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Bridging Generations: Parent Perception of Gender Engagement 
in the High School Experience 
Lorraine S. Wenger 

Wonder 
The past 30-plus years have witnessed a pendulum 

swing relative to educational opportunities offered to 
high school students. Anxious to respond to the feminist 
movement and the advent ofTitle IX, school districts have 
strnggled to even the playing field, to encourage engage
ment, both in and out of the classroom, for males and 
females. What appears to have happened, though, is that 
the girls are excelling in both arenas, and in many cases, 
leaving the boys behind. 

One school district was concerned with this trend 
and commissioned a study to examine data and current 
practices to better understand this phenomenon, which 
did indeed show high levels of female success. What might 
explain this paradigm shift? Is there something about soci
etal expectations or culture that has paved the way for this 
transformation? Are girls intrinsically different than they 
were that many years ago? Are there issues with gender 
equity in the schools? 

An examination of the high school experience, both 
academic and extra-curricular, would be one approach, yet 
would be insufficient to fully explore the issue. Who might 
be in the best position to see if, when, or why changes have 
happened over a period of time? I decided to focus on 
mothers of high school girls with the hope that they would 
be able to relate their high school experiences to that of 
their daughters and perhaps afford some insight through 
their perceptions of the current high school culture in 
contrast with their own. 

Review of Literature 
The literature is rich with findings that demonstrate 

each gender's differences in brain development and specific 
learning characteristics, and supports Gurian's (2001) 
position that boys and girls do indeed learn differently. 
However, this does not necessarily explain why there has 
been such a shift in girls' performance at the high school 
level. Countless articles (Conlin, Riley, Schworm, Strauss) 
focus on boys lagging in reading and language arts as 
girls struggle with science and mathematics, while Sylvia 
Rimm's (1999, 2001) See Jane Win and How Jane Won, 
examines those characteristics critical to successful women. 
One may wonder why girls weren't succeeding at the same 
levels previously, particularly if the strncture of schools has 
historically favored the learning style of girls? 

Title IX, too, changed the landscape in public schools, 
and the effect transformed athletic opportunities for girls 
(Priest, 1994). No longer relegated to second-class status, 
women's sports took on a life of their own as girls were 
presented with new and varied athletic opportunities. 

Over time there may be more research to support or 
refute the current development, but as with any trend, there 
needs to be sufficient time for a valid and reliable explora-

tion and explanation of the topic. This project will attempt 
to identify factors that may have contributed to the current 
situation. 

Research Methodology 
Patton's (2002) foundational question for phenom

enology, "What is the meaning, strncture, and essence of 
the lived experience of this phenomenon for this person or 
group of people?" (2002) has guided this study to provide 
insight about the high school experience through the trian
gulation of interviews, data, and culture. 

Six mothers of high school daughters were inter
viewed. I felt they were best able to compare and contrast 
their high school experiences with that of their daughters. 
Qyestions ranged from academics, extra-curricular op
portunities, and gender equity to their perception of the 
similarities and differences between the two experiences. 

Information about the culture of the high school was 
provided by an administrator, and the analysis was com
pleted with an examination of state and national reports 
that provided a valid and reliable benchmark. 
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Findings 
Situated on a grassy hill overlooking playing fields and 

local farms, the high school serves two communities and 
has a student population of approximately 850 students in 
grades 9 through 12 as seen in Table 1 (Manley, 2005). The 
faculty and staff are predominately female, which is typical 
of most school cultures. Although disproportionate com
pared to the male/female faculty ratio, most club advisors 
are female as well (Table 2). 

TABLE 1 
Student Population by Gender 

Grades Male Female 

Grade 9 127 91 

Grade 10 128 111 

Grade 11 108 88 

Grade 12 88 94 

TABLE 2 
Faculty and Staff by Gender 

Personnel Male Female 

Faculty 30 54 

Support Staff 7 35 

Club Advisors 7 37 

Academic offerings include nine Advanced Place
ment courses, which are taught by six male and five female 
instructors. Not all AP courses are offered each year. This 
past year saw participation rates in six courses as follows 
(Manley, 2005): 

TABLE 3 
AP Course Instructors bv Gender 

AP Courses Female Male 

English 71% 29% 

Art 83% 17% 

U.S. History 62% 38% 

Biology 73% 27% 

Computer Science 100% 

Calculus NB 55% 45% 

Extra-curricular activities include a wide variety of 
clubs and sports. Most coaches are male regardless of team 
gender. Student participation is heavily weighted in favor 
of the females, with 74 percent of participants being female 
and 26 percent male (Manley, 2005). It is important to note 
that it is not 7 4 percent of the female population, but 7 4 
percent of those students who participate who are female. 
There is more equity in sports participation, with close to a 
50150 split for male/female participation. However, again, 
it should be noted that it is a reflection of the total number 

of students participating in sports, not a percentage of the 
student body. 

Academically, although 129 females and 84 males 
made the H onor Roll in 2004-05, the National Honor 
Society membership is 83 percent female and 17 percent 
male. As for the SATs, 73 males and 77 females took the 
test in June 2005, with one National Merit semi-finalist, a 
male (Manley, 2005). 

It would appear that this high school's culture is fairly 
typical of high schools throughout the United States 
(Hupp, 2005). Examination of data from this high school 
and other sources, shows females holding their own or sur
passing males in performance. Comparative performance 
on the 10th grade NHEIAP, collected from 2001- 2004, 
gave a clear indication that the girls were out-performing 
the boys in math and language arts (Mace, 2005). Boys 
achieved a higher level of advanced in math by less than 
one percent, while the girls exceeded the boys' performance 
anywhere from five to 18 percent in the proficient and 
advanced categories (Mace, 2005). 

Average scores for SATs during 2002-04 put the girls 
ahead as well, achieving average scores of 550 for verbal 
and 537 for math as compared to boys' 523 for verbal and 
532 for math (Mace, 2005). Interestingly, the national SAT 
averages for college-bound seniors still show boys out-scor
ing girls in math and more often than not in verbal (Na
tional Center for Education Statistics, 2003). Class rank 
supported this trend with 16 girls and four boys ranking in 
the top 20 students for the 2004 graduating class, and 18 
girls and two boys for both the 2002 and 2003 school year 
(Mace, 2005). 

The data and culture have provided some insight as to 
what is happening in the high school. Girls are performing 
well academically and participating at a very high rate in 
extra-curricular activities. From all angles, they appear to be 
leading the school from an academic stance and providing 
a significant influence on the activities in the school. Again, 
though, what is spurring this change? 

The interviews with the mothers were rich with 
information. Transcript analysis resulted in a hierarchy that 
allowed responses to be placed into a frame of reference. 
Headed by "Goal," Figure 1 provides a visual aid to bet-
ter understand the relationships between the goal, a high 
school education, and the events, time, actors, and feelings 
that emerged. 

Each response was assigned to a relationship and time 
element when comparing the high school experience of 
the mothers with their daughters. Academic and extra-cur
ricular experiences provided another means of comparison, 
as were feelings, which could be categorized as belonging 
to either of the main actors: the mothers or the daughters. 
Similarities and differences could be easily charted as well. 

The mothers' experiences, with the exception of two, 
revealed high school programs that would be limited by 
today's standards: a two or three track program with few 
opportunities for females. Mother 1 stated that girls could 
be "a teacher, a nurse, or a secretary." Mother 4, although 
offered a three track program, had choices within the col-
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FI GURE 1 GOAL 

Then TIME Now 

EVENTS 

Extra-Curricular Academics 

ACTORS-Mothers ACTORS-Daughters 

Similarities Differences 

Findings 

lege prep track including AP classes and eight languages. 
Mother 6 spoke of vocational opportunities offered as 
electives t provided interesting possibilities to consider for 
career choices. But for most, even those in the college prep 
track, there were few or no course options. 

There were few opportunities for most of the mothers 
regarding athletic or extra-curricular activities. One sport 
per season, intramurals, cheerleading, pep squad, Student 
Council, and government were available. Band was another 
extra-curricular activity that was supported by the schools. 
Vvhether due to coach availability or town support, the 
general perception was that boys had a lot more offered to 
them due to the athletic opportunities that were available 
at that time. Mother 5 stated, "There were more options for 
the boys in school. They had a lot of funding, too." 

However, the mothers' responses regarding the op
portunities presented to their daughters were, in almost all 
instances, in agreement. Regarding academic opportunities, 
with the exception of the mother who was offered eight 
languages, all felt their daughters had choices from AP 
courses to interdisciplinary electives that spanned almost 
every topic imaginable. All felt the academic offerings were 
equally accessible to girls and boys. 

All expressed amazement at the extra-curricular of
ferings available today. They reiterated their belief that 

the school would support any club or activity that was of 
interest to students, and acknowledged gender equity for 
extra-curricular and athletic opportunities. 

The most interesting component of the interviews 
were the feelings that were generated by the questions. 
These mothers were emotionally engaged when responding, 
particularly in regards to their daughters . 

Mothers' Feelings 
The mothers' feelings ranged from joy to concern to 

envy, as seen in Figure 2. Most mothers, while acknowl
edging the limitations of what was offered to them, had 
nothing to compare with their experiences, and were, by 
and large, happy with their experiences. Mother 5, however, 
felt that, " . .. when I was in school I was always striving to 
do well, to prove that I was able to handle the curriculum 
load . . . a lot of students had to fight to get into these college 
prep classes." 

Mothers were happy with their daughters' high school 
experience and saw that there was gender equity across the 
board . .l\1other 5 shared, "I think .. . that the doors have 
opened up for girls, females, in high school ... a lot more 
than they used to be." 

C oncern was expressed, though, about the stress 
students were under when faced with so many choices. 
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FIGURE 2 

Societal changes have affected how students respond to 
their high school experiences, with the pressure of college 
acceptance looming large from freshman year on. 

Mother 3, concerned with the stress put on today's 
students, shared, "School and other pressures manifest 
themselves differently today. Peer pressure consisted of 
alcohol, drugs and sneaking out after curfew when I was in 
high school. Today the phenomenon of'cutting' or self-mu
tilation, and suicide has been added to the list of ways for 
young people to relieve pressure." 

Mother 1 expressed her thoughts, "I think it's a good 
training in life .. . when her plate gets too full and she gets 
overwhelmed with participating in too many things . . . she 
knows, 'This is too much ... I have to pull the reins in' . .. " 

The feelings of envy conveyed were positive .. Mothers 
were so impressed by what was offered to their daugh-
ters that they were overwhelmed. Mother 1 shared, "l\1y 
daughter chose to take photography this year ... she is now 
looking forward to a career in photo-journalism, something 
I would have never thought of . . . You were either a teacher, 
a nurse, or a secretary .. . looking at her .. . makes me al
most jealous because that is something I would love to do." 

FIG UR E 3 

Stress 

Their enthusiasm about their daughters' opportunities was 
palpable. 

Daughters' Feelings 
The mothers freely expressed their opinions relative to 

their daughters' feelings and these, too, were able to be cat
egorized from stress to excitement, to awareness, as shown 
in Figure 3. 

The effects of peer pressure are still felt in today's high 
school and contribute to the stress felt by students. Mother 
6 expressed her thoughts on the subject: "I think that today 
... if you pick a club, you have to be prepared to either be 
labeled 'cool' or 'uncool' . .. it's harsher today ... " 

Mother 2 voiced her concern, "There is an expecta
tion . .. from both parents and school . .. that kids will be 
involved in certain extra-curricular activities, and ... the 
bar has been raised, I think, academically as well. You need 
to accomplish more than we did to get into college and to 
move through high school." 

The excitement that their daughters are experiencing 
was also evident. Engaged teachers who care about their 
students provide inspiration along with the multitude of 

Awareness 
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opportunities. Every mother had something good to say 
about her daughter's experiences and the enthusiasm the 
daughters brought to their school work. 

More than one mother stated how the opportuni-
ties presented by the schools had "opened their daughter's 
eyes" and created an awareness of a world outside of their 
own. Whether through course work or community service, 
these girls have had a broader and deeper experience in 
high school than their mothers did, and have been able to 
move between the known and unknown as a result of their 
experiences . 

Similarities and Differences 
When asked what they perceived to be the biggest 

similarity and the biggest difference between their experi
ence and their daughters', responses covered academics 
through extra-curricular activities, social awareness through 
peer pressure, and other thoughts as seen in Table 4. All 
expressed that gender equity was not an issue in today's 
high school as it had been in their high schools. 

A few mothers added to their interviews. Mother 1 
stressed the impact ofTitle IX in affording girls the op
portunity to receive athletic scholarships for college, while 
Mother 3 voiced her concern regarding maintaining good 
grades for the privilege of being on a varsity team with 
limited positions. Mother 6 discussed school funding and 
the right of all students to receive an exemplary education, 
not just those who reside in wealthier districts. She suc
cin~tly noted, "The children don't even know if they live in 
a district where they are getting a good solid education or 
could be getting better .. . but I think that something's got 
to be done about the funding ... " 

TABLE 4 

Similarities and Differences of High School Experiences 

I 
Similarities 

Mothers of mother and daughter high school experiences 
I 

Mother 1 Feeling the need to go to college 

Mother 2 I Schools still trying to meet kids' needs 
I 

I Both able to participate in varsity sports, 
Mother 3 I 

I band, and other clubs of choice 

Mother4 
High school is socially awkward if you 
are different 

Mother 5 
I 

Still focused on doing well academically 

I 
M other 6 

I 
Child can do whatever it is they want 

I 

Conclusion 
By analyzing the culture of the high school, the data, 

and the interview responses, it was clear that a major shift 
had taken place in the high schools of today compared with 
those of a generation ago regarding female performance in 
academics and athletics. What appeared most obvious were 
two very powerful forces that have provided the impetus 
for this paradigm shift: the increased attention to and 
expectation of female engagement both in academics and 
athletics due to the women's movement and Title IX. But 
perhaps, just as powerful, were the changes that have taken 
place in our schools that have provided the options, the 
opportunities, and the choices that are so prevalent today. 
Add to that the pressure to be accepted to college, which 
has also affected the high school experience. 

The club culture that has been spawned in high schools 
across the country has been spurred on by school districts 
anxious to provide the best for their students. Today's high 
school students have led highly programmed lives, from 
early pre-school years through high school. These children, 
both male and female, are expected to juggle multiple 
activities from sports to scouts, to art and music lessons. In 
response, the high school experience continues to offer a 
smorgasbord of opportunities. 

All of the mothers were excited the opportunities 
their daughters have been afforded. In fact, for most moth
ers, there was no choice. Are there unspoken messages or 
subtle hints being transmitted to our children, but more 
specifically from mothers to daughters, to take advantage of 
as much as you can? 

Differences I 
i 

between mother and daughter high school experiences i 

A lot more is expected of females 
' 

The bar has been raised- expectations from 
parent and school I 

! 

Variety of choices-code of ethics 

Lack of respect for adults, teachers 

More opportunities now 

Peer pressure associated with choices 
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To address my initial wonder, more opportunities are 
available now than previously to all students. Whether 
academic or extra-curricular, the options are seemingly 
limitless in today's public high school. Society's expecta
tions for females have been raised in good measure due 
to the women's movement and increased opportunities 
for women. This study did not discover any research that 
indicated any intrinsic differences between girls of yester
day and today, but rather supported the idea that the school 
culture can be influenced by instructional practices that 
might support the learning styles of boys and girls in dif
ferent ways (Cahill, 2005). 

It will be interesting to see where we are a generation 
from now. Will there be the disparities? Will instructional 
practices address these differences;> Will boys and girls be 
presented with gender equity not only in terms of what is 
offered, but the manner in which it is offered? Only time 
will tell. 
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