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Abstract

Quantitative approaches, based on numerical analyses of operationalised variables, used to
present teaching and learning trends in higher education, are pervasive. However, teaching and
learning trends disaggregated by gender are generally collected and/or reported according to a
binary operationalisation. The gender binary is associated with heteronormative dispositions. This
paper examines the extent to which gender operationalisation, as it relates specifically to teaching
and learning trends in South Africa, promotes heteronormative dispositions and the consequent
implications for social justice. Framed within Nancy Fraser's approach to social justice,
heteronormative dispositions constitute misrecognition and hence injustice. Based on a review
of data gathering and reporting on teaching and learning trends by the Department of Higher
Education and Training (DHET), it is clear that, at present, non-binary expressions or analyses of
gender are misrecognised. The paper argues that gender operationalisation associated with
trends in teaching and learning contributes to heteronormative dispositions that are not
commensurate with social justice. It calls for the disruption of binary gender operationalisation
linked to teaching and learning trends as a mechanism for full recognition and socially just
knowledge production. This paper does not focus on research in a moment of social disruption
but rather seeks to disrupt research processes which could be exclusionary and promote injustice,
and thus interrupt socially-unjust representations, specifically as it relates to gender.
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Introduction

Quantitative approaches, based on numerical analyses of operationalised variables, used to
present teaching and learning trends in higher education, are pervasive. However, teaching and
learning trends disaggregated by gender are generally collected and/or reported according to a
binary operationalisation (see for examples CHE, 2020, 2021). Figure 1 captured below from the
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Council on Higher Education’s (CHE, 2021: 4) annual Vital Stats publication is one example of
how teaching and learning trends are commonly reported on South Africa.

L

Figure 1. Headcount graduates by gender from 2014 to 2019

Yet, the gender binary is associated with heteronormative dispositions. Heteronormativity
assumes two sexes, male and female, with sexual relations between the two as the only normal
and natural social interactions (Smuts, et al., 2015: 66). Heteronormativity constrains the varying
and complex ways in which individuals identify with gender in society.

Maintaining heteronormative dispositions has far-reaching consequences in the South
African context and internationally. Hate crimes against individuals who do not conform to
gender binaries are prevalent in South Africa (Heinrich Boll Stiftung, 2021). Beyond South African
borders, also, non-conforming or non-binary statuses are associated with increased violence,
abuse and exclusion (Lennon & Alsop, 2020: 6). The United Nations Education, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) recognises that ‘Violence is often directed at those whose
gender expression does not fit binary gender norms’ (UNESCO, 2020: 32). ‘In the United
Kingdom, 45% of lesbian, gay and bisexual students and 64% of transgender students were bullied
in schools’" (UNESCO, 2020: 4). The grip of the binary man/woman modality of gender
identification ‘is the source of violence and dislocation suffered by many groups, including those
for whom neither side of the binary currently offers a comfortable resting place’ (Lennon & Alsop,
2020: 6).

Although the South African Constitution makes provision for equal rights and freedom for
all irrespective of gender identification, ‘patriarchy and homophobia still subsist within the larger
South African context’ (Smuts, et al., 2015: 1). This raises questions about the ways in which public
opinions about gender identification and heteronormative views are constructed (Smuts, et al.,
2015: 1). Smuts, et al. (2015: 1) argue that heteronormative ideals are communicated in various
ways, including through family and religion.

Heteronormative dispositions can, it is contended here, be cemented by how data on
gender are gathered and disseminated in education reports. In the UNESCO report that shows



Beyond heteronormativity towards social justice 25

violence is meted out against those who do not fit binary gender norms (UNESCO, 2020), the
overwhelming majority of findings regarding education outcomes disaggregate gender in binary
categories only. Research into non-binary categories such as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
and intersex in the report relates to school violence only (UNESCO, 2020: 55).

Gender binaries can be affirmed, naturalised, and reinforced in quantitative reporting about
trends in teaching and learning. Such data collection and analyses could act as a pedagogic
device of the gender binary in society particularly in relation to education where young people
in institutions of learning at primary, secondary and tertiary levels are - in many cases without
their consent - boxed into gender binaries. It is thus not surprising that Garvey, et al. (2019: 3)
note that interrogating gender in quantitative research in the field of higher education requires

attention.

Feminist and queer theories suggest that higher education scholars should rethink the
usage of binary variables for collecting demographic data, which may have far-reaching
effects (Garvey, et al., 2019: 2).

The paper interrogates the extent to which gender operationalisation, specifically as it
relates to teaching and learning trends in South Africa, promotes heteronormative dispositions
and considers the consequent implications for social justice. Framed within Nancy Fraser’s
approach to social justice, heteronormativity constitutes misrecognition and hence injustice. A
review of the DHET's data gathering and reporting on teaching and learning trends shows that,
at present, non-binary expressions and analyses of gender are misrecognised. The contention
therefore is that gender operationalisation associated with trends in teaching and learning
contributes to heteronormative dispositions inconsistent with social justice. To address this, the
paper calls for disrupting binary gender operationalisation linked to teaching and learning
reporting trends as a mechanism of achieving full recognition and socially just knowledge
production.

The first section of the paper unpacks operationalisation as a component of quantitative
research designs that enable statistical calculation of variables. The second section discusses
Nancy Fraser’'s conception of social justice within the context of recognition and misrecognition
as well as how it might relate to heteronormative gender operationalisation. The third section
gives an analysis of how gender is operationalised when data aimed at teaching and learning
trends are collected by the DHET. The conclusion summarises the discussion and offers some
thoughts towards an alternative, non-binary and socially just operationalisation of gender for
trends in teaching and learning.

Operationalisation of variables in quantitative research designs and statistical

analyses
This section of the paper explains variable operationalisation as a component of quantitative
research designs that enable statistical analyses. Variable operationalisation is underpinned by
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the nature and scope of quantitative approaches to doing research. Quantitative approaches to
research or quantitative methodologies aim to examine phenomena numerically (Walter and
Andersen, 2013). In the process of doing so, quantitative research designs are guided by certain
conditions for the numerical and statistical analysis and explanation of social phenomena. An
example of a condition is that all variables, including gender, require operationalisation in order
to make quantifying them possible.

In quantitative approaches, data from responses to survey or questionnaire instruments
are described in relation to variables or items. Variables are operationalised in survey instruments
for respondents to select the option that best applies to them. For example, if 645 individuals
respond to a survey and one of the variables had three options, the 645 responses would be
divided amongst those three options (even if one or more option had ‘0’ responses). For each of
the three options, the data could then be represented numerically. Variable operationalisation
and collection have lasting consequences for analyses of the data gathered (Garvey, et al., 2019:
14). Consequently, ‘[g]Juantitative methodologies facilitate standardization and render
information specific to local social relations both mobile and combinable’ (Walter & Andersen,
2013: 11). Via quantification and standardisation, statistical analyses become possible.

Statistical analysis, which forms the bedrock of quantitative approaches, holds power in the
arena of knowledge production. ‘Foucault and others have argued that statistics represented a
central technology through which social relations were rendered “governable™ (Walter &
Andersen, 2013: 12).

Population statistics in particular are an evidentiary base that reflects and constructs
particular visions considered important in and to the modern state. They map the very contours
of the social world itself. They shape and thus create the accepted reality of things most of us
think they merely describe (Walter & Andersen, 2013: 7).

Quantitative approaches have been critiqued for claiming objectivity and truth. ‘The
positivist paradigm is associated with quantitative research methodologies’ (Walter & Andersen,
2013: 42), and has similarly been critiqued for false claims of objectivity and truth seeking. These
critiques relate to the rigidity of variable operationalisation. Qualitative researchers critique this
philosophical position for missing complexity in social relations and downplaying particular
places, or localities (Walter & Andersen, 2013: 11). One way in which complexity can be missed,
or indeed misrecognised, is the extent to which a variable is operationalised in a manner that
does not include options applicable to every respondent. In this way, a survey instrument
precludes particular ways of being in the world, and therefore of coming to know it. Walter and
Anderson state that

rather than representing neutral numerics, quantitative data play a powerful role in
constituting reality through their underpinning methodologies by virtue of the social,
cultural, and racial terrain in which they are conceived, collected, analysed, and interpreted.
(2013: 9)
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In the case of gender or gender identities, the absence of non-binary options would
regulate the responses of individuals who do not conform to binaries. The complexity of gender
has been problematised extensively (see for example Butler, 1990). Gender is conceptualised in
contrast to sex, with sex being the biological distinction between male and female while gender
is socially constructed and thus variable across time and space (Lennon & Alsop, 2020). As the
biological female and male divisions are challenged, both sex and gender are viewed in current
debates as variable categories (Lennon & Alsop, 2020). Gender is conceptualised as a positioning
related to binary categories male and female (Lennon & Alsop, 2020). Non-binary gender
categories refer to positioning oneself in relation to neither male or female, be it biologically or
socially (Lennon & Alsop, 2020). From this perspective, the stance is adopted that gender is a
contested construct that refers to social positioning related to the binary categories of female
and male, be it to conform or not conform to them.

Claims of objectivity as a methodological principle mean that subjectivity and social
positioning are not often characteristics of quantitative research strategies (Walter & Andersen,
2013). When such data are gathered for social policy purposes and embedded in government
reporting, social positioning is mostly not disclosed. Walter and Andersen see social position as
a verb rather than a noun: something that continuously shapes how researchers ‘do, live and
embody research practice’ (2013: 47).

Feminists, in particular, have critiqued assumed objectivity and rationality of dominant ways
of knowing, arguing that how gender shapes knowledge production has been ignored (Walter &
Andersen, 2013). Walter and Andersen (2013) contend that all epistemology is culturally and
socially positioned. Said differently, ‘dominant methodologies emerge from the dominant
cultural framework of the society of their investigators and users’ (Walter & Andersen, 2013: 15).
An alternative approach to positivist paradigms has emerged: quantitative criticalists who,
according to Garvey, et al. (2019), opt for relative objectivity and advocate for social justice.
Garvey, et al. (2019) also claim that how gender is operationalised in quantitative approaches is
consistent with the aims of quantitative criticalists.

There are two important moments at which operationalisation might influence public
opinion about heteronormative dispositions. In the first instance, it could be instructive for the
respondent; the options available in a survey can lead a respondent to think that these are the
only options available. Education institutions are important mechanisms for inserting ideas and
debates into the public sphere and, in so doing, generating public opinion (McDonald, 2013).
When gender is operationalised as a binary in a survey instrument and the instrument is
administered, the individuals responding to it who make up the general public can internalise the
options as normal and common place. The ideas and debates established in the public sphere
by education institutions, or government department, in this case via the research they do,
including the manner in which they collect data, can in turn be regarded as public pedagogy to
the extent that individuals could be instructed by and consequently learn from such data
collection. This learning might not be intentional or part of the formal curriculum; it might,
however, be no less effective.
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Secondly, the operationalisation limits the analysis and hence the manner in which findings
are disseminated. Garvey, et al. state that ‘the restrictions placed on gender and sex variables
during survey design and data collection foreclose later opportunities for scholars to have more
expansive and inclusive uses in quantitative analyses’ (2019: 4). At a basic epistemic level, if an
option is not contained in the operationalisation of a variable it cannot contribute to knowledge
about that variable, or the concept and phenomenon the variable is associated with. The survey
findings would therefore further normalise the binary gender categories which can become
rooted in public policy (Garvey, et al., 2019: 3). Numerical representation of variables informs
statistical analyses of them.

To the extent that statistics are used to monitor progress, it can become the backbone of
how social policy is implemented (Walter & Andersen, 2013). Statistics also influence what we say
about ourselves (Walter & Andersen, 2013). Walter and Andersen claim that ‘quantitative “proof”
is fundamental to advancing a convincing case for much needed social and political change’
(2013: 134). The cultural weight and power of statistical techniques and numerical summaries
they generate speak a “truth” about communities on which they shine their statistical light. But
the way that they shine that light pushes out other ways of conceiving about and acting upon
those communities (Walter & Andersen, 2013: 9).

Statistical results are important for policy decision making in South Africa. The country’s
current National Development Plan (NDP) states that ‘Policy changes should be approached
cautiously based on experience and evidence so that the country does not lose sight of its long-
term objectives’ (NPC, 2012: 59). In addition, the Strategic Plan of the Department of Higher
Education and Training (DHET, 2020a) states that improving evidence-based decision making
will improve efficiency, leading to the optimal use of post-school education and training
resources. Evidence is drawn from statistical analyses of variables operationalised in particular
ways. As long as the traditional gender binary is maintained in evidence gathered for policy
intervention, those who do not conform to the binary will be excluded from public discourse.

The social, cultural, and economic phenomena that are chosen for inclusion, and also those
which are excluded, provide a reflection of the nation-state’s changing social, cultural, and
economic priorities and norms (Walter & Andersen, 2013).

Social (in)justice and heteronormative gender operationalisation

This paper interrogates the extent to which gender operationalisation, specifically as it relates to
teaching and learning trends in South African higher education, promotes heteronormative
dispositions and consequent implications for social justice. This section proceeds to develop a
relationship between heteronormative dispositions and Nancy Fraser’s concept misrecognition.
When one is misrecognised, one is ‘denied the status of a full partner in social interaction’ (Fraser,
1998: 3). In Fraser's conception of social justice, misrecognition results in injustice. From this
perspective, heteronormative dispositions do not promote social justice or, said differently, are
unjust. If, as explained earlier, heteronormativity assumes two sexes (male and female), with
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gender operationalised as a binary, heteronormative dispositions are reinforced by default and
thus promoted.

Nancy Fraser's (2000) conceptualisation of social justice as full recognition, whereas
misrecognition infers injustice, provides a basis for drawing out implications of binary gender
operationalising reinforcing heteronormative dispositions. In other words, Fraser’s concept offers
an explanatory framework for understanding the consequences of operationalising gender as a
binary in quantitative research related to teaching and learning.

When one is misrecognised, one is ‘denied the status of a full partner in social interaction’
(Fraser, 1998: 3). In the face of widespread gendered inequality in educational achievements,
reporting that focuses on the gender binary makes sense. However, does such reporting maintain
unnecessary and unjust social constructions that may impinge on social justice in unintended
ways? If, because of a binary conception of gender, individuals who either cannot or will not
identify in those binary terms are misrecognised, social justice in Fraser's conceptualisation will
not be achieved. If that binary approach to gender simultaneously locks the global community
into a particular understanding of the world that is gendered, to what extent is society able to
transcend that?

Fraser (1998) contends that redressing gender equality requires that attention be paid to
recognition. Recognition ‘is a remedy for injustice’ (Fraser, 1998: 5). Recognition, according to
Hegel, refers to ‘an ideal reciprocal relationship between subjects’ (Fraser, 2000: 109). One
becomes an individual subject in the process of recognising and being recognised (Fraser, 2000).
Achieving justice by recognition depends on what and how the misrecognition is occurring
(Fraser, 1998). Recognition is therefore not generic but context-specific in Fraser’s (1998: 5)
perspective. Recognition is as fundamental as economic redistribution to social justice for Fraser
(1998). Fraser (1998: 4) asserts that for everyone, regardless of sex, sexual orientation, class,
ethnicity, geographical location and so forth to reach ‘parity of participation’, it is not enough to
seek economic redistribution. To ensure participation on par with others, equal importance
should be attached to guaranteeing socio-cultural remedies of recognition as full partners in
social interaction (Fraser, 1998: 3).

For Fraser, recognition in the context of justice entails

that everyone has an equal right to pursue social esteem under fair conditions of equal
opportunity ... such conditions do not exist when, for example, institutionalized patterns of
interpretation pervasively downgrade femininity, “non-whiteness”’, homosexuality, and
everything culturally associated with them. (1998: 4)

If and when such patterns [institutionalised patterns of cultural value] constitute actors as
peers, capable of participating on par with one another in social life, then we can speak of
reciprocal recognition and status equality (Fraser, 2000: 113).

When actors are constructed as invisible and less than full partners, this is misrecognition
and status subordination (Fraser, 2000: 113). With reference to the topic at hand, operationalising
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gender as a binary equates to recognition of male and female. By implication, those who do not
conform to the gender binary are not recognised as peers and are not capable of participating
on par with others in social life. The politics of recognition seeks a difference-friendly world
‘where assimilation to majority or dominant cultural norms is no longer the price of equal respect’
(Fraser, 1998: 1). Fraser contends that ‘it is unjust that some individuals and groups are denied
the status of full partners in social interaction simply as a consequence of institutionalized
patterns of cultural value in whose construction they have not equally participated, and which
disparage their distinctive characteristics or the distinctive characteristics assigned to them’ (1998:
3).

Misrecognition is the denial of recognition by others and distorts one's relationship to
oneself and others (Fraser, 2000). Misrecognition is therefore ‘a status injury’ or ‘status inequality’
(Fraser, 2005: 5, emphasis in original). When one is misrecognised, one is ‘denied the status of a
full partner in social interaction’ (Fraser, 1998: 3). A consequence of misrecognition is that it
denies affected individuals and groups the chance of participation on par with others (Fraser,
1998). In other words, ‘institutionalised hierarchies of cultural value ... deny them the requisite
standing’ (Fraser, 2005: 5). When one is associated with a group that is misrecognised, it distorts
one’s sense of self (Fraser, 2000).

As a result of repeated encounters with the stigmatizing gaze of a culturally dominant
other, the members of disesteemed groups internalize negative self-images and are prevented
from developing a healthy cultural identity of their own (Fraser, 2000).

From Fraser's perspective of social justice through recognition, quantitative research
approaches that operationalise gender as a binary make it difficult for individuals who do not
identify with those binaries to participate on par with those who do. From this perspective,
violence meted out against those who do not conform to binary gendered expressions, discussed
earlier, continues to be unjust but is less surprising as it can be explained.

The next section of this paper reviews the DHET's approach to operationalising gender
when describing teaching and learning trends and considers the implications for the promotion
of heteronormative dispositions and social justice.

Approach to operationalising gender in teaching and learning trends
Garvey, et al. regard higher education survey instruments as ‘systems of knowledge’ that have
great influence and require attention (2019: 196). Data gathered for the DHET to understand
trends in teaching and learning do not emanate from a survey instrument in the conventional
sense. The data are gathered for the purpose of keeping track of, or monitoring, demographic
distributions in higher education institutions. Nevertheless, a variable is operationalised and can
contribute to building knowledge in the field; and the data gathered can influence policy
decisions, as outlined above.

The DHET requires higher education institutions to report on pre-determined variables in
the Higher Education Management Information System (HEMIS). Institutions therefore gather
data via HEMIS for compliance and to secure funding (DHET, 2021a). Significantly, HEMIS
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operationalises gender in line with Statistics South Africa’s (StatsSA1’s) definition of the ‘social
distinction between males and females’ (DHET, 2021a: 129).

Informed by StatsSA's definition, the HEMIS gathers data on gender as a binary (CHE 2020:
12). There is thus a binary approach to operationalising gender. All data used to illustrate whether
the DHET has reached its goals emanate from the HEMIS (DHET, 2020b). This means that data
used to demonstrate trends related to teaching and learning in higher education operationalise
gender as a binary. Consequently, all trends relating to teaching and learning reported by the
DHET that are disaggregated by gender do so in binary form. Examples are presented in a DHET
(2021b) publication focused on an analysis of gender of students in PSET (Post School Education
and Training) institutions. Tables and figures that analyse student enrolment and graduation by
gender and by major field of study and qualification type, operationalise gender as a binary
(DHET, 2021b).

Statistics drawn from these data are used to determine plans and report on the state of the
sector (DHET 2020a, 2021a). DHET (2020a) states that there are 40% more females than males
enrolled in institutions. When the data about teaching and learning outcomes are reported at
national level, gender is reported on as a binary (DHET 2021a). Examples can be observed in a
DHET (2021a) publication that analyses student data in PSET (Post School Education and Training)
institutions. Tables and figures that analyse student enrolment and graduation by gender and by
attendance mode and qualification type, operationalise gender as a binary; female and male
(DHET, 2021a). Figure 2 extracted from this DHET (2021a: 21), below, is one illustration of how
gender is reported on as a binary by field of study and qualification type.

Higher Education Institutions

Table 4.5:  Number of graduates from public HEIs by gender, field of study and qualification type, 2019

Qualification type

No information
graduates

s
2
£
3
<
]
]
]

Undergraduate

Certificates and 6677 11485 11524 6775 36477* 7911 6701 1989 3820 20429* 0 56906
Diplomas

Undergraduate Degree 17848 13419 13347 19438 64070* 15228 9535 4815 8726 38308* 9 102387
Advanced Diploma and

Postgraduate Certificate 215 1165 2721 207 4308 162 725 1139 213 2238 2 6548
in Education

Postgraduate below 4988 6770 7986 5419 25163 3422 5406 2984 2152 13964 10 39137
Master’s Level

Master’s Degrees 3285 1476 422 2098 7283* 3054 1649 199 1331 6234* 2 13519
Doctoral Degrees 810 110 177 419 1515 1032 225 185 490 1930 0 3445
33822 34426| 36177| 34355| 138816| 30808| 24240 11311| 16730| 83103 m 221942

Source: 2019 HEMIS database, data extracted in November 2020.

Note: * As a result of rounding off, numbers may not necessarily add up to totals.

Figure 2: Example of gender reporting by DHET

' Stats SA is the South African state’s official statistical agency and is tasked with conducting the national
census as well as compiling national statistics related to the labour market and household socio-economic
and status.
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We could not locate an example gender represented in any way in statistical analysis by
DHET (20204, b; 20214, b)

South Africa is not unique in this regard. Trends regarding teaching and learning at
international or global levels also report on gender as a binary (UNESCO, 2020; DHET, 2021a).
UNESCO (2018: 10) acknowledges that equal ‘opportunities between males and females, notably
in terms of participation and learning outcomes, is necessary but not sufficient for realizing
gender equality in education’ but does not problematize the binary manner in which reporting
occurs.

National government reporting is guided by the HEMIS (CHE, 2020: 13-14). To reiterate,
reporting systems such as the HEMIS cannot be compared or equated to quantitative research
exactly. However, the data are in a numeric format and are used by researchers to make
contributions to knowledge from a quantitative perspective. Examples of reports and literature
that draw on HEMIS data report on gender as a binary (Essop, 2020; Van Broekhuizen, et al.,
2016) contributing to knowledge in the field of trends in teaching and learning outputs. Essop
(2020) analyses headcount enrolment and throughput rates by gender, referring to the difference
between male and female students only. Van Broekhuizen, et al. (2016) report on enrolment,
dropout and bachelor passes by gender, distinguishing between males and females only.

The South African Student Engagement annual report (UFS, 2016) also reports on gender
as a binary. A recent report from the DHET (2020b) drew on an instrument that operationalised
gender as ‘Male’, ‘Female’, ‘Another gender identity’ and ‘I prefer not to answer’. However, the
report only mentions that two thirds of the sample were female (DHET, 2020b). In other words,
although the gender variable is operationalised in a manner that recognises non-binary gender
categories, the report does not recognise the individuals who responded to those categories.

The necessity to report to the HEMIS guides institutional practices in this regard. As
explained, education institutions are important mechanisms for inserting ideas and debates into
the public sphere and in so doing generating public opinion (McDonald, 2013). The ideas and
debates that are established in the public sphere by education institutions could be regarded as
public pedagogy to the extent that individuals are instructed and can learn from such data
collection. This learning might not be intentional or part of the formal curriculum; it might,
however, be no less effective. Public pedagogy is used to refer to learning outside of formal
educational institutions, such as schools (Sandlin, et al., 2010). To the extent that public pedagogy
relates to learning outside formal education institutions, it has a complicated and vast reach
(Sandlin, et al., 2010). Moreover, there are positive and negative associations made with public
pedagogy (Sandlin, et al., 2010). Sandlin, et al. (2010), however, focus on public pedagogy that is
critical, while in the case presented here public pedagogy, to the extent that it impacts on learning
beyond formal education institutions, could reproduce hegemonic narratives.

Heteronormative dispositions are learnt from social interactions and activities. In the
example given below, the University of Johannesburg (UJ) is not gathering data for a quantitative
research project. The purpose of the online form is the basis of the application process. This
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information however feeds into the HEMIS system and can be used in quantitative approaches
to contributing to knowledge and understanding about teaching and learning. As can be seen

below, when applying to UJ an individual has to identify as female or male.

& C @ registration.uj.acza/pls/prodi41l/gen.gwlpkg.gwlproc b+ d

Comprehensive Web Application Process

Quick Link D
Biographical details

In this section you are required to enter your biographical details

Mationality

Are you a SA Cilizen in possession of a valid | ... Please select --- v | ©

SA |D/Birth Certificate?

Personal Information

Gender: [ Please selact -— v |*

Date of birth (DD-MON-YYYY): [l Sl *
Female

Titie: | Male -

Surname: ‘

First names ‘

Figure 3: University of Johannesburg online application form (U], 2021)

Any applicant wishing to have their gender recognised in a non-binary manner would
gather from the online application process that this is not possible at this higher education
institution. We can only guess what applicants would learn from this experience. This paper has
argued that binary operationalisation of gender contributes to cementing heteronormative
dispositions in society and, in so doing, the misrecognition of individuals who do not identify with
binary gender categories. This results in injustice from the perspective of Fraser’s conception of
social justice.

Not all institutions capture gender in the first part of the application process or in the
same way as U] does. As shown below, Stellenbosch University, for example, captures gender via
title and does allow for non-binary identification.

<« C @ studentsun.acza/signup/ * BB » 2
R
SUNStudent
Create Your Profile

Application Deadlines

How to apply

Date of Birth *

Year v  Month v  Day v

ACADEMIA
A

ID Type 1D Type Number * @

World's Leading

Educational

Mobile Number * @ Management Software
Version : Vettori 1.0.100

ID Type Numbei

South African ID

South Africa +27

Figure 4: Stellenbosch University online application form (SU, 2021)



McDonald and Motala 34

A prospective student can select ‘Mx’ as their title, implying a non-binary gender category.
Even if, for the purpose of the HEMIS, the student would have to be either male or female at a
later stage, the institution does recognise non-binary gender categories and, in so doing, disrupts
heteronormative dispositions. Thus, although institutions have to report to the HEMIS in a specific
way, they are able to recognise gender categories beyond binary modes at the institutional level.
When their trends related to teaching and learning are reported on at the national level, this
recognition would however not add to our understanding of the phenomenon. At the national
level, trends in teaching and learning regarding gender are understood within binary categories.
In other words, the DHET's statistics ‘interpret reality and influence the way we understand
society’ (Walter & Andersen, 2013: 7) within a heteronormative framing of gender. Misrecognition
of non-binary gender categories at the national level reinforces binary expressions of gender and
a heteronormative disposition in the public sphere.

Lennon and Alsop (2020: 6) contend that children find this situation particularly difficult,
and that society needs to be able to ‘let them be’ and position themselves wherever they would
like to be on the gender spectrum. When individuals are forced, as in the U] example above, into
recognising themselves in specific ways, what could they be learning? Could they be learning
that the recognition into which they are forced into is socially accepted? Could they be learning
that the recognition into which they are forced has to be forced upon others? To what extent will
society be able to let children, or young adults, be when individuals are forced to recognise
themselves in particular ways?

Conclusions

This paper has interrogated the extent to which gender operationalisation, specifically related to
teaching and learning trends in South African higher education, promotes heteronormative
dispositions and the consequent implications for social justice. The paper first described the
process of variable operationalisation in quantitative approaches relating to statistical analyses.
It then explained the dynamics of gender operationalisation and offered a perspective on social
justice that foregrounds recognition, where misrecognition constitutes injustice. The paper
argued that heteronormative dispositions are premised on misrecognising non-binary gender
identities. Viewed through this lens, heteronormative dispositions are not conducive to social
justice. The paper showed that the DHET, via the HEMIS, uses binary gender categories to gather
data. The HEMIS is the DHET's mechanism for gathering comprehensive data about teaching and
learning trends in South African higher education.

This means that expressions of non-binary gender categories are misrecognised in how
trends in teaching and learning are understood in the system. By misrecognising non-binary
gender categories, male/female categories are reinforced, and heteronormative dispositions are
cemented through evidence, discourses, and debates about trends in teaching and learning. ‘In
a straightforward Foucauldian sense statistics — and official statistics in particular — operate as a
powerful truth claim in most modern societies’ (Walter & Andersen, 2013: 9). The contention is
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that binary gender categories used to gather data about teaching and learning act as a
pedagogic device that contributes to holding heteronormative dispositions firmly in place.

Statistics are powerful persuaders. As systematically collected numerical facts, they do
much more than summarize reality in numbers. They also interpret reality and influence the way
we understand society (Walter & Andersen, 2013: 7).Smaller scale quantitatively informed
research does break with the binary expression of gender, breaking gender down into ‘male’,
‘female’, ‘non-binary’ or ‘other’ (Ojo & Onwuegbuzie, 2020; Seutloali & McDonald, 2021). The
research reports very low response rates for the non-binary categories. Under conditions of small
response rates, statistical analysis is of course challenged. Small response rates are on the other
hand not uncommon in survey and questionnaire data. Ultimately, the choice lies with the
researchers who design quantitative research instruments to operationalise variables that will
either recognise or misrecognise the full range of gender expression.

What does this mean in practice and for social justice in teaching and learning? What does
it mean for the manner in which research ontologies frame and shape particular epistemological
approaches of researchers and respondents? What does it mean when non-binary gender
categories are misrecognised, and heteronormative dispositions are reinforced through data
gathered about teaching and learning? Such data provides the basis of evidence to support
future policy and decision-making. What does this say about the official pedagogy of the South
African state and of international agencies? Walter and Andersen (2013: 16) state that ‘[a]ll
guantitative methodologies are historical, cultural, and racial artifacts — they cannot be otherwise’.

If in operationalising a variable, individuals’ identities are misrecognised, particularly
minority ways of identifying, what could this mean in the context of the Fourth Industrial
Revolution which is meant to be guided by algorithmic calculations? How intelligent will artificial
intelligence be if variables are operationalised without rigorously interrogating their fundamental
assumptions and contribution to social justice?

A major implication of the argument put forward here is that researchers and policy makers
must pay closer attention to how gender is operationalised to collect data. In the absence of
historical gender inequalities related the outcomes of education and thus teaching and learning,
it might have been possible to propose that data on gender ought not to be gathered. In that
way, no category could be misrecognised. However, access by and success of female students is
an important dimension of social justice; as a consequence, data are required to track this
phenomenon (DHET, 2021b).

Within the context of this data requirement, thought and consideration ought to be given
to how gender is operationalised. In pursuit of social justice, recognition ought to be balanced,
fair and, above all, must not violate expressions of certain identities. Adding many different
categories to the gender variable could amount to statistical heresy and would, no doubt, muddy
the waters of inferential statistics. Where ‘unjust’ variable operationalisation cannot be avoided,
the least that can be done is to declare the injustice and explain its necessity.

Misrecognising identities such as gender when variables are operationalised has
implications for analytical rigour and knowledge production. The ability of quantitative research



McDonald and Motala 36

to provide for all gendered identities highlights the importance of taking seriously ethical
sensibilities in relation to data collection and analyses and to the outcomes and implications of
data collection. If knowledge of the social world is hamstrung by statistical formulas, what is the
condition of social science?

Providing for non-binary recognition of gender in quantitative research conducted related
to teaching and learning is a challenge. However, given its public pedagogical implications, it is
a matter of social justice. This paper does not address research in a moment of social disruption
but rather seeks to disrupt research processes which could be exclusionary and promote injustice,
and thus interrupt socially just disruptions, specifically as it relates to gender.
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