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Gender difference in Taiwanese preschoolers’ language acquisition

 — the classroom setting
I. Outline
Topic: Gender difference in Taiwanese preschoolers’ language acquisition— the classroom setting

Thesis: By observing how gender differences influence preschooler’s language acquisition in Taiwan, we will have a better understanding that it’s not necessary to say girls can learn language better than boys due to the way teachers teach and their differential treatments to different genders; boys can learn language as well as girls if teachers know their differences. 
Introduction 

Gender difference has been greatly studied for a long time. 

Some researchers agree that there are differences in language use between boys and girls. 

Some researchers disagree there are differences. 

The purpose of the research paper is to see if gender difference is relevant to preschoolers’ language learning in Taiwan.

Observations: I observe how the subjects’ language learning is constructed by their gender roles.
 Participants’ background/characteristics will be described. 

 In the Mandarin classes, they do activities such as story telling, drawing, and       

dancing and singing.

    C.  In the English classes, they do activities such as dancing, drawing, story telling, and jigsaw puzzles. 

Results: This part is to describe what I found from my observation. 
Difference: The way boys and girls use their acquired language, Chinese Mandarin, can be distinguished. 
Boys and girls use different types of reduplications in Mandarin. 
The way boys and girls use measure words is different. 

Similarity: Boys and girls have encountered similar difficulties when learning English. 
Boys can learn language as well as girls because of two reasons: 
1. Boys and girls react differently on distinct class activities.
2. Teachers talk to boys and girls for differential treatments. 
Discussions: 
Boys are more active than girls in the activities which include more actions. 
Teachers treat boys and girls differently. 
The are three reasons why teachers treat boys and girls differently in Taiwan:
1. Chinese culture has different expectation to men and women.
        2. Stereotype: John Williams and Deborah Best have an investigation on this issue. 
3. In the place where I did my study, all of the teachers were female.

Conclusion

Gender difference reflects on the subjects’ language acquisition. 

There are some limitations of the study.

Due to the limit of times in observing the subjects, I can’t get closer to them to obtain more details of their use of acquired language. 

Due to the limitation of time in conducting this research paper, the data is not huge enough. 

The individual difference of my subjects may influence the results in language acquisition instead of their gender roles. 
Introduction
Gender difference in language has been greatly studied over the past decades.  Many people have a basic idea or even stereotypes towards the way men and women talk.  For example, some people tend to think that women can learn language better than men, or women use more standard language.  Nevertheless, “It was ethnographers who first drew attention to distinct female and male varieties of language, often with clear differences in vocabulary. […] Other ethnographers have provided cases of marked differences in the language of men and women” (Spolsky 36-37).  Spolsky mentions in Sociolinguistics that the differences between male and female language are “social rather than biological.” (37)  Likewise, according to Dr. Shelley Wu, “Scientists and social scientists have not reached a clear understanding on how and to which degree biological factors influence social behavior and cognition. But it seems certain that biology alone does not explain the gender roles in our society.” (About and about. http://psychology.about.com/c/ht/00/07/How_Gender_Role_Development0962935014.htm) Furthermore, Spolsky states,

          Of the social causes of gender differentiation in speech style, one of the most critical appears to be level of education. In all studies, it has been shown that the greater the disparities between educational opportunities for boys and girls, the greater the differences between male and female speech. (37)

Even though the educational opportunities for boys and girls are getting equal in Taiwan, teachers’ different treatments toward boys and girls can still be found in schools by the influence of the Chinese concepts.  Moreover, the gender differences often reflect on girls’ and boys’ learning a language.  Dr. Tannen mentions in You Just Don’t Understand, “girls and boys grow up in different worlds of words.” (43)  In Harris’ study, he concludes that girls in their early age have greater verbal ability than boys at the same age with regard to acquisition of phonemes, vocabulary size, articulation, comprehensibility, loquacity, and reading skill. (1977: 79-94)  However, Garvey and BenDebba found no differences between the sexes concerned with number of utterances or length of utterances for kindergarten children.  In all events, while these researches were all done in English-speaking countries, the present study is to investigate gender difference in Taiwanese preschooler’s language acquisition in classroom setting.  By observing how gender difference influence preschooler’s language acquisition in Taiwan, we will have a better understanding to know it’s not necessary that girls can learn language better than boys due to the way teachers teach and their differential treatments to different genders.  That is to say if teachers know well the differences between boys and girls, then boys will be able to learn language as well as girls. 

II. Methods
A. Participants’ background
     I, the researcher, went to the ancillary kindergarten of the Applied Life Science Department at Fu-Jen University in Taipei, Taiwan, two hours a week for one and a half months.  My participants were students of the age of four to six.  I observed and tape-recorded their Mandarin and English classes which were conducted one hour every time, five times a week.  Furthermore, there were around twenty-five students in each class I observed, and the rate of boys and girls was about the same. 

B. Participants’ Mandarin classes 

     There were two female teachers in the Mandarin class.  When I came in the classroom, the teacher talked in Taiwanese to students that there would be a guest today, and then she started to tell a story, “Johnny’s Moon,” in Mandarin.  She spoke slowly and dramatically with some gesture.  Two or three boys asked questions interruptedly, but she didn’t stop to answer their questions.  Another boy tried to answer but was stopped by another teacher with an ordered tone.  After the story, the teacher asked them if they have any question, and a girl asked what “spirit” was.  
“Good. She listened to the story carefully so she could catch this word she didn’t understand” praised the teacher.  
Then she asked the whole class if anyone knew the meaning and could explain.  
“Spirit lives in our stomachs” a boy replied.  
“No, it lives in our brains” another boy retorted.  
“Please raise your hand before you want to speak” said the teacher.  
After explaining the meaning, the teacher asked them to draw a picture related to one plot of the story they remembered.  In this drawing activity, unlike girls sitting quietly and doing what the teacher asked, some boys kept changing their seats or talking to others.  The teacher called a boy and said, “I count to ten for you to go back to your seat and draw your picture, or you want to stand beside the door to see others’ drawing their pictures?”  The boy and the others seemed to understand that the teacher was going to punish them so they followed her instruction when she was helping a girl draw.  Afterwards, the teacher called several students to introduce their pictures to others, and most of them were girls.  The teacher explained to me later that she was used to demanding those who didn’t talk much to say something to the class.  

     In another Mandarin class, the teacher first sang a song and made children repeat after her while showing the words of the song on the board.  After two or three times, they all stood up to dance while singing at the same time.  The last time, the teacher didn’t sing but only danced, and when students couldn’t continue singing, she gestured or pointed to the words on the board to give a clue.  However, there were only few who could understand the words, and others just sang by memorizing the lyrics.  Then they did another activity.  The teacher sang the first two or three sentences of a song silently, and the students continued after observing her mouth.  The songs were in Mandarin, English and Taiwanese.  And there were two girls who always got the answer and could continue the songs the fastest.  

C. Participants’ English classes

     In the English classes, the students were mixed from three other classes, so they were not totally the same with those I observed in the Mandarin classes.  There were one foreign teacher and one Taiwanese teacher who translated when necessary.  The foreign teacher first played the CD player and asked students to dance with her without teaching them to sing.   However, she told them to do certain movements when hearing certain words before playing the song like “shake your hands, and show your toes.”  Unlike in the Mandarin class that students learned the language from this kind of activity, the English teacher used this activity as a warming up at the beginning of the class.  Then the teacher held cards on which there were pictures and English letters.  For example, the cards with letter N and nurse, P with pig, Q with queen, R with rabbit, and S with sun.  She asked students to review these letters she taught last week.  Afterwards, she showed another six colored cards with words like “W-whale”, “T-toys”, “V-violin”, “X-x-ray”, “Y-yoyo”, “Z-zoo”.  She introduced new letters and words by telling a story.  When the story has being told, the Taiwanese teacher translated since these words were new to students.  The English teacher made sentences with these words to make students understand better.  However, some students especially boys didn’t pay much attention to her.  Afterwards, she wanted them to repeat after her to pronounce them.  Doing the repetition several times, she passed out sheets with some letters and words on it, and asked them to color those which she taught on that day to see if students learned or not.  The students I observed in this class were not the same with those in the Mandarin.  However, in this class too, some boys seemed to be unable to sit down quietly and draw.  They kept moving or bothered others.  Some boys even colored every item on the paper, disregarding the teacher’s instruction. 

     In another class, the teacher first led them to sing and dance as well.  Then in order to help students review the words she taught in last class, she showed the cards and said, “I look in the mirror, and what do I see? I see a __ looking at/sitting next to (depends on the object) me”.  And the students filled the blank for her while watching the card on her hand.  Afterwards, they formed five groups to do a puzzle game.  They needed to complete the puzzle in order to find out what it was and told the teacher in English.  What was interesting was that in these five groups, there was always a boy who led his members to complete the puzzle, and others, especially girls, were helping him like assistants.  

III. Results

From my observation, I found three phenomena: (1) The way boys and girls use their acquired language, Chinese Mandarin, can be distinguished.  (2) Boys and girls have encountered similar difficulties when learning English.  (3) Boys can learn language as well as girls because of two reasons: a) Boys and girls react differently on distinct class activities.  b) Teachers talk to boys and girls for differential treatments. 

1. The way boys and girls use their acquired language, Mandarin, can be distinguished.
     The different use of Mandarin between boys and girls indicates that first of all boys tend to use noun reduplications while girls utilize more adjective reduplications than boys when describing something. 

Example 1

noun: wo zai hua che che
我在畫“車車”。 

I’m drawing a car. 
Example 2 

noun: zhe ge ya ya zai you yong
這個“鴨鴨“在游泳。

The duck is swimming. 
Example 3

adjective: bing bing de, chang chang de, jian jian de

冰冰的、長長的、尖尖的

freezing, long, sharp 
The examples of noun reduplications given above were all taken from boys’ speaking.  I didn’t find any girl who used noun reduplication while boys also utilised adjective reduplications.  Furthermore, the second finding of the different language use between girls and boys is the use of measure word.  Boys might use the measure “ge” when they didn’t know or were not sure which one should be used.  It was a phenomena of overgeneralizing measure words in Mandarin.  

Example 4 

wo yao hua na ge chuan 

我要畫那“個”船。

I want to draw the boat. 
The correct measure word for “boat” should be “艘” (sao).  However, this word seemed too difficult to preschoolers since some words wouldn’t be taught until children studied in elementary schools.  That was why my participants misused certain measure words.  Nevertheless, girls sometimes misused measure words as well, but they could correct themselves by the hint of the teacher.  

Example 5

A girl once said to the teacher:

wo yao na “ge” bi

我要那“個”筆。

I want the pen.
And a boy said that he wanted it, too.  Then the teacher tried to correct them by hint, so pointing to those color pens, she asked:

ni yao na “zhi” bi?

你要哪枝筆？

Which pen do you want? 

The Girl answered:

wo yao na “zhi”lü se de bi

我要那“枝”綠色的筆。

I want the green one.
However, the boy said nothing and went to get the pen by himself. 

2. Boys and girls have encountered similar difficulties when learning English.
     As for the second result I found, both boys and girls couldn’t pronounce voiceless English sounds well.  Such as the letter “F,” they pronounced [εfu], and pronounced the word “book” as [buk0 ].  The reason may be that in Mandarin, there are no voiceless sounds but only aspirated or non-aspirated sounds.  That’s why they have difficulties in certain English sounds. 

3. Boys can learn language as well as girls
The third finding, also the most important one, shows that boys actually can learn language as well as girls. The first reason is that boys and girls act differently on distinct class activities, so if teachers know their differences well and use different kinds of teaching methods which may fit both boys’ and girls’ need, then both of the genders can learn effectively.  For instance, from my observation, both the Mandarin and English teachers used story telling, singing and dancing, and drawing as their teaching methods.  Boys tended to be more active than girls in the activity which more actions were included, and they even concentrated on teachers’ instructions more in this kind of activity.  Furthermore, when listening to a story, unlike girls, boys interrupted the teacher to ask questions.  On the contrary, girls always raised their hands and waited for teachers’ calling when they had questions or wanted to speak.  That is to say, girls of my participants were following the teachers’ instruction and the rule in class.  Moreover, in the jigsaw puzzle activity, there was always a boy who wanted to dominate in the group.  When a girl wanted to be a leader as well, a conflict raised.  A boy said to a girl, “Let me do it. I know how to make it, and you just help me. Pass that piece to me.”  “I can do it too” the girl replied.  “Ok, how about you help me do it, and ‘you’ tell the teacher what the picture is later when we are done” said the boy.  The girl agreed, “ok, but next time, it’s my turn.”  Among my participants, boys liked to dominate the whole group and make an order to their group members.  Thus, from the example above, we can clearly see that certain teaching methods are relatively effective when teaching boys and so are other methods to girls. 

The second reason to show that both boys and girls can learn language well at the same time is based on teachers’ treatments to students.  
The teachers I observed tended to praise girls more while using threatened tone or words to boys.  A teacher once said to a boy, “if you don’t go back to your seat, you can’t eat snacks later” or “if you keep talking, I’ll ask you to stand up, and every kid will look at you.”  This result may be due to the behavior of preschoolers which I’ll discuss later in discussion part.  Moreover, teachers used more tag questions to talk to girls while they used imperatives to boys.  

Example 6

The teacher said to a girl: 

lai, bang mang ba zhi fa xia qu hao bu hao?

來，幫忙把紙發下去好不好？

Come, and pass out these pieces of paper, ok? 

Yet, the teacher said to a boy:

lai bang mang fa (these pieces of paper).

來幫忙發。

Come to help pass out these pieces of paper. 

We see the teachers’ different treatments to boys and girls, but what’s the reason?  It is actually related to the culture, which I’ll discuss in next section as well.

IV. Discussion 

In the discussion part, three main questions will be covered in respond to the result section: (1) Boys are more active than girls in the activities which include more actions. (2) Teachers treat boys and girls differently. (3) The are three reasons why teachers treat boys and girls differently in Taiwan.  

1. Boys are more active than girls in the activities which include more actions.
     According to the following researchers, boys are indeed more active than girls.  J.H. Block concludes,
Males are more active than females during the preschool years and are less able to delay gratification, that females are more fearful and manifest greater anxiety, and that male achievement seems to be most stimulated under “challenging” circumstances, whereas female achievement is most stimulated by the presence of an adult. (168) 

She also notes that the available data shows males consider themselves as more powerful, more ambitious, and more energetic than females (Liss 168).  However, while the data was collected in western countries, we may wonder if the data collected in Chinese culture shows the same result.  As for this point, Michael Harris Bond mentions in Beyond The Chinese Face that the levels of aggression in boys are higher than in girls, and the degree of levels of aggression between sexes is rather larger in Chinese society.  Therefore, Chinese boys are even much more active compared with those in western countries.  Furthermore, he remarks the possible reason why boys are more aggressive, 

There are powerful Chinese stereotypes about the differences between men and women. These beliefs undoubtedly affect the different ways in which boys and girls are taught to express anger, dominance, and competitiveness. (16)

And this can explain my finding that boys concentrate more in class if the activity includes more body actions.  Furthermore, among my participants, some boys didn’t really behave and were punished.  Some of them even like to lead their group to make a work done.  In Social and Cognitive Skills: Sex Roles and Children’s Play, “Boys overall were more verbally aggressive than girls and likely to dominate peers directly, whereas girls cited social rules” (Liss 26).  Still, that boys and girls in the level of either physical aggression or verbal aggression is obvious.  

2. Teachers treat boys and girls differently.
     Here comes a question first, do teachers really treat boys and girls differently?  And how?  The answer can be found in Social and Cognitive Skills, “Although the two sexes were usually treated about the same in the earliest years, they were consistently treated quite differently form ages 4-5 years until puberty” (Liss 25).  Likewise, in one observational study by Serbin, O’Leary, Kent, & Tonick in 1973, it was found, “teachers responded significantly more frequently and more loudly to the aggressive acts of boys than they did to those of girls” (796-804).  Another finding was that teachers paid more attention to girls when they were working or playing near to teachers. (796-804)  Thus, since researchers have provided the information regarding teachers’ different treatments, we may want to know the reasons, especially the case in Taiwan where I did my research.  

3. The are three reasons why teachers treat boys and girls differently in Taiwan.  

     The first reason is based on what Michael Harris Bond states, “Chinese culture has different expectation to men and women. Women are endowed with the ‘communal’ virtues of kindness […] Men on the other hand are graced with the purposive qualities of courage and energy, logic and independence” (Bond 46).  The different expectation to men and women shows Chinese people’s stereotype towards gender.  Likewise, Bond also brings up John Williams and Deborah Best’s investigation.  They examined sex stereotypes in 25 countries, including Taiwan.  They used check-lists of items related to men and women.  The items on the list for the male stereotype were agreed by 90 percent of Taiwanese sample, which was the highest one among 25 countries.  In addition, another reason may be that in the place where I did my research, all of the teachers were female.  Yet, if possible, in the further study whether or not boys and girls have equal opportunities for learning will be worth discussing. 

V. Conclusion 

A. Gender difference reflects on the subjects’ language acquisition. 

     The purpose of this study is to investigate how gender difference influences preschooler’s language acquisition in Taiwan.  From the analysis of data, we can see that different types of activities will make boys and girls react differently, which influences their language learning.  Furthermore, teachers’ treatments are also a factor in preschoolers’ language acquisition. 
B. There are limitations of the study.
     There were three major limitations in this study.  Firstly, due to the time limit, I couldn’t get closer to children and contact them frequently.  Since this research paper had to be done within one semester and due to the regulations setup in the kindergarten, I had only observed their classes six times.  Secondly, the sample of participants was selected from only two classes in one kindergarten.  It may not represent all the children in Taiwan since the data was not huge enough.  It would have been better if there was more time and with more subjects to be studied.  Thirdly, the individual difference may also influence the result of the study.  For example, some children went to complementary school to learn English or to take extra Mandarin classes, so they could perform better than others.  Likewise, certain parents paid more attention to their children’s use of language at home, which made them more capable of being proficient in language.  Therefore, even though all of the participants share the same cultural background and belong to the same nationality, they still have their own family background.  
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