boys results in them receiving less 

from the classroom and school experience.  Kathy Pohlen, English chairperson at 

Jones agreed stating, “Girls put in the effort a little more.  Boys are a little more 

laid back that way.”  She furthered this point by contending, “Boys take more 
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time to settle down, take their stuff out, settle stuff.  When I say get ready, the 

girls will have stuff out where boys are still digging stuff out of their bag.”  And, 

Samantha Ross referring to the rigor of classroom work indicated that, “Guys 

would back off and the girls would go with it.” 

Attention to Detail and Task Completion 

 Jones High School: Principal’s and Teacher’s Perspectives  

     The ability to be academically successfully will always be, at least in part, a result of 

attending to the details of academic tasks and completing that which has been assigned to 

best of one’s ability.  Where students tended to vary on academic success is often the 

byproduct of falling short on the details of the task or not attending to the task 

completely.  Gender equitable school settings are typically characterized by students who 

have a high measure of detail in their work and complete tasks thoroughly.  When asked 

how students perform differently at Jones High School, Samantha Ross, an English 

teacher stated of boys that they, “Leave off details”, and have a, “Compression of their 

thoughts but also a compression of quality.”  She went on to say that there is, “A little 

less attention to detail with men than with the women.”  To the same question, Kathy 

Pohlen, math chair at Jones contended, “The girls are a little more worried about doing it 

right, attention to detail.  Boys, in general, just want to get it done.”   

Relevance 

 Jones High School: Principal’s and Teacher’s Perspectives     

     The last theme found in the interview responses which were given was that of 

relevance.  Students whose work was successful typically found relevance in the work 

they were asked to complete.  Educators at Jones High School were asked how students 
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were different to work with in the classroom.  Samantha Ross, an English teacher, simply 

stated, “Guys, they have to have a reason to want to be successful.”  In other words, they 

need to see the relevance in the work they have been assigned in order to complete it 

well, if they complete it at all.  In response to the same question, Sam Deacon, the 

principal at Jones High School said of boys, “[They] need to see that it matters in the 

classroom.  What I mean is that boys need to find some relevance in school.”  Relevance 

may be linked through all of the other factors cited here for how gender equity comes to 

exist.  Students who find relevance in the work, complete it in detail, and find success in 

doing so.  This success potentially connects them to a positive experience of school, 

which may, in turn, link them to the value of the classroom experience and the utility of 

having a strong connection with their teachers.    

Research Question Number Two 

Rationale for RQ2: How, if at all, did leaders of successful high schools build capacity 

within their organization for addressing gender gaps in performance?     

     Through interviews with six staff at Jones High School it was discovered that there is 

not a district and school initiative which specifically targeted gender equity.  Capacity 

building for gender equity is by extension not a declared initiative at Jones either.  

Notwithstanding, gender equity remains on the radar of what is perceived to be important 

to the educators interviewed here.  It was articulated here that the capacity to address 

performance gaps is, in large part, the result of addressing the organizational factors 

which create divides in student performance.   

     It is worth mentioning that the mere fact that gender equity is not part of a Jones High 

School strategic plan or initiative is telling.  Perhaps this is the case because targeting 
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gender equity is not necessary in that it has been largely achieved in this setting.  The 

emphasis in strategy at Jones has been on closing the achievement gap between racial and 

ethnic groups, not between genders.  Gender equity is a priority at Jones by virtue of 

chosen school programs such as having an equity team, freshmen foundations, and 

A.V.I.D (Advancement Via Individual Determination).  It may be the case that at Jones 

the capacity has existed all along to account for the success of both genders in an 

equitable way.  To gain a basic understanding of how leaders viewed capacity building 

towards gender equity staff perceived that targeting the needs of all learners was 

necessary.  The emphasis was to close the academic gap between all groups of students.  

Gender equity would likely be the inherent result. 

Organizing for Gender Equity at Jones High School     

      Sam Deacon, the principal of Jones High School was asked how this school provided 

a vision for a gender equitable experience of education.  Deacon shared, “We do not have 

a vision if you will.  We are aware of it.  But, we are aware of trying to have all students, 

no matter who they are, do well.  We want an equitable environment for everyone.”  

When asked if that vision had been realized he offered, “I guess we could say the vision 

has been sort of realized here.”  When asked if there were any specific initiatives which 

have been developed at Jones to target gender equity he contended, “It wasn’t anything 

we did especially.  Maybe it is coincidence, but probably has as much to do with teachers 

making connections to kids I guess.”  In essence, Deacon characterized the capacity to 

build gender equity at Jones as the product of establishing a vision where the success of 

all students is valued.  Thereby, capacity building for gender equity may be as simple 

providing all needed support for academic success. 
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     The teachers interviewed from Jones High School concurred with principal Sam 

Deacon.  When asked in what ways this school sought to provide a more gender equitable 

experience of education, the social studies chairperson, Brad Martin replied, “I cannot 

think of where we have been overt, had a stated goal to get males and females involved.  I 

know we are cognizant and aware.  It is always a conversation.”  To the same question, 

science department chair, Mark Orgenson, stated, “The fact that every opportunity that 

this school provides is provided equally amongst, for both, males and females.”   

     Samantha Ross, an English teacher at Jones asserted, “I am on the, equity team and I 

think the females in this building are strong.”  Jones High School has a team of staff 

specifically devoted to educational issues of equity.  This speaks to the importance that 

this school places on equity in all of its form, gender equity included.  The measuring 

stick of equity, in part, defined by the responses offered here is that all students have the 

same opportunities to participate and succeed.   

     Each educator was specifically asked in what ways has this school sought to provide a 

vision for a gender equitable experience of education.  Sam Deacon, Jones High School 

Principal, shared, “Our boys do pretty well, and our girls do too.  If I had to say do we 

have a vision for a gender equitable environment, I would say yes.  We want an equitable 

environment for everyone is what I would say.”  When asked the same question, English 

instructor, Kathy Pohlen, affirmed, “Everybody has the equal ability, the equal chance to 

learn what they need to learn.”          

     Each staff person at Jones was asked about the initiatives which exist at their school 

that seek to target gender equity.  When asked, Samantha Ross, an English teacher at 

Jones offered, “We have a program called Freshmen Foundations.  We really worked 
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with some ideas of equity between the genders and expectations that this is the expected 

norm in this building.”  Specifically stated, Ross, contended that the staff were, “Really 

conscious of making students aware of acceptable and unacceptable discussions that go 

on.”  Mark Orgenson, the science department chair asserted, “There really hasn’t been a 

focus on males versus females.”   

     Jones High School does use a program titled A.V.I.D. (Advancement Via Individual 

Determination).  This program was referenced by Principal Sam Deacon.  He offered that 

this program was one where educators help underprivileged and non-traditional students 

become more college and career ready.  There is a greater rigor and structure in this 

program than these students are typically accustomed to.  Deacon has noted A.V.I.D as 

having great success stories.  The equity team, freshmen foundations, and A.V.I.D. are all 

programs which have been designed, apart from a broader strategic plan, to target the 

needs of all students, and which potentially may result in greater gender equity. 

Summary Findings for Jones High School 

     Six educators were interviewed at Miller High School.  These educators included one 

building principal and five teachers (2 English instructors; one social studies instructor, 

one science instructor, and one math instructor).  The commonly held perception of this 

group of educators was that both boys and girls tended to do well at Jones High School.  

Yet, the sentiments of five of the six educators interviewed suggested that girls typically 

had higher academic performance than boys. There were multiple reasons which were 

offered for why the success of all students is a challenge to achieve.  There are 

differences in how students made connections to teachers, to the classroom, and to the 

school experience.  In addition, students were not always prepared for academic success 
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in the way they should be and, further, some did not attend to detail and complete their 

work in a fashion which leads to classroom success.  Lastly, educators perceived that 

students did not always find relevance in school work at a level which resulted in valuing 

the best of the school experience.  These factors were mitigated by programs such as 

A.V.I.D. and freshmen foundations, and, in addition, were likely the substance of the 

work performed by the equity team at Jones High School.  These organizational factors 

are addressed in the day-to-day practices of teachers where classroom organization and 

student interaction influence student learning. 

     Reported perceptions offered a view of Jones High School where some students do not 

make connections with teachers.  Further, sometimes students failed at Jones because 

they were unable to make meaningful connections to the classroom and the school 

experience.  The bottom line according to Sam Deaconm, the building principal, was that 

girls were more likely than boys to make connections to their teachers, to the classroom, 

and to school.  There was agreement at Jones High School that gender equity was much 

more likely when students found the academic success which comes with being 

connected.  Student engagement was, in part, the result of the connections which were 

forged in the classroom.   

     Respondents largely perceived that gender equity was linked to how at ease students 

feel when part of the classroom experience.  They perceived that students who fit into the 

classroom dynamic with less anxiety tended to be more successful.  Respondents often 

voiced that the natural consequence of being engaged was for students to have a more 

focused and committed academic approach.  They remarked that students valued the 

school experience in different ways.  They reported that some students found school to be 
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a positive experience and others did not.  The perception that the educators interviewed 

here had of gender equity was that students do not always find the same value in teachers, 

the classroom, or the school experience in a manner.  The result is an environment which 

is not as gender equitable as would be hoped. 

     Educators perceived that the equitable success of students was tough to attain at Jones 

High School for another set of reasons.  They asserted that some students were not 

prepared for academic success when they arrived at high school. They found that some 

students did not attend to detail in the fashion they should, and, lastly, they observed that 

all students did not find relevance in academic tasks.  Academic preparedness is typically 

woven in and around the ability and readiness to complete school tasks.  The educators at 

Jones offered that a student’s preparedness is often complicated by the maturity and 

motivation level of students.  They indicated that students who completed tasks with an 

attention to detail were typically more likely to realize academic success.  In addition, it 

was the consensus of Jones High School educators that gender equity would more likely 

be realized if all students found relevance in their work in a similarly serious fashion.      

Miller High School 

     Miller High School is a four-year public high school which is located in the 

metropolitan region of Minneapolis-Saint Paul.  The school district of Miller consists of 

four high schools, four middle schools, and fifteen elementary schools.  This school 

district includes multiple communities and operates on a three trimester school year 

system.  There are over 100 staff, of which 76% have advanced degrees.  The enrollment 

of Miller High School is nearly 2,000 students.  The diverse student population at Miller 
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High School is 69.4% Caucasian, 12.2% Asian, 11.2% African American, 7.2% 

Hispanic, and 0.6% American Indian.   

     The comprehensive curriculum at Miller High School offers over 150 courses with an 

emphasis on college curriculum.  Advanced placement courses are offered in Art, 

Biology, Economics, Calculus, Statistics, Language and Composition, Literature and 

Composition, US History, Human Geography, US Government, and World History.  

Honors courses are also offered in English at the freshmen and sophomore level, as well 

as physical science at the freshmen level.  There are many post-secondary enrollment 

options available to juniors and seniors.   

Indicators of school and academic performance at Miller High School show 

strong overall performance.  On the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment, both genders 

do well.  In 2014-2015, the boys scored 65% proficient in the area of math with the girls 

scoring 62% proficient.  In the area of reading, the boys scored 73% and the girls 78%.  

The Miller High School graduation rate was 95.9% in 2014, and in the same year the 

ACT composite test score was 24.8 in comparison to a state average of 22.7 and a 

national average of 21.0.  In addition, 69% of all students who took an Advanced 

Placement test, in this school year, scored at 3 or better (score range 1 to 5).  There were 

nearly 1,200 AP exams taken by Miller High School students in the school year 2013-

2014.  Over the course of the last three years, Miller High School has had over a dozen 

National Merit Scholarship semi-finalists and over a dozen finalists.  Of Miller High 

School graduates, 73% attended a four year school, 21% attended a one or a two year 

school, and the remaining 6% entered the world of work or join the military.  

Approximately two-thirds of Miller High School graduates attended post-secondary 
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options in Minnesota and about 40% outside of Minnesota.  Miller High School offers 

educational opportunities for students through a wide array of interscholastic athletic 

teams, fine arts, and club offerings.  The mission of Miller High School is to, “Create 

learning opportunities for students to develop character, become well-rounded citizens, 

and achieve excellence in their activities, school, and community.”  (Miller High School) 

Interview Question Responses 

Table 16 

Miller Staff Interviews with Pseudonyms and Titles 

Interview 7 Pam Donis Math Teacher 

Interview 8 Lilly Hampton English Teacher 

Interview 9 Stacy Karpenske Social Studies Teacher 

Interview 10 Sam Kurtis Science Teacher 

Interview 11 Stacia Sampson High School Principal 

Interview 12 Paula Uptown English Teacher 

 

     What follows are the responses provided by each staff person to all interview 

questions asked.  These responses helped foster an understanding of how gender equity is 

perceived at Miller High School, and, further a broad, introductory understanding of this 

topic in school settings.  
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Question #1:  

How do you measure the academic performance of students in your classroom/at this 

high school? 
 

     Not surprisingly the staff at Miller High School assessed the academic progress of 

their students in a traditional way.  All staff used formal assessments such as tests and 

quizzes.  Further, in each case there were assessments which were less formal such as 

assignments, lab work, and hands on activities.  In two instances the measurement of 

performance were Advanced Placement (AP) exams.  Student progress was the 

measurement of all the aforementioned checks of their understanding of the material.  

The inference in assessing students through tests was that there were both formative and 

summative assessments of student progress.  Table 17 summarizes the tools used at 

Miller to assess the academic performance of students. 

Table 17 

Assessment of Academic Progress 

Interview Title Measurement 
7 Math teacher Tests / Homework / AP exams 
8 English teacher Tests / Assignments 
9 Social studies teacher Formative / Summative / Tests / Quizzes 
10 Science teacher Lab work / quizzes / AP exams 
11 High School principal MCAs / ACT / Plan test 
12 English teacher Formal / informal / hands on activities 

 
 

Question #2: 
 

Please provide me your perception of how males and females perform academically in 

this school environment? 
 

     The responses to this questions were either that girls did better than boys academically 

or that they generally did the same.  There was not a single instance where it was shared 

that boys did better academically than girls.  Table 18 summarizes the response given to 
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this question by noting whether it was perceived that boys or girls did better 

academically, and, if there was a difference, why. 

Table 18 

Gender Differences in Academic Performance 

Interview Boys / Girls Reasons why 

7 Girls Asking questions about academic tasks / Coming in for help / 

Attentiveness to academic tasks 

8 Both do well  

9 Girls Motivation for academic tasks / Assignment completion 

10 Girls Maturity for academic tasks 

11 Both do well  

12 Girls Completion of academic tasks / Attentiveness to academic tasks 

 

Where it is perceived that girls do better it is, in part, due to their commitment to task 

completion and attentiveness to classroom instruction.  Further, it is noted in these 

responses that motivation and maturity play a role in the success of girls in classrooms.  

In the two instances where it was imparted that boys and girls both do well, it was also 

noted that there are differences in the approaches between genders.  The perception of 

each staff person interviewed was that there are students who do not do as well as others, 

that the school setting at Miller is not entirely a learning experience of complete equity.  

Implicit in these responses is that Miller staff are aware that there is work to do to ensure 

that all students have an opportunity to be successful.  
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Question #3: 
 

In your experience what are your perceptions of how males and females perform 

differently academically? 
 

     The unanimous perception of educators interviewed at Miller was that girls 

outperform boys in academic performance.  This finding was somewhat of a surprise in 

that Miller High School was selected because of gender equity in academic performance.  

The implication is that Miller may be a gender equitable learning environment, but there 

is likely more work to be done to ensure that all students are successful here.  There was 

not a single instance of a staff person stating otherwise.  The reasons given for why girls 

outperform boys were a bit more varied with one common theme: task completion.  One 

staff person offered that relevance in school matters, “Females tend to be more diligent 

about doing their work and making the connection between what I [they] do now and the 

payoff later.”  (Stacy Karpenske)  It was stated that girls tended to show all the steps of 

their work (i.e., complete their work) in a more consistent manner.  In one instance it was 

stated, “For some of the males, it is a battle to get them to show their work.” (Pam Donis)  

The organization and maturity surrounding academic tasks was also noted as an 

important factor in the success of students.  Where students did not show a focus and 

mature approach to their work they struggled.  One staff person defined this approach as 

a willingness to succeed.  Handwriting was noted as an issue for boys as well.  The 

building principal succinctly shared of girls, “They complete their work.  They get better 

participation points.  They have less behavior referrals.” (Stacia Sampson)  Table 19 

offers a summary of how the educators at Miller High School perceived the difference 

between the academic performance of males and females. 
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Table 19 

Gender Differences in Academic Performance 

Interview Boys / Girls Reasons why? 
7 Girls Better at showing work / Handwriting skills are better 
8 Girls Attentiveness to academic tasks  / Academic task 

completion 
9 Girls Academic task completion / Finding relevance in 

academic tasks 
10 Girls Academic task completion 
11 Girls Academic task completion / Better behavior / Maturity 

in approach to academic tasks 
12 Girls Willingness to succeed academically 

 

Question #4: 

 
In your estimation what do you view as the reasons why males and females perform 

differently in academic settings? 
 

     The responses to this question did not prove to be very useful in that staff imparted 

that they were confident that previous answers sufficed in answering this question.  The 

general sense remained the same.  Girls outperformed boys academically for the reasons 

illustrated in table 20. 

Question #5: 
 

What kinds of experiences do you have regarding how males and females are different to 

work with academically? 
 

     The unanimous consent of the staff at Miller was that there are clear differences in 

working with boys versus girls.  The answer with each staff person was that girls were 

easier to work with.  Table 20 below summarizes this trend and offers the reasons why it 

was perceived that girls are easier to work with.  Respondents indicated that they 

preferred to teach girls because they were more engaged and willing to do the work to be 

successful academically.  The high school principal stated of staff, “I think teachers 

would say they have a more difficult time engaging boys.” (Stacia Sampson)  One staff 
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person offered, “I think girls are probably more willing to work in the classroom.” (Stacy 

Karpenske)  They were more organized, asked for help when needed, and completed 

tasks more consistently.  Another staff person contended of their classroom, “Some boys, 

you know, if they are really struggling or their parents are pushing them to be there, will 

come of their own volition, but pretty much the girls will come because they really want 

to do well.” (Pam Donis)  The answers provided were telling of how important the 

aforementioned characteristics in a learner were perceived to be by the educators at 

Miller High School. 

Table 20 

 

Gender Differences in Working with Boys and Girls 
 

Interview 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Preferred 

teaching 
Girls Girls Girls Girls Girls Girls 

Reason #1 Asking for 

help from 

teachers 

Better 

Organization 

of academic 

tasks 

Better Task 

completion 
Better Rule 

followers 
Engagemen

t with 

academic 

tasks 

Willingness 

to succeed 

academicall

y 
Reason #2 Attention to 

detail of 

academic 

tasks 

Attention to 

detail of 

academic 

tasks 

Willingness 

to succeed 

academicall

y 

Better Task 

completion 
Traditional 

learners 
Better Task 

Completion 

Reason #3  
 

Better Task 

completion 
    

 
 

Question #6:  
 

What do you see as the most important factors in making sure that males and females 

succeed academically in this school? 
 

     Consistently shared here was the perception that students are more successful when 

they have a connection to their teacher, where there is a meaningful relationship.  The 

high school principal was quick to share that all students need, “A teacher that cares 
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about them…regardless if it is a male or female…A teacher that they trust.” (Stacia 

Sampson)  Additionally, staff offered that students need to be organized about their 

academic lives centered on task completion and work relevance.  With the boys, one staff 

contended, it is a matter of on-task behavior where boys tend to be disorganized in their 

approach, and girls, “tend to be more on task and following the rules.” (Sam Kurtis).  The 

commonly held perception at Miller was that students who find the most success are 

those who are not only organized, but also on task and attentive.  One staff person at 

Miller offered that differentiated instruction is also a necessity for student academic 

success.  The evidence gathered here seems to suggest that students who make 

connections with their teachers are better able to achieve this academic approach.  Table 

21 provides a summary of what Miller educators contended were most important factors 

for academic success. 

Table 21 

Key Factors for Academic Success 

 
Interview Key Factors for Success 

7 Connections with classroom teachers / An approachable teacher 
8 Connections with classroom teachers 
9 Good communication / Connections with classroom teachers 
10 Organization / On task behavior / Relevance in work being completed 
11 Connections with classroom teachers / Willingness to complete work 
12 Differentiated instruction 

 

Question #7: 
 

What, if any, differences are there in the preparedness of males and females when they 

enter school? 
 

     There was little ambiguity about how Miller staff perceived the preparedness of males 

and females.  As table 22 below clearly shows, there is consensus among the respondents 
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that girls were more ready for school success.  In nearly every case, staff indicated that 

girls attended to the details of academic tasks in a more thorough and complete way.  As 

part of this pattern, staff often perceived that girls attended to task completion in a more 

organized and mature way.  The high school principal at Miller asserted, “Many boys do 

not come to school as 14 year olds to do well in school.” (Stacia Sampson).  She also 

added, “There is a lot of immaturity with boys.” (Stacia Sampson)  One staff person 

asserted that girls have, “The ability and willingness to see the value of being organized 

enough to do it and understand a GPA and what it will do to [for] you.  More girls than 

boys are able to do that.” (Paula Uptown) 

Table 22 

What Makes Students Prepared for Academic Success 

Interview Organization Task 

Completion 
Maturity Motivation Attention to 

Detail 

7  X   X 

8   X  X 

9  X X  X 

10 X X X  X 

11   X X X 

12 X X    

 
 

Question #8: 
 

What kinds of examples do you have of genders learning in different ways? 
 

     Staff at Miller expressed that there were differences in the learning which were 

exclusive to each gender.  Central in these differences was the notion of movement in the 

classroom.  Most respondents perceived that boys need movement and girls did not tend 

to need it as much.  One staff person stated, “I think boys do need to be more active.”  
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(Lilly Hampton) Another added, “I think there are boys who need more movement.” 

(Stacy Karpenske)  In addition, staff offered the following suggestions about how boys 

and girls learn differently: boys tend to be overconfident and girls lacking in confidence, 

girls have a more organized approach to learn, and girls have more patience for academic 

work.  The perception seemed to be that each of these factors were not only secondary to 

the element of movement, but perhaps, addressed if movement existed in the classroom. 

Question #9: 
 

What is your perception of how males and females interact with the school environment? 
 

     Girls were perceived to be less passive about their school experience.  The implication 

is that girls really wanted to do well so they were attuned to doing what which was 

necessary to do well.  Boys, on the other hand, let their educational achievement come to 

them.  Respondents perceived that boys were passive in their experience of learning.  As 

part of this pattern, educators did not perceive boys to be self-advocates or question 

askers. A staff person said here of boys, “They don’t advocate immediately.” (Sam 

Kurtis)  Another staff person at Miller agreed offering about boys, “They like, some of 

them, they like to be in the back of the room, along the wall.” (Stacy Karpenske)  The 

implication is that they are ‘opting out’ of the classroom experience by how they are 

positioned.  A second theme in response to this question was, again, the notion of 

movement.  Boys need a less traditional arrangement for seating.  They need to be up, out 

of their seat, and moving around as part of the learning process.  One of the predictable 

results of less traditional seating is that boys are harder to get on task, and keep on task.  

The implication is that boys tend to be less well suited for a traditional arrangement of 
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seats in classrooms where one student sits behind the next, in rows.  This is a better 

arrangement for girls.   

 
Table 23 

 

Perception of How Students Interact with School 
 
 

Interview Boys Girls 

7 Not on task Are on task 

8 Need classroom movement Need traditional classroom setting 

9 Less passive in the classroom More passive in the classroom 

10 Less passive in the classroom More passive in the classroom 

11 Involved in school activities Involved in school activities 

12 Need movement Need traditional classroom setting 

 

Question #10: 
 

In what ways is it possible to provide gender equity in the school experience for both 

genders? 
 

     The staff at Miller High School did not provide explicit answers to this question by 

and large.  Overall, the responses could be summed up by the high school principal when 

she responded to the question about providing gender equity in the school experience, 

“We haven’t had it [a plan] before, it was sun-setted out of our school improvement plan 

years ago.”  She further offered, “We saw equity in our education, and we were using the 

fact that we saw kids involved in AP and honors courses, that there was gender equality 

in the classroom.” (Stacia Sampson).  A staff person here said of the pursuit for gender 

equity that, “That has never really been a focus.” (Sam Kurtis).  The remaining staff in 

response to this question either responded that the school does not have a plan for gender 
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equity at Miller High School or that this school once emphasized it and no longer does in 

that equity is evident in this school environment. 

 

Question #11: 
 

In what ways has this school sought to provide a vision for a gender equitable experience 

of education?   
 

     Similar to the responses provided to the previous question there was not much offered 

by staff in regards to question 11.  The responses given could be summed up as one staff 

person stated, “I don’t know that we have ever seen a problem that we felt needed our 

attention.” (Lilly Hampton).  In all cases except this response, the staff generally stated 

that they did not have anything to share that they had not already shared in previous 

questions. 

 

Question #12: 
 

How has this vision been realized by the stakeholders who provide that education here? 
 

     Each of the responses to this question indicated that the vision of gender equity had 

been realized at Miller High School.  The staff interviewed here argued that not only has 

gender equity been removed as an emphasis as part of the improvement plan, it has also 

been achieved in the eyes of these educators within the classroom.  In most cases, each 

shared that there were differences in the performance of students, but, also that, in 

general, students did well academically at Miller High School.  Simply stated, each staff 

person who was asked this question responded by stating that Miller High School was a 

gender equitable environment.  The only elaboration offered was that this environment 
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had gender equity because all students had an equal opportunity at academic success and 

school involvement here.    

 

Question #13: 
 

What initiatives in this school have been developed to best target gender equity in this 

school? 
 

     In two of the six interviews staff at Miller provided a response to this question which 

was information that had not already been provided.  In three other responses they stated 

that they did not know of any initiatives at Miller High School which targeted gender 

equity.  One staff person shared, “I don’t know that we have specifically focused on the 

gender gap.” (Stacy Karpenske)  This same staff person did offer that Miller staff 

provided homework help and had A.V.I.D. (Advancement Via Individual Determination).  

Indication was not given that either program appeared to be pervasive throughout Miller 

High School or consistently used.   

Question #14: 
 

How have you successfully built capacity in this organization for a more gender 

equitable environment? 
 

     The staff of Miller High School perceived that all students had an opportunity for 

success, and, further, were, in most cases, doing well academically.  As a result, what 

they shared with me regarding the capacity to build capacity in this organization for more 

gender equity was information that had been shared in previous questions.  They had 

nothing new to add to their previous responses that Miller did not have a vision or an 

initiative targeting gender equity, and the reason why was that it already existed, by and 

large, at Miller. 
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Question #15: 
 

In what ways have you found that the organization of classroom learning influences the 

ability of academic performance of male and female students? 
 

     Three of the five teachers responded that their classroom arrangement was largely 

traditional.  Students were arranged in rows, one seated behind the next, all facing the 

teacher.  There were two exceptions.  When students were in science lab they were up 

and out of their seat in a very non-traditional way.  English teacher Paula Uptown 

responded offering that her desks were in a U-shape which allowed her to engage 

students in a think, pair, share style.  Students had quick and easy access to each other.  

All they needed to do is turn and they could engage with a classmate.  A traditional 

arrangement of desks would not make this as easy to do.  Table 25 below summarizes the 

classroom organization of the teachers who were interviewed at Miller High School.  The 

end goal with each chosen seating arrangement seemed to be that staff were seeking to 

maximize student learning by creating a classroom environment which would lead to the 

most engagement around subject matter, and with each other.  Three of the five teachers 

offered that traditional seating worked best in this regard.  Two others asserted that they 

had a different arrangement of seating 
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Table 24 

 

Class Arrangement 
 

Interview Classroom Arrangement 

7 Traditional arrangement of rows 

8 Traditional arrangement of rows  / Groups of desks for small group work 

9 Traditional arrangement of rows 

10 Traditional for lecture / Moving around for lab 

11 No answer given – ask teachers this question 

12 U shape – think / pair / share – students have access to other students 

 
 

Question #16: 
 

In what ways have you found that the gender of classroom teachers influences the 

classroom learning of students? 
 

     Overall, the sentiments offered in response to this question were the same.  Every staff 

person interviewed stated that it was very valuable for students to have teachers of each 

gender, in all areas.  Their perception was that staff are role modeling healthy and 

productive behavior for students.  Depending upon the gender of the teacher there may be 

a greater ability to role model certain behavior for students of that same gender.  Perhaps 

better connections are made with students by teachers if they have the common ground of 

being the same gender.  This might improve the teacher and student relationship, and, 

thereby, improve the academic performance of the student.  A staff person at Miller 

contended, “I think it makes a difference in engagement for sure, which we know affects 

[sic] student learning.” (Stacy Karpenske)  The likely desired end goal for most teachers 

would be to engage their students in order to have a better relationship with them, and, in 

the end, more successfully teach them.  The gender of the classroom teacher may play a 
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role in allowing a greater number of students to be successful if there are teachers of both 

genders, in all academic areas. 

 

Question #17: 
 

In your experience what traits or approaches are the most successful for teachers in 

working with male students? 
 

     No new responses were given to this question from those that had already been 

offered.  Staff, in every instance, deferred to their earlier remarks in response to this 

question, in some cases, explicitly stating that they had nothing further to add in response 

to this question.  

 

Question #18: 
 

How have you found the most success in helping teachers provide a more gender 

equitable environment in this school? 
 

     Staff shared the manner by which gender equity remains on the radar at Miller High 

School is by starting and continuing the conversation about its importance.  None of the 

staff which were interviewed shared that they worked with or helped any other staff 

person in any kind of systematic way.  The way staff stated that they helped each other 

was by keeping the topic of gender equity as a conversation that was consistently had.  

The building principal asserted, “I think it is about being open to have the conversation is 

the first step towards having taken a look at it.  If it is in their consciousness they may do 

something about it.  This finding is consistent with the stated conception in this study of 

how the perceptions of educators has an influence upon how students learn.  I think I 

have a very engaged staff in terms of gender equity.  I think they are very conscientious 

about gender.  (Stacia Sampson).  One of the Miller teaching staff was very simple and 
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direct when it was offered, “It is all about trying to meet kids where they are at, and help 

them out regardless of sex.” (Sam Kurtis).  The perceptions that the staff at Miller had of 

gender equity were generally the same.  They know that most students do well at Miller 

High School, and, further, they know that there are students who, at times, do not.  Their 

focus is not on targeting these students, but, rather, on helping all students.  In summary, 

it would be an accurate statement to assert that educators perceive that gender equity, for 

the most part, exists at Miller High School, and the reason why this is consistently the 

case has to do with making the academic success of all students a priority.    

Research Question Number One 

     Previously stated are the responses to each interview question by all six respondents.  

What follows is the perception of gender equity which existed at Miller High School that 

can best be summarized around six important themes which arose from interview 

responses: (1) connections to classroom teachers; (2) connections to the classroom, (3) 

the experience of school; (4) preparedness for academic tasks; (5) attention to detail and 

task completion, and; (6) finding relevance in academic tasks.  For each of these themes, 

I will further report the findings by offering selected responses from the educators who 

were interviewed at Miller which best encapsulated the theme being defined.  I focused 

on the responses to interview questions 1 through 10 to address interview question 

number one. 

Student Connections to Classroom Teachers 

Miller High School: Principal’s and Teacher’s Perspectives 

     Stacia Sampson, the principal of Miller High School, was asked what the most 

important factors in making sure males and females succeed in the academic 
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environment.  She maintained that all students needed, “A teacher that cares about them.  

And, regardless if it is a male or a female, a teacher who knows them, and a teacher that 

knows what they need”.  Lilly Hampton, the chairperson of the English department at 

Miller High School, responded to the same question contending, “I think regardless of 

gender making a personal connection with them so that you can relate to them.  Once 

they know you can relate to them they are much more likely and willing to be led.”  She 

went on to say of educators, “We constantly are leading a horse to water.  We are far 

more likely to get them to drink if we establish that relationship.”  Gender equity appears 

to stem from the belongingness which results from connections with teachers. 

     Pam Donis, the math chairperson at Miller High School, was questioned about how 

boys and girls are different to work with in the classroom setting.  She offered that there 

is a difference in who comes in to her for help stating, “Kids coming [sic] in for extra 

help and there are a lot more girls than boys that will do that.”  To the same question, 

English teacher Paula Uptown submitted, “I have seen girls ask more willingly for help.  

Boys tend to want to hide and slip out.”  In both responses it becomes clearer that 

students who are making connections to teachers in and around their academic lives are 

having more success.  Gender equity can only exist if nearly all students are in pursuit of 

the assistance they need, and feel welcomed to do so.   

Student Connections to the Classroom Experience 

 Miller High School: Principal’s and Teacher’s Perspectives  
 

     Stacia Sampson, the principal of Miller High School was asked her perceptions of 

gender equity with the question of how students are different to work with.  She offered 

two responses sharing that staff at Miller had a, “More difficult time engaging boys”, and 
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that, “The more traditional it [referring to the classroom] is the better girls tend to do.”  

Quite possibly these two responses could be connected.  Most school environments are 

traditional in nature, and the research asserts that girls function better in such 

environments.  Boys may not be as engaged because they are in a classroom environment 

which does not work as well for them.  Gender equity may be, at least in part, an outcome 

of classroom settings.  Teachers at Miller made clear how this potentially looks in the 

classroom when they were asked the same questions about how students are different to 

work with.  Sam Kurtis, the science department chair at Miller, contended, “I think girls 

tend to be more rule followers.  If there are certain expectations that I have in class, they 

are more likely to meet them.  Boys tend to follow rules a little bit less.  Girls tend to be 

more on task and following the rules.”  Stacy Karpenske concurred by offering, “I think 

girls are probably more willing to work in the classroom.  Maybe not getting more out of 

them, but that it is more attractive to them.”  In other words, girls may not do better 

academically than boys, but they still find school work more appealing.  She continued 

by sharing, “Sometimes I have students who come up and say I need to sit closer.  That is 

almost always a girl.  I want to be able to pay attention.”  The perception of educators at 

Miller is that students are engaged at different levels and as a result students make 

connections to the classroom which vary in how meaningful these connections are.   

     Teachers were also asked their perception of how students interacted with the physical 

classroom.  The answers to this question revealed, in part, that these interactions varied 

from student to student.  What was somewhat clear in the responses is that students who 

interacted positively with the classroom environment tended to be more academically 

engaged.  Pam Donis, the math department chair at Miller High School, firmly stated, “It 
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is harder to keep males on task in class.”  She elaborated in speaking about the 

engagement of boys by contending, “Any downtime can be deadly for them.  They won’t 

do anything.  The girls see it as an opportunity.  They will see it as a time to get things 

done, take the time to their advantage.”  Miller English teacher, Paula Uptown suggested 

that there is a difference in how each gender sees classroom movement.  She alleged that, 

“Boys love movement more than girls because they get to be out of their seat and moving 

around the room.  Girls want to learn more and they get frustrated”.  There are 

implications here for the implementation of single sex classroom environments with 

separate educational experiences for boys and girls.  The reason being is that generally 

what works for boys in the classroom does not tend to work for girls. 

     The element of movement became a common theme in responses gathered at Miller 

High School.  Educators were asked how students learned differently.  To this question, 

Lilly Hampson, the English chairperson at Miller, asserted, “I think boys do need to be 

more active.”  To the same question, Stacy Karpenske of Miller agreed stating, “I think 

there are boys who need more movement.  They still have that kinesthetic need to have 

some space.  I do notice that young men tend to get up and move around more.”     

Experience of School 

  Miller High School: Principal’s and Teacher’s Perspectives 
 

     Two questions were asked of Stacia Sampson, the principal of Miller High School, 

which evoked various responses on how students make varying degrees of connection to 

the school experience.  First, Sampson was asked how she perceived that each gender 

experiences school to which she responded, “Boys are very involved here.  We have boys 

in leadership in key club, student council.”  Second, Sampson was questioned about how 
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students tend to perform in the classroom.  She offered that boys are very involved in 

school activities.  Though, the reality of performance in her mind was, “Girls in general 

get higher grades because they play school better.  They complete their homework.  They 

get better participation points.  They have less behavior referrals.”  The principal of 

Miller High School is asserting that boys are ‘very involved’ at Miller.  Unfortunately, it 

does not seem that being involved in school activities leads to getting better grades.   

Preparedness for Academic Tasks 

 Miller High School: Principal’s and Teacher’s Perspectives  

     In response to the question of preparedness, Miller High School Principal, Stacia 

Sampson contended,  

Many boys do not come to school as 14-year olds to have a high grade 

point average, to do well in college.  They are not ready for organization, 

taking nice notes, organizing their binder, and take on the challenge of 

coming to high school and get all prepared at home and come to school to 

tackle that....Boys do not have the preparedness they need.  It is not 

academic ability, but maturity.  I think girls have more perseverance.  I am 

going to finish my degree. 

The path to success in high school for all students appears to be organization and 

perseverance.  Sampson is arguing that some students are destined for struggles 

upon entering high school with a disorganized approach to learning which, at 

times, is exacerbated by an immature and unmotivated perspective about what it 

takes to accomplish academic tasks.  Paula Uptown agreed with Sampson’s 

sentiments stating, “Boys aren’t as mature.”   
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     Educators at Miller High School were also asked how students perform differently in 

the classroom.  To this question, Sam Kurtis, the science department chair at Miller 

asserted, “I think typically girls do better in my classes.  I think it is more to do with 

maturity.  That is the biggest reason.  They are more mature than boys.”  Stacy 

Karpenske, an English teacher, emphasized, “I rarely have a female student who I 

struggle to get motivated, to get things done.”  To the same question of performance 

differences, Pam Donis, the math department chair at Miller High School, voiced that, “I 

think it is kind of an agreement that girls tend to show more work and things like that.  

So, I think at the middle to lower levels girls tend to be more successful.”  Girls are likely 

more successful in the middle school, and perhaps due to their preparedness potentially 

increasingly more successful at the high school.  No matter the reason, gender equity 

exists when the majority of students find success.  At Miller, the educators interviewed 

perceived there is a divergent performance due to academic preparedness at the beginning 

of high school which is amplified by the influences of maturity and motivation.  

Attention to Detail and Task Completion 

 Miller High School: Principal’s and Teacher’s Perspectives  

     As with Jones, educators at Miller High School were asked how students may perform 

differently in this school setting.  What was shared reveals, at least partially, a picture of 

students attending to their work in a way which is less committed than would be hoped.   

Stacy Karpenske, an English teacher at Miller contended, “I see that a lot more often in 

males.”  She continued by stating, “I don’t think I have ever had a female [that does not 

finish her assigned work.  So, that [non-completion of assigned tasks] is the biggest 

difference between males and females.”  Educators were also asked how students reacted 
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to the academic tasks of the classroom environment.  Pam Donis, math chairperson at 

Miller High School, asserted that girls complete school work because, “They really want 

to achieve and do well”, whereas with the guys, “If they can’t figure it out, they say the 

heck with it.”  Further, she offered, “I just think you do see the males know what they are 

doing, but they tend not to show their work as well.”  These responses tend to show that 

Miller respondents perceived that gender equity is partially tied to the measure of detail 

and work completion that students provide.    

Relevance 

 Miller High School: Principal’s and Teacher’s Perspectives     

     Miller High School educators were also asked how students differed in their 

classroom approach.  Stacy Karpenske, an English teacher at Miller asserted, 

If you don’t have the connection of an understanding of how your 

homework is going to help prepare you for an assessment, if you don’t 

have that on your own I feel like those kids are [sic], really struggle, when 

they come to the high school.  And those are usually boys. …They [boys] 

think in the here and now, not about how it will pay off later. 

Making school work relevant helps all students.  Students are not automatically 

vested into the process of teaching and learning simply because they are obligated 

to take part in it.  If gender equity is to exist in a school, students need to have an 

understanding of why they are completing certain tasks.  The potential benefits of 

being more connected to the school and classroom may be more possible when 

work is relevant to the learner.  Long lasting and meaningful connections with 

teachers could be the end result.   
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Research Question Number Two 

Miller High School     

     Miller High School educators were asked about how they built capacity for gender 

equity at their school.  As part of this investigation each was asked in what ways it was 

possible to provide gender equity in the school experience for both genders?  Stacia 

Sampson, the building principal at Miller shared that their success had much to do with 

the, “Whole school improvement plan.  This is something that is my leadership.  I have 

provided leadership by starting the conversation.”  As part of the improvements made at 

Miller High School, they have implemented the A.V.I.D. (Advancement Via Individual 

Determination) program designed to help struggling students pursue a more rigorous 

course of study with an eye on attending a post-secondary school.  A.V.I.D’s mission is 

to close the achievement gap by preparing all students for college readiness and success 

in a global society (A.V.I.D.).  Miller has an A.V.I.D. site team which meets monthly.  

Central to the work performed through this committee is to discuss in an interdisciplinary 

way the issues of equity which exist in this school community.  The gap in performance 

between males and females is, in part, being addressed through the A.V.I.D program.  

English teachers, Lilly Hampton and Stacey Karpenske also made reference to the quality 

and potential of the A.V.I.D. program.   

     As with the educators at Jones High School, all staff here were asked how this school 

sought to provide a vision for a more gender equitable experience of education?  Building 

principal, Stacia Sampson, offered, “We had one [a vision] before, but again it was 

‘sunsetted’ out of our improvement plan because we saw equity in our education.”  Sam 

Kurtis, the department chair of the science department at Jones, declared, “There has 
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been a vision as part of our improvement team.  We have talked about achievement gap 

issues and all kinds of sub groups.  We have even talked about the difference between 

boys and girls.  Though, that has never really been a focus.”  

     Teachers at Miller were asked how they sought to build capacity in their classroom for 

gender equity.  Sam Kurtis, the science chairperson, offered, “I don’t know that there has 

been anything deliberate.  In my classroom I treat each kid [sic] try to give them 

whatever they need.  I just try to meet their needs wherever they may be, regardless of 

their sex.”  Staff were also asked if there were specific initiatives which had been set in 

place which targeted gender equity at Miller High School.  It was rather consistently 

shared that the gender gap was not an emphasized focus of Miller High School.  Stacy 

Karpenske, an English teacher at Miller shared, “I don’t know that we have specifically 

focused on the gender gap.”  Yet, what Lilly Hampton offered was telling.  She 

articulated, “There have been a lot of different initiatives we have taken to try to make 

sure our kids have the best chance they can.”  The aim at Miller High School is to help all 

students, and the initiatives shared here are evidence that educators are seeking to do that 

which they perceive is their part to advance issues of gender equity. 

Summary Findings 

Miller High School 

     Six educators were interviewed at Miller High School.  These educators included one 

building principal and five teachers (2 English teachers, one math teacher, one social 

studies teacher, and one science teacher)  Those interviewed at Miller deemed a 

connection necessary for students to have academic success.  Once students felt you can 

relate to them they were more inclined to give indications that there is a sense of 
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belonging and engagement.  Gender equity was perceived as, at least in part, a result of 

how connected students felt to their teachers.  Educators at Miller High School did not 

indicate that all students were engaged with teachers in this manner. 

     Gender equity was also thought to be a byproduct of how comfortable students were 

in the classroom.  Educators here contended that traditional classroom settings were 

making it difficult for some students to be engaged in the learning process.  Traditional 

classrooms made it especially hard for students that needed movement to be vested into a 

classroom environment that did not allow much motion.  There was said to be differing 

levels of engagement with the process of learning, and just as much variance with the 

school settings. At Miller, positive interactions with the classroom tended to equate with 

better academic performance.  Further, movement was linked for some students with 

academic performance, and, therefore was connected to achieving a gender equitable 

environment.  

     Educators at Miller were clear in their concerns that some students were not prepared 

for academic work and academic success upon entering high school.  Students who are 

not successful in school were said to typically have disorganized and unprepared 

approaches to their academic lives.  Educators often linked maturity and motivation to 

students who were underperforming.  Respondents contended that as part of their 

preparedness, students who met with success typically attended to detail and work 

completion in a more conscientious way.  Educators interviewed asserted that differences 

in the approach to the classroom and school experience largely shaped the degree of 

gender equity which existed in schools.  Lastly, educators perceived that students who 
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found work relevant made longer and more meaningful connections with their teachers, 

classroom, and school.   

Jones Compared With Miller 

     The perceptions that educators at Jones High School and Miller High School had of 

gender equity were similar.  Both sets of educators perceived that the same organizational 

factors helped, in part, create the gender gap in academic performance, and, thereby a less 

gender equitable school environment than would be hoped for.  These factors included 

the need for students to make connections with their teachers, classroom, and school to 

maximize their chance to perform well academically in school.  In addition, both groups 

of educators targeted a lack of preparedness, questionable attention to detail and task 

completion, as well as not finding relevance in school work as reasons gender equity is 

challenging to achieve.  Each school sought to address the need for a gender equitable 

environment with school programs designed to help all students succeed.   

     At Jones High School the needs of all students were targeted with a program titled 

A.V.I.D (Advancement Via Individual Determination).  Further, the achievement of all 

students was, in part, accounted for through the design of a system of intervention called 

Freshmen Foundations and as part of the work completed by the school-wide equity 

team.  At Miller High School they also have implemented the use of A.V.I.D.  In 

addition, this setting has an improvement team which seeks to address the needs of all 

students by ensuring equitable access to success through opportunity and assistance.  

Consistently, educators from both settings suggested that the gender gap in academic 

performance is further pronounced by a lack of maturity and motivation in the approach 

of some students to their academic lives.  In both settings the perception, made clear by 



120 
 

the mission statement of each school, as well as the programs each school has chosen to 

implement, is to foster a gender equitable environment by providing an opportunity for 

all students to succeed academically.    

Positional Comparisons between Schools 
 

     The two building principals, Sam Deacon and Stacia Sampson, interviewed as part of 

this study perceived gender equity to be the product of all students having an equitable 

opportunity at academic success.  At both schools there is gender equity as established by 

specific academic performance criteria.  Each principal perceived gender equity as, in 

large part, the result of students being connected to teachers, the classroom, and the 

school experience.  Not all students make these vital connections.  Further, their 

perception of what it takes to achieve gender equity was also, in part, the result of 

academic preparedness, task completion, and relevance of school work. In both schools 

the aim regarding gender equity was to build gender equity by providing equal 

opportunity at academic success for all students.  The strategic efforts to achieve equity 

was similar for both schools.   

Department Comparisons between Schools 

      Evidence in this study did not suggest that there was a difference in the perception of 

gender equity based upon the academic department of teachers.  This was true within 

each school building and when buildings were compared.  In all but one case the 

perception of the teachers interviewed was that girls outperformed boys academically.  In 

both school settings, for both sets of educators, the perception of gender equity was a 

byproduct of organizational factors such as connectedness to the learning environment or 

the school environment or relationships with teachers.  In addition, the same approaches 
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were taken by staff to address this issue.  The perceived chief responsibility among the 

educators interviewed at Miller was to provide an academic environment which 

maximizes the learning of the greatest number of students. 
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CHAPTER V 

Leadership and Academic Achievement 

     The purpose of this study was to explore what high performing schools with effective 

leadership do to provide gender equity.  Specifically, educators in two schools, Jones 

High School and Miller High School, were interviewed to gauge their perceptions of 

gender equity and how it can be created in a school setting.  Through these interviews 

two sets of factors were identified which were thought to have an influence on the 

academic performance of students: biological factors and organizational factors.  The 

literature review conducted here provided a broad understanding of the academic 

performance gap between boys and girls, and, further, helped explore how this gap had 

been investigated.  Two research questions arose from a review of the literature:  First, 

how did leaders of successful high schools perceive their role in addressing the issue of 

gender equity in school performance; and, second, how, if at all, did leaders of successful 

high schools build capacity in their organization to address gender gaps in performance? 

     This study found that the selected principals and teachers perceived that they had more 

success in fostering equitable environments of learning where all students were more 

connected to school and their learning.  The perception of gender equity at Jones and 

Miller High Schools was that it can be achieved if there is an environment of learning 

where the focus is on providing an equitable education for all students.  In addition, those 

interviewed at Jones and Miller were clear in identifying the organizational factors which 

they perceived to be the reasons why students performed differently in each school.  They 

offered that if all students were to achieve and if there was to be a gender equitable 

environment than these factors should be accounted for in learning environments.        
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     What was discovered through this study can best be summarized as follows: (1) There 

are organizational factors which influence the learning of students potentially creating 

differences in academic performance; (2) Gender equity in schools is not always the 

result of a school-wide initiative but of educators accounting for organizational factors by 

providing an equitable opportunity for students to learn; (3) Even in gender equitable 

schools such as Jones and Miller High School there remains the perception by educators 

that girls outperform boys academically, and; (4) The literature review conducted for this 

study revealed evidence which foreshadowed the findings revealed in educator 

interviews.    

Targeting Organizational Factors 

     There were articulated plans for addressing the issue of gender equity in each school.  

Programs such as A.V.I.D., freshmen foundations, improvement plans, and equity teams 

were put into place to provide for more equity overall and by extension, gender equity.  

Those interviewed for this research study had a good understanding of the organizational 

influences which created a disparate academic performance between genders.  Further, 

they had a perception of a framework which would be best in addressing the needs of all 

students in an equitable manner.  Notwithstanding, specific strategies to foster gender 

equity were not said to be part of any strategic plan at Jones or Miller High Schools.  The 

aforementioned programs were not implemented with throughout either district in a 

consistent way.  Their implementation was not systematic nor widespread.  Some 

classrooms used approaches to foster gender equity and others did not.  In fact, these 

programs would probably be best described as set in place in a rather inconsistent manner 
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which provided only marginal assistance in providing for the best of learning for all 

students in classrooms.     

     There were articulated plans for addressing the issue of equity for all students.  

Programs such as A.V.I.D., Freshmen Foundations, improvement plans, and equity teams 

were put into place to provide for more gender equity.  Those interviewed for this 

research study had a good understanding of the organizational influences which created a 

disparate academic performance between genders.  Further, they had a perception of a 

framework which would be best in addressing the needs of all students in an equitable 

manner.   

     There were not responses at either Jones or Miller High School which brought forth 

actions that educators took to target the organizational factors which may have created 

differing performances between groups of students.  What educators shared was that their 

approach to learning was to provide an equitable experience of learning for all students.  

They did not set forth a specific initiative which had gender equity as its focus.  Teachers 

were aware of the factors which may have been creating different academic performance 

for each gender.  Their response to these organizational factors was to keep equity as the 

aim of their curriculum and instruction.  There was little guiding direction from a school-

wide perspective that staff made mention of.  They noted programs such as A.V.I.D, 

Freshmen Foundations, the equity team, and the improvement team in their responses.  

Yet, it was evident in their answers that these initiatives were not guiding principles in 

their instructional practice.  Their goal was simply to provide an equitable experience of 

learning for all students by offering the best of instruction for boys and girls. 
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Gender Gap in Academic Performance 

     The perception of the educators interviewed here was that girls made stronger and 

more meaningful connections with their teachers.  The consensus was that when students 

made connections with their teachers they did better academically.  In fact, many 

educators asserted that students cannot succeed academically unless they have a 

connection with their teachers.  Students who had made connections with their teachers 

were more likely to be engaged in the process of teaching and learning and successful 

academically.  The conclusion made here is that academic success for both genders is 

directly connected to students being engaged with classroom instruction, and this only 

occurs when the learner is meaningfully connected to the teacher.   

     The universal experience of learning is to be in a classroom, in a seat with a teacher 

before you, following instructions and directions.  The perception is that some students 

are more easily able to function in such a classroom environment.  In the classroom, there 

are differences regarding how students view the notion of wanting to do well and do that 

which is necessary to do well.  They follow rules better, are more on task, and rise to 

meet teacher expectations.  The overall perception is that the more traditional the learning 

experience the better girls perform and the more difficulty boys have.  The typical 

physical environment of a classroom works better for girls as they often are more 

comfortable sitting in a seat, surrounded by their peers, receiving instruction.  In addition, 

student engagement can be an offshoot of how teachers physically arrange their 

classroom setting, and of how able students are to remain attentive in their seats.  Other 

implications for staff in this regard would be to better serve the needs of a greater number 

of students by affording not only traditional classroom settings, but also, activities which 
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have students being more active.  In addition, staff indicated that classroom instruction 

was more effective when it was engaging for students due to how relevant they found the 

material and associated schoolwork tasks.  Lastly, staff seemed to feel that students were 

more likely to succeed if there was an opportunity for all students to pursue academic 

success.  Gender equity would be more likely if school-wide programs and classroom 

initiatives to afford it were more consistently implemented in school settings.  

     The consensus perception among those interviewed was that girls enjoy the experience 

of school more than boys.  Girls spend more time on school and school activities.  They 

are more connected to their school, and, thereby realize more academic success.  The 

academic success that girls more often attain is not a product of simply being involved in 

school and activities, though there is an advantage inherent in being connected to school.  

Respondents perceived that the academic success which girls achieve is a byproduct of 

students making connections to their instructors through the classroom and school 

experience.  In this way, being a part of school and the activities which take place there 

invests some students into the school experience in a way which provides them with a 

distinct academic advantage.  Principals and teachers communicated that when students 

are connected to the school experience they take more pride in their academic 

performance.  There were arguments made that girls are simply better at school and 

school stuff.  The implication was that girls are predisposed to greater academic success 

just because they are girls.  I was somewhat surprised by the general perception of 

educators in gender equitable schools because they seemed to minimize the complexity of 

the individual learner and the role of educators to facilitate that learning.  The inherent 

academic success that girls may realize is a result of being better prepared to sit in a 
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classroom compliantly, receive instruction, complete assigned work thoroughly, and turn 

that work in.   

     Educators perceived that girls exhibited a better commitment to detail in their work 

completion.  Simply stated, girls attended to the details of academic tasks with more care.  

The end result was that girls found more academic success.  Boys were more often 

satisfied with just completing the work.  The finished product was not of as much 

consequence to them.  There is a sizeable difference between completing a task and 

completing it well.  The perception of those interviewed was that gender equitable 

environments were more likely to exist when all students completed their work.  Girls are 

more likely to show all of the steps of their work, and receive the full credit for doing so.  

The predictable outcome of such an approach is higher levels of academic success for the 

girls who do so. 

     Those interviewed termed the success of girls to be a result of finding more relevance 

in school work assigned.  Further, it was the perception that boys would only perform 

well academically if they found relevance in what they were being asked to do.  Whereas, 

girls performed well on tasks even if they found less relevance in them.  In other words, 

boys needed to find relevance in the work in order for them to have a desire to complete 

it.  Educators perceived that girls more easily found connections between what they are 

being asked to do in school with how it will impact their future lives if they do it.  Boys 

needed to have a reason to want to be successful.  The overall perception of those 

interviewed was that gender inequities in academic performance may be the end result of 

students not seeing the relevance in academic tasks or in doing well in school.   
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Foreshadowing Findings 

     The literature review conducted for this study revealed that some students will do less 

well in classrooms where there is reduced activity, less competition, and strict 

punishment for movement (Gurian & Stevens, 2005; Hines, 2004; Sax, 2005; Sax, 2007).  

What was shared through interviews is that predominately boys are often more off task 

and inattentive when in a traditional setting of school.  It was noted that they needed a 

more active, hands-on experience of learning.  The goal at both of these schools is to 

provide an environment which satisfies the learning needs of all students, those most 

inclined to a traditional setting and those who favor a more out of their seat experience.  

The goal must be for classroom instructors in both environments to fashion an experience 

of learning which better suits the kinesthetic needs of students who need movement.   

     Traditional educational environments are more amenable to students who do not need 

as much movement (Mickelson, 2003).  The research further stated that girls tend to find 

school and classroom activities more interesting (Gurian & Stevens, 2005; Martino & 

Meyenn, 2001; Mickelson, 2003).  The interviews conducted here revealed a picture of a 

segment of students who were not connected to what was happening in classrooms for 

they did not see the relevance in what they were being asked to do.  Again, the research 

foreshadowed what would be shared in interviews.  In the end, the research suggested 

that struggling students often became disenfranchised with school, find school less 

enjoyable, and realize far less academic success (Gentry, et al., 2002).   

     The socialization of students is central to their academic success (Basow, 2010; Bigler 

& Liben, 2007; Hyde, 2005; Leaper & Friedman, 2007; Martino & Meyenn, 2001; 

Ready, et al., 2005)  Further, there is an abundance of evidence which reveals that 
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students are socialized differently (Basow, 2008; Leaper & Freidman, 2007).  The staff 

interviewed for this research study did not refer to how students were socialized 

differently in their school environments.  Yet, it may be true that the differences in how 

students are connected to teachers, the classroom, and the school are a reflection of how 

certain students are more invested in the learning process because of the socializing 

influences of school.  Research shows that girls are typically better able to make stronger, 

more meaningful emotional and social connections which serve them well in school 

(Leaper & Friedman, 2007; Maccoby, 1998).  In addition, it is offered in the research that 

boys tend to reinforce the poor performance of boys.   

     The research about the attentiveness of students is generally not in question.  Girls 

typically have greater attentiveness and task persistence than boys (Ready, et al., 2005).  

The interviews conducted here paralleled this finding.  The question is why are some 

students more capable in this area?  Just as importantly, how can teachers establish a 

classroom environment where all students are more diligent and thorough in their work?  

Further, boys are generally receiving attention more often for their off task and 

distracting behaviors (Basow, 2010).  Despite the fact that males receive more attention 

from instructors, their academic performance has not markedly improved as a result 

(Altermatt, et al., 1998; Ceci & Williams, 2007; Duffy, et al., 2007; Li, 1999; Meece & 

Scantlebury, 2006; Sadker, et al., 2009).  Educators here consistently reported that girls 

had a stronger commitment to academic excellence.  The research foreshadowed this 

finding as well (Sax, 2007).  Educators would be well-advised to reshape the manner in 

which they navigate through a lesson with the involvement of their students.  If males are 

receiving greater attention and still remain consistently behind females in class 
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performance, there is a problem to address.  There should be a concerted effort to make 

the engagement of all students by teachers more meaningfully related to the subject being 

learned.  It is the role of principals to ensure that teachers have the professional 

development needed to do so.   

     Teacher expertise is more important than any other factor in student learning (Darling-

Hammond & McLaughlin, 1999).  One of the most important jobs that a principal has is 

to hire and retain the best of educators.  Related to this responsibility is providing 

teachers with the necessary skills to address the varying needs of students.  As part of this 

responsibility it is pertinent to help teachers understand the fundamental differences 

between how students learn and experience the classroom.  Central to helping teachers 

address the needs of students is the design and implementation of academic intervention 

systems.  The beneficiary of such interventions will consistently be students who are 

struggling learners (Kovaleski, 2007; Nelson & Machek, 2007).  The peril of not 

engaging students with instruction at their level is that they will potentially opt out of 

school and learning.  This is what is happening in school settings at ages earlier than ever 

(McKown & Weinstein, 2002).  Teachers and principals reported through interviews that 

male students were demonstrating classroom behaviors which appeared as though they 

were less interested or opting out of the learning process altogether.  Towards this end the 

research stated and the interviews demonstrated that to provide a more gender equitable 

environment of learning teachers needed to be trained in the proper identification of 

struggling students (Johnston, 2011). 

     The academic success of boys is not as easy as just catering to the needs and learning 

styles of males.  The classroom environment is far more complicated than that.  The 
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notion of being a male in a school setting has a chemistry which plays out in perhaps 

detrimental ways for male students.  Being a male in the most traditional sense is not the 

best fit for a classroom which calls for decreased movement, and where activity is 

perceived as off task and is punished accordingly.  Masculine identities in school 

environments tend to alienate boys from the experience of school (Childs & McKay, 

2001; Koch, 2003; Pollock, 1998; Van Houtte, 2004).  The impact upon learning and 

engagement for boys is immense (Childs & McKay, 2001; Koch, 2003; Pollock, 1998; 

Van Houtte, 2004).  Classrooms at Jones and Miller High Schools are quite traditional.  It 

was reported in both schools that most students do not typically opt out of the classroom 

and school experience.  Yet, it was also offered that if a student opts out it was far more 

likely to be a boy than a girl.   

Study Limitations 

     There are limitations to this study in that there are just two school settings examined 

here.  What works in each of these environments may simply not work in other schools.  

This is due in part to the complexity of organizational structures, differences in resources, 

and the interpersonal relationships between the stakeholders which have an interest in 

effecting the substantive and long-lasting change that gender equity may hold for school 

settings.  Here, two successful Minnesota high schools are being studied.  There are some 

1,300 other high schools in the state of Minnesota and some 35,000 high schools 

nationwide.   

     Organizational structure is hard to concretely define and quite difficult to replicate 

from one school to the next.  The perceptions that school leaders have and the decisions 

they make about gender equity have endless permutations based upon the size and type of 
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school, the characteristics and abilities of school personnel, and the resources at the 

disposal of school leaders.  What one school has another may not.  The diversity of 

schools and school experiences must be kept in mind when making conclusions from the 

two high schools studied here to other high school settings. The sheer volume of 

intricacy, variability, and complexity which exists in all high schools make any universal 

conclusions about what could and should be done in the name of gender equity hard to 

make.  That is why the summary findings of this study should be treated as exploratory of 

the topic of how gender equity is perceived and how it is created.  

     Those who have been interviewed as part of this research are principals and teachers 

in two settings in metropolitan Minnesota.  Gauging the perceptions of these educators 

about gender equity in their environment is necessary to understand how principals and 

teachers perceive gender equity and, further, how they built capacity for it.  Yet, what 

might be a problem here is that these educators provide one set of perspectives. Taken by 

themselves, these perspectives could be providing too myopic a view to present a 

complete and fair assessment about gender equity.  The perspective of individuals outside 

of these settings, such as parents or community members, can offer additional and 

important insights to our understanding the nature of gender equity in these settings. 

Research Question Conclusions 

     The purpose of this research study was to determine how educational leaders of 

successful high schools perceived their role in addressing the issue of gender equity in 

school performance.  Further, the intent was to determine how leaders of successful high 

schools built capacity in their organization to address gender gaps.  In nearly all instances 

staff were immediate and confident in their responses about what organizational factors 
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created the gap between genders in academic performance.  Yet, there was little 

information provided as to how these factors were addressed, thereby reducing the 

performance gap.  In addition, there was no school-wide strategic plan or blueprint in 

either school which had been set forth seeking a more gender equitable school or 

classroom environment of education.   

     It was consistently imparted by educators that the academic success of all students is 

vital.  Gender equity in the school setting is likely to occur when students are invested in 

the experience of learning which takes place at school.  Yet, it is clear based upon the 

information shared in interviews that some students, at times, are not connected to their 

teachers, classroom, or school.  Therefore, the predictable outcome will regularly be less 

academic success for those students.  The capacity of educators to foster gender equity in 

their classroom or school is, at least in part, connected to addressing the organizational 

factors which potentially create a different performance outcomes in students.  Boys and 

girls at Jones and Miller High School are both realizing academic success, but there is not 

as much success as would be hoped for all students.  The staff in each setting perceived 

the best manner by which to address this potential inequity was by providing the best, 

most accessible opportunity for an education for as many students as possible.   

     Organizational capacity to address gender equity comes, first, from an understanding 

that there is a gender gap in academic performance.  There are programs and activities 

which have been implemented to provide an opportunity for all students at both schools.  

Ultimately, this is the manner by which the capacity for gender equity is created at Jones 

and Miller High Schools.  The organizational factors which are perceived to be the reason 
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that some students do not succeed are, have, in general been identified.  It is a matter of 

designing initiatives which consistently and successfully target the needs of all students. 

Discussion 

     Educators at both Jones and Miller High Schools are struggling with how to perceive 

gender equity.  There are generally offering the same responses that girls are doing better 

than boys.  Reasons were offered as to why this academic difference exists, but little in 

the way of how to address this performance gap was provided by any educator 

interviewed.  Along the same line educators in each setting are struggling with how to 

build capacity for gender equity.  Central to the charge of affording the necessary change 

required for gender equity at Jones and Miller High Schools is the ability to understand 

the nature of gender equity.  Effective leadership must know what is required of their 

school in order to improve the quality of teaching and learning that happens there (Portin, 

et al., 2009; The Wallace Foundation, 2013).  It is clear that educators in both schools 

studied here know it is best to target the achievement of all students to create a more 

equitable learning environments.  If for no other reason, educators want all students to 

succeed.  Teachers and principals hold the most sway in targeting the needs of students 

for the two school-related factors which influence learning the most are classroom 

instruction and effective leadership (Leithwood, et al., 2004).  They know they can alter 

student learning for the better, establishing school-wide initiatives to do so, if they are 

aware of the resources in their environment which will best target improved student 

performance (Leithwood, et al., 2004).  The question is whether schools are equipped to 

utilize the available leadership resources to focus on gender equity. 
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     The interviews conducted here provided an introductory framework of understanding 

that educators had at Jones and Miller High School about gender equity in those school 

environments.  This framework included which group of students tended to do better 

academically, the organizational factors which were perceived to be the underlying 

reasons why, and programs and activities which were implemented to target gaps in 

student performance.  What might need to occur is a more systematic implementation of 

these programs under the umbrella of equity and improvement.  Both schools have a 

group which targets providing equal opportunity to success.  Jones has an equity team, 

and Miller has an improvement team.  This likely would be the ideal place to consistently 

repurpose efforts targeting the success of all students.  Gender equitable environments 

would likely be the result of such a development. 

     The original conception of the perception of gender equity set forth for this study 

connected gender equity with an academic performance which was created, in part, by 

organizational and biological factors.  In turn, this academic performance is what 

educators typically use to form their perception about whether gender equity exists.  

Educators make decisions, take actions, and allocate resources to target and improve the 

state of gender equity in their academic environments.  This study revealed a much 

different picture of how these factors were related for boys and girls.  For girls, the 

organizational factors which influence learning in school environments work in favor of 

their academic performance.  Girls are the benefactors of learning environments which 

play to their strengths as students.  On the other hand, boys are not benefitted by the 

learning environment in the same way.  In fact, the organizational factors which exist in 

their school lives result in little or no connection between their success as students and 
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the actions and decisions of school leaders.  This research study suggested that the work 

of school leaders does not have much influence upon the academic performance of 

students.  The new conception of gender equity from research conducted at Jones and 

Miller High School is reflected in figure two below 
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Figure 2: Revised conceptual map of how gender equity is perceived by educational 

leaders 

 

Suggestions for Future Research 

     The organizational factors which have an influence on learning were rather 

consistently identified by the staff of Jones and Miller High Schools.  What might be 

most useful is for there to be more research in the area of identifying the reasons why 

some students do not make connections to their teachers or to the classroom and school 

environments.  Further, the objective of future research should be to gain an improved 

understanding of how to better prepare all students for the expectations and requirements 

of academic environments.  In this regard, the emphasis should be on how to better 

account for the needs of struggling learners.  Lastly, it is vital to get a firm handle on how 

to help all students in learning environments find relevance in school work.  

     The educators interviewed here made very clear the reasons they perceived to be at 

play in separating out the performance of males and females in school settings.  The 

manner in which students typically can more effectively function in a school setting is by 

connecting to their teacher.  In far greater percentage and on a much more consistent 

basis successful students are forging strong, positive, and meaningful relationships with 

their teachers.  What remains a concern is how best to develop the same type of 

productive relationships between all students and their teachers.  Discovering how to 

make this happen could possibly be the key in fostering more gender equity in school 

settings.  Short of that, teachers may be fighting an uphill battle in seeking to vest 
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struggling students into an experience from which they have, since early in their school 

experience, felt alienated. 

     The classroom experience is not inviting for all students.  Some are not connected to 

their teacher, and they are just the same not connected to the process of learning which 

takes place in, what occurs in most settings, a traditional experience of learning.  Some 

students very much in need of an up out of their seat, hands on, kinesthetic experience of 

learning are typically in their seats for the entirety of instruction, receiving direction, 

without a chance to make their learning a more meaningfully experiential activity.  In 

certain instances, not only do students need to move, they cannot learn as well without 

doing so.  They are likely predisposed to fail in this regard.   

     Upon entering a traditional classroom many students are immediately predestined to 

struggle in an inequitable construct of teaching and learning where students inclined for 

the traditional classroom experience prosper in greater and greater numbers.  The focus of 

future research on gender equitable schools and classrooms should be here twofold:  

First, there should be an emphasis in the research on which types of classroom dynamics 

work for all students; second, the research should target the professional development 

needed to help teachers understand the barriers to learning that traditional classroom 

settings present struggling learners.   

     Educators perceived that boys are not involved in school activities at the same rate as 

girls.  The distinct disadvantage that this presents is that teacher and, thereby, classroom 

connections are often the off shoot of being involved with school activities that are led by 

teachers.  In other words, the relationships that girls are forging with instructors as part of 

activities are not being made by boys because they are not in those activities where those 
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connections are made.  Research should seek to determine the influence that being a part 

of school activities has on improving relationships between students and teachers, and, 

further, do these improvements result in greater levels of involvement in classroom 

activities.  In essence, the question worth exploring is does the participation in school 

activities help students be more involved in the classroom and, thus, more meaningfully 

connected to teachers.  

     Struggling students, in most cases, have a harder time adjusting to the expectations 

and requirements of high school than those who excel.  Future research should focus on 

why some students demonstrate a less mature and motivated approach towards their 

school work and school experience at the high school level.  Those interviewed here 

asserted that students who struggled academically were simply not demonstrating the 

necessary commitment to the completion of tasks in a detailed and thorough way.  The 

end result was predictably a lagging academic performance for those students.  The 

direction of future research could possibly be on the reasons why students are 

underprepared for the work asked of them at the high school level, and just as 

importantly, why their approach to school appears to be completed with a more immature 

and unmotivated approach.  Is their underperformance the result of a lack of 

understanding for the actual work they are completing or as much or more the result of a 

poor social and emotional response to the rigorous expectations of high school teachers 

and curriculum?  

     Struggling students need to find relevance in the work required of them if they are to 

complete it at all or complete it well.  With increasing frequency some students are 

finding the work asked of them is that which they will simply complete because they are 
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compelled to do so to pass a class.  There is little commitment to a stellar performance in 

that there is a diminished connection between what this work means of their time now 

and how it matters to their future.  What does it matter to a struggling learner for them to 

do their very best on an assignment?  How does the failure to do this work have any 

bearing on their ability to be successful in the future?  The direction of inquiry with 

continued research about connecting students to teachers, the classroom, and schools 

should be upon how relevant the experience of school is for struggling students.  What 

makes school relevant for them?  How can struggling students be helped to understand 

the value of getting to know and, using as a resource, their teachers?  Further, in what 

ways can all students be led to the conclusion that being vested in what happens in the 

classroom is important to them now and after high school?  It cannot be assumed that all 

students will find relevance in school just because their work is graded and that will 

determine their academic standing amongst their peers.  Not all students are built that 

way.  They need relevance beyond making the best grade. 
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Appendix A 

Principal Interview Contact Email 

To:  Potential Interview Participant 

From:   Shawn Doerfler 
Subject:  Interview Request 

Dear:  (insert name of principal here) Date:  (insert date here) 

My name is Shawn Doerfler.  I am a doctoral student at the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities.  I am 

researching gender gaps in academic performance in secondary school environments.  I am particularly 

interested in two main areas: (1) What are the perceptions principal leaders have of gender equity; (2) What 

decisions and actions do principals take to build capacity in their organization to foster  gender equitable 

learning environments?. 

You were selected as a participant because you lead a high-performing school with high levels of equity in 

the academic performance between boys and girls. The study has been approved by the Institutional 

Review Board of the University of Minnesota at Twin Cities. 

I will be interviewing principals of high performing high schools in the months of July and August.  Please 

respond by June 30, 2015 if you are willing to take part in the research study described here. 

Sincerely, 

Shawn Doerfler 
University of Minnesota at Twin Cities 
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Appendix B 

Teacher Interview Contact Email 

To:  Potential Interview Participant 

From:   Shawn Doerfler 
Subject:  Interview Request 

Dear:  (insert name of principal here) Date:  (insert date here) 

My name is Shawn Doerfler.  I am a doctoral student at the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities.  I am 

researching gender gaps in academic performance in secondary school environments.  I am particularly 

interested in two main areas: (1) What are the perceptions teacher leaders have of gender equity; (2) What 

decisions and actions do teachers take to build capacity in their organization to foster  gender equitable 

learning environments?. 

You were selected as a participant because you are a teacher in high-performing school with high levels of 

equity in the academic performance between boys and girls. The study has been approved by the 

Institutional Review Board of the University of Minnesota at Twin Cities. 

I will be interviewing teachers of high performing high schools in the months of July and August.  Please 

respond by June 30, 2015 if you are willing to take part in the research study described here. 

Sincerely, 

Shawn Doerfler 
University of Minnesota at Twin C 
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Appendix C 

Principal Interview - Consent Form 

The Academic Achievement Gap: Leadership, Gender, and Academic Intervention 

You are invited to be in a research study about leadership and gender equity. You were selected 

as a possible participant because you are a principal of a high school where both boys and girls 

excel on the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment.  We ask that you read this form and ask any 

questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 

This study is being conducted by Shawn Doerfler, a PhD candidate in the department of 

Organizational Leadership and Policy Development, University of Minnesota at Twin Cities. 

Background Information 

The purpose of this study is to better understand the perceptions school leaders have of gender 

equity among students and what decisions and actions they take to build capacity in their 

organizations to foster it. 

Procedures: 

If you agree to be in this study, you would be asked to share your perceptions of gender equity in 

the school you lead, and share the decisions and actions you have made, if any, to provide a 

gender equitable experience for students. 

Risks and Benefits of being in the Study 

There are no risks to your involvement in this study.  The benefit to your participation in this 

study is that your input will broaden the understanding of what works in school environments to 

provide gender equity.  Your feedback may help guide other school principals in the fostering of 

gender equitable environments.   

Compensation: 

There will be no financial compensation for your participation in this interview. 

Confidentiality: 

The records of this study will be kept private.  In any sort of report that is published all records 

will be stored securely and only researchers will have access to the records. Study data will be 

encrypted according to current University policy for protection of confidentiality.  Interviews will 

be recorded.  These recordings are available to the researcher, the interviewed, and the University 

of Minnesota at Twin Cities Institutional Review Board. 
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Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect 

your current or future relations with the University of Minnesota. If you decide to participate, you 

are free not to answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships. 

Contacts and Questions: 

The researcher conducting this study is Shawn Doerfler.  You may ask any questions you have 

now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact him via phone at 715-554-0399 or 

via email at doer0002@umn.edu.  The researcher may also be contacted through his University of 

Minnesota advisor, Nicola Alexander, via phone at 612-624-1507 or via email at 

nalexand@umn.edu.  

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 

other than the researcher(s), you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ Advocate Line, 

D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455; (612) 625-1650. 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

Statement of Consent: 

I have read the above information.  I have asked questions and have received answers.  I consent 

to participate in the study. 

Signature of Participant:   _________________________Date: __________________ 

Signature of Researcher:  _________________________ Date: __________________ 

mailto:doer0002@umn.edu
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Appendix D 

Teacher Interview - Consent Form 

The Academic Achievement Gap: Leadership, Gender, and Academic Intervention 

You are invited to be in a research study about leadership and gender equity. You were selected 

as a possible participant because you are a principal of a high school where both boys and girls 

excel on the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment.  We ask that you read this form and ask any 

questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 

This study is being conducted by Shawn Doerfler, a PhD candidate in the department of 

Organizational Leadership and Policy Development, University of Minnesota at Twin Cities. 

Background Information 

The purpose of this study is to better understand the perceptions school leaders have of gender 

equity among students and what decisions and actions they take to build capacity in their 

organizations to foster it. 

Procedures: 

If you agree to be in this study, you would be asked to share your perceptions of gender equity in 

the school you lead, and share the decisions and actions you have made, if any, to provide a 

gender equitable experience for students. 

Risks and Benefits of being in the Study 

There are no risks to your involvement in this study.  The benefit to your participation in this 

study is that your input will broaden the understanding of what works in school environments to 

provide gender equity.  Your feedback may help guide other school principals in the fostering of 

gender equitable environments.   

Compensation: 

There will be no financial compensation for your participation in this interview. 

Confidentiality: 

The records of this study will be kept private.  In any sort of report that is published all records 

will be stored securely and only researchers will have access to the records. Study data will be 
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encrypted according to current University policy for protection of confidentiality.  Interviews will 

be recorded.  These recordings are available to the researcher, the interviewed, and the University 

of Minnesota at Twin Cities Institutional Review Board. 

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect 

your current or future relations with the University of Minnesota. If you decide to participate, you 

are free not to answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships. 

Contacts and Questions: 

The researcher conducting this study is Shawn Doerfler.  You may ask any questions you have 

now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact him via phone at 715-554-0399 or 

via email at doer0002@umn.edu.  The researcher may also be contacted through his University of 

Minnesota advisor, Nicola Alexander, via phone at 612-624-1507 or via email at 

nalexand@umn.edu.  

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 

other than the researcher(s), you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ Advocate Line, 

D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455; (612) 625-1650. 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

Statement of Consent: 

I have read the above information.  I have asked questions and have received answers.  I consent 

to participate in the study. 

Signature of Participant:   _________________________Date: __________________ 

Signature of Researcher:  _________________________ Date: __________________ 

mailto:doer0002@umn.edu


174 

Appendix E 

Principal Interview Questions 

1) How do you measure the academic performance of students at this high school?
2) Please provide me your perception of how males and females perform

academically in this school environment?
3) In your experience what are your perceptions of how males and females

perform differently academically?
4) In your estimation what do you view as the reasons why males and females

perform differently in academic settings?
5) What kinds of experiences do you have regarding how males and females are

different to work with academically?
6) What do you see as the most important factors in making sure that males and

females succeed academically in this school?
7) What, if any, differences are there in the preparedness of males and females

when they enter school?
8) What kinds of examples do you have of gender learning in different ways?
9) What is your perception of how males and females interact with the school

environment?
10) In what ways is it possible to provide gender equity in the school experience for

both genders?
11) In what ways has this school sought to provide a vision for a gender equitable

experience of education?
12) How has this vision been realized by the stakeholders who provide that

education here?
13) What initiatives in this school have been developed to best target gender equity

in this school?
14) How have you successfully built capacity in this organization for a more gender

equitable environment?
15) In what ways have you found that the organization of classroom learning

influences the ability of academic performance of male and female students?
16) In what ways have you found that the gender of classroom teachers influences

the classroom learning of students?
17) In your experience what traits or approaches are the most successful for

teachers in working with male students?
18) How have you found the most success in helping teachers provide a more

gender equitable environment in this school?
19) Do you have any questions for me?



175 

Appendix F 

Teacher Interview Questions 

1) How do you measure the academic performance of students in your classroom?
2) Please provide me your perception of how males and females perform

academically in your classroom?
3) In your experience what are your perceptions of how males and females

perform differently academically?
4) In your estimation what do you view as the reasons why males and females

perform differently in academic settings?
5) What kinds of experiences do you have regarding how males and females are

different to work with academically?
6) What do you see as the most important factors in making sure that males and

females succeed academically in your classroom?
7) What, if any, differences are there in the preparedness of males and females

when they enter school?
8) What kinds of examples do you have of gender learning in different ways?
9) What is your perception of how males and females interact differently with the

classroom environment you provide them?
10) In what ways is it possible to provide gender equity in the classroom experience

for both genders?
11) In what ways has this school sought to provide a vision for a gender equitable

experience of education?
12) How has this vision been realized by the stakeholders who provide that

education here?
13) What initiatives in this school have been developed to best target gender equity

in this school?
14) How have you successfully built capacity in your classroom for a more gender

equitable experience of learning?
15) In what ways have you found that the organization of classroom learning

influences the ability of academic performance of male and female students?
16) In what ways have you found that the gender of classroom teachers influences

the classroom learning of students?
17) In your experience what traits or approaches are the most successful for

teachers in working with male students?
18) How have you found the most success in helping other teachers provide a more

gender equitable environment in this school?
19) Do you have any questions for me?
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Appendix G 

Bright Spot Schools 

High School

Math 

–M Math – F Rdg - M Rdg - F

1 Alexandria 62 63 69 76

2 Andover High  School 64 60 74 76

3 Apple Valley High School 59 59 69 76

4 Bemidji High School 56 55 68 73

5 Bloomington Jefferson High School 72 64 83 82

6 Brainerd High School 60 63 70 77

7 Bryron High School 64 65 71 77

8 Centennial High School 70 67 74 76

9 Century High School 73 72 80 85

10 Chanhassen High School 70 68 79 89

11 Chaska High School 68 65 75 77

12 Dassel-Cokato High School 57 65 66 76

13 Delano High School 71 64 75 80

14 Dover-Eyota High School 51 73 74 84

15 Duluth East High School 56 61 71 81

16 Eagan High School 70 69 80 85

17 East Ridge High School 65 62 73 82

18 Eastview High School 61 61 71 78

19 Eden Prairie High School 71 66 75 82

20 Eden Valley High School 75 68 72 72

21 Edina High School 77 74 81 89

22 Grand Rapids High School 60 55 67 68

23 Henry Sibley High School 58 57 66 76

24 Hopkins High School 67 58 73 73

25 Irondale High School 62 60 69 74

26 LaCrescent-Hokah High School 59 63 75 74

27 Lake of the Woods High School 62 63 63 67

28 Lakeville North High School 61 59 69 74

29 Lakeville South High School 60 58 71 76

30 Lincoln High School 65 66 70 78

31 Luverne High School 62 53 65 75

32 Mahtomedi High School 77 67 77 81

33 Mankato West High School 57 60 64 71
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34 Maple Grove High School 69 66 76 80

35 Minnetonka High School 71 72 78 85

36 Mounds View High School 74 72 80 85

37 Mound-Westonka High School 71 64 79 81

38 Northfield High School 69 62 70 77

39 Orono High School 69 66 78 81

40 Prior Lake High School 67 62 68 73

41 Rochester Marshall High School 62 56 71 73

42 Rochester Mayo High School 65 63 74 74

43 Roseville High School 60 56 71 74

44 Rosemount High School 58 58 66 74

45 Sartell High School 64 63 71 75

46 St Louis Park High School 60 56 72 75

47 St Michel-Albertville High School 64 59 69 68

48 Stillwater High School 65 63 77 79

49 United South High School 59 59 73 80

50 Wayzata High School 78 72 84 84

51 White Bear Lake High School 60 63 68 73

52 Woodbury High School 65 62 73 78

Source: Compiled by author based on established criteria and data from the Minnesota Department of Education (2014)
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APPENDIX H 

Internal Review Board – Approval Letter 

The IRB: Human Subjects Committee determined that the referenced study is exempt from review under 

federal guidelines 45 CFR Part 46.101(b) category #2 SURVEYS/INTERVIEWS; STANDARDIZED 

EDUCATIONAL TESTS; OBSERVATION OF PUBLIC BEHAVIOR. 

Study Number: 1506E74442 

Principal Investigator: Shawn Doerfler 

Title(s): The Academic Achievement Gap: Leadership and Gender Equity 

This e-mail confirmation is your official University of Minnesota HRPP notification of exemption from full 

committee review. You will not receive a hard copy or letter. 

This secure electronic notification between password protected authentications has been deemed by the 

University of Minnesota to constitute a legal signature. 

The study number above is assigned to your research.  That number and the title of your study must be used 

in all communication with the IRB office. 

Research that involves observation can be approved under this category without obtaining consent. 

SURVEY OR INTERVIEW RESEARCH APPROVED AS EXEMPT UNDER THIS CATEGORY IS 

LIMITED TO ADULT SUBJECTS. 

This exemption is valid for five years from the date of this correspondence and will be filed inactive at that 

time. You will receive a notification prior to inactivation. If this research will extend beyond five years, 

you must submit a new application to the IRB before the study?s expiration date. 

Upon receipt of this email, you may begin your research.  If you have questions, please call the IRB office 

at (612) 626-5654. 

You may go to the View Completed section of eResearch Central at http://eresearch.umn.edu/ to view 

further details on your study. 

The IRB wishes you success with this research. 

We value your feedback.  We have created a short survey that will only take a couple of minutes to 

complete. The questions are basic, but your responses will provide us with insight regarding what we do 

well and areas that may need improvement.  Thanks in advance for completing the 

survey.  http://tinyurl.com/exempt-survey 

http://eresearch.umn.edu/
http://tinyurl.com/exempt-survey
http://tinyurl.com/exempt-survey
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