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Issue 7: Encouraging learner networks

Some learners find it important to communicate with each other. They may do so at
a distance, using telephone, post, fax, or electronic mail; or they may prefer to
arrange to meet fellow learners, perhaps in self-help study groups. The barrier for a
keen individual is finding others who would like to meet. Regional offices and staff
in distance education can encourage local networking, and local radio stations,
community centres, or newspapers can be used to help people get in touch with
each other.

Issue 8: Providing library access

The University of Regina in Canada operates a library service for its distance
learners that gives an equally good service to distance and on-campus students, and
is particularly friendly to all users. The UREAD Service (University of Regina
Education at a Distance), provides a wide range of library services to the
university’s distance students, who number about 2,600. UREAD provides distance
users with a full orientation in bibliographic services. A video, delivered by satellite
to study groups, shows the different types of resources available in the library and
demonstrates how they can be accessed. A library guide complements the video
with information in print. Finally, lists of references are provided for various courses
and students are asked to select the material they want. Students are thus able to
browse at a distance. UREAD is an excellent example of “inclusive” library services
— no student is disadvantaged because they are not on campus (Cleyle 1992).

Delivery and Support Services Principies

The creation of a learning environment supportive to women depends on:

* media use and choice

e structure of programmes

e study centre and residential arrangements
¢ group learning arrangements

¢ flexibility for specific needs

¢ quality of tutorial support

e learner networks

e access to library and learning resources
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Delivery and Support Systems Activity

Use the following table to evaluate your current delivery and support arrangements
and to plan their improvement.

Your Programme

Current situation Proposed action

Media choice

Study periods

Study centre and
residential
arrangements

Group learning
arrangements

Arrangements for
specific needs

Quality tutorial support

Learner networks

Library and resource
access
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8 Assessment and evaluation

Indistance education, learners have greater control over their assessment and
evaluation.

Issue 1: Using gender sensitive assessment methods

Distance education is different from conventional education in its assessment
procedures. Greater weight is placed on self assessment, and tutorial support is
normally regular but less frequent and often at a distance. The issue in self
assessment is one of designing activities that are relevant to both men and women.
Sometimes a choice of activity must be offered, in order to achieve a balance. Similar
criteria must be applied to assignment activities and questions for tutor marking.
Questions should refer to matters that can reasonably be supposed to be within the
experience of all students. Learners can be discouraged by the prospect of
submitting tutorial assignments, especially major pieces of work or projects that
count for a large portion of the course mark. Staged submission can help build
confidence; for example, submitting an outline and discussing it with a tutor would
be the early stages when composing an essay. Radio programmes can provide
useful comment and support while learners are developing assignment answers,
particularly when a learner hears another learner talking about a problem they are
also experiencing. Such techniques can help ease those who lack confidence into the
methods of distance study.

Issue 2: Assessing group work

Group work on assignments can help develop and reinforce an approach to learning
that focuses on achievement rather than competition. Mount Saint Vincent
University in Halifax encourages this approach to course design:

An important consideration is to ensure that students accomplish some
of the course work outside of the home, preferably in the company of
others who are either taking the same course or who are interested in
the content. Women are encouraged to learn in groups, either in homes
or in work places, and to support each other . . . .(Keough, Carl, and
Bourque in Faith 1988, 110).

It is often assumed that in education, distance or otherwise, assignment work that is
to be marked by a tutor should be the product of an individual. But it is possible to
assess group work, and the technique could be used more often in distance
education.
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Issue 3: Designing tests and examinations

Apart from the examination arrangements already discussed, there is also the
question of content and style. As with self assessment and assignments, topics for
examination must be selected carefully and consider gender interests.

Language is also an issue; in countries with more than one national language,
learners may be allowed to write their exams in a language of their choice, even if
questions are set in a different language. This choice gives a fairer deal to learners
who may be able to read adequately in the language of instruction, but do not use it
regularly for communication in their daily life. Women who do not work outside the
home can benefit from language choice.

Practice exams before the real thing, or perhaps a timed assignment or a mock exam
at a study centre, can give confidence to those who have not taken exams before.
Some non-formal courses may not need any test or exam, but participants can
benefit from completing a preliminary test so that they have a permanent record of
the competence acquired. An examination can also give a sense of achievement to
those who have no formal qualifications.

Issue 4: Tutoring and counselling women

Students new to distance education experience many difficulties — time pressure,
lack of confidence, and a sense of isolation. Women can be affected with greater
intensity than men:

One factor which causes students to discontinue their distance
education is the initial misjudging of the required time and workload
on the one hand and the available spare time on the other hand. At
first glance this affects both women and men but closer analysis shows
that women are experiencing distinctly more pressure than men
because they are not only affected by work commitments but also by
their parenting and homemaker responsibilities (von Priimmer,
Kirkup, and Spronk 1958).

To counteract such conditions, counselling for women needs to be pro-active.
Counsellors must go to women learners and provide support before they become
discouraged. When learners are in a mixed group, women need to be fully involved
in discussion and, if the tutor is a man, it is important for him to be aware of the
danger of reinforcing stereotypes by allowing women learners to take on submissive
roles. All tutors and counsellors need to learn to listen, and to encourage quiet
learners to talk. In some cases, it may be appropriate to separate women and men
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learners, perhaps for cultural reasons; for example, young women in some Muslim
societies will not attend the same study groups as young men. In other cases, it may
be easier for women to enter a male preserve if they prepare themselves separately,
as was the case with British women who re-entered careers in engineering as adults.

Issue 5. Collecting data

Observations and decisions connected with the improvement of education must be
based on good information. Sometimes, particularly in new institutions, the
methods of institutional data collection must be examined and changed. A recent
study at Indira Gandhi National Open University, for example, considered ways to
increase women's participation in its programmes but was hampered by lack of
suitable data on women’s current participation. Partly, the dearth of data was due to
the emphasis in the early years of the university on collecting data relating to
numbers; attention to qualitative data for monitoring and evaluation had taken
second place. In addition, faculty members had not systematically demanded data
on student progress. Revision to data collection systems in response to demand from
faculty will help provide information on women’s participation, and inform
decisions for change (Ladbury 1993).

The importance of considering the woman’s perspective in any research study is
highlighted by work that investigates the patterns of study among Australian
teachers following in-service teacher training courses. Several teachers were
interviewed, and the pressures of multiple roles were evident. In one case, a student
reported getting a low grade because study material arrived late:

I was very annoyed . . . we were led to expect this letter telling us to write
everything out in detail . . . where to find extra books, and it didn’t come
until the Friday after the assignment was due in. . . . In the last month I have
had three assignments and a ballet concert to prepare for. My daughter had
six costumes to be done in six days (Evans and Nation 1993, 275).

Several teachers interviewed said their top priority was teaching itself, but the
authors add:

It was clear from the interviews that any teacher who was trying to fulfil
professional, parenting and study commitments could only do so at some
cost to each of the commitments and to the people involved, not least to
themselves. It is important for distance educators who work on courses for
people involved in professional or other work to recognise these matters and
to try to develop and implement courses which minimise or take account of
their consequences (Evans and Nation 1993, 276).

Research that includes gender issues can thus inform policy and strategy.

77



Producing Cender Sensitive LEARNING MATERials

Assessment and Evaluation Principles

Success in learning coupled with greater control can be achieved through:

gender sensitive assessment
arrangements for group assessment
examination design

gender sensitive tutoring and counselling

information from reliable data on women’s participation and
performance
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Assessment and Evaluation Activity

In what ways is your practice in assessment gender sensitive? How could it be
improved? Use the following table to evaluate your current practice and to suggest
improvements.

Your Programme

Current situation Proposed action

Assessment methods

Group activities

Examination design

Tutoring and
counselling

Research and
evaluation
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Conclusion: Seven Women Speak Out

From the past...

[Farm labourer’s wife, 1950s England]: “Do you know, our Brenda’s passed the
scholarship for the grammar school. Who'd have thought it! She can’t go of course.
It’s not right for our station in life.” Brenda would be 50 now. Did she get a second
chance?

...tothe present...

[English housewife]: “My Dad was a lighthouse keeper. We moved every couple of
years, and most of the time we were living on rocks, cut off from the mainland. I
hardly went to school. I could hardly even read by the time I grew up. I was
terrified when I first started back at college. But I had to do it; I've got kids now. I
can’t help them at school, I need to pull myself up. When Bob [the college lecturer]
told me about open learning I thought, that sounds a bit odd, studying on your
own. ButI gaveita go, and it's wonderful. I've got one ‘O’ level already and now
I'm doing another. I'm thinking of going for a job when the kids are a bit older. I
come in to the College group sessions when I can, I like the company, but that’s not
easy in the winter. You saw today, all that rain, I thought I wouldn’t make it. ButI
can always get Bob on the phone.”

[African administrator]: “I really want to study myself. All my kids are studying,
you see. I think Ishould too. They're getting their university education; I didn’t get
that chance. I've got a Diploma in Administration; I'd like to make it up to a degree.
Distance study is the best way. What's your advice? Can you help me find a good
course?”

[Indian grandmother]: “It gets me out of the house coming to these contact sessions.
Yes, I know it’s a long way for me, but I don’t mind; it’s only once a month. I like to
listen to the counsellors. People ask very interesting questions. I like to meet the
other students. We're mostly women, mostly women like me. I'm really enjoying
the study;, it’s getting my mind working again. I have so many people to feed at
home. That’s why I wanted to study nutrition. It’s good to understand things
better. What other courses are coming up?”
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[English teenager]: “I wasn’t much good at school. In fact I failed every exam I ever
took. Left as soon as I could. But then Ilost my job. My friend Sharon here made
me come along to college with her. We got sent to this open learning centre. They
said we should have a go at maths. Well, I thought that’s daft, I was hopeless at
maths, but Sue [the lecturer] talked to us a lot and found this learning pack for us to
start with. Sharon and I had a go at it together. You know, it all started coming out
right. No pressure, and Sue was always there to give us a hand. We’ve done a lot
since then. We’ve been coming here more than a year now; I wouldn’t miss it for
anything. You won't believe this — I don’t myself — but we’re going to have a go at
the GCSE. And I think I'm going to get it!”

[African teacher]: “I've heard they’re going to give us a chance to get a degree with
this distance learning. I really hope they manage to arrange it; I've been waiting for
that. Do you think they really mean it? After all this time.”

[Caribbean voluntary worker]: “I started on this distance diploma for youth work
four months ago. The residential course was great; it was marvellous to meet all
those people from other countries. Some of us are going off to Antigua to meet up
again with the people from there. This interactive learning is really good. It makes
you think, gives you all these ideas. That’s why I come along to these Saturday
sessions. I've got so many things I'm thinking about, I want to discuss them. I'm in

a church group working with young girls. Yes, I know I'm young too, but that |
makes it easy for me to relate to these kids. We had one guy come to talk to us one
Saturday; he just talked and talked. Didn’t give us a chance to say anything. We
stopped him. We said, ‘Sir, this isn’t interactive, we don't like this. We've got all
this written in our materials, we want to discuss with you, Sir.” Please make sure
we don't get any others like that. I sound very confident? Well, maybe, but it’s not
easy you know. I can’t study at home, I still live with my parents and all the young
kids. It’s hopeless in the evenings; they’ve got their homework, which means
questions for me, and their music and their friends. I go along to the study centre
every time its open. Mum likes me to stay home and feed and bath the little ones,
but I want to go off and study.”
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.. . and the future

This handbook has offered examples that increase sensitivity to gender, both male
or female. How can we narrow the gap between men and women? Can we remove
barriers? Can we create new opportunities? The many examples in this handbook
should serve to identify some of the difficulties women face. It should help to
define ways in which women can better take advantage of the learning
opportunities available through distance education. The ideal is a balanced learning
environment that does not discriminate in the matter of gender. But in order to
achieve balance, special attention may need to be given to the needs of women.
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