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Education

‘Tinkering’ in childhood an important acquired skill

Two weeks ago in a Letter to
Editor I asked for reader input on
their own elementary-years use of
various games/toys such as Tinker-
Toys, erector sets, Gilbert puzzles,
Legos, Lincoln Logs, etc. The few
replies I received did seem to con-
firm the main points of a Nov. 11,
2009 in Education Week newspa-
per. The headline read, “Teaching
Girls to Tinker” and was written by
education expert Lisa Damour.

Damour made her key point
immediately when she wrote,
“Girls now surpass boys in nearly
every measure of academic suc-
cess...Even in high school math-
ematics - a subject where boys
have consistently held an edge - the
playing field seems, somehow, to
have leveled.” She then points
out that 77 percent of degrees in
engineering and 85 percent in com-
puter science are earned by males!
WHY is this still true is the main

question.

Among the more common
answers are the lack of female role
models for the girls; girls prefer
those sciences that are more con-
nected to helping others; and the
‘isolated geek’ stereotype that is
associated with engineering and
computer science is a turn-off for
girls. Damour offers another possi-
ble explanation. “GIRLS DON’T
TINKER!”

A major 2000 report, Tech-
Savy, by the AAUW cited clear
gender factors. It claimed that boys
see computers as toys interesting in
their own right while girls see them
as tools for accomplishing tasks.
Thus by approaching computers
and mechanical devices as “toys”
boys are able to “play” with them
and learn how they function from
the inside out.

When “tinkering” with program-
ming, they develop an intuitive
understanding in how they work.

Move back two or three gen-
erations and ask yourself whether
males or females were the most
likely to “take apart” or ‘“disas-
semble” a radio, a blender, a lawn
mover, etc. etc. Which gender
was more likely to “tinker” with
mechanical things? Several of

those who responded to my request
were males and they said they
had not done these kind of things
because they were (and are) not
“mechanically inclined.” (Me, too,
by the way!)

Damour asks, “Why don’t girls
tinker?” One key answer is that
few adults encourage them to do
so. For example even us teach-
ers unknowingly expect boys to
help us with such semi-mechanical
tasks as using a stapler, the VCR,
etc. When we encourage a child
to TINKER, we show confidence
in his/her ability to “figure it out.”
We thus say that this is of value but
to girls we tend to emphasize that
an answer is of more importance
than the process for finding an
answer.

Tinkering takes time! Our “test-
happy” education system does not
value such ‘time-taking’ tinkering
since it much emphasizes the short-
er answer given quickly. How can
we, as adults, help our children,
especially girls, to find the time to
learn by tinkering? How can we
fight the types of learning which
seem to discourage girls from the
fields of engineering and computer
science? I would like to hear from
you with your ideas!
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Donate justone

...and help your neighbors with disabilities!

Call 228-AUTO or visit goodwilldaytonauto.com before
December 31 for your 2009 tax incentive.
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Dayton’s Favorite Steakhouse Since 1947
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We can ship your Gift Box or mail ?;
Gift Certificate anywhere e

Dayton’s Best in a Box,
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-2 Something for Everyone...
Gift Steak Boxes

Gift Salad Dressing Box
& Gift Certificates

Order online: thepineclub.com
or call: 228-5371

Goodwill Auto Auction

A Service of Goodwiill | Easter Seals Miami Valley

¢ Cut Your Own * Hundreds of Pines & Spruce ¢ Tree Wrapper
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OPEN DAILY 9-5
STARTING 11/27 THRU CHRISTMAS EVE

COUNTRY PINES

8280 W. Third St.
7 miles west of Dayton on St. Rt. 35 West
New Lebanon, OH
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1209 East Stroop Road in Kettering

299-8650
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