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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1

I realized on the first day I attended class in a teacher certificate program, my
gender would have an impact upon my teaching. How could it not when I was sitting in a
class composed primarily of women led by a female instructor? As I continued
completing the program, my situation remained the same; male educators seemed to be
the exception and not the rule. Even the majority of college instructors in my program
were also female; there was only one male instructor in the entire department.
When I arrived at my first teaching position, I was not surprised at the
discrepancy of numbers of female colleagues to male colleagues that I would be working
with. As I began to teach my first class, I had the opportunity to work with a female
colleague as a co-teacher. We worked at an adult basic education (ABE) program in
urban area of the upper Midwest. It was a four-day a week evening class that was split
evenly between us. I was working with a female co-teacher who was teaching the same
group of students on the two days a week I was not teaching; I did not have to guess at
how my gender impacted my relationship with my students. It was not long after we
began teaching together that we found ourselves having conversations about our students
and realized that we were getting very different reactions from some of them. At times it
seemed possible that our gender made more of an impact than our teaching styles or the
content we were teaching. We came to the class with different backgrounds; my teaching
partner came from high school social studies background and I came from an ESL
background. The differences we found in working with our students seemed more based

on respect and attitude than on concerns over academics. We surmised that this was
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likely due to backgrounds of the students we were working with.
Although we certainly had a smattering of students from multiple cultural and
linguistic backgrounds, our students were primarily Latino and Somali. In both cases, the
cultural background of both Latino and Somali students varied from their newly adopted
American culture. For our Latino students, we were noticing what we believed might
have been varying levels of machismo culture influencing the interactions between my
female co-teacher and male students. In our Somali students, it seemed to be the deeply
rooted Muslim religious customs and norms that magnified the difference in how both
my female co-teacher and I worked with our male and female students.
Over the past few years, I have continued to experience what I believe is the
impact my gender has had on my teaching. For example, there was an incident a couple
of years ago that made me take pause at the potential power gender may possess. The
incident started when my female co-teacher reprimanded a female Somali student for
essentially operating a business during school hours and disrupting our class as well as
other classes in our program. The student immediately began to verbally attack the
female teacher, who was shocked at how quickly tempers had escalated. In the
succeeding days afterward, four other female Somali students filed grievances with the
school office claiming that the female teacher had been inappropriately showing
favoritism in class to non-Somali students, neglecting Somali students, and not teaching
enough grammar. The reality of these assertions was absurd and could not have been
further from the truth, especially in that my female co-teacher had previously had a very

close relationship with many of the female Somali students in class. She had even

3

received a gift from one of her accusers in the week prior to the incident. This entire
incident moved on to involve administrators from our program and the final
disappointing result was the voluntary resignation of my co-teacher.
The role that gender may have played in this situation came out in a conversation
afterward with a male Somali colleague. In his interpretation of the incident, had the
initial reprimand of the student been by me, a man, the situation would likely have been
over without rising to the level of emotion that it did or in the eventual resignation of my
co-teacher. He explained that in Somali culture it is common for women to make false
claims against other women as an accepted means of saving face. Of course, this was
simply his perception as a Somali man as to cause of the incident. Had I asked the
female students involved in the confrontation, I would likely have received a very
different interpretation of the events. Although there was no way for me to identify all
the contributing factors that led up to the incident, I suspected that gender played an
important role in what had happened.
Farid and McMahan’s Somali student handbook (2004) identified some of the
complex issues teachers face while working with Somali students and among them,
gender. They give validity to the difficult process my co-teacher and I had of discerning
the separation between Somali and Muslim culture, “Islamic teaching is so integrated into
the fabric of Somali society that it is often difficult to see where religious influences end
and where local culture begins” (Farid & McMahan, 2004, p.1). The importance of
understanding the tie of Somali and Muslim culture is in rules regarding behavior among

men and women. For example, “Islamic law does not allow physical contact between
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men and women who are not in the circle of those you cannot marry (like a mother, sister,
daughter, etc.)” (Farid & McMahan, 2004, p. 29). This is a clear example of a difference
between Somali and American culture, which has an immediate effect on the classroom
when noting interactions among students and teachers.
Another classroom consideration relates to the lack of experience many Somali
students may have with formal schooling. Opportunities for formal education were
limited in many of the refugee camps Somali students lived in. Even when schools were
available, they were often too expensive or the culture of the camps made it dangerous
for girls to attend. Additionally, students who once lived in rural areas had more limited
opportunities than the students who came from more urbanized areas (Bigelow, 2010).
“There are dramatic differences in attitudes about and experiences with education among
pastoralists and urbanites as well between those who were of school age during times of
peace versus war and unrest (i.e., those who were young children prior to 1991)”
(Bigelow, 2010, p. 33).
After the dust had settled, I began to wonder in what other ways my gender might
affect the way my students perceive me. If my Somali colleague was right, and the
incident would have gone in a completely different direction had I been the one to initiate
it, what other impacts did my gender have on my students? Could it be possible that my
gender had some sort of impact on my students’ learning? More broadly, how else was
gender impacting students in my classroom? And how might students’ perceptions of
their gender be changing?

In an effort to seek answers on how gender may play a role in the lives of my
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students, I came upon the work of Norton. Norton’s work is concerned with the concept
of identity and language learning. Norton’s case study (2000), involving the lives of five
immigrant women in Canada, explored how women constructed their identities
throughout the process of learning English and the impact that language learning had on
their personal lives. Throughout Norton’s work, her focus was solely upon the dynamic
nature of language learner identity in women and how it changes over time and space.
For the purpose of my study, I will continue Norton’s work in exploring learner identities,
but this time with a focus on both male and female adult Somali students. In addition to
looking into student perspectives, I will also seek to learn how teacher perceptions of
gender may also impact learning among my adult Somali students. This is similar to
Duff and Uchida (1997), who looked at both teacher and student identities in their study
on sociocultural identities and practices in postsecondary English as a foreign language
(EFL) classrooms.
The specific goal of this study is to answer the question: How do Somali student
and native English speaking (NES) teacher perceptions of gender potentially impact
learning in the adult ESL classroom? Are there any unseen barriers or benefits that
students are experiencing as they walk into a room with a male or female teacher? How
might teachers’ perceptions about students influence learning? What sensitivities do
students have about working with other teachers or students of the same or differing
gender? How are students’ perceptions about gender changing over time?
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Freeman and McElhinny (1996) assert that understanding the linguistic and social
backgrounds of our students can help teachers to understand the strategies students adapt
in learning and where differences may pose challenges for instruction. It is our duty as
teachers to understand where our students are coming from and how we can best meet
their needs. In the case of understanding Somali students’ perceptions of gender, it is
imperative for us to seek an understanding of how such a unique East African culture
based in the Muslim religion meshes with learning a new language in a dissimilar
westernized culture with very divergent ideas of gender identity.
In the following chapter I will review literature relevant to Somali student and
native English speaking (NES) teacher perceptions of gender and their potential impact
on learning in the adult ESL classroom. Within chapter two, the literature review, past
studies on teacher identity and perceptions about students, student perceptions about
teachers and each other, and student reports about changes in their own identities and
beliefs or perceptions will be reviewed. In chapter three I will discuss the methodology,

the participants, and how the data were analyzed. In chapter four I will discuss the results,
and lastly in chapter five, I will summarize the research and discuss conclusions and
further areas of study.

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
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In Chapter One I discussed the purpose and significance for my study. My own
personal connection with the importance of the study was discussed. In this chapter I will
discuss the literature pertinent to my research question exploring the potential impact of
Somali student and NES teacher perceptions of gender on learning in the adult ESL
classroom.
The following literature review is a compilation of a diverse group of studies from
multiple backgrounds using a variety of different methods and participants. In many
cases, participants of studies are not adult students, but rather adolescents or young adults,
and studies involving adult students are not Somali. Additionally, not all teachers in the
studies are teachers of ABE classes. Due to the unique question of this study of looking
at the potential impacts of Somali student and native English speaking (NES) teacher
perceptions of gender on learning in the adult ESL classroom, little research exists aimed
specifically at adult Somali students’ perceptions. However, literature collected and
reviewed for this study is all aimed at perceptions of gender and is divided into three
main focus areas: (1) teacher gender and perceptions about students, (2) student
perceptions about teachers and each other, and (3) student reports about changes in their
own identities and beliefs or perceptions. Literature reviewed under each area will show
that there is a connection between student and teacher perceptions and learning in the
classroom and that there is a significant gap in the research in need of more investigation
addressing concerns of adult Somali students.

Teacher Gender and Perceptions of Students

8

When thinking about the impact of gender in the classroom, it is important not
only to see how students view gender but also to see where teachers’ perspectives on
gender emerge. Through my experience as an ESL teacher, I have witnessed a difference
in how Somali students and American-born teachers understand their gendered identities.
The large majority of ESL teachers I have worked with have come from American or
other western cultures. When teacher perceptions of gender are at odds with their Somali
students’ views, how might that influence teaching and student learning? Dee (2005),
Schmenk (2004), Duff and Uchida (1997), and Johnson (2003) all address how teacher
gender and perceptions of students might impact learning in the classroom.
Dee’s (2005) study on understanding teacher quality sought to explore how
teacher’s subjective evaluations of their 8th grade students may be playing a role in the
nation’s achievement gap between minority and nonminority students. Dee tried to
evaluate whether assignment to a demographically similar teacher influences the
teacher’s subjective evaluations of student behavior and performance. The importance of
researching teacher perceptions was that these perceptions could have the unintended
consequences of hampering or retarding student outcomes and negatively influencing
student access to future educational opportunities. In describing the perceptions among
teacher-student interactions, Dee found two explanations; active and passive effects. The
active effects were essentially teacher perceptions and the passive effects were student
perceptions. Active effects came from teachers’ unintended biases in a teacher’s prior
expectations of students with differing demographic traits from their own. The passive

effects, or student perceptions, were triggered by the students’ views of a teacher’s race,
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ethnicity, or gender, but not by specific teacher behaviors. One example of a passive
effect is stereotype threat. In situations where students may perceive that stereotypes
apply, such as with a black student and white teacher, they will be more apprehensive or
guarded and this could threaten their achievement in class (Dee, 2005).
Dee used the data from the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988, and
the data were not able to distinguish between the passive and active effects, but rather
provided “reduced-form evidence on whether having a demographically similar teacher
influences the teachers' perceptions of a student's performance and behavior” (Dee, 2005,
p. 160). Among the data were the subjective teacher perceived classroom performance
surveys of 21,324 eighth grade students. Teachers classified students as either being
frequently disruptive, consistently inattentive, or rarely completed homework. The data
also contained the teacher and student participants’ racial/ethnic and gender identities,
which could then be compared when looking at the results of the classroom performance
surveys. Dee concluded that racial, ethnic, and gender dynamics between teachers and
students did play into teacher perceptions of student performance with varying degrees
(Dee, 2005). For the purposes of this study it is important to note that Dee found teacher
pairing to students by gender to be one of the dynamics that impacted teacher perceptions
of students. One of the categories in the data labeled students as OTHSEX for students
who were the opposite gender of their teachers. Both male and female students labeled
OTHSEX by their teachers were more likely to be seen as disruptive. Moreover, female
students labeled OTHSEX were also more likely to be seen as inattentive. The results of

Dee’s study make it seem possible that teacher perceptions do play a role in student
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outcomes.
In another article involving stereotyping, Schmenk (2004) was concerned with
ideas surrounding the stereotype notion or belief that language learning is a feminine
domain (Schmenk, 2004). How might the stereotype of women being better language
learners play out in the Adult ESL classroom concerning Somali students? Do teachers
continue to hold this view and does this have any impact on learners? Another question
Schmenk asks, “Is it possible that others ascribe stereotypes to women and men in
language learning contexts and thus influence individual decisions (and maybe
achievement)?” (Schmenk, 2004, p. 520). Schmenk calls for more investigation into
gender stereotyping in language classrooms recognizing that both teachers and students
come to class with prior knowledge and experience and are actively recreating identities.
Duff and Uchida (1997), looked more specifically at how ELL teachers resolve
the tension of their own perspectives of who they are with the stereotypes that dominate
others’ perspectives. As teachers we may or may not realize that we carry our own
cultural identity into our classrooms. Sometimes we are cognizant of the explicit nature
of teaching our culture to our students, but more often we do not realize that we are
subconsciously or implicitly doing so. Duff and Uchida followed four language teachers
for six months teaching EFL in Japan to explore how teachers understood both their own
cultural identities and how they transmitted those identities to their students. One of Duff
and Uchida’s (1997) guiding questions will also be important to my study:

Problems may arise when teachers’ or students’ identities and beliefs related to

11

gender roles, nationality, ethnicity, teaching methods, and language use conflict
with those of colleagues, students, professional publications, popular media, or
local cultures. How are these problems resolved? (p. 452).
The results of Duff and Uchida’s study showed that despite the fact that language
teachers are not always aware of their influence, they are very much a part of the
transmission of culture in almost everything they do. Some of the teachers in the study
did find a sense of change in their own cultural awareness as the study concluded (Duff &
Uchida, 1997).
What this study omitted was a specific inspection at how gender, as an aspect of
cultural awareness, was influential. Gender was clearly one aspect mentioned in their
study, however only a part of one’s overall cultural identity. My study will continue Duff
and Uchida’s work, but focus specifically on teachers’ perspectives on gender and how
those perspectives may impact the learning of adult Somali students.
Johnson’s (2003) investigation into teacher identity looks specifically at at the
perspective of a cooperating teacher mentoring a nonnative English speaking graduate
student (NNES). Through Johnson’s narrative, complications not only arrise due to the
linguistic conflicts between a native English speaking (NES) mentor teacher and NNES
graduate student, but more importantly to my study, the struggles between a female
cooperating mentor teacher and her male Angolan Muslim graduate student, Ali. Two
important conflicts that arise in the narrative relate to student pairings in class and the
Muslim break for prayer. Ali’s preference for making same-gendered parings in class
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was at odds with Johnson’s ideas of gender equality and their team-taught class of seven

students. As Ali gave his perspective in the narrative on why to choose same sex pairings,
he mentioned that, “In my culture it is also a part of showing respect to the students and I
worry that if a student is uncomfortable then they will simply not be able to perform as
well” (Johnson, 2003, p.794). Johnson (2003) illustrates her bewilderment with the idea
of overriding her deeply held convictions of gender equality. How do other teachers who
may have similar positions on gender equality come to terms with students who hold
opposing opinions?
Another complication related to the Muslim religion in Johnson’s narrative
(2003) involved the Muslim sunset call for prayer. Johnson was taken aback at the Ali’s
insistence on needing to leave class in order to pray. Ali saw his religion as being
paramount to his teaching identity. Johnson struggled to come to terms with
accommodating such a deeply held religious ritual in the classroom. By sharing this
experience and her reaction to it, Johnson illuminates the internal complications to
working with someone whose religious convictions are so far removed from your own.
Ali’s deeply held religious convictions are likely very similar to those of Somali
students. Johnson’s descriptive narrative of her perceptions in working and coming to
terms with her Angolan NNES Muslim graduate student seems to suggest that other NS
teachers may experience similar struggles when working with adult Somali students.
Student Perceptions about Teachers and Each Other
On the flip side of looking at teacher perspectives on students is to look at how
students perceive teachers and each other. Young, Rush, and Shaw (2009) studied the

gender bias in ratings of university instructors’ teaching effectiveness. One important
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aspect to the study was to narrow down the concept of teacher effectiveness into three
categories: interpersonal, pedagogical, and course content characteristics. Undergraduate
and graduate students were asked to participate in the study, which consisted of a 25-item
instrument to evaluate an instructor. The instructor they were asked to evaluate was an
instructor of their choice, not necessarily the instructor of the class that the researchers
and students were attending during the evaluation. However, they were to evaluate their
chosen instructor in relationship to other instructors that they had encountered. This was
intentional so as to reduce biases of consideration of course grades.
The results of the study showed that of the three characteristics of teacher
effectiveness (interpersonal, pedagogical, and content), two were biased toward instructor
and student gender. Both female and male students rated instructors of their own gender
higher in pedagogical and course content characteristics. There was no bias found in
interpersonal characteristics such as warmth, friendliness, humor or enthusiasm (Young,
Rush, & Shaw, 2009). The study found bias in how students perceive their instructors
teaching and the content of what they were teaching. The study suggested that students
view and make judgments about their teacher through the lens of gender. If students in
my school hold the same biases as the university students in Young, Rush, and Shaws’
(2009) study, how might those biases influence learning?
In addition to the influence of students’ perceptions of teachers it is also important
to realize the impact of student perceptions of each other. Many of the students in my
classroom are adults who have spent the majority of their lives in culturally homogenous
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surroundings. Both the ESL classroom and American culture at large are often settings
of heterogeneity not previously experienced in the lives of adult ESL students.
According to Stuart (2005) very little research has been done on prejudices
students experience from working with each other. Stuart sought to explore issues and
strategies on prejudices inside Canadian ESL classrooms. According to the teachers

interviewed in her study, the most common types of prejudice students experienced were:
race, gender, clothing, culture, and class. One teacher involved in the Stuart (2005) study
commented on issues of gender in the classroom:
“There’s definitely a lot of gender prejudice: Arab or Middle Eastern men do not
like female teachers or sitting in a class with female students (sorry to
generalize—I’ve also had some wonderful students from this group). In part,
Arabic/Middle Eastern culture demands that a man walk into a room and control
the situation, either by conversation or by “presence.” I’ve also heard Pakistani
men make statements like, “Women shouldn’t be allowed to handle money or do
banking.”
Some Somali and Arabic women won’t mix with men due to religious reasons.
Somalis will not shake hands with the opposite sex. One Somali woman asked for
a nurse’s aid course just for women, with women teachers, and wanted to work in
a female-only hospital.
There is some clothing prejudice, mostly against Somali or Arabic women who
dress conservatively” (p. 67).

Stuart (2005) suggested that perhaps the gap in the research on prejudice in the ESL
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classroom is based partially on the idea that the specifics of the instances can be so
shocking. Clearly this idea is exemplified in the prior quote. It is an uncomfortable
subject to approach yet a reality that needs to be addressed by teachers. Certainly there is
a need for more exploration into the relationships and prejudices students have amongst
each other. This study will continue that research to examine how Somali students are
coping with gender in the adult ESL classroom.
Student Reports of Changes of their Own Identities and Beliefs or Perceptions
In addition to examining teacher perspectives of student gender and looking at
students’ perceptions of teachers and each other, it is also important to acknowledge the
dynamic nature of gender identity, and to see how these perceptions evolve over time.
Recent studies have moved away from the binary approaches to studying gender and
language. Binary approaches including deficit, dominance, and difference, set certain
traits as either masculine or feminine and had shortcomings such as showing gender as
being shaped by language use rather than language use being shaped by gender.
Evolving from the binary view of gender are the constructivist and postconstuctivist
approaches, which examine how gender, language, power, and discourse are related to
each other and are dynamic rather than static (Shi, 2006).
The idea of gender and language use or identity being dynamic and transformative
is the basis for the work of Norton. Norton (2000) defines identity as, “to reference how
a person understands his or her relationship to the world, how that relationship is
constructed across time and space, and how the person understands possibilities for the
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future” (p. 5). Norton is also concerned with the idea of relations of power and how they

interact among language learners and target language speakers. Her study (Peirce, 1995),
sought to demonstrate how immigrant women in Canada created, responded to and
sometimes resisted opportunities to speak English. Peirce found that language learners
were not unidimensional but rather had contradictory identities that changed across time
and space. Motivation among language learners was not seen as a static personality trait,
but rather looked upon in reference to social relations of power in the opportunities
language learners had to speak (Peirce, 1995).
In addition to Norton, other researchers have also studied the changing gender
identities of language learners. Gordon (2004) observed the relationship between gender
identity shifts and second language socialization in Lao English language learners in the
United States. Gordon noted how the balance of power shifts within the family as a
result of the new roles each family takes on in a new country. For example, Pessar
(1984) studied Dominican woman in America and how the newfound increased
autonomy and equality within their household was a result of their shift to wage labor. In
addition, Kibria’s study (1990) showed how the shift to wage labor in VietnameseAmerican communities changed the dynamics of men and women. Men held less stable
and lower status jobs in America than they held in Vietnam at the same time Vietnamese
women were now employed in wage labor. Men were no longer able to provide for their
families as the sole breadwinner as they had previously done in Vietnam. These
changing dynamics within families affected the ways in which women had access to
second language resources (Gordon, 2004).

Morgan (1998) weaved identity issues among his ethnic Chinese students into
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ESL lessons on intonation through action research in Canada. Morgan’s initial concern
was for the teaching of prosody, or suprasegmentals in the form of intonation. The rising
and falling pitch contours of intonation in an utterance can convey many meanings in an
utterance as well as bring focus or attention to an idea. Morgan (1998) sought to teach
intonation through a social-semiotic approach to language. “Intonation is essential for
the meaning potential of a spoken text; the meaning of a text cannot be understood from
the specific context of its creation or expression” (Morgan, 1998, p.69).
Morgan used text selected from Decisions, Decisions (Bowers and Godfrey,
1985), which provided problems similar to those his students may be facing as they came
to terms with the changing identities associated with their immigration to Canada from
Asia (all students were from Hong Kong other than one from Malaysia, and one from
Taiwan). Especially difficult for students, was the pressure that the patriarchal authority
within the family was under from changes within the economy of Canada. Many
immigrants from Hong Kong expected to find more options than the reality of the
Canadian economy could provide. This forced some immigrants to live an ‘astronaut’
lifestyle of commuting between Hong Kong and Canada several times a year in order to
maximize their standard of living. In turn, this increased divorce and family breakdowns
(Thompson, 1993). One situation presented to the class touched on issues of the family
breakdown and conflict between a husband and wife and the wife’s need and desire to
attend English classes. In deciding amongst a list of possible solutions, differences in

how the men and women in class perceived the implications were evident (Morgan,
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1998).
When it came time to discuss the implications of intonation within the situations
the text provided, students were able to identify significant differences in meaning and
chose tones (or pitches) which reflected their own conditions as much as the characters in
the text (Morgan, 1998). In reference to one scenario, different opinions were
illuminated on ease of immigrant women to get jobs over immigrant men. One of the
male students saw women as holding more power than the men as they would be more
likely employable in easier to get low paying jobs. Some students thought it was equally
difficult. Some students mentioned how the extra household responsibilities actually
made it more difficult for women to find jobs. Both Gordon (2004) and Morgan (1998)
identified difficulties in how immigrant families faced the challenges of shifting familial
roles or balance of power within the family in their newly adopted countries.
A gap in the research
Although the studies chosen for this literature come from a broad array of
backgrounds, all help to demonstrate how student and teacher perceptions have the
potential to impact learning in the classroom. The goal of this study is to fill a gap in the
research by attempting to answer the question: How do Somali student and native English
speaking (NES) teacher perceptions of gender potentially impact learning in the adult
ESL classroom?
In this chapter I have discussed the literature relevant to the three main areas of
my research question of how student and teacher perceptions of gender impact language

learning among adult Somali students in the ESL classroom. Past studies on teacher
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identity and perceptions about students showed that teacher perceptions of students can
impact student achievement. Research into gender stereotyping and the explicit and
implicit delivery of teachers’ cultural identities were also discussed. Research on student
perceptions about teachers and each other found that students did favor a bias towards
instructors of the same gender. There is also evidence to suggest that students may carry
prejudices of each, which could impact the classroom. Lastly, student reports of changes
of their own identities and beliefs or perceptions included Norton’s ideas that language
learners are in the state of constant change in relation to gender, identity and language use.
In the following chapter, I will provide a description of the qualitative aspects of my
study including the participants, setting, and elicitation procedures.

CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

20

Overview
The specific goal of this study was to seek answers the question: How do Somali
student and native English-speaking (NES) teacher perceptions of gender potentially
impact learning in the adult ESL classroom? In Chapter Two, literature pertaining to
gender and perceptions about students, student perceptions about teachers and each other,
and student reports about changes in their own identities and beliefs or perceptions was
reviewed. In this chapter, research methods are detailed along with setting, participants,
data collection, and data analysis.
Research Design
Data collection for this study was qualitative in nature focusing on the subjective
perceptions of gender among both Somali students and teachers. As student and teacher
perceptions are not directly observable, this study used a variety of qualitative methods to
increase validity and were aimed at being introspective, including: student and teacher
interviews, student journal writing (diary research), and teacher journaling from specific
writing prompts. Along with the aforementioned introspective methods, student and
teacher demographic data were also collected via surveys.
As a researcher, looking into student and teacher perceptions of gender cannot be
achieved through direct observation. According to Mackey and Gass (2005), research
into self-reported perceptions and attitudes is best achieved through interviews. Semistructured interviews were chosen for this study, which are defined as those based on a
set of interview questions asked of all participants with “the freedom to digress and probe
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for more information” (p.173). Interview questions for this study (see Appendix A) were

designed to seek insight into students’ perceptions of gender in education (teacher, school,
and other students) and American daily life. One of the benefits of interviews noted by
Mackey and Gass (2005) is that they allow for the collection of data for students who
may not be as comfortable with other methods such as writing. Therefore, collecting data
through both the use of interview and journal writing helped to mitigate students’ unease
to either speaking or writing.
Written data was also collected in the form of student dialogue journals.
According to Mackey and Gass (2005) the benefits of L2 journals include access to
students’ personal insights and attitudes. Similarly, teacher’s personal insights and
attitudes were recorded in their written responses to specific writing prompts. Lastly,
student and teacher surveys were also used. The survey was chosen as a method of
collection for demographic and educational history due to its ease of gathering data
among a number of respondents in a short amount of time (Mackey & Gass, 2005).
Setting
The setting of this study took place in an adult basic education ESL program in an
urban area of the upper Midwest. This was an evening program where attendance
averaged around 250 students. Attendance for my class was typically around 20-30
students. A private classroom located within the building was used to conduct interviews
during school hours for the familiarity and comfort of the participants.

Participants
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The participants of this study were seven adult Somali students and six ESL
teachers. Dialogue journals and demographic data were collected from two male and five
female student participants. Given the high turnover rate among students in the ABE
program, I chose to recruit seven students for this study who had demonstrated

consistent and reliable attendance. This was important due to the four weeks it took to
collect journal entries from four different journal-writing prompts and my interest in

finding students who I felt were likely to attend regularly over that period. Secondly, I
also sought students who had strong verbal and written English language skills in an
effort to collect rich data. As this study was conducted in English, I sought to increase
the chances of student comprehension of the questions being asked of them as
participants. Students who agreed to the study were high intermediate to advanced ESL
according to their initial assessment exams coming into the program. Two of the

students who agreed to participate, Aisha and Ahmed, were promoted to a more advanced
class at the time of data collection, but had previously been members of my class. Their
teacher agreed to implement the journal questions used for this study as a part of her class
so that they could continue to be a part of the study. All students were first generation
immigrants to the United States. Table 3.1 shows the results of the demographic data
collected in the student surveys.
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Table 3.1
Student Survey Results

Name

Gender

Age

Time lived in USA

Last year of school
completed before
moving to USA

Ahmed

M

25

2 years

High school
graduate

Aisha

F

26

4.5 years

4th grade

Hamso

F

50

12 years

2 years post
secondary

Hibo

F

37

5 years

1 year in Egypt &
2.5 years in Syria

Jamal

M

43

7 years

8th grade

Muna

F

43

5 years

11th grade

Sarah

F

39 or 46

6 years

High school
graduate

I also recruited six teachers to be a part of this study. One male and five female
teachers agreed to participate. Although I attempted to gain parity for perceptions from
both genders, I was unsuccessful in recruiting more male teachers, as their overall
numbers in the program were so few. All teachers were a part of the ESL program I
work in. Participating teachers were either currently teaching an ESL core class, an ESL
orientation class, or regular substitute teacher within the program. The program has a
block schedule for each student made up of one ESL core class (a general ESL leveled 06 class) and one ESL focused class (math, speaking and listening, or writing).
Additionally, the orientation class is a week long class for incoming students designed to
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introduce students to the program and helps to assess them for proper academic
placement. Table 3.2 illustrates demographic data collected from teacher surveys.
Table 3.2
Teacher Survey Results
Name

Gender

Teaching
Experience

Experience
teaching Somali
students

Subject area of
teaching license

Amy

F

12 years

12 years

ABE

Elizabeth

F

9 years

5 years

K-12 ESL

Jessica

F

10 years

10 years

K-12 ESL

Leonora

F

18 years

6 years

K-12 ESL

Maria

F

9 years

4 years

Pre-primarygrade 6 & K-12
ESL

Shawn

M

17 years

7 years

K-12 ESL &
K-12 Spanish

Student and teacher participants were asked to voluntarily join in this research.
They were informed that in all cases their identities would remain anonymous, and that
their participation would in no way affect their relationships with the school. Any
participants’ identifying information was removed and pseudonyms were assigned. Data
collected throughout the research was at no time shared with other participants.

Data Collection
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This study collected data from teachers and students. This study interviewed
seven Somali students through 20-30 minute semi-structured interviews conducted as a
pull-out during class time. Fortunately, I shared the class with a co-teacher so I was able
to pull students aside for interviews on evenings when she was responsible for teaching
the class. Interviews were recorded digitally onto the hard drive of a laptop computer
through the use of a voice-recording application.
Data collected through writing came from weekly classroom journals, which were
a typical part of student classwork. Students were regularly asked to keep a dialogue
journal as a part of enrolling in the class. Every Monday, class started with a writing
prompt and 30-35 minutes dedicated to writing a response. After collecting their work, I
normally read through each entry and responded to create a written dialogue with each
student based on the content or ideas of their writing. No effort was made to correct
English grammar, spelling, mechanics, etc. This was simply a venue for students to
express their ideas about a topic unimpeded, through writing. I used the structure of the
dialogue journals to collect students’ introspective perceptions on the following
questions:
1. How do you identify yourself? Somali? Man? Woman? Daughter? Son? Brother?
American? and why?
2. Who is more intelligent, men or women, why?
3. What does it mean to be a man or woman in America vs. Somalia?
4. Who are better teachers, men or women?

26

The questions were designed to seek insight into student perceptions of personal gender
identity, gender relations, as well as teacher gender.
The last aspect of data collection for students comes from student surveys, in
order to collect student demographic data and education histories (see Appendix B). In
the planning of this study, prior to the implementation of the interviews, it was my

intention to have students complete the surveys by themselves. However, during the first
student interview, it was apparent that a great deal of time designated for the interview
would be wasted if I left students to answer the questions themselves. Instead, I read
through the survey with each student to ensure that they understood and correctly
answered each survey question. Aside from the demographic aspects of gender, duration
of time spent in the USA, the educational histories were useful to determine what types of
educational experiences students had prior to and after having arrived in the USA. Lastly,
it also identified whether or not the student had children or worked outside the home (see
Appendix B #4-5). Answers to these questions helped to provide insight into the amount
of exposure students have had to American culture and to see how students viewed
gender playing out in the lives of their children as different from their own.
Data collected from teachers parallels that collected from students. Six selected
teachers completed a brief survey similar to the one used for students, collecting both
demographic and educational histories (see Appendix C) with emphasis on length of time
spent working with Somali students and teaching license background (see Appendix C
#3-4). Survey questions were emailed to teachers alongside three writing prompts:
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1. In your experience in working with Somali students, how has gender played a role
in learning and teaching?
2. Describe an incident in the classroom where you feel gender was a cause of
complications?
3. How is the issue of gender different for your Somali students versus students you
work with from other cultural backgrounds?
Teachers were asked to spend about 20 minutes of their time to answer the questions
completely. After completion, teachers were asked to email their survey answers and
written responses back to me through my personal Gmail account. The three writing
prompts (see Appendix D) were devised to gather: perceptions of gender in the classroom
with adult Somali students, examples of critical incidents concerning gender and Somali
students, and perceptions of how relations of gender and Somali students differ to
students of other cultural backgrounds.
Data Analysis
Data were compiled from multiple sources for each of the seven student and six
teacher participants and then analyzed in order to triangulate. “The value of triangulation
is that it reduces observer and interviewer bias and enhances the validity and reliability
(accuracy) of the data” (Johnson 1992, p. 146). Analyzing data from a variety of

participants as well as from a variety of data sources including: student survey, interviews,
and dialogue journals along with teacher survey and writing prompt responses helps to
increase validity and reliability of the study.
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Demographic data were noted of all the participants, compiled from demographic
surveys, and then organized into both student data (Table 3.1) and teacher data (Table
3.2) according to alphabetical order. Scans (pdf) were made of the students’ journal

entries and then printed so that I could physically organize and arrange student responses
for each journal question. After doing so, I had four different sets of data compiled from
the four different journal questions. I took each journal question in turn, and physically
laid them out to highlight and then analyze any insights or perspectives on gender and
any recurring themes there might be in the student responses. Student interview data was
analyzed in a similar way with the addition of an initial process composed of repeated
listening to the interview recordings. I used notes that I had taken during the interviews,
which were written over a printed copy of the student interview questions (see Appendix
A), and transcribed student answers for each question as I listened to the recordings.
After completing this process for each of the seven student interviews, I once again laid
out (on the floor) all seven sets of student interview data to methodically compare and
contrast responses for each question looking specifically for recurring themes of gender.
Additionally, themes of discord or possible miscommunications or opposing views or
opinions to teacher perception data were noted.
Teacher surveys and writing prompts were both provided via email to teacher
participants. Similar to the student survey data, teacher demographic data were also
compiled graphically in Table 3.2. Data compiled from teacher’s written email responses
were first printed onto a hard copy on paper. After being printed, I methodically looked
at data for each of the three writing prompts by laying out all six teacher responses side
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by side in order to highlight any recurring themes of gender. After noting differences and
similarities among the teacher data, I also compared both the student and teacher data to
seek out any overlapping themes.
In this chapter I have discussed the methods of my study. I used qualitative
research in the collection of survey, weekly journal, and interview data with male and
female Somali students and survey and writing prompt data from male and female ESL
teachers in order to answer my research question of how student and teacher perceptions
of gender may impact learning among adult Somali students in the ESL classroom. The
following chapters will present my results and a discussion of implications of this study.

CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS
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This study sought to answer the question: How do Somali student and native
English speaking (NES) teacher perceptions of gender potentially impact learning in the
adult ESL classroom? This chapter will report data collected from both students and
teachers. Student data are divided among four overarching themes: identity, gender roles,
perceptions of intelligence and gender, and teacher quality and gender. Teacher data are
divided into three main themes of student-to-student complications, student history and
acculturation issues, and questions of teacher credibility.
Student Data
Student surveys were collected at the beginning of each of the seven student
interviews in order to assemble demographic information and educational histories.
Demographic data found that students’ ages ranged from 25 – 50 years old. Three
students had children, only one of which with school age children. Length of time living
in the United States ranged from 2 to 12 years. All students were also employed outside
the home. Only three students were found to have completed high school, Ahmed,
Hamso and Sara. Hamso was the only student interviewed who had gone on to post
secondary school with two years completed in teacher training. The other four students
had their formal schooling end prematurely. Two female students, Aisha and Hibo,
attended what they referred to as language schools. Hibo studied Arabic in Egypt and
Syria. Jamal and Muna were in a primary, middle, and secondary tract, when their
educations were abruptly stopped. Muna cited civil strife as a reason for her exit from
school, but Jamal failed to provide a reason for his early departure. All seven students
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shared that throughout their schooling they had been placed in classes with both genders,
the same as their experience in the ABE programs they enrolled in after moving to the
United States. Four students had histories of taking classes from two ABE programs
while three students were currently attending their first ABE program.
Students were asked to answer four journal questions as a part of this study.
Journal writing was a routine aspect of my class so students were accustomed to
expressing their opinions about a weekly topic through the use of a weekly dialogue
journal. The four questions that were asked were:

1. How do you identify yourself? Somali? Man? Woman? Daughter? Son? Brother?
American? and why?
2. Who is more intelligent, men or women, why?
3. What does it mean to be a man or woman in America vs. Somalia?
4. Who are better teachers, men or women?
Although seven students agreed to participate in the study, not every student was
available to answer all of the journal questions. As adult learners with busy lives and
multiple priorities, perfect attendance is quite difficult and uncommon to achieve in this
ABE context. The four journal questions were delivered over four weeks on consecutive
Mondays. Students who participated in the study may not have been present for every
Monday class as the study transpired. As a result, collected data for each student may
contain omissions of some journal questions.
Lastly, semi-structured interviews lasting 20-30 minutes were conducted with
each of the student participants. Interview questions were developed to look at students’

perceptions in two main areas, perceptions on gender in education and perceptions of
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changes to gender identity. Data collected from student surveys, journals, and interviews
are organized among the following four themes: identity, gender roles, perceptions of
intelligence and gender, and teacher quality and gender.
Identity
The first journal question, “How do you identify yourself? Somali? Man?
Woman? Daughter? Son? Brother? American? and why?” proved to be the most difficult
question for five student participants to understand and answer. At the start of class
students were unsure of the word “identify” and had difficulty relating to the examples I
posed for them. There was not only confusion among the Somali students participating
in this study, but for all other students in class as well. There were many more students
asking for guidance than in a typical night answering a journal question. Most students
first reported their identities as Somali men or women above all else and then mentioned
their religion as Muslim. After, most went on to report their personal histories, likes and
dislikes, and hobbies. However, for Jamal’s entry, he struggled with the idea of
identifying himself as either Minnesotan or Somali. He said he was unsure of which
answer to give to some questioners when they ask him who he is, but he still feels he is
from Somalia: ”Though some people asked me that I am Minnesotan, still never be in my
heart. My identity still show me that I am still in Mogadishu.”
This question was also asked in two higher-level ESL classes within our program
and even the higher-level students struggled with the concept of identity vs. personal
history. A cooperating teacher who helped to implement this journal question for Aisha,

who was advanced to a higher class, said that some students in class made comments
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about how foreign of an idea it was to think about your identity, especially when coming
from a country where everyone had been so similar. Perhaps this is why Jamal’s
response seemed to be the only response out of the five that seemed to illuminate the
ideas of struggling with the coming to terms of identifying between two cultural identities.
Another aspect of the theme of identity was found among the student interviews.
Small insightful comments were noted relating to how students identified amongst each
other. Sara and Hibo were the only two students to explicitly report that they had
difficulties in working with other female students. Hibo and Sara found women more
distracting to work with. According to Hibo, Sara, and Hamso, “women talk too much.”
As for who students were most comfortable sitting next to, answers varied a great deal
and were a bit contradictory from previous answers for their preference about whom to
work with in class. Both male students saw sitting next to other male students as more
comfortable since they can joke and play around with them more. For some female
students like Muna and Sara it is more comfortable to sit next to other female students
due to religious reasons. For Aisha and Hibo, it did not matter who they sat next to.
Lastly, Hamso felt she could sit next to anyone but “men pay more attention.” These
results were similar to the findings of Stuart’s (2005) study that explored student
prejudices inside Canadian ESL classrooms.
Gender Roles
The journal question, “What does it mean to be a man or women in America vs.
your home country?” only had responses from Muna, Hibo, Hamso, and Sara. All four of

34

the women referred to the differences in their current lives from the lives they had left in
Africa. The key theme that appeared in all of the journal entries was that women in

Somalia all carried the sole responsibilities of home life: childcare, cooking, and cleaning.
However, there was a split in how students felt about the shift to more shared
responsibilities outside of the home. For Hibo, she saw women in Somali as not having a
“free life,” but rather being stuck with only a “home life.” She enjoyed the new role in
which she found herself contributing to her family in ways other than just household
duties. Conversely, Sara found this newfound responsibility to be more burdensome than
liberating. As a single mother living in America raising children and carrying the weight
of her family alone, she saw the life left in Somalia as, “the good life.” “In the United
States. Women’s want to the work. And take care of children too much tired for women.
All time beasy [busy], angery [angry], same single women lag [like] me. That is too
much hard work.” Hamso also saw the benefit of being a woman in Somalia: “I am
proud to be a woman, because in my country women a [are] more respectful as a mother
or daughter. They have more responsibility. Women take care of hall [all] family, mostly
stay at home.” Lastly, Muna saw men as carrying more responsibility in Somali but
sharing more responsibilities in America. In America, she saw men and women as being
equals, although she did not comment on what she thought of that change.
Student interview data focused on students’ perceptions of changes in how they
viewed gender after moving to the USA. The main question asked was “How is your life
as a man/woman in the USA different than living in Somalia?” Answers related to
gender came in discussing differential shifts of power within gender roles, similar to what
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was found in studies by Gordon (2004) and Morgan (1998). Hamso discussed how she
was able to live a life on her own in the USA as a single woman. Had she lived in
Somalia it would be very rare that a woman would live alone without her family. She
found her life in America to feel more like freedom. Hibo seconded this idea in that in

Somalia women tended to stay at home with no outside work or access to a car. She said
that even in cases in Somalia where a woman did happen to work outside the home, it
would be common for her father, brother, or husband to intervene on her behalf. In this
way male members of the family control where and who a Somali woman would work
for. Hibo liked her newfound freedom and the responsibility she had to represent herself
at the job of her choosing. Sara also appreciated the independence she gained in living in
the USA. As a divorced woman and single mother to four children she expressed
resentment at any Somali woman who would not choose to work outside the home and
experience life independently. She saw life as a woman in the USA as one with more
power gained from the knowledge that comes from the responsibilities of life such as
paying bills and renting an apartment.
The two male student participants, Ahmed and Jamal, both commented on the
changing role of Somali men in American culture. Jamal talked about the change of the
Somali man as a leader of the family or community. In Somalia only men could be
leaders. However, in the USA he sees Somali men and women sharing more
responsibilities. The man can no longer be the leader of the family in the same way. He
could not see himself being able to support his wife and child with a job that pays $10-

12/hour. Ahmed also noted that in Somalia, women depend on men but in the USA,
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everyone works.
Findings related to student reports of changes to their own identities, beliefs, or
perceptions coincided with previous findings (Norton, 2005; Peirce, 1995; Gordon, 2004;
Pessar, 1984; Morgan, 1998; and Kibria, 1990). Clearly there has been a shift from the
traditional male/female roles students were accustomed to in Africa. The financial reality
of living in the USA has placed a great deal of pressure on the necessity for two earner
families. Students commented on their newly adopted shared responsibilities within the
family. The traditional role of male leader of the family no longer has the same cache in
the USA that it did in Somalia. For most these changes are seen in a positive light, but
others struggle to get comfortable in their new roles. It was clear that in looking to the
future, students saw their children’s lives as open to far more opportunities than would
have otherwise been possible in Somali. Hibo was excited for her daughter’s future
where she could go on to become a “midwife, doctor, or engineer.” Jamal talked about
how his son will grow up knowing “a life of sharing” in reference to the power that was
once concentrated with a male family leaders but was now seen residing among both
parents.
Perceptions of Intelligence and Gender
Answers to the journal question, “Who is more intelligent, men or women? and
why?” fell along gender lines with the two male students writing that men were more
intelligent and four female student respondents either stating that women were equal to
men or that women were even more intelligent. The reasons Jamal and Ahmed gave for
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their belief that men possessed higher intelligence came from real world examples cited
of men in more leadership positions such as with presidents and prime ministers. Jamal
also added that, “the most wonderful thing in this world is manmade.”
Female students seemed to have a different concept of intelligence. Hibo saw
women’s superior intelligence coming from cunning and manipulation in a woman’s

ability to change a man’s mind: “I think the women is smart and men because the women
everything she need to do maybe the women can change the men mind easy way, some
women strong than man.” Data also indicated that the students felt that women were very
resourceful. Aisha gave many details and examples of how women have important jobs
like teachers, doctors, and nurses and continue to also take care of their families. She
sees how women are managing their lives both inside and outside of the home. Sara, who
thought that men were lacking in responsibility, also used the concept of taking care of
families as proof of women’s intelligence over men. Lastly, Hamso claimed a happy
medium of seeing both men and women as intelligent, but seemed to give more examples
of how men were actually more intelligent, “especially when they have a lot of
experience and knowledge.”
The last interview question based on exploring gender perceptions in education
asked students whom they preferred to work with in class, male or female students.
Follow-up questions included asking about difficulties in working with a man or women
and then who students were more comfortable sitting next to. All but two students
reported that it did not matter who they worked with. Sara and Hibo both answered that

they preferred to work with male students because according to Sara, “men have good
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ideas.” This seems to hint at the idea that men were seen in a more intelligent light.
Teacher Quality and Gender
It was universal among all students that in describing their educational histories
prior to coming to the USA, their classes were far more often taught by men. Participants
noted that they did have experiences with female teachers but not nearly as often as with
male teachers. If they attended school, most students attended school in Somalia with the
exceptions of Aisha, Ahmed, and Hibo. The two youngest participants of the study,
Aisha and Ahmed, had their educational experiences in Kenya. Hibo was also educated
outside of Somalia in Arabic language schools in Egypt and Syria. Those who were
educated in Somalia talked about the free education received there. Although resources
may not have been on par with those received in the USA, access to education was an
attainable option.
Due to poor attendance by student participants, only three students were available
to respond to the question “Who are better teachers, men or women? and why?” All three
of the respondents, Muna, Hamso, and Hibo were women, and they agreed that there was
no significant difference in how they viewed men and women teachers. They all agreed
that it really depended more on what kind of teacher a person is and not as to whether
they are male or female. Hamso did question whether “maybe women are more kind and
higher standard, but when you are comparing to similar people it is hard to decide which
one is better than other.” All three of these students were currently in my class at the
time, which was a shared class between me, a male teacher, and my female co-teacher.
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This is also a question that was repeated in the semi-structured interviews that took place
after the journal writing had been completed. Responses to the interview questions
provided similar answers.
During interviews, students were asked to identify their ideal teacher, with a
follow up question as to what were the differences in having a male or female teacher?

Overall the responses were quite similar among all the participants. Most students agreed
that it did not matter whether they had a male or female teacher. Only one student, Sara,
felt that men were better suited as teachers. When naming characteristics of their ideal
teacher, many students were looking for a teacher who is honest, explains clearly, has
good pronunciation, is prepared, knowledgeable about the subject, and has a respectful
positive attitude. As the only student willing to suggest a male teacher as the ideal
teacher, Sara went on to clarify that she did not really think there was a difference but
that she was more comfortable with a male teacher. It is possible that her preference or
comfort of male teachers may be related to her educational history prior to moving to the
USA with mostly male teachers. All student participants described a high frequency of
male teachers in their histories.
There was no connection between the journal responses about the question of
intelligence and the interview question on teacher preference. One would think that if
you believe either men or women are more intelligent, the same would be true of male
and female teachers. However, that was not the case. Overall, students were far more
focused on traits of individual teachers rather than relying strictly along gender lines.

Main themes emerged from student journals and interview data in reference to
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student perceptions of teachers. In student interviews and journal responses, responses
did not follow the results of Young, Rush, and Shaw’s (2009) study of gender bias in
evaluations of university instructor’s teaching effectiveness. In describing educational
histories, it was revealing that for all students, the majority of their education experience
was with male teachers. However, students did not see gender as a predictor of teacher
effectiveness. In the study, only one student thought men were better suited as teachers.
All other student participants focused on the idea that good teaching depends on the
individual and not specifically on gender. Students identified characteristics of good
teaching that were not indicative of gender. Gender played more of a role in student
perceptions of each other.
Teacher Data
Six teachers agreed to participate in this study and were asked basic survey
questions related to their demographics, experience, and licensing. The results are
displayed in Table 3.2. Five of the six teachers were female and all were veteran teachers
of at least nine years or more. Five teachers had a K-12 ESL license with one holding an
ABE license. In addition to survey questions, teachers participating in the study were
emailed three questions designed to gather insight into their perceptions of working with
Somali students:
1. In your experience in working with Somali students, how has gender played a role
in learning and teaching?

2. Describe an incident in the classroom where you feel gender was a cause of
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complications?
3. How is the issue of gender different for your Somali students versus students you
work with from other cultural backgrounds?
Teachers were asked to spend about 20 minutes of their time in order to create their
written responses. A few themes emerged from the teacher responses: student-to-student
complications, student history and acculturation issues, and questions of teacher
credibility.
Student-to-Student Complications
Much of the teacher data collected from the writing prompts revolved around the
issue of Somali students working or relating to each other in class. At times, students’
expectations seem to be at odds with each other. When asked to provide an anecdote
related to Somali students and gender in the classroom, Maria and Leonora both
described having an issue with getting students to work together in class. Maria found
that “Somali students are most likely to sit and work together with other students of their
own gender and culture.” Leonora described an uncomfortable situation when a Somali
woman refused to work together in a partner activity with a man by “turning her body so
that her back was facing her partner during the activity.”
Amy shared the story of a Somali student who transferred from an evening class
to a day class and ended up leaving the program prematurely. Her story seemed similar to
examples the Stuart (2005) provided of prejudices students have amongst each other. In
Amy’s experience, she was witness to a conflict of gender within the Somali students in

her classes. The evening class was a mix of male and female East African and Latino
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students: “The feel of the class was very fast-paced and younger students.” The
composition of the morning class students was much different; primarily being made up
of “East African women with a few Latino and Vietnamese students.” She told the story
of Fatima, who “was a bit more westernized” wearing jeans and her hair out without a
traditional hijab. “She was an extrovert and made many many friends, male and female
in class. After about 3 months in the evening class, Fatima transferred to the morning
class. On the first day Fatima attended the morning class, she wore her typical attire,
jeans and a shirt, and had her hair uncovered. Upon returning to class the second day,
Fatima had changed her dress. She wore a skirt, a long sleeved shirt, and had her hair
covered. She was also much more "subdued" in class. She wasn't the extroverted student
she was while attending the evening class. She attended less regularly and soon dropped
out.” Amy tried to get an explanation from Fatima about her sudden exit from class, but
was unable to get a definitive answer. It was her opinion that it was the result of “the
pressure of the other Somali students on her to conform to the "standards" that may have
had her drop out. I realize this is only anecdotal data, but because the teacher and the
curriculum were the same and the only difference was the student makeup of the class, it
stood out to me.”
It seems as though the gender expectations for Fatima (and her evening
classmates) were at odds with those of her peers in the daytime class. She seemed to be
caught in between the traditional Somali understanding of gender norms and those of a
more westernized American culture. Unfortunately, the immediate impact on learning

was an abrupt exit from class. From Amy’s perspective, Fatima seemed to be a
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successful and well-liked student in her evening class. Although the pressures she might
have faced from her more conservative daytime classmates cannot be measured, it is
conceivable that the stresses of navigating a changing gender identity among students of
varying levels of acculturation has the potential to impact learning.
For teachers, gender seemed to be more of a prominent issue when discussing
Somali students than when discussing students of other cultures. Somali students were
seen as less likely to voluntarily interact with those of the opposite gender or differing
cultures. Twice Somali students were compared with Latino students, the other culture
largely represented at the school, in responses from Elizabeth and Jessica. Elizabeth
reasoned that because Latino students share their religion, Christianity, with the dominant
American culture, they were far less likely to have the differing gender roles that are
defined by the Islamic faith and thus conflicting with American culture. Jessica
continued to detail her perceptions on the disparity of formal education among her male
and female Somali students. “I think the difference in lack of formal education between
genders in Somali students is less prominent in other cultures. In my experiences, I have
found that the number of pre-literate male and female Latino students is about the same.
I don’t see the glaring gender differences in the educational histories as I see in the
Somali students. This might also reflect the fearless nature of many Somali women. I
think when Somali (students) arrive they can’t wait to enroll in school, typically, so you
see many pre-literate Somali students. It could be that some Latino pre-literate students
just aren’t enrolling as early, or at all.”

Student History and Acculturation Issues
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When commenting on the histories of their Somali students, teachers identified
distinct differences among their male and female students. Somali men were seen as
having been more likely to attend some sort of formal education than Somali women.
For Jessica, this meant that she saw many female students having their first formal
education experience in her classes. Coupled with the fact that the Somali language did
not have a formal written language until 1972 (Farid & McMahan, 2004), many of the
Somali women who entered Jessica’s class needed to “learn phonemic awareness to
eventually decode words and form sentences.” It may have even been the first time they
held a pencil. Maria thought that the classroom inexperience might lead to Somali
women being “less competitive and less confident in their own abilities.” For men,
Jessica and Maria saw a different set of issues. According to Maria, “Somali men can
sometimes be more aggressive and competitive with each other in the classroom, and also
much more confident in their skills and abilities.” Jessica perceived complications for
Somali men whose educations had been interrupted by civil war, which may have
induced “learning disabilities, post-traumatic stress disorder, and physical disabilities. I
often see male students who clearly have had English training in another country, but
have difficulties re-learning the content because of the lapse in time or other cognitive
and physical limitations.”
The topic of Somali men and women working together in class brought two
distinct perspectives from Amy and Maria. Amy commented that in the last few years of
working in higher level ESL classes she found that she was less likely to see “gender
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segregated” students. It was more likely that she would see both Somali men and women
working together in class. It was her opinion that this came from the idea that it was
much more likely in the upper-level classes to have students with a history of formal
education. Maria saw a different spectrum of younger versus older students. For her,
younger students were much more likely to work with students of the opposite gender
where older students were more likely to work with students of the same gender.
Another age-based observation came from Leonora and Amy noting the high status of
elder Somali men in class. According to Leonora, “I have occasionally seen young
Somali women show deference to Somali elder men in a way that suggested some
nervousness or intimidation.” Regardless of the source, either age based or education

based, it seems that what both teachers described is a dynamic transition along the path of
acculturation. Younger students and students at higher levels or with histories of formal
education were more likely seen as being further along the process of acculturation and
therefore more likely to participate in class with students belonging to other genders or
cultures. Alternatively, older students or students residing in lower-level classes with
little or no formal education in their background were more likely to encounter obstacles
related to gender.
Teacher Credibility
Elizabeth and Jessica provided examples of experiencing credibility issues among
their male Somali students. Elizabeth told of her experience being the program’s
orientation teacher and thus tasked with the responsibility of assessing students for initial
class placement as they enter into the program. She found that her credibility among
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Somali men was far less than it was among Somali women. She felt that, “because I am a
female teacher, male Somali students feel that if I recommend (and place) them in a class
below their desired level, that I must not know how to do my job. In the two years that I
have worked as the orientation teacher, I have had at least 10 students (all Somali men)
go straight to (administrators) with complaints that I do not understand how to place
them.”
Jessica found the differences in working with Somali women with little or no
formal education and Somali men with formal education in their histories to be her
biggest complication. She described this complication as exemplified in the differences
of learning styles between her less educated female Somali students and her more
educated male Somali students. She found difficulty among male Somali students when
it came to implementing pre-learning strategies such as discussing vocabulary and
grammar. “Some learners often view it as “chit-chat” and not formal English instruction.
I have to be very explicit and say that we are now studying grammar or some students
won’t even pay attention to the discussion, as they don’t see discussion as a way to learn
English. I have even said to students, ’please put your pencil down and look up,’ so that
they can hear an English explanation. Many Somali male students feel the most
comfortable learning English with a pencil in hand and copying. This can be very
frustrating as a language teacher, because we know that other teaching styles can be
much more effective.” Although the resistance Jessica’s male Somali students displayed
to her communicative and cooperative learning strategies might be explained by a
difference in learning styles, it also seems plausible that there is an undercurrent of

distrust or lack of credibility her students are showing her by their tacit reluctance to
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participate or follow her lead.
Although both Jessica and Elizabeth described complications among their male
Somali students, only Elizabeth specifically cited her own gender as the reason why.
Interestingly, Jessica attributed complications resulting from the academic differences
between her male and female Somali students and their differing classroom expectations.
Additional Results
Teachers overwhelmingly noted their understanding for some of the cultural
differences their Somali students brought into their classes. Many teachers recognized
that their Somali students had different gender relations among men and women. Female
teachers described how they were conscious of how men and women are not allowed to
touch and therefore female teachers were not inclined to offer a handshake to a male
student unless the student was the one to initiate it. Being aware of spatial proximity was
also a priority so as not to make students feel uncomfortable.
Lastly, Shawn could not provide the specifics of an incident he had, but he
reflected on the awareness he had from an uncomfortable encounter with a Somali man in
his class. “I can remember feeling slightly uncomfortable when a Somali man hinted
during a discussion that women had a certain place in society and that they may not be
equal to men. This hinting was not obvious enough even to comment on really, but it
was more of a sense I got from his words. It may have referred to taking care of children,
cooking or cleaning---I can't really remember.” Shawn’s uncomfortable feeling or sense
likely came from his personal feelings of gender equality at odds with his student’s
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perceptions of male dominance. Shawn’s example helps to provide evidence of a gender
dilemma in a situation that teachers may be forced into yet unprepared at the time to
address. The decision to avoid a confrontation with a student may be just as internally
taxing to a teacher’s personal beliefs as to addressing the student head on. Shawn’s

internal struggle demonstrates the possible complexities teachers face when working with
students whose beliefs on gender are so opposed to their own.
This chapter reported on the data collected from both students and teachers. First,
student data from journal writing and semi-structured interviews was detailed among four
themes: identity, gender roles, perceptions of intelligence and gender, and teacher quality
and gender. Student survey data showed that only three students had uninterrupted
educational histories and were able to graduate from high school or had some postsecondary schooling. Educational backgrounds were similar and that most of the
limitations were seen not to be based on gender but were economic. Overall, students
seemed to put aside notions that gender might be an obstacle in the classroom but hinted
that gender separation was more comfortable. Teacher data collected from emailed
writing prompts was also described. It identified three main themes including: studentto-student complications, student history and acculturation issues, and questions of
teacher credibility. In the following chapter, I will reflect on the major findings of the
study as well as limitations and implications for further study.

CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
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Much of the literature reviewed for this study included participants who were not
adult students, but rather adolescents. In literature reviewed relating to adults, the adults
were not specifically Somali. Additionally, not all teachers in the studies were teachers
of ABE classes. Due to the unique question of this study of looking at the potential
impacts of Somali student and native English speaking (NES) teacher perceptions of
gender on learning in the adult ESL classroom, little research exists aimed specifically at
gender concerns surrounding adult Somali students. This study sought to fill the gap to
help discover how perceptions of gender may potentially impact learning in the adult
ESL classroom for Somali students so that teachers may be more informed of gender’s
potential impact in the classroom.
Major Findings from Student Data
Results of the student data collected for this study showed that students’
perceptions of gender seem to be changing. The educational histories of all students
showed that they had been accustomed to mix-gendered classrooms similar to those
found in the USA, although classes were almost always lead by a male teacher.
Interrupted schooling was found to be a reality for many students. Students interviewed
for this study made no overt claims to the idea that gender made a significant impact on
their classroom experience. Students claimed to be content with the idea of working
across gender lines in class with male or female teachers and students even though in
describing their histories, they had mostly experienced having male teachers and reported
being more comfortable sitting next to students of the same gender. This contradiction
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may stem from students’ understanding of the gender equal norms of my classroom and
their reluctance to initially cite explicit opposing views. This contradiction may

potentially impact learning in the classroom where teachers are implementing cooperative
learning strategies and students may be hesitant to work across gender lines. It may also
be reasonable to assume that some Somali students new to ABE ESL classrooms might
find working with a female teacher to be a new experience and possibly a challenge.
Students also described great changes in their gender roles in their lives in the
USA confirming the findings of Gordon (2004) and Morgan (1998). Men were described
as losing their status as family leaders as economic realities have forced families into a
more shared economic responsibility. Women described their lives as having more
opportunity available to them as compared to their lives in Somalia and for most, they
relished in their new identities. Impacts in the classroom may change over time as
students’ roles continue to change. Certainly, access to schooling may be new for many
female students as opportunities in Africa may not have been as available. Additionally,
comments from teachers about the elevated status of elder Somali men in class may be a
factor. It is possible that as there are shifting perceptions of gender roles or identities, the
elevated status of elder Somali men may erode over time leading classroom dynamics
between Somali students to shift. There will be a potential for conflict or dissonance
among students who have grown accustomed to new roles and students who hold true to
conservative ones. Possible evidence of this was given by Amy in her description of a
student she felt was shunned from her class.

Major Findings from Teacher Data
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In some ways results from teacher data seemed to both conflict and confirm the
results collected from student data. Teachers provided anecdotal evidence to suggest that
gender was an important issue for their Somali students in regards to working with other
students and working with teachers. Just as Johnson (2003) had outlined the concerns she
experienced with a mentee teacher pairing students into same-gender groups, the issue of
student collaboration among genders was also problematic for teachers in this study,
especially among lower-level classes. The biggest theme to arrive from the teacher data
was the idea of a continuum or spectrum (lower-level/less education to higherlevel/higher education) of problematic student issues related to gender along the dynamic
process of acculturation.
Jessica brought up the idea that the huge disparities in the educational
backgrounds of male and female students were a large source of the conflict in
differences between the classroom expectations of male and female students. She saw
instances of this to be more prevalent among her lower-level classes. Amy suggested that
issues related to students working across gender and cultural lines in the lower-level
classes were different than those in the higher-level classes, where students in the higherlevel classes were possibly more westernized. I think the reality is that both teachers are
likely both describing issues related to the acculturation process. Saville-Troike (1996)
describes the difficulty of acculturation in terms of the dynamic struggle of inconsistency
for immigrants between their native speech community and culture and their second-

language speech community and culture. Saville-Troike (1996) explained the
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complexities second language students have in the process as:
Degree of identification and participation in the second language speech
community is likely to vary tremendously depending on the age of entry, the
attitudes and expectations of extant community members toward assimilation, and
educational and employment opportunities or limitations; in other words,
functioning effectively within a speech community does not depend merely on
language. (p.359)
Acculturation is a process, and teachers identified concerns among students who were at
different stages. There is likely a great difference between the new incoming students in
the program in the lower-level classes, to the students in the higher-level classes who
have either had previous formal schooling or have been in their current program for many
years. Unfortunately, collecting data from lower-level students was beyond the scope of
this study. Therefore the only student voices heard in this study were those of the higherlevel students with the aptitude to express themselves in written and spoken English.
A couple of female teachers also expressed a concern with a seeming lack of
credibility they had with some of their male Somali students. There was no
accompanying student data to back this up other than one female student expressing her
opinion that men made better teachers. However, it is possible that these teacher
perceptions may possess the power to color teacher expectations of students. If female
teachers somehow carry the expectation that they hold less credibility among their male
Somali students, this perception might possibly color the teacher-student relationship in

53

adverse ways, such as with student achievement. For example, teachers might lower their
expectations when working with male Somali students or be more hesitant and restrained
than they would be working with female students. Of course this might then create
apathy in the student toward their investment in the class and thus result in lowered
achievement or even premature exit from class.
Data collected from teachers seemed to indicate that adult Somali students’
comfort level with gender sits on a continuum between lower-level to higher-level
students. Teachers expressed their opinions that issues of gender concerning adult
Somali students in lower-level classes seemed to differ from students in higher-level
classes. More significant gaps in classroom expectations among male and female Somali
students were observed in lower levels. Students in the higher-level classes were seen as
more likely to work cooperatively among students of differing genders and cultures than
in the lower-level classes. This gives further credibility to Norton’s (2000) notion that
language learner identity is constructed over time and space. Assuming that students in
the lower-level classes are more likely to be newer to education and/or English classes, as
they progress through the higher-level classes they seem to be more aware or comfortable
with westernized notions of gender equality. This study never set out to find unequivocal
results, which would conclude male students are “X” and female students are “Y.” From
the outset this study, I realized that I was gathering data at a moment in time for students
and teachers who are constantly changing their dynamic perceptions of the world as they
experience it. Such is the case that this study was only able to gather the perceptions of
higher-level students.

Implications
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The results of this study have implied that gender may have an impact on learning
among NES teachers and Somali students inside the adult ESL classroom. Teachers in
this study felt that there was a difference in how their Somali students saw gender.
Teachers were concerned about the ability of Somali students to work cooperatively in
class with students of other genders and cultures. It seems that there is a perceived higher
degree of cooperative learning participation among adult Somali students with deeper
educational histories or longer exposure to American culture than among students just
entering the program or new to formal education (in general) and in the USA. It would
be unfortunate if teachers were to limit adult Somali students’ exposure to the benefits of
cooperative learning opportunities due to difficulties with student participation. There is
also the possibility that female teachers may feel as though they are seen as less credible
teachers to their male Somali students. There is a potential for this disconnect between
teacher and student expectations to become an obstacle for student achievement. One
way to bridge this gap is for the topic of gender expectations to be explicitly identified in
class. Second language classrooms normally provide students with a safe place to gain
insight into sensitive aspects of American culture. Role-playing, reading, and discussion
of some of the differences in expectations related to gender should be integrated into the
class curriculum.
Knowledge needs to be shared among teachers and institutions responsible for
the education of adult Somali students in order to address the potential conflicts gender
may impose on their classrooms. Farid and McMahan’s (2004) Accommodating and
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Educating Somali Students in Minnesota Schools is a great start, but it is insufficient in its
lack of focus on the concerns involving adult students. Teachers, especially teachers who
are new to working with adult Somali students, need to be prepared that gender may
impact learning in cases such as with the implementation of cooperative learning
strategies and a potential credibility gap which may exist among female teachers and
their adult male Somali students. It would be a detriment to students for teachers to give
up on the idea of employing cooperative learning strategies in class due to possible
reluctance or hesitancy on behalf of students to participate.
Limitations
There were many limitations involved in this study. At the outset I realized that
my own gender would play a role as I collected data. How willing and honest were male
and female students being with me as I asked questions of them related to gender? It is
possible having a female teacher involved in interviews may have created a significant
difference in reported data. Additionally, the nature of self-reporting makes it difficult to
ensure validity. This study is also only a compilation of data gathered by thirteen
participants, which makes the generalizability of findings impossible to make across a
larger population of students and teachers.
I was originally hoping to find some parity in equal numbers of male and female
students and teachers. Unfortunately the reality of the composition of students in my
classes, time constraints, and the limited availability of male teachers willing to
participate made it difficult to gather a significant number of male voices.
Lastly, as I pointed out before, the student participants in this study came from the

higher-level classes in a particular adult evening program. In no way can these seven
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students begin to represent all adult Somali students especially when it has been
suggested that even just within our program, there may be vast differences among the
attitudes and aptitudes of newly incoming lower-level students.
Recommendations for Further Study
There are many unanswered questions left in understanding how gender may
impact learning among Somali students and NES teachers in the adult ESL classroom.
This study seems to only scratch at the surface of how gender issues might be playing out.
As the prior section on limitations suggests, there are still many gaps to cover. Further
studies should try to recognize the scope or spectrum of Somali students at all levels of
English. Students were required to have a higher functional level of English in order to
provide responses to writing prompts and interview questions in English. Further studies
should try to access critical data from pre-literacy or lower-level students through data
collection in the Somali language.
I also see the importance to further investigating how male and female Somali
students are performing in ABE programs. It would be possible to examine male and
female student achievement and retention data to see how students are responding or
taking advantage of the ABE classes offered to them. How many male and female
Somali students go on to GED or diploma programs? How many male and female
Somali students show progress through the standardized assessments used in ABE

programs? Achievement and retention data may expose differences in how male and
female Somali students are utilizing educational opportunities. Answers to these

questions may help institutions better serve a community of learners with distinct
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differences in educational histories.
Final Reflection
I set out on this study to seek answers to what happened in a critical incident
involving a co-teacher. I was looking for insight into what factors might have been
responsible for events unfolding as they did. My curiosity was piqued when a Somali
coworker suggested that teacher gender might have played a role in what happened
between my female co-teacher and our female Somali students. Although I did not find
any conclusive results to the questions I had about that incident, I came closer to
understanding some of the contributing factors. Amy’s story on the unfortunate early
withdrawal of her student Fatima, showed the power students had over influencing each
other. It is unclear as to whether that influence over Fatima was from other female
students or male students, but I suspect that sort of influence may have also been at play
in the incident with my co-teacher as the affected student was able to rally so many other
students to her aid. It was also interesting to read Hibo’s description of women’s superior
intelligence to men. She described the ability of women to change a man’s mind. I
wonder if this ability of manipulation may have also contributed to the incident.
I was enlightened by the rich data my students provided to this study. I felt as
though I had an opportunity to look through a window into the changing perceptions of
gender that my students are struggling with as they live through the acculturation process
and development of a second language. Frankly, I was surprised to hear of how at peace
many of the students had of the significant changes they are experiencing and how open
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they were for change. Jamal surprised me with his comments on his openness to a more

shared sense of leadership between men and women as opposed to a conservatively male
centered dominance. Students with children commented on how they enjoy the vast
array of possibilities that exist for both their male and female children.
For the entirety of the eight years I have been teaching, I have primarily been
teaching higher-level students in an adult ESL program. Having the opportunity to ask
critical questions of respected colleagues who have greater experience among multiple
levels and contexts was enlightening, and another lesson in the importance of sharing
critical knowledge among teachers. I continue to be inspired by the amazing stories of
my students. I hope that all teachers might have the opportunity to sit down with each of
their students for a 20-30 minute interview to learn more about the remarkable lives their
students have lived. The courage students displayed in the telling of their life histories is
awe-inspiring and I am grateful that their generosity of spirit will continue to help both
teachers and students understand the complexities of gender in the classroom.
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APPENDIX A: STUDENT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Student Interview Questions
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1. Describe your ideal teacher.
a. What are the differences in having a male/female teacher?
2. Describe school before coming to the USA.
a. How is it different from school in the USA?
b. Were there any limits in school for you in Somalia as a man/woman?
c. Are there any limits in school for you in America as a man/woman?
3. Who do you prefer to work with in class, male or female students? Why?
a. (Follow up if needed) Are there any difficulties in working with a
man/woman?
b. Who are you most comfortable sitting next to? Why?

4. How is your life as a man/woman in the USA different than living in Somalia?
a. Have your ideas of what it means to be a man/woman changed after living
in the USA?
b. (If you have children) How do you see your children’s lives as different
from your own?
1. How will life be different for your children?
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APPENDIX B: STUDENT SURVEY
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Student Survey

1. What is your age?
2. Male/Female?
3. How long have you lived in the USA?

4. Do you have any school age children?

5. Do you work outside the home?

6. Before moving to the USA, what schools did you attend?

What was the last year of school you completed?
Did you go to all boys’ schools or all girls’ school or was there a mix of students?

7. After coming to the USA, what schools have you attended?

What was the last year of school you completed?
Did you go to all boys’ schools or all girls’ school or was there a mix of students?
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APPENDIX C: TEACHER SURVEY
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Teacher Survey

1. Male/Female?

2. How long have you been teaching?

3. How long have you been teaching Somali students?

4. What is the subject area of your teaching license?
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