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Introduction

We should put a question mark behind the title, “Gender Specific Learning Styles,” because the empirical foundation of our thesis is weak. The scarcity of research in this area may in part be due to the complexity of learning situations that make every research project a costly matter. We also believe that this may be due to the fact that gender issues themselves have still not been sufficiently addressed. Many discussions in this area are problematic because they are filled with generalisations about women and men.

So what we are presenting to you is more a kind of "reflected experience", mostly on how different communication styles influence learning situations. As training is not only delivery of knowledge but becomes more and more interactive the question is of growing importance and reflection on experience is a useful way to address it.

Why do we talk about gender when tackling European learning styles? As George Simons said in an Interview some years ago: "The ultimate cultural difference is that of gender.... There really is a male culture and a female culture which in many of their features transcend ethnic and racial differences."

Some Findings

The following findings come from a German perspective but they are partly based on American research. Gender discussion in Germany is taking place in several areas: 1) inside companies (in-house training), 2) within trade unions and 3) in adult education and IT-Training. 

1. The participation rate of women in company training programs is consistently low. There are many different reasons for this situation.
 To these Dorothea Assig and Andrea Beck
 have added the observation that: women do not feel comfortable because " the male style dominates in mixed groups with the result that women are unable to create their own learning culture.". What would a women’s women's learning culture be like? Assig and Beck looked at gender dynamics in homogenous groups. They tend to organize as follows:
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The difference is obvious. In mixed groups both men and women do their best. However, for the men this means starting with projecting oneself in order to establish ranking. Women, on the other hand, focus on the group and look for what might be of common interest., So in groups where ranking is important (most male-dominated groups), they tend to overlook the ranking process and end up in the last places.

These differences are due to different values in the male and female culture. There was some research done about training in trade unions. Referring to Carol Gilligan the German researchers Karin Derichs-Kunstmann and Brigitte Müthing (Ed.)
 they summarised the female vs.male values as follows:

· Relationship vs. Independance

· Interconnectedness vs. Separation 

· Communication vs. Self-Projection

· Co-operation vs. Competition

It should be pointed out that both styles have their advantages and disadvantages There is no one best way.: While men show some weaknesses in teamwork women tend to avoid direct criticism and hide behind the opinion of the group and might have some difficulties in working and performing as individuals.

Christiane Schiersmann
 points out that the existing differences in learning styles are of high importance for the reproduction of gender hierarchy even though in regard to many dimensions of learning there are no differences between women and men. Women often underestimate their skills and competencies and need more assurance. Especially in technical subjects, they tend to overlearn. They do not easily accept the so-called black-box-experience,
 while men are more open to trial-and-error approaches to problem solving. 

Let us look at this in a way that we are all familiar with. Imagine a couple travelling in a car. They have lost their way. The man studies the map and keeps driving on trying to find the right way. Some time later the woman says: “Shouldn't we maybe ask someone for directions?” This phenomenon also occurs in IT- Training: men do not like to show that they lack confidence or knowledge. On the other hand, women ask lots of questions, looking for a proper foundation or possible application for the technology they are using. The result of this is that both men and women believe that women are not as competent as men!

How to address gender specific learning styles?

One response to the domination of the male style in mixed groups was the development of 'women only' training and education programs. These experiences led to different conditions, contents and methods of training that support the finding that women are more interested in the possible application of knowledge while men are more looking for (technical) details. 

On one hand it is useful for women to leave mixed groups where they experience the double-bind of having to adapt themselves to the male style, but in doing so risk that their female identity will no longer be taken seriously. Gender-homogenous training groups make it possible to concentrate on the strengths and weaknesses of the group, but at the same time one misses"the others" and both lose the opportunity to learn from each other and build synergy. Before being able to benefit of the strengths of the different learning cultures, both women and men need to change.

That leads to the question, how shall we deal with the diversity of learning styles in gender-mixed groups? First of all we recommend the "golden rule" of intercultural communication to everyone who teaches or guides such groups: “Don't assume similarity. Discover your own – gender-specific - cultural stamp.” 

What elements might form a 'gender didactic? Some aspects can be found in Schiersmann’s recommendation: Women should be encouraged to fight for their individual point of view (but not at the beginning of a seminar). They should be asked to pay attention to their own (training) needs and not concentrate too much on those of others. Women should be trained to deal with open competition.

Men could be asked to take more responsibility for the atmosphere and to explore what it is like to take the “caring parts.” They should be led to an active collaboration in groups, e.g., to focus on the group’s results rather than on their projection of self.

As the reality of day-to-day life still remains different for women and for men, a gender didactic has to respect these different experiences and to recognise as well as take into account competencies that have been developed outside formal training or working life.

� The most important reasons for this are: 1) The fact that women often are in lower hierarchical positions and so they are not the interesting target group. 2) Their possibilities of participation are also restricted by their responsibility for children and familiy and a more limited leisure time.


� Frauen revolutionieren die Arbeitswelt. Das Handbuch zur Chancengleichheit. Verlag Franz Vahlen München (D) 1996


� Frauen lernen anders. Theorie und Praxis der Weiterbildung für Frauen. Kleine Verlag Bielefeld 1993


� Lernen Frauen anders? Geschlechtsdifferente Aspekte des Srach- und Kommunikationsverhaltens und Konsequenzen für die Weiterbildung. In: Grundlagen der Weiterbildung, Praxishilfen Luchterhand Verlag Neuwied, Loseblattsammlung 8.110 vom 24.7.1997


� Men are willing to accept that when they make an input, that some output occurs. They do not need to know what is happening in-between or in the machine. Women do not feel safe unless they know what is "inside".





