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Take Action: Encouraging Female Students to Excel in Math 
 

Strategies and Ideas 
Multiple studies indicate girls learn best through cooperation and collaboration rather than 

competition.  Communication and self-confidence are also important. 

 

1. Student operated Study Sessions   

Students that work together have demonstrated significant grade improvements and noticeable 

increases in confidence.  Move from teacher-led review sessions to student-led study sessions.   

1. Create a classroom setup that allows opportunities for partner and group work. 

2. Take time from class to discuss that mathematics is a learned skill and not an innate talent. 

3. Emphasize that mistakes are part of the learning process. 

4. Change the buzz about mistakes and remove some stress from your students so that they can 

better deal with, and learn from, their mistakes.   

For a homework assignment, have students make a “positive quote sign” to hang up in class.  I 

have a quote wall to provide encouragement on days in which students feel the struggle.   

5. Have students read and discuss online articles or excerpts from books about the learning 

process – I do this the night after major assessments.  Discussions of these readings have 

changed the climate in my classroom. 

6. Talk about the struggle and emphasize the importance of not giving up. 

7. Give time for reflection.  I require students to complete a reflection assignment after I return 

each graded assessment in which they analyze the mistakes they made, determine why they 

made these mistakes, and brainstorm how they can prevent making these mistakes again. 

8. When possible, relate learning to other subjects and to real life. 

 

 

Recommended Books  
1. Mindset by Carol Dweck, Ph.D. 

2. How Girls THRIVE by JoAnn Deak 

3. Research Based Strategies to Ignite Student Learning by Judy Willis 

4. Outliers by Malcolm Gladwell 

 

 

Websites of Interest 

1. Mindset   http://www.mindsetonline.com/  

Learn about growth and fixed mindsets; take a quiz to determine your mindset; learn how to 

change your mindset. 

2. AAUW Why So Few  http://www.aauw.org/learn/research/whysofew.cfm 

The American Association of University Women reviewed eight large gender research studies 

and discusses their findings in this publication, available as a free pdf download. 

3. Project Implicit  https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/ 

The Harvard implicit bias test provides free online tests to make one aware of personal areas of 

bias; specifically there is a gender-science association test. 

http://www.mindsetonline.com/
http://www.aauw.org/learn/research/whysofew.cfm
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/
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The Study Session model 

The study session model requires students to take an active role in their learning.  Rather than 

attending a session led by the academic teacher, students volunteer to host a study session.  In a 

session, where the teacher is not an active participant, students are forced to take on the teacher’s role; 

in other words, they begin asking questions of one another, reflecting upon their strengths and 

weaknesses, and collaborating with their peers.   

 

Steps to Implement Study Sessions 

 Find times when students can meet.   Look for times when many students will be free at the 

same time – such as lunch, before/after school, common breaks.  

 Determine an easy way for students to sign up for sessions.  I post available times on a white 

board in the back of my room.   

 Determine how you are going to keep track of attendance.   I use a one-subject notebook and 

require the student hosts to fill in the date and time of the session, the names of all hosts, and 

the names of all attendees. 

 

The Role of the Student Hosts 

 Students sign up on the sign-up board to host a session; I require between 2-4 hosts per session 

 The hosts are not expected to be teachers.  The hosts’ duties are to keep track of attendance, to 

welcome all attendees, and to study/work on math problems with attendees. 

 Hosts ask the attendees what topic(s) they wish to review/practice.  Using teacher provided 

resources (usually my teacher’s edition book); hosts select problems that cover the requested 

topics.  All students work on the topics together.  

 

Other Notes 

 The teacher should not be an active participant in the study sessions.  Initially students will ask 

for help.  Be cautious about helping, unless the entire group is stuck.  When the teacher is overly 

active in helping students, the students become more reliant upon the teacher's expertise and less willing 

to listen to one another.   

 Before the first study session, model the behavior you hope to with your students. 

 Motivate students to be hosts and attendees with incentives.  Examples: dropping the lowest 

quiz grade, giving students a homework pass, or allowing students to earn extra credit points.   

 Initially, students need frequent reminders of study session opportunities and any incentives 

for hosting and or attending. 

  

Using this system, my students have reaped positive benefits. My students gain greater confidence in 

their abilities, become stronger mathematics communicators, and become stronger problem solvers. 

Ultimately, they become more proficient and successful mathematicians.       C. Gillespie 
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Screenshot of Assessment Reflection 

 
 

 

Recommended Articles (Available Online) 
1. Why Girls Drop Math I: Beliefs About Math   by Dr. Art Markman, Ph.D   

http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/ulterior-motives/200808/why-girls-drop-math-i-beliefs-

about-math 

2. Why Girls Drop Math II: Who Wants To Be Alone?  by Dr. Art Markman, Ph.D. 

http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/ulterior-motives/200808/why-girls-drop-math-ii-who-

wants-be-alone 

3. Why Girls Drop Math III: Stereotype Threat   by Dr. Art Markman, Ph.D. 

http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/ulterior-motives/200808/why-girls-drop-math-iii-

stereotype-threat 

4. Girls Learn Lesson in Math Anxiety 

http://www.futurity.org/society-culture/girls-learn-lesson-in-math-anxiety/ 

5. How Boys and Girls Learn Differently 

http://www.webmd.com/parenting/features/how-boys-and-girls-learn-differently 

6. Gender Differences in the Sequence of Brian Development by Leonard Sax M.D., Ph.D. 

http://www.education.com/reference/article/Ref_Boys_Girls/ 

7. What is Stereotype Threat? 

http://www.stereotypethreat.org 

 

http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/ulterior-motives/200808/why-girls-drop-math-i-beliefs-about-math
http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/ulterior-motives/200808/why-girls-drop-math-i-beliefs-about-math
http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/ulterior-motives/200808/why-girls-drop-math-ii-who-wants-be-alone
http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/ulterior-motives/200808/why-girls-drop-math-ii-who-wants-be-alone
http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/ulterior-motives/200808/why-girls-drop-math-iii-stereotype-threat
http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/ulterior-motives/200808/why-girls-drop-math-iii-stereotype-threat
http://www.futurity.org/society-culture/girls-learn-lesson-in-math-anxiety/
http://www.webmd.com/parenting/features/how-boys-and-girls-learn-differently
http://www.education.com/reference/article/Ref_Boys_Girls/
http://www.stereotypethreat.org/

