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IOPINION I 

Teachers' Classroom Strategies Should Recognize
 
That Men and Women Use La.nguage DiJferent£v
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By Deborah Tannen 

W 
HEN I RESEARCHED AND WROTE 

my latest book. You Just Don', 
Understand: Women and M~n 

in Conve,sation, the funhest thing from 
my mind was reevaluating my teaching 
strategies. But that has been one of the 
direct benefits of having written the book. 

The primary focus of my linguistic re
search always has been the language of 
everyday conversation. One facet of this is 
conversational style: how different region
al. ethnic. and class backgrounds, as well 
as age and gender. result in different ways 
of using language to communicate. You 
Just Don't Un.cUrstand is about the con
versational styles ofwOIDCn and men. As I 
gained more insight into typically maJe and 
female ways of usiaa IaDguage. 1began to 
suspect some ofthe causes of the troubling 
facts that women who go to single-sex 
schools do better in later life, and that 
when young women.sit next to young men 
in classrooms, the males talk more. This is 
Dot to say that all men talk in class, nor that 
no women do. It is simply that a greater 
percentage of discussion time is taken by 
men's voices. 

The research of sociologists and anthro
pologists such as Janet Lever, Marjorie 
Harness Goodwin, and Donna Eder has 
shown that girls and boys learn to use lan
guage differently in their sex-separate peer 
groups. Typically, a girl has a best friend 
with whom she sits and talks, frequently 
tel.ling secrets. It's the telling of secrets, 
the ~ ~ ~.e.,,!~y~ ~er talk to each 

other. that makes them best friends. For 
boys. activities are central: Their best 
friends are the ones they do things with. 
Boys also tend to play in larger groups that 
are hierarchical. High-status boys give or
ders and push low-status boys around. So 
boys are expected to use language to seize 
center stage: by exhibiting their skill. dis
playing their knowledge, and challenging 
and resisting challenges. 

These patterns have stunning implica
tions for classroom interaction. Most fac
ulty members assume that participating in 
class discussion is a necessary part of suc
cessful performance. Yet speaking in a 
classroom is more congenial to boys' lan
guage experience than to girls' ~ since it cn
tails putting oneself forward. in front of a 
large group of people, many of whom are 
strangers and at least one of Whom' is sure 
to judge speakers' knowledge and inteHi
gcnc:e by their verbal display. 

Another aspect of many classrooms that 
makes them more hospitable to most men 
than to most women is the use of debate
like formats as a learning tool. Our educa
tional system, as Walter Ong argues per
suasively in his book Fighting for Life 
(Cornell University Press. 1981), is funda
mentally male in that the pursuit of knowl
edge is believed to be achieved by ritual 
opposition: public display followed by ar
gument and challenge. Father Ong demon.. 
strates that ritual opposition-what he 
calls "adversativeness" or "agoDism"-is 
fundamental to the way most males ap
proach almost any activity. (Consider, for 

example, the little boy who shows he likes 
a little girl by pulling her braids and shov
ing her.) But ritual opposition is antitheti· 
cal to the way most females learn and like 
to interact. It is not that females don t t 
fight, but that they don't fight for fun. They 
don't ritualize opposition. 

A
THROPOLOOISTS working in widely 
disparate parts of the world have 
found contrasting verbal rituals for 

women and men. Women in completely 
unrelated cultures (for example, Greece 
and Bali) engage L-t ritua11aments: sponta· 
neously produced rhyming couplets that 
express their pain. for example, over the 
loss of loved ones.. Men do not take part in 
laments. They have their OWO, very differ· 
ent verbal ritual: a contest, a war of words 
in which they vic with each other to devise 
clever insults. 

When discussing these phenomena with 
a colleague, 1 commented that 1 see these 
two styles in American conversation: 
Many women bond by talking about trou
bles, and many men bond by exchanging 
playful insults and put-downs, and other 
sorts of verbal sparring. He exclaimed: "1 
never thought of this. but that's the way I 
teach: 1 have students read an anicle, and 
then I invite them to tear it apart. After 
we've tom it to shreds, we talk about how 
(0 build a better model." 

This conuast5 sharply with the way I 
teach: 1open the discussion of readings by 
askiDa, "What did you find usefuJ in this? 

. . Continued on Pag~ B3 
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Men and Women Use DifferentApproaches in Classroom Discussion 
COnlinu~d From Page BJ 
What can we use in our own theory build
ing and our own methods?" I note what I 
see as weaknesses in the author's ~p

proae:h, but I also point out that the writ
er's discipline and purposes might be dif
ferent from ours. Finally, I offer personal 
anecdotes illustrating the phenomena un
der discussion and praise students' anec
dotes as weU as their critical acumen. 

These different teaching styles must 
make our classrooms wildly different 
places and hospitable to di1ferent students. 
Male students are more likely to be com
fortable attacking the readings and might 
find the inclusion of personal' anecdotes 
irrelevant and "soft." Women are more 
likely to resist discussioD they perceive as 
hostile, and, indeed, it is women in my 
classes who are most likely to otTer person
al anecdotes. 

A 
COLLEAGUE who read my book 
commented that he had always take 
en for granted that the best way to 

deal with students" comments is to chal
lenge them; this. he telt it was self-evident, 
sharpens their minds and helps them devel
op debating skiDs. But he had noticed that 
women were relatively silent in his classes, 
so he decided to try beginning discussion 
with relatively open-ended questions and 
letting comments 10 unchallenged.· He 
found, toJUs amazement and satisfaction, 
that more women bepn to speak up. 

Though some of the women in his class 
clearly liked this better, perhaps some of 
the men liked it less. One. yOUDg man in my 
class wrote in a questioDDaire about a his
tory professor who p,ve students qua
tiollS to think about aad called on people to 
answer them: "He would tbeD play devil's 
advocate. . . i.e., he debated us. • . •That 
class ,~Glly sharpened me inteUectually. 
... We u students do Deed to know how 
to defend ourselves."This youlll man val· 
ued the experieace of beiDa attacked and 
cballellled publicly. MaDy. if not most, 
women would shrink from such "chal
lenae," experiencing it as public humilia
tiOD. 

A professor at Hamilton College told me 
of a young man who was upset because he 
felt his class presentation bad been a fail· 
ure. The professor was puzzled because be 
had observed that clus memben had lis
tened attentively and agreed with the stu
dent's observations. It turned out that it 
was this very agreement that the student 
interpreted as failure: SiDce no one had 
enPied his ideas by arguing with him, he 
felt they had found them unworthy of at
tention. 

So one reason men speak in class more 
than women is that many of them find the 
"public" classroom setting more condu
cive to speaking, whereas most women are 
more comfortable speaking in private to a 
small group of people they know well. A 
second reason is that men are more likelv 

silent the next. These different ethics of 
participation are, of course, unstated, so 
those who speak freely assume that those 
who remain silent have nothing to say, and 
those who are reining themselves in as
sume that the big talkers are selfish and 
hollish. 

When I looked around my classes, I 
could see these differing ethics and habits 
at work. Forexample. my graduate class in 
analyzing conversation bad 20 students, 11 
women and 9 rilen. Of the men, four-were 
foreign students: two Japanese, one Chi
nese, and one Syrian. With the exception 
of the three Asian men, all the men spoke 
in class at least occasionally. '!be biggest 
talker .in the class was a woman, but there 
were also five women who never spoke at 
all, only one of whom was Japanese. I de
cided to try something different. 

I broke the class into small groups to 
discuss the issues raised in the readings 
and to analyze their own conversational 
transcripts. I devised thtee ways of divid
ing the students into groups: one by the 
degree program they were in. one by gen
der, and one by conversational style, as 
closely as I could guess it. This meant that 
when the class was grouped according to 
conversational style, I put Asian students 
together, fast talken together. and quiet 
students together. The class split into 

"Many women bond by 
talking about troubles, and 

many men bond. by 
exchanging playful insults 

and put-downs." 

groups six times during the semester, so 
they met in each grouping twice. I told 
students to regard the groups as examples 
of interactional data and to DOte the differ
ent ways they participated in the different 
groups. Toward the end olthe term, I gave 
them a questionnaire askinl about their 
class and group participation. 

I could see plainly from my observation 
of the groups at work that women who 
never opened their mouths in class were 
talkina away in the small groups. Iii fact, 
the Japanese woman commented that she 
COUDd it particu1arly hard to contribute to 
the aU-woman group she was in because U I 
was overwhelmed by how talkative the fe
male students were in the femaJe-only 
group. tt This is particularly reveaJing be
cause it highlights that the same person 
who r.an he ·'oppressed'· into silence in 
one c:ontext can become the talkative "op
pressor" in another. No one's convena· 
tional style is absolute; everyone's style 
changes in response to the context and oth
ers' styles. 

"I have an urge to participate but often feel 
I should have something.more interesting! 
relevant/wonderful/intelligent to say!!" 

I counted my experiment a success. Ev
eryone in the class found the small groups 
interesting, and no one indicated he or she 
would have preferred that the class not 
break. into groups. Perhaps most instroc
tive, however, Was the fact that the experi
ence ofbreaking into groups, and oftalking 
about participation in class; raised every
one's awareness about classroom partici
pation. After we had talked about it, some 
of the quietest women in the class made a 
few voluntary contributions, though some
times I had to insure their participation by 
interrupting the students who were exu
berantly speaking out. 

Americans are often proud that they dis
count the significance of cultural differ
ences: "We are all individuals:· many 
people boast. Ignoring such issues as gen
der and ethnicity becomes a source of 
pride: "I treat everyone the same." But 
treating people the same is not equal treat
ment if they are not the same. 

The classroom is a different environ
ment for those who feel comfonable put
ting themselves forward in a group than it 
is for those who find the prospect of doing· 
so chastening, or even terrifyiDi. When a 
professor asks, "Are there any ques
tions?," students who can formulate state
ments the fastest have the grea!eSt oppor
tunity to respond. Those who Deed signifi
cant time to do so have not really been 
given a chance at all. since by the time they 
are ready to speak, someone else has the 
floor. 

I
N A CLASS where some students speak 
out without raisinl hands. those who 
feel they must raise their hands and 

wait t~ be recognized do not have equal 
opportuDity to speak. Tellinl them to feel 
free tojump in will not make them feel free; 
one's sense of timina, of one's rights and 
obligations in a classroom, are automatic, 
learned over years of interaction. They 
may be changed over time, with motiva
tion and effort. but they cannot be changed 
on the spot. And everyone assumes bis or 
her own way is best. When I asked my 
students how the class could be changed to 
make it easier for them to speak more. the 
most talkative woman said she would pre
fer it if no one had to raise hands. and a 
foreign student said he wished people 
would raise their hands and wait to be rec
Oinized. 

My experience in this class has con
vinced me that small-group interactlon 
should be part of any class that is not a 
small seminar. I also am convinced thaI 
having the students become observen of 
their own interaction is a crucial part of 
their education. Talking about ways of 
talking in class makes students aware that 
their ways of talking affect other students. 
th~t t"'" ....ft...UGh"'fte tl...u :_..-..... to" ",.h__ 
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find the inclusion of penonal· anecdotes 
irrelevant and "soft. U Women are more 
likely to resist discussion they perceive as 
hostile, and, indeed, it is women in my 
classes who are most likely to offer person
al anecdotes. 

A
COLLEAGUE who read my book 
commented that he had always tak
en for granted that the best way to 

deal with students F comnients is to chal
lenge them; this, he felt it was self-evident, 
sharpens their minds and helps them devel
op debating skills. But be bad noticed that 
women were relatively silent in his classes, 
so he decided to try beginning discussion 
with relatively open-ended questions and 
letting comments 10 unchallenged.· He 
found, to.ltis amazement aDd satisfaction, 
that more women bepn to speak up. 

Though some of the women in his class 
clearly liked this better, perhaps some of 
the meD liked it less. One. young man in my 
class wrote in a questioanaire about a his
tory professor who lave studeDts ques
tions to think about aad called on people to 
answer them: "He would tbeD play devil's 
advocate .•. ;.6., he debated us••.• That 
class really sharpened me inteUectuaJly. 
••• We as students do need to know how 
to defend ounelves." This youlII man val
ued the experience of beiDa attacked and 
challenged publicly. MaDy t it not most. 
women would shrink from such uchal
leqe," experiencing it as public humilia
tiOD. 

A professor at Hamilton College told me 
ofa young man who wu upset because he 
felt his class presentation bad been a fail.. 
ure. The professor wu puzzled because he 
had observed that clus members had lis
tenedatteDtively and agreed with the stu
dent's observations. It turned out that it 
was this very agreement that the student 
interpreted as failure: SiDce no one had 
enga;ed his ideas by aquiDg with him, he 
felt they had found them UDwonhy of at
tention. 

So one reason men speak in class more 
than women is that many of them find the 
41. public" classroom setting more condu
cive to speaking, whereas most women are 
more comfortable spea)dq in private to a 
small group of people they know well. A 
second reason is that men are more likely 
to be comfortable with the debate-like 
form that discussion may take. Yet another 
reason is the different attitudes toward 
speaking in class that typify women and 
men. 

StudentS wbo speak frequently in class, 
many of whom are men, assume that it is 
theirjob to think ofconU1Dutions and try to 
get the ftoor to express them. But many 
women monitor their participation not 
only to get the 800r but.to avoid getting it. 
Women students in my class ten me that if 
they have spoken up once or twice, they 
hold back for the rest of the class because 
they don't want to dominate. If they have 
spoken a Jot one week. they will remain 
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in class at least occasionally. The biggest 
talker ,in the class was a woman, but there 
were also five women who Dever spoke at 
all. only one of whom was Japanese. I de
cided to try something di1ferent. 

I broke the class into small groups to 
discuss the issues raised in the readings 
and to analyze their own conversational 
transcripts. I devised thtee ways of divid
inl the students into groups: one by the 
degree program they were in, one by gen
der. and one by conversational stylet as 
closely as I could guess it. This meant that 
when the class was grouped according to 
conversational style, I put AsiaD students 
together, fast talken together, and quiet 
students together. The class split into 

''Many women bond by 
talking about troubles, and 

many men bond. by 
exchanging playful insults 

and put-downs." 

groups six times during the semester, so 
they met in eacb groupina twice. I told 
students to regard the groups as examples 
of interactional data and to DOte the differ
ent ways they participated in the different 
groups. Toward the end of the term, I pve 
them a questionnaire askinl about their 
.class and group participation. 

I could see plainly from my observation 
of the groups at work that women who 
never opeDed their mouths in class were 
talkiDa away in the small groups. Iii fact. 
the Japuese woman commented that she 
found it particularly bard to contribute to 
the all-woman group she was in because "I 
was overNhelmed by how talkative the fe
male students were in the femaJe-only 
group." This is particularly revealing be
cause it highlights that the same person 
who r.an he "oppressed'· into silence in 
one context can become the talkative' 'op
pressor" in another. No one's conversa
tional style is absolute; everyone's style 
challges in response to the context and oth
en'styles. 

S
OME OF THE STUDENTS (seven) said 
they preferred the same-gender 
groups; othen preferred the same

style groups. In answer to the question 
·'Would you have liked to speak in class 
more than you did?" six of the seven who 
said Yes were women; the one maD was 
Japanese. Most startJingly, this response 
did DOt come only from quiet women; it 
came from women who bad indicated they 
had spoken in class never. rarely, some
times, and often. Of the 11 students who 
said the amouDt they bad spoken wu fine, 
1 were men. Of the four women who 
checked '·fine,t' two added qualifications 
indicating it wasn't completely fine: One 
wrote in "maybe more." and one wrote_ 
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times I had to insure their participation by 
interrupting the students who were exu
berantly speaking out. 

Americans are often proud that they dis
count the significaDce of cultural differ
ences: UWe are all individuals:' many 
people boast. Ignoring such issues as gen
der and ethnicity becomes a source of 
pride: 6411 treat everyone the same." But 
treating people the same is not equal treat
ment if they are not the same. 

The classroom is a different environ
ment for those who feel comfonable put
ting themselves forward in a IJ"OUP than it 
is for those who find the prospect of doing· 
so chastening, or even terrifyina. When a 
professor asks. UAre there aDy ques
tions?," students who can formulate state
ments the fastest have the greaIeSt oppor
tunity to respond. Those who need signifi
cant time to do so have not really been 
given a chance at all, since by tbe time they 
are ready to speak, someone else has the 
floor. 

I
N A CLASS where some students speak 
out without raising hands. those who 
feel they must raise their haDds and 

wait t~ be recoanized do not have equal 
opportuDity to speak. TelliDI them to feel 
free tojump in wiD not make them feel free; 
one's sense of timing, of one's riahts and 
obligations in a classroom, are automatic, 
learned over years of interaction. They 
may be ehanled over time. with motiva
tion and effort, but they cannot be changed 
on the spot. And everyone assumes his or 
her own way is best. When I asked my 
students how the class could be changed to 
make it easier for them to speak more, the 
most talkative woman said she would pre
fer it if no one had to raise hands, and a 
foreign student said he wished people 
would raise their hands and wait to be rec
ognized. 

My experience in this class has con
vinced me that small-group interaction 
should be part of any class that is not a 
small seminar. I also am convinced that 
having the students become observen of 
their own interaction is a crucial pan of 
their education. Talking about ways of 
talking in class makes students aware that 
their ways of talking affect other students. 
that the motivations they impute to others 
may not truly reftect others' motives. and 
that the behaviors they assume to be self
evidently ript are not universaJ norms. 

The loa! of complete equaJ opportUnity 
in class may not be attainable, but realizing 
that one monolithic classroom-participa
tion structure is not equal opportunity is 
itself a powerful motivation to fiDeL more
diverse methods to serve diverse stu

,.dents--and every classroom is divene. 

D~borah Tannen is professoro/linguistics 
at G~or'tIOWn Univ,rsity and author 0/ 
Ih~ b~$I·s~aing You Just Don~t UDder
stand: Women and Men in Conversation 
(WUlklm E. Mo"ow &: ComDanv. 1990). 


