
Abstract 

Equal access to education does not necessarily ensure equal educational 
experiences of opportunities within the classroom. This paper examines 
classroom interaction patterns within an elementary school attached to a 
Nigerian university; it explores whether these interactions vary by 
student gender, level in school, or teacher gender. The paper concludes 
with a discussion which focuses on the impact of classroom interactions 
on academic achievement and career choice. 
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Educational Opportunities and Life Chances: 
Gender Differentiation Within A Nigerian Elementary School 

Equal access to education has been a recurrent theme in c:onparative 
literature. Yet even when schools approach parity in enrollment rates, this 
fact has not ensured equal educational experiences or opportunities within the 
classroom for both boys and girls. Students may have the opportunity to 
attend school, but this may not extend to equal involvement in classroom 
academic activities or levels of teacher reinforcement. Furthennore, 
inequities within the classroom may have not only immediate but also long-term 
effects. Specifically, students' academic achievement and career expectations 
may be closely tied to the type of educational opportunities experienced 
within the classroom, and those academic interactions may be related more to 
gender than ability. '!his paper will address these issues by examining the 
patterns of gender differentiation found within an elementary school attached 
to a Nigerian university: an elementary school with a high level of 
excellence ~ to other local elementary schools, and one which achieved 
parity in male/female student enrollment. 

Why Does Inequality in Education Occur? 

Is Inequality Due to a Lack of Educational Access? 

Patterns of unequal access and utilization of schooling are found in much 
of the literature on '!hird World women's education. Anderson and Bowman's 
analysis (1980) of various studies indicates that girls have less schooling 
than boys, that this gender disparity increases at higher levels of education, 
and that girls tend to come from families of higher socioeconomic status than 
boys. 

Emphasis on the issue of accessibility has also been the focus of various 
studies (UNESCXl 1975, 1980; Deble 1980) which have tried to pinpoint causes 
for lack of female educational access. '!hese reports suggest the need to 
overcome unfavorable opmlOns toward the education of girls, the 
implementation of more relevant educational programs for girls, and the need 
for more role models employed within the modern sector. 

Is Inequality a Function of In-School Processes? 

'!he literature on '!hird World women not only underscores patterns and 
possible causes for unequal access to education, but also suggests that when 
girls do obtain access, they continue to receive gender-differentiated 
knowledge. Foster and Clignet's (1966) study on students in the Ivory Coast 
reveals that even though female students corne from higher social and economic 
status families than boys, they remain concentrated in low-status secondary 
schools and often take clerical and domestic science courses. ' 

'!hus, even if females achieve equal access to educational institution, 
they can still experience inequality through various in-school processes which 
bring about socialization and the inequitable distribution of knowledge. It 
is unclear exactly how these school processes function. Finn, Reis, and 
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Dolberg (1980) posit that the unequitable distribution of knowledge and the 
s=ialization occurring in schools are a function of several factors which nay 
influence girls' aspirations. 'lheir argument includes: differential 
interaction patterns between teachers and students by gender, lack of suitable 
role models within the school, and transmitted messages within the curriculum 
and texts. 

The ability of African schools to nake an impact on gender equality will 
largely depend on whether girls are exposed to the same formal and hidden 
curricula, standards, and options as boys. Eliou's (1973) work on the 
education of girls in the Ivory Coast, Upper Volta, and Senegal suggests that 
social equality for girls is not simply dependent on access, but on whether 
schooling is differentiated by gender. She posits that girls are not only 
discriminated against in selection, but once access to schooling is achieved, 
female students are exposed to even greater disadvantages through the 
differential distribution of knowledge in secondary school. Eliou states that 
girls' eagerness to learn, to gain qualification, and to do creative work is 
usually stifled in the first cycle of secondary school, where they are 
relegated to a general education cycle or technical education ert1fhasizing 
clerical or hame economics skills. 

My study presents this differential process not simply a product of 
secondary education but as a process which nay be established during the 
latter part of elementary school. And as the study takes place in one of the 
better elementary schools in the area, the fact that girls have obtained 
access to quality education nay not necessarily imply access to equal 
educational opportunities. Beyond the issues of access, however, this paper 
also focuses on another set of questions concerning the effects of gender­
differentiated education on the achievement levels and career expectations of 
those girls who experience them. 

University Staff School Environment 

'lhe drive for universal prinary education (UPE) for all Nigerian children 
has not necessarily included equal educational opportunities. "In Nigeria, 
same schools are reserved for children of certain classes of people (such as 
university staff schools) ... and those schools charge high fees ... provide quite 
luxurious accommodations when corrpared with those other schools ... and enjoy 
adequate staffing" (Dubey, Edem, and 'lhakur 1979:13). 

'lhe field research for this study was conducted in an elementary school 
established and supported by a university located in western Nigeria. 'lhe 
school (which will be called University Staff School) fell well within the 
parameters of a "reserved school," as it was established to provide on-carrpus 
quality schooling from kindergarten through sixth grade (or level) for 
children of university staff and faculty. 

Organization. Staffing and curriculum 

During the 1983-84 school year University Staff School had an enrollment 
of 1,133 students, 51 percent of which were female. 'lhe staff consisted of 40 
teachers (one-third female), a heachnistress from Great Britain, a nale 
assistant headmaster, one nale and two female secretaries, and a nale 
accountant. 
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with the exception of kindergarten arrl level one, all classes were taught 
by a variety of subject specialist teachers. In levels two through six, 
students remained in one classroom while teachers rotated a=rding to a 
weekly fixed schedule. All students within an assigned room atterrled the same 
classes, arrl all students in particular grade level studied the same 
subjects. No electives or special schedules for individual students were 
available. This uniformity between classes was also noted between grade 
levels, with the same subjects begin taught at each level. Every student at 
University Staff School studied English, nath, social studies, science, Bible 
knowledge, the Yoruba language, health, P.E., arrl art. Upper elementary 
students also studied French. 

Co!Tpared with other local elementary schools observed, University Staff 
School had a well qualified faculty. Many teachers were graduates of a 
government teacher training college (the equivalent of an America junior 
college), with teaching certificates in elementary education or a subject 
specialization. A few teachers had obtained advanced teacher training 
certificates or Baocalaureate degrees in a subject natter area. 

University Staff School facilities were also far superior to those 
observed in surrounding schools. Classrooms were airy arrl constructed of 
sturdy cement block. Indoor plumbing, electric lights, and fans were found in 
each block of classrooms. The school also had science labs, art rooms, a well 
stocked library, an assembly hall, a comfortable staff room, arrl 
administrative offices. 

Patterns of Classroom Interaction 

The previous discussion suggests that, at least in the case of "reserved 
schools," Nigerian girls have achieved both equal access to quality schooling 
arrl curricular offering. A=rcting to official school attendance dOCLnl\ents, 
in the 1983-84 school year girls comprised 48 percent of all level one 
students, arrl 51 percent of all level six students (University staff School 
1983); however, this does not necessarily illlply that girls also experienced 
equal educational opportunities within those classrooms. 

This paper discusses observed patterns of classroom participation in 
levels two and six of University Staff School, arrl compares them with academic 
outcomes arrl student expectations to determine if differential treatment 
within the classroom exists, arrl whether it appears related to achievement 
levels arrl career expectations. 

Methodology 

One hundred hours of classroom observation at University Staff School 
between October 1983 arrl February 1984 were divided equally between level two 
arrl level six classes. Data were collected during regularly scheduled 
classes. Also, each student within the observed classes was asked to complete 
a brief questionnaire which included questions regarding career expectations. 

'liNo of the five level two classrooms were observed. This sample included 
81 students (48 percent female) with an average age of 6.5 years. They were 
taught by 13 different subject specialist teachers, including five females. 
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'IWo of the four level six classrooms were observed. The sample included 
74 students (49 percent female) with an average age of 10 years. They were 
taught by 11 different subject specialist teachers, including two females. 

To diminish the possible effects of an observer's presence on teacher and 
student behaviors, two steps were taken. First, before any observations were 
formally recorded the observer visited each of the four classrooms for two 
weeks, allowing students and teachers to become accustomed to her presence as 
time passed the observer became less and less a focal point of attention, with 
only sinple salutations exchanged during the latter part of the second week. 
A second approach to lessen the effect of an observer on class activities and 
behaviors was to extend formal observations over a relatively long period of 
time, making it more difficult to maintain unusual practices and behaviors. 
In total, more than twenty weeks were spent in formal observation activities 
within the selected classrooms. 

As each class proceeded, the observer noted the frequency and type of 
classroom interaction by student gender. Classroom interactions were recorded 
under four main categories. The first, "Academic Interactions," included 
notations each time a student was called on by the teacher to answer or ask a 
question, engage in boardwork, reading, or recitation, or to contribute to a 
classroom discussion. A particular interaction with a student (e.g. 
questioning) was only recorded once, regardless of the length or repetition of 
the activity. Further notations were recorded only after the teacher had 
either selected another student, or had altered the type of interaction 
engaged in (e.g. the teacher changed the same student's activity fram oral 
recitations to boardwork) . 

The second category, "Positive Academic Reinforcement," included notations 
each time a teacher responded in a positive manner to a student's academic 
interaction. These ranged fram sinple affirmative comments such as "good," or 
"fine work," to more lengthy statements such as "Kofi' s paper was the best. 
The rest of you should study hard like Kofi." This instrument also included a 
section for positive teacher feedback regarding students' good behavior, but 
this interaction was never observed. 

The third category , "Negative Academic Reinforcement," included notations 
each time a teacher responded in a negative manner to a student's academic 
interactions. These included teacher statements such as "no," "incorrect," or 
"Go and sit down. You cannot do these problems correctly." 

The fourth category, "Negative Behavior Reinforcement," included notations 
each time a teacher responded in a negative manner to a student's classroom 
behavior. Conunents such as "stop talking," or "You are acting like a fool. 
sit down and shut your mouth!" were recorded under this category. The method 
for recording the frequency of teacher feedback was the same as that used for 
recording the frequency of classroom academic interactions. 

In addition to this rather quantitative approach, the observer also 
recorded extensive field notes which more fully describe the type of classroom 
interactions and activities engaged in by students and teachers. These 
included extended notations on teaching methods, classroom management 
techniques, sequences of class activities, and verbatiln recording of oral 
exchanges between teacher and students. 
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'Ihis paper first discusses the COIlIbined interactions observed in all 
classes. It then asks if classroom interactions vary depending on student 
gender, level in school, or teacher gender. Finally, the discussion focuses 
on the irrg?act of classroom interactions on academic achievement and career 
choice. 

Observed Classroom Interactions 

A harsh and austere abrosphere, sprinkled with moments of physical pain 
and mental anguish, were the observer's most lasting inpressions of the rigid 
teacher-centered classroom observed at University Staff School. statistics 
(see Table 1) which reveal that only half of the children present ever 
participated in classroom academic interactions, while one-fifth of all 
children present received positive reinforcement and one-third received 
negative reinforcement, sinply underscore the message of student marginality 
and negation which permeated the classroom environment. 'Ihe following 
passage, exe:rpted from field notes, more clearly captures the austere and 
teacher-centered nature of the school. 

As the EngliSh class began, the aide yelled for students to be quiet, 
while the teacher casually entered and left the classroom several times. 
later, as the teacher wrote the lesson on the board, she continually told 
students to "shut your mouths and face the front." 'Ihe teacher instructed the 
class orally on verbs while chewing a large piece of gum. After the students 
had orally supplied all answers to a particular exercise, the teacher 
announced that they were to copy those same sentences into their exercise 
books. As the aid threw the exercise books on the floor for students to 
collect, the teacher yelled "no noise" and left the room. later as the aide 
sat at a desk repairing her shoe, the teacher re-entered the noisy classroom 
and said "Foolish children! You better stop talking and do your work. If you 
finish early you will do more!" 

Neither the teacher nor the aide circulated about the classroom to help 
students. Rather, they sinply chatted at the teacher's desk and waited for 
children to approach them with conpleted assignments. After reprimanding one 
girl for leaving a line between each sentence, the teacher again walked out 
and left the aide to mark the students' exercise books. 'Ihe aide engrossed in 
marking, terrporarily ignored restless students who had nothing to do after 
submitting their exercise books. Students wrestled, fought, or chased each 
other about the classroom with increasing abandon. Occasionally, the aide set 
aside her marking activities, and hit misbehaving students on the head with a 
belt. Yet, the physical punishment did little to inpede the growing level of 
disorder, which continued until the P.E. teacher arrived to begin class 
(Birainah 1984b). 

While the pedagogical merits of particular class management techniques or 
instructional methodologies are not the focus of this paper, it is inportant 
to ask if all students experienced similar patterns of negation and 
marginality within their classes. Specifically, this paper asks whether 
student gender or grade level significantly affects the level and quality of 
educational opportunities available to University staff School. 

When the qualitative field notes and statistical data are examined on the 
basis of student gender and grade level, it becomes apparent that not all 
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students who have obtained access to university staff School necessarily 
encountered the same educational opportunities. Patterns of gender 
differentiation which were negligible during the early years of schooling 
become Il\Ore visible towards the end of the elementary school program. 

As the data in Table 2 indicate, observed gender bias within level two 
classes was nearly non-existent when patterns of academic interactions and 
teacher reinforcement were taken into a=unt. For exanple, 41 percent of the 
girls and 42 percent of the boys participated in academic interactions, while 
19 percent of the girls and 18 percent of the boys received positive feedback 
regarding those interactions. 'Ihe level of negative feedback for academic 
interactions was exactly the same for girls and boys -- 13 percent. 

In the following excerpt from level two field notes we find little gender­
differentiation apparent in the observed English class, though there was a 
significant aIlIOunt of harshness and negation directed toward all students by 
the teacher. 

As the level two English class began, the teacher walked in with a sullen 
expression on his face. He told the students he did not like the way they 
said "good Il\Orning" and ridiculed them for not calling him by his proper 
name. He then notices some students consuming snacks at their desks and 
asked, "Are you in the market?" 

Before beginning his story about an orphan, he hit a boy on the head for 
not paying attention. After COl1pleting his story the teacher selected one boy 
to corne before the class and tell a story. While the boy preceeded to tell a 
very long tale, the teacher paced in and out of the classroom, occasionally 
knocking boys and girls on the head for not paying attention. Finally he 
interrupted the boy and said "Okay, thank you very much." 'Ihe teacher then 
said he wanted to pick from aIlIOng the girls. After a very quiet girl told her 
story in front of the class, the teacher remarked, "Your story was very good 
though I couldn't hear you." 'Ihe class ended when the teacher told them all 
to go out and buy books so that they could tell better stories (Biraimah 
1983C). 

'Ihough boys and girls in level two classes shared equally in the sparse 
amount of academic interactions and teacher feedback regarding these 
activities, students, especially boys, experienced a relatively high level of 
behavior negations and reprimands by their teachers. sixteen percent of the 
girls, but 30 percent of the boys received reprimands and physical punislunent 
for behavior deemed inappropriate by their teachers. 

'Ihese negative aspects of schooling, which were so frequently a factor in 
level two classes, appeared to be internalized by some of the students. In 
the following excerpt from observer field notes of a level two Yoruba class, 
we find that students who played "school" often repeated the physical and 
verbal abuse experiences in class. 

When the Yoruba teacher left her level two class fifteen minutes early, 
the boys began beating up each other, as well as several nearby girls. '!hen 
one boy decided to play the role of a ponp:>us teacher. He yelled at three 
female "students" while beating them on the head. Sustained violence against 
pupils was exhibited by the teacher who hit them on the head with a strap, 
destroyed their papers, and kicked their lunch boxes (Biraimah 1983b). 
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While the number of academic interactions are greater in level six than in 
two classes, and the amount of negative behavior problems in level six are 
less than in level two (could these factors be negatively associated?), we 
find that girls and boys in level six classes no longer experienced the same 
educational opportunities. For example, 51 percent of the girls, but 62 
percent of the boys, became involved in classroom activities, while 19 percent 
of the girls but 27 percent of the boys received positive reinforcement of 
these activities. There were no significant differences in the amount of 
negative teacher feedback for academic or behavioral inappropriateness. 'Ihis 
pattern of gender-differentiation which underscores female marginality and 
negative qualities is evident in the following excerpt fram field notes taken 
in a level six math class. 

D.lring a brief quiz at the beginning of class, one male student was 
pointed out to the class as being "a very intelligent boy" for finding an 
error in the teacher's quiz. later the teacher openly accused a girl of 
copying and took away her quiz. When the quiz was corrpleted the teacher told 
a female student to collect all of the exercise books, and then she was asked 
to find a eraser for a male student who was working a problem at the board. 
later the teacher initiated an oral discussion of the problems and called on a 
girl who did not know the correct answer. '!:he entire class laughed at her, 
but later cheered a male student who corrpleted the problem co=ectly (Birairnah 
1983d). 

'Ihe previous excerpt suggests that level six boys often became classroom's 
academic "stars," while level six girls were assigned "housekeeping" chores or 
received messages about their intellectual inadequacies. Yet, it was also 
observed that level six girls often did not participate in even these less 
meaningful activities and interactions, but silllply became invisible spectators 
along the classroom sidelines. '!:he following classroom description 
underscores the data by suggesting that female students remained relatively 
invisible in class, while male students received most of the teachers' tilne 
and attention. 

As the teacher entered the classroom all students stood and greeted him. 
After a boy cleaned the board and gave the teacher chalk and an eraser, he 
wrote math problems on the board. After spending nearly half an hour 
demonstrating one problem, the teacher called on two boys to work similar 
problems at the board and then asked students to practice additional problems 
at their desks. As the teacher walked about the roam checking the students' 
work, he made a misbehaving boy kneel at the back of the class. '!:he teacher 
then hit another boy on the back for staring at the kneeling boy. Four boys 
and four girls were selected by the teacher to collect, and later 
redistribute, the exercise books. 'Ihe teacher then called on another boy to 
work a problem at the board, and as he came forward, the class was told that 
"he always did well in math." '!:he class soon ended, after the teacher praised 
the boy for his co=ect answer (Birairnah 1984d) . 

'!:he statistical and qualitative results from the University staff School 
study illIply that students receive different levels of educational 
opportunities a=rding to their grade level and gender. Teachers involved 
more students in academic interactions as they progressed to higher grade 
levels. Gender-biased educational experiences, while less prevalent in lower 
levels of schooling, became more obvious during the final year of elementary 
school. 
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Yet this pattern of gender differentiation, firmly in place by the end of 
elementary school, may not simply be a function of formal education; rather, 
it may reflect in part, a traditional socialization pattern found within the 
broader Nigerian context. 

Earlier research concerning girls' education in Nigeria has suggested 
that, while progress had been made in improving female a=ess rates to 
schooling, there are many forces within the Nigerian social and cultural 
context which affected girls' educational opportunities and experiences 
(Muckenhirn 1966). Research posits that traditional attitudes concerning 
women's roles within Nigerian society, coupled with austere economic 
realities, often precluded or tenninated a daughter's educational 
opportunities. Recent studies have looked for variations between ethnic 
groups, as well as in external economic factors, such as the recent oil boom 
and its impact on attitudes toward education. Csapo's (1981) work on the 
Hausa-Muslim societies of nothern Nigeria, for exaIlple, suggests that parents 
may allow their daughters to receive a little education, but only enough to 
make them satisfactory housewives who remain obedient to their parents and 
husbands. 

As we note that patterns of gender differentiation become more pronounced 
by the end of elementary school, we should keep in mind that formal education 
may reflect the larger socialization process which has historically limited 
female participation. 

variance in Classroom Interactions by Teacher Gender 

'Ihough patterns of socialization may be difficult to alter, it is 
imperative for educators who are intent on minimizing gender inequality to 
examine factors within schools that might reinforce such gender 
differentiation. Toward this end our discussion now focuses on one such 
factor, that of teacher gender and its possible link to inequalities within 
the classroom. 

• When one entered a classroom at University staff School, particularly at 
level six, it became apparent that teacher gender was often related to the 
mood of the class. 'Ihough not <Nery teacher's classroom management and 
teaching techniques could be categorized in this manner, the. observer noted 
that female teachers I classes were frequently less austere and harsh than male 
teachers' classes, with necessary corrections of academic work and behavior 
conducted in a less threatening manner. 

For exanple, during a l<Nel six English class the female teacher first 
called upon all the boys to read in unison, while the girls listened. '!hen 
the roles were reversed. After reading in class, the students were given time 
to work at their desks on a written assignment. When they had finished one 
girl was assigned the duty of storing the chalkboard eraser, while a boy was 
asked to clean the boards. 'Ihe children were then asked to read their answers 
while the teacher wrote them on the boanl. When responding to the students' 
answers, the teacher tended to avoid strorg negatives by replying, "Your 
answer is not conpletely wrong" or "At least you tried to answer" when the 
student's response was incorrect. When the teacher called on a boy who had 
not VOlunteered, and subsequently answered incorrectly, the teacher asked the 
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class, "Is that the right answer?" After receiving a loud cho:tUS of "no's," 
she told the student "'!hank you anyway." (Biraimah 1983a) 

'Ibe less austere nature of many of the classes taught by female teachers, 
however, did not preclude gender differentiation in level six classes. ('Ibere 
was little gender differentiation found in level two classes, regardless of 
teacher gender.) As the date in Table 3 indicate, both male and female 
teachers of level six students favored the boys over the girls with regard to 
academic interactions and positive reinforcement, though the level of 
differentiation was more pronounced in nale teachers' classes. 'Ibere was 
little differentiation with regard to nale and female teachers' negation of 
students' academic or behavioral activities, with the exception of female 
teachers' relatively high number of reprimands regarding boys' inappropriate 
behavior (which might, in part, be explained by the more relaxed atmosphere of 
their classrooms). 'Ibough male teachers more than female teachers tended to 
involve a greater number of students in their classroom activities, this 
relatively high level of participation did not ameliorate the narginality and 
negation experienced by female students. 

'Ihe following excerpts from field notes taken in a level six Yoruba 
language class and a level six nath class, both taught by men, underscore the 
narginality and negative experiences of female students. 

At the beginning of a Yoruba language class a boy was asked to erase the 
board while a girl was told to collect the exercise books from another 
classroom. When the girl returned she immediately began passing out the 
exercise books. However, the teacher interrupted her saying, "Give some of 
those to that boy. You are wasting our timet" When all the books had been 
handed out, two boys and one girl were asked to read aloud. DJring this time 
the class was punctuated by the shrill cries from the teacher demanding that a 
girl "go and sit down!" When the class had concluded, girls had participated 
in academic activities eight times, while boys had participated 35 times 
(Biraimah 1984a) . 

'Ibis theme of narginality is repeated in another nale teacher's level six 
nath class where boys, far more than girls, received the teacher's attention 
and feedback. 

As the nath class began, students stood as the teacher entered. After 
some discussion and demonstrations at the board, the teacher walked over and 
slapped a boy on the back twice for talking and said, "If you have any 
questions, come to me." 'Ibe boy just smiled back at teacher. later when a 
boy completed all assigned practice problems co=ectly, he was praised in 
front of class and given the honor of using the teacher'S own book for further 
practice. 'Ibe boy beamed with satisfaction and proudly walked back to his 
desk as his classnates watched. When students completed their assignments 
they crowded around the teacher's desk so their work could be co=ected. As 
too many exercise books quickly accumulated, the teacher appointed a boy and 
girl to redistribute the books so that the students could nark their own 
work. 'Ihe class ended with a loud cheer when a boy co=ectly gave the last 
answer for the assigned exercises (Biraimah 1984c) . 

When summarizing the effects of teacher gender on patterns of classroom 
inequities there appears to be a little significant difference between level 
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two boys arrl girls in classes taught by male or female teachers; however, by 
level six male teachers, more than female teachers, were reinforcing patterns 
of geOOer differentiation arrl female marginality. 

While teacher behavior arrl Nigerian socialization patterns may be 
responsible, in part, for the observed geOOer-differentiated trends found 
within the classrooms of University Staff School, student behavior may also 
playa role. Whereas younger girls seemed to participate freely in classroom 
activities, it appears that older girls had begun to "live down" to 
expectations reinforced by a socialization process which limited their own 
academic expectations. 'Ihus, gender differentiation which became evident 
during level six at university Staff School may have been enhanced by student­
teacher interactions, as well as by local socialization processes. 

I now address the possible outcomes of such educational inequality. In 
particular, I focus on the achievement levels arrl role expectations of the 
observed students to detennine whether differing levels of educational 
opportunity are reflected in differing levels of educational outcomes. 

'lhe outcomes of Gender Differentiation 

'lhe previous observations have shown that equal educational opportunities 
within the classroom do not necessarily follow equal access. In the case of 
University Staff School, students experienced more gender-differentiated 
academic involvement as their years of schooling increased. 

While this pattern of gender-differentiated classroom involvement has been 
documented in numerous other studies (Biraimah 1982; weitzman arrl Rizzo 1975), 
the issues addressed here are the potential effects arrl outcomes of such 
educational inequality. Does diminished involvement of older girls in 
academic activities co=espond to lower achievement levels arrl career 
expectations? 

To address there issues I examine two factors, end-of-tenn reported grades 
arrl student career expectations, to determine if patterns of gender-biased 
educational opportunities are reflected in students I achievement levels arrl 
perceived career options. 

Academic Achievement 

'Ihe data arrl anecdotal examples recorded in field notes suggest that 
gender differentiation within the classroom becomes quite pronounced by the 
last year of elementary school; the in'plications of such practices remain 
problematic. Whether gender-differentiated education is the product of 
teacher actions, stUdent actions, the socialization processes within society, 
or a combination of all of these, it is in'portant to examine whether these 
inequalities influence the outcomes of schooling. In particular, should we 
expect to find boys arrl girls achieving at relatively the same rate in level 
two, where little significant difference in classroom interactions was 
observed? Conversely, should we expect level six student achievement levels 
to vary a=rding to observed patterns of gender bias? 
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'Ihe data in Table 4 reflect the level of academic interactions and teacher 
response patterns for all classes that reported final tenn marks. As classes 
in mathematics and English occupied over half of all instnlctional tiIre, their 
interaction patterns and tenn marks have been highlighted. Because teaching 
staff and the examination fonnat varied between grade levels, analysis of 
these data will focus on a corrg;xrrison of results by gender and subject matter 
within each level. 

In level two, where girls experienced equal, or more, opportunities than 
boys to participate in academic classroom interactions and receive teacher 
feedback, we find that their academic perfonnance also equalled or exceeded 
that of the boys. For example, level two girls and boys received the saJre 
average mark in English (59 percent), though girls did receive somewhat more 
classroom attention than boys. In mathematics classes the girls experienced 
only slightly more teacher reinforcetl'ent than boys, but achieved far higher 
average grades, that is, 76 percent corrg;xrred to 67 percent for boys. 

What the data suggest is that girls do not experience any appreciable 
patterns of gender-differentiation in lower level classroom, and the relative 
freedom to participate is reflected in grades which equal or exceed those of 
the male students. 

Yet, what is more significant is the girls' demonstrated ability to 
persist within a system which had become increasingly gender-biased by the 
final year of elementary school. As the date in Table 4 indicate, female 
level six students have maintained virtually the saJre overall grade average as 
level six boys (60 and 61 percent respectively), though definite patterns of 
gender bias in academic interactions and teacher feedback have favored level 
six male students. 

When the academic marks, academic interactions, and teacher feedback rates 
in level six English classes are examined, we find results which are 
essentially the saJre as the overall marks previously discussed. When the 
results of level six mathematics classes are examined, however, we note that 
female students no longer keep pace with their male counterparts. In math 
class the level six girls' average marks were 11 percentage points below those 
of the boys (50 percent and 61 percent respectively), while they also 
experienced fewer opportunities to participate in academic interactions or to 
receive teacher reinforcement. This difference in male and female scores is 
even more significant when it is recalled that female level two students 
scored an average of nine percentage points above level two male students. 

Patterns of gender-differentiation are clearly visible in all level six 
classes, yet these inequities are more strongly felt in mathematics than in 
English classes. And though it goes beyond the parameters of this paper to 
prove causation, the socialization practices which lintit womens roles in "male 
domains" of math and science within the Nigerian context may help reinforce 
patterns of inequality (Diejomaah 1971). These issues are discussed further 
in the following section. 

Career Expectations 

It has been observed that girls may have equal access to quality 
schooling, yet not experience equal educational opportunities. It also 
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appears that gender differentiation within the classroom may be related to 
differing levels of academic achievement. However, does it necessarily follow 
that another outcome of unequal educational opportunities is gender­
differentiated career expectations? '!he study approached this question by 
tabulating career expectations obtained through brief written questionnaires 
carrpleted by all students enrolled in observed level two and level six 
classes. When results were tabulated, particular attention was paid to the 
relative status of expected careers. 

The data in Table 5 suggest two important patterns. First, it appears 
that maturation and increased levels of schooling positively affect the level 
of expected careers. The percentage of students expecting high status careers 
(e.g., doctor, lawyer, or university professor) increased dramatically between 
levels two and six for both boys and girls. Second, a trend which may be nore 
gennane to this study is that the type of career expectation, like patterns of 
classroom interaction and achievement levels, becomes, gender-differentiated 
by the final year of elementary school. 

Level two girls, though expecting somewhat fewer high status careers than 
boys, maintained similar levels of career expectation. By level six, girls' 
expectation no longer paralleled boys' expectations with regard to high status 
careers. While alnost 92 percent of level six boys expected high status 
careers (however unrealistic this expectation might be), only 61 percent of 
their female counterparts expected similar careers. 

In attempting to establish causal relationships between schooling and 
limited career expectations of female students, it is unlikely that gender­
differentiated education is the sole factor. Rather, the schools may sinply 
reinforce cultural noms and role expectations already embedded within the 
Nigerian socialization process. Factors such as gender, class, socioeconomic 
background, and ethnic affiliation may all affect educational outcomes and 
career expectation, and as the student matures, they probably became nore 
aware of these gender-biased expectations. 

A study conducted by the university of Lagos, Nigeria (1974) addressed 
these issues as it focused on the relationship between student majors, career 
aspirations, and the realities of the Nigerian job market. 'lhough the study 
supported a plan of corrective actions to ensure greater female participation 
in all academic programs, it posited that the effects of gender-differentiated 
employment patterns would mitigate rapid social change. 

'!he Lagos study suggested that even when women gain access to university 
education, cultural and economic factors within the Nigerian society continue 
to affect their educational and career expectations. Though the Lagos report 
stated that the "female university undergraduate of the University of Lagos 
has values less traditional than her male countel:part, and extremely different 
from those of the average Nigerian women," her educational and career choices 
appear limited by societal realities (Diejamaoh 1974:12). 

The study found that females were enrolled in a narrower range of academic 
disciplines than males, and that this occurrence reflected "to a considerable 
degree the societal biases against employment of women in certain occupational 
areas" (Diejamaoh 1974:13). For example, few or none were enrolled in the 
fields of engineering, accounting, business, or finance. And while the 
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university encouraged plans to counter this pattern, the study admitted that, 
"until women believe that they can have equal access to all =cupations, they 
will continue to feel that it is in their best interest to specialize in those 
areas of study where career opportunities for them exist" (Diejomaoh 1974:13). 

While career expectations of the students at University staff School 
reflect patterns of gend~fferentiation found within the classroom, they 
also mirror broader societal role allocations and the realities of the 
Nigerian labor force. 

Concluding Remarks 

While it is not the purpose of this paper to prove causation, a notable 
pattern has been established. When girls begin their education careers their 
achievement levels, classroom participation, and career expectations are quite 
similar to those of boys. With maturation and increased years of schooling, 
however, gender-differentiation increases. 

'lb.e literature on 'lb.ird World women's education has suggested that among 
the factors iIrpeding educational equity are female students' concentration in 
low-status institutions and limited curricular options, particularly at the 
secondary level. 

'Ibis research posits that gender bias within the classroom is in place 
during the latter portion of a girl's elementary school experience. It also 
suggests that simply expanding female access to relatively high-status 
educational institutions will not ensure equity. Attainment of equal access 
to quality schooling and exposure to the same curricular offerings may not 
ensure equal educational opportunities for girls. And the outcome of this 
gender-biased classroom envirorunent may be reflected in achievement levels and 
career expectations which closely parallel patterns of gender bias within the 
society. 
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Table 1 

Classroom Interactions 
(% of Students Atterxling) 

Interaction 

1. Academic interactions 

2. Positive academic reinforcement 

3. Negative academic reinforcement 

4. Negative behavior reinforcement 

Cumulative Attendance 

All Students 

(N=155) 
% # 

49 2782 

20 1165 

13 728 

20 1138 

5695 

Note: To arrive at a participation rate, the total number of interactions 
observed during all classes was divided by the cumulative attendance; the 
total students attending each observed class. 

Table 2 

Classroom Interactions by Student Gender and Grade Level 
(% of Students Attending) 

Level Two Level six 

Interaction Girls Boys Girls Boys 
(N=39) (N=42) (N=36) (N=38) 
% # % # % # % # 

l. Academic interactions 41 569 42 649 51 668 62 896 

2. Positive academic 19 258 18 274 19 246 27 387 
reinforcement 

3. Negative academic 13 178 13 210 11 148 13 192 
reinforcement 

4. Negative behavior 16 227 30 475 15 191 17 245 
reinforcement 

Cumulative Attendance 1393 1559 1300 1443 
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Table 3 

Classroom Interactions by Teacher Gender 
(% of Student Attending) 

MAlE TEACHERS 

Level Two Level six 
Interaction All 

Students Girls Boys Girls Boys 
N=155 N=39 N=42 N=36 N=38 

1. Academic 
Interactions 57 45 47 58 71 

2. Positive academic 
reinforcement 24 21 20 21 31 

3. Negative academic 
reinforcement 14 13 14 14 15 

4. Negative behavior 
reinforcement 18 15 26 16 15 

FEWUE TEACHERS 

Level Two Level Six 
Interaction All 

Students Girls Boys Girls Boys 
N=155 N=39 N=42 N=36 N=38 

1. Academic 
Interactions 39 37 37 39 45 

2. Positive academic 
reinforcement 16 16 15 15 19 

3. Negative academic 
reinforcement 11 12 13 7 10 

4. Negative behavior 

reinforcement 24 21 34 12 21 
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Table 4 

Student Academic Interactiom; and Achievement 
(In Percents) 

Level 'TWo Level six 

category Girls Boys Girls Boys 
(N=39) (N=42) (N=36) (N=38) 

A. All subjectsa 

1- Average roark? 66 62 60 61 

2. Academic interaction 38 38 45 58 

3. Teacher feedbackc 32 32 32 44 

B. ENGLISH 

1- Average roark? 59 59 61 64 

2. Academic interactions 43 36 33 40 

3. Teacher feedbackc 35 30 24 32 

c. MA'lH 

l. Average roar~ 76 67 50 61 

2. Academic interactions 37 37 45 53 

3. Teacher feedbackc 37 35 39 48 

Note: a. Subjects for which final grades were posted. Level ~ subjects 
included English, Yoruba, social studies, math, sc~ence, and 
health. Level six subjects included English, Yoruba, social 
studies, French, and math. 

b. rata were extracted from official University Staff School "End of 
Tenn Reports," Februa:r:y 1984. 

c. Positive or negative teacher feedback. 
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Table 5 

career Expectations by student Gender and Grade Level 

Level Two Level six 

career Girls Boys Girls Boys 
(N=39) (N=42) (N=36) (N=38) 
% # % # % # % # 

A. Medical 

1. Dxtor/l?harmacist* 21 8 23 9 39 14 49 18 

2. Nurse 26 10 19 7 

B. Professional* 13 5 18 7 22 8 38 14 

c. Education 

l. University 
Professor* 8 3 8 3 5 2 

2. Teacher 13 5 5 2 8 3 

D. TransPortation 
services 3 1 28 11 6 2 8 3 

E. Miscellaneous 16 6 18 7 6 2 

*HIGH STA'IUS ONLY 42 16 49 19 61 22 92 34 

Note. Careers categorized as professional include careers such as lawyer or 
engineer. Transportation and social services include careers such as pilot, 
musician, or police officer. The Miscellaneous category includes careers such 
as skilled trades and petty trades. High status careers include the 
categories of doctor/phannacists, professional, and university professor. 
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