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GENDER DIFFERENCES IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING

Abstract. The paper focuses on influence of gender and academic abilities
in learning of foreign languages. The effects of gender and scholastic ability on
vocabulary retention and reading comprehension in a foreign language have
been determined. Research on gender differences is a disputable issue. The
substantial studies on the scientific problem have been analyzed. The authors
investigate gender differences in the attitudes and performance of male and
female students of various ability levels while dealing with a foreign language
task. The article describes gender differences that are important and informative.
Though, the issue of gender differences is not distinctive there is a marked
differentiation between males and females of high ability adolescent learners.
The reasons for the disparity can be the differences in socialization or in learning
preferences and styles. The article outlines the factors that have been proposed
to account for the imbalance between males and females academically talented
learners. The differences in motivation among boys and girls of different ability
levels and the differential effect of motivation on individuals who belong to the
gender groups are important in deciding the types of activities that would most
benefit all students.
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Problem statement. For the last several decades, studies involving gender
differences have found that males and females differ to some degree in their
academic achievement and their academic interests. Some researchers argue
against the study of gender differences. The study of gender differences is
controversial for a number of well-founded reasons. Though the gender
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differences are not clear, it appears to be a marked differentiation between men
and women in the population of high ability adolescent learners.

Research publications analysis. The differences are usually deals with
social stereotypes which can be the factors pushing girls to choose more verbally
oriented subjects such as foreign languages, whereas boys are prone to more
quantitatively oriented subjects such as science and math (Reis & Callahan,
1994). Research made by scholars to counteract the stereotypes have been quite
successful over the years and have managed to decrease the gap between the
genders significantly, with one notable — the stratum of high ability boys and
girls of high-school age and beyond. It is in this particular group that gender
differences remain unchanged.

The gap is in favour of males where quantitatively oriented disciplines are
concerned. Females have been reported to more frequently choose and to
consider less challenging verbal subjects such as foreign languages (Olszewski-
Kubilius & Dixson, 2019).

In her study, Caplan (2010) reviews the literature that has shown gender
differences in mathematical, spatial and verbal abilities. In discussing verbal
ability, for instance, she argues that the staggering number of ways that the
construct has been operationally defined by various studies (she lists 32), leaves
us without a clear understanding of what verbal ability is. She underlines,
moreover, that gender differences are not found invariably, they do not exist at
all age, and they account for very little of the variance in individual performance.

The aim of the article is to analyze the differences in the attitudes and
performance of male and female learners of different ability levels facing with a
foreign language task.

Presenting the main research material. The study of Nikolova & Taylor
(2003) showed that the level of ability had a bearing on student scores in a
creative reading task, they took their analysis a step further by examining in
detail the part gender combined with ability level played in these differences.

The more learner characteristics we can identify as crucial in performance
of the tasks, the better we can attune our teaching materials and tools.

Researchers point to the danger of creating a self-fulfilling prophecy by the
publication of differences between the genders, and a continuation of biased
educational practices that favor one gender over another (Baumeister, 2020).

Furthermore, it is argued that the research on gender differences
overemphasizes the differences between sexes and disregards the differences
within sexes (Hare-Mustin & Marecek, 2003). However, Halpern and LaMay
(2000) believe that: “... despite the dangers inherent in answering questions
about group differences, censorship, even self-censorship, does not promote
equality and can be far more dangerous and counterproductive than directly
addressing the question. Stereotypes and prejudice are not caused by an open
process of scientific inquiry; in fact, they seem to flourish in the absence of data”
(p. 233).

Nevertheless, it is not our intention to dismiss the cautions about research
on gender differences. However, keeping these cautions in mind, we continue to
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concur with the opinion of Halpern and LaMay (2000) that research in sex
differences is important and informative.

However, the problem of sex differences is not distinctive, as stated before,
there appears to be a marked differentiation between boys and girls of high
ability adolescent learners. Some reasons for the discrepancy may be differences
in socialization or in learning preferences and styles.

Study of sex differences in talented students has demonstrated that
academically talented female learners can be socialized to hide their talents.
Female students often believe they should decide between academics and being
found “socially wvaluable” (Noble, 1996, p. 49). Research showed that
academically talented females underachieved in comparison with academically
gifted males. Moreover, there is little institutional support at the university level
for the females and even when there is this support, females do not often seek
such programs. According to Noble, at least half of the learners at the elementary
level identified as gifted, talented or highly capable are girls, but by junior high
school females are less than a quarter of talented learners. She underlines that
most academically talented females have had occasion to hide their abilities to
survive socially, having been conditioned by parents and teachers to see
themselves as less capable than men, to avoid risk-taking, and to have lowered
expectations for success. In addition, both female and male teachers seem to
perceive those same qualities that they view positively in academically talented
men as negatives in women.

There might be sex differences in learning style preferences as well. There
is opinion of Dimitrov (2010), who found that high ability junior high school
male have a predilection for open-ended tasks and score better than high ability
female at the same grade level when confronted with more creative tasks. Other
factors which have been proposed to account for the discrepancy between boys
and girls academically gifted students are issues of assertiveness, fear of success,
and external versus internal attribution of ability.

Verbal ability is an area in which female students have consistently shown
superiority to male students. Nevertheless, in a meta-analysis of 165 studies
representing over a million subjects, scholars state negligible gender differences
in seven verbal abilities including general verbal ability and vocabulary.

In a similar vein, there has been much evidence that girls are better language
learners than boys. The research of Lynn and Wilson (1993) is particularly
interesting. They studied students learning Irish in Ireland between ages of 8 and
14. As the learning of Irish as the second language (L2) is required for all
students, it gave the scholars a possibility to study L2 learners across the whole
ability range, rather being restricted to the more select number of students who
learn a foreign language in countries such as the United States. Substantial
differences were found favoring female and the differences remained constant
throughout secondary school. These findings led the authors to reject the
explanation of social expectations theory that society expects female to be good
language learners, and that secondary schoolgirls are more conscious of
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conforming to these expectations than primary schoolgirls. Instead, they favor
the theory that gender differences have a biological basis.

On the other hand, Cross (1983) found that male outperformed female on a
battery of nine French tests. He attributed this to the fact that the teachers were
male, providing a role model for the men. Role modeling of teachers as a factor
in the boys’ performance in foreign languages was touched upon by Clark and
Trafford (2007). Though, according to them, teachers tended to dismiss the
effect of teacher’s gender on male performance, the authors point out that in a
certain school where boys scored above the national average, two highest
achieving classes were both taught by males who shared interests with the boys.

Research specifically examining gender differences in L2 vocabulary
learning has been also inconclusive.

Another area of research relevant to our subject is that of gender and using
of computers. It has been stated that men show more interest in computers than
women. They use computers more and in general have a more positive attitude
and less anxiety. Nevertheless, more recent research has shown that this
difference has diminished, with previous experience being better indicator than
gender for attitude and performance. Grace (2000) has not found sex differences
in the ability of students beginning a foreign language to retain vocabulary from
adialogue, while Meunier (1995-1996) found that performance was more related
to personality differences and keyboard control than to sex differences.

Gender differences in reading comprehension of L2 text have been shown
for the factors of topic familiarity, background knowledge and interest. Biigel &
Buunk (1996) found text biases differentially affecting boys and girls in the
Dutch national examinations of foreign languages (French, English and German)
reading comprehension. They found that girls do better with topics of education,
human relations, art and philosophy, while boys do better on economic and
technological topics, politics, sports and violence. In fact, the commonly held
belief, that in general girls are better readers than boys, does not seem to hold up
beyond elementary school.

We venture here another speculation based on findings in the research by
Dimitrov (2010), according to which boys and namely high ability boys are more
motivated and with better scores on open-ended, creative tasks than girls. It is
not possible then to claim that for a male the status of high ability student is often
achieved thanks to a more creative and more adventurous mindset, while a
female is more likely to reach this status through hard work and a predilection
for more traditional academic tasks?

Certainly, the results by Nikolova and Taylor (2003) for reading
comprehension do not support the contention that girls are better L2 readers than
boys, but the authors make more clear findings that average ability students are
hindered by the task. Now we know that both males and females are about
equally affected. We do not have certain answer as to why should be a gender
factor for vocabulary recall but not for reading comprehension. Perhaps
motivation can less affect performance in reading comprehension than
vocabulary retention. It would not seem to be any incentive for students to learn
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vocabulary items while reading the passage. It could be argued also that the
difficulty of the task was detrimental to understand, arguably a more difficult
process than vocabulary recall.

Conclusion and further research prospects. To sum up, we believe that
motivation is the overriding factor to consider while interpreting study results.
The differences in motivation among males and females of various ability levels
and the differential effect of the motivation on individuals belonging to these
gender groups are important to decide the kinds of activities that would most
benefit all learners. Ability and gender are students’ variables that have not been
widely investigated in foreign language studying and less taken together. Despite
the fact that there are real dangers to overemphasize on gender differences, we
believe that this work demonstrates the importance of attempting to match
activities with individual learners to optimize studying foreign languages. These
are very important issues for further study.
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AHotania. CrarTs mnpucBsueHa MpoOiieMi  BIUIMBY  TE€HIEPHHUX
BIJIMIHHOCTE# Ha BUBYEHHS 1HO3EMHHX MOB, TAaKOXK OITMCAHO 3HAYCHHS CTaTi U
aKaJeMIiYHHX 3/110HOCTEeH YJYHIB Ha PO3YMIHHS YHTAaHHS iHO3€MHOIO MOBOIO Ta
3aCBOEHHS CIIOBHHKOBOTO 3amacy. OCKITbKM JOCHIIDKEHHS TeHACPHHUX
BIIMIHHOCTEH € CIIpHHUM THTaHHAM, y pOOOTI MPOaHAJI30BaHO CYTTEBI
JOCTIDKEHHS 3 JIaHOi HayKoBOi mpoOieMu. ABTOpH JOCITIDKYIOTh T€HAEPHI
BIZIMIHHOCTI Y CTaBJICHHI Ta yCITITHOCTI CTY/ICHTIB Pi3HOI cTaTi i pi3HOTO piBHSA
3ai0HOCTeH MiJ Yac BUKOHAHHS 3aBJaHb 3 1HO3€MHOI MOBH. Y CTaTTi OINUCaHi
TeHEpHI BIIIMIHHOCTI, SIKi € BXJIMBUMH Ta iHpOpMaTUBHUMH. X04Ya MUTAHHS
TeHJEPHUX BiZIMIHHOCTEH HE € XapaKTepHHM, iCHye MOMiTHa Au(epeHwiaris
MiX JiBYATaAMH ¥ XJIOMISIMU 3 BUCOKHUMH 310HOCTSIMH, 110 BUBYAOTh IHO3EMHY

100



InHoBaTHKA V BUXoBaHHi. Bunyck 13.Tom 1. 2021.

MOBY Yy mimitkoBoMmy Bini. I[lpuumHamu aucnporopuii MOXyTe OyTH
BiIMIHHOCTI B coIliaJtizanii a00 y HaBYaIbHUX YIOJ00aHHAX Ta CTWISAX. Y CTaTTi
OKpecIIoIThCSl  (akTopH, sKi Oyau 3ampoNOHOBaHI ST  BpaxyBaHHS
JucOaTaHCy MK akaJeMiqHO 00JapoBaHMMH y4YHSIMHU 000X crated. ['ennepHi
BIZIMIHHOCTI, SIK MPABHJIO, CTOCYIOTHCSI COIIIaJIbHUX CTEPEOTHUIIIB, 10 MOXYTh
Oyti ¢akTopaMu, fAKi CXWIAIOTH MdiBYaT OO BHOOpY OimbIn BepOasbHO
OpIE€HTOBAHUX TPEIMETIB, TAKUX SK IHO3EMHI MOBH, TOAI SK XJIOMII CXHUJIBbHI 10
ORI KUTBKICHO OPIEHTOBAHUX TIPEIMETIB, TAKHUX K (Pi3uKa it MaTeMaTHKa. Y
CTAaTTi 3a3HAYAETHCS, IO UMM OINBIIE XapaKTEPUCTUK YYHS MH MOXKEMO
BU3HAUUTU SK BUPIMIAJbHI [UI1 BUKOHAHHS 3aBJaHb 3 1HO3EMHOI MOBH, THM
Kpame 3MOXKeMO MmigiopaTh HaBYalbHI Martepianu Ta 3acobw. PisHmis B
MOTHBaIil cepel XJIONLIB 1 [JiBYaT pi3HOro piBHSA 3ai0HOCTEH Ta
JuQepeHIifoBaHui BIUIMB MOTHBAILii Ha 0OCI0, SKi HaJeXaTh JO TCHACPHUX
IPyN, € BXJIMBAMH NPU BUOOPI BUIIB JTisUIBHOCTI, sIKI HalO1IbIE IPUHECYTh
KOPHUCTh YCIM YUHSM 1 CTyJeHTaM. 3aTHICTh Ta CTAaTh — LI¢ MOKA3HUKH, SKi HE
Oynu IUPOKO JOCHIHKEHI 1010 BUBYCHHS 1HO3EMHHMX MOB, 1 HE3Ba)KAIOUHM Ha
ToW (akT, mo icHye HeOe3leka NMpHU HaJMIPHOMY akKLEHTYyBaHHI yBarHm Ha
TeHIICPHUX BIIMIHHOCTSAX, JJaHA CTATTS IEMOHCTPYE BaXKIMBICTh MiIOOPY BUIIB
MISUTBHOCTI IS IHAMBIAIB IUTA ONTHUMI3alll BUBYEHHS IHO3EMHUX MOB.
KuarouoBi cioBa: TeHIOepHI BiIMIHHOCTI, BHBYEHHS iHO3EMHHX MOB,
aKazeMivHi 3M10HOCTI, KIHOYA Ta YOJIOBIYa CTaTl, HAaBYaJIbHI JOCSTHEHHS.
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