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This paper discusses the results of a Douglass Project for Rutgers Women in Math, Science, and 
Engineering research grant titled “Leading Young Women to the Sciences and Technology,” 
founded by the Toyota USA Foundation. The project resulted in the creation of the Gender-
Based Web Site Evaluation Model for selecting Web sites of high interest to young women. The 
model includes eight evaluation criteria related to gender: social connectivity, flexibility and 
motility, contextuality, personal identification, graphic and multimedia concentration, 
collaboration, inclusion, and confidence. To develop this model, the project investigator 
analyzed related literatures, created a working model, tested the working model using group 
interviews with adolescent females, analyzed the group-interview transcripts using iterative 
pattern coding for qualitative data (Miles and Huberman 1994), presented the working model 
and data-analysis results to an expert panel, and subsequently created a revised model. The 
revised model and a list of questions to assist adult intermediaries in selecting Web sites for 
young women are presented and discussed. 

For many years now, women have held a minority of the high-status, high-salary jobs in 
computer- and technology-related fields (Comber et al. 1997; DeRemer 1989; Dorman 1998, 
Gorriz and Medina 2000). Various factors account for women’s underrepresentation in these 
professions, including adolescent girls’ generally less frequent use of computer games, which are 
perspectives. As Laurel (1990) explained, user-centered examinations of youth computer use are 
sparse. Druin (1999) echoed this plea for more youth user-centered usability studies. The result is 
computer software, Web sites, and other electronic information resources of limited interest to 
young people, including girls. 

In response to women’s underrepresentation in technology professions, Douglass College’s 
Douglass Project for Rutgers Women in Math, Science, and Engineering [1] and the Girl Scouts 
of the USA secured a grant from the Toyota USA Foundation. Part I of “Leading Young Women 
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to the Sciences and Technology” sought to develop institutes, materials, and other methods for 
encouraging adolescent women to enter computer, science, and technology fields. 

Part II of this project sought to work toward redressing the lack of youth user-centered computer-
use studies. This paper discusses the second part of the grant work, for which the project 
investigator conducted all of the research, including the analysis of related research literatures, 
creation of the model proposed in this paper, collection of data through group interviews, 
analysis of the data, and presentation of the research findings to an expert panel. The final project 
report for this research, as well as links to numerous Web sites that typify the various criteria in 
the Gender-Based Web Site Evaluation Model, can be found on the Girlstech Web site. 

Literature Review and Analysis 

A sizeable body of research has examined the relationship between gender or sex and the use of 
technology.[2

http://girlstech.douglass.rutgers.edu/�


Volume 4 | ISSN: 1523-4320



Volume 4 | ISSN: 1523-4320 
 

 

4 School Library Media Research | www.ala.org/aasl/slr 
 

Personal Identification  



http://www.hurricanehunters.com/�
http://www.mos.org/home.html�
http://space.jpl.nasa.gov/�
http://www.exploratorium.edu/memory/braindissection/index.html�
http://www.topozone.com/�
http://www.agnesscott.edu/lriddle/women/women.htm�
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aso/tryit/doctor�
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component of the test site HurricaneHunters.com was the “cyberflight,” which takes the user 
along on a flight into the center of a hurricane through text, photographs, and video clips. The 
participants found the flight to be dull and would have much preferred it had it enabled some 
form of contact with live humans:  

Participant 1: “It would be good if you could play [the cyberflight] against other people, 
that are online.” [ 3]  

Participant 2: “Yeah.” 

Participant 3: “Yeah, like if you go to the Jeopardy Web site, and if you register you can 
play against other people.” 

All of the study participants in the particular interview excerpted above became extremely 
excited at the prospect of playing a Web-based game against live people. Their interest in game-
playing was more as a method of making human contact than for the purpose of winning games. 
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Participant 1: “It’d be more interesting.” 

After this last comment, the other young women in the group interview became excited at the 
prospect of reading an online biography of someone they actually knew, serving as strong proof 
of their preference toward sites with personal connectivity. 

Graphic and Multimedia Concentration 

Data from the group interviews indicated that to many of the participants, graphic and 
multimedia concentration was the single most significant factor in their rating a Web site 
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Other participants mentioned that the test site Doctors over Time showed sex roles changing, 
with a male doctor in 1900 and a female doctor in 1998. Some found this feminist attribute to be 
exciting and empowering. For example: 

Participant 1: “There’s one point that I really liked. In the past they had a male doctor 
with a female assistant, and in the most recent date they had female doctor.”   

Participant 2: “Yeah.” 

Participant 1: “That was a good part that I really liked.” 

Participant 3: “That was really good. A male doctor and a female doctor.” 

Participant 4: “It shows how far women have come over time—” 

Participant 1: “We’re overtaking—[laughs]” 

Participant 4: “Before you would never think of a woman doctor. Only assistants or 
nurses, and now women can be whoever they want. They can be doctors, whatever.” 

Other participants were less enthusiastic about this feminist aspect of the site. They found the 
Doctors over Time sex-role change to be interesting but not particularly significant. As one 
young woman explained: “If [the site] has something to do with gender, like role changes, yeah, 
I can understand if they actually depict that. Otherwise, it doesn’t really matter to me.” Others 
felt that the sex-role change was “nice” but “not too important.” Due to this mixed level of 
support, inclusion is a secondary evaluation criterion in the model. 

Despite the participants’ limited interest in inclusion, it is an important evaluation criterion for 
adult intermediaries to consider when selecting Web sites for young women. It is important to 
find inclusive resources for prescriptive reasons, since such resources can bolster young 
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from the Rutgers computer science department, two professors from the Rutgers School of 
Communication, Information and Library Studies, two regional directors of educational 
technology for New Jersey secondary schools, the director and assistant director of the Douglass 
Project, and two program directors from the Girls Scouts of the USA national headquarters. Each 
panel member had expertise in technology issues as well as experience in working with juvenile 
computer users. 

The panel offered overwhelmingly positive feedback for the working model, indicating that all 
seven criteria conformed with their own observations of young women’s digital information 
preferences. They also suggested that an additional evaluation criterion be added to the model. 
The panel members felt that one of the main reasons that young women rarely consider 
computer-related careers is that they lack self-confidence in their computer abilities, whether or 
not they lack related competence. Adding confidence to the model, they argued, would help adult 
intermediaries to locate Web sites that could work to combat this career-goal disincentive. 

Subsequent reanalysis of the literature lent further support to confidence as a gender-based Web 
site–evaluation criterion. From her interviews with highly educated, intelligent women who were 
reluctant to use computers, Turkle (1988) concluded that “The central issue for these competent 
and talented women is not phobia or lack of ability, but a reticence to become more deeply 
involved with an object experienced as threatening” (46). 

Similarly, Opie (1998) traced girls’ reduced levels of confidence with computers to their lesser-
developed technological skills. Comber et al. (1997) traced these reduced levels of computer 
confidence to adolescent women’s less frequent use of computer games, the majority of which 
are designed for and marketed to males. Based on the literature, it seemed that Web sites that 
offer strong encouragement and support could indeed be used to help counteract this gender-
related self-doubt. 

In contrast, reanalysis of the group-interview data indicated that the participants were relatively 
indifferent to confidence as a Web site–evaluation criterion. Participants in only one of the four 
group interviews discussed any related ideas in the following short conversation concerning the 
Women of NASA site: 

Participant 1: “[I liked] the teen-friendly vocabulary.”   

Participant 2: “Oh, that’s right.” 

Participant 3: “They had good language.” 

Participant 2: “That’s right.” 

Participant 3: “Understanding of us.” 

The Revised Model 

In accordance with the panel’s suggestion, the project investigator revised the working model to 
include confidence. Even though data reanalysis indicated that the participants expressed 
minimal interest in Web sites with strong confidence, confidence was added to the model as an 
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‘sweeping generalizations,’ the ability to determine what girls want may seem necessary at a 
time when we are trying to open up a space for girls to participate within this medium at all” 
(25). Therefore the use of the model in selecting Web sites will result selections likely to appeal 
to most, but not all, young females. 

Not only do women continue to represent a minority of the high-salary, high-
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based characteristics of interaction with electronic information. But, in view of the fact 
that more girls and young women exhibit feminine traits than do boys and young men, 
identification of gender-based, information-interaction characteristics can lead to the 
design of electronic information resources that are generally more interesting, user-
friendly, and enjoyable to young women and girls than are the majority of existing 
electronic information resources, which have traditionally been designed for and 
marketed to boys and young men.  

3. 
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Appendix 

Social Connectivity 

1. Does the resource emphasize the importance of its topic matter to human relationships? 

2. Is there a method for contacting other people, such as a chat room for speaking to experts or 
an e-mail address for obtaining further information? 

3. Does the Web site enable live interaction with other users in different locations? 

Flexibility and Motility  

1. Do questions and problems in the site have multiple correct answers? 

2. Does the Web site allow users to select from numerous navigational paths? 

3. Does it allow users to rearrange the physical placement of objects on the screen? 

4. Does it encourage and reward multiple-use styles, as opposed to extracting penalties for 
selecting incorrect choices or paths? 

5. Does the Web site support fluidity and exploration? 

Contextuality 

1. Are information contexts (histories, stories, explanations, backgrounds, etc.) emphasized? 

2. Is information presented in story format, as opposed to isolated facts, figures, charts, and 
graphs? 

3. Does the Web site encourage contemplation and interpretation? 

Personal Identification 

1. Is it likely that most young women would find a connection between their personal lives and 
the context of the Web site? 

2. Does the site encourage role-playing? 

Graphic and Multimedia Concentration 

1. Is there a relatively high percentage of graphic and multimedia content throughout the various 
parts of the site? 

2. Are the graphics clear and easy to understand? 
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3. Are the audio and video components high quality? 

Collaboration 

1. Does the Web site encourage exploration and inductive learning rather than emphasizing 
competition and winning (for imposed query use)? 

2. Does it lend itself easily to small-group use (for imposed query use)? 

Inclusion 

1. Are women and men represented in roughly equal numbers in narrative, graphic, audio, and 
video content? 

2. Are people of diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds depicted? 

3. When women and members of marginalized groups are represented, are they presented in 
positions of respect and influence? 

Confidence 

1. Does the site use a tone of respect in regard to users’ abilities instead of presenting itself as 
exclusively authoritative? 

2. Does it encourage learning rather than implying that the user should already be proficient in 
the subject matter? 

3. Above all, does the site support and nurture young women’s confidence in themselves and in 
their abilities? 
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