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As I walked for hours in the hospital trying to hurry my unborn son along, I read an article in one of my obstetrician’s magazines on the X chromosome. It was a huge mistake.  Since I was 35, I had had tests and knew my child was a male.  I was already worried: being the youngest of three children, a male with two older sisters who already showed evidence of being the gorgeous Amazons my husband’s family often produced might be rough. I feared he would have debilitating complexes caused by being as short as my 4’2” grandmother—and blame it on me. The article pronounced that the majority of miscarriages, involuntary abortions, and disabilities were male fetuses, caused by basic problems with the Y chromosome and the unstable combination of X and Y chromosomes. This scared me witless. My son is physically and mentally healthy; my female students tell me he’s “hot”—and he’s 6’3”, so my worries were for naught. I won’t go so far as reversing the old trick of the Scholastics and say that males are failed females, but it’s clear—even with my son—that males are essentially different.    

Given what we know about creativity, learning, collaboration, and the explosion of knowledge, I would think that women’s ways of knowing would be more fruitful than men’s ways of knowing. The problem is men and women’s perceptions about women’s ways of knowing.  Just as some people working in the “hard” sciences find qualitative research “squishy” and “unscientific,” some find women’s ways of knowing too free-form and subjective.  It may continue to be hard to get women to go into the sciences because they are put off by the authoritative stance taken by those disciplines or because they are made to feel inadequate, but this will be unfortunate as we move into a future that is increasingly ethically murky—bioengineering, stem cell research, etc.  Women’s ability to look beyond black and white “right” to gray areas that consider context a critical part of any ethics equation will become increasingly critical in matters of ethics and law. If women are not a significant portion of the scientific community, our voices will not be heard. We can only shudder to think of the decisions that will be made by men—creatures who are essentially pack animals—alone!   As researchers, I believe that women are more likely to challenge their own and others’ assumptions because of their own life experiences.  This will make them more objective observers.  Being open to the entire context of a research situation should also help women to establish real, significant, and legitimate causal relationships.       

Our examination of epistemological theories does help me understand education and learning better, and it makes me believe that women have and will make critical contributions to knowledge and education.  The fact that our ways of learning may be different from those around which educational institutions are organized makes us more sympathetic and responsive to students, who may also be suffering from cognitive  dissonance in their educational lives. While our ways of knowing may not be the same as all of our students,  we will be alert to the consequences of differences.  A color blind person may not fully comprehend what it is to be deaf, but a color blind person will at least better understand what it is like to be depend on sensory data and processes that are different from most people’s.   Woman are also more likely to embrace or already practice the effective teaching model that Hofer and Pintrich (1997) offer: teachers who “model and display their thinking processes in public dialogue, a classroom that accepts the voicing of uncertainty, standards of evaluation that are coconstructed by teachers and students, and classes in which knowledge is created not through conflict but consensus” (p. 97).   

I prefer the Belenky et al. epistemological model because I believe that we should shy away from the notion of stages, which is baggage from positivism and includes the notion that we are all progressing toward some ideal form of human-hood, inevitably some male model.  The Belenky et al. (1986) model focuses on the position of the knower to the knowledge: silence, received knowledge, subjective knowledge, procedural knowledge (which some subdivide into separate knowing and connected knowing), and constructed knowledge. Establishing this point of view is central to what we now understand about the way humans of both genders learn and know.  

It’s a good thing that it is the Y chromosome that some scientists believe is losing its genes and may eventually become extinct. Other scientists believe that the Y chromosome—and males and sexual reproduction—will persist because the Y chromosome makes mirror (palindrome) copies of itself that it may access later as needed.  Of course, this will require collaboration and cooperation.  Women’s ways of knowing may be more valued in the future when a group of women scientists are all that stand between the males of our species and extinction!     

