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Gender and mathematics: what can
research tell us about how we teach

mathematics to boys and girls?
Aims of the project

The project had three quite distinct aims:

(1) to identify from existing research literature what is known about gender differences in learning mathematics at secondary
school - no attempt was made to establish any new insights;

(2) to elicit, through interviews, the perceptions that a group of mathematics teachers had concerning the impact of gender
on learning mathematics; and

(3) to use the contrasts and similarities between the findings of the research and the outcomes of the interviews, as a
stimulus for the development of classroom teaching.

Context

The study was conducted in one secondary school (850 pupils) by the Head of Mathematics, and involved interviews with seven
colleagues all of whom were actively involved in teaching Mathematics from Years 7-13. The study took place over a period of
two school terms, and gave rise to a subsequent programme of practical modifications to the department’s teaching strategies.

Research methods

The research adopted three phases: literature review, informal semi-structured interviews with all the teachers in the
mathematics department, and action-research based on the written findings of the earlier work. 

Conclusion

Research evidence frequently confirms, and occasionally contradicts, the intuitive judgements of experienced practitioners.
This can be used, across many fields of educational research, as a vehicle to promote professional dialogue about
classroom practice. Such dialogue is seen as a pre-requisite of effective change across a group of staff, and in this instance
led to significant changes in teaching practice.

Suggestions for further reading

Three recommended titles for information on gender differences in learning:

Arnot, M. Gray, J. James, M. Rudduck, J. and Duveen, G. (1998)

Recent Research on Gender and Educational Performance

OFSTED Reviews of Research.

London: The Stationery Office.

Boaler, J. (1997)

Experiencing School Mathematics: Teaching Styles, Sex and Setting.

Buckingham: Open University Press.

Head, J. (1995)

Gender Identity and Cognitive Style.

Paper presented at UNESCO/ULIE colloquium ‘Is there a pedagogy for girls?’

London: UNESCO.
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