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Abstract 

Over the past decade, the lament that 'we need more male primary school teachers' has 

flourished in media and populist discourse, within education systems and in government 

inquiries in both Australia and the rest of the Western world. Whilst this discourse commonly 

assumes that more male primary teachers will benefit both boys in schools and society in 

general, other important considerations are silenced and overlooked and attention is seldom 

paid to the experience of male primary school teachers. 

This study explores the experience of male primary school teachers and the prevailing societal 

discourses about them. It focuses on their experience of crossing over into a career that is 

commonly regarded by society as 'women's work', and charts the advantages and 

disadvantages they face as a result of their maleness. The understandings that are found 

within this study are informed by relevant literature and by data emanating from media 

discourse analysis, statistical analysis and life history interviews. 

As a result of examining the relevant literature and data, this study has found that the 

experience of male primary teachers is likely to be complex, contradictory and problematic. 

Whilst some of their experiences are similar to those of female primary teachers, this study 

· only focuses on the part of their experience that differs from female teachers and is the direct 

result of their maleness. Their choice to cross-over into women's work such as primary 

teaching appears to yield a unique and complex mixture of experiences that are poorly 

understood by both themselves and others. In particular, it is apparent that they experience a 

vexing combination of advantages and disadvantages as a result of being a male in women's 

work. This study has identified eight categories of disadvantage and four categories of 

advantage that the males experience. The various sources of literature and data have differing 

constructions as to whether the males are advantaged and / or disadvantaged. Most 

commonly, the sources privilege either the disadvantages or the advantages and silence the 

other. More rarely, they acknowledge and accommodate both. On the whole, the 

disadvantages are better articulated, understood and documented than the advantages, which 

are often silenced and ignored. 
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In order to fully explore the experience of male primary teachers, this study has also sought to 

identify the prevailing societal discourses and debates about them and to examine whether 

they are affecting the experience of the males. Information about societal discourses was 

found in the literature, media and life history interviews, with media discourse providing the 

most significant and comprehensive data. After examining these prevailing discourses about 

male primary teachers, this study has found that they have an enormous impact on the 

experience of male primary school teachers. However, in contrast, the study has shown that 

the experience of male primary school teachers is not contributing to, informing or shaping 

either societal or media discourses. As a result, these discourses can be seen to be largely 

inaccurate, unreflective and unproductive because they do not reflect the experience of male 

primary teachers. 

This examination into the experience of male primary teachers makes an important 

contribution to knowledge because there are so few Australian studies of males who cross 

over into women's work or on the sexual division oflabour in contemporary Australian 

society. Whilst the study produces many more questions than it supplies answers, it 

nevertheless results in extremely important understandings about the experience of male 

primary school teachers and crossing-over into non-traditional work. In particular, the study 

reveals the problematic nature of their experience and the complex experiences, advantages 

and disadvantages that they face as a result of their maleness. It also charts the unhelpful 

ways that prevailing societal debates and discourses about them have been constructed. It 

points to the need for new and more sophisticated societal debates and discourses about male 

primary teachers that will accommodate the complexity of their experience. It is therefore 

anticipated that these findings will make an important contribution to understandings about 

the experience of male primary teachers and to the development of more informed societal 

discourses about them. Most importantly, the study will provide a language and framework to 

enable the issues that have been identified about the experience of male primary teachers to be 

adequately addressed within education policy, teaching practice and teacher education 

strategies. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Introduction 

Over the past decade, the lament that 'we need more male primary school teachers' has 

flourished in media and populist discourse, within education systems and in government 

inquiries in both Australia and the rest of the Western world. As this thesis was going to 

print, the Australian Federal Minister for Education was proposing an amendment to the Sex 

Discrimination Act to provide scholarships for male primary teacher education students. 

However, whilst this recent political debate and the preceding debates and discourses 

commonly assume that more male primary teachers will benefit both boys in schools and 

society in general, other important considerations are silenced and overlooked and attention is 

seldom paid to the experience of males who choose to become primary school teachers. 

This study explores the experience of male primary school teachers and the prevailing societal 

discourses about them. It focuses on their experience of crossing over into a career that is 

commonly regarded by society as 'women's work', and charts the disadvantages and 

advantages that they face as a result of their maleness. The understandings found within this 

study are informed by relevant literature and data emanating from media discourse analysis, 

statistical analysis and life history interviews. 

As a result of examining the relevant literature and data this study reveals the problematic and 

contradictory nature of the experience for male primary school teachers and it poses a series 

of issues and questions that are not evident in the public discourses about male primary 

teachers. Such an examination is extremely important because there are very few Australian 

studies of males who cross over into women's work. This study contributes greatly to our 

knowledge about the experiences, advantages and disadvantages of male primary school 

teachers. It provides many insights into the process of identity construction for males who 

engage in non-traditional work, and into the workings of the sexual division of labour in 

contemporary Australian society. 
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The context for this study 

The research and data collection for this study spanned the decade from 1994 to 2004. During 

this decade significant societal and educational changes took place in Australia that could not 

have been envisaged when the study began. Several of these changes, such as increased calls 

for more male primary teachers, a shift of focus in education policy from girls' education to 

boys' education and greater public awareness of sexual abuse have had a profound effect on 

the issues discussed in this study and on the experience of male primary teachers. 

Calls for more male primary teachers have been a recurring refrain in Australia and most 

other western countries for many years. However, when this study began in 1994, the issue of 

male primary teachers was receiving relatively little societal or media attention. In 1994 the 

focus of the educational community was still largely fixed on the educational and societal 

outcomes for girls and the launch of the National Action Plan for the Education of Girls, 

1993-1997 had recently taken place. However, around 1995, a significant change took place 

that resulted in a shift of focus from girls' education to boys' education. This shift occurred 

because of a perception that educational reforms for girls had been too successful and that 

boys were now losing out academically to girls. This perception led to massive societal, 

educational and media panic about boys' education and saw girls being displaced by boys as 

the 'disadvantaged' gender, with boys being named as the new societal 'victims'. One of the 

most significant outcomes ofithe shift of focus towards boys' education was a dramatic 

increase in the number of calls for more male primary teachers to fix up the 'problems' faced 

by boys. This focus on boys' education and the accompanying calls for more male primary 

school teachers continues until the present time. 

A further important shift that has taken place during the course ofithis study has been an 

increase in societal awareness about sexual abuse. Whilst there had been a certain degree of 

societal awareness prior to 1994, it had not yet become part ofieveryday discourse and 

understandings. During the mid 1990s, a series of high profile Australian inquiries, 

allegations and court cases took place that involved male school teachers and priests. These 

inquiries and incidents received a great deal of media attention and words such as paedophile, 

sexual abuse and incest became part of everyday societal discourse. In particular, the Wood 

Royal Commission that investigated police corruption in New South Wales in 1996-7 focused 

the attention of the public and the media on the existence of paedophile activity in Australia. 
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The majority of media attention was reserved for cases involving male child victims and male 

adult perpetrators, despite the fact that the majority of sexual abuse involves female child 

victims and male adult perpetrators. From the late 1990s until the present time, the media has 

continued to focus on a stream of high profile sexual abuse accusations and court cases 

involving male primary school teachers and other males responsible for the welfare of 

children. The particular combination of societal shifts that have taken place over the past 

decade has had a profound effect on the issues canvassed in this study and on the experience 

of male primary school teachers. 

The situated researcher 

This study adopts a qualitative methodology and draws on feminist research, with much of the 

feminist material emanating from a poststructural perspective. This research methodology 

accommodates the subjectivity of the researchers within their research. It also acknowledges 

that the genesis of research questions is to be found in the life history and subjectivity of the 

researcher, and that a research study often reveals as much about the preoccupations of the 

researcher as the 'researched area'. Within a qualitative approach, it is common practice for 

researchers to acknowledge their subjectivity in their research, as it will determine their 

construction of the research 'problem' and 'findings'. 

-

The genesis of my research question about the experience of male primary school teachers 

came from a series of observations that I made over the years as a school teacher, careers 

adviser, university lecturer and parent of children attending primary school. Anecdotal 

evidence that I had gathered from each of these subject positions suggested that it was 

potentially problematic for males to choose primary teaching as a career, to train to become a 

primary teacher and to practise as a primary teacher. 

During my employment as a high school teacher and careers adviser in the 1980s and early 

1990s, I first observed the gendered nature of students' decisions to become primary school 

teachers. As a careers adviser, I conducted personal interviews with all final year students to 

allow them the opportunity to outline their hopes and aspirations about their career paths. 

Whilst several of the male students posed the possibility of undertaking secondary teaching as 

a fallback position if they did not secure other employment, I do not remember a single male 

3 



student ever suggesting primary teaching as a suitable future career. In contrast, many female 

students enthusiastically declared their long held desire to become a primary school teacher. 

However, increasingly during the late 1980s and early 1990s, females would often preface 

their ambition with a comment about the pressure they were experiencing from their families 

and school teachers to aspire to something 'better' than primary teaching. During this time, 

society, schools and careers advisers were involved in a raft of: 'girls can do anything' 

initiatives designed to direct girls into traditional male professions such as engineering, law 

and accountancy and trade and technical careers, and to discourage them from uncritically 

pursuing traditional female careers such as nursing, teaching, child care and secretarial work. 

Given the energy that was being directed at dissuading females from entering women's work 

such as primary teaching, it was hardly surprising that males were not considering entering 

this work. 

My subsequent employment as a university lecturer included responsibility for convening 

the practicum for teacher education students in the Faculty of:Education. These duties 

generated a further set of:observations and insights and these re-ignited my interest in the 

gendered nature of:becoming a primary school teacher. In particular, it was soon apparent. 

that despite their smaller numbers, male primary teacher education students consumed a far 

greater proportion of:my time pro rata because they frequently found their practicum 

experience to be more problematic than female students. Additionally, far more male than 

female pre-service teachers were deemed by schools and university staff:of:being 'At Risk' of: 

failing their practicum. During this time I also noted the interesting responses from schools 

when they received the list of: pre-service teachers who were coming to their school for 

practicum. When schools were allocated male pre-service teachers, they would frequently 

contact the university to express gratitude for receiving a male. I also noted the tendency for 

schools to request male pre-service teachers for the practicum because there were no male 

teachers on staff: in the school, and they wished to schedule excursions and school camps 

during blocks of:university practicum to meet the requirements of:having a male on the 

excursion. A further observation was that more male pre-service teachers than females 

secured employment after their teacher training, regardless of: their ability or academic record. 

As a parent of: three children who have attended primary school during the course of: this 

study, I have also made a series of:observations and formed opinions about the experience of: 

males in primary schools. Over the past couple of:decades, my children have attended a large 
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government primary school, which has approximately 500 students, and a staff of 

approximately 25 full-time teachers. During this time, the school has had a minimum of one 

and a maximum of three male teachers. Over the years I have heard many parents express 

hopes that their children would be taught by one of the male teachers. I have also observed 

that the male teachers in this school have taken responsibility for co-ordinating sport and 

computer education within the school. It is usually the male teachers who organise and 

accompany the children to regional and representative sporting events. The tendency for male 

teachers to take Year 5 and 6 classes or to serve as specialist and non-classroom teachers has 

also been apparent. 

Together, a series of subjective observations such as these led me to believe that the choice to 

become, the process of becoming and the experience of being employed as male primary 

school teacher is a gendered and potentially problematic experience. For this reason, I 

undertook research to explore the nature of the experience for male primary teachers and pre

service teachers. 

Research aims and objectives 

The primary aim of this study is to explore the experience of male primary school teachers 

and pre-service teachers in Australia. In particular it examines the experiences that they 

encounter as a result of their maleness. However, in order to fully explore their experiences, 

it is also necessary to identify the prevailing societal discourses and debates about male 

primary teachers that have taken place in Australia over the past decade. This is needed 

because it is apparent that these discourses have had a dramatic impact on the experience of 

male primary teachers and have influenced societal attitudes towards them. A series of 

research questions supports both the aim of this study about the experience of male primary 

teachers and the further exploration into societal discourses. 

The aim of exploring the experience of male primary teachers and pre-service teachers seeks 

to address the following research questions: 

• What do the voices of male primary teachers say about their experience? 

• What do the voices of female primary teachers say about their perceptions of the 

experience of male primary teachers? 
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• What particular experiences, advantages and disadvantages do male primary teachers 

encounter as a result of their maleness? 

• What are the implications for the sexuality and gendered identity of male primary 

teachers as a result of working with women and children? 

• What are the reasons that males decide to become primary teachers? 

• What are the reactions of family and friends to their decision? 

• Do male primary teachers experience dissonance and contradiction because they 

simultaneously face workplace numerical minority status and societal dominance status? 

• Do male primary teachers simultaneously inhabit contradictory subject positionings? If 

so, what are the implications of these positionings for their identity formation and~ob 

satisfaction? 

• Is the experience of male primary teachers problematic? If so, has the nature of their 

problems changed over time and place? 

• What is an appropriate framework and language to describe the experiences of male 

primary teachers? Can such a framework and language enable male primary teachers to 

communicate their experiences, concerns, needs, disadvantages and advantages more 

successfully? Can it also enable others to have a better understanding of their 

experience? 

The exploration of the prevailing societal discourses and debates about male primary teachers 

in Australia provides the following additional research questions: 

• What are the prevailing discourses and debates about male primary school teachers in 

Australian society? 

• What impact are these discourses and debates having on the experience of male primary 

school teachers and pre-service teachers? 

• Are these discourses and debates congruent with the experience of male primary 

teachers? 

• Is the experience of male primary teachers informing and shaping societal attitudes and 

media discourses? 

• Are there alternative and more beneficial constructions of the debates and discourses 

about male primary school teachers that will accommodate greater complexity, ambiguity 

and contradictions? 
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The limitations of this study 

This study seeks to explore the experience of male primary school teachers by examining 

relevant literature and data provided by media discourse analysis, statistical analysis and life 

history interviews. Inevitably, the scope of this study has limitations imposed on it by the 

research methodology and methods and the research questions that have been asked. As a 

result, a series oflimitations and silences are acknowledged. 

The study only focused on the part of male primary teachers' experience that comes about as 

a direct result of their maleness and it did not focus on the part of their experience shared by 

male and female primary teachers. In addition, the study only focused on males who have 

'survived' their teacher training and employment as primary school teachers and it did not 

examine the experience of males who have discontinued their teacher training or primary 

teaching careers. The research methodology only included interviews with pre-service 

teachers from one tertiary institution, and no attempt was made to compare their experience 

with male pre-service teachers at other tertiary institutions. Because the government sector 

has experienced the greatest decline in numbers of male primary school teachers, the research 

only included interviews with primary teachers in government schools and no attempt was 

made to compare their experience with teachers in the non-government sector. Because the 

ACT has the lowest percentage of male primary teachers of any state or territory in Australia, 

the research only included interviews with ACT teachers and no attempt was made to 

compare their experience with teachers outside the ACT. 

The needs of boys (and girls) in schools are not considered in this study. This decision was 

made despite the hegemonic assumption that boys automatically benefit from the presence of 

more male primary teachers and the discursive linkage of the current panic about boys and 

calls for more male primary teachers. This study has not analysed the impact that issues such 

as class and race may have on the experience of male primary teachers. It is hoped that the 

focus on gender will lead to some common understandings about other forms of domination 

and discrimination such as class and race. Whilst this study frequently refers to 'the 

experiences of males', caution is expressed about the usage of the category 'male' and it is 

important to clarify that males do not constitute a single category of masculinity or represent a 
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homogeneous group. It is acknowledged that the category of 'male' represents a great 

diversity of experience and that maleness does not guarantee any particular experiences, 

qualities or viewpoints. 

Summary of thesis contents 

Chapter 1 is an introduction to this study, and provides a description of the research 

questions, social context, aims, objectives, limitations and contribution to knowledge of this 

study. It also explains the subjectivity of the researcher. 

Chapter 2 reviews the literature that I have chosen to develop a conceptual framework and 

theoretical perspectives for this research. This study falls within a broad range of areas of 

interrelated knowledge and diverse bodies of literature such as labour, gender, sexuality, 

identity, bodies, minorities, tokenism and primary teaching. As a result of the complex nature 

of the research questions and the disparate nature of the relevant literature, I have chosen to 

synthesise and organise the literature into the following five categories: 

• society through a feminist lens 

• work / labour 

• tokenism I minorities 

• the primary school context 

• the experience of male primary school teachers. 

Chapter 3 explains my methodological approach to this research, and the research methods 

that I have chosen to gather data about the experience of male primary school teachers. My 

research methodology can best be described as a qualitative approach that has been enriched 

by feminist poststructural understandings. The research methods that I have chosen include 

media discourse analysis, statistical analysis and life history interv_iews. It is my assessment 

that this combination of research methodology and methods yields the greatest insights into 

the experience of male primary teachers. 

Chapter 4 provides an analysis of textual discourse found in Australian newspapers between 

1994 and 2004. Both newspaper headlines and articles are analysed to provide data on the 

prevailing societal discourses about male primary teachers expressed in the media over the 
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past decade. Media discourse analysis was chosen as a research method because ofi the 

assumption that media discourse simultaneously reveals and shapes societal attitudes, and that 

these have an important bearing on the experience ofi male primary teachers. As a result ofi 

analysing this media data, a large scale meta-discourse and five small scale sub-discourses are 

identified. The large scale discourse is 'we need more male primary teachers' and the five 

smaller scale discourses are as follows: 

• the number ofi male primary teachers is rapidly declining 

• primary teaching is a feminised profession 

• there are many problems and disadvantages for male primary teachers 

• primary teaching can be risky for males and male primary teachers can be risky 

• boys are in trouble and disadvantaged in schools and more male primary teachers would 

provide role models and fix up the problem. 

Chapter 5 provides the following statistical data on the number ofimale primary school 

teachers and pre-service teachers in Australia: 

• the number ofimale primary teachers employed in Australia and the ACT from 1984 to 

2002 

• the number ofi males enrolling in primary teacher education institutions in Australia and 

the ACT from 1989 to 2001 

• the number ofi males graduating from primary teacher education institutions in Australia 

and the ACT from 1988 to 2000 

• the percentage ofimale principals in Australian primary schools in 1994 and 2002. 

This snapshot aims to provide both a context for an adequate understanding ofi the experience 

ofi male primary school teachers, and evidence about whether there has been a decline in the 

number ofi male primary school teachers and pre-service teachers. 

Chapter 6 presents the data from a series ofi eighteen life history interviews that were 

conducted to gain insights and understandings about the lived experience ofi male primary 

school teachers. The following groups ofipeople were interviewed for this study: 

• six male primary pre-service teachers 

• six male primary teachers (two ofiwhom were previously interviewed as pre-service 

teachers) 

9 



• four female primary school teachers 

• two female teacher education lecturers. 

These interviews provided significant insights into the experience of being a male primary 

school teacher. The data from these interviews has been collated and organised according to 

the broad themes found within the literature review chapter. 

Chapter 7 discusses the findings and recommendations ofithis study. This chapter 

synthesises and correlates the literature and data emanating from the literature review, media 

discourse analysis, statistical analysis and life history interviews. The research findings 

resulting from the merger ofithis data reveal complex and contradictory patterns about both 

the experience of male primary school teachers and the prevailing societal discourses about 

them. The research findings in this chapter are grouped into the following themes: 

• Findings about the experience of male primary teachers 

• Findings about the prevailing societal discourses 

• Reflections on theory 

• Future directions 

• Concluding remarks 

The importance of this study and its contribution to knowledge 

This study makes an important contribution to our knowledge about the experience ofimale 

primary school teachers in Australia and the prevailing discourses and debates about them. In 

particular, the study names the disadvantages and advantages that male primary teachers face 

as a result of crossing-over into women's work. The study analyses the impact that societal 

and media discourses about male primary teachers have on their experience and suggests that 

more productive ways ofiframing the discourses and debates about them are urgently needed. 

The study also provides relevant statistics about the number of male primary school teachers 

and pre-service teachers in Australia and reveals the anomalies and gaps that require further 

research and examination. In addition, the study points to aspects of theory that need revising 

in the light of this research, such as the theory ofitokenism that does not accurately reflect the 

experience ofimales who cross over into women's work. The findings within this study have 

implications and applications for the development ofievidence-based policy, teaching 

practice, teacher education strategies and public discourse. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

The literature that is presented in this chapter has been chosen in order to develop a 

conceptual framework for my research questions about the experience of males who choose to 

become primary school teachers. The journey through this material seeks to place my work in 

the context of other scholars' ideas, to point to gaps in knowledge and to locate spaces in 

which my research may contribute to knowledge (Cohen and Manion 1994; Wiersma 1995; 

King 1996). Most importantly, the exploration of this material seeks to develop a conceptual 

framework and theoretical perspectives to guide the investigation of my research question 

about the experience of male primary teachers that supports both the need for this study and 

the methodology adopted. 

Throughout this chapter, relevant material will be introduced sequentially to augment and 

progress understandings about the experience of male primary school teachers. Whilst 

presenting the material in a linear fashion intentionally attempts to unfold the material as a 

seamless tale, it must be noted that such an exercise is potentially problematic. Any 

collection of material or literature is always an idiosyncratic collation of choices made from 

the author's embeddedness in various discourses and narratives. Whilst I attempt to unfold 

the argument in a seamless and sequential way, it is never really possible to do so, because 

each new body of material is linked to and is somewhat predicated upon an understanding of 

later sections, as all are interrelated. 

The qualitative nature of this study has significantly impacted on both the choice ofliterature 

that has been gathered, and the ways in which the literature has been viewed and used. The 

material gathered was used as a sounding board and starting point for emerging ideas, rather 

than as a set of existing concepts into which this study would be slotted. Using literature in 

this way concurs with the beliefs of Bums: 

Qualitative researchers do not search for data that will support or disprove their 
hypothesis. Rather, they develop theories and propositions from the data they collect as 
the research develops. The literature review is a stimulus for your thinking and not a way 
of summarising in your own mind the previous work in the area that can blind you to only 
considering existing concepts and conceptual schemes as in quantitative method. New 
findings cannot always be fitted into existing categories and concepts, and the qualitative 
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method, with its more open-minded approach, encourages other ways of looking at the 
data. (1997, p. 294). 

How this literature has been organised 

When searching for relevant conceptual material, my question about the experience of male 

primary teachers was used as a guiding and organising principle. The question about the 

experience of male primary teachers is complex and unique, and is further compounded by the 

fact that few other researchers have explicitly dealt with this area. The question falls within a 

broad range of areas of interrelated knowledge and diverse bodies ofiliterature such as labour, 

gender, sexuality, identity, bodies, minorities, tokenism and primary teaching. Therefore the 

literature review is necessarily broad and complex because ofithe need to refer to many bodies 

of knowledge in order to draw together a coherent theoretical framework in which to position 

this study. Together this disparate material will be pieced together to form a complex and 

graphic jigsaw picture ofithe experience ofimales who choose to become primary teachers. 

The overarching question about the experience ofimales was further refined by categorising 

much ofithe literature in various ways, such as the advantages and disadvantages conferred to 

males as a result ofichoosing a career that is non-traditional for their gender. Whilst I have 

somewhat simplistically designed such classification systems as an organising principle, it is 

important to note that few ofithe bodies ofiliterature I consulted actually organised the 

material using these sorts of classifications. 

As a way ofimanaging the complex and often disparate literature in this chapter, I have 

constructed five arbitrary categories as a basis for analysis and discussion. In reality, these 

five categories do not exist and cannot be contained as discrete bodies of knowledge as they 

continually seep into each other and the writers inevitably cross my artificial boundaries. The 

five literature categories I have constructed are as follows: 

• Society through a feminist lens 

• Work /labour 

• Tokenism I minorities 

• The primary school context 

• The experience ofimale primary school teachers 
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Society through a 'feminist' lens 

I will begin this chapter by introducing and making visible some ofi the feminist perspectives 

and material that I have chosen as the 'lens' for viewing the experience ofimale primary 

school teachers. Whilst some feminist research material will also be dealt with in the 

methodology chapter, it is important to introduce it here as it forms the foundation for the 

remainder ofi this chapter and has significantly shaped my understandings. I have chosen 

feminist and pro-feminist understandings as the lens through which to view society because I 

believe they provide the most insightful and sophisticated readings ofi the experience ofi male 

primary school teachers. In particular, feminist scholars have rigorously investigated the 

nexus between work and the formation ofigendered identity. In this introductory section I 

will also introduce some relevant and important understandings from poststructuralism, as 

many ofi the feminist scholars have chosen to identify themselves with feminist poststructural 

discourses. 

My theoretical understandings and methodological framework have been primarily shaped by 

the scholarship generated in the Second Wave ofiFeminism1
• This feminist scholarship 

encompasses many disciplinary areas and commonly crosses the arbitrary and artificial 

boundaries ofi traditional academic disciplines (Stacey 1991, p. 111 ). Whilst I will frequently 

refer to 'feminist scholars' or 'feminist research' throughout this study, it is important to 

clarify that there is no such thing as a unitary body ofi feminist material or feminist 'ftndings ', 

or even necessarily any solidarity between various feminist researchers. Feminism has 

become an extremely diverse field and there is no single discourse that can be labelled as 

'feminism'. Nava cautions that 'there can be no "feminist voice", no single reading ofia 

particular text' (1992, p. 10). 

Despite my argument that there is no unified feminist voice, I would now seemingly 

contradictorily wish to make a claim that despite the enormous diversity and fragmentation 

between and within feminisms, there is some commonality in the various approaches, and that 

the label 'feminist research' has some meaning. It seems to me that an important 

commonality in all feminist research is the shared aim ofireducing sexism and bringing about 

social justice. Stacey maintains that most feminist researchers are 'committed, at a minimum, 

1 This loose term refers to all feminist scholarship that has followed on from the turn-of.-the-century First Wave 
o~Feminism (Curthoys 1994, p. 14). 

13 



to redressing the sexist imbalances ofmasculinist scholarship' (1991, p. 111). Ream's 

articulation of the common purpose of feminism is one of the most useful and comprehensive: 

Feminism has long been making the invisible visible, speaking of problems that have no 
name, making voices, decentring the centre, recentring the other, making the private 
public, challenging and changing consciousness, recognizing and deconstructing 
patriarchy, celebrating sisterhood, and opposing the power, domination, oppression, and 
violence of men. Feminism has always addressed the problem of men (Hearn 1992, p. 
17). 

Whilst much ofrecent feminist scholarship has necessarily been about women's lives, it has 

increasingly broadened over recent decades to include commentary on the lives of men and 

critiques of masculinity. hooks argues that 'because of the unexamined nature of masculinity, 

feminist research must continue to move beyond being 'by, for and about women' (1989, p. 

132). hooks also states that 'feminist scholars must be a vanguard, mapping out a terrain 

where women can speak to and about men, in ways that challenge, but do not diminish' 

(1989, p. 132). Accordingly, I offer this study as a commitment towards more scholarship by 

women about men, and as the simultaneously critical and sympathetic voice of one woman 

about the experience of a group of males who participate in non-traditional work. As such, it 

is a statement that feminist research is not exclusively about women's lives, but rather that it 

is equally important to critically examine the construction of masculinity and to problematise 

the masculine as normative (Collins, 1990). 

One of the greatest contributions of recent feminist scholarship has been the ways in which it 

attempts to pose new questions and to present new framings of old questions. In addition, it 

has also attempted to make links between areas not always seen as being linked, such as the 

personal and political. This study will explore the links between personal experience, such as 

identity and sexuality, with broader societal, workplace and organisational issues. Heam and 

Parkin note the important ways in which feminism attempts to make these links: 

Of all modern social and political movements, and in contrast to most, feminism is the 
prime example of the attempt to relate the personal and the political. In this context to 
connect the personal experience of sexuality and the public conditions of organisations 
and work is no longer obscure, or difficult, or sensationalist, but altogether rather obvious 
(1987, p. 13). 

In summary, feminist material has provided a powerful lens for examining the experience of 

male primary teachers. It has provided helpful ways for framing the debate, and for making 

connections between seemingly unconnected experiences. The remaining section on 
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feminism will introduce and explain key understandings and concepts used within feminism 

that help to form a conceptual framework for this study. These concepts include patriarchy, 

hegemony, the social construction oDgender and some feminist poststructural understandings. 

Patriarchy 

Patriarchy is a central concept found within feminism, and an understanding oD it is important 

throughout this study. Weedon asserts that 'as feminists we must take as our starting point the 

patriarchal structure ofaociety' (1987, p. 2). Patriarchy is defined as a 'form ofaocial 

organisation in which the father is head ofahe family' or as 'a community organised and run 

upon such a system' (The Macquarie Dictionary 1992, p. 1301). More commonly however, 

the term has come to be a popular shorthand term for a system oD social structures and 

practices in which men dominate, oppress and exploit women, and in which women's 

interests are subordinated to the interests oDmen (Weedon 1987, p. 2; Cockburn 1991, p. 8). 

Patriarchy assumes a certain set oD social meanings, power relations and hierarchies based on 

biological sexual difference (Weedon 1987, p. 2). 

In a patriarchal society, evidence oDpower and domination oDmen over women can be found 

in both the public and the private spheres. Heam and Parkin point out that 'men tend to 

dominate explicitly in the public domain and more implicitly but not less powerfully in the 

private' (1987, p. 6). Examples ofahe domains in which patriarchy operates in our society 

and in which women's interests may be subordinated to the interests oDmen include the 

family, education, politics and the media. Weedon suggests it may include anything from 'the 

sexual division oDlabour and the social organization oDprocreation to the internalized norms 

oDfemininity by which we live' (1987, p. 2). Similarly, Cockburn notes that 'everything in 

our culture, in childhood, in sexual partnerships, in employment, in the media is continually 

addressing women in the terms oDpatriarchal discourse' (1991, p. 170). Whilst this 

domination by men and oppression oD women appears to be widespread and endemic in both 

public and private spheres oD a patriarchal society, Cockburn points out that it 'takes the form 

of an open secret that is continually exposed to view yet remains forever unseeable and 

unsayable' (1991, p. 170). 

Feminist material documents a raft ofomplications emanating from patriarchy which are 

relevant to this study, and which need to be understood in order to fully examine the 
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experience of males who participate in work that is non-traditional for their gender. One such 

effect of patriarchy is its systemic and pervasive nature and its non-optional membership for 

either men or women. Cockburn expresses this by saying that 'what feminism proposes is 

that we should understand female subordination as systemic. That is, it is not casual but 

structured, not local but extensive, not transitory but stable, with a tendency to self

reproduction (1991, p. 1). Cockburn also notes that 'due to its systemic nature, patriarchy is 

not something in which membership is optional' (1991, p. 8). 

Not only is membership non-optional for men, but also they will automatically benefit from 

the patriarchal system and share in the benefits it affords men (Cockburn, 1991, p. 8). Even 

though men may strive to bring about change in their personal or work lives, they will 

continue to benefit from the societal privileges that patriarchy bestows. 

Another effect of patriarchy that it is helpful to document is the dichotomy or binary 

opposition that men and women are placed in. Binaries are harmful because they place terms 

in opposition to each other, and also place them in a hierarchy. Binary logic is also a matter 

of concern because it is used to frame borders, and maintain and fix boundaries (Hone 1994, 

p. 2). Within a binary, or any oppositional, dichotomous structure, only one of the two terms 

has any autonomy as the other is defined merely by the negation of the first term (Grosz 1995, 

p. 53). In patriarchy, males and females are placed in opposition to each other, with males 

being offered the position of 'subject/ self and females the position of 'other' to the male 

norm. Weedon notes that 'in patriarchal discourse the nature and social role of women are 

defined in relation to a norm which is male' (1987, p. 2). Males are therefore given the 

position of the norm or the general human being, and females are given a 'particular category, 

gender specified and other than the general' (Acker 1988, p. 475). 

Implications of the notion of [patriarchy' for this study 

There is a multitude of implications about the experience of male primary school teachers to 

be found in the feminist material on patriarchy. Firstly, the literature on patriarchy, and in 

particular the radical feminist material, reveals the existence of a sexual division of labour. 

Although women clearly statistically dominate primary school teaching, it is important to 

look for more subtle signs of divisions oflabour within the job, such as specialisations within 

the job. The sexual division oflabour will be more fully discussed in the following section of 

this chapter. 
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Secondly, as previously described, patriarchal discourse defines the nature and social role OD 

women in relation to a male norm. This presents us with a fascinating question about whether 

primary schools unquestioningly adhere to a patriarchal system, given the statistical 

domination by women teachers in the primary school and the resultant option OD a female 

norm. 

Thirdly, we have learnt that others will automatically see males as members oDthe patriarchy, 

and that they are bound to share, even iDunwillingly, in the benefits it affords men. Questions 

need to be addressed about whether male primary teachers are still viewed by society, and in 

particular, by other males as members oDthe patriarchy. Alternatively are they viewed as 

weak, deviant members oDpatriarchy and possibly deserters to 'matriarchy'? In addition, are 

males primary teachers still afforded benefits oDpatriarchy, regardless oDthe system operating 

in the primary school? 

Hegemony 

A further important concept found within feminist material is the notion oD 

'hegemony'. Whilst the notion oDhegemony did not originate in feminist theory, the concept 

has been widely used by feminist theorists and is an important concept in this study. 

Hegemony is defined as 'leadership or predominant influence by one state over others' (The 

Macquarie Dictionary 1992, p. 818). The term is used to describe the ways in which a 

dominant culture is transmitted or a particular way oDbeing becomes taken for granted and 

common sense in a society. Gramsci emphasised the concept oDhegemony by referring to 

class hegemony, and the ways in which class rule by a dominant class could be achieved 

without compulsion or coercion (Cockburn 1991, p. 168). In feminist theory, the term is 

commonly used to refer to the ways in which certain ideas such as patriarchy are taken for 

granted and accepted by both men and women as common sense. It is important to note that 

hegemony does not imply a conspiracy by men, but a 'complementary process between men 

and women, where women are complicit in their silence' (Cockburn 1991, p. 170). Cockburn 

refers to it as being 'masculine sway exerted over women and men alike, not by legal coercion 

or economic compulsion but by cultural means, by force ofodeas' (1991, p. 168). She also 

warns o£the difficulty of breaking away from hegemonic ideas and countering 'them with 
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other thoughts because in doing so one is made to seem eccentric, extremist, flying in the face 

ofireality' (1991, p. 169). 

Implications of the notion of 'hegemony' for this study 

This material alerts us to the fact that it is important to explore and articulate the prevailing 

hegemony ofithe primary school. This will involve investigating what things in a primary 

school are naturalised, taken for granted and regarded as common sense. Examples ofithe 

prevailing hegemony in primary schools might include an assumption that 'we need more 

male primary teachers' or that male teachers will act as 'role models' or that primary teaching 

is 'feminised'. 

The social construction ofi gender 

Notions ofi gender and how it is constructed are also extremely important concepts found 

within feminism. Studying the experience ofimale primary teachers will inevitably involve an 

exploration ofigender, and in particular, an examination ofihow it is constructed and 

maintained through work. It is therefore imperative to closely examine feminist theories on 

the construction ofi gender. 

Throughout the 1970s and in the early stages ofithe Second Wave ofiFeminism, the term 'sex' 

was generally used when referring to maleness/ masculinity and femaleness/ femininity. 

Since the mid 1970s, and particularly since the early 1980s, feminists have drawn a 

distinction between the notions ofisex and gender, with 'gender' becoming the preferred term. 

The change from the term sex to gender was informed by a shift away from essentialism 

towards a social construction framework. Essentialism views the characteristics ofi males and 

females as predetermined by biological characteristics, whilst social construction frameworks 

view gender as being constructed through discourses and social practices. A discourse may 

be described as a set ofibeliefs, meanings or social practices about a given area. 

The term 'gender' has now become part oficommon language when referring to the biological 

sex ofibodies, but it is also used to refer to behavioural and psychological differences that are 

associated with maleness and femaleness. Branson succinctly describes gender in the 

following way: 
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'Gender' refers to the qualities 'male' and 'female', which, while directly associated with 
the biological distinction between man and woman, go far beyond mere biology to 
encompass all aspects of our lives as aspects of ideology and culture. In thought and 
practice the ideology of gender is the basis for the evaluation of people, actions and 
qualities. Styles of behaviour, personality types, occupations, teaching subjects, the 
public and private aspects of our lives are all cultural expressions of gender. All are 
evaluated as 'male' or 'female', evaluated not just labelled for they stand in unequal 
opposition to one another. 'Male' is high, 'female' is low. These structured inequalities 
give rise to different, unequal life experiences which in tum differentially orient children 
and adults in their desires, their aspirations, their abilities and their achievements (1991, 
p. 94). 

Not only has the term 'gender' now become commonplace in society, but also interest, 

dialogue and research about the concept have been intense over the past couple of decades. 

The interest in gender has been evident in both populist discourse and within academic 

research. Prior to the 1970s, gender was not only invisible as a concept, but as a valid 

problem for academic research and scholarship (Branson 1991 p. 96). It is now widely 

accepted that gender is one of the most pervasive and taken-for-granted features of our lives 

(Heam 1992, p. vii) and deserves serious research and examination. However, it must be 

noted that what is being studied within the term 'gender' changes over time, and that meaning 

is not self-evident. In the 1970s and 1980s, reference to the term gender signalled a focus on 

women I girls/ feminism, but throughout the 1990s, gender is more likely to signal a focus on 

men I boys I masculinity. Whilst gender is an extremely important discursive field that people 

. must negotiate throughout their lives, it is of course only one of a myriad of discourses that 

people simultaneously deal with. Bryson notes that gender should be a no 'more privileged 

site than race, class, or any of a host of other possible differences' (1993, p. 352). 

As mentioned above, the concept and usage of the notion of gender came about as part of a 

shift from essentialism towards a social construction framework. Essentialism views the 

characteristics of males and females as predetermined and biologically given, with the sex of 

the body determining the roles that men and women will play in society and the emotional 

characteristics that they will display. Grosz suggests that essentialism suggests that: 

... those characteristics defined as women's essence are shared in common by all women 
at all times; it implies a limit on the variations and possibilities of change. Essentialism 
thus refers to the existence of fixed characteristics, given attributes, and ahistorical 
functions which limit the possibilities of change and thus of social reorganization (1990, 
p. 334). 
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As a response to essentialism, social construction frameworks reject predetermined definitions 

OD masculinity and femininity associated with biological characteristics and instead view 

gender as being socially constructed through discourses and social practices. Discourses on 

gender are to be found everywhere: in popular culture, the media, religion, novels, cinema, 

plays, magazines and the workplace. Whilst viewing gender as socially constructed has the 

potential to provide greater freedom and diversity than a gender that is predetermined by 

essentialism, the outcome depends on the range oDdiscourses on offer and the agency people 

have to take them up. rn the available discourses are limited or are deemed as only 

appropriate for men or for women to adopt, then social construction can produce a gender that 

is as narrow and prescriptive as essentialism. 

A social construction framework regards the constitution and re-constitution OD gender as a 

daily ongoing task (Weedon 1987, p. 22). As people move through life they will continually 

take up new discourses and discard old ones. Gender and the negotiation OD 'masculinity' and 

'femininity' are therefore seen as being fluid and evolving. But despite this fluidity and 

choice, there are nevertheless strict rules associated with constructing one's gender. The act 

oDcontinually constituting and negotiating one's gender seems to be a tricky and precarious 

activity, and not adhering to socially condoned rules is costly. Thus the act oDsocially 

constructing onese1£as 'male' or 'female' and staying so is an ongoing challenge. Spelman 

draws our attention to the constant human effort it takes to create and maintain classificatory 

schemes such as 'male' or 'female' (1988, p. 149). She notes that being a woman or a man 'is 

a complicated business, and apparently a precarious one, given the number OD societal 

institutions instructing us about how to be women or men and punishing us for failing to act 

appropriately' (1988, p. 134). 

Perhaps rather than being viewed as a dichotomy, essentialism and social construction could 

more accurately be viewed as a continuum. The different strands OD feminism would thus 

appear in varying positions along the continuum oDbiological determination to social 

construction. Whilst radical feminism would be aligned with the essentialist end ofohe 

spectrum, poststructural feminism would align itsel£with the social construction view. The 

other strands OD feminism would be located at various positions, with the majority OD strands 

leaning more towards a social construction stance and rejecting the extreme oDbiological 

determinism. Most strands oDfeminism regard 'masculinity' and 'femininity' as being 

constituted by the range oDdiscourses that are available and adopted. 

20 



A search of the available literature on gender tells us that all societies through time and place 

have acknowledged the existence of two genders. Whilst there are many variables between 

these societies over time and place, the constant between them is that there are always two 

genders, and that they are considered unequal. The vast majority adhere to patriarchal notions 

of maleness being dominant, normative, neutral and free of gender and femaleness being the 

inferior other to this norm. The point of having two separate genders appears to be the 

maintenance of male supremacy. The character and behaviour that are considered to be 

masculine or feminine will vary widely between cultures. Cockburn notes that 'what is manly 

in one may be effeminate in another' (1985, p. 168). One of the most important implications 

for men and women is that maleness is always viewed as being free of gender and normative, 

whilst femaleness will be constructed as a deviation from the norm and sometimes positioned 

'as though gender is their most significant trait' (Kaufman, Westland and Engvall 1997, p. 

119). 

Whilst much recent feminist literature infers that essentialism and biological pre-determinism 

of gender is passe with the social construction of gender now more commonly accepted, the 

distinction between the two is not as clear-cut and straightforward as it once appeared. The 

interplay between body and gender is increasingly seen as more complex, problematic and 

important than it first appeared when social constructionists initially rejected essentialism. A 

number of feminists such as Lloyd, Gatens and Grosz have continued to explore the complex 

interplay between bodies and gender. Lloyd notes that 'opinion differs about where sex stops 

and gender starts. It is difficult to determine - and difficult even to decide what would count 

as determining - how socially constructed sex differences relate to biological ones, and how to 

decide whether a particular trait or capacity is one or the other' (1989, p. 13). She also notes 

that many feminists are now 'calling into question this idea of free-floating gender' (1989, p. 

13). 

Closer scrutiny to the body and its relationship to gender indicates that it should no longer be 

merely seen as a neutral base that is overlain with discourses of gender. Gatens expresses this 

sentiment by commenting that 'the sexed body can no longer be conceived as the 

unproblematic biological and factual base upon which gender is inscribed, but must itself be 

recognized as constructed by discourses and practices that take the body both as their target 

and their vehicle of expression' (1992, p. 132). Grosz concurs with Gatens by stating that 

21 



'gender is not an ideological superstructure added to a biological base' (1994, p. 58). 

Similarly, Grosz observes that 'one's sex makes a difference to every function, biological, 

social, cultural' (Grosz 1994, p. 22). 

If:we take into account this cautionary note about re-thinking where sex stops and where 

gender starts, we are left with a complex puzzle as to how gender is actually constructed. 

Even if we assume that gender is socially constructed but more heed must be taken of the 

underlying body, it is still difficult to understand and make proper sense of the gendering 

process. This uncertainty renders an analysis of masculinity and femininity to be very 

difficult when determining whether either of these terms has any absolute meaning, or 

whether each term is merely relative over time, place and within discourses. Not only is it 

challenging to examine the ways in which gender is constructed, but gender is only one of: 

many discourses that people are encountering and adopting. Many other discourses such as 

class, race and sexuality are simultaneously being grappled with and make the formation of 

gender extremely complex to isolate, let alone analyse. Cockburn notes that 'there is 

increasing recognition that the gender identity of a working-class man is not the same as that 

of:a middle-class man; there are gay masculinities, black masculinities' (1991, p. 224). 

Feminist material written from a social construction framework assumes that the construction 

of: masculinity through a plethora of discourses and processes will cause an ongoing struggle 

continuing throughout a male's life. Davies notes that 'masculinity is forged out of 

contradictory discourses' (1992, p. 56). Weedon observes that the process of:assuming 

masculinity or femininity is a 'key site of:discursive struggle for the individual which begins 

at birth and which is central to upbringing and education. At the centre of the struggle is the 

common-sense assumption that there is a natural way for girls, boys, women and men to be. 

This gives rise to a battle to fix particular versions of femininity and masculinity as natural' 

(1987, p. 98). Connell notes that 'masculinity does not fall from the heavens: it is constructed 

by masculinizing practices, which are liable to provoke resistance, can go wrong, and are 

always uncertain in their outcome. That, after all, is why so much effort has to be put into 

them' (Connell 1983, p. 58). 

The last decade has seen a great deal of attention given to studies and critiques of:men and 

masculinities, from within both populist and academic spheres. Whilst some of:this work is 

sympathetic to and builds on earlier feminist material, other strands stand in opposition to and 
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are antithetical to feminist work. Some o:flthe recent material on masculinities has emanated 

from the recent focus on the welfare of boys in schools. Current concerns being expressed 

about boys include their educational needs, achievement levels, identity formation and the 

perceived need for more male teachers. 

While there is a myriad o:flperspectives appearing in the current debate on masculinity, two 

key participants are most relevant: the pro-feminist perspective and the men's rights 

perspective. The pro-feminist perspective is sympathetic to recent feminisms such as 

poststructural feminism, and rejects the claim that traditional masculinity is biologically 

grounded (Clatterbaugh 1990, p. 11 ). This perspective attempts to problematise masculinity 

and analyse ways in which gender is socially constructed. This has involved naming males as 

gendered beings, in the same way that females have long been regarded as gendered beings, in 

order to dislodge masculinity from the neutral, normative position. In contrast, advocates oil a 

men's rights perspective construct men as victims oil feminism, which has caused suffering 

for men and boys (Clatterbaugh 1990, p. 10). This perspective draws on essentialist beliefs 

that men and women are totally different from one another and have differing needs. 

Scholarship from a men's rights perspective often advocates the claiming oil victim status for 

men and boys. 

Current literature from the pro-feminist perspective places quite a deal oil emphasis on 

examining the mechanisms by which masculinity is generated, constructed and performed and 

on the charting o:flthe masculinising processes in society (Roulston and Mills 1998, p. 2; 

Willinsky 1996, p. 3). This has involved trying to explore the ways in which masculinity 

discourses act as codes, which are taken up and expressed in 'dress, physical stance and 

movement, vocabulary and speech' (Webb 1998, p. 6). Recent scholarship on t4e relationship 

between patriarchy and the construction oil masculinity and patriarchy reveals that patriarchy 

still exerts a powerful influence on gender construction. Webb notes that 'male life is a 

sequence ofaites o:flpassage, each oil which contains an exchange; in exchange for conforming 

to the mechanisms o:flpatriarchy the male is offered some measure o:flpower. Each little 

exchange confirms the male's sense oil gender identity to the point where manhood is 

acquired' (1998, p. 6). 
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Implications of the notion of 'social construction 'for this study 

There are several implications for the experience ofi male primary school teachers to be found 

in the feminist material on the social construction ofi gender. Although it is not entirely 

known how gender is constructed, it is apparent that it is a complex and challenging task for 

either men or women to construct and maintain their gender. However, it would appear that it 

is an even more precarious task for males in a female dominated profession that is imbued 

with discourses ofinurturance and caring. It would seem that the primary school does not 

abound in discourses on masculinity and that the construction and maintenance ofi masculinity 

would therefore be extremely challenging and vexing. It is important to try and identify what 

discourses on gender are encountered in the primary school environment. 

We also need to look at male primary teachers going to work in male bodies and with a 

socially constructed male gender. Is their gender solely constructed through discourses or 

does their male body also help to constitute their maleness? And do their male bodies pose 

any particular advantages or disadvantages? When we hear calls for more male primary 

school teachers, are the calls for more ofithe male sex or the male gender or both? 

Feminist poststructural understandings 

Because much ofithe feminist literature discussed in this chapter was written from a feminist 

poststructural standpoint, it is important to outline the intent and the key understandings from 

this perspective and the concept ofisubjectivity. Although there are subtle differences 

between poststructuralism, postmodernism and postpositivism, the terms are used somewhat 

interchangeably throughout this study. This is because when I refer to the work ofiother 

authors, I retain their preferred term. 

Poststructuralism, like feminism, cannot be found or contained in a single discourse, category, 

definition or body ofiknowledge. Poststructuralism is derived from various discourses and is 

a fluid and contested term. However, there are many features common to the discourses ofi 

postmodernism, poststructuralism and postpositivism. The commonality is the questioning 

and rejection ofi essentialism, truths, absolutes, metanarratives, universals, positivism, 

totalising theory and the Enlightenment vision. The major contribution ofi feminist 

poststructural material is its ability to deal with complex, overlapping, intersecting and 
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ambiguous framings. There is also commonality in the acceptance of deconstruction, which is 

an emphasis on language and discourse. 

Giroux states that 'if there is any underlying harmony to the various discourses of 

postmodernism it is in their rejection of absolute essences. A central feature of 

postmodernism has been its critique of totality, reason, and universality' (1991, p. 18). Lather 

sees the commonality as 'a shift away from the concept of an objective, knowable, factual 

world, 'out there', waiting to be found, and towards a concept of constructed worlds. Here 

knowledge is construed as contested and partial, an 'effect of power' shaped by the interplay 

oflanguage, power and meaning' (1989, p. 2). Similarly, Nava believes that postmodernism 

represents 'a growing sense ofloss: of certainty and authority, and moral and cognitive 

absolutes. It refers also to the rejection of totalising theory and metanarrative as well as the 

impossibility of the notions of truth and progress in the (post)modern world' (1992, p. 3). 

Likewise, Weedon points to the emphasis that poststructuralist theories place on language, 

and maintains that 'its founding insight is that language, far from reflecting an already given 

social reality, constitutes social reality for us' (1987, p. 22). 

Poststructural feminism material largely deals with the naming of questions and the working 

with these questions, rather than the production of' answers'. Yeatman expresses this nicely 

by saying 'if postmodern theory doesn't provide an answer to a question, its virtue is that it is 

able to admit the question and begin to work with it' (1994, p. 3). In addition, because 

poststructuralism's concern lies with the posing of useful questions, rather than the finding of 

answers, it prevents us from only asking answerable questions (Zimiles 1993, p. 375). This is 

important, as the seeking of answers can so easily lead to closure, generalisations, 

universalising and new metanarratives. 

When the theories of feminism and poststructuralism are merged to become feminist 

poststructural theory, the union is often a compatible one, with an easy co-existence. An 

example of this co-existence is the way in which feminist poststructural theory views the 

social construction of gender. But despite some commonality between feminism and 

poststructuralism, the discourses are not always entirely compatible, and can be problematic 

when merged. The conflict between the two theories will be discussed more fully in the 

methodology chapter, but it is important to draw attention here to the tensions that may be 

introduced when combining feminism and poststructuralism. 
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The terms 'subject' and 'subjectivity' are central within poststructural theory (Weedon 1987, 

p. 32). Weedon defines subjectivity as 'the conscious and unconscious thoughts and emotions 

of the individual, her sense of herself and her ways of understanding her relation to the world' 

(1987, p. 32). Poststructuralism proposes that as subjects constitute and reconstitute 

themselves through discourses, they will take up new 'discursive positions'. Institutions and 

social practices such as work, the family, the church, the education system, are located in and 

structured by a particular 'discursive field' (Weedon 1987, p. 35). Subjects will often be the 

site of a discursive struggle in the battle for subjectivity (Weedon 1987, p. 106). 

Implications of 'feministpoststructural' work'for this study 

The feminist poststructural literature alerts us again to monitor the various discourses that 

male primary school teachers encounter in the primary school. It is also important to explore 

the discursive positions that male primary school teachers take up, and the discursive battles 

they are engaged in within women's work. 

Labour/ Work 

An exploration of the impact of work on the construction of identity and the various parts of 

the self will be undertaken in order to gain further understandings about the experience of 

male primary school teachers. The feminist literature- on labour and work is vast, but select 

parts of it are vital for shedding light on the experience of males who participate in a non

traditional occupation. The material that has been selected is based on the belief that work 

will have a profound impact on the social construction of the self. It assumes that people 

construct themselves from a variety of discourses associated with gender, body, identity, 

sexuality, emotions and mind, and that this takes place in all spheres oflife, including the 

personal / family sphere and the work/ public sphere. Not only does work have an effect on 

each facet of our multiple selves, but it is believed that it is a two-way process - the discourses 

that construct the multiple selves will also rub off on people's work. It is important to note 

that ~ust as work has strong links and interactive patterns with the formation of gender, it also 

has a causal relationship with other variables such as class and race, but these remain outside 

the focus of this study. 
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In this section I have consulted both the labour literature that deals with gender/ sexuality/ 

identity and the gender/ sexuality/ identity literature that deals with labour. Whilst some of 

this literature specif cally deals with work in the primary school, and some of it with males in 

non-traditional occupations, the majority of it is ofa more generic nature, dealing with the 

production of labour and the impact this has on the construction of the self, including gender, 

identity and sexuality. Whilst many important scholars have contributed to this material on 

labour, I would like to draw particular attention to the work of Cynthia Cockburn, Christine 

Williams, Arlie Hochschild and Dorinne Kondo. Although written in the 1980s and 1990s, 

their material nevertheless provides profound and rigorous analysis of the nexus between 

work, gender and identity. Cockburn's seminal work argues that both jobs and the workplace 

are gendered, Williams focuses on the experience of male nurses, Hochschild on male flight 

attendants and Kondo on the construction of identity in the workplace. 

The sexual division of labour 

The Australian workforce is characterised by a marked and entrenched sexual division of 

labour. Although it has been claimed that Australia has the most gender-segregated 

workforce in the OECD (Lee and Taylor 1996, p. 57), all societies throughout human history 

have displayed an obvious sexual division of labour, which has proven markedly resilient 

(Cockburn 1985, p. 229). Game and Pringle note that 'the sexual division oflabour is not a 

remnant from the feudal past that is gradually being eliminated' (1983, p. 81). This sex-based 

division has been evident over time and place in both the public world of paid employment 

and the private realm of unpaid work (Branson 1991, p. 96). 

Horizontal segregation in the sexual division of labour 

There are several important characteristics of a sexual division oflabour. The first and most 

obvious feature is a demarcation between 'men's jobs' and 'women's jobs', with very few 

jobs containing an even number of men and women. Instead, most jobs are dominated by one 

sex or the other. This is known as horizontal segregation, which simply means the clustering 

of men and women in different jobs (Bradley 1993, p. 11). A second and subtler form of 

horizontal segregation takes place when men and women perform the same job, but perform 

different tasks and functions as a form of internal stratification or demarcation between the 

genders within the job. This means that even when jobs contain a fairly even mixture of men 

and women, an internal stratification differentiates between what men do and what women do. 
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Horizontal segregation within a sexual division o~labour results in the vast majority o~ 

workers being confined to jobs which consist o~predominantly men or women, and it is 

extremely rare to find jobs where equal numbers o~men and women are engaged in the same 

activities in the same industry (Williams 1992, p. 253). Phillips and Taylor reveal that whilst 

there are 'few occupations left which are entirely the preserve o~ either men or women', most 

'men workers are employed in jobs where the workforce is at least 90 per cent male, while 

most women workers work in jobs that are at least 70 per cent female' (1980, p. 54). 

Similarly, Jacobs claims that 'i~we defined female-dominated occupations as those in which 

70% or more women are employed, and male-dominated occupations as those in which 30% 

or fewer women employed', we find that less than 'one in six occupations is dominated by 

women' and more than three in six is dominated by men (1993, p. 53). It is clear then that not 

only are most jobs either male-dominated or female dominated, but that men are less likely 

than women to be employed in sex-atypical fields than are women (Jacobs 1993, p. 53). 

The second form o~horizontal segregation indicates that even when men and women work in 

the same jobs, they mostly perform different tasks to differentiate their labour. Phillips and 

Taylor describe this phenomenon in the following way: 

Even when men and women do work in the same industry, sexual demarcations are still 
rigidly maintained: women sew what men design and cut out; women serve what men 
cook; women run machines which men service; and so on. Everywhere we tum, we see a 
clear distinction between 'men's work' and 'women's work', with women's work almost 
invariably characterised by lower pay, lack o~ craft traditions, weak union organization, 
and - above all - unskilled status. Wherever women workers are, whatever jobs they do, 
they nearly always find themselves occupying the lowest rung on the skill ladder, earning 
wages which are commensurate, it is claimed, with the low level o~ training, ability or 
concentration required for the job (1980, p. 55). 

It is therefore clear that not only are there sharp distinctions and demarcations between men's 

and women's jobs, but for various reasons, the vast majority o~workers choose to work in 

jobs which are dominated by and designated for their gender (Kauppinen-Toropainen and 

Lammi 1993, p. 92). Another way o~describing the division between men's jobs and 

women's jobs is Cockburn's notion o~referring to jobs as being either 'pink' or 'blue' 

(Cockburn 1985, p. 232). These two-tone coloured labels are used to describe the ways in 

which people match the colour o~their job to the colour o~the gender that they are 

constructing. Cockburn introduces the two-tone concept as follows: 
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We live, then, in a two-tone world. We and many of the things that surround us are either 
blue or pink. Occupations with few exceptions, are two-tone also and we match 
ourselves to them. We partly take our own colouring from the job we do and in tum the 
colour of the job is affected by our presence in it (1985, p. 232). 

Whilst descriptive labels using colours have traditionally been used to describe the different 

skills/ class classifications for men's work, such as 'blue-collar' and 'white-collar', no such 

labels have existed in societal discourse for women's work. 'Pink-collar' is a term that was 

coined by Howe in 1977 to describe the experience ofi women in the workforce (Howe 1977, 

p. 21). Whilst some scholars, such as Claire Williams (1988, p. 3) and Probert and Wilson 

(1993), have noted and used this term, it is interesting that it has never enjoyed widespread 

recognition or usage. As well as naming some forms ofi labour as pink-collar work, Howe 

developed a pink blanket socialisation theory to explain why women continued to enter 

female dominated jobs: 

Why did the women enter them? The main theory put forth in recent years has been the 
socialization, or what I have come to think of as, pink blanket theory. The little girl is 
born. Is cuddled and coddled. Is given a doll to cuddle, and then as she gets older, a 
bigger doll. Then one day while brother is busy playing with his doctor's kit, she is 
handed a nurse's kit. Ergo she becomes a nurse. If you want to change the situation buy 
her a doctor's kit instead (1977, p. 22). 

Whilst it is easy to look for evidence ofithe existence and effects ofia sexual division ofi 

labour, it is more diffictllt to explain the reason for its existence and its continuation. In 

addressing this issue, Cockburn says that two important questions need to be asked about the 

division ofilabour: 'in whose interest is it? and how is it sustained?' (1985, p. 229). She 

answers the first part ofiher question by maintaining 'that a sexual division ofilabour can 

always be shown to benefit men as a sex' (1985, p. 230). 

Many feminist scholars have sought an explanation ofi how the sexual division ofi labour is 

sustained. In so doing, a number have focussed on the linkages between the sexual division 

ofilabour, patriarchy and capitalism (Bradley 1993, p. 11; Scott 1986, p. 1059). However, 

whilst there is general agreement on the existence ofi linkages, there are differing views on the 

causality, depending on feminist standpoints. Weedon notes the following about causes for a 

sexual division ofilabour from various feminist standpoints: 

Marxists understand it to be an effect of capitalism, while socialist feminists see it as 
intrinsic to the capitalist mode of production but not reducible to it. Alternatively, radical 
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feminism sees the sexual division oflabour as an effect of patriarchy, the causes of which 
tend to be located in the nature or structure of masculinity (1987, p. 26). 

Whilst there is disagreement amongst feminists on some issues to do with the sexual division 

oflabour, there are other issues and understandings that are widely accepted. These include 

an agreement that men stand to benefit most from the existence and perpetuation of a sexual 

division oflabour, both in terms of status and monetary rewards. It is also widely agreed that 

the work of women is devalued and deemed inferior or unskilled simply because it is women 

who perform it (Bradley 1993, p. 13; England and Herbert 1993, p. 33). Phillips and Taylor 

succinctly express this devaluing of women's work by noting that 'the work of women is 

often deemed inferior simply because it is women who do it. Women workers carry into the 

workplace their status as subordinate individuals, and this status comes to define the value of 

the work they do' (1980, p. 55). There is also agreement about the intransigence and 

durability of job classifications once they become gendered in·a particular way. Game and 

Pringle note that 'once an area becomes sex-typed it tends to stay that way. The rituals that 

daily create masculinity and femininity must largely be enacted in single-sex groups, at a 

distance from each other and with a measure of tension' (1983, p. 83). 

Vertical segregation in the sexual division of labour 

A second characteristic of a sexual division oflabour is its hierarchical nature, where men 

claim the top, prestigious and highly paid jobs, whilst women remain with the bottom, non

prestigious and lowly paid jobs. This is known as vertical segregation, which is the grouping 

of men in the most senior and highly paid jobs in an occupation, with women concentrated in 

jobs.with lower status and pay (Bradley 1993, p. 11). Bradley claims that both horizontal 

segregation and vertical segregation have remained basically constant over most of this 

century (1989, p. 11). 

Horizontal and vertical segregation in Australian schools 

There is evidence that the teaching workforce in Australia is heavily gender segregated and 

displays both horizontal and vertical segregation. Teaching has a vertically segregated 

workforce, with men occupying most executive positions, and a horizontally gender 

segregated workforce with women constituting the majority of teachers and internal 

stratification taking place between men and women who perform the same job. In 2001, the 

percentage of male and female teachers in Australia was as follows: 
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Table 1: Percentage of male/ female teachers in the Australian workforce, 2001 

Classification % Male % Female 

Primary Teachers 21 79 

Secondary Teachers 45 55 

Total Teaching Force 33 67 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Schools Australia series, 2001 

It can be seen that women currently constitute the majority of Australian teachers, forming 

two-thirds or 67% of the teaching population. In contrast, in 19942
, the percentage of male 

and female school principals in Australia was as follows: 

Table 2: Percentage of male/ female principals in the Australian workforce, 1994 

Classification %Male % Female 

Primary School Principals 70 30 

Secondary School Principals 83 17 

Total School Principals 74 26 

Source: APAPDC, Australian School Principals Profile, 1994 

The Australian teaching force clearly exhibits extremely strong vertical segregation. In 

secondary teaching, although males occupy 45% of teaching positions, they occupy 83% of 

principalships (see Table above). In primary teaching, whilst males occupy only 21 % of 

teaching positions, they occupy 70% of principalships. The Commonwealth Government 

commissioned a report by Sandra Milligan in August 1994 entitled Women in the Teaching 

Profession. It records that although there is a detectable decrease in gender segregation, 

women remain heavily under-represented in school leadership and promotional positions, and 

the improvement.in their position is very slow (1994, p. viii). The 1998 Senate Inquiry into 

the Status of Teaching, A Class Act, also concluded that 'given their total numbers in the 

2 Some caution is expressed about both the reliability and the currency of these statistics as they only represent a 
small proportion of Australia's principals and are now ten years old. However, they are used in the absence of 
more recent or comprehensive national data. These figures will be more fully discussed in Chapter 5: Data 
(Statistics). 
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teaching force, female teachers are grossly under-represented in promotion positions' (1998, 

p. 120). 

Australian schools also exhibit significant horizontal segregation, with male and female 

teachers frequently performing different tasks and functions. Male primary teachers are more 

likely to occupy executive positions, teach upper grades, and take responsibility for sport and 

information technology. Female primary teachers are less likely to occupy executive 

positions, and will probably teach lower primary grades, and take responsibility for choir, 

charity work, humanities and literacy. Whilst the percentage of male and female high school 

teachers appears to be more closely balanced than primary teaching, a closer examination of 

individual teaching disciplines within high schools also reveals the presence of horizontal 

segregation, with male and female teachers performing different tasks. Women in the 

Teaching Profession reveals that 'men predominate in management roles, in teaching of older 

students, in teaching of industrial arts, agriculture and science'. In contrast, 'women 

predominate as classroom teachers, in teaching of young children, remedial students and 

students who have English as a second language, in teaching of home economics and 

languages, in special education and as librarians' (Milligan, 1994, p. 7). The report also 

observes that 'schools are places where most of the junior staff are women, most of the senior 

staff are men, and even when this is not the case, the work is divided into 'men's work' and 

'women's work" (Milligan, 1994, p. 9). 

Crossing-over the sexual division ofilabour into non-traditional work 

Whilst the vast majority of men and women choose occupations that are dominated by their 

own gender, a small number of men and women nevertheless choose to 'cross over' into work 

that is non-traditional for their gender. The experience of 'crossing-over' for males will be 

dealt with in the next section of the literature on male teachers in the primary school, but a 

broad introduction to the phenomenon of crossing-over into non-traditional work will be 

provided here. 

Most literature about the workplace prior to the Second Wave of Feminism was devoted to the 

experience of males in male dominated jobs (Cockburn 1983, p. 4). From the late 1970s 

onwards, the Second Wave feminists began to explore the phenomenon of crossing over into 

non-traditional work, but it largely focussed on the experience of women going into men's 

work. Since the 1990s, many questions have been asked about why so little attention was 
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paid to men who cross over into women's jobs (Bradley 1993, p. 11; Jacobs 1993, p. 49; 

Williams and Villemez 1993, p. 67). One explanation for the imbalance may be that in the 

early years of the Second Wave of Feminism, there was a genuine need for rigorous research 

into the experience of women crossing over due to overt discrimination against women and 

systemic exclusion from men's jobs. A further reason could be that the hegemonic 

acceptance of men's jobs as normative automatically positioned women as the workplace 

transgressors and as those who are more likely to do the crossing-over. Bradley suggests the 

reason that so little attention has been paid to the movement of men into women's jobs may 

simply be 'because it is comparatively rare' ( 1993 p. 11 ). Williams makes the following 

observation about the lack of focus on men entering non-traditional occupations: 

But looking at segregation as something that happens only to women gives us only a 
partial picture. Occupational sex segregation is a two-way street: It is just as important to 
understand what keeps men out of female jobs as it is to understand what keeps women 
out of male jobs. And the fact is that men are even less likely than women to aspire to 
and work in gender-atypical jobs (1993, p. 2). 

Most importantly, the paucity ofliterature from the 1970s and 1980s about men who cross 

over into women's jobs led to it erroneously being assumed that their experiences would be 

the same as those being documented for women who were crossing over into men's jobs. It is 

now known that this is certainly not the case, and that although both men and women 

. experience a combination of advantages and disadvantages as a result of their decision to 

cross over into non-traditional work, the issues that they each face are vastly different. 

Although most of the earlier literature about crossing over was based on the experience of 

women going into men's jobs, much helpful literature about men crossing over into women's 

work has appeared from the 1990s onwards. Very little of this literature emanates from 

Australia, but there is a great deal of other valuable and insightful material, particularly from 

North America. 

Piecing together the available material constructs a complex picture that reveals that whilst 

crossing over into non-traditional work is potentially problematic for both men and women, 

the issues they struggle with are very different. The literature informs us that men are far 

more reluctant than women to cross over into non-traditional work in the first place, and that 

it seems probable that men who do so, cross over by chance or default rather than planning. 

Once men cross over into women's work, they appear to find the construction of their 

gendered and sexual identity more problematic than women do when they cross over. Men 
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also struggle more with the perceptions ofi society and they suffer more in terms ofi loss ofi 

salary and benefits. Society seems to view women who cross over into traditional men's jobs 

as 'stepping up' because ofitheir higher status and pay, but it views men who cross over into 

traditional women's jobs are seen as 'stepping down' and losing out in status and pay (De 

Corse and Vogtle 1997, p. 38; Williams 1992, p. 262). However, somewhat contradictorily 

and in contrast to societal perceptions, the men who cross over seem to enjoy many more 

advantages than women once they are actually inside the non-traditional occupation. Men 

who cross over seem to receive a great deal of support and encouragement from both women 

and men in their profession. They are also more advantaged in terms ofi employment, 

promotion and special treatment than women who cross over, and they rise more rapidly 

within women's work than they would have done within men's work (England and Herbert, 

1993, p. 45). 

Many scholars have tried to explore the reasons why men are so reluctant to cross over into 

work that is non-traditional for their gender. Some ofi the reasons include the cultural 

sanctions that keep men out (Williams and Villemez 1993, p. 86), the lack ofi status and 

material benefits for doing so (Jacobs 1993, p. 49; Kauppinen-Toropainen and Lammi 1993, 

p. 94) and the lack ofia social movement to challenge stereotypes for men (Jacobs 1993, p. 

62). De Corse and Vogtle suggest that males' reticence to enter female jobs may be the subtle 

significance ofi choosing to do that which has typically been viewed as a second income for 

decades ( 1997, p. 3 8). Jacobs has also wondered ifi 'the entrance ofi men into this small set ofi 

fields is so unusual because relatively few fields are dominated by women?'(1993, p. 61). 

Questions have also been raised about the nature ofiwomen's work, and the fact that work 

performed by non-traditional men is less autonomous and more routinised, with the rhythm ofi 

work more rigidly controlled than the work performed by men in status-comparable 

occupations' (Kauppinen-Toropainen and Lammi 1993, p. 95). 

Williams and Villemez note that even the few men who do cross over into women's work did 

not intend to do so. They claim that 'the majority ofimen seem to enter female-dominated 

occupations, not through a revolving door, but rather through a 'trapdoor' - most were not 

seeking such entry' (1993, p. 66). In a similar vein, Jacobs questions their decision by asking 

whether 'men who express a preference for working in female-dominated occupations hold 

this goal as an enduring commitment or as a momentary caprice?' (1993, p. 53). Bradley 

informs us that men are so opposed to doing women's work, that during the recessions in 
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Britain in the 1980s and 1990s, men preferred unemployment to taking on 'women's jobs' 

(1993, p. 20). Similarly, Cockburn notes that for some men 'that keeping a distance between 

men and women is even a more important principle for masculinity than keeping jobs' (1985, 

p. 233). 

Many aspects ofi crossing over are potentially complex and problematic for men. Cockburn 

summarises the ongoing struggle for men who cross over as follows: 

To cross into work that is non-traditional for one's sex is, while not exactly to court 
disaster, at least to invite discomfort. Nor is the discomfort momentary. The effort ofi 
adaptation is needed not just for one day's work but every day through a working 
lifetime. Work is hard enough without the added struggle ofi defending oneself1 
explaining oneself1 over and again, both in work and outside. For a man thinking ofi 
taking up feminine work there is, ofi course, the added disincentive ofi lower pay and 
status (1985, p. 232). 

Bradley suggests that the struggle for males in crossing over to a female profession is about 

the threat to their gendered and sexual identity: 

I have argued elsewhere that it is easier for women to push into men's jobs than men into 
women's. Compromised femininity is still a possible female identity; women can take to 
power dressing, drink and swear with the boys, and wear jeans ifi need be. The threat to 
masculinity in entering a women's area is much greater because ofi the greater visibility 
and stigmatization ofimale homosexuality (1993, p. 14). 

Williams concurs with Bradley and articulates the doubts and questions that society holds 

about men who cross-over into women's work: 

The man who crosses over into a female-dominated occupation upsets these gender 
assumptions embedded in work. Almost immediately, he is suspected ofinot being a 'real 
man': There must be something wrong with him ("Is he gay? Effeminate? Lazy?") for 
him to be interested in this kind ofi work. lfi these popular prejudices are not enough to 
push him out ofi his occupation, they will certainly affect how he manages his gender 
identity on a daily basis. Men in these occupations often emphasize their masculinity and 
attempt to distance themselves from their female colleagues, as a way to legitimize their 
working in female jobs (1993, p. 3). 

Williams notes that although both men and women who work in non-traditional occupations 

encounter discrimination, the forms and consequences ofithe discrimination are very different 

(1992, p. 263). Whilst women who enter non-traditional occupations are most likely to face 

discrimination and prejudice inside their profession and support from the public outside their 

profession, the reverse is true for men. Williams notes that 'most ofithe discriminatio_n and 

prejudice facing men in the "female professions" emanates from outside those professions' 
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(1992, p. 263), and that when they come into contact with people they meet outside ofiwork, 

it is popularly assumed that male nurses are gay and that elementary school teachers are often 

confronted by suspicions that they are paedophiles (1992, p. 261). Williams also notes that 

this often leads men 'to alter their work behaviour to guard against sexual abuse charges, 

particularly in those specialties requiring intimate contact with women and children' (1992, p. 

261). 

Crossing over into non-traditional work may also be problematic for men, because they have 

looked forward to and anticipated joining a workplace congruent with masculine norms and 

expressions. Webb's study oficontemporary masculinity notes that: 

To join a workplace is more than merely to undertake work and be paid. It is to join a 
tight-knit group, which has a shared identity ofi masculine cultural values and views on 
how life ought to be lived (1998, p. 133). 

Therefore, a workplace that is dominated by women may represent an unknown and alien 

environment for both the male and for the other significant men in their lives, such as fathers, 

brothers and male friends. Ifimen cross over into women's work, their mothers, sisters and 

female friends will probably introduce them to the workplace. Webb claims that sons prefer 

to be introduced to the workplace by the father, and that it is a vicarious experience ofipower 

for the son to see his father at work (1998, p. 130). In addition, Webb observes that 'the form 

ofi the social interaction, drinking and smutty stories, seems to have remained the staple fare 

ofimale socialising in the workplace. Assimilation into the workplace by a man's workmates 

can be signalled by things as slight as the bestowing ofia nickname' (1998, p. 133). Ifisuch 

things are important in the construction ofia male's identity, then the entry to a non-traditional 

occupation may well be unsettling. 

Whilst there are many problematic aspects for men who cross over into non-traditional work, 

there are also many beneficial aspects. Unlike women in non-traditional occupations, their 

gender is construed as a positive difference (Williams 1992, p. 259). In her discussion ofithe 

experience ofimales crossing over into a female dominated occupation such as nursing, 

Williams reveals that these men are often carried on a 'glass elevator' in contrast to the 'glass 

ceiling' that women encounter in entering non-traditional occupations: 

Researchers have reported that many women encounter a "glass ceiling" in their efforts to 
scale organizational and professional hierarchies. That is, they are constrained by 



invisible barriers to promotion in their careers, caused mainly by the sexist attitudes ofi 
men in the highest positions. In contrast to the "glass ceiling", many ofi the men I 
interviewed seem to encounter a "glass escalator". Often, despite their intentions, they 
face invisible pressures to move up in their professions. As ifion a moving escalator, they 
must work to stay in place (1992, p. 256). 

The glass escalator advantages seem to come about because men are noticed and stand out in 

a positive way. Their privileged position also seems to come about because men bring certain 

elements ofi their patriarchal and gender privilege with them (Tewksbury 1993, p. 179), which 

'translates into an advantage in spite ofitheir numerical rarity' (Williams 1992, p. 264). 

Williams makes the following observations about the ways in which men are often 

advantaged more than women by entering a female profession: 

But for men in women's jobs, masculinity can be a boon, because qualities associated 
with men are more highly regarded than those associated with women, even in 
predominantly female jobs. This is partly because men tend to monopolize positions ofi 
power in these occupations, and they can make decisions about employees that favour 
other men. But also, this fact reflects a widespread cultural prejudice that men are simply 
better than women. Thus, men are rewarded for emphasizing their difference from 
women; women are typically penalized for any difference they (willingly or not) 
represent from men (1993, p. 3). 

It is clear that males who enter predominantly female occupations receive greater pay, 

benefits, promotion opportunities and employment opportunities than the women who do 

these jobs (Williams 1993, p. 4; 1992, p. 256). Despite the fact that they cannot hope to 

achieve the same pay rates and status as in traditional male occupations, they nevertheless rise 

to the top ofi female occupations more rapidly than they do in male occupations (England and 

Herbert 1993, p. 45). It is believed that these benefits take place because ofithe special 

attention, positive discrimination, support and encouragement that males will receive in 

predominantly female workplaces. This sentiment is expressed in the following quote: 

A male nurse or kindergarten teacher is a token, a solo member ofi his gender in a 
predominantly female-dominated field. Due to this solo position, the man attracts special 
positive attention, which, according to many studies, brings him more respect and 
autonomy relative to his female co-workers. The research shows that the nontraditional 
men usually receive encouragement and support from their female colleagues. Women 
tend to welcome men into female occupations because they believe that an increase in the 
number ofi men in the profession can enhance the status, prestige, and, they hope, the pay 
ofi the profession. These supportive attitudes help men's adaptation into the feminine 
workplace culture. Nevertheless, some women feel angry and frustrated because ofi the 
advantage and special treatment the men usually have over the female workers in their 
promotions and careers (Kauppinen-Toropainen and Lammi 1993, p. 100). 
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Another major difference in the experience ofimen and women in non-traditional occupations 

is that men in these situations are far more likely to be supervised by a member ofi their own 

sex. Whilst it is rare for women in non-traditional occupations to have other females in 

managerial positions to mentor them, it is a common experience for males. Williams 

comments that men are overrepresented in administrative and managerial capacities in 

women's work, and that consequently the men in these professions often work under the 

direct supervision ofiother men (Williams 1992, p. 258). In addition, males in women's work 

also appear to have very good working relationships with the other female workers who are 

pleased to welcome men to their occupations, and she also reports that she found no accounts 

ofi sexual harassment (Williams 1992, p. 260). This experience contrasts sharply to that ofi 

women in non-traditional occupations who often report 'poisoned' work environments with 

sexual harassment and endemic discrimination (Williams 1992, p. 260). In contrast, Williams 

reports that men in non-traditional occupations report that on the whole they feel very 

comfortable around their colleagues and describe their workplaces as very congenial for men 

(Williams 1992, p. 261). 

Implications of 'crossing over' material for this study 

The small numbers ofi men who cross over into a feminised profession such as primary school 

teaching constitute an interesting minority group that deserves closer scrutiny and 

examination. There is a great paucity ofi information on the experience ofiAustralian men 

who cross over, but it is a vitally important area to study, as it will provide a glimpse ofithe 

experience oficrossing over, and ofithe formation ofigendered identity. There is also merit in 

examining the exact nature ofi the processes that actually divert men from pursuing female

dominated fields (Jacobs 1993, p. 50). This study attempts to systematically examine the 

experience ofia group ofimen who do cross over, and the processes that keep more men from 

entering this profession. 

Primary teaching clearly provides a segment ofithe labour force that is regarded as women's 

work, feminised and pink-collar. The remainder ofithis section on labour will examine the 

part that participation in work plays in providing discourses that socially construct identity, 

gender, sexuality and bodies. It also closely examines the implications for these areas for 

males who choose to cross over into non-traditional work. 
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Identity at Work 

This section examines the impact that participation in work may have on the social 

construction ofiidentity. It is based on the poststructural notion of identity/ subjectivity and 

on the belief that work will have a profound effect on the construction of our various selves as 

they are taken to work each day. 

A poststructural notion of self assumes that identity/ subjectivity is not fixed or unitary, but is 

fluid, constantly changing and shaped by the negotiation of contradictory discourses. This 

concept of identity stands in sharp contrast to an essentialist one, which regards people as 

unitary beings, with a fixed, unique essence (Weedon 1987, p. 80; Kondo 1990, p. 34). Many 

writers define identity and explore the work / identity nexus using poststructural 

understandings. For example, Kondo regards identity as not being 'a fixed thing, but it is 

negotiated, open, shifting, ambiguous, the result of culturally available meanings and the 

open-ended, power-laden enactments of those meanings in everyday situations' (1990, p. 24). 

Similarly, Friedus subscribes to the view that 'identity is not fixed once and for all at any 

point in a lifetime. Rather, identity grows and changes through the experiences in which a 

person engages and through his or her perceptions ofithese experiences' (1994, p. 8). Because 

identity is shifting and changing, there is therefore no such thing as a fixed or unitary human 

being (Haug 1987, p. 41). 

The shifting and changing nature of identity means that identity will be context specific and 

that people will have the opportunity to take up various identities in the differing spheres ofi 

their lives, such as work, home and leisure. Cope and Kalantzis refer to people as 

simultaneously being 'members ofimultiple lifeworlds, so their identities have multiple layers, 

each layer in complex relation to the others' (1995, p. 10). In a similar vein, Kondo notes that 

selves are 'never separable from context, or the situations in which they are performed' (1990, 

p. 307) and that 'identities are multiple, fraught with tension and contradiction, and asserted in 

specific performative contexts' (1990, p. 306). This opens up the opportunity for people to 

construct themselves differently in the various arenas of their lives, such as work and family. 

The material on work and identity reveals that the two are inextricably linked. One of the 

reasons why work appears so fundamental to identity formation may simply be because it 

takes up so much time in a person's life. Whilst selfhood is constructed in a variety of 
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settings other than work, such as the family, recreation and education, work usually consumes 

by far the greatest number of waking hours. MacDonald observes that 'most people spend 

their prime waking hours at work, base their identity on work activities and are defined by 

others essentially through their relation to work (1980, p. 34). Similarly, Sikes notes that 'in 

western culture, and particularly for men, paid work tends to take up a large proportion of the 

life cycle and occupation can, and often does, confer identity. Ageing, occupational 

development and identity are inextricably linked (1985, p. 28). Webb claims that 'to be a man 

is to work. For men, their very concept of self is structured around work as an activity (1998, 

p. 130). 

Work is also vital to identity formation as it provides people with a sense of belonging, and an 

axis around which to structure identity at various life stages. Kondo suggests that work 

provides people with themes and patterns, the means of participating in a meaningful 

organisation and a 'significant axis around which their identities could be constructed' (1990, 

p. 277). Branson poses that the presence or absence ofwork guides people's life stages and 

hence structures identity in an ongoing way: 

'Work' is what we orient ourselves towards in childhood and adolescence and what we 
must compensate for when forced to leave it in retirement. In ideological terms it is the 
most meaningful stage of our lives. lfwe do not 'work' we are assumed lazy, parasitic, 
disabled, still in childhood, still being educated for work, resting in our dotage after 
fulfilment in work, or a housewife(1991, p. 95). 

Workmates appear to also play an important role in the construction of identity at work. 

Woods observes the following about the role that others such as co-workers may play in the 

construction of male identity: 

A man's sense of himself is shaped, to a significant degree, through contact with others. 
He looks to "social reality" to obtain feedback, to test and rehearse his beliefs and values. 
He consults those around him as he learns how to behave and what to think. Seeking 
social validation, he reveals something of himself to others. His self-concept is thus the 
result ofa complex, ongoing negotiation with his environment (1994, p. 102). 

Whilst the poststructural notion of identity being constructed through discourses appears to 

grant a great deal of agency, the literature also reveals that the construction can be fraught and 

problematic. For example, some writers point to the potential for the construction of multiple 

selves to lead to a fragmented sense of self in the workplace. Kondo's experience of working 

in a Japanese factory in order to chart the relationship between work and personhood resulted 
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in her recording that the discourses she adopted at work led her to experience a 'fragmentation 

of the self. At its most extreme point, I became "the Other" in my own mind, where the 

identity I had known in another context simply collapsed' (1990, p. 16). 

The idea of the workplace being one of many sites in which our multiple identities are 

constructed raises questions about the congruence between a person's existing and desired 

sense of self and the available discourses in their workplace. Many writers have explored the 

problems that may arise if workers believe that they do not have suitable or attractive 

discourses of identity available in their workplace. Although couched in different language, 

this is an issue concerning writers from both poststructural and other perspectives. Nias pays 

a great deal of attention to this issue and contributes greatly to our understandings about the 

construction of identity for teachers in schools. Nias does not write from a poststructural 

perspective and her concerns surround the implications for a pre-existing, fixed and unitary 

self. However, her references to beliefs and values roughly equate to the poststructural notion 

of discourses. She states that 'it is reasonable to assume that people who are fortunate enough 

to be able to select their paid occupation will look for a sense of 'fit' between their self-image, 

their place of work and what the work itself involves' (1989, p. 43). She also observes that: 

So, when we enter the world of work (or any similar new arena) we open ourselves to a 
potential conflict - between the beliefs and values built up in our early years and sustained 
by our significant and generalized others and those exemplified by the people with whom 
we how interact every day. But in terms of psychological comfort, the less ofthis kind of 
cognitive dissonance we are forced to experience the better; we generally prefer to work 
in environments in which our substantial selves are confirmed, both by the ways in which 
work requires us to speak and act, and by those with whom we interact. Where the latter 
implicitly or explicitly challenge our perspectives, we may try to avoid contact with them 
(Nias 1989, p. 43). 

In contrast, Haug writes from a poststructural perspective, but expresses very similar 

sentiments to Nias, by noting that 'human beings, in the process of their socialization, work at 

restructuring the given elements of their lives, until such time as their existence becomes 

relatively uncontradictory' (1987, p. 40). Haug also believes that people will want to 

reconstruct 'the points at which change is possible, the points where our chains chafe most, 
i 

the points where accommodations have been made' (1987, p. 41). Both Nias and Haug are 

therefore arguing that congruence or fit between the discourses of identity available at work 

and those that are desired by the worker produce a desirable outcome for people. 
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However, it is clear that some people end up in jobs where the fit is uncomfortable and 

incongruous, and the construction o~identity becomes problematic. rnpeople experience a 

poor sense o~ fit at work, there are many ways in which they can restructure / reconstruct their 

lives to make the fit better and more congruent. One option that people can take up is to find 

someone at work who shares some common discourses o~identity. It seems that only one 

other like-minded member at work is sufficient to provide a greater sense o~ fit and comfort 

for identity. On this point Nias notes that: 

No matter how strong confirmation was outside the school for the substantial sel~ who 
worked within it, teachers preferred to be in schools in which they received referential 
support from their head teachers and colleagues. Such support did not have to be 
numerous, however - the presence o~ one other like-minded person was often powerfully 
self .. confirming (1989, p. 60). 

Another option that people can choose to assist their comfort in constructing identity at work 

is to consciously abandon hope o~finding suitable identity discourses at work and to instead 

use reference groups outside o~work to meet all their identity needs. Nias describes the 

common ways in which teachers seek to preserve their sense o~ sel~when they are working in 

schools in which the majority oMeachers have different values and priorities to their own 

(1989, p. 59). In particular she noted that teachers might choose to set themselves apart from 

other workers by defining reality through communication with other selected audiences, 

which she refers to as reference groups. She cominents that the interaction with these 

reference groups 'served the inter-related functions o~defending the substantial sel~and 

defining the reality to which that sel~had to react' (1989, p. 59). However, she adds the 

important warning that: 

The more frequently people interacted with extra-school groups, the less convincing they 
found their contacts with their colleagues to be and the less incentive they therefore had 
to make contact with them, particularly when they spent most o~their time in school with 
their pupils. In consequence they became increasingly impervious to any communication 
they had with adults inside the school and more anxious to look for support outside it. 
Often this cycle was broken only by the decision to leave the school, or in some cases, the 
profession (Nias 1989, p. 59). 

Another option for workers to create greater congruence with identity at work is to reject non

fitting parts through some form o~resistance. Such resistance is not necessarily carried out in 

an overt or radical way. Haug refers to such an action towards a more positive sel~

constructed identity as having a 'germ o~oppositional cultural activity' (1987, p. 42). Kondo 

notes that: 
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Resistance need not be seen as radical rupture or apocalyptic change in order to be 
effective. Through the stories of my female co-workers, perhaps we can begin to discern 
creative possibilities for subversion amidst the ironic twists of meaning that complicate 
the crafting of gendered selves within fields of power (1990, p. 259). 

One form ofiresistance that could be engaged in to resist unsuitable discourses in the 

workplace is to pretend that the available discourses have been adopted, when in reality they 

haven't. Such a fa9ade is designed to counterfeit an identity and avoid questions or attention. 

However, this solution frequently leads to many other problems in the workplace. Woods 

writes about counterfeiting sexual identity in the workplace when suitable discourses are not 

available. He observes that when the decision is made to counterfeit an identity, this may lead 

to interpersonal distance (1994, p. 102) and because participation is predicated upon a 

counterfeit identity, workers often complain that others 'don't really know who I am' (1994, 

p. 104). 

Hochschild skilfully addresses the issue ofithe fit between work and identity in her important 

work on the experience ofimale flight attendants. She coins the term 'emotional labour' to 

describe the work that is performed to manage other people's feelings by workers such as 

flight attendants, teachers and nurses (1983, p. 7). She notes that jobs employing emotional 

labour have three characteristics in common: 

First, they require fa~-to-face or voice-to-voice contact with the public. Second, they 
require the worker to produce an emotional state in another person - gratitude or fear, for 
example. Third, they allow the employer, through training and supervision, to exercise a 
degree of control over the emotional activities of employees (1983, p. 147). 

When looking at the implications for identity formation in those who perform emotional 

labour, she likens it to performing an illusion in the theatre. She claims that whilst actors and 

audience alike recognise an illusion is taking place in the theatre, those 'performing' 

emotional labour often do not recognise the fact that they are also participating in an illusion 

(1983, p. 46) and this can lead to identity confusion. She notes that there is often 

estrangement between what a person senses as her 'true self, and her inner and outer acting 

therefore become confused (1983, p. 136). 

Hochschild suggests that a person who does emotional labour for a living faces some hard 

questions about defining her 'self that do not confront other workers. One such question is 

'how can I feel really identified with my work role and with the company without being fused 
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with them?' (1983, p. 132). Hochschild suggests the ways in which those producing 

emotional labour often resolve their work identity issues: 

In resolving this issue, some workers conclude that only one self (usually the nonwork 
self) is the "real" self. Others, and they are in the majority, will decide that each self is 
meaningful and real in its own different way and time. Those who see their identity in 
this way are more likely to be older, experienced, and married, and they tend to work for 
a company that draws less on the sense of fusion. Such workers are generally more adept 
at deep acting, and the idea of a separation between the two selves is not only acceptable 
but welcome to them (1983, p. 133). 

Implications of 'identity at work' material for this study 

The literature about the construction of identity in the workplace raises many important issues 

for this study. In particular, it raises questions about the experience of identity construction 

for males in a non-traditional work setting such as a primary school, which is imbued with 

discourses of nurturance. It once again leads to questions about what discourses related to 

identity are available for male teachers in the primary school, and whether these are these 

taken up or rejected by them. It also alerts us to chart what actions the males pursue if they 

find the available discourses uncomfortable and incongruous with their pre-existing sense of 

self. 

Gender at work 

Taking gender to work each day inevitably forms, affirms and/ or disrupts our gendered 

notions of self and in tum has an impact on our jobs and workplaces. Cockburn expresses this 

by saying that work 'is a two-way process. People have a gender and their gender rubs off on 

the jobs they mainly do. The jobs in tum have a gender character which rubs off on the 

people who do them' (1985, p. 169). This means that neither jobs, nor workplaces nor 

workers are gender neutral; all processes and people are deeply gendered and gendering. 

Cockburn states that 'work is a gendering process' (1985, p. 168), and Williams that 

'occupations are not gender neutral' (1993 p. 4). Williams also adds that 'people do not 

check their gender at the factory gates or office door (1993, p. 4). Similarly, Pringle observes 

that 'gender is not constructed in the family and then taken out to work but is continually 

reconstituted in a number of arenas, including work' (1993, p. 130). Discourses on gender 

abound in all jobs and workplaces, and workers also bring their previous gendered 

experiences with them into the workplace. The gendered discourses in workplaces and 

44 



occupations are not a fixed or a pre-given reality; rather they 'exist in discourses that actively 

constitute that reality' (Pringle 1993, p. 130). 

It is therefore important to examine the formation o~ gendered identity for people as they 

participate in their jobs. Given the previous literature on the sexual division o~ labour, it 

would seem to make a vital difference whether people participate in work that is statistically 

dominated by men, statistically dominated by women, or a fairly even mixture o~ men/ 

women. Because o~ the guiding question o~ this study about the experience o~ males who 

choose to become primary school teachers, the remaining literature will mainly focus on the 

construction o~ gendered identity for men in jobs statistically dominated by women. 

According to Cockburn, the way that the gendering process works in the workplace is through 

a series o~ choices between polarised characteristics, loosely aligned with being either 

'masculine' or 'feminine' (1985, p. 190). Similarly, Williams calls these characteristics 

'stereotypes that differentiate masculinity and femininity and degrade that which is defined as 

feminine' and 'are deeply entrenched in culture, social structure, and personality' (1992, p. 

264). The point o~polarisation and stereotypes is to assert power and to insert arbitrary 

differences between men and women. Whether the job is currently regarded as men's work or 

women's work will affect the discourses that are available within it to constitute gendered 

identity. Cockburn explains these polarised characteristics in the following way: 

Where men enter a feminine occupation, a collision occurs between two incompatible 
values. The way gendering works is by ascribing a series o~ polarized characteristics, 
complementary paired values, to the 'masculine' and the 'feminine'. Normally men and 
women, things and jobs, comfortably reflect these complementary values and when 
women step into male work they upset a widely accepted sense o~ order and meaning 
(Cockburn 1985, p. 190). 

The gendering process in the workplace often seems to work through separatism. Separatism 

is similar to the type o~horizontal segregation previously described, whereby men and women 

perform the same job, but choose to perform different tasks within the job as a form o~ 

internal stratification. Cockburn describes the way she believes separatism is used by men to 

emphasise their difference from women: 

Men's superior self,.identity as a sex is sustained by separatism, because it enables them 
to avoid direct comparison with women. rn men did exactly the same work as women, 
some o~ them might be seen to do it less well. Some might in due course even find 
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themselves working under women. They would, besides, no longer be able to lean on the 
mere masculine associations ofithe job they do to give them prestige (1985, p. 230). 

One method which men often employ to achieve separatism from women is to discursively 

link women with nurturing, mothering and domesticity, and to link themselves with the more 

'masculine' tasks ofithe job. Cockburn describes this in the following way: 

When men represent women as a problem in the workplace, whether as their employees, 
as professional colleagues or co-labourers, they invoke several criteria... Over and again, 
however, what is problematised is women's relation to the domestic sphere ... This is what 
women are to most men (and to most women): people who have domestic ties (1991, p. 
76). 

Implications of 'gender at work' material for this study 

This literature about taking gender to work raises many important issues for this study. It 

appears that whilst men may find strategies ofi separatism to be useful and feasible for their 

gendered identity within men's work or work that contains an even distribution ofimen and 

women, the employment ofi such a strategy appears to be somewhat problematic for men who 

have crossed over into women's work. This is because women's work, or service work or 

'emotional labour', is actually defined by functions such as serving, caring, mothering, 

nurturing, meeting other people's needs and domesticity. lfimen separate themselves from 

these key tasks, and leave them to be performed by women, they would seem to isolate 

themselves from the core aspects ofithe job. However, to participate in these activities that 

are heavily associated with femaleness may also court problems for the construction ofi their 

gendered identity. 

Sexuality at work 

As a result ofithe influence ofifeminist and pro-feminist scholarship, organisational theory has 

relatively recently begun to explore the role ofi sexuality in organisations. Heam and Parkin 

suggest that workplaces and organisations construct sexuality and that sexuality constructs 

work and organisations (1987, p. 131). In addition, there is also acceptance ofithe notion that 

sexuality in the workplace is actively produced through a range ofidiscourses and interactions 

(Pringle 1989, p. 167). Whilst sexuality remains quite invisible within most workplaces and 

most workers would still assume that work and sexuality utilise different skills and satisfy 

different appetites (Woods 1989, p. 140), the profound impact that work has on the 

construction ofi sexual identity has become more widely recognised. 
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The material in this section touches on the work ofi many theorists, but draws heavily on the 

edited works by Hearn and Parkin that comprehensively explore the significance ofi sexuality 

in organisations. They conclude that when you 'enter most organisations you enter a world ofi 

sexuality' ( 1987, p. 3 ). The work ofi Woods further enriches our understandings about the 

linkages between sexuality and work. However, once again, most ofithe available material 

either focuses exclusively on males in male dominated professions or females who cross over 

into male dominated professions. There is a considerable silence on the sexual construction 

ofi males, and also ofi females, who work in female dominated professions. 

It seems important to clarify and distinguish between sexuality and gender in the workplace. 

Whilst there are some similarities and overlaps between gender and sexuality, and some 

writers choose to simultaneously address both issues, it is erroneous to conflate the two, as 

they constitute separate constructions. Sexuality and gender are constructed by differing 

discourses, and the sexual conformity or non-conformity ofi workers may or may not correlate 

with their gender conformity or non-conformity. Sheppard differentiates between gender and 

sexuality in the following way: 

'Gender' is used here to mean the process of constructing and assigning psychological, 
cultural, sociological, economic and political meanings based on perceptions of 
femaleness and maleness. 'Sexuality' can be understood within the context of gender as 
the process of incorporating eroticism, reproduction and physiological differences within 
an interpretive framework of psychological, cultural, sociological, economic _and political 
meanings (1989, p. 140). 

Much ofithe material about men who cross over into women's work accuses them ofibeing 

effeminate, because they are working with women and are therefore too closely associated 

with femininity, service and nurturance. Their perceived gender non-conformity as 

effeminate men then becomes conflated with their perceived sexual orientation as 

homosexual. The accusation ofibeing simultaneously effeminate and homosexual is implicit 

in much ofithe writing about men who do women's work. Woods has the following analysis 

ofi the conflation ofi gender and sexual orientation: 

Conventional definitions of masculinity conflate heterosexuality with a potentially 
unrelated criterion: gender conformity. Our image of the "real man" incorporates 
assumptions about both sexual orientation and gender. Sexual deviation (homosexuality) 
is thus expected to correlate with gender nonconformity. Homosexual males are assumed 
to be effeminate (that is, like women). Heterosexual men, conversely, are expected to 
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behave in traditionally masculine ways, a na'ive assumption that places yet another set of 
symbols and appearances at the disposal of the counterfeiter (1994, p. 85). 

Whilst sexuality has always been taken to work and constructed at work, the recognition and 

articulation oDthis has been relatively recent. Burrell and Heam claim that human society and 

organisations have historically been and remain sexual, but the forms and degree OD 

explicitness have varied (1989, p. 15). Until recently, sexuality was viewed as an outsider 

that should be left at the company gates, and as a 'purely personal matter, for private life, the 

family, leisure and the night' (Heam and Parkin 1987, p. xi). It was viewed as incongruous 

that anyone could simultaneously be positioned as both sexual and a worker (Gutek 1989, p. 

61 ). The only time that sexuality was seen as being congruous with work was when it could 

be 'commodified and made part ofohe output, as it is, for example, by models, entertainers, 

and others for whom physical appeal is explicitly part ofohe job' (Woods 1994, p. 33). 

Because sexuality was quarantined as a private matter and work as a public matter, the two 

were positioned at opposite poles on a public versus private dichotomy. Woods describes 

below the previous prevailing beliefs about this dichotomy: 

The resultant sex-work dichotomy means that when professionals step into their offices, 
they cross an important cultural boundary. They leave the private world and assume their 
public roles as bankers and doctors, lawyers and teachers; sexuality stays behind in the 
realm of pleasure and emotion. They imagine that sex and work utilize different skills 
and satisfy different appetites. Each is given its characteristic time slots (the workday 
versus evenings and weekends) and its intended spaces (offices versus bedrooms). 
Geographically, temporally, and ideologically, we keep them apart. Social space is 
partitioned accordingly, permitting us to distinguish professional and social friends, work 
and leisure clothing, official and unofficial business. However it is expressed, the 
dichotomy implies that there is a public, work-producing, professional "self', one that can 
be shorn of its sexuality during office hours (1994, p. 35). 

As previously discussed, it now seems more widely accepted that sexuality in the workplace 

is actively produced through a range OD discourses and interactions. It is somewhat difficult to 

chart how this reconceptualisation ofohe existence ofaexuality in the workplace came about. 

I would pose that several disparate factors have impacted on the prevailing beliefs. Firstly, 

Cockburn observes that workplace attention to sexual harassment forced a conceptual 

connection between sex and work: 

When women in the 1970s started drawing attention to the problem of sexual harassment 
in the workplace it seemed as though they were forcing a conceptual connection between 
two phenomena that had nothing to do with each other: sex and organization. Sexuality 
was something that arose between consenting adults in private, in leisure, at home. 
Organizations by contrast were places where one worked in exchange for money or of 
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which one was a client. They were rational task-oriented environments with no room for 
emotion, sex or indeed any bodily needs. Organization theory portrayed organizations as 
formal hierarchies with definable rules and procedures, peopled by employees who were 
not only without gender identity but also devoid of sexuality, a bundle only of specifiable 
functions and skills (1991, p. 147). 

Just as public attention to the issue of sexual harassment has forced a conceptual realignment, 

the relatively recent naming and public discussion of paedophilia in the workplace may have 

also forged further links between sexual activity and public institutions and workplaces. A 

further contributing factor that may have relaxed the sex-work dichotomy and desensitised 

discussion of sexuality is the spread of AIDS. This may have made sexual behaviour at work 

and elsewhere more visible, public and organisational (Gutek 1989, p. 56). It is possible that 

such factors combined with broader societal shifts have allowed sexuality to seep across 

borders that had previously been constructed to control it. Grosz notes that sexuality has 

'refused to stay in predesignated regions, and it seeps across boundaries. As a concept, 

sexuality is incapable of ready containment: it refuses to stay within its predesignated regions, 

for it seeps across boundaries into areas that are apparently not its own' (1994, p. viii). 

As a result of the kinds of shifts described above, there is a growing acknowledgement that 

sexuality and organisations are no longer separable or dichotomous. Heam and Parkin state 

that 'sexuality is with us daily, by the minute and the second' (1987, p. 3). Collinson and 

Collinson claim that 'within organization theory there is now an increasing awareness that 

sexuality is a neglected but crucial issue' (1989, p. 91). Heam and Parkin somewhat playfully 

note the inseparable nature of sexuality and organisations in the following quote: 

It would be more accurate to speak of this reality happening as one and accordingly 
labelled singly as 'sexanisation' or 'orgexuality' ... Not only do organisations construct 
sexuality, as does sexuality construct organisations, but more importantly, the very 
occurrence of 'organisation' invokes 'sexuality', and the very occurrence of 'sexuality' in 
the public domain at least, frequently invokes 'organisations', so they are no longer 
separable (1987, p. 132). 

However, despite increased insights into the construction of sexuality within organisations, it 

should not be assumed that such understandings have been seamlessly integrated into the 

workplace. Woods believes that organisations have not yet addressed many important issues 

concerning sexuality, such as formulating appropriate policies on sexual etiquette: 

Sexuality is thus seen as the transgression of asexual actors into sexual territory, not as an 
inherent component of organizational behaviour. The official, top-down view of a 
company classifies sexuality as an extraorganizational phenomenon. Formal and 
informal policies acknowledge it only when it seems to trespass on company grounds. 
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When organizations do acknowledge sexuality, they define it narrowly, as a category of 
discrete "acts" (innuendos, affairs, flirtations), not as a broad subtext to all organizational 
behaviour (sexual identities and sex-appropriate behaviours and assumptions). Indeed, if 
sexuality were rightly seen as an inherent component of all human interaction - something 
constitutive of, rather than threatening to, a professional relationship - formal policies on 
the matter might serve very different ends. Rather than simplistic prohibitions on 
sexuality, we might have an etiquette that sought to shape and police it (1994, p. 35). 

All organisations and workplaces have sexual norms, but they are seldom articulated or made 

explicit. The literature reveals that the vast majority of organisations are implicitly 

heterosexist, and are dominated both statistically and hierarchically by heterosexual men 

(Burrell and Hearn 1989, p. 23). Occupations that are statistically dominated by men, or 

contain a fairly even mixture of women and men, tend to treat maleness and men's sexuality 

as unproblematic and femaleness and women's sexuality as a problem or as being asexual. 

Sheppard notes that maleness and male sexuality are not treated as problematic because they 

are deeply embedded in the organisational cultural context (1989, p. 144). Cockburn concurs 

with this, noting that: 

Men's sexuality is traditionally treated as unproblematic in the workplace. It is women 
who are, as the Victorians put it, The Sex. Men can play almost any power game with 
women and still maintain an acceptable identity as true organization men. Women have 
to act asexual if they are to avoid being seen as sexy (1991, p. 159). 

Despite the fact that heterosexuality is deeply encoded and implicit in most workplace 

practices and rituals, it remains cloaked and invisible as a form of sexuality because it seen as 

being so normative. Woods refers to heterosexuality in the workplace as 'the Great Unsaid of 

our sexual culture, continuously displayed though rarely named' (1994, p. 58). Woods notes 

the following about the reasons for the invisibility of heterosexuality in the workplace: 

If homosexuality is invisible because it is unexpected (and often disguised), 
heterosexuality is invisible for precisely the opposite reason: because it is so ubiquitous, 
so public, so deeply embedded in social behaviour. Indeed, it is a paradoxical habit of 
perception that we often fail to notice that which has become most familiar (1994, p. 57). 

Another feature that is common within male dominated heterosexual organisations is the male 

bonding and socialising rituals which border on sexuality but try not to venture into it, that are 

designed to generate closeness between men and help them convey and control information 

with each other (Cockburn 1991, p. 189). Cockburn suggests that these activities involving 

men are about the transmission of organisational power from one generation men to another, 

and that the gestures and forms of speech men use with each other on such occasions 'the slap 
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on the shoulder, the jocular punch, the noisy ebullience - are nicely calculated to establish 

sociability without sexuality, friendship without intimacy' (1991, p. 189). Such rituals do not 

permit close, supportive ties with other men, and nurturance and emotionality are devalued 

and suppressed (Woods 1994, p. 235). 

Whilst the sexual norms or hegemony of organisations described above are seldom articulated 

or made explicit, nevertheless behaviour outside of these norms is not condoned and sanctions 

apply to transgressors or those suspected of deviating from the norm. Crossing over into non

traditional work appears to seriously challenge and call into question the sexuality of men, 

and to a lesser extent women. Cockburn notes that in some cases 'women will be 

masculinized, made into "honorary men", and in a similar way the handful of men who cross 

into traditionally female areas of work will be written off as effeminate, tolerated as eccentrics 

or failures' (1985, p. 249). In such situations, males participating in women's work will often 

expend a great deal of energy to forestall suspicion they are gay, and use 'disidentifiers' to 

break up what otherwise might be a coherent picture (Woods 1994, p. 88). Williams observes 

a similar pattern and claims that the 'stigma associated with homosexuality leads some men to 

enhance, or even exaggerate their masculine qualities' (1992, p. 259). Cockburn claims that 

responses such as these reveal confusion about who constitutes the 'other' for men, whether it 

is women or homosexuals (1991, p. 188). For men in women's work, it may well be both. 

Implications of 'sexuality at work' material for this study 

Very little material is available on either the sexuality of organisations that are female 

dominated, or on the implications for men and women who participate in women's work. It 

would seem safe to assume that most workplaces that are statistically dominated by women 

are also heterosexist, but it is not known what impact the numerical domination of middle

aged, married, heterosexual women may have on the construction o:fi sexuality of the small 

number of men who work there. Whilst men's sexuality and masculinity have traditionally 

been treated as unproblematic and females as problematic in male dominated workplaces, it is 

uncertain whether the same would apply in female dominated workplaces. Questions need to 

be asked about whether the women in female dominated workplaces are regarded as 

unproblematic or whether they are merely assumed to be asexual. And further questions 

emerge about whether the masculinity and sexuality of the few male teachers are constructed 

as problematic and dangerous. It is also important to inquire about the patterns of 

socialisation of men in female dominated professions. 
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Bodies at work 

The previous sections on identity, gender and sexuality at work have each been written from 

the premise that work will have a profound effect on each of these facets of the constructed 

self, and that they will in tum rub off on and affect the workplace. Similarly, this section 

begins with the premise that our bodies will have an effect on our experience of work, that 

work has the potential to affect our bodies and that as bodies go to work a new set of complex 

issues is introduced. Whilst there was a great deal of available literature on the nexus 

between identity and work, gender and work and sexuality at work, it was difficult to locate 

suitable literature which specifically dealt with bodies going to work. There is ample 

literature dealing with some aspects of the body, such as Foucault's work on the ways in 

which our bodies and desires are constituted through discourses and institutions, and the 

important work on corporeal feminism by Grosz, but this literature does not investigate the 

effect that bodies will have on our experience at work, nor the complex array of issues 

concerning male bodies in non-traditional workplaces. However, despite the paucity of 

suitable literature on taking bodies to work, this topic remains an important inclusion in the 

chapter, if only to note the absence of scholarship in this area. 

Earlier literature presented in the Social Construction of Gender section pointed to recent 

feminist work suggesting that-gender and sexuality are not ideological superstructures merely 

added to a biological base (Grosz 1994, p. 58). The literature revealed that the biological sex 

of the underlying bodies determines the impact of additional layers such as gender and 

sexuality. For example, Grosz notes that 'the "masculinity" of the male body cannot be the 

same as the "masculinity" of the female body, because the kind of body inscribed makes a 

difference to the meanings and functioning of gender that emerges' (1994, p. 58). 

Following on from this, some of the more recent feminist literature on bodies suggests that 

not only must the body be taken into consideration, but that like other aspects of the self, 

bodies may be the malleable and changing products of cultural construction. Grosz suggests 

that it is untenable to believe that bodies are 'fixed, inert, purely genetically or biologically 

programmed entities that function in their particular ways and in their determinate forms 

independent of their cultural milieu and value' (1994, p. 190). Further, she states that she 

aims to 'show that the body, or rather, bodies, cannot be adequately understood as ahistorical, 

precultural, or natural objects in any simple way; they are not only inscribed, marked, 
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engraved, by social pressures external to them but are the products, the direct effects, oil the 

very social construction oflnature itself (1994, p. x). 

Much ofithe material that deals with the body struggles to come to terms with how to even 

categorise the body, and metaphors employed range from calling it a "thing" to a "text". 

Grosz observes that 'the body is a most peculiar "thing", for it is never quite reducible to 

being merely a thing; nor does it ever quite manage to rise above the status ofithing (1994, p. 

xi). Webb also states that 'the body is a notoriously difficult thing to analyse. Constantly 

fluid, rearranging itself1 it defies commentary in its infinite potentiality' (1998, p. 25). Grosz 

charts the ways in which the body has come to be understood as a text on which messages are 

inscribed (1994, p. 117) and Webb refers to the 'body as a text which contains cues to power 

and domination' (1998, p. 25). 

In recent years, the male body has increasingly emerged as potentially problematic when 

crossing over into some forms ofiwomen's work. Male bodies have come to be viewed as 

potentially dangerous and risky when they traverse non-traditional territory such as primary 

school teaching and childcare. Such wariness about male bodies in the workplace has come 

about as a result ofaecent societal awareness and alarm about the issue oil paedophilia. 

Paedophilia and its implications will be more fully dealt with in the next section that outlines 

specific disadvantages males face in the primary school. Whilst the male body has 

traditionally been positioned as the universal and normative human body (Grosz 1994, p. 

198), this may not necessarily be the case within woman's work such as primary school 

teaching. It seems possible that within an occupation such as primary teaching, the female 

body may be seen as the universal, human and normative body, and the male body as 'other' 

and risky. 

Implications of 'bodies at work' material for this study 

This briefl look at some issues concerning bodies going to work raises several issues for 

further investigation in this study. It raises questions about the impact ofidiscourses ofi 

primary teaching laid down on a male body versus a female body. It also raises questions 

about the problematic nature ofimale bodies in the primary school. A final question that 

might be asked concerning the constant calls for more male teachers in primary schools, is 

whether more males are wanted in primary schools for their gender, their body or both? 
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Tokenism 

The following section examines the concept of 'tokenism', which is an explanation of the 

experience of minorities in society and work. These frameworks and theories are helpful for 

conceptualising the experience of male primary school teachers, who nearly always constitute 

a minority in their workplace. As a means of organising and contrasting differing views 

within this material, I have somewhat arbitrarily divided this material into two parts: early 

tokenism literature and more recent tokenism literature. The early tokenism literature was 

written by Kanter in the late 1970s, and the more recent literature by various scholars such as 

Zimmer and Williams in the late 1980s and 1990s as a critical response to Kanter's work. 

Although Kanter used the term 'token' to refer to the small group of people who were 

outnumbered by the dominant group in the workplace, and many scholars have subsequently 

picked up on her use of the term and popularised it, she did not use the term 'tokenism' to 

describe her theory of the experience of minorities. Rather, the term has been used by other 

scholars to comment upon and critique Kanter's work (Dworkin, 1983, Zimmer, 1988). 

Early tokenism 

Kanter forged a theory and a vocabulary to describe the experience of minority groups in the 

workforce in her 1977 book, Men and Women of the Corporation. This seminal work was 

most influential within organisational theory for the ways in which it charted the construction 

of consciousness and behaviour of men and women within organisations. One of the major 

features of Kanter's work was the construct she developed to describe the experience of 

minorities within organisations (see figure below). Within this construct, she describes four 

different proportional representations of the kinds of people in the workplace: uniform, 

skewed, tilted and balanced. Uniform groups have only one kind of person or one significant 

social type. Whilst the group may have its own differentiations, it can be considered 

homogeneous in terms of features such as sex, race or ethnicity. Skewed groups are those in 

which there is a preponderance of one type over another, with a ratio of perhaps 85: 15. The 

numerically dominant types are labelled 'dominants' and the few of the other type 'tokens'. 

If the absolute size of the skewed group is very small, tokens can also be called 'solos', the 

only one of their kind present. Tilted groups begin to move toward less extreme distributions 

and less exaggerated effects. Here ratios are more like 65:35 and the dominants are called a 

'majority' and tokens become a 'minority'. Minority members can have potential allies 
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among each other, can form coalitions, and can affect the culture of the group. Balanced 

groups have a ratio between 60:40 and 50:50, and the culture and interaction within these 

groups reflects this balance. Balanced groups may have subgroups, which may or may not 

generate actual type-based identifications. 

Figure 1: Kanter's group types 
% % 

100 dominants majority potential minority 0 

90 subgroup 10 

80 20 

70 30 

60 40 

Proportion oi 50 50 Proportion oi 
Social Category A Social Category B 

40 60 
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20 80 
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0 
minority subgroup majority dominants 

100 

Uniform Group Skewed Group Tilted Group Balanced Group Tilted Group Skewed Group Uniform Group 

GROUP TYPE 

Source: Kanter 1977, p. 209 

In a further book, A Tale of "O ": On Being Different in an Organization, Kanter repeats the 

same message as her previous book, but instead uses a visual metaphor to tell the story. This 

book, which was also produced in cartoon videotape format, tells the tale of 'Xs' and 'Os', 

describing what happens to people under conditions of unequal representation in the 

workplace or society. The basis for being unequal could include any variable such as sex, 

race, religion, class or disability. In the story, Xs are the dominants or majorities in any 

situation, and Os are the tokens, solos or minorities. 

Kanter believes that being a member of a numerical minority or token group in the workplace 

will automatically cause people to receive unwarranted attention and be discriminated against 

and sidelined. They will also become the cause of gossip and rumours and have to walk a 

constant tightrope because of their minority status: 

The X's and O's could be anybody. What makes people X's or O's is just how common 
they are in a particular place. From then on, they play a role that may have little to do 
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with what they are really like as people. The O's seem "different" just because there are 
so few of them compared to the X's. If you've ever felt different from the people around 
you, for any reason - sex, race, age, religion, language, job or technical specialty-you'll 
know what we mean (1980, p. 12). 

Kanter's theory was gender-neutral, race-neutral and class-neutral, and instead of taking 

account of any of these variables, she attributed all negative experiences in the workplace to 

structural and organisational differences: 

Every statement that can be made about what women typically do or feel holds true for 
some men. As we have seen throughout this book, what appear to be 'sex differences' in 
work behaviour emerge as responses to structural conditions, to one's place in the 
organization (Kanter 1977, p. 262). 

According to Kanter, women's negative experiences in male dominated professions were 

solely attributable to their minority or token status, and any member of a token group in a 

work setting would experience similar discriminatory treatment. In her study of the 

hypothetical Indsco organisation, Kanter summarises her critical-mass argument that 

women's experience in men's work is due to scarcity rather than sexism: 

The women also echoed the experiences of people of any kind who are rare and scarce: 
the lone black among whites, the lone man among women, the few foreigners among 
natives. Any situation where proportions of significant types of people are highly skewed 
can produce similar themes and processes. It was rarity and scarcity, rather than 
femaleness per se, that shaped the environment for women in the parts of lndsco most 
populated by men (1977, p. 207). 

More recent tokenism 

Whilst recent tokenism material has strongly criticised Kanter's simplistic explanation of the 

experience of minorities in the workplace, the theory initially appeared to be quite plausible 

and quickly gained widespread acceptance within organisational theory and within societal 

populist discourse. Zimmer notes below the ready incorporation of Kanter's theory of 

tokenism: 

Since the publication of Rosabeth Kanter's Men and Women of the Corporation in 1977, 
the concept of "tokenism" has been widely incorporated into the study of women who 
work in nontraditional jobs. Many of women's negative experiences on the job and, in 
particular, their inability to achieve equality have been attributed to their token status -
their low proportion in a workplace dominated by men (1988, p. 64). 
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It seems to have been largely a matter of timing that Kanter's theory was so readily accepted 

and incorporated into workplace and societal understandings. Kanter's notion of tokenism 

coincided with the Second Wave of Feminism and the advent of women being confronted by 

hostility and discrimination as they began to cross over into men's work. As a result, the 

minority experiences described by Kanter resonated deeply with the negative experiences 

women were having in male dominated workplaces. However, over time, and with increasing 

attention from feminists on the experience of work and labour, it became evident that 

women's experiences were due to sexism rather than tokenism. The reason that tokenism 

theory had initially seemed so plausible for women was that being a disadvantaged minority 

group within tokenism was completely congruent with and closely mirrored their experience 

of being powerless within sexism. Although sexism was the more incisive and accurate 

explanation for women's experience of crossing over into men's work, tokenism was chosen 

as the preferred theory by society as it was a far more palatable explanation. The 

shortcomings of Kanter's tokenism theory in accommodating the complexity of gender 

relations in the workplace were ignored, and it was enthusiastically accepted that women's 

negative experience in the workplace was due to tokenism. Tokenism was a safe, simple and 

gender-neutral explanation, and most importantly, it didn't blame anyone for women's 

negative experience in the workplace, especially men. The notion of tokenism soon became 

hegemonic within organisational theory as a way of explaining disadvantage and victim status 

within the workplace. 

It is significant that Kanter's theories of tokenism were developed by only studying females in 

male dominated professions, and were not put to the test by examining males in female 

dominated professions. If she had looked at males in female professions it may well have 

subverted the existing order of sexism and challenged the hierarchy of domination. As a 

result of only examining women crossing over into men's work, Kanter and others 

erroneously assumed that the theories of tokenism were correct, and that statistical majorities 

are always dominant over statistical minorities. 

Recent material on the experience of minorities in the workplace has taken a highly critical 

stance of Kanter's simplistic race, class and gender-neutral theory described above (Sinclair 

1998; Zimmer 1988; Williams 1992). The more recent scholarship renounces Kanter's 

assumption that mere numerical minority status determines people's negative experiences or 

outcomes in the workplace, and suggests that other more powerful forms of discrimination 
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such as sexism, racism, classism and heterosexism should always be taken into account. 

Zimmer argues that 'a gender-neutral concept such as tokenism is inadequate for 

understanding and solving gender problems in the workplace because it ignores the content of: 

relationships between men and women in a society plagued by sexism' (1988, p. 65). She 

also notes that 'recent research on tokenism suggests that the social attributes of: tokens and 

dominants are at least as important as numbers in determining their fate. Xs and Os also fail 

to reveal any o:f:the differences in power that exist between real categories o:f:people' 

(Zimmer 1988, p. 72). 

It has now been seen that Kanter's theory o:f:tokenism has been detrimental to the plight of: 

women in the workplace, because she avoids any reference to the effects of: sexism when 

outlining the consequences o:f:tokenism. This has allowed women's negative experiences in 

the workplace to be dismissed, and sexism to go unnoticed and unnamed. Zimmer notes that 

'when women working in nontraditional jobs have reported experiences similar to the 

occupational consequences outlined by Kanter, researchers have often attributed those 

consequences to tokenism without fully exploring the concept' (1988, p. 67). Zimmer also 

warns that 'the problem is not just that tokenism is an inadequate explanation for women's 

occupational difficulties; the bigger problem is that a focus on tokenism diverts attention 

away from sexism - not only away from the sexist behaviour of: individual males in the 

workplace, but away from the sexist.society in which the workplace itsel:f:is embedded' 

(1988, p. 72). Williams too laments the fact that tokenism has permitted discrimination and 

sexism to go unnamed and unchallenged for women who have entered into men's work 

(1992, p. 254). 

Not only did Kanter's theory ultimately prove inadequate for explaining the experience of: 

women in men's work, but it was also conceptually flawed and unable to provide a 

sufficiently sophisticated analysis for the complex experience o:f:men who cross-over into 

women's work. Despite this, the ideas found within Kanter's theory have been widely 

applied to men's experiences over the past couple o:f:decades. It has commonly been assumed 

in populist and media discourse that males crossing over into women's work experience the 

type of: disadvantages that Kanter has described. 

The more recent tokenism material in fact suggests that because sexism outweighs tokenism, 

men crossing over into women's work will not face the disadvantages described by Kanter 

(Williams 1992, p. 254). Zimmer quotes research revealing that in 'contrast to women, there 
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is often a considerable advantage in being a member of the male minority in any female 

profession' (1988, p. 70). This is explained below: 

The effects of tokenism almost disappear when they conflict with traditional gender 
relationships. When males are tokens, the disadvantages of being the few are minimal 
and, under some circumstances, tum into advantages. When female tokens become more 
numerous, the disadvantages of tokenism may actually increase. Harlan and Weiss 
suggest that as the number of women increases, they present more of a threat to men who 
then react by tightening boundaries and increasing their opposition and harassment 
(Zimmer 1988, p. 71). 

It is interesting to explore this possibility that not only do males not face the same 

disadvantages as women when they cross over into non-traditional work, but that sexism may 

actually cause them to be advantaged by their token / minority status. Eveline has written 

extensively about the need for the discourse of men's advantage to be named and 

foregrounded in the same way that the discourse of women's disadvantage has been over 

recent decades. Eveline claims that an articulation of advantage serves the function of 

deconstructing the dualism of disadvantage and advantage: 

When we refer to 'men's advantage' we connect a political statement with a conceptual 
shift. By articulating advantage, the unspoken primary term, we deconstruct the dualism. 
To say this another way, the strategic reversal simultaneously highlights both 
disadvantage and advantage. In rhetorically (re)presenting 'men's advantage', the irony 
is that the comprehension of 'women's disadvantage' is not muted. It is more acute 
(Eveline 1994, p. 149). 

Eveline observes that while women and disadvantage are now discursively coupled, the links 

to men and advantage are still absent (1994, p. 133). She also questions why the 

'commatisation' of disadvantage is now so common, such as social class (comma) women 

(comma) blacks (comma) gays (comma) youth (comma), while there is no corresponding 

commatisation of advantage, such as men, whites, the highly paid, the abled or those without 

family responsibilities (1994, p. 130). Whilst Eveline defends the principle and articulation of 

disadvantage for women as a collective rallying point and a direction for feminist research, 

she urgently calls for the articulation of advantage and the breaking of the silence on men's 

advantage (1994, p. 131 ). In making such a call, Eveline readily acknowledges the disruption, 

risk and cost involved and the possibility of retaliation for such a subversive move (1994, p. 

141). 
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Implications ot 'tokenism' work for this study 

There are many important implications found within the tokenism material for the experience 

otmen who cross over into primary teaching. Using Kanter's schema, male primary teachers 

in most primary schools would belong to either the skewed group or the tilted group. 

However, as many primary schools have no male teachers, such workplaces would form a 

uniform group ot women. But the workforce in primary schools would generally be skewed, 

tilted or uniform, and would rarely form a balanced group. This contrasts sharply with 

secondary school teachers, who would mostly constitute a balanced group, with the exception 

ot single-sex schools, which generally also attract skewed or tilted groups. 

This material also raises questions about whether male primary teachers are disadvantaged or 

advantaged or both due to their numerical minority or token status. It is therefore important to 

name and monitor the exact disadvantages and advantages they face. These advantages and 

disadvantages will be further addressed in the following section otthe literature that 

specifically deals with the experiences faced by male primary teachers. It is also important to 

explore the possible dissonance male primary teachers may face in simultaneously 

experiencing workplace minority status and societal dominance status. It they do 

simultaneously experience both, how do they deal with the incongruence otbeing the 

dominant group within the societal discourse ot sexism and the minority within the workplace 

discourse? And how is it possible for these two discourses to co-exist and struggle for 

supremacy? 

Further questions need to be asked about the current credence otthe theory ottokenism 

within organisational literature, various sections otsociety, the academy, and the media. In 

particular, it would seem important to examine whether the media engages in a gender-neutral 

theory ottokenism as a victim status/ syndrome theory or whether it adds extra layers ot 

other 'isms' such as sexism to give a fuller picture? When the media portrays issues 

surrounding male primary teachers, does it engage in a discourse ot tokenism or sexism or 

both or neither? 

The primary school context 

The following material on the primary school aims to provide an introduction to the culture 

and context otAustralian primary schools. The introductory section on primary schools 
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contains sub-sections on becoming a primary school teacher, current discourses within the 

primary school and contemporary societal discourses impacting on primary schools. Whilst 

the introductory literature on primary schools will attempt to specifically address issues that 

are currently affecting Australian primary schools, the actual literature in this section will not 

be primarily Australian. This is because there is very little Australian material dealing with 

either the culture of the primary school or the experience of male teachers, with the vast 

majority of the literature being North American. It should be noted that North American 

literature refers to primary schools as elementary schools. 

Drawing on the previous arguments, this section contextualises the premise that primary 

teaching, is regarded by society as feminised, pink-collar work and that any male who 

becomes a primary teacher is therefore crossing over into women's work. In Kanter's terms, 

males who work in primary schools will mostly constitute a token or form part of a minority 

group. In Hochschild's terms, primary school teaching is located in the service sector and 

employs emotional labour. Primary teaching provides evidence of a sexual division oflabour, 

and exhibits both horizontal and vertical segregation. Vertical segregation is evidenced by the 

fact that there are proportionately more male principals than male primary teachers in 

Australian primary schools. Horizontal segregation is seen in the way that male primary 

teachers often perform vastly different tasks from female primary teachers. 

Becoming a primary school teacher 

Teachers are one of the largest occupational groups in Australia. Primary school teachers 

constitute approximately 50 per cent of the total number of Australian teachers, with 73 

percent of primary teachers working in government schools (Schools Australia, 2001 ). 

Primary schools in Australia educate children aged from approximately five to twelve years of 

age. People who wish to become primary school teachers complete at least three or four years 

of university training, during which time they participate in approximately twenty weeks of 

practicum in primary schools. 

There appears to be very little material on the process of how men or women choose to 

become primary school teachers, or on the kinds of people who become primary teachers. 

The existing material is disparate, piecemeal and contradictory, making it extremely difficult 

to chart any valid patterns or trends. In addition, very little of the material differentiates 
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between men and women. The material that does differentiate and is able to contribute 

something towards understandings about this choice of career for males is briefly described 

below. 

Waterworth (1983) revealed that male primary teacher education students were less successful 

than other males in gaining the course of their first choice and were older and less 

academically capable than males in other tertiary courses. Analysis oil this data also showed 

significantly higher levels oil femininity than male students in other courses, as measured on a 

modified Bern Sex Role Inventory. 

Another piece of research on the decision to become an elementary / primary school teacher 

was done by Montecinos and Nielson, interviewing 153 student teachers in Iowa (1997, p. 

47). They found that men and women elementary education students differed about their 

choice in three areas: 

. . . the time at which they decided on this career choice, with men more frequently 
deciding while in college; the mediating factors that fostered an interest in teaching, with 
men more frequently citing prior experiences working with children as a major deciding 
factor; and the long-term professional aspirations each group held, with men more 
frequently expressing an interest in administration (Montecinos and Nielson 1997, p. 47). 

Freidus conducted research on mature age males who become primary teachers after having a 

previous career, and found they come to teaching with a transformative vision, a great sense 

oilcommitment, an articulated sense of mission and wanting to make a difference (1994, p. 3). 

Freidus believed they became teachers by choice and not default so that they could pay back 

society (1994, p. 3). 

Weber and Mitchell conducted research that attempted to understand how children perceived 

a teaching career and to test their theory that the origins ofodentity formation for teachers are 

rooted in their childhood experiences (1996, p. 109). They did this by studying drawings 

done by elementary school children of their schoolteachers. In their research, they asked 

groups of primary school children and pre-service teachers to draw a teacher. The findings oil 

their research was as follows: 

The overwhelming majority of teachers in the drawings done by both children and pre
service teachers were female. The majority of the teachers portrayed in the pre-service 
teachers' drawings were not only female, but a certain 'kind' of female. A significant 
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number were portrayed wearing long skirts, with their hair pinned back in severe buns, 
evoking the stereotype of an 'old maid' (Weber and Mitchell 1996, p. 120). 

However, one of the most interesting findings of Weber and Mitchell's research was the 

difference between drawings done by the primary school aged boys and girls. They reported 

a noticeable difference in choice of colours and in style. They interpreted this as being 'as if 

the boys didn't really want to draw a teacher. Perhaps they viewed teachers and teaching as 

girl stuff The boys' attitudes towards the drawing exercise often seemed to suggest such a 

disdain, an unconscious belittling of a profession and identity that is female, and obviously 

not theirs' (Weber and Mitchell 1996, p. 122). They concluded that primary school teaching 

is not something that is attractive to young males, and that they view it as something reserved 

for women. 

Together these disparate and idiosyncratic snapshots give a limited and partial view of the 

process of males choosing to become primary school teachers. There is clearly a great 

paucity of material on this important process. 

Current educational discourses within the primary school 

At any given time or place, primary schools and classrooms will be influenced by a plethora 

of educational discourses .. These discourses will have a profound effect on the practices 

within each school, the outcomes for students in the school and on the experi~nce of the 

teachers. Some of the myriad of discourses currently prevailing in Australian primary schools 

are teachers as nurturers, child-centred learning and integrated curriculum. It is probable that 

each of these discourses will have significant implications for male primary school teachers. 

Child-centred discourses 

Child-centred, or student-centred discourses have prevailed in primary schools for some time. 

Child centred discourse positions the teacher as a facilitator and co-learner who observes and 

monitors the sequence of development of the child (Walkerdine 1985, p. 208). Munro 

suggests that child-centred learning makes the teacher's role more passive, in order 'to "help" 

the child release its inner self (1996, p. 25). Whilst the literature review did not reveal any 

specific material on the response of male primary teachers to child-centred discourses, it 

seems probable that previous traditional approaches to primary teaching may have allowed 
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teachers to maintain a greater emotional and physical distance from the children, and may 

have therefore provided a safer space for male teachers. 

Integration discourses 

A further discourse that has been much in evidence in primary schools over the past couple of 

decades is that of integration. Primary teachers have been expected to teach in integrated 

ways, both in terms of the curriculum and in terms of relationships in the classroom. King 

explains that 'primary teachers integrate subject areas such as math, science and literacy into 

cohesive, inclusive learning activities. Similarly, primary teachers interact with students, as 

well as other teachers, in ways that build and maintain close relationships and a sense of 

connectedness' (1994, p. 5). He further explains that 'subject area boundaries are breached 

and interpersonal relationships are part of the class curriculum' (1994, p. 5). These new 
-- ' 

approaches towards integration of the curriculum, relationships and special needs contrast 

sharply with more traditional notions of teaching where knowledge was sharply delineated 

and imparted in safe, discreet packages by teachers. In such a traditional approach, teachers 

didn't need to take account of diversity or venture into complex and risky areas such as 

relationships. Once again, no literature was available on links between integration in the 

classroom and male primary teachers, but this discourse may have implications for male 

teachers. 

Teacher as nurturer discourses 

The discourse of 'teacher as nurturer' has been one of the most dominant and hegemonic 

discourses within primary schools over recent decades, and one of the principal subject 

positions for primary teachers is that of 'nurturer'. The discourse of nurturance positions 

teachers as being caring, empathetic and patient. This discourse overlaps somewhat with 

child-centred and integration discourses, because each positions the teacher as a caring co

learner who tunes into the individual child and enables it to reach its potential. This discourse 

stands in stark contrast to more traditional, didactic, hierarchical and teacher-centred 

approaches prevalent a few decades ago, where the teacher was more distanced from the child 

and positioned as a disciplinarian imparter of knowledge. However, King draws our attention 

to the fact that whilst such nurturing skills are currently highly valued and rewarded inside the 

profession, they nevertheless remain devalued outside the profession (1994, p. 10). 
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Much recent material points to the near total compatibility between the current discourses oD 

nurturance and the discourses of mothering (Weedon 1987, p. 2; Clark 1990, p. 64; Urwin 

1985, p. 183; Walkerdine 1985, p. 207). This compatibility appears to result in very little 

tension for female primary teachers between their various subject positions oD primary 

teacher, woman, wife, mother and friend. King points out that current constructions oD 

primary teaching and mother are nearly isomorphic: 

The social construction of 'primary teacher' has been loaded with features that surround 
the constructs of 'female' and 'mother'. The relationship between social constructs for 
primary teacher and mother are nearly isomorphic (means, 'being of the same or of like 
form') in the minds of the culture. Given the implicit fear of 'the feminine' and 
misogynistic responses to that fear, men will be dissuaded from primary teaching (1994, 
p. 11). 

Many others concur with King's linkages between primary teaching and mothering, such as 

Weedon, who observes that women are seen as 'being suited to primary teaching, and primary 

teaching suited to women', because 'being a good wife and mother calls for particular 

qualities, thought to be naturally feminine, such as patience, emotion and self-sacrifice' 

(1987, p. 3). Clark states that it 'is no accident that in teaching, the profession that fits in so 

well with parenting, women dominate' (1990, p. 64). Similarly, Urwin notes 'the interchange 

o£ideas from teaching to mothering' (1985, p. 183) and Walkerdine comments on the 

'positioning oDwomen as mothers and teachers' to provide a facilitating environment' (1985, 

p. 207). 

In contrast to this close relationship between primary teaching and mothering, the current 

constructs of primary teaching and fathering are far less isomorphic, and there appears to be 

little intersection for males between their subject positions of primary teacher and that of man, 

husband, father and friend. Whilst recent calls for male primary teachers to act as role models 

for fatherless boys signals that primary teachers are now wanted as surrogate fathers, the 

demand does not appear to be for nurturing, soft, caring father substitutes congruent with the 

discourse of nurturance. Rather the current calls for male teachers as surrogate fathers seem 

to be for sporty, fun, manly father substitutes, which have little in common with the prevailing 

discourse of soft, caring nurturance. King notes that it 'is quite possible that a sensitive, 

nurturing male could be perceived by others as providing a role model that is inappropriate for 

young boys. Some parents may not want their children exposed to nurturing, caring and 

"soft" males' (1994, p. 7). 
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The earlier material in the Identity at Work section indicated that people seek to reduce the 

areas of conflict in their lives until such time as their identity and existence become relatively 

uncontradictory. This could indicate that the lack of congruence between different subject 

positions for male primary teachers has implications for the construction of their identity at 

work. 

Even if some male primary teachers who are parents do happen to have congruence between 

their construction of fathering and the discourse of nurturance, King points out that unlike 

mothers who have traditionally spent long periods of time with their children each day, it is 

unusual for fathers to care for their children for such long periods. King states that the 'caring 

provided by men as fathers is at least differentiated from that provided by teachers in the 

length of fixed units of time spent caring for their children. Teachers are required to care for 

longer intervals than fathers customarily provide' (1994, p. 7). 

The current hegemonic acceptance of primary teacher as nurturer and its isomorphic 

relationship with mothering and the social construction of women must have serious 

implications for the experience of male primary school teachers. 

Current societal discourses impacting on the primary school 

As well as ongoing educational discourses affecting primary schools and classrooms, there is 

also an additional array of societal discourses which impact on schools. These discourses 

affect practices in schools and outcomes for students and teachers. Some societal discourses 

that are current~y impacting on primary schools are 'what about the boys?', 'we need more 

male primary teachers' and 'children need role models'. Each of these discourses can be seen 

to have a profound impact on the experience of male primary school teachers. Whilst each of 

these discourses will be more fully covered in the media chapter, they are briefly introduced 

here. 

The 'what about the boys? ' discourse 

Since the early 1990s the welfare and education of boys has emerged as an important and 

somewhat contentious issue within Australian society. The issue has also surfaced in other 

Western nations such as the USA, Canada and the United Kingdom. Mahoney and Smedley 
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state that 'it would not be an overstatement to say that much of the world is in a panic about 

boys' (1998, p. 42). Over the past decade, the media, politicians, teachers and educational 

policy makers have constantly expressed the cry of 'what about the boys?' As a result of this 

panic about boys' education, various inquiries have been launched and reports written at both 

the state / territory and federal level. Kenway outlines the current societal concerns about 

boys in the following way: 

The education of boys is currently a hot topic in educational circles in Australia, the 
United Kingdom, the United States, Canada and some countries of Europe. Certain 
members of the press, policy makers, and teachers in these countries are worried about 
boys. In Australia for example concerns expressed by teachers are that boys generally are 
unmotivated, badly behaved, and underachieving and that girls are outperforming them. 
Some are worried about the underachievement and alienation of particular groups of 
boys; working-class and rural boys for example (1996, p. 447). 

The panic and media controversy about boys seems to have arisen as a result of perceptions 

about boys' 'academic failures' relative to 'girls' successes'. As well as claims about boys 

beginning to lose out to girls academically, further concerns about boys' low literacy rates, 

self-esteem and school retention rates and their high suicide rates have also been cited in the 

'what about the boys?' discourse. This discourse marks a shift from girls being considered as 

being disadvantaged throughout the 1980s until the early 1990s, to boys being positioned as 

the new disadvantaged victims from the mid 1990s until the present. Lingard notes the ways 

in which the 'what about the boys?' discourse positions men and boys as the new 

disadvantaged: 

The 'What about the boys?' refrain in contemporary educational discourse is one element 
of a broader masculinity politics which attempts to argue that men are the new 
disadvantaged and that masculinity is under siege and in crisis in the face of the putative 
success of the feminist reform project (1998, p. 16). 

The discourse of 'what about the boys?' now not only positions boys as disadvantaged but 

increasingly positions girls as advantaged. Not only are girls increasingly being positioned as 

advantaged within this discourse, but they are also being viewed as causing the boys' 

predicament. Mahoney and Smedley note that in Denmark the problem of boys is focused on 

the alleged psychological damage done to them by women (1998, p. 46). On this point 

Lingard comments that: 

There is another backlash element at work if one understands that at the same time as 
many of 'What about the boys?' protagonists reject that girls and women are in any way 
disadvantaged as a group. They are attempting to mount an argument that boys as a group 
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are the new disadvantaged in schooling and that feminism has contributed to this situation 
(1998, p. 4). 

Many changes have resulted within society and schools as a result oil the 'what about the 

boys?' panic and the repositioning oilboys as the disadvantaged gender. One outcome has 

been the way the media coverage has constructed the debate, as an either / or situation 

between boys' needs and girls' needs. Mahoney and Smedley refer to the media coverage as 

a 'sex war mentality' (1998, p. 48) and Connell notes that the 'media love to turn the issue 

into a pro-girl versus pro-boy (or pro-feminist versus antifeminist) shootout' (1996, p. 207). 

Kenway warns oilthe dangers oil the boys' movement because it 'threatens to pit girls' interest 

against boys', feminists against each other and nonfeminists, males against females, and some 

teachers and some parents against others' ( 1996, p. 448). 

This discourse has also impacted on the practice oil schools, from the implementation oil 

special programs for boys to the in-servicing oil teachers to meet the needs oilboys. It is 

interesting to note that the words 'gender' and 'boys' have become discursively coupled 

within educational discourse, in much the same way that 'gender' and 'girls' were 

discursively coupled in educational discourse in the 1980s. Whilst a reference to gender in 

schools in the 1980s and early 1990s implicitly referred to girls' needs, a reference to gender 

today signals a reference to boys' needs. Lyn Yates noted that during the era oil girls' 

education, girls were treated 'in sensitive detail, while leaving boys as a more shadowy 

"other"' (1996, p. 12). In contrast, the current emphasis on boys' education treats boys in 

sensitive detail, leaving girls as shadowy 'others'. The 'what about the boys?' discourse is 

now widespread and hegemonic within education, and has become incorporated into all levels 

oil schooling. 

The 'we need more male primary teachers ' discourse 

The cry that 'we need more male primary teachers' has been constant over many years, both 

within Australia and other Western countries. A great deal oil material exists which notes both 

the societal perceptions that more male primary teachers are needed and the multitude oil 

campaigns that have been put in place to attract males (Sexton 1969, p. 29; Ellenberg 197 5, p. 

330; Robinson and Huffman 1982, p. 164; King 1994, p. 7; De Corse and Vogtle 1997, p. 37; 

Montecinos and Nielson 1997, p. 48). However, this material also documents the 

unsuccessful nature oilthese campaigns. For example, in the 1980s Robinson and Huffman 
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noted that 'since the 1960s, a campaign has been underway for recruiting more men into 

teacher education, especially in the elementary grades. So far these campaigns have brought 

little success' (1982, p. 164). Similarly, in the 1990s, De Corse and Vogtle note that the 'lack 

ofi males teaching young children persists despite a perceived social need for men at the lower 

levels' (1997, p. 37). 

There are many reasons for these ongoing societal calls for more male primary school 

teachers. The most common reason seems to be concerns about boys' education and the 

assumption that the presence ofi more male teachers will somehow alleviate the 'problem'. 

Sexton wrote in the 1960s and Ellenberg in the 1970s about the plight ofi boys in schools and 

their need for the presence ofi more men to ameliorate the influence ofi too many women 

teachers (Sexton 1969; Ellenberg 1975). Contemporary calls for male primary teachers are 

specifically linked to the current discourse ofipanic about boys, and in particular, the fact that 

so many boys now live with their mothers in fatherless families. Coulter and McNay note 

that: 

The call for 'more men in elementary' has arisen sporadically in Canada and the United 
States since the 1950s, and is intensifying. Support for this call rests largely on the claim 
that male teachers serve as role models for boys and father substitutes for children from 
female-headed, lone-parent families (1993, p. 399). 

Similarly, Montecinos and Nielson refer to research which suggests that 'more males should 

be encouraged to enter the field, given the absence ofimale role models for many children 

growing up in single-parent homes headed by women' (1997, p. 48). 

The accusation that primary schools are 'feminised', contain far too many women teachers 

and are inflicting damage on young boys has also been a constant theme in the cries for more 

male teachers. An increase in male teachers is seen as a way ofi inserting some much needed 

masculinity into the feminised primary school environment. In her 1969 book, Sexton 

describes the ways that she believes schools feminise boys: 

School words tend to be the words of women. They have their own sound and smell, 
perfumed or antiseptic. Just as there are dialects of class, occupation, and region, so there 
are distinguishable dialects of gender. Women use different words, stress them 
differently, write them differently - and usually much more legibly. Boys, for example, 
usually prefer tough and colorful short words - while teachers and girls lean towards 
longer, more floral and opaque synonyms. School words are clean and refined - sugar 
and spice, and other things nice - idealized and as remote from physical things as the 
typical schoolmarm from the tough realities of ordinary life' (1969, p. 31). 

69 



Similarly, in 1975 Ellenburg notes that 'it is the feeling among many that the feminized 

school bores boys' (1975, p. 330). Robinson and Huffman noted several years later that 'the 

employment ofi men teachers has been depicted as a panacea for the ills ofi this feminized 

world' and that 'the tendency ofichildren of both sexes to view school as primarily a female 

institution would disappear if more men teachers were employed in the lower grades' (1982, 

p. 165). Roulston and Mills assert that in the 1990s 'there is a clear attempt to associate boys' 

and men's problems with a civilising, or feminising, ofiwestem modem societies' (1998, p. 

7). King refers to the argument that greater numbers ofi men are needed in primary teaching 

as a 'compensation hypothesis which simultaneously suggests that males can provide "sex 

appropriate" role models for boys, and offer children of both sexes models of caring, 

nurturing males' (1994, p. 7). 

However, some of the more recent literature has begun to refute suggestions that women 

teachers are to blame for the problems of boys and that merely adding males to primary 

schools to counterbalance the effect of women is a simplistic and problematic solution. 

Coulter and McNay conclude that 'the call for more men in elementary oversimplifies 

complex issues and leaves unexamined the political nature of that call' (1993, p. 398). 

Likewise, Mahoney and Smedley point out that merely 'increasing the numbers of men in 

teaching does not challenge patriarchal power' (1998, p. 46). Robinson and Huffinan state 

that 'to date, evidence to suggest that men in early education have a masculizing effect is 

weak, yielding a modest amount ofiempirical support to corroborate the recruitment of men 

for that purpose' (1982, p. 165). They also believe that 'the mere presence ofimore males in 

the early grades is not the solution (Robinson and Huffinan 1982, p. 165). The recent 

literature has also increasingly pointed to the need to question why more males are needed in 

primary teaching and for more thought to be put into the types ofi males that are needed. 

Coulter and McNay conclude that until the purposes for 'more men in elementary' are 

clarified, individual men will continue to experience the contradictions ofidoing 'women's 

work' and being 'real men' at the same time (1993, p. 411). 

The 'children need role-models ' discourse 

Over the past decade, the concept that children need adult role models to grow up successfully 

has appeared in populist discourse and has rapidly become hegemonic. Whilst it has probably 

always been assumed that children need and benefit from their association with a selection ofi 
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adult family and friends, the notion that children need additional people outside their inner 

circle to serve as role models is relatively recent. The origins of':this new discourse are not 

entirely clear. Literature on sex role modelling was evident from the 1950s onwards. The 

notion was also evident in the girls' education movement in the 1980s, particularly in the 

strategies associated with finding women who worked in men's work to encourage girls into 

non-traditional careers. 

The construction of: male teachers as role models for children does not appear in the literature 

until the 1990s. Although some of:the cries for more male teachers as role models are said to 

be for 'children' in schools, it is evident that societal concerns lie only with the needs of:boys, 

and that girls needs are not taken into account. Recent calls for more male role models for 

boys appear to emanate from 'men's rights masculinity'. This perspective constructs men and 

boys as victims of: feminism, and draws on essentialist beliefs to prove the differing needs of: 

boys and men (Clatterbough, 1990, p. 10). The recent construction of: male teachers as role 

models for boys somewhat simplistically assumes that the mere presence of:male primary 

teachers will change educational and life outcomes for boys in schools. The writing of: Steve 

Biddulph has been widely influential in societal and educational circles on the experience of: 

boys and their need for male role models. Biddulph encapsulates this discourse in the way he 

describes the needs of:six to fourteen year old boys with his 'downloading software' 

metaphor: 

But his interests are changing - he is becoming more focussed on what men have to offer. 
A boy knows that he is changing into a man. He has to 'download the softWare' from an 
available man to complete his development. The mother's job is to relax about this, and 
stay warm and supportive. The father's job is to progressively step up his involvement. 
If: there is no father around, then the child depends more on finding other men - at school 
for instance. Yet men are disappearing from the teaching profession, especially from 
primary schools, which creates a problem ( 1997, p. 17) 

Allan's article entitled 'Anomaly as Exemplar: The Meanings of:Role Modeling' explores the 

meaning and contradictions for males in being hired specifically to serve as role models in 

schools (Allan, 1994). Allan draws on early sex role modelling theory and explains that it 

assumes that 'maleness and femaleness are defined oppositionally. In the case of:men, being 

a man means "doing nothing feminine". Children, according to this theory, learn sex roles by 

socialization, especially "identification" with adult sex role "models'" (1994, p. 3). 
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Many of the calls for male teachers to serve as role models are based on the increased 

incidence of single parent families. Coulter and McNay state that the call for more male 

teachers 'rests largely on the claim that male teachers serve as role models for boys and father 

substitutes for children from female-headed, lone-parent families' (1993, p. 399). 

They question the wisdom of positioning male primary teachers as role models and suggest 

that 'claims for male elementary teachers as important same-sex role models are not 

supported empirically: boys who have male teachers do not have fewer problems in school 

nor are they better adjusted; boys· from father-absent homes do not imitate or rely more on 

male teachers than other boys' (1993, p. 399). Coulter and McNay conclude that the 'need is 

not for men who simply pass on the traditional male-centred culture unproblematically. To 

make a significant difference, we need more men who will mediate culture from an anti-sexist 

perspective' (1993, p. 400). 

The experience of male primary school teachers 

This section explores the experience of:male teachers within primary schools and assumes 

that being a male primary school teacher is a potential source of:simultaneous advantage and 

disadvantage (Allan 1993, p. 121). This section has therefore been divided into the 

disadvantages and the advantages that males face as a result of:their maleness. Some parts of: 

the literature which have been used exclusively deal with the disadvantages males face, other 

parts dwell more on the advantages, but very little of:it attempts to address both or to seek a 

balance between the t~nsion of these competing discourses. Interestingly, there is a great deal 

more literature available on the disadvantages that males face in primary teaching than on the 

advantages they en.joy. 

Whilst a division of the material into the categories of disadvantages and advantages has 

proven a helpful way to manage this complex material, such a division is of:course somewhat 

unnatural, simplistic and problematic. This is because many complex and subtle experiences 

don't necessarily fall neatly into categories of:either disadvantageous or advantageous 

experiences. Sometimes experiences are more neutral, and cannot truly be classified as either 

an advantage or a disadvantage. At other times advantages are ambiguous and buried within 

disadvantages, and vice versa. Allan notes that males' accounts of their experience of being a 
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primary teacher are a 'social landscape filled with contradictions, in which each advantage, 

based on gender, carries with it potential disadvantages' (1994, p. 2). 

Once again very little of the following literature is Australian, with the majority emanating 

from North America. The material is mostly based on the experience of qualifed male 

primary teachers, but some of it focuses on males during their teacher training. Because the 

issues appear to be fairly similar regardless of whether the males are training or qualified, no 

attempt is made to separate these bodies of material. Whilst the focus of this section is the 

experience of male primary school teachers, a small amount of Christine Williams' material 

on male nurses will also be introduced. Although Williams primarily studied men who cross 

over into nursing, she also looked at men in other areas of women's work such as primary 

teaching, librarianship and social work, and found that men in each of these occupations 

shared remarkably similar experiences. It is important to note that whilst I refer to 'male 

primary school teachers' throughout this section, I am not positing them as a unitary or 

homogeneous category who will necessarily share the same experiences. Rather, I am merely 

referring to a series of generalisations that are made within the literature. 

Disadvantages experienced by male primary school teachers 

It is apparent that males who cross over into primary school teaching experience many 

genuine disadvantages and difficulties. Whilst some of these experiences are generic for 

males who cross over into any type of women's work and have already been touched on in 

previous sections of the literature, other difficulties are specifically related to primary school 

teaching. Much of the discourse on disadvantage can be traced back to Kanter's work on the 

experience of minorities in the workplace, and from the resultant hegemonic understandings 

that have become enshrined by the media in populist discourse. Allan refers to the way the 

media 'has legitimated persistent "folk theories" or commonsense public understandings of 

men in elementary teaching' (1993, p. 114). 

I have distilled the available literature into six different types of disadvantages that male 

primary teachers face: identity issues, societal perceptions of risk and sexual deviance, 

unrealistic expectations about being role models, lack of preparation for nurturing, pay and 

status issues and loneliness and lack of socialisation due to working with women. 
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Identity issues 

Male primary school teachers continually find themselves in situations where identity 

conflicts are activated as they negotiate the meaning of masculinity on a daily basis (Williams 

1989, p. xii; Coulter and McNay 1993, p. 400). These identity conflicts seem to come about 

as the result of experiencing 'the contradictions of doing "women's work" and being "real 

men" at the same time' (Coulter and McNay 1993, p. 411). They face a daunting array of 

identity construction issues and challenges in primary school settings. To use Hochschild's 

term, they appear to face 'estrangement' in juggling the various available identity discourses, 

and in coming to terms with the difference between the ways in which they have constructed 

their 'work self and their 'non-work self (Hochschild 1983, p. 136). This estrangement and 

incongruence contrasts with the relative ease and congruence in this task for female primary 

school teachers. 

Based on her research and her belief in the evolving and changing nature of identity (1994, p. 

8), Friedus describes the necessary changes in identity for a person becoming a teacher as 

being changes to their 'schema' (Freidus 1994, p. 5). She notes that 'the process of making 

these changes is an uncomfortable one, one that often requires much soul-searching and much 

support. These needs can be particularly acute for men who are making career transitions into 

a field in which the dominant population is composed of women and children' (Freidus 1994, 

p. 5). Most importantly, she reveals the difficulty the males in her study had in building a · 

schema because they 'had few, if any, models in their experience for the role to which they 

were aspiring' (Freidus 1994, p. 17). It seems that little boys and adolescent boys have 

seldom anticipated becoming a primary teacher, and if they become primary teachers in 

adulthood they are ill prepared for identity construction within a profession that they regarded 

as women's work in childhood, and in which they have few models to which they aspire. 

Identity construction for male primary teachers appears to be an extremely complex process 

of change. Most of the complexity and conflict for their identity construction can be traced to 

the fact that males are constructing a work identity while doing work that society considers to 

be 'women's work'. Freidus states bluntly that many in society believe the job of primary 

school teaching to belong 'to women and to those men who could do nothing else' (1994, p. 

13). Freidus reveals that women who become primary teachers refer to this as a 'coming 

home' experience (1994, p. 15). In contrast, men 'repeatedly describe their motivation to 
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become teachers in terms of challenge. They frame challenge in terms of a quest to conquer 

the unfamiliar' (Freidus 1994, p. 15). 

One of the greatest challenges that male primary teachers have to come to terms with as they 

attempt to construct their identity is the way in which other people such as family, friends, 

female teachers, society and the media perceive and view them. It seems that males are either 

looked upon with suspicion or awe for their choice of primary teaching, and that there is very 

little middle ground in how people position them. Once again this contrasts with female 

primary teachers who occupy nothing but the middle ground, with their job choice simply 

being seen as natural and common sense, and never being treated with suspicion or awe. De 

Corse and Vogtle note that male primary teachers encounter bias in the way the public views 

their profession (1997, p. 41). Similarly, Coulter and McNay observe that the public often 

view their motives, abilities, and sexuality with suspicion (1993, p. 411). 

Societal perceptions of risk and sexual deviance 

A difficulty that male primary teachers face is the societal perception that they are risky, 

sexually deviant and suspect simply because they have crossed over into women's work, and 

have chosen to work with children. Whilst these perceptions generally remain unspoken, the 

males nevertheless report discomfort and distress because of the implicit societal assumptions. 

Coulter and McNay state that men who teach children 'run the risk of being branded as 

sexually deviant' (1993, p. 404) and that despite being valued as a rare commodity, their 

'motives, abilities and sexuality' are 'often viewed with suspicion' (1993, p. 411). Similarly, 

Williams notes that 'there is a vague and constantly irritating expectation that eyebrows will 

be raised, or surprise or threat registered, when others learn of their occupation. There is also 

pressure for the males to account somehow for their anomalous choice of career' (1989, p. 

xiii). 

Societal questions about the motives and sexuality of male primary teachers frequently result 

in an assumption that they are paedophiles and / or homosexuals. Whatever form of sexual 

deviance the males are implicitly or explicitly accused of, societal doubts about their sexuality 

appear common across all Western nations. This close scrutiny of male teachers seems to 

have come about as a result of increasing evidence of male sexual abuse of children (Coulter 

and McNay 1993, p. 404). King documents commonly held public perceptions about male 

primary school teachers below: 
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A public perception is that men who teach primary grades are often either homosexuals, 
pedophiles or principals (in training). These commonly held, but seldom voiced 
presuppositions have had a strong impact on men's decisions to teach young children. 
Furthermore, such perceptions insure that the men who do choose to be primary teachers 
·are frequently seen as 'suspect'. While the rhetoric from education overtly entices young 
men to consider elementary teaching, we covertly monitor those male teachers who aren't 
married, and who 'act funny' (1994, p. 3). 

The suspicion and innuendo surrounding male primary school teachers usually erroneously 

conflates paedophilia with homosexuality under the single banner ofi 'sexual deviance'. The 

suspicion ofi paedophilia appears to have come about because the males have chosen to work 

with young children and the suspicion ofi homosexuality because they have chosen work with 

women and to do women's work, which is seen as soft, nurturing and caring. King notes 

below the tendency to infuse paedophilia into homosexuality: 

With the growing legitimacy of gay and lesbian theorizing, homosexuality as a 
criminalized state may be losing some of its potency. To render this inefficacy, more 
recent accusations of pedophilia have been infused into homosexuality and primary 
teaching to create a mistrust of men who teach young children (1994, p. 19). 

King concludes that the reason that paedophilia continues to be inaccurately mapped onto 

homosexuality is because the 'implicit semantic features ofi pedophilia, are used to control 

men's appropriation ofifemale teaching space' (1994, p. 21). King suggests that negative 

sexual associations have bee_n coupled with male primary school teachers because they have 

broken the societal taboo on choosing to work with women: 

When a male does choose to break the social taboo of working with women, there are· 
serious consequences to be paid. 'Primary male' (or male primary teacher) has been so 
crafted that it implicitly includes negative, low prestige features, such as 'feminine', 
'homosexual', and 'pedophile'. These cultural and semantic loadings on the 'male 
primary teacher' are, in my opinion, why the voices ofi these professionals are muted. 
And with silence, we lose the chance to interrogate those unspoken accusations. (1994, p. 
11). 

The inference ofihomosexuality appears to be derived from the fact that these men have 

chosen to work with women. Despite its widespread societal acceptance, an accusation ofi 

homosexuality seems to be able to nevertheless inflict significant damage on male primary 

school teachers because ofiboth its conflation with paedophilia and societal fears that 

homosexuality is contagious. Waller expressed this fear oficontagion in the 1930s. He 

suggested that 'the real danger is that [a homosexual man] may, by presenting himselfias a 

love object to certain members ofihis own sex at a time when their sex attitudes have not been 
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deeply canalized, develop in them attitudes similar to his own. For nothing seems more 

certain than that homosexuality is contagious' (Waller 1932, p. 147 as quoted in King 1994, 

p. 13). King notes that male teachers still have to deal with the fallout from early theories 

such as these (1994, p. 13). He also refers to the gatekeeping that restricts men's participation 

in primary education which has the 'hidden message to men who choose to teach primary 

grades is that "those teachers are usually homosexual". And given the undesirability ofi 

homosexuality, men may be dissuaded' (King 1994, p. 19). 

The inference that male primary teachers may be paedophiles appears to be derived from the 

fact that males choose to work with children. King points out the paradox that paedophilia is 

mapped onto gay men in general, despite the fact that 'the majority ofipedophilic relations 

occur between heterosexual men and young girls, usually inside family boundaries' (1994, p. 

21). He notes that 'while there are pedophiles who target male children, they are the 

minority' (King 1994, p. 24). 

The societal and school-based monitoring ofimale primary teachers' sexuality and their 

resultant fear otiaccusations ofibeing a paedophile and/or homosexual brings about a variety 

ofi responses in male teachers. The most common response for males is to closely monitor 

their behaviour and to be extremely guarded and wary lest their actions towards children be 

misconstrued. However, this presents a profound dilemma for the males because the 

discourse ofinurturance is- currently hegemonic within primary schools, and it is very difficult 

for males to be appropriately nurturing whilst being guarded. Selfi-conscious monitoring by 

the males can result in their becoming remote and emotionally withdrawn from students and 

colleagues. It is particularly hard for the males when they observe female teaching colleagues 

spontaneously expressing compassion and care for students without being held under 

suspicion. Allan notes that 'fear ofidemonstrations oficaring or special attention as a form ofi 

commitment to children's needs was a consistent theme in men's reflection on their 

relationships with children' (1994, p. 13). Allan also noted that: 

Men felt they must overtly demonstrate care for children and sensitivity to their emotional 
needs. But behaviors that are perceived as natural demonstrations ofi these qualities in 
women are offi limits to men who feel them as equally natural but as inviting suspicion ofi 
abuse. The vehemence with which men expressed this constraint was surprising (1994, p. 
12). 
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De Corse and Vogtle concur with Allan, concluding that male primary teachers struggle with 

the contradiction otbeing cautious whilst trying to nurture: 

On one hand, they know their role in nurturing includes friendliness, including touch, in 
the course oteach day. However, they all described precautions they should or will take 
to circumvent possible misinterpretations ot these actions. They know what they should 
do, but they also know what they cannot do (1997, p. 43). 

Another common response for the males to fend oft doubts about their sexuality is to 

emphasise their masculinity and appear very macho as a way otproving they are not gay, soft 

or suspicious. Roulston and Mills note the tendency otmale teachers to overplay their 

masculinity in ways that reinforce traditional masculine practices (1998, p. 8). They note that 

homophobia doesn't only 'serve to police the behaviours otboys in schools but also male 

teachers' (Roulston and Mills 1998, p. 16). Such overt displays otmasculinity may also be 

enacted for the benefit otother males in society, who often treat them as traitors to 

masculinity, because they have crossed over into women's work. 

The above issues deal only with the experiences otmale primary teachers who are not 

homosexual but are accused otbeing so merely because they are doing women's work. For 

primary teachers who are homosexual, there is a separate set ot issues to confront. King 

reveals that homosexual teachers are often forced to create a facade otheterosexuality and are 

'secretive about their lives outside otschool. They made themselves physically and 

psychologically distant from their students in an effort to conceal their sexual orientations' 

(1994, p. 17). King notes that such self~monitoring and separation.is 'difficult, taxing and 
-

fragmenting' (1994, p. 16). 

It is evident from the available material that constant inferences and speculation about their 

sexuality are highly problematic and distressing for male primary school teachers. . 

Unrealistic expectations that male primary teachers will provide role models for bays 

As mentioned earlier, the notion that 'children need role models' became hegemonic 

throughout society in the 1990s. In particular, this discourse positioned male teachers as 

potential role models and made primary schools responsible for the provision otmale teachers 

as role models and surrogate fathers for boys, particularly those from single female parent 

families. Although male primary school teachers are aware otthe societal expectations for 

them to act as role models, the process otbecoming a role model is not straightforward and 
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there is a great deal of confusion about how to be a masculine role model whilst doing 

women's work. Allan comments that in 'practice, male role modeling emerges as a kind of 

optimistic ritual approach to solving social problems: No one knows what it is or how it 

works, but let's do it anyway' (1994, p. 8). He also claims that it is 'not well understood 

either by those hiring or by those hired to do it' (Allan 1994, p. 8) and that although 'many 

men felt they were given a hiring preference because of the public's demands for more male 

role models they were at a loss to identify exactly what this work consisted of (Allan 1993, p. 

122). 

Male primary school teachers have few problems with the actual notion of being a role model 

and clearly value and accept this task. Allen's research with male primary teachers 

documents their acceptance of the task: 

What do we discover about the meanings of 'role modeling' when we listen to the 
experiences and perceptions of men who are hired for this work? First is the salience of 
role modeling as an essential but unwritten expectation of the job for men. Men perceive 
gender role modeling as for them a more important component of teaching elementary 
school - when we think of the whole job - than is female role modeling for their women 
colleagues. The salience of role modeling as defining the work increases in any school 
setting as men are fewer. In schools where there is only a single male teacher, it is a 
paramount aspect of the work. Male role modeling is tied in men's perceptions to the 
breakdown of the family and indirectly to social problems of adult males (1994, p. 5). 

Allen indicates that these males readily accept the responsibility to act as surrogate parents for 

boys from single female parent families (1994, p. 6). He concludes that men accept that 

'something called "role modeling" is an important if informal requirement of them teaching in 

elementary schools' (Allan 1994, p. 7). 

However, despite widespread acceptance by male primary teachers of role modeling, there is 

widespread confusion and apprehensions about some aspects of it. In particular, the 

confusion appears to stem from the contradictions inherent in role modeling appropriate 

masculine behaviours whilst doing women's work. Allan discusses this contradiction below: 

Perceiving role modeling as such an important part of their job, men have to choose what 
it means, to 'construct' a meaning and a masculinity that fits the social situation. Again 
men encounter an underlying contradiction. If the male role is defined oppositionally as 
'doing nothing feminine', what can men do to model 'being a man' while employed 
doing work typically performed by women? Paradoxically, a recurring theme among the 
men I interviewed was their awareness of public perceptions, shared in some cases by 
women colleagues at their level and by male colleagues at higher grade levels, that 
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teaching children was not an occupation a competent 'real man' would willingly choose 
(1994, p. 9). 

In summary, it is extremely confusing for men to know how to role model 'doing what men 

do' whilst 'doing what women do'. Allan states that the only solution for men is to try and 

steer a course between two 'equally dangerous extremes' (1994, p. 14). Allan describes one 

extreme as being the choice for men to model traditional masculinity whilst running the risk 

of not fulfilling the more nurturant parts of the job: 

Men at this end of the role modeling axis emphasize male physicality, size, athleticism, 
strong voices. They typically form gender alliances with male principals in attempting to 
control both children, and to some extent, women teachers. They are aware, however, 
that children at times fear them. This constructed meaning of role modeling carries with 
it consequent conflict with children, their parents, and nearly always with women 
colleagues, without whose consent and cooperation these men become isolated and 
ultimately 'let go'. In this case the concept of patriarchy as applied to schools - men 
defining and controlling the work of women - must be revised to accommodate the case 
of women, given majority status, defining, moderating, and controlling the work of men 
(Allan 1994, p. 10). 

The other equally dangerous extreme is for men to model the more feminine aspects of caring 

that more closely mirror the current constructions of primary teaching, whilst running the risk 

of being classified as unmasculine or deviant: 

At the other end of the axis are men who perceive their similarity with women colleagues, 
especially in their ways with children and their relations of power with male principals. 
They complain of being treated 'like women'. They see their manliness as being 
consistent with acknowledgment of 'feminine' aspects of themselves: sensitivity to 
children's needs, caring, playing with children on their levels, questioning children out of 
interest in what children bring, quietly guiding them. These men perceive and accept that 
their choice of 'women's work' leads others to think them 'feminine' ... But this choice 
too, this 'meaning of role modeling' carries with it constraint and danger. Men 
experienced conflict with principals when they allied with women colleagues. Again 
patriarchy in schools must be challenged to accommodate some men's control of the 
work of other men. In addition, apart from being thought unmasculine, acts of caring that 
are 'natural' for women are dangerous and foreclosed for men. Over and over, men 
revealed a fear of being suspected of child abuse because of what they saw as normal 
gestures of concern for children (Allan 1994, p. 11 ). 

The material reveals a raft of inherent contradictions for male teachers acting as masculine 

role models in primary schools as they participate in women's work. It is evident that no 

systematic analysis has taken place of the ways in which their presence as role models is 

supposed to change outcomes for boys or to overcome broader societal problems. 

80 



The lack of preparation for nurturing in the social construction of males 

Another difficulty that male primary school teachers face that is that the discourses they have 

used to construct their gender before becoming teachers may not have adequately prepared 

them for the nurturing world of:primary schools. Because masculinity is usually defined in 

opposition to women as 'doing nothing feminine' (Allan 1994, p. 3) it is confronting for the 

males to suddenly begin working in a job that is so isomorphic with discourses they will 

probably have previously shunned, such as nurturance, mothering and caring. Although the 

males can see the need to adopt these discourses to align themselves with current 

constructions of: the job, they are fully aware of: the risk that such an appropriation would 

involve. Coming to terms with the conflict between primary teaching and the construction of: 

appropriate forms of:masculinity and gendered identity appears to cause substantial conflict 

for male primary teachers. Williams notes that male primary teachers have their work cut out 

for them if:they want to remain appropriately gendered (1989, p. 7). She claims that: 

Primary school teaching is intimately linked to stereotypes about gender. We assume that 
primary teaching requires 'feminine' qualities - nurturing, caring, and passivity. 
Exceptions - such as males in primary teaching - are cross-gender 'freaks': feminine men 
(Williams 1989, p. 1) 

This dissonance between the discourses the males have previously adopted to construct their 

masculinity and the discourses that they now find are part of: the job description for primary 

teaching, is extremely bewildering to understand and resolve. Males often lack a language to 

conceptualise or articulate this experience. Coulter and McN ay report that the men in their 

study 'found it difficult to describe, discuss, or assess in a sustained _way what it means to be a 

man and work with children, probably partly because they lack the language to do so' (1993, 

p. 411). Williams believes that 'men perceive a conflict between their presence in a female

dominated occupation and the maintenance of:their masculinity' and that they use 'various 

strategies to resolve this tension in a way that unambiguously preserves masculinity intact' 

(1989, p. 129). Coulter and McNay also address the challenge that male primary teachers 

face in working with other's emotions whilst keeping their masculinity intact (1993, p. 408). 

They comment that the males try to resolve the conflict by not being 'one of:the boys' but not 

being so disloyal as to become 'one of:the girls' either (Coulter and McNay 1993, p. 407). 

One of: the reasons why the males' unfamiliarity with nurturance can be so problematic is that 

they may experience difficulty in demonstrating care and sensitivity to children. As well as a 

lack of: familiarity with nurturance, most males have had very little previous experience with 
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children. Freidus notes that mature aged males who enter primary teaching have had fewer 

personal experiences with young children than females have had (1994, p. 15). Not only do 

the males find themselves lacking in the necessary discourse o:finurturance, but they often find 

that the skills and qualities that they may have already developed in life, such as those 

traditionally associated with masculinity and technical competence, may not be called for or 

valued in the primary school. 

This lack ofi congruence between the gendered discourses that males have adopted and the 

discourses ofiprimary teaching contrasts with most women, who are usually already familiar 

with the discourses ofi caring and nurturance when they enter teaching. Clark notes the ways 

in which the choice ofiteaching for girls is considered 'safe, respectable and appropriately 

feminine' (1990, p. 63). She sums up the close fit for women and primary teaching in the 

following way: 

Teaching, like baby bear's porridge, was in many ways 'just right' for a girl. It was not 
too challenging, not too unsafe, not a threatening male world, not too lowly or especially 
undesirable and it fitted in perfectly with the sexual division ofi labour - you could get 
home at the same time as the children (1989, p. 63). 

Whilst the construction and reconstruction ofi gender provides an ongoing challenge for most 

people throughout their lives, the gendering process is more apparent, more self~conscious 

and less subtle for male primary teachers (Williams 1989, p. 6). The struggle to preserve their 

masculinity whilst fulfilling a nurturing and caring job so closely associated with femininity 

appears to pose a major challenge for the construction ofiidentity for male primary teachers 

(Williams 1989, p. 130). The material certainly reveals that for male primary school teachers 

the construction ofitheir 'gender is highly problematized, and they must negotiate the meaning 

ofimasculinity every day' (Allan 1993, p. 114). 

Status and pay issues 

A great deal o:fi literature addresses the social status and economic issues affecting male 

primary school teachers. These issues revolve around the fact that males who cross over into 

work such as primary teaching are regarded by society as being disadvantaged in status and 

pay because they are seen as 'stepping down' into women's work (De Corse and Vogtle 1997, 

p. 38). Williams questions why 'with so many other employment options available to them' 

would any man enter 'female-dominated, underpaid, and relatively low status professions?' 

(1989, p. 110). She believes that the low status and pay ofiwomen's professions such as 
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nursing and teaching are directly attributable to the fact that they are women's professions 

(Williams 1989, p. 126). As early as 1881, whilst addressing the issue of: females not being 

permitted to cross over into men's work, First Wave feminist Susan Anthony made the 

following observation about societal perceptions o:f:the status o:f:males who entered teaching: 

Do you not see that as long as society says that a woman is incompetent to be a lawyer, a 
minister, or a doctor; but has ample ability to be a teacher, every male who chooses the 
teaching profession acknowledges that he has no more brains than a woman (Susan 
Anthony 1881, quoted in Kaufman, Westland and Engvall 1997, p. 122). 

Williams reports that the low status and pay o:f:women's work often causes unfavourable 

reactions and disappointment from family and friends when men announce their career 

decision to enter women's work (Williams 1989, p. 109). This contrasts to the favourable 

reaction when women announce their decision to enter men's work. She contrasts below the 

difference between women entering men's work and men entering women's work: 

Women have been much more eager to join male-dominated occupations than men have 
been to join female-dominated ones. This is in part, because o:f:the higher pay and greater 
status associated with men's jobs. Women in female-dominated occupations have the 
incentive believing that allowing more men in will bring higher salaries and greater social 
prestige. A daughter who enters a 'man's job' has increased her status; a son who does 
'women's work' - hairdressing, school teaching, or nursing, for example - suffers a 
decline in status (Williams 1989, p. 132-133). 

_ Working with women, loneliness, isolation and lack of socialisation 

The experience o:f:being a male in women's work has a dramatic effect on their patterns of: 

socialisation. Male primary teachers commonly report loneliness and isolation from the 

world o:f:male bonding and camaraderie. They frequently experience being the only male on 

the staf:f:in their school apart from the principal. Kauppinen-Toropainen and Lammi's 

research on male primary teachers in Scandinavia revealed that 'men found it difficult to fully 

integrate into female-dominated work teams and they missed male companionship' (1993, p. 

101 ). The literature documents the ways in which males are sometimes excluded from the 

socialising networks o:f:women primary school teachers (Williams 1989, p. 102), but it also 

reveals that they sometimes exclude themselves from these networks (Williams 1989, p. 118). 

In addition, the males often feel that other men who are not primary school teachers regard 

them as strangers (Kauppinen-Toropainen and Lammi 1993, p. 102) and they are precluded 

from enjoying broader social networks. 
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Other factors contribute to the loneliness for male primary school teachers, such as isolation 

within classrooms with only children for company all day. Nias reveals that primary teaching 

is an 'activity which for psychological, philosophical and historical reasons can be regarded 

as individualistic, solitary and personal' (1989, p. 19). She observes the following about the 

solitary nature ofi primary teaching: 

The centrality ofi the personal relationship between teacher and pupils is further 
emphasized by the solitary nature ofi much primary school teaching ... The isolation 
imposed by architecture has helped to foster an occupational context from which teachers 
learn to expect that much ofi their working lives will be spent with children not adults; 
teaching will be not only private but lonely (Nias 1989, p. 15). 

One strategy that male primary teachers often employ to overcome their social isolation in the 

workplace is to seek out any kind ofi male company within the school. Kauppinen

Toropainen and Lammi refer to this strategy, noting that some male teachers seek other men's 

'company at the workplace, be it adanitor, a driver, or any male person with whom they can 

discuss mutually interesting male topics, such as sports or cars' (1993, p. 102). Allan also 

notes the tendency for male primary school principals to hire male teachers in order to secure 

the company ofi more male teachers on staffc 

Some respondents suggeste4 that elementary school principals - the majority ofiwhom are 
men - seek gender alliances in otherwise all-female institutions by hiring other men as 
teachers. This is particularly the case when principals and male teachers share an interest 
in sports or a backgro_und in coaching. Men in this situation implied _that a shared 
socialization in sports and male teamwork assures principals ofi male friends as well as 
male allies and assistants, whose loyalty, authority, assumptions, and tacit understandings 
they can count on (1993, p. 117). 

Despite their misgivings about socialisation within their workplace, male primary teachers 

report feeling as though they enhance otherwise all female workplaces and that their presence 

normalises the female work atmosphere. Kauppinen-Toropainen and Lammi express these 

sentiments in the following: 

We came to the same conclusion when interviewing the male kindergarten teachers in 
Finland: The men often felt they 'cheered up' the feminine workplace atmosphere by 
bringing new challenges, viewpoints, and ideas. The men referred to the same 
phenomenon as their Swedish counterparts; that is, they felt that their presence 
normalized the female workplace atmosphere. Many men found it difficult to fully 
integrate into female-dominated work teams and they missed male companionship (1993, 
p. 101). 
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Conclusion to disadvantages 

The many disadvantages and struggles male primary teachers face are extremely well 

documented in the literature. These difficulties include issues ofiidentity, rumour and 

innuendo about their sexuality, confusion in being a role model, a lack ofiexperience in 

nurturing, low pay and status and loneliness and lack ofi socialisation. These difficulties are 

significant and most come about as a result o:fithe contradiction in trying to remain a 'real 

man' whilst doing 'women's work'. Because 'masculinity' is usually defined in opposition to 

'femininity', it appears to be an enormous struggle for the males to acknowledge and align 

themselves with discourses traditionally associated with femaleness, such as nurturance and 

caring. 

Advantages experienced by male primary school teachers 

The following section documents the multitude ofiadvantages and benefits that male primary 

teachers enjoy as a result oficrossing over into women's work. This foregrounding ofitheir 

advantage follows Zimmer's observation that sexism may actually cause males to be 

advantaged by their token/ minority status within women's work, and Eveline's call for 

males' advantages to be named and foregrounded. It is interesting to note that there is far less 

literature on the advantages that male primary teachers enjoy than on the disadvantages they 

face. 

I have distilled the available body ofiliterature into four different types o:fiadvantages they 

enjoy: positive discrimination in employment, positive discrimination in promotion, being 

mentored, noticed and appreciated and developing specialisations. 

Positive discrimination in employment 

There is evidence that male primary teachers receive positive discrimination over females in 

gaining employment, which is hardly surprising given the societal proliferation o:fithe 'we 

need more male primary teachers' discourse expressed by most education systems and 

schools. De Corse and Vogtle note that 'as long as demand exceeds supply, men are 

guaranteed to be more marketable and therefore to have an "in" for getting ~obs before 

qualified females (1997, p. 41). Allan's research documents three reasons for this apparent 

preference for employing men above women: 
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Respondents claimed that men were preferred due to (a) their institution's commitment to 
affirmative action; (b) the desire of male principals for male companionship and support; 
and (c) the public's demand for male role models in the classroom (1993, p. 116). 

These reasons concur with those documented in other material (Coulter and McNay 1993, p. 

100; De Corse and Vogtle 1997, p. 41). Allan notes that the third reason cited, was the hiring 

advantage most frequently anticipated by male primary teachers: 

The third and most frequently given rationale men perceived as a hiring advantage in 
elementary teaching was the need for male role models for young children. Almost 
without exception, the men I interviewed sensed public perceptions of an important need 
for increased involvement of adult men in the lives of children, owing to the increasing 
number of single-parent families, or families in which fathers have limited interaction 
with their children (1993, p. 121). 

However, despite evidence that males generally receive favourable treatment in gaining 

employment, some of the literature reveals that this advantaged position may lead them to 

hold unrealistic expectations about their employment desirability. Coulter and McNay note 

below the expectations of the men in their research: 

They were even more surprised to find they were among the last to be hired. Expecting 
to benefit from their privileged status as men, and to be snapped up by school boards, 
they were frustrated and resentful when it did not happen (1993, p. 100). 

Positive discrimination in promotion (vertical segregation) 

As well as receiving positive discrimination in gaining employment, male primary teachers 

continue to enjoy positive discrimination by gaining promotion in favour of women 

(Robinson and Huffman 1982, p. 166; Kaufman 1997, p. 120; Bradley 1993, p. 20). As 

previously revealed, the literature on vertical segregation within a sexual division oflabour 

suggests males will always be differentiated from females hierarchically and enjoy enhanced 

career prospects. Given the fact that the vast majority of primary teachers are female and the 

vast majority of primary principals are male, it is clear that male primary teachers enjoy 

significant positive discrimination in promotion. Apart from principalships, there is evidence 

that males are more likely than females to be chosen for promotional and administrative 

positions in the hierarchy of schools and education systems. Robinson and Huffman note that 

for some men, 'the classroom is a stepping stone into an administrative position. Men in the 

classroom make less money and receive less social prestige than men in administration' 

( 1982, p. 166). 
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Many males actually enter the primary teaching profession 'anticipating that they will be able 

to make quite rapid career moves into the top posts'(Bradley 1993, p. 20). Montecinos and 

Nielson's survey o:fi390 student teachers (64 males and 326 females) found that even during 

the various levels ofitheir teacher training, 'more males than females aspired to 

administration, and the proportion o:fi women interested in the principalship diminished over 

time' (1997, p. 52). As a result ofithese findings they suggest that teacher preparation is 'an 

intervention that might be socializing men and women to perpetuate professional aspirations 

based on gender' (Montecinos and Nielson 1997, p. 52). More specifically, their research 

revealed the following interesting difference between male and female student teachers' 

desire to remain a classroom teacher: 

Men more than women appear to lose motivation for becoming classroom teachers as 
their level ofitraining increases; only 1 ofithe 23 men in the 3rd year o:fiteacher preparation 
intended to remain in classroom teaching throughout his career ... Is it possible that men, 
more than women, are getting the message that teaching is a doorway to other 
professional opportunities in education? (Montecinos and Nielson 1997, p. 53). 

Williams also comments on the 'glass escalator' phenomenon ofimales preparing for 

women's work such as nursing or primary school teaching, but quickly exiting these 

professions into more prestigious and promotional positions in other occupations. 

Montecinos and Nielson concur and note that 'for a large percentage ofimales, elementary 

teaching is a doorway into occupations with more status and institutional power than 

classroom teaching' (1997, p. 52). 

In the previous section on disadvantages, the low pay ofiprimary teaching is regarded as a 

problem for male primary teachers. However, whilst this is the case, it is important to note 

that male primary teachers' greater success in gaining promotional and administrative 

positions, also results in them enjoying greater economic security and other benefits than 

female primary teachers: 

Men doing 'women's work' cuts both ways. On the one hand there are significant costs 
for the men, as their manhood and sexuality are often questioned as a result o:fi 
occupational choices. On the other hand, there are often significant gains that they also 
receive, such as higher wages than women doing the same work (Williams 1993, p. x). 

Being mentored, noticed and appreciated 

It is evident from the literature that male primary school teachers are much more likely to be 

mentored, noticed and have appreciation expressed than are female teachers. Male primary 
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teachers are much more likely than females to be mentored, befriended by and form special 

alliances with the male principals in their schools. The majority oDprimary schools have male 

principals and it is probable that these principals are dependent on the small number oD male 

teachers on staffi for companionship. Allan notes that male primary teachers 'formed special 

relationships with male principals, often socializing together in the principal's office or the 

lounge as part oDtheir daily routine' (1993, p. 117). This earlier literature also revealed the 

ways in which male principals also use male teachers as allies whose support they can count 

on (Allan 1993, p. 117). 

In addition to being mentored by male principals, male primary teachers are often advantaged 

because their token / minority status causes them to be noticed and stand out in a positive 

way. Whilst Kanter stated that tokens and minorities will be noticed and stand out, she 

mistakenly assumed that this attention would always be negative. Her miscalculation came 

about because she focused on females in men's work where the attention was more likely to 

be negative, but also because she didn't take sexism into account. Williams observes that 

male nurses also 'stand out and are noticed more by their instructors and fellow students' 

(1989, p. 98). 

Males receive frequent reassurance that they are needed and are often lauded as societal 

heroes for becoming primary teachers. Coulter and McNay observed that several oDthe men 

in their study had 'received complimentary notes and comments from parents, most oDwhich 

made some reference to their being male' (1993, p. 410). It has also become increasingly 

common for parents to request that their child is placed in a male teacher's class, particularly 

when the child does not live with his father. Such requests also serve to affirm and support 

male teachers' decisions to become a primary teacher. Fried us suggests that mature aged 

males who choose to become primary teachers are looked upon with fascination and 

admiration by society: 

Male career changers often find themselves to be subjects OD great interest on the social 
scene. Their decision to become teachers is looked upon with wonder. They are admired 
for caring, for giving OD themselves, for sacrificing material comfort for social good 
(Freidus 1994, p. 13). 

Although this observation by Freidus contradicts previous literature in the disadvantages 

section on how male primary teachers are socially perceived, it is possible that such 
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contradictions are common and that they can find themselves looked upon with awe one 

minute and being treated as suspicious the next. 

Although no primary school teaching literature was found to suggest whether male teachers 

receive support and encouragement from female primary teachers, Williams' research on 

male nurses indicates that male nurses receive a great deal o:fi support from female nurses who 

welcome the males into 'their' profession. In fact she suggests that 'in general, women 

encourage, support, and promote men in nursing to a greater degree than they support other 

women' (1989, p. 98). She suggests that the reason for this 'may be the widespread 

perception that an increase in the number ofimen in nursing may enhance the status and 

prestige ofithe profession and increase salaries' (1989, p. 102). 

Developing specialisations (horizontal segregation) 

A small amount ofi literature documents the way that male primary teachers carve out 

specialisations and niches as a means o:fi separating themselves from female primary teachers. 

They do this in order to preserve their masculinity and make the job more advantageous for 

themselves. Seeking ways to do different work within the same job is a means o:fi asserting 

superiority and even securing economic advantages over women (Williams 1989, p. 133). 

However, in contrast to the paucity ofimaterial about this for male primary teachers, there is a 

great deal ofi literature charting the ways male nurses use this technique to achieve similar 

outcomes. Consequently a small amount ofiliterature on male nurses will also be explored 

below because o:fi the obvious parallels between males in nursing and primary teaching. 

It seems that both male primary teachers and male nurses seek ways to redefine their work so 

that they can maintain gender differences and distinguish their roles from those performed by 

women. Bradley notes the potential within service work, such as primary teaching, nursing 

and social work, for redefinition o:fiboth the task itselfiand its status (Bradley 1993, p. 20). 

Williams believes that 'male primary teachers tend to skew their role performances in a 

variety ofiways in order to move them in a more "masculine" direction' (1989, p. xv). 

Williams notes below the reasons why male nurses feel the need to differentiate themselves 

from female nurses: 

Male nurses are aware that they're stigmatized as effeminate. Choice of specialty can be 
seen as a strategy to minimize the stigma of being male in a female profession. By 
distinguishing the type of care he gives, the male nurse carves for himself a separate 
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niche within the profession that allows him to maintain his masculinity within a feminine 
context (1989, p. 120). 

Some of the ways that male nurses differentiate themselves from female nurses include: dress 

- they gravitate towards wearing scrub uniforms which often leads patients to presume they 

are physicians, strength - they are willing to use their strength to lift patients, technology -

they gravitate towards high technology machines and equipment and the company they keep -

they are companionable with male physicians (Williams 1989, p. 114-115). 

Conclusion to advantages 

Whilst there is far less literature on the advantages that male primary teachers enjoy than on 

the disadvantages they face, there is nevertheless sufficient evidence to conclude that males 

experience significant advantages as a result of their maleness. These advantages include 

positive discrimination in employment and promotion, being mentored, noticed and 

appreciated and development of specialisations and niches. It is difficult to determine the 

exact reasons for the imbalance in literature between the disadvantages and advantages faced 

by male primary teachers, but it does not seem to be an indication of the existence of more 

disadvantages than advantages. Rather, it probably results from the fact that the experience of 

male primary teachers has not been adequately researched to date. When Williams researched 

the experience of male nurses, she documented a vast and relatively equal array of 

disadvantages and advantages, and there is no reason to suggest that the experience of male 

primary teachers would differ significantly. An additional reason for the relative paucity of 

literature on advantages may be the potentially subversive and disruptive nature of 

foregrounding males' advantage, especially in the light of the prevailing hegemony that 

minority groups will always be disadvantaged. Eveline warns of the possible disruption, 

confrontation and retaliation that may be incurred by articulating male advantage (1994, p. 

141). 

Conclusion 

The literature presented in this chapter provides some significant understandings about the 

sociology of work, and in particular, about the lived experience of male primary school 

teachers. Together the various bodies of literature piece together some helpful insights into 

the experience of males as they cross over the sexual division of work into women's work. In 
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particular, the literature reveals that participation in women's work is a simultaneous source 

of disadvantages and advantages for male primary teachers. 

However, the search for material on the experience of male primary school teachers also 

revealed many gaps and silences in the literature. In particular, it revealed a great paucity of 

Australian material on the sexual division of labour and on males who cross-over into 

women's work such as primary school teaching. The literature on men in women's work 

appears to be nascent and under-theorised. The literature on crossing over into non-traditional 

work is largely based on the experience of women who participate in men's work and there is 

very little Australian material on the experience of either men or women who participate in 

women's work. There is very little material on the advantages faced by male primary school 

teachers compared to the amount of material on the disadvantages they face. Additionally, 

there is very little material that explores the tension between the advantages and 

disadvantages faced by male primary school teachers as a result of their maleness. Whilst 

there was a great deal of literature on the nexus between identity and work, gender and work 

and sexuality at work, the literature review did not reveal material which specifically dealt 

with the notion of bodies going to work. There is also a great need for more material and 

research into the experience of minorities and tokenism. In particular, the literature reveals a 

need for further exploration into the experience of minorities who are privileged by other 

forms of societal domination and discrimination, such as sexism, classism and racism. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Introduction 

Many frameworks and terminologies can be used to describe a researcher's approach to their 

research. I have chosen to use the terms 'methodology' and 'method', based on Sandra 

Harding's understandings. Harding defines a research methodology as the theory of 

knowledge and interpretive framework that guides a particular research project, and a research 

method as being a particular set of techniques used for gathering empirical evidence (1987, p. 

2). In such a framework, research methodologies are the researchers' 'ways of seeing' and 

may include congruent combinations of approaches such as qualitative, quantitative, feminist, 

empiricist, interpretive, critical or postmodern. Research methods are the researchers' 'ways 

of doing' and may include techniques such as interviews, surveys, statistical analysis, 

historical reports, case studies or action research to gather their data. 

This chapter describes both my research methodology and the research methods that I have 

chosen to gain further understandings about the experience of male primary school teachers. 

The remainder of this introductory section briefly outlines the reasons behind the choice of 

my research methodology and research methods for this study. The second section of the 

chapter describes the theoretical underpinnings and rationale of my research methodology and 

research methods. The third section of the chapter provides the procedural and pragmatic 

details of the various research methods that were chosen to address the research question 

about male primary school teachers. 

Background to the methodology and methods chosen for this study 

The material outlined in the literature review chapter contributes enormously to the guiding 

question of this study about the experience of male primary school teachers, but it also reveals 

significant gaps in knowledge that require further investigation. The most significant gaps in 

the literature include the total silence on the experience of being a male primary teacher in 

Australia and the scarcity of material on the advantages that male primary teachers enjoy. 

The remainder of this study therefore seeks to explore some of these spaces by choosing to 

focus on particular facets of the experience of male primary school teachers. In particular, 
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this study on the sociology of male primary teachers at work focu~es on their personal lived 

experience and their experience in the public realm. It also focuses on an exploration of the 

advantages and disadvantages males face as a result of crossing over into women's work and 

on the experience of trying be a 'real man' whilst participating in 'women's work'. As the 

literature paints a complex, disparate and contradictory picture, it was clear that any research 

into the experience of male primary teachers would need to accommodate a layered, nuanced 

and possibly contradictory reading of the story. 

Accordingly it was a considerable challenge to select appropriate research methods that were 

congruent with my research methodology and sufficiently sophisticated to facilitate an 

exploration of the complex experience of being a male primary teacher. It became evident 

that several different types of data needed to be collected to give a comprehensive picture of 

the experience of the males. Firstly, there was a need to gather data on the societal debates 

about male primary school teachers that had been taking place in the public sphere over recent 

years. This data was needed to provide insights into the hegemonic understandings about 

male primary teachers that were being taken-for-granted in society. Secondly, it was 

necessary to gather statistical data to provide a snapshot of the statistical trends and patterns 

for male primary teachers in both primary schools and teacher-training institutions in 

Australia over recent years. And thirdly, it was imperative to gain data and understandings 

about the lived experience of male primary teachers, and the advantages and disadvantages 

they face as a result of crossing over into women's work. It was clear that no single research 

method could provide all of this data to give an adequate reading of the experience of male 

primary teachers, and that a comprehensive picture could only be obtained by combining 

different research methods to gather different types of data. Denzin and Lincoln note that 'no 

single method can grasp all of the subtle variations in ongoing human experience. 

Consequently, qualitative researchers deploy a wide range of interconnected interpretive 

methods, always seeking better ways to make more understandable the worlds of experience 

they have studied' (1998, p. 19). 

The complex nature of this study therefore necessitated the use of three different types of 

research methods to collect three different types of data to deeply explore the experience of 

male primary school teachers. These three research methods were media discourse analysis, 

statistical analysis and life history interviews. Media discourse analysis was chosen as a way 

of exploring the societal debates that have taken place about male primary teachers via the 
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media over the past decade. Statistics were collated and analysed to gain an accurate picture 

of the statistical trends for male primary teachers in primary schools, male pre-service 

teachers in teacher-training institutions in Australia and evidence of vertical segregation in 

primary schools. A series of life history interviews was undertaken to gain insights and 

understandings into the lived experience of the male primary teachers and the advantages and 

disadvantages they faced as a result of crossing over into women's work. 

My methodological understandings are drawn from a broad and eclectic mixture of discourses 

and disciplines such as qualitative research, feminist theory, poststructuralism, sociology, 

philosophy, psychology, critical theory and oral history. Despite difficulties in condensing 

and distilling my approach into a unitary package or label, I would describe my research 

methodology as being a qualitative approach that has been enriched by feminist poststructural 

understandings, especially those found within the feminist oral history tradition. Each of 

these discourses contributes to my 'way of seeing' and my overall understandings about 

research. Qualitative research methodology and understandings resonate strongly with me 

because of their commitment to an exploration of the socially constructed nature ofreality and 

their emphasis on the process ofresearch. Feminist research methodology is meaningful 

because of its commitment to reducing sexism, bringing about social justice, changing 

existing power relations, making the invisible visible, speaking of problems that have no 

name and bringing about changes in consciousness. Research methodology from the 

poststructural tradition enriches the research process because of its emphasis on working with 

complex and ambiguous questions rather than the production of positivistic findings and 

'answers'. Theifeminist oral history material provides a wealth of profound insights and 

understandings about the ways in which researchers can honourably access and record 

people's lived experiences. 

Research methodology 

It is extremely important for a researcher to ensure that their methodology is clearly 

articulated and made explicit because it determines many important facets of the research, 

such as the questions that are addressed and the 'answers' that are 'found'. In addition, the 

methodology that is chosen by the researcher will yield a particular set of idiosyncratic 

research outcomes as it is used in combination with different research methods. The research 
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methodology that is chosen will determine the 'problems' that are encountered with various 

research methods, and their perceived strengths and weaknesses. Not only do different 

research methodologies and the ensuing research methods pose different problems, questions 

and assumptions, but something that is regarded as a problem in one particular research 

methodology, may even be seen as a strength in another. This means that if the research 

methodology is not adequately described, misunderstandings may arise about the choice of a 

particular research method, and the ways in which it is employed and interpreted. As a result, 

I will outline my own research methodology. 

Qualitative Research 

This study is located within a qualitative research methodology paradigm. Qualitative 

research crosscuts disciplines and subject matter and contains an interconnected family of 

terms, concepts and assumptions (Denzin and Lincoln 1998, p. 2). Because qualitative 

research is nearly always about people, it is also frequently referred to as 'ethnographic 

research', which means 'writing about people'. Bums notes that 'ethnography encompasses 

any study of a group of people for the purpose of describing their socio-cultural activities and 

patterns' (1997, p. 297). Denzin and Lincoln describe the aims of qualitative researchers in 

the following way: 

Qualitative researchers stress the socially constructed nature of reality, the intimate 
relationship between the researcher and what is studied, and the situational constraints 
that shape inquiry. Such researchers emphasise the value-laden nature of inquiry. They 
seek answers to how social experience is created and given meaning. In contrast, 
quantitative studies emphasise the measurement and analysis of causal relationships 
between variables, not processes (1998, p. 8). · 

I have chosen a qualitative research methodology because it enables me to pursue the issues 

and emphases that are vitally important to me. The research ideas that I wish to pursue 

include an examination of the socially constructed nature ofreality, an articulation of complex 

and ambiguous issues, a charting of patterns, an exploration of ideas rather than management 

of data, and an acknowledgement of the researcher's embeddedness in their research. 

A most important feature of qualitative research is the way in which it enables an exploration, 

conceptualisation and articulation of complex and ambiguous issues about the human 

condition, such as the experience of male primary teachers. Bums believes that qualitative 
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researchers seek to reflect the 'multiple realities' of participants' lives (1997, p. 291) and to 

capture the meanings of events (1997, p. 292). Bums describes below the way that qualitative 

research accesses the meanings that people attach to their lives: 

Qualitative researchers believe that since humans are conscious of their own behaviour, 
then the thoughts, feelings and perceptions of their informants are vital. How people 
attach meaning and what meanings they attach is the basis of their behaviour. Only 
qualitative methods, such as participant observation and unstructured interviewing, permit 
access to individual meaning in the context of ongoing daily life. The qualitative 
researcher is not concerned with objective truth but rather with the truth as the informant 
perceives it (1997, p. 292). 

Qualitative research also allows for a thorough exploration ofresearch questions, puzzles and 

ideas rather than an emphasis on the production of definitive answers or 'findings'. Cockburn 

notes that 'qualitative research is able to approach questions that are not answerable by 

quantitative research. It is better for seeing relationships, processes and contradictions' ( 1991, 

p. 4). Bums refers to this characteristic of qualitative research as being the 'explication of 

"meaning" rather than the isolation of truth' (1997, p. 294). Cockburn poses that the 

legitimacy of qualitative research 'does not spring from numbers, either of organizations 

studied or of people interviewed. Rather it gains what authority it has from the depth of 

insight made available' (1991, p. 4 ). Similarly Zimiles embraces the opportunities provided 

by qualitative research for the exploration of ideas and complexity rather than the 

management of data. He contrasts this to quantitative researchers who aim 'to eliminate 

ambiguity and complexity; rather than acknowledge and welcome it' (1993, p. 376). 

Rather than focusing on the production of 'findings' or 'results', the greatest contribution of 

qualitative research is the charting of personal and/ or societal patterns. Tuchman observes 

the potential of qualitative research to observe and infer patterns: 

A social scientist wants to infer patterns. That process resembles how one makes 
inferences from any qualitative data. Detecting a pattern requires being open to the 
material (just as one must be open to hearing what one's informants say in an interview) 
and having some imagination. Now, however, one must have both a social science and a 
historical imagination. By historical imagination, I mean some grasp of how a document 
would have been interpreted in its time (Tuchman 1998, p. 255). 

Qualitative research through a feminist lens 

There is a great deal of congruence between the aims of qualitative research and those found 

within much feminist research. The areas of congruence include their commitment to the 
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posing oD new questions and presenting new framings oD old questions. In addition, both 

qualitative and feminist research attempt to make the invisible visible, to speak OD problems 

that have no name and to find ways to link the personal and the political. Other key 

commitments oDfeminist research that are not central to qualitative research but that are easily 

accommodated include bringing about social justice by reducing sexism and other forms OD 

discrimination such as racism and classism. 

Qualitative research through a poststructural lens 

There is also a great deal oD congruence between the aims OD qualitative research and those oD 

poststructuralism. The commonality is the welcoming oDcomplexity and ambiguity, and the 

rejection OD absolutes and universal truths. In addition, both paradigms value working with 

questions rather than the production of answers. Qualitative research and poststructuralism 

both emphasise the importance oD language, discourse and deconstruction. Whilst not all 

qualitative research is poststructural, most poststructural aims can be accommodated within 

qualitative research. 

However, my ready acceptance oDqualitative research and the congruence between qualitative 

research and poststructuralism do not imply that I have a straightforward or uncritical 

relationship with poststructuralism. Whilst I am attracted to many features OD 

poststructuralism, many other aspects remain problematic for me. For example, there are 

times that the adoption of a feminist poststructural framework caused my research to be laden 

with unwanted complications, limitations, complexities and contraindications. Because the 

emphasis within poststructural research lies with deconstruction and not with finding 

'solutions' or ways OD addressing 'problems', I often felt torn about whether to merely 

deconstruct or to suggest a way forward. Anyon states that while she finds postmodern and 

poststructural theories instructive, they leave her with 'existential angst' (1994, p. 120). 

Whilst researchers may choose to partially embrace new theories and paradigms, such as 

poststructuralism, concerns and 'accents' from previous methodological discourses, such as 

critical theory can still often be heard. Bruffee draws our attention to the baggage and accents 

we carry from immersion in previous discourses, which he names as 'communities OD 

knowledgeable peers'. When referring to the process OD adopting new discourses, Bruffee 

says: 
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We learn to speak the new language at first haltingly, and then with increasing fluency 
and perhaps elegance, although we may forever maintain conversance with languages we 
have superseded, and we may forever speak the new language with the accents of the old 
(1985, p. 233). 

It is my belief that many of the theorists referred to in this study identify with poststructural 

discourses, but sometimes reveal accents of earlier mother tongue discourses, such as critical 

theory. It is possible that when these theorists are faced with the 'existential angst' of making 

conclusions and recommendations, they revert to their old critical theory 'accents' of social 

action and finding ways to redress the identified problems and injustices. 

Whilst feminist research and poststructuralism have much in common, the relationship 

between the two is not an unproblematic one and there is a degree of tension and a great 

number of methodological and ethical quandaries between the two paradigms. Hekman calls 

for a greater alliance between the two, but states that feminism occupies an anomalous 

position with regard to the modernism/ postmodemism debate (1990, p. 1). She argues that 

contemporary feminism is both historically and theoretically a modernist movement, with 

roots in liberal-humanism, and that feminism is therefore a primary object of the postmodern 

challenge (Hekman 1990, p. 2). No attempt will be made to 'solve' such incongruencies or 

contradictions between feminist research and poststructuralism in this study. Rather, such 

tensions will merely be allowed to co-exist. 

Qualitative research and the situated I subjective researcher 

A fundamental tenet of qualitative, feminist and poststructural research is an 

acknowledgement and accommodation of the subjectivity and visibility of the researcher 

within their research. Such a stance is predicated upon an acceptance of 'subjective' 

understandings and a rejection of the possibility, or even the desirability, of 'objective' 

research. Denzin and Lincoln suggest that 'there are no objective observations, only 

observations socially situated in the worlds of- and between - the observer and the observed' 

(1998, p. 19). The subjective position or perspective of the researcher is sometimes referred 

to as their 'authorial voice'. 

This investigative research paradigm of subjective understandings was based on the concept 

of verstehen and developed during the 1960s and 1970s (Bums 1997, p. 291 ). Since this time, 

the subject positioning of the researcher has been acknowledged within qualitative research as 
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detennining their construction ofresearch 'problems', their decisions about what to research 

and their research 'findings'. Denzin and Lincoln suggest that an explication of the 

researcher's biography and perspective is an important first phase in the research process. 

They state that a researcher's gaze 'is always filtered through the lenses of language, gender, 

social class, race and ethnicity' (1998, p. 19). Further, Denzin and Lincoln suggest that 

researchers speak from within distinct interpretive communities that give a particular 

configuration or interpretation of findings ( 1998, p. 18). 

Qualitative research suggests that the genesis of research questions can be found in the life 

history and subjectivity of the researcher. Accordingly, a research study often reveals as 

much about the preoccupations of the researcher as the 'researched area'. Denzin and Lincoln 

point out that researchers often subjectively draw upori their own experiences to explore other 

people's issues: 

Such scholars seek to examine the major public and private issues and personal troubles 
that define a particular historical moment. Qualitative researchers self-consciously draw 
upon their own experiences as a resource in their inquiries. They always think 
reflectively, historically, and biographically. They seek strategies of empirical inquiry 
that will allow them to make connections among lived experience, larger social and 
cultural structures, and the here and now (1998, p. xi). 

Within such an understanding, the categories for research and analysis can therefore be seen 

to be historical and cultural constructs, and much that is presented as research as contrived or 

invented. Branson documents the way that research problems and categories are constructed · 

and notes that prior to the mid 1970s, 'gender' was invisible as a problem or category for 

research (1991, p. 96). Conducting research allows the researcher the rare privilege of 

indulging in an exploration of their own important life issues and questions. Nava has the 

following to say about the subjective and constructed nature of research: 

One thing that this process of contextualizing will inevitably do is undennine the idea that 
'research' is the process of discovering and then documenting what is already out there, 
waiting to be found in the archives of people's thoughts. Because, of course, work of this 
kind is always invented. It always emerges from the author's embeddedness in a specific 
configuration of inextricably intertwined historical, cultural and psychic narratives ( 1992, 
p. 6). 

Within a qualitative approach, it is common practice for the researcher to state his/ her 

subjectivity within the research. The following quotation illustrates the way that Cockburn 

acknowledges her subjectivity and offers a particular 'reading' of the situation: 
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But it is only one reading, of many that are notionally possible. It is specific to my own 
subject position: as a white middle-class heterosexual woman operating in an academic 
mode, age fifty-five, mother of two adult daughters. A very different reading would have 
been produced by ... None of these standpoints can be seen today as producing 'the 
truth' (1991, p. 13). 

Whilst it is most important for a researcher to make his / her position explicit, I am conscious 

that the act of inserting one's 'story' can appear as a cliched, faddish and superficial exercise, 

used as a confessional gesture to clear the ethical conscience. Patai expresses her suspicion of 

this strategy in the following way: 

A currently popular strategy is that of 'situating' oneself by prior announcement: ... "As 
a white, working-class, heterosexual ... " or "As a black feminist activist ... " Sometimes 
these tropes sound like apologies, more often they are deployed as badges. Either way 
they give off their own aroma of fraud, for the underlying assumption seems to be that by 
such identification one has paid one's respect to 'difference' - owned up to bias, 
acknowledged privilege, or taken possession of oppression - and is now home free' 
(1991, p. 149). 

Despite some potential problems in the acknowledgement of an authorial voice, I nevertheless 

remain committed to the inclusion of the researcher's subjectivity. As a consequence, I will 

comment on my subjectivity throughout this study wherever it is appropriate or needs to be 

made visible, and remain conscious of the ways that my history, standpoint and positionings 

have influenced my understandings and research outcomes. The questions asked in this study 

should not be seen as a 'beginning' or as being written on a blank slate, but rather as a point 

on my ongoing life trajectory of questions about issues of gender, subjectivity, identity, 

inequality, difference, discourses, patterns and memory. 

Whilst everyday life issues and questions are an obvious place for researchers to locate their 

research, this embedded subjectivity also poses enormous challenges. It is particularly 

difficult for the researcher to transform the things that are familiar and everyday into new 

questions, new ways of seeing and new explanations. My research strives to follow Flax's 

challenge to 'make the familiar strange and in need of explanation' (1990, p. 21). Burke has 

noted that 'a way of seeing is also a way of not seeing' (1935, p. 70). Whilst a researcher's 

life history, beliefs and prejudices constitute a particular 'way of seeing' and of constructing a 

problem, they also result in a 'way of not seeing'. This presents qualitative researchers with a 

significant challenge to subjectively pursue familiar issues of importance whilst trying to find 

new ways of seeing it that will make it strange and in need of explanation. Weedon believes 

that 'it is possible to transform the meaning of experience by bringing a different set of 

100 



assumptions to bear on it' (1987, p. 85). This study therefore attempts to provide a new set of 

assumptions about the experience of male primary school teachers, in order to transform the 

current meanings and understandings about their experience. 

Media discourse analysis methodology 

Media discourse analysis was chosen as the most suitable research method to give insights 

into prevailing societal discourses and beliefs about male primary school teachers. It was 

seen as important to gauge societal attitudes towards male primary teachers as the literature 

has shown that societal beliefs have an important bearing on their experience. The data for 

this research method was textual discourses about male primary school teachers found in 

Australian newspapers over the decade 1994-2004. This study assumes a two-way causal 

relationship between the media and societal beliefs; that media discourse not only reveals 

societal beliefs, but that it also contributes to and shapes societal beliefs. Bell comments on 

this dual role of the media in the following way: 

The media are important social institutions. They are crucial presenters of culture, 
politics and social life, shaping as well as reflecting how these are formed and expressed. 
Media 'discourse' is important both for what it reveals about a society and because it also 
itself contributes to the character of society (1998, p. 64). 

Page reflects similar views to Bell, by observing that: 

At one level, as a cultural artefact, media discourse is part of social reality itself. 
However, the relationship is not static, but the discourse operates within particular social 
contexts, and is said to both be affected by and able to affect the power relations 
embedded therein, although precisely how this interchange takes place is not an easy 
matter to describe (2003, p. 560). 

Definitions of the terms 'discourse', 'discourse analysis' and 'text' are multiple, fluid and 

highly contested. Garrett and Bell note the 'conspicuous lack of agreement on definitions of 

both discourse and text' (1998, p. 2). The meaning of discourse has changed over time, and 

also varies according to its context, such as whether it is being used by discourse analysts, 

social psychologists or critical linguists. Phillips and Jorgensen note that the term is often 

used indiscriminately, and that it takes on different meanings in different contexts (2002, p. 

1 ). Mills points out that 'even within a particular discipline, there is a great deal of fluidity in 

the range ofreference of the term discourse' ( 1997, p. 3 ). Mills also notes that despite 

widespread use of the notion in a variety of disciplines such as critical theory, sociology, 
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linguistics, philosophy and social psychology, discourse 'is frequently left undefined, as if its 

usage were simply common knowledge' (1997, p. 1). 

Despite difficulties in defining discourse and the dangers of privileging a single definition, I 

have somewhat contradictorily chosen to provide a definition ofidiscourse. This is because I 

believe that the following definition by Robinson and Robinson synthesises many other 

definitions of discourse in a simple and straightforward way: 

Discourses are cultural and social practices through which individuals and groups use 
language and establish their identities within society. They are ways of thinking and 

_ acting to construct attitudes, beliefs and understandings about the world (2003, p. 11 ). 

Gee describes the link between discourses and identity and suggests that discourses can be 

ways of being 'certain kinds of people' that define a person's 'core identity' (2000, p. 110-

111). He also notes that the term 'discourse' overlaps with aspects of what others have called 

communities of practice, practices and cultural communities (2000, p. 110). I have chosen to 

use the term discourse in a broad, sociological sense as a tool to describe the patterns between 

language and identity. 

The notion of 'discourse analysis' is similarly difficult to define, as it is used in a variety of 

ways to achieve a variety ofioutcomes. Discourse analysis can refer to a technique for 

detailed linguistic microanalysis of text, but it can also be used as the means of gaining a 

broad, macro analysis of societal discourses. I have chosen the latter usage, and will analyse 

media discourse to determine 'big picture' patterns and trends in public opinions and the ways 

in which media influences and informs societal hegemonic understandings. Phillips and 

Jorgensen note that discourse analysis is the analysis ofithe patterns as people take part in 

different domains ofisocial life (2002, p. 1). 

Whilst the term 'text' has traditionally been used to refer to the written word, a much broader 

definition of the notion ofitext is now widely recognised. Garrett and Bell observe that in 

order for discourse analysis to understand the context of communication that 'definitions ofi 

media texts have moved far away from the traditional view of text as words printed in ink on 

pieces ofipaper to take on a far broader definition to include speech, music and sound effects, 

image and so on' (1998, p. 3). Similarly, Robinson and Robinson note that 'a text need not be 

purely words, but can also refer to other auditory or visual communication such as a piece of 
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music or a photograph. In fact, any communication between individuals or groups in a 

society that creates some form of meaning can be labeled a text' (Robinson and Robinson 

2003, p. 3). In this study, a broad spectrum of printed texts including newspaper articles and 

letters to the editor will be examined. 

Print media text will therefore be examined as a way of accessing insights into opinions and 

beliefs about male primary teachers that exist in the public realm. The language in the text 

will not be seen as transparently representing facts and truths, but rather as a signifier of 

societal values, beliefs and practices (Page 2003, p. 559). Gee, Hull and Lankshear note that 

within such a sociocultural approach, language, literacy and learning can only be understood 

within the context of social and cultural settings, including the society's 'work order' (1996, 

p. 1). 

My real interest in discourse analysis lies with its potential for assistance with the recognition 

of societal patterns and trends. Gee makes the following observation about discourse pattern 

recognition and the cultural background of the analyst: 

The human mind is, at root, a pattern recognizer and builder. However since the world is 
infinitely full of potentially meaningful patterns and sub-patterns in any domain, 
something must guide the learner in selecting which patterns and sub-patterns to focus on. 
And this something resides in the cultural models of the learner's sociocultural groups 
and the social practices and settings in which they are rooted (1999, p. 52). 

I am also interested in the parallels between media discourse analysis and life history 

narrative analysis, such as the centrality and deconstruction of stories that are told. Whether 

people are writing newspaper articles or being interviewed as part of a life history project, the 

stories people tell are core parts of their social identity (Bell 1998, p. 64). Bell concludes that 

•~ournalists do not write articles, they write stories - with structure, order, viewpoint and 

values. So the daily happenings of our societies are expressed in the stories we are told in the 

media' (1998, p. 64). 

As a way of explaining the understandings implicit in the media discourse analysis in this 

study, it may be helpful to further describe the characteristics of discourses. The following 

understandings are paraphrased from Gee's superb exposition on the characteristics of 

discourses (1999, p. 21-22). This study assumes that discourses are constantly evolving and 

do not have discrete boundaries. A discourse can split into two or more discourses, and two 
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or more discourses can meld together. Discourses can be hybrids of other discourses, and 

new discourses emerge and old ones die all the time. Discourses can be either small scale or 

large scale. A discourse that is in existence in the present time may not be the same as a 

previous version of this discourse. 

A further important observation about discourses comes from the scholarship of the New 

London Group3
, who have noted a significant shift in public discourse over recent years. 

Whilst it was previously common for 'public' issues to be aired within public discourses, 

there has been a shift towards 'private' issues now also being aired in public discourse. The 

New London group note that 'discourses that were once the domain of the private - the 

intricacies of the sexual lives of public figures; discussion of repressed memories of child 

abuse- are now made unashamedly public' (2000, p. 16). They refer to this trend towards 

private lives being made more public and being a potential subject of media discussion as 

being a 'conversationalisation' of public language (The New London Group 2000, p. 16). 

It is apparent that there will always be a multitude of discourses on offer in any society or 

setting, and that people will choose to move in and out of various discourses as they negotiate 

their identity. Gee, Hull and Lankshear refer to discourses as being able to 'create, produce, 

and reproduce opportunities for people to be and recognize certain kinds of people. We are 

all capable of being different kinds of people in different discourses. We are all capable of 

being new kinds of people' (1996, p. 10). This movement in and out of discourses is referred 

to by Kalantzis as negotiating 'life worlds'. Kalantzis observes that 'as people are 

simultaneously members of multiple lifeworlds, so their identities have multiple layers that 

are in complex relation to each other. No person is a member of a singular community. 

Rather, they are members of multiple and overlapping communities - communities of work, 

of interest and affiliation, of ethnicity, of sexual identity, and so on' (The New London Group 

2000, p. 17). 

At any moment in time, the media will offer an array of discourses or lifeworlds that people 

may or may not choose to take up as part of their identity or belief system. The media does 

not represent a singular or homogeneous opinion, and 'the public' cannot be said to hold a 

particular view. The New London Group note that the growing range of specialist and sub-

3 The New London Group is a group of scholars who have met in New London, New Hampshire several times to 
work on a 'Pedagogy ofMultiliteracies' manifesto 
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cultural discourses 'spells the definitive end of "the public" - that homogeneous imagined 

community of modern democratic nation states' (2000, p. 16). 

Whilst the media is not uniform in the discourses that it presents, various discourse analysts 

have nevertheless noted the predominance of gender stereotypes and masculinist concepts and 

practices expressed in the media (Page 2003, p. 560). Page notes that 'most media 

professionals and certainly all the owners and controllers of media institutions are men' and 

questions whether this influences assumptions about whether ideal readers are males (2003, p. 

560). Page also observes that 'the way in which the representation of women and men may 

be underpinned by a stereotypical and binary model in which masculine behaviour or imagery 

is equated with the public domain and feminine with the private' (2003, p. 560). 

Statistical analysis methodology 

Relevant statistics were collated to provide descriptive research data about male primary 

school teachers in Australia. These descriptive statistics were selected to produce a snapshot 

of the statistical trends taking place for male primary teachers and male primary pre-service 

teachers in primary schools and teacher-training institutions in Australia. Such a snapshot 

provides the 'big picture' context that is necessary to adequately understand the experience 

and choices being made by male primary school teachers. Both the media discourse data and 

the interview data also point to the need for an accurate statistical picture, as they contain 

conflicting information about the percentage of male primary teachers, and whether or not this 

percentage is declining. 

Consequently statistics and statistical trends were collated for male primary school teachers in 

Australia over the past two decades, from 1984 -2002. The following statistics are therefore 

presented and examined: 

• the number of male primary teachers in Australia from 1984 to 2002 

• the number of males enrolling in and graduating from primary teacher education 

institutions in Australia from 1989 to 2001 

• the percentage of male principals in Australian primary schools, 1994 and 2002. 

Whilst it is common for statistical description and analysis to take place within a quantitative 

research paradigm, it is less common within qualitative research. Within quantitative 
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research, statistics are often used to provide 'evidence' or 'truth' of: a given situation. 

However, statistics are used quite differently within a qualitative research paradigm. In this 

study, simple descriptive statistical analysis is used to provide an additional set of: data that 

will qualify, contextualise and make sense of:the qualitative data provided by media discourse 

and interviews. The descriptive statistical data thereby constitutes a form of: research 

triangulation. Bums notes that 'triangulation contributes to verification and validation of: 

qualitative analysis by checking out the consistency of: findings generated by different data 

collection methods' (1997, p. 325). The notion of triangulation in research is based on the 

analogy of:navigational triangulation and is used to 'explain more fully the richness and 

complexity of: human behaviour by studying it from more than one standpoint and / or using a 

variety of:methods, even combining qualitative and quantitative methods in some cases' 

(Bums 1997, p. 324). 

Life history interviews methodology 

Life history interviews were seen as the most suitable research method for gaining deep 

understandings about the lived experience of:male primary school teachers. Consequently a 

series of: interviews were conducted to explore the advantages and disadvantages faced by 

male primary school teachers and their experience of trying be a 'real man' whilst crossing

over into 'women's work'. The data for this research method came froni a series of eighteen 

interviews with six male primary pre-service teachers, six male primary school teachers, four 

female primary school teachers and two female teacher education lecturers. It should be 

noted that whilst the understandings about conducting interviews were drawn from life history 

literature, the interview data in chapter 6 is organised thematically. The thematic organisation 

was necessary as a great deal more data was collected than was able to be used. 

Semi-structured life history interviews were chosen as the most appropriate research method 

because of:my belief:that no other means could provide such powerful insights into the 

subjectivities and experiences of male primary teachers. However, whilst it was readily 

apparent that life history interviews would prove to be enormously beneficial, it was also 

evident that they had the potential to pose significant complexities and challenges. Stacey 

notes the irony that 'ethnographic method exposes subjects to far greater danger and 

exploitation than do more positivist, abstract and "masculinist" research methods' (1991, p. 

114). Despite this warning, she nevertheless concludes that life history interviews remain the 
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most suitable research method to achieve the 'contextuality, depth and nuance' unattainable 

through less dangerous, but more remote research methods (Stacey 1991, p. 118). I concur 

with Stacey and conclude that the benefits in utilising life history interviews outweigh the 

risks, provided sufficient care is taken to acknowledge and deal with potential challenges. 

The remainder ofithis section outlines the issues and considerations involved in using life 

history interviews within a qualitative feminist poststructural research methodology. As 

mentioned previously, the combination ofi a particular research methodology and research 

method yields a unique constitution ofiresearch problems, strengths, weaknesses and 

solutions. Life history interviews used with alternative methodologies will yield a completely 

different set ofi issues, strengths and weaknesses, but an exploration ofi these remains outside 

the focus ofithis study. 

Life history interviews used within a qualitative feminist poststructural research methodology 

focus on the social construction ofimeaning within the narratives from the interviews. These 

narratives are generally characterised by fluidity, uncertainty, nuances and multiple readings. 

Life history interviews are not regarded as a means ofirevealing objective truth, and unlike 

quantitative research methods, are not seen as being able to be quantified or reproduced. 

Devault explains this in the following way: 

The narratives provided by life history interviews provide valuable information, not ofithe 
'discovering the truth' variety, but rather ofi the pointing to 'what is at stake' variety. 
Within such an approach, oral history and narratives are not seen as a transparent medium 
where researchers discover and convey 'truths'. Instead, the narratives construct and 
control the meaning. (1990, p. 110). 

When life history interviews are used within a feminist poststructural framework, they have 

little to do with reconstructing what actually happened in the past, and everything to do with 

examining how the past is remembered (Eller 1990, p. 45). Holbrook also points out that life 

history provides us with a grasp ofithe 'extended present', a meld ofipast, present and future 

(1995, p. 26). It allows the researcher to explore the distinction between the past as past 
\ 

versus the past as present reflection and to elicit important information on how the past is 

remembered (Eller 1990, p. 46). 
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The focus o:f:life history interviews is on the narratives and in particular, on the language that 

reflects the various discourses engaged in by the interviewee. Weedon points out that 

language is the place 'where our sense o:f:ourselves, our subjectivity, is constructed' (1987, p. 

21). The narratives are not viewed as a series o:f:events or historical facts, but as texts that 

record the way that past experiences are recalled and interpreted (Etter-Lewis 1991, p. 44). 

This text is analysed and deconstructed to note patterns, emphases, presences and absences. 

Lather issues a challenge for life history interviewers to 'engage and disrupt the text, analyse 

it in terms o:f:absences, find a position outside its assumptions' (1991, p. 5). A deconstructive 

reading o:f:narrative text doesn't make any attempt to be definitive, but merely offers a single 

reading (Opie 1990, p. 57). Nava also warns that 'there can be no single reading o:f:a 

particular text' as 'we make our way haphazardly, idiosyncratically, not only through the 

quagmire o:f:our own experiences but also through those o:f:others' (Nava 1992, p. 10). 

In line with other qualitative research, life history interviews within a feminist poststructural 

methodological framework acknowledge and take into account the subjectivity and active 

participation o:f:the researcher. The interviewer does not try to control the interview, or to 

conduct it in a linear or chronological fashion. Because the interviewer does not regard 

interviewees as 'repositories o:f:pre-given facts waiting to be brought to light', the interviewer 

doesn't try to elicit particular facts or details (Candida Smith 1989, p. 4). Anderson and Jack 

believe that if: our questions are general enough, people 'will be able to reflect upon their 

experience and choose for themselves which experiences and feelings are central to their 

sense o:f:the past' (1991, p. 17). Instead o:f:trying to steer the conversation in a prescribed 

way, the emphasis in the interviews is placed on interaction and process and on the dynamic 

unfolding o:f:the subject's viewpoint, rather than on information gathering, where the focus is 

on the right questions (Anderson and Jack 1991, p. 23). Hamilton notes that because the 

interview is the intersection o:f:two subjectivities, the researcher has to come to terms with 

being inscribed in the project as well, instead ofaesorting to the historian's usual and rather 

more comfortable invisible authority (1990, p. 132). 

Definitions of life history interviews 

My understandings about interviewing and narratives have been drawn from a variety of: 

discourses and disciplines including oral history, qualitative research, psychology, discourse 

analysis and counseling literature. These bodies of: knowledge variously refer to interviewing 

as oral histories, life histories, oral narratives, oral records and in-depth, unstructured or semi-
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structured interviews. Although the definitions of these terms are largely congruent and 

ethnographic researchers use them interchangeably, it is my preference to use the term 'life 

history interviews' unless I quote other scholars and use their preferred terminology. Life 

history interviews are defined as being 'recorded conversations with a purpose' (Burgess 

1984, p. 102). Minichiello et al. describe life history as 'the history of an individual's life 

given by the person living it and solicited by the researcher. It is a sociological autobiography 

drawn from in-depth interviewing and/ or solicited narratives' (1990, p. 146). Within life 

history interview literature, the interviewer is also referred to as the researcher, and the 

interviewee as the narrator or subject. I have used the terms 'interviewer' and 'interviewee'. 

Despite my preference for the term 'life history interviews', most of my understandings and 

insights were drawn from the body of knowledge known as 'oral history'. Whist there is little 

agreement over definitions of 'oral history', and it does not constitute a homogeneous theory 

or approach, the various definitions are nevertheless very close to those of life history. 

Douglas notes that the 'essential feature ofioral history is that the testimony is a first-hand 

report of experience' (1988, p. 4) and Robertson describes oral history as 'a picture of the past 

in people's own words' (1994, p. 2). My reluctance to use the term 'oral history' stems from 

the assumption made by oral historians that oral history transcripts should become public 

documents made available for the public record. Although the life history interviews 

resulting from my research were recorded, transcribed and edited, there was no intention that 

they would become public documents. 

Speaking for, and about others 

It is important to acknowledge the risks that life history researchers take when they attempt to 

speak for, on behalfi of or about categories they do not belong to. Whilst I had no intention of 

speaking for or on behalf ofimale primary school teachers, I nevertheless wanted to speak 

about their experience. hooks cautions that 'when we write about the experiences of a group 

to which we do not belong, we should think about the ethics of our action, considering 

whether or not our work will be used to reinforce and perpetuate domination and stereotypes' 

(1989, p. 43). Alcoffwams that 'when we speak about others in their absence, we represent 

their needs, goals, situation, and in fact, who they are. In post-structuralist terms, we are 

participating in the construction of their subject-positions.' (1991, p. 9). She also issues a 

sobering reminder that 'even if someone never hears the discursive self I present of them, they 

may be affected by the decisions others make after hearing it' (Alcoff 1991, p. 10). Similarly, 
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Ribbens notes that 'the greatest power sociologists may have is to define other people's 

reality for them' (1989, p. 589). I therefore sought to investigate the experience of male 

primary teachers by remaining conscious of the risks, responsibilities and legitimacy of being 

a woman speaking about a group of men. I was also deeply aware of the ethical implications 

of constructing their subject positions and the possibility of affecting the way that others 

perceive them. 

Finding I seeing patterns in life history interviews 

As researchers immerse themselves in life history narratives, they frequently choose to note 

and infer patterns of experience from the narratives. The patterns that researchers 'see' arise 

from their own subjectivity and generally reveal as much about the researcher as they do 

about the interviewees. The way in which these patterns are used remains a point of conflict 

and tension between poststructural and non-poststructural researchers. Poststructural 

researchers prefer to focus on micro or local readings and remain suspicious of patterns 

because of their rejection of universal truths and metanarratives. Haug critiques this stance 

asserting that 'if a given experience is possible, it is also subject to universalisation. What we 

perceive as "personal" ways of adapting to the social are also potentially generalisable modes 

of appropriation' (1987, p. 44). Similarly, Anyon states that poststructuralism's favouring of 

the local, or micro is troublesome. She claims that 'analyses of the "micro" always contain 

some understanding of the larger, the societal, the enveloping "macro'" (1994, p. 125) and 

that 'useful theory' is 'neither total nor completely ad hoc and applicable to only one locale' 

(Anyon 1994, p. 129). 

I have chosen to precariously navigate the middle path and will attempt to infer patterns 

whilst resisting universalising metanarratives. When I began my research, this was not my 

intention, as I merely wished to conduct interviews to gain some insights and understandings 

about the local experience(s) of a small number of male primary teachers. I was extremely 

wary about the use of patterns because I did not wish to construct metanarratives or to 

constitute the interviewees as a uniform or homogeneous group. In addition, I was aware that 

the search for patterns and consistency had the potential to reduce the complexity and impact 

of people's accounts (Maclure 1993, p. 381). However, as I listened to the narratives and 

worked with the transcripts, a raft of patterns, commonalities, similarities and configurations 

overwhelmed me. At this point I made a decision to note the emergent patterns and to use 

them as both a form of signposting and as an organising principle for the data. I tried to 
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safeguard this decision by recognising the complexity, paradoxes, inconsistencies and 

contradictions between and within the interviewees' stories and not attempting to provide a 

definitive reading ofitheir experience. I aimed to use the experience ofiindividuals to form 

some general patterns and to use the patterns to look once again at the experience ofi 

individuals. Whilst it posed significant challenges to balance the general search for patterns 

with the particular need to listen to the individual's experience, it was felt that this would 

yield the greatest insights into the experience ofimale primary teachers. 

Narratives and stories in life history interviews 

Life history interviews are constructed of narratives, discourses, stories and fictions about 

people's lives. A qualitative poststructural methodology does not regard narratives as 

historical facts or as an accurate record of events. Rather it regards them as a series ofi 

constructed stories and fictions about the self that can be deconstructed, patterned and 

interpreted. The interviewer listens to the inclusions, emphases, silences, values, attitudes, 

beliefs, feelings, exaggerations, pauses, distortions and contradictions contained in the 

narratives. Some important understandings about narratives and some of the frameworks that 

researchers can employ to make sense of the stories will be briefly examined below. 

The narrative literature reveals that when people tell their life story they make a deliberate and 

purposeful choice of events in order to construct a favourable reading. The reading they 

provide can be viewed as 'concretizations of the creator's personal theories' (Candida Smith 

1989, p. 3). A deliberate choice is made about what to put in and what to leave out of the 

reading in order to make sense ofi legitimise and naturalise the present and the future. 

Hamilton refers to the telling of a story as 'a self-conscious act of expression' (1990, p. 130) 

and Samuel and Thompson suggest that it is 'a personal mythology or self1--justification' 

(1990, p. 10). People often tell their story by attempting to weave a seamless picture of the 

present that is constructed to form a coherent, unitary and rational self. Hamilton names this 

as a 'created coherent fictional self (1990, p. 131). Maclure argues that a narrative is a 

discourse that represents a process of selection designed to provide coherence for the reader 

that was not present in the actual events (1993, p. 376-7). She compares the telling of a story 

to the construction of a curriculum vitae, noting that 'a CV is constructed to give a favoured 

reading, and to try and pre-empt the unfavourable one' (1993, p. 375). 
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The stories that people tell about their lives are not static, but are transformed with each new 

telling (Borland 1991, p. 75). White and Epston maintain that finding new ways to tell and 

re-tell a life story is constitutive and has the power to shape lives and relationships (1990, p. 

12). It is apparent when conducting life history interviews that some parts ofia person's life 

are more closely examined and rehearsed than others. Some parts are repeated in a way that 

indicates that this familiar version ofi their story has been told many times before, whilst other 

parts are told in an unsophisticated way indicative ofia new construction. Samuel and 

Thompson point to the difficulty ofi dealing with a familiar version ofi a story when a person 

has already found a safe refuge within this myth (1990, p. 81 ). Hamilton notes that in her 

research, it was clear that some ofiher interviewees were mechanically repeating stories they 

had been telling their families and friends for years and had become an essential component 

ofitheir identity, whilst others appeared to be speaking about their experiences for the first 

time (1990, p. 131 ). White and Epston note the following about the ways in which people 

selectively story their lives: 

The structuring of a narrative requires recourse to a selective process in which we prune, 
from our experience, those events that do not fit with the dominant evolving stories that 
we and others have about us. Thus, over time and of necessity, much of our stock of 
lived experience goes unstoried and is never 'told' or expressed. It remains amorphous, 
without organization and without shape (1990, p. 12). 

There are many strategies that researchers can employ to explore and make sense ofi the 

stories that people tell. Hamilton describes the possibility ofilooking at the literary genres, 

such as romances or tragedies, that people employ in their story telling (1990, p. 132). 

Another method that researchers can use to make sense ofi the stories they are told by 

interviewees is to determine whether or not the stories are helpful and growthful for the 

person. Pamphilon, who based her research on the work ofifamily therapists White and 

Epston, has successfully used such an approach. White and Epston claimed that people story 

their lives in fictions that are either problematic or helpful (1990) and Pamphilon built on this 

work to suggest that personal narratives therefore have the potential to be either 'enabling' or 

'disabling' fictions (1997, p. 5). The researcher searches for ways in which people's stories 

enable and give.them a sense ofiagency or disable and prevent them from moving forward. 

White and Epson discuss below the ways in which the interviewer may recognise the 

characteristics ofi a disabling story: 

We could assume that the person's experience is problematic to them because they are 
being situated in stories that others have about him and his relationships, and that these 
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stories are dominant to the extent that they allow insufficient space for the performance of 
the person's preferred stories. Or we could assume that the person is actively 
participating in the performance of stories that she finds unhelpful, unsatisfying, and 
dead-ended, and that these stories do not sufficiently encapsulate the person's lived 
experience or are very significantly contradicted by important aspects of the person's 
lived experience (1990, p. 14). 

From spoken to written word 

A further issue that life history researchers must acknowledge and accommodate is the 

process to transforming the spoken word of interviews into the written word of transcripts. 

As spoken discourse becomes written text, significant changes occur as the researcher makes 

editorial and ethical decisions. During this process, text passes through the filtering processes 

of comprehension, selection and transcription. This may result in a change of emphasis or 

tone of the spoken word, and meaning may be altered as the messiness and haphazardness of 

everyday talk is sanitised and edited away. In addition, signifiers of emotion such as 

inflection, rhythm, pauses, volume, laughter, uncertainty and anger are also removed. Whilst 

such changes are inevitable, it is important for life history researchers to remain aware of the 

impact that their editorial decisions make in the transformation of the spoken word of 

narratives into the written text of transcripts. 

Research methods 

The research and data collection for this study took place in the decade from 1994 to 2004. 

Three different research methods were used to gather data for the research question about the 

experience of male primary school teachers. These research methods included media 

discourse analysis, statistical analysis and life history interviews. The remainder of this 

chapter provides a background to this research and the procedural and pragmatic details about 

each of the research and data collection methods that were used for this study. 

Background to this research 

This research began in 1994 with a guiding question about the experience of male primary 

school teachers and male pre-service teachers that had emerged from a series of observations 

that I had made about the problematic nature of being a male primary school teacher. At this 

stage I was enrolled in a Master of Education (coursework plus thesis). After completing my 

four coursework units I embarked on research to explore the experience of male primary 
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school teachers and male pre-service teachers. This research included a thorough search of 

the literature, and the decision to conduct a series of life history interviews with a group of 

male pre-service teachers who were in the final years of their teacher education training. I 

had also decided to collect and analyse both statistical data and media discourse data. It was 

my intention that the interviews with male pre-service teachers would develop into a 

longitudinal study and that I would re-interview the same group of males about their 

experience of being a male primary teacher several years later when they were qualified 

primary teachers. 

However, once the initial interviews with male pre-service teachers were conducted, it soon 

became apparent that the scope, length and potential of this study would exceed the 

expectations for a Master of Education thesis after coursework. I consequently made a 

decision to engage in other work to meet the requirements of my Master of Education, and 

once this was completed, I transferred my research question about the experience of male 

primary teachers and the unused research data from the initial interviews into doctoral 

research. This doctoral research has taken place while enrolled in two universities over a 

seven year period. Whilst the initial focus of this research was on the experience of male pre

service teachers and primary school teachers, this was gradually simplified to a focus on just 

the experience of male primary teachers. This simplification came about because the 

experiences and issues appeared to be the same regardless of whether the males were pre

service teachers or primary teachers. 

Media discourse 

Media discourse analysis was chosen as the best way to explore the societal discourses and 

beliefs about male primary school teachers that have been expressed in the public domain 

over the past decade. A two-way causal relationship between the media and societal beliefs 

was assumed: that media discourse simultaneously reveals and shapes societal beliefs. The 

data for this research method was textual discourse about male primary teachers found in 

Australian newspapers over the decade from 1994 to 2004. 

The main data sample consisted of more than 100 newspaper clippings and electronic texts. 

The textual material spanned the decade from 1994 to 2004, and included newspaper articles, 

headlines and letters to the editor about male primary school teachers. Whilst this data 
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involved a detailed analysis of a selection of articles from many Australian newspapers, it did 

not involve a comprehensive 'audit' o:fi all editions of all Australian newspapers. Rather, the 

study predominantly focused on four major Australian newspapers: The Australian, The Age, 

The Sydney Morning Herald and The Canberra Times. The Australian was chosen because it 

is a national newspaper, The Age and The Sydney Morning Herald because they are the major 

broadsheets for the two most populous Australian states and The Canberra Times because the 

life history interviews all involved ACT teachers. Most o:fithe newspapers selected were from 

what is often called 'the quality press', and this may have affected their approach to the issue. 

As described earlier in this chapter, I have chosen to use media discourse analysis as a way o:fi 

broadly examining wide societal patterns and hegemonic understandings. Both the headlines 

and the text o:fi articles have been analysed to reveal prevailing societal discourses about the 

experience o:fibeing a male primary school teacher. Both the large scale 'we need more male 

primary teachers' discourse, and a series o:fi small scale discourses are identified. The small 

scale discourses are separate but interrelated and are as follows: 

• the number o:fimale primary teachers is rapidly declining 

• primary teaching is a feminised profession 

• there are many problems and disadvantages for male primary teachers 

• primary teaching can be risky for males and male primary teachers can be risky 

• boys are in trouble and disadvantaged in schools and more male primary teachers would 

provide role models and fix up the 'problem'. 

Statistics 

Statistics have been collated and analysed to provide descriptive research data about male 

primary school teachers in Australia. These statistics provide a snapshot o:fi the trends for 

male primary teachers and male primary pre-service teachers in primary schools and teacher

training institutions in Australia. The statistical trends have been charted from 1984 to 2002 

to provide an account o:fiboth the decade covered in this study, and the preceding decade. It 

was decided that a statistical snapshot was necessary for two reasons. Firstly, it aims to 

provide a context that will facilitate a better understanding o:fithe experience o:fimale primary 

school teachers. Secondly, it provides a form o:fitriangulation for the conflicting information 
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about the decline ofimale primary school teachers found in the media discourse data and the 

interview data. 

Consequently the following statistical data was collated for male primary school teachers in 

Australia from 1984-2002: 

• the number ofi male primary teachers in Australia from 1984 to 2002 

• the number ofi males enrolling in and graduating from primary teacher education 

institutions in Australia from 1989 to 2001 

• the percentage ofimale principals in Australian primary schools, 1994 and 2002. 

Statistics on the number of male primary teachers in Australia, 1984-2002 

The statistical data on the number ofimale primary school teachers in Australia was obtained 

from the Australia Bureau ofi Statistics. These statistics are published annually in the Schools 

Australia series and are readily available both online and in hardcopy publications. The 

Schools Australia statistics are broken down by gender, government I non-government 

sectors, primary/ secondary education and individual states / territories. Both the overall 

Australian statistics and the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) statistical data for male 

primary teachers have been analysed. The ACT statistics were singled out for closer 

examination because the life history interviews involved ACT teachers. 

Statistics on the number of males enrolling in and graduating from primary teacher education 

institutions in Australia, 1989-2001 

The statistical data on the number ofimales enrolling in and graduating from primary teacher 

education institutions in Australia froml 985 to 2002 were not available in the public domain, 

but were nevertheless relatively easy to obtain. This data was purchased from the Department 

ofiEducation, Science and Training (DEST). These statistics were broken down by gender, 

individual tertiary institutions, and school sector (early childhood, primary or secondary 

teacher education). The national statistics for enrolments into primary teacher education 

degrees and the course completions from primary teacher education degrees have been 

analysed from 1984 to 2002. 

Statistics on the percentage of male principals in Australian primary schools, 1994 and 2002 

The literature on the sexual division ofi labour revealed that as a result ofi vertical segregation, 

males are far more likely to occupy promotional and executive positions. Other literature 
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revealed that male primary school teachers enjoy significant positive discrimination in 

seeking promotion. It therefore seemed imperative to gather some statistical data to 

determine whether there was any evidence of vertical segregation within Australian schools. 

However, it proved to be extremely difficult to obtain up to date and comprehensive data on 

the gender of primary school principals or primary school teachers occupying executive 

positions. These statistics are not collated and/ or available from DEST, and it is therefore 

difficult to access reliable national figures. In the absence of accurate national figures, several 

other sources of data have been used. 

Firstly, where they are available, individual state and territory departments of education 

statistics on the gender of principals will be shown. Secondly, the Australian Principals 

Associations Professional Development Council (AP APDC) produced a comprehensive 

publication, Australian School Principals Profile 1994, which was produced as a follow up to 

their 1983 research on Australian principals. APAPDC's research instrument was a survey 

distributed to a stratified random sample of 20% of Australia's principals, of whom 1,112 

(57%) responded. Whilst these statistics were used to provide a gendered breakdown of 

Australian principals, caution is expressed about both the reliability and the currency of these 

statistics as they only represent a small proportion of Australia's principals and are now ten 

years old. 

Interviews 

A series of semi-structured life history interviews were conducted to gain understandings 

about the lived experience of male primary school teachers and about the advantages and 

disadvantages males face as a result of crossing over into women's work. The aim of these 

interviews was to provide an opportunity for the voices of male primary teachers and male 

pre-service teachers to be heard reflecting on their lived experience. In addition, it was also 

seen as important to provide the opportunity for female primary teachers and teacher 

education lecturers to voice their observations about the experience of male primary school 

teachers. This data from these interviews is offered as a collection of perspectives on the 

experience of being a male primary school teacher and not as definitive or representative of 

what all male primary teachers may experience. 
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The data for this research method came from a series of eighteen interviews that were 

conducted over several years. The schedule of interviews comprised: 

• initial interviews with six male primary pre-service teachers 

• follow-up interviews with two of these male pre-service teachers after becoming primary 

teachers 

• interviews with four male primary school teachers 

• interviews with four female primary school teachers 

• interviews with two female teacher education lecturers. 

In each of these interviews, the interviewees were sent a letter asking them whether they 

would like to be involved in the research. These letters included a description of the project 

and a copy of the questions that would be asked. If the interviewees responded and wished to 

be involved, they were asked to sign Informed Consent Statements, and to choose their own 

pseudonym. Each of the interviews lasted approximately one hour and was conducted at a 

venue chosen by the interviewee. The interviews were informal, and could loosely be 

described as semi-structured life history interviews. Whilst a common core of questions was 

asked in each group of interviews, each interview was structured somewhat differently as a 

result of the differing directions the interviewees wished to take their narratives. General and 

open-ended questions were asked so that interviewees were given a choice of how they 

wanted to construct their narratives. I personally recorded and transcribed all of the 

interviews and sent each interviewee a copy of their transcript, offering them the opportunity 

to change any details and also offering them a taped copy of the interview if they wished. 

Only one of the interviewees changed any details in their transcripts, and none requested a 

copy of their tape. Permission to conduct the initial interviews was obtained from the Dean of 

the Faculty of Education at the university in which the students were enrolled. Permission 

was also obtained from the University of Canberra Ethics Committee during my doctoral 

work. 

The early interviews with male pre-service teachers 

In order to explore the experience of being a male primary teacher/ pre-service teacher, I 

chose to begin my research with some life history interviews with a group of male pre-service 

teachers who were in the final years of their teacher education training. An ACT university 
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was chosen for the interviews, and the Planning and Statistics section of this university 

provided extremely generous advice, support and assistance. They suggested a particular 

cohort of students who were enrolled in their Bachelor of Education (Primary) as being the 

most suitable for student interviews. This cohort of students had begun in a particular year in 

the early 1990s and were now in their fourth, and final, year of their degree if they had been 

enrolled as full-time students, and had not deferred or withdrawn from their studies. 

This cohort seemed to be a fairly representative sample, as male pre-service teachers 

constituted 20% of enrolments at the beginning of their course. The average percentage of 

males enrolled in the Bachelor ofiEducation (Primary) at this university was 22% over the 

previous twenty year period. An investigation of this cohort revealed that 92 students had 

enrolled in the Bachelor of Education (Primary) during this year. Of these, 18 students were 

male and 74 female. Out of the total cohort, 88 students had enrolled during Semester 1 (18 

males, 70 females), and 4 students during Semester 2 (0 males, 4 females). A further search 

of student records revealed the following about the 18 males who had enrolled in this cohort: 

• 3 were still enrolled in Bachelor of Education (Primary) and of these, 2 were currently in 

their 4th year ofistudy, and 1 in his 3rd year 

• 3 had transferred to a Bachelor ofiEducation (Secondary) and of these, 2 had transferred 

into Secondary Physical Education, and 1 into Secondary Social Science 

• 7 had withdrawn from their studies 

• 1 had already completed his course - he already held a 3 year qualification, and had 

enrolled for one year to upgrade his qualification to 4 years 

• 4 students could not be traced - while they remained in the enrolment statistics, it appears 

they had not participated in, nor completed any units of study for this degree. 

Therefore, my intention to interview as many as possible of the 18 male students from this 

cohort yielded only three potential interviewees. In order to increase the number ofi students I 

could interview, I decided to locate any other males who had enrolled prior to the chosen 

cohort, but were still studying towards their Bachelor of Education (Primary). I located three 

such students. The three male students from the chosen cohort, together with the three from 

previous cohorts who were still studying, provided a potential group of six students. All of 

the six males replied, and confirmed they were happy to be interviewed. The following 

questions were asked in each ofithe interviews: 
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• Could you tell me about your decision to become a primary teacher? 

• What was the reaction of family/ friends? 

• Did you anticipate advantages or disadvantages as a male? 

• Did you view primary teaching as a female dominated profession? 

• What has been your experience of being a student in the Faculty of Education? 

• What has been your experience of being a student on practicum in primary schools? 

• Very few of the males who enrolled with you are still enrolled. Can you tell me why this 

may be so? 

• Can you comment on the culture of primary schools and how you ft into this as a male? 

• What do you think of your employment prospects? 

• What are your short term and long term ambitions? 

• Do you have any other observations or comments about the experience of being a male 

pre-service primary teacher? 

The follow-up interviews with male pre-service teachers after becoming primary 

teachers 

Follow-up interviews were sought with the six pre-service teachers interviewed several years 

earlier to determine whether their experiences as a male primary teacher were similar to their 

experiences as a male pre-service teacher. I sent a letter and a brief questionnaire to each of 

them at their last known address. I received replies from three of the males and they each 

enclosed the completed questionnaire. The three males who replied had pursued a primary 

teaching career, and I am aware that of the three who did not reply, one had pursued a primary 

teaching career and two had not. Two OD the males who replied indicated that they were 

willing to be interviewed, and the third male indicated that he was willing to be interviewed if 

necessary. I therefore decided to interview only the two males who expressed a willingness to 

be interviewed. The following questions were asked in each of the interviews: 

• Could you tell me about your employment since graduation? 

• Could you tell me about your teaching experiences? 

• Do you intend continuing a teaching career? Why / why not? 

• What if any, are the disadvantages currently faced by male primary teachers? 

• What do you believe is the current role or identity of a primary teacher? 

• Do you believe that primary teaching is a good career for a male? Why / why not? 
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• Are you glad that you completed a Bachelor of Education? Why/ why not? 

• Any other comments or anecdotes? 

. Interviews with other primary teachers 

Interviews were also sought with other primary school teachers to gain further understandings 

about the experience of male primary teachers. Over the years that I had been completing my 

research, many male and female teachers had given me feedback and told me anecdotes about 

the experience of male primary teachers. Because of their interest and commitment to this 

research, I wrote to ten of the teachers who had spoken with me over the years about the 

experiences of male teachers. All of these teachers were ACT government primary school 

teachers. ACT government teachers were chosen because the ACT had the lowest percentage 

of male primary teachers of any Australian state or territory, and because the government 

sector has experienced the greatest decline in numbers. Eight of the ten teachers replied to my 

letter, indicating that they were willing to be interviewed. Four of the teachers who replied 

were male and four female, and they represented a cross-section of levels of appointment. 

One teacher was a principal, two were deputy principals, and the remaining five were 

classroom teachers. Women teachers were included in the sample to ascertain their 

observations about the experience of male primary teachers and to gauge their feelings and 

responses to men who enter 'their' profession (Williams 1992, p. 253). Questions asked 

during the interviews included the following: 

• Could you tell me about your previous involvement with male primary teacher education 

students and male primary teachers? 

• Could you tell me any opinions you may have formed about males in primary teacher 

education or male primary teachers? 

• What, if any, are the current disadvantages / problems I difficulties faced by male primary 

teacher education students and male teachers? 

• Do you regard primary teaching as a good career for a male ( or female)? 

• · What do you believe is the current role / identity of a primary teacher 

• Do you have any observations about the life and culture of primary schools, and how this 

may impact on male primary teacher education students and male primary teachers? 
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Interviews with teacher education lecturers 

Interviews were also sought with two education lecturers from the university that the initial 

interviews with the male pre-service teachers were conducted in. This decision was made 

because quite a few of: the interviews with pre-service teachers and teachers indicated the 

problematic nature of practicum for male pre-service teachers. These two lecturers were 

selected because they were responsible for the supervision of: a great number of: male and 

female pre-service teachers during their practicum, and they had volunteered insights about 

the experience of:male primary school teachers. Questions asked in these interviews included 

the following: 

• Could you describe your previous involvement with male primary teacher education 

students, and any opinions you may have formed? 

• Do you have any observations about male primary teacher education students during their 

practicum? 

• Do you have any observations about male primary teacher education students in the 

academic component of:their study (tutorials, essays, lectures etc)? 

• What, if: any, are the current problems / difficulties faced by male primary teachers? 

• What do you believe to be the current role / identity of: a primary teacher? 

• Do you have any other observations about primary schools or male primary teachers? 

Method of: analysis 

As has_ been described, I have used life history interviews as a means of: gaining 

understandings about the lived experience of: male primary school teachers. These interviews 

were analysed using a series of:pattems and themes. In particular, the types of advantages 

and disadvantages for male primary teachers found in the literature review provide an ideal 

template for organising and analysing the interviews. The life history interview analysis has 

been organised in the following way: 

• Patterns in the interviews 

• General issues arising from the literature review chapter 

• Disadvantages experienced by male primary school teachers 

• Advantages experienced by male primary school teachers. 
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Conclusion 

This study draws on a combination of research methodologies and research methods to 

explore the experience of male primary teachers and pre-service teachers. The research 

methodology that has been adopted can be described as a qualitative approach enriched by 

feminist poststructural understandings, and the research methods include media discourse 

analysis, statistical analysis and life history interviews. Together these research 

methodologies and methods seek to provide the means to understand the complex experience 

of male primary teachers and pre-service teachers, and to identify the prevailing societal 

discourses about male primary school teachers. 

123 



Chapter 4: Media Discourse Data 

Introduction 

Media discourse analysis was chosen as a way of exploring prevailing societal discourses 

about male primary school teachers that have been expressed in the public sphere over the 

past decade. This analysis took place because of the assumption that media discourse 

simultaneously reveals and shapes societal attitudes. It was regarded as important to explore 

societal populist discourses as the literature review revealed that societal attitudes have an 

important bearing on the experience of male primary school teachers. 

The data for this aspect of the research was textual discourse about male primary school 

teachers found in over 100 newspaper articles in Australian newspapers from 1994 to 2004. 

The data in this collection does not represent a comprehensive audit of all editions of all 

Australian newspapers over this decade, but is intended to provide a purposeful collection of 

relevant articles from a selection of newspapers. The articles in this collection were chosen 

because they either directly engaged in the 'we need more male primary teachers' discourse, 

or they provided a critique of it. The vast majority of articles fell into the former category, 

with only a small number offering a critique. Regardless of the category, nearly all articles 

made a series of assumptions about the experience of being a male primary school teacher. · 

In this chapter, both the headlines and the text of articles from this collection have been 

analysed to give insights into the prevailing discourses and societal beliefs about the 

experience of being a male primary school teacher. Gee has noted that discourses can either 

be small scale or large scale (1999, p. 21). As a result of analysing the data from these 

newspaper headlines and articles, I would suggest that Australian societal and media 

discourse over the past decade is composed of both a large scale discourse about male primary 

teachers and a series of small scale discourses. The large scale, meta-discourse in this debate 

is the 'we need more male primary school teachers' discourse. Both the headlines and articles 

engaging in the large scale 'we need more male primary teachers' discourse and the smaller 

scale discourses will be discussed in this chapter. 
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We need more male primary teachers 

The cry that 'we need more male primary school teachers' has become increasingly common 

in Australian society over the past decade, and has become the dominant societal discourse 

about male primary teachers. Politicians, journalists, broadcasters, parents, schools and 

education systems have frequently engaged in this discourse. The vast majority of newspaper 

articles in this collection draw heavily on the 'we need more male primary teachers' discourse 

and assume that more male primary teachers are desperately needed to meet both societal and 

educational needs. 

However, when these headlines and articles are deconstructed in greater detail, it can be seen 

that they also contain further complex and even contradictory assumptions about the 

experience of being a male primary school teacher. These assumptions include beliefs about 

the declining number of male primary teachers, the feminised nature of primary schools, the 

disadvantages and problems that male primary teachers face and concerns about boys in 

schools. These wide-ranging beliefs and assumptions seem to point to the existence of a 

series of smaller, constituent sub-discourses within the large scale, 'we need more primary 

teachers' meta-discourse. Gee notes that discourses can be split into two or more discourses 

and can evolve into hybrids of other discourses (1999, p. 21). Although it is difficult to 

determine their exact origin, it is probable that most of these smaller discourses have evolved 

from the larger discourse. These separate smaller discourses remain closely related to each 

other and are discursively linked. It is difficult to identify and determine the exact number 

smaller discourses that have evolved from the large scale 'we need more male primary 

teachers' discourse, but I have identified five such sub-discourses appearing in these articles. 

These discourses are represented in the diagram below and are as follows: 

• the number of male primary teachers is rapidly declining 

• primary teaching is a feminised profession 

• there are many problems and disadvantages for male primary teachers 

• primary teaching can be risky for males and male primary teachers can be risky 

• boys are in trouble and disadvantaged in schools and more male primary teachers would 

provide role models and fix up the 'problem' 

125 



Figure 2: Media/ populist discourses about male primary teachers, 1994-2004 

Large Scale 
Meta-Discourse 

'We need more male 
primary teachers' 

I 

Small Scale 
Sub-Discourses 

'The number ot male teachers is 
0 

rapidly declining' 

'Primary teaching is a feminised i 
profession' 

'There are many problems and 
disadvantages for male primary 

teachers' 

'Primary teaching can be risky for ~ 
- males and male primary teachers 1 

can be risky' f 

'Boys are in trouble and 
disadvantaged in schools and 

- more male primary teachers 
would provide role models and 

fix up the problem' 

The headlines of the articles in this collection mostly only engage in one of the discourses 

about male primary school teachers. However, on a small number of occasions the headline 

engages in more than one discourse, particularly if the discourses are closely aligned, such as 

the 'we need more male primary teachers' discourse and the 'number of male teachers is 

rapidly declining' discourse. In contrast, the textual content of the articles may engage in any 

number of discourses. Whilst some choose to only engage in one discourse, others choose 

several, and some may even engage in all of the discourses identified above. In the remainder 

of this chapter, both the headlines and the content of the articles will be examined for 

evidence of each of these discourses. 
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We need more male primary teachers 

Below is a chronological list of: Australian newspaper headlines used in articles that have 

engaged in the 'we need more male primary teachers' discourse between 1994 and 2004. 

Date 
26/05/1994 
22/10/1994 
12/12/1995 
31/03/1996 
07/03/1996 
06/09/1996 
99/99/1996 
03/02/1997 
18/10/1997 
I 0/12/1997 
0i/02/l998 
f 1/10/1998 
06/0J/1999 
I 5/0J/1999 
02/12/1999 
06/02/2000 
08/02/2000 
17/05/2000 
09/07/2000 
28/08/2000 
28/08/2000 
28/10/2000 
19/01/2001 
14/02/2001 
14/02/2001 
25/02/2001 
13/03/2001 
13/03/2001 
14/03/2001 
1 A./m/?OO 1 

23/05/2001 
09/06/2001 
16/06/2001 
08/07/2001 
13/07/2001 
31/07/2001 
31/07/2001 
18/08/2001 
18/08/2001 
20/08/2001 

Headline 
Please, sir, why so few of:you? 
Call for more male teachers 
Real men don't teach primary school 
Drought of:male teachers 
We need more male teachers 
Just one touch can spell danger 
Can a boy be a teacher? 
Male teachers endangered species in blackboard jungle 
Why men don't want to teach 
It's a woman's world, but some men persevere 
First day in school tests a modem Mr Chips 
Teachers filling in for dads 
Caring blokes wanted to educate young and old 
Men's primary problem 

Newspaper4 
SMH 
A 
SMH 
SH 

Fear of:being branded paedophiles scares male teachers away 
Male teachers become a rare breed 

CT 
TA 
TA 
A 
CT 
A 
SA 
SH 
CT 
A 
TA 
CT 
CT 
TA 
CT 
IM 
CT 
SMH 
A 

Yes, male teachers are becoming a rare breed 
Too few good men in primary ranks 
Getting teacher mix right key to balanced education 
Shortage of: male teachers 
More men needed to correct 'sexist' culture in teaching 
Male order 
Uphill battle to recruit male role models 
Male primary teacher numbers fall 
It's so nice to have a man about the class - if:you can find one 
Are women teachers holding back our boys? 
Pupils short of:male models 
Attempt to lure men into class 
'Uncool' as male teachers decline 
Region hit hard by lack of:male teachers 
Goodbye, sir 
Schools tum our princes into frogs 
Boys need help from all of: us 
Inquiry into men teachers' disappearing act 
Boys need male role models: primary teacher education 
Male teachers 'turned off by public opinion 
Search on for new face for 'maternal' primary schools 
Men avoid careers in the classroom 
Male primary teachers head for extinction 
Classy blokes needed 

IM 
SMH 
SA 
A 
A 
NH 
IM 
A 
CT 
TWA 
SH 
CT 
IM 
IM 
TA 
TA 
A 

4 SMH = Sydney Morning Herald, A = The Australian, SH= Sun Herald, CT= Canberra Times, TA = The Age, 
TWA= The Weekend Australian, IM= Illawarra Mercury, NH= Newcastle Herald 
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31/03/2002 
27/04/2002 
22/09/2002 
02/12/2002 
01/01/2003 
08/02/2003 
09/02/2003 
16/02/2003 
27/02/2003 
28/02/2003 
04/03/2003 
15/03/2003 
18/03/2003 
02/04/2003 
19/05/2003 
19/05/2003 
20/05/2003 
20/05/2003 
20/01/2004 
22/02/2004 
10/03/2004 
12/03/2004 
10/03/2004 

Fathers and teachers to blame for wayward boys SH 
Drive for more primary level male teachers TWA 
Men being driven out 0£ teaching SH 
Male role models in short supply A 
The matter with boys is that there are not enough blokes in schools SMH 
For men, school is .definitely out TA 
School gender bias: Men chalk one up for balance as they return to class CT 
Nice little learners, but the checks on the male TSA 
The women still rule when it comes to school NH 
Aspiring teachers find they're outnumbered IM 
A minority male makes teaching his primary aim TA 
Why male teachers are a dying breed NH 
Child laws scare ofiD male teachers SMH 
Too few male and Aboriginal teachers TA 
Nelson pushes for male teachers A 
Change in law to get men into class A 
Why have we lost our male teachers? A 
Role call for male teachers ... is it the answer? A 
Catholics say male teachers in a class 0£ their own SMH 
Law may be changed to get more male teachers SMH 
Plan for teaching grants for men only CT 
Boy, are there lessons to learn CT 
Discriminating to put more men in classroom A 

These headlines have used emotive and strong language to assert the need for more primary 

teachers. Notions such as endangered species, dying breeds, extinction, blackboard jungles, 

problems, dangers, fears and sexist cultures point to a complex and problematic issue. It can 

be seen that this discourse has been used increasingly and extensively in the past decade. The 

headlines indicate that engagement with this discourse has steadily increased between 1994 

and 2000, and that it dramatically increased in 2001, in 2003 and again in the beginning 0£ 

2004. Some o£the increases and relative decreases in its usage can be correlated with 

concurrent historical events and markers. The important historical events that have impacted 

on the 'we need more male primary teachers' discourse include the various inquiries into 

boys' education, the Wood Royal commission into the NSW police force, prominent court 

cases 0£ male primary school teachers and perceived successes 0£ girls' education strategies. 

These historical events will be more closely examined in the analysis 0£ some 0£ the smaller 

discourses. 

An examination and deconstruction 0£ the articles engaging in the 'we need more male 

primary teachers' discourse reveals evidence 0£ some patterns and most appear to follow a 

predictable and rather formulaic construction. The purpose o£this 'formula' seems to be the 
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construction of a seamless and impassioned argument about the need for more male primary 

teachers. The frequently used formula observed in these articles includes the following: 

• an introductory meta-statement about the need for more male primary teachers 

• some statistics about the worrying decline in the number of male primary teachers 

• a rationale for why males should become primary teachers and/ or some strategies to 

secure more male primary school teachers 

• an interview with a male primary teacher and / or an interview with an educational 

'expert' such as an education minister, teachers' union representative or academic 

The purpose of the introductory meta-statement appears to be the immediate establishment 
. ' 

of an unassailable argument that more male primary teachers are urgently needed to meet 

important societal and educational needs. The language used in these introductory sentences 

is usually strong, emotive, arresting and passionate: 

It has been a week of grim news. Fewer men are teaching in primary schools. (The Age, 
12/02/2003). 

WANTED: primary school teachers. Prerequisites: XY chromosomal make-up. (The 
Australian, 19/01/2001). 

If you're a male teacher, primary schools need you. While it's not exactly a recruitment 
drive, the Department of Education is trying to resolve the chronic shortage of male 
teachers in primary schools (Sydney Morning Herald, 28/10/2000). 

Primary school teaching remains an area shunned by men. The reasons are many, reports 
Amanda Dunn, and the situation has educators worried. (The Age, 08/02/2003). 

What the application statistics are not yet revealing is the answer to the prayers of schools 
around the nation-will more men enter primary teaching? (The Australian, 10/12/1997). 

Following the introductory meta-statement, statistical evidence of the dire situation is mostly 

provided. Some examples of such statistical statements include the following: 

Male teachers are outnumbered by their female counterparts in primary schools by five to 
one. The situation has become so alanning the State Government has promised to probe 
the problem. (Newcastle Herald, 15/03/2003). 

Also disturbing, according to Federal Education Minister Brendan Nelson, is that the 
future looks worse. In Victorian universities only 12 per cent of students training to be 
primary teachers are men. (The Age, 12/02/2003). 

The ranks of male primary teachers are thin and, proportionally to female teachers, in 
decline. Education Department figures show that, last year, there were 4120 male teachers 
1n state primary schools, compared with 15,724 female teachers. Men made up 17 per 
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cent o:D primary classroom teachers, and 55 per cent O:D primary principals. Many 
Victorian primary schools have no male staf:Dat all. (The Age, 08/02/2003). 

A rationale for males becoming primary teachers and/ or a series o:D strategies to provide 

more male primary school teachers is then generally introduced. The rationale is often one o:D 

imploring males to help society's boys by becoming primary teachers. The extracts below 

reveal that letters to the editor also provide rationales and strategies: 

I suggest the men o:D this country might help boys by returning to the teaching profession. 
There is a very low proportion o:D male teachers to female (feature Letter to the Editor, 
The Canberra Times, 07/03/1996). 

"There are several thousands o:D children who go through their entire infant and primary 
school years without having seen a male role model either at home or at school," Mr 
Aquilina said. [Mr John Aquilina is the NSW Minister for the Department O:D Education 
and Training Minister] (lllawarra Mercury, 14/02/2001). 

Alternatively, politicians and spokespersons for education systems sometimes attempt to 

convince the public that males who become primary teachers have bright and optimistic 

futures: 

"Male teachers are looked up to in primary schools and are often seen as the darlings o:Da 
school community," he [Mr Aquilina] said. (The Australian, 19/01/2001). 

"Male teachers were prized by every school in the state. In every school I visit, male 
teachers are respected and looked up to by parents, their colleagues and students alike," 
he said. [Mr Aquilina was refuting the suggestion that male teachers were not welcomed 
in the primary syste-m] (The Australian, 13/03/2001). 

Despite the fact that nearly all o:Dthe articles call for more male primary teachers and suggest 

that strategies are needed to attract more males, the majority have diniculty in suggesting any 

plausible strategies for attracting more males. When new strategies are implemented by states 

and education systems, these are usually uncritically reported in the media. The extracts 

below reveal support for suggestions made throughout 2003 by the Commonwealth Minister 

for Education, Brendan Nelson, that male primary teachers should be exempt from anti

discrimination laws: 

It is easy to sympathise with Education Minister Brendan Nelson's support for male-only 
teaching scholarships, and his impatience with the anti-discrimination laws that have 
stymied the move (The Australian, 20/05/2003). 

Teaching has become such a 'no-man's-land' in primary schools that positive 
discrimination is needed to create role models for boys, according to an academic 
studying men's issues (Sydney Morning Herald, 01/01/2003). 

130 



Similarly, other articles uncritically reported Victoria's 'Change the World' strategy that was 

designed to attract more male primary teachers. The notion of changing the world by 

employing more male primary teachers was generally uncritically reported in the following 

way: 

In an attempt to encourage men back into the industry, the Victorian Education 
Department has started a campaign called 'Change the World'. It stresses the importance 
of good role models for young children. (The Sunday Age, 01/02/1998). 

The 'formula' that has been used up until this point in the 'we need more male primary 

teachers' articles generally provides a coherent argument as it seamlessly proceeds through a 

sequential introduction, statistics and rationale related to this discourse. However, the 

insertion of interviews with male primary teachers and 'experts' tends to disrupt the seamless 

argument that has been crafted up until this point. For various reasons, the voices of male 

teachers tend to rupture and unsettle the argument and to introduce dissonance, contradiction 

and tensions. 

This disruption to the flow of the argument is found in many of the articles, and one example 

is given below. The article 'Boys need male role models: primary teacher' (Canberra Times, 

13/07/2001) exemplifies the way the voices of male teachers and others unintentionally 

disrupt the argument. This article argues that more male primary teachers are needed as role 

models for boys in schools, and that 'the scarcity of male teachers is cited by many as a major 

cause of the decline in the school performance of boys'. It then provides statistics that 'the . 

ACT has the lowest proportion of male government-school teachers in the nation, at just 

26.3% of the workforce, compared with 32.9% in NSW and 33% nationally'. The article 

suggests the rationale for more male primary teachers as being for boys to be able 'to identify 

with members of the same sex at school, helping them to see learning as a bloke's thing, not 

just a girl's thing'. The article then gives various quotes by a first year out teacher, stating 

that: 

He was optimistic that more men were considering teaching, including at the primary 
level, but there were still inhibiting factors, such as low pay and jibes about long 
holidays. Also the spectre of accusations over sexual interference were a major inhibitor 
for men. Female teachers were able to comfort younger students with a hug if they'd hurt 
themselves, but it was a "sad state of affairs" that male teachers could not do the same. 
(Canberra Times, 13/07/2001) 
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What began and was intended as uncomplicated supporting evidence from a male primary 

teacher that more men should consider primary teaching, unintentionally turned into a 

complex counter-argument about the problematic nature oil being a male primary teacher. I 

would suggest that one reason this disruption occurred was that the male primary teacher 

simultaneously drew on a variety oil small scale discourses such as 'there are many problems 

and disadvantages for male primary teachers' and 'primary teaching can be risky for males 

and male primary teachers can be risky' as well as the large scale 'we need more male 

primary teachers' discourse. It seems that whilst some combinations oil discourses easily 

merge, co-exist and support each other, other combinations are more problematic and even 

antithetical when merged. 

It can be seen then that the particular combination oil discourses will affect both the coherence 

and the seamlessness ofohe argument. Whilst each ofohe individual discourses appears to be 

internally discrete, consistent and coherent, it is the merger with another discourse that 

introduces potential incongruence and contradiction. The articles that only engage in one 

discourse are mostly able to craft a coherent and seamless construction. In contrast, the 

articles that combine several discourses are more likely to become unwieldy, contradictory 

and incoherent. As mentioned previously, some combinations oil discourses merge and co

exist easily. For example 'the number oil male teachers is rapidly declining' discourse merges 

easily with the 'primary teaching is a feminised profession' discourse, In contrast, the 

'primary teaching can be risky for males and male primary teachers can be risky' discourse is 

largely antithetical to the 'we need more male primary teachers' discourse and creates major 

problems when merged. 

In summary, it has been shown that the 'we need more male primary teachers' meta-discourse 

is currently a dominant discourse about male primary school teachers in Australia. The calls 

for more male primary teachers emanating from this discourse have become taken for granted 

in the media and society. It can be seen that newspaper articles engaging in this discourse 

frequently adopt a formulaic construction. 

132 



The number of male primary teachers is rapidly declining 

Below is a chronological list of Australian newspaper headlines used in articles that have 

engaged in the 'number of male primary teachers is rapidly declining' discourse between 

1994 and 2004. 

Date 
26/05/1994 
22/10/1994 
31/03/1996 
07/03/1996 
03/02/1997 
06/03/1999 
06/02/2000 
08/02/2000 
17/05/2000 
28/08/2000 
28/10/2000 
19/01/2001 
14/02/2001 
14/02/2001 
13/03/2001 
14/03/2001 
23/05/2001 
08/07/2001 
18/08/2001 
27/04/2002 
22/09/2002 
02/12/2002 
01/01/2003 
28/02/2003 
04/03/2003 
15/03/2003 
02/04/2003 
20/05/2003 
20/01/2004 
22/02/2004 
10/03/2004 

Headline Newspaper 
Please, sir, why so few of you? SMH 
Call for more male teachers A 
Drought of male teachers SH 
We need more male teachers CT 
Male teachers endangered species in blackboard jungle A 
Caring blokes wanted to educate young and old CT 
Male teachers become a rare breed CT 
Yes, male teachers are becoming a rare breed CT 
Too few good men in primary ranks TA 
Shortage of male teachers IM 
Male order SMH 
Uphill battle to recruit male role models A 
Male primary teacher numbers fall IM 
It's so nice to have a man about the class - if you can find one SMH 
Pupils short of male models A 
Region hit hard by lack of male teachers IM 
Goodbye, sir A 
Inquiry into men teachers' disappearing act SH 
Male primary teachers head for extinction TA 
Drive for more primary level male teachers TWA 
Men being driven out of teaching SH 
Male role models in short supply A 
The matter with boys is that there are not enough blokes in schools SMH 
Aspiring teachers fnd they're outnumbered IM 
A minority male makes teaching his primary aim TA 
Why male teachers are a dying breed NH 
Too few male and Aboriginal teachers TA 
Why have we lost our male teachers? A 
Catholics say male teachers in a class of their own SMH 
Law may be changed to get more male teachers SMH 
Discriminating to put more men in classroom A 

This discourse can be seen to be very closely related to the 'we need more male primary 

teachers discourse'. It differs in that it assumes that something has caused the number of male 

primary teachers to suddenly and recently decline. The above headlines use strong and 

emotive words to describe the declining number of male primary teachers such as drastic 

shortage, chronic shortage, sharp decline, shocking decline, dearth, outnumbered, collapsing 

numbers, plummeting, endangered species, alarming situation and rarity. These headlines 
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always assume that a decline in the number of male teachers is a bad thing and needs to be 

urgently redressed. 

Strong words are used to describe the decline such as shocking, drastic, chronic, alarming, 

rarity, endangered species and collapsing. The articles infer that this decline is a relatively 

recent development. The excerpts below convey the sense of outrage and panic about this 

rapid decline: 

A shocking decline in the number of male teachers in NSW primary schools has been 
revealed in a world-first study (Sun Herald, 22/09/2002). 

The drastic shortage of male teachers in primary schools across the country has sparked 
an inquiry by the NSW Department of Education. (The Australian, 13/03/2001). 

There is a chronic shortage of male teachers, particularly at primary level (The Age, 
18/08/2001). 

The number of male primary school teachers has declined so sharply in 10 years that the 
NSW Government will hold an inquiry (Illawarra Mercury, 14/02/2001). 

It is interesting to highlight the language that is used to describe this decline. The following 

excerpt provides an interesting example: 

Wollongong schools are among the worst hit by state-wide decline in male teacher 
numbers according to Department ofi Education and Training Minister John Aquilina 
(Illawarra Mercury, 14/03/2001). 

This article refers to this region as being one of the 'worst hit' by a state-wide shortage of 

male teachers. Areas are usually referred to as being 'worst hit' in natural disasters and 'acts 

of God' such as floods, hailstorms and earthquakes. Another example of interesting language 

usage is the popularity of endangered species and extinction terminology that is normally 

reserved for flora and fauna. Some examples of this are as follows: 

Meet Australia's latest endangered species - three males attempting to enter the teaching 
profession (Illawarra Mercury, 28/02/2003). 

If the media reports are correct, Mr Pamieta (a male primary teacher) is becoming an 
endangered species. Newspaper headlines over the past few years have focused on the 
"plummeting" male interest in primary teaching (The Age, 17/05/2000). 

Male primary teachers head for extinction (headline in The Age, 18/08/2001). 
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The 'number of male primary teachers is rapidly declining' discourse frequently conveys the 

inference that men need to be 'restored' to their rightful position of equal representation in 

primary schools. The following exemplifies this: 

Mr Dunn [a male primary teacher] says there are no clear-cut solutions which would see 
more men restored to the teaching profession (Newcastle Herald, 15/03/2003). 

Such assumptions use the notion of restoration to indicate the need to take something back to 

its former position. Such a stance ignores the fact that although numbers of male primary 

teachers have fallen over the past decade, males have never been equally represented in 

primary schools. 

The statistics that are used to describe the decline are frequently contradictory and can seldom 

be reconciled. This is possibly because the figures quoted alternate between national figures 

and state/ territory figures. In addition, the figures vary because the data is drawn from a 

variety of sources such as the Australian Bureau of Statistics and state and territory 

departments of education. Considerable variations are seen even when the articles are each 

about national figures. For example, the following quotes appeared 21 months apart in the 

same newspaper and each refers to the national percentage of male primary school teachers: 

In the past 10 years, male teacher numbers in primary schools have fallen by 5 per cent. 
In 1990, 28.1 per cent of males were in teaching and by 2000 the figure had dropped to 
23.9 per cent. (The Australian, 13/03/2001). 

Fewer than 12 per cent of teachers in Australian primary schools are male and only 13 
per cent of those training to be teachers are male. (The Australian, 02/12/2002). 

In summary, the 'number of male teachers is rapidly declining' discourse uses powerful and 

emotive language and a plethora of statistics to establish that the rapid decline in numbers of 

male teachers is relatively recent and urgently needs to be redressed. The 'number of male 

teachers is rapidly declining' discourse can be seen to be very closely related to the 'we need 

more male primary teachers' discourse. 
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Primary teaching is a feminised profession 

Below is a chronological list ofiAustralian newspaper headlines used in articles that have 

engaged in the 'primary teaching is a feminised profession' discourse between 1994 and 

2004. 

Date 
10/12/1997 
09/07/2000 
28/08/2000 
25/02/2001 
09/06/2001 
31/07/2001 
22/09/2002 
09/02/2003 
27/02/2003 

Headline Newspaper 
It's a woman's world, but some men persevere TA. 
Getting teacher mix right key to balanced education CT 
More men needed to correct 'sexist' culture in teaching CT 
Are women teachers holding back our boys? SA 
Schools turn our princes into frogs CT 
Search on for new face for 'maternal' primary schools IM 
Men being driven out ofiteaching SH 
School gender bias: Men chalk one up for balance as they return to class CT 
The women still rule when it comes to school NH 

These headlines and the text ofithese articles label primary schools as feminised workplaces 

and primary teaching as being a feminised profession. It is taken for granted that feminised 

primary schools provide a negative experience for male teachers and boys, and that both men 

and boys are the victims ofi female primary teachers. Many ofi these headlines and articles 

also accuse primary schools ofibeing sexist. 

The notion that primary schools are feminised is now hegemonic in society and the media, 

and the 'primary teaching is a feminised profession' discourse is evident in many ofithe 

articles in this collection. The following excerpts indicate the widespread societal beliefi that 

primary schools are feminised spaces: 

From his experience, Mr Burkett said the lack ofimen in primary teaching comes from the 
feminisation ofi the profession [Mr Burkett is a third-year primary teacher education 
student] (The Australian, 10/12/1997). 

While the feminisation ofithe workforce generates key issues for resource planners, there 
is even greater concern at the fact that many teachers in government schools feel stressed, 
overworked and burnt out. (The Australian, 03/02/1997). 

I cannot prove it empirically but observation, anecdote and extrapolation suggest boys are 
serious losers from the extreme feminisation - or should I say de-masculinisation? - ofi 
primary education (The Australian, 12/03/1998). 

Accusations that primary teaching and primary schools are feminised can be interpreted in 

several ways. The feminised label is sometimes used to simply signal that females constitute 
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the statistical majority ofiprimary teachers. However, the label is more often used in a 

pejorative way to signif!>' a female, nurturant and maternal culture. Regardless ofithe ascribed 

meaning, the feminised label always carries negative connotations. Most ofithe articles infer 

that men would not want to be found in a feminised workplace and that the trend is a 

worrying one that needs to be reversed. A small number ofi the articles over the past decade 

have critiqued the accusation that primary teaching is feminised. The following quote from a 

newspaper article written by academic Victoria Foster critically examines the notion ofi 

primary schools as being feminised: 

A recent addition to the pop education lexicon is the "feminisation of teaching". This 
current slogan is used by some to make two inter-related claims. The first is that there are 
too many women in teaching. The second is that this preponderance of women teachers is 
somehow harmful for the development of young boys. Both claims require scrutiny. (The 
Australian, 07/06/1999). 

The headlines and articles based on the 'primary teaching is a feminised profession' discourse 

commonly infer that someone or something is preventing willing males from becoming 

primary teachers and entering primary schools. Although it isn't specified who is driving 

men out, women are nevertheless implicitly blamed for this. The following quotes describe 

the way that males are reported to feel about feminised primary schools: 

Primary schools are becoming a women-only zone in which many male teachers feel 
unwelcome and untrusted (The Australian, 15/03/1999). 

Male teachers feel under siege in our female-dominated primary schools (The Australian, 
15/03/1999). 

Blame is also levelled at feminised primary schools and at female teachers for the negative 

experience and the poor performance ofi boys in schools. The following excerpts document 

some ofithe accusations that have been levelled at female teachers and feminised schools: 

A parliamentary inquiry has been told the academic performance of boys at school is 
being harmed by the "feminisation" of the teaching profession (The Canberra Times, 
28/08/2000). 

The claim by Graeden Horsell, the president of two South Australian school-based 
groups, that middle-aged female teachers in classrooms are having a negative effect on 
boys' education has sent shock waves through the council ... He blamed middle-aged 
female teachers for adding to boys' woes. "I think after 30 years of teaching, they're fed 
up with them (boys)," Mr Horsell said ... "I think that if they get a boy who's mucking 
around in the class-room, rather than finding an innovative way of capturing his attention 
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and turning his energy into something productive, they give him .... a verbal backhander" 
(Sunday Age, 25/02/2001). 

Some articles and letters to the editor also claim that female teachers working within 

feminised schools are less able to handle boys than male teachers: 

"I think that kids are more respectful generally ofi male teachers. With so many broken 
families, they have more to do with women, and they tend to take less notice ofi them. A 
lot ofi cultures also reinforce the male role model concept." he says. "I have more effect 
than the women teachers in that regard." (quote by a male primary teacher with 31 years 
teaching experience) (Newcastle Herald1 15/03/2003). 

With the feminisation ofi the profession there are fewer male teachers to provide role 
models and back-up for when matters get out ofi hand. The brunt ofi discipline falls back 
on mostly middle-aged female teachers, who often find themselves up against young, 
alienated thugs. God knows how fresh, younger female teachers will cope, or even want 
to become teachers, when they gain an inkling ofi what lies ahead (Letter to the Editor, 
The Canberra Times, 17/05/1999). 

A small number ofi articles attempt to soften and qualify the accusations that are being 

levelled at female primary teachers and to critique the simplistic arguments being used: 

"While it's not detrimental for children to have female primary teachers, it is definitely 
positive for them to have male teachers in the early years." (The Austral'ian, 13/03/2001). 

The following excerpt from a newspaper article written by academic Victoria Foster, strongly 

refutes the suggestion t~at female teachers should be blamed: 

Blaming women teachers is both misogynistic and distorts the reality ofi gender 
representation in the profession ... This argument has appeal for those seeking simple 
answers to complex educational problems. For example, ifi some boys exhibit behaviour 
problems in the classroom, it is easy to blame women teachers rather than look for causes 
that acknowledge the construction ofi gender and ofi masculinity in our society. (The 
Austral'ian, 07/06/1999). 

A further accusation within the 'primary teaching is a feminised profession' discourse is that 

primary schools are 'sexist'. The usage ofi this term is somewhat curious, as it is not being 

used in the accepted understandings ofi sexism as systemic stereotyping, exploitation and 

discrimination ofione sex. Rather, the accusation ofisexism seems to be being used to refer to 

the statistical imbalance between male and female teachers: 

NSW school principals say an oversupply ofi female teachers has created a sexist culture 
in the state's schools. (The Canberra Times, 28/08/2000). 
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Mr Moore (Independent MLA in ACT Legislative Assembly during estimates committee 
hearing) said that it was a case ofi "reverse sexism" and men were needed to be 
encouraged into primary and early childhood areas (The Canberra Times, 18/10/1997). 

It is interesting to note that very few ofi the articles that refer to sexism in primary schools 

acknowledge the contradiction that primary school teachers are predominantly female, despite 

primary school principals remaining predominantly male. However, the following two 

excerpts quoting a union president and academic Victoria Foster do signal a contradiction: 

Australian Education Union Victorian president Ms Bluett argues having a male principal 
and an overwhelmingly female staffi presents children with the wrong message about 
gender and power~ that the buck stops with the man. (The Age, 08/02/2003). 

Certainly, however, there is a perception that classroom teaching is women's work, while 
the business ofi running the school is the province ofi men. (Victoria Foster, The 
Australian, 07/06/1999). 

The following quotation notes this contradiction, but instead inverts the situation by stating 

that even though men are more likely to be principals, women still run schools: 

Schools are places largely run by women. There might be a lot ofimale principals, but it's 
women who are in the classrooms, dealing with students every day. (The Canberra 
Times, 09/06/2001). 

In summary, the 'primary teaching is a feminised profession' discourse labels both the culture 

ofiprimary schools and the primary teaching workforce as 'feminised' or 'sexist'. Within this 

discourse, the feminised and/ or sexist label is used to refer to either statistical or cultural 

dominance by females. Regardless ofi the emphasis, feminised schools are always regarded as 

having a negative effect on both male teachers and boys in schools. 

There are many problems and disadvantages for male primary teachers 
Below is a chronological list ofi Australian newspaper headlines used in articles that have 

engaged in the 'there are many problems and disadvantages for male primary teachers' 

discourse between 1994 and 2004. 

Date 
12/12/1995 
10/12/1997 
01/02/1998 
15/03/1999 

Headline 
Real men don't teach primary school 
It's a woman's world, but some men persevere 
First day in school tests a modern Mr Chips 
Men's primary problem 
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A 
SA 
A 



02/12/1999 
02/12/1999 
14/03/2001 
31/07/2001 
18/08/2001 
22/09/2002 
04/03/2003 
18/03/2003 

Abuse fear for male teachers 
Fear of being branded paedophiles scares male teachers away 
'Uncool' as male teachers decline 
Male teachers 'turned off by public opinion 
Men avoid careers in the classroom 
Men being driven out of teaching 
A minority male makes teaching his primary aim 
Child laws scare off male teachers 

TA 
TA 
NH 
IM 
TA 
SH 
TA 
SMH 

The headlines cited above use words such as perseverance, testing, problems, fears, turned 

off, avoidance, driven out and scared to describe the experience of male primary school 

teachers. The articles that draw on the 'there are many problems and disadvantages for male 

primary teachers' discourse cite a raft of problems and disadvantages such as low pay, low 

status, image problems, working with women, being seen as weak and not being sufficiently 

macho. One of the major problems of male primary teachers is accusations about paedophilia 

and sexual deviance, but this is dealt with under a separate heading. 

One of the most commonly cited disadvantages for male primary teachers is an image and 

identity problem that is brought about because of perceived societal beliefs that they are weak 

and not macho enough. The following quotes are responses to the question of why more 

males are not becoming primary teachers. Each person suggests that image and identity 

problems are a major reason: 

"I think a lot of males think it's just not up to the male image to be an infants and a 
primary school teacher." [Quoting Mr Aquilina] (lllawarra Mercury, 14/02/2001). 

"I think it's more that men are worried they might be seen as being a bit weak," she says. 
"That might deter some men from teaching." [ quote by Ms Kosky, Victorian Minister for 
Education answering why males didn't want to become primary teachers] (The Age, 
08/02/2003). 

He [a spokesperson for NSW Education Minister John Aquilina] said primary teaching 
suffered from . an image problem among young men and was sometimes not seen as 
sufficiently masculine among male school-leavers. (The Australian, 19/01/2001). 

Mr Stannard [a first year out Victorian teacher] says: "I've always wanted to teach young 
kids but I know a lot of men are put off because they think it's not macho. Some of my 
mates were a bit shocked when I told them what I wanted to do, but it doesn't bother me 
in the slightest. (The Sunday Age, 01/02/1998). 

Working with women is frequently cited as being a significant problem for male primary 

teachers. Interestingly, when this problem is mentioned, it is often accompanied by 

considerable sympathy for the males who have to work with women: 
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"They all say it is intimidating for males to walk into' a staffroom full o:fi 20 female 
teachers," he said. (The Australian, 19/01/2001). 

Mr Moore (Independent MLA in ACT Legislative Assembly during estimates committee 
hearing) said male teachers were concerned also about predominantly female workplaces 
and inadequate career paths (The Canberra Times, 18/10/1997). 

They cite the low salary levels and the fear o:fi some that they will be outnumbered by 
women in the staffroom. (The Weekend Australian, 27/04/2002). 

Most articles list low pay as being a significant and legitimate factor for deterring male 

primary teachers: 

Among the reasons offered as to why women continue to enter teaching, but men are not 
being enticed into the profession, are that teaching is not paid highly enough and that 
male teachers are not welcomed into the primary system (The Australian, 13/03/2001). 

He (a 1st year out male teacher) was optimistic that more men were considering teaching, 
including at the primary level, but there were inhibiting factors, such as low pay and jibes 
about long holidays (The Canberra Times, 13/07/2001). 

IS it because the classroom is not macho enough? Or because a teacher's pay is seen as 
enough for a woman but not for a man? (The Australian, 13/03/2001). 

Despite most articles commenting on the low wages being a disincentive for male primary 

teachers, there is little acknowledgement that male and female primary teachers are paid the 

same wage, and very little public sympathy is expressed for the wages that female primary 

teachers receive. The following quotation acknowledges that it is a problem for men because 

they are more likely than women to expect a good salary: 

Sadly, more men than women expect their careers to pay well and reward them with some 
sense o:fi social recognition. It is symptomatic o:fi our impoverished culture that men don't 
want to be teachers, and our sons are suffering for it. (The Sunday Age, 16/02/2003). 

The low status ofi primary teaching is also acknowledged as being a considerable disincentive 

for males: 

A better question we should ask today is, why do so few boys want to be schoolteachers? 
One reason teaching has lost much o:fi its status - and therefore its attractiveness to many 
men - is that when women enter any profession in large numbers it often loses status 
(which shows that the women's movement still has a way to go) (The Age, 09/09/1996). 
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The result is that where teaching was once a traditional means o~ upward mobility for 
working-class men, today it is a relatively lowly paid, low-status profession, and 
ambitious young men look for jobs elsewhere (The Age, 09/09/1996). 

In summary, the 'there are many problems and disadvantages for male primary teachers' 

discourse suggests many challenges and problematic issues for male primary teachers. These 

issues include image and identity problems, low pay and status and having to work with 

women. 

Primary teaching can be risky for males and male primary teachers can be 
risky 
Below is a chronological list o~ Australian newspaper headlines used in articles that have 

engaged in the 'primary teaching can be risky for males and male primary teachers can be 

risky' discourse between 1994 and 2004. 

Date 
02/04/1996 
22/06/1996 
22/02/1997 
08/03/1997 
21/05/1998 
19/09/1998 
18/07/2000 
30/07/2000 
28/09/2000 
06/09/1996 
02/12/1999 
02/12/1999 
31/07/2001 
16/02/2003 
18/03/2003 

Headline 
Headmaster on sex charges 
The enemy among us 
Breach o~ trust 
State adds 30 cases to teacher sex abuse list 
Fear and suspicion in the classroom 
Inquiries into 384 school teachers 
Sacked and blacklisted: teachers who prey on kids 
Paedophile screenings in schools 
Judge allows school to keep teacher 
Just one touch can spell danger 
Abuse fear for male teachers 

Newspaper 
CT 
TWA 
A 
TWA 
A 
TWA 
SMH 
CT 
SMH 
TA 
TA 

Fear o~being branded paedophiles scares male teachers away 
Male teachers 'turned off by public opinion 

TA 
IM 
TSA 
SMH 

Nice little learners, but the checks on the male 
Child laws scare of~ male teachers 

The above headlines draw on a discourse that discursively links male primary teachers with 

risk. This risk ranges from paedophilia and sexual deviance to innuendo, suspicion and 

surveillance. Not surprisingly, the headlines drawing on this discourse use arresting and 

confronting language such as fear, suspicion, sacked, blacklisted, enemy, danger and scared. 

This discourse suggests that because some male primary teachers have been found to be risky, 

this will have a resultant flow-on effect for all male primary teachers. This discourse is 

extremely complex and slippery because the discursive linkage o~ male primary teachers with 

risk allows any o~the participants to be positioned as being risky or as being the victims o~ 
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risk who are deserving of our sympathy. For example, the headline 'Fear of being branded 

paedophiles scares male teachers away' casts primary teaching as a risky career for males and 

directs our sympathy towards the males because of the fear and suspicion they endure. 

However, in contrast, the headline 'Sacked and blacklisted: teachers who prey on kids' 

positions male primary teachers as being risky and directs our sympathy towards the children 

and schools who are the victims. 

This discourse developed because of a series of significant socio-historical events that have 

taken place over the past decade. These events were directly responsible for the articulation 

and discursive linking of male primary teachers with risk. Throughout this decade this 

discourse has become dominant and can be seen to have had a profound effect on the 

experience of all male primary teachers. Whilst the perceived shortage of male primary 

teachers has been regarded as a societal problem for many years, the explicit and overt linking 

and articulation of male primary teachers with risk is a relatively recent phenomenon. This 

observation is expressed in the following quotes: 

The dearth of male primary teachers has always been a problem, she says, and 
discussions about pedophilia are relatively recent [Ms Kosky is the Victorian Minister for 
Education] (The Age, 08/02/2003). 

The University ofi Canberra's Dean of Education, Professor Kerry Kennedy, said 
paedophilia allegations had only exacerbated a long-term trend for men to stay out of 
primary teaching (The Canberra Times, 18/10/1997). 

One of the most significant historical events contributing to the discursive linkage of male 

primary teachers and risk was a Royal Commission launched in 1996 to investigate corruption 

within the NSW Police Service. Justice James Wood headed this investigation, which was 

commonly referred to as the Wood Royal Commission. Although it more broadly 

investigated general corruption in the police force, the media's interest in the investigation 

became particularly focused on the issue of paedophilia. Consequently, throughout 1996-

1997 the media provided the public with ongoing graphic details about paedophilia that 

emerged from evidence at the Royal Commission. Paedophilia very quickly became part of 

everyday societal discourse and many allegations and accusations about paedophiles were 

made public. The following excerpts provide evidence of the ways in which the Wood Royal 

Commission impacted directly on society, education systems and schools: 
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It has been called an undiagnosed disease because it has remained invisible until recently. 
But an alarming picture of paedophilia - its perpetrators and the children most at risk - is 
now emerging. Justice James Wood's Royal Commission into the NSW Police Service is 
exposing paedophilia. The relationship between an adult and a young person is not 
between two putative equals and paedophilia demonstrates a gross abuse of the power 
adults have over children and adolescents (The Weekend Australian, 22/06/1996). 

Evidence to the Wood royal commission in NSW has uncovered a disturbing story of one 
male teacher's sexual abuse of female students over more than a decade (The Weekend 
Australian, 22/02/1997). 

The Department of Education and Training has sacked 124 teachers in NSW over the past 
three years because of improper sexual relations with students. So far this year 12 
teachers have been dismissed or directed to resign under tough guidelines imposed since 
the 1997 Wood Royal Commission into the NSW police, which also unearthed 
widespread corruption and problems with pedophilia in public agencies. There have been 
1,311 allegations of improper conduct by a staff member since the Wood inquiry. The 
department found 392 allegations to be substantiated. Improper conduct could involve 
sexual relations between a staff member and student or sex between teachers in a 
situation where they could be discovered by students, a departmental spokesman said. 
The great majority of allegations were lodged in 1997 in the wake of the findings of the 
Wood inquiry into the NSW police force (Sydney Morning Herald, 18/07/2000). 

One of the changes brought about by the Wood Royal Commission was that males who 

worked with young children came to be regarded as potential paedophiles. Needless to add, 

this development had a dirept and dramatic impact on the lives of male primary teachers. The 

following quotes reveal the suspicions that were publicly expressed about males who work 

with young children, such as primary teachers. In particular, allegations that paedophile 

activity increases during school holidays, greatly contributed to societal misgivings about 

male primary teachers: 

As society's consciousness is raised, questions must be asked about - and of - the men 
who are attracted to organizations where boys are available. No longer will it be good 
enough, I hope, to hear simply of a na'ive vocation to "look after boys". (The Weekend 
Australian, 22/06/1996). 

These days, any man who enters a field in which he is in contact with children runs the 
risk of being suspected of having the basest of motives. Those people who have 
campaigned hard to bring the issue of the sexual molestation of children into the open 
deserve our praise. But it is a most unfortunate consequence that all male child-care 
workers, teachers and clergy should be held in suspicion because of the depravity of a 
few (The Age, 09/09/1996). 

Some paedophiles are married men with children of their own whom they may or may not 
abuse. They infiltrate any system where children are available: schools, hospitals, 
community centres, church groups, family groups, scoutmasters have for years been 
pilloried, sometimes with good reason. Paedophiles pick their marks and are, according 
to a former police informant, very good at doing the groundwork necessary to secure their 
position. Paedophile activity increases during school holidays, not only because children 
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are more available, but also, according to police intelligence, because teachers are on 
holiday (The Weekend Australian, 22/06/1996). 

Whilst the focus of the Royal Commission and the media was purported to be on paedophilia 

generally, concerns were expressed within society that paedophilia had become conflated with 

homosexuality. These allegations arose because societal and media outrage about paedophilia 

appeared to be stronger about homosexual paedophilia than heterosexual paedophilia, despite 

the greater societal prevalence of heterosexual paedophilia. The following excerpt outlines 

these concerns: 

Investigations into paedophilia may be losing sight of the fact that victims are usually 
girls. Rational argument is often swept away by the moral panic over paedophilia. The 
climate is particularly heated in New South Wales where the Wood police royal 
commission is examining the subject. Graphic details of male child sexual abuse have 
been aired almost daily during hearings in recent weeks, and tabloid headlines with words 
like "filthy" attached to the names of alleged perpetrators have been part of the feverish 
media and public reaction. But its continued concentration on homosexual paedophilia 
has, say many critics, distorted the facts: that victims of paedophilia are mostly girls and 
its perpetrators are usually heterosexual men . . . Some regard this as a disturbing sign 
that society is apparently more outraged by male child sexual abuse than it is by the 
sexual abuse of female children (The Age, 19/06/1996). 

In the wake of the Wood Royal Commission, the media gave an enormous amount of 

attention to a large number of paedophilia accusations, teacher sackings and ensuing court 

cases. One of the trials that received a great deal of prominence and media attention was 

Steve Randell's court case in Tasmania in 1998-9. This case was singled out for much media 

attention because Steve Randell was one of Australia's top cricket umpires. Randell was 

found guilty on 15 charges of sexually abusing children during his years as a primary school 

teacher in Tasmania. During the court case, graphic details of Randell's sexual abuse of 

children whilst he was a primary teacher were publicised in the media: 

Steve Randell, Australia's most-capped cricket umpire, rated one of the top three in the 
world, was in Hobart's Risdon Jail last night, awaiting sentence after being convicted 
yesterday of 15 charges of indecently assaulting nine of the pre-pubescent girls he used to 
teach. Randell fondled the girls in the class, under the blanket on his mattress that he 
brought to the school, even in the library and at their homes, where he was usually 
welcomed by their parents on one of his self-styled "liaison visits". In the most extreme 
cases he digitally penetrated them or forced them to place their hand on his penis and 
masturbate him until he ejaculated (The Australian, 11/08/1999). 

International cricket umpire Steve Randell was jailed for four years yesterday for 
betraying the trust of children and their parents to satisfy his "perverted sexual lust". 
Justice Peter Underwood told Randell he was a serious paedophile who had treated girls, 
aged about 11, as his "sexual playthings" while he was their teacher. Randell, 43, who 
has stood in an Australian record 36 Tests, was found guilty in the Tasmanian Supreme 
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Court on Tuesday of 15 charges of indecent assault against nine girls while teaching Year 
6 at a Catholic school in Burnie in 1981 and 1982. The full indictment against Randell 
contained an additional 14 charges of indecent assault that allegedly occurred around 
Tasmania between 1985 and 1996. (The Canberra Times, 14/08/1999). 

Court cases involving male primary teachers served to escalate concerns about male primary 

school teachers and these became more openly and frequently expressed in society and the 

media. Whilst such concerns had always previously existed and male primary teachers and 

pre-service teachers had long been warned not to touch children or to take any risks, a new 

overt regime of caution and surveillance for male primary school teachers became apparent 

from 1996 onwards in Australia. Some of these warnings and dangers for male primary 

teachers and early childhood teachers are documented below: 

Ensure the classroom windows remain clear of artwork, have a female chaperone in 
attendance when administering first aid and, when swimming, hands should be kept 
above the water at all times. These are a few of the precautions that men working in the 
early childhood sector must take each day as a first layer of protection against suspicious 
minds. They are faced daily by colleagues and parents who are distrustful of their 
motivation for working with the young. And it is in this environment that worthy 
candidates are gradually eliminated and early childhood education loses its capacity to 
equip children for the real world. Dealing with misconceptions and apprehension, men in 
early childhood comprise a rare and battle-scarred few. In times of seemingly never
ending reports of child abuse, assault and pedophilia, concerned parents tend to take 
refuge in assuming the worst (The Austra/'ian, 23/05/2001). 

In their everyday dealings with the children, Mr Allen advises his staff, men and women, 
not to touch children at all, and not to be alone in a room with them. If a pupil is upset or 
injured, male teachers will often seek out female colleagues to comfort the child [Mr 
Allen is principal of a primary school] (The Age, 08/02/2003). 

In addition, most primary schools also implemented a raft of procedures for teachers, parents 

and all visitors to the school to safeguard against the risk of sexual misconduct. The 

following newspaper article documents the views of a primary school parent about such 

safeguards: 

Our school principal has implemented a "report to the front desk" rule for parents coming 
on school property during the day - simultaneously depressing and inevitable in an age 
drunk on paedophilia-consciousness or paranoia, depending on your point of view. (The 
Sunday Age, 16/02/2003). 

Media reports were quick to suggest that the climate of surveillance caused by the Wood royal 

commission had a dramatic effect on the experience of male primary teachers: 
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Fears about behavior being misunderstood have a big impact on male primary teachers 
and may be a factor behind the decline in their numbers. (The Age, 06/09/1996). 

Rick Samuels, head of early childhood education at Queensland's Sheldon College, says 
"The threat of being accused is pervasive - it hangs over you and has the potential to ruin 
not just your career but your life" he says (The Australian, 23/05/2001). 

For teachers, the anxiety can become a barrier to doing the job. "I am sure it would 
discourage many men - it does for me," says Mr Rene Inei, 27, a Deakin trainee. "I am 
not happy about prep to two because there is a lot of physical contact." (The Age, 
06/09/1996). 

Whilst this discourse always equates male primary teachers with risk, it is somewhat variable 

whether the discourse casts the risk on the job of primary teaching or on the male primary 

teacher himself. In the vast majority of cases the sympathy of the media has been directed 

towards the male teachers because of the suspicion, innuendo and surveillance they have had 

to endure: 

Lex Arthurson, Victorian Primary Principals' Association president, agreed. "I think they 
(men) feel like they would have to be very careful, that they would be watched over all 
the time and that they would be subject to innuendos and unfair presumptions," he said. 
(The Age, 18/08/2001). 

The chief executive of the ACT Department of Education, Fran Hinton, said a fear of 
paedophilia accusations was a current reason men were reluctant to teach in primary 
schools. Only a quarter of the ACT's teachers are male and more men are being put off 
teaching as a career for fear of being accused of paedophilia, according to the ACT 
Department of Education (The Canberra Times, 18/10/1997). 

The sympathy of the public and the media towards male primary teachers has sometimes 

resulted in suggestions and strategies about how males could be better protected against these 

risks and allegations. Mr Brogden, leader of the NSW state opposition suggests a weakening 

of the definition of 'child abuse' might be the answer: 

The legal definition of "child abuse" is too broad and should be overhauled, as it is 
damaging the relationship between teachers and students and discouraging young men 
from entering the profession, according to the state Opposition Leader, John Brogden. 
"What does it say to a little six-year-old that if he falls over, the teacher can't pick him up 
and give him a hug?" Mr Brogden said. "You tell me, what does it say to that child who 
might be scared, hurt or upset that the normal human response to display affection is not 
acceptable?" (Sydney Morning Herald, 08/03/2003). 

In contrast, in a smaller number of cases, this discourse places the risk on the male primary 

teacher and questions are asked about whether male primary teachers are risky and able to be 

trusted. Most importantly, male primary teachers have reported via the media that publicly 
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expressed attitudes have had a profound effect on their experience and have led them to the 

belief that society doesn't trust them. These thoughts are expressed below and are also 

echoed by others: 

"I was going with what the media was saying. Basically, I was feeling that I would be 
labeled straight away as a paedophile," says Travis Berketa, 24, another trainee primary 
teacher at RMIT, who started an accounting course (The Age, 17/05/2000). 

"There is this overall thing that goes with males working with children. It's the idea that 
being a male is dirty, that we can't be trusted," he says. [Quote by male primary teacher 
with 31 years of experience] (Newcastle Herald, 15/03/2003). 

Mr Digby Jackson, 23, who is doing primary teaching and arts at Deakin, is adamant: "I 
will be a primary teacher. It's what I want to be." But he also has had his motives 
questioned by people perhaps only half-joking about child molesters. (The Age, 
06/09/1996). 

Many people make assumptions about men who want to teach children, Ms Bluett said. 
She summed up the view as, "If you want to work with young kids, well, you're a bit 
suss." ( quote by Australian Education Union Victorian president Mary Bluett) (The Age, 
18/08/2001). 

Then there is the spectre of sexual abuse that can hang over men who like working with 
young children, continues Professor Blackmore. In its most extreme form, this can imply 
that "it's not normal for men to like children that much". (The Age, 08/02/2003). 

In summary, the 'primary teaching can be risky for males and male primary teachers can be 

risky' discourse discunlively links male primary teachers with risk. The accusation ofrisk 

vacillates between the male primary teacher being positioned as risky and the profession 

being cast as a risk for males. It has been shown that key historical events such as the Wood 

Royal Commission and significant court cases have increased the power and frequency of this 

discourse and have caused issues of risk such as sexual abuse to become part of everyday 

language and hegemonic understandings. 

Boys are disadvantaged and troubled in schools and more male primary 
teachers as role models would fix up the 'problem' 
Below is a chronological list of Australian newspaper headlines used in articles that have 

engaged in the 'boys are in trouble and disadvantaged in schools and more male primary 

teachers would provide role models and fix up the 'problem' discourse between 1994 and 

2004. 
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Date 
15/02/1995 
11/03/1995 
09/09/1996 
05/10/1996 
12/03/1998 
11/10/1998 
07/06/1999 
29/06/1999 
July/Aug99 
17/06/2000 
21/06/2000 
28/10/2000 
25/02/2001 
09/06/2001 
16/06/2001 
16/06/2001 
13/07/2001 
18/07/2001 
31/03/2002 
02/12/2002 
01/01/2003 
20/01/2004 
22/02/2004 
23/02/2004 
12/03/2004 
10/03/2004 

Headline News.paper 
Life's tough ifiyou weren't born a girl CT 
Boys will be boys? TWA 
Can a boy be a teacher? TA 
Men: the new second sex TWA 
Non-females have needs too TA 
Teachers fdling in for dads SH 
B~b~~~lli~ U 
The trouble with boys CT 
Lost boys: searching for answers ER 
The trouble with boys SMH 
Trouble lies with individuals not boys SMH 
Male order SMH 
Are women teachers holding back our boys? SA 
Schools turn our princes into frogs CT 
Boys need help from all of us TWA 
The trouble with boys TWA 
Boys need male role models: primary teacher education CT 
Boys' schools not the answer CT 
Fathers and teachers to blame for wayward boys SH 
Male role models in short supply A 
The matter with boys is that there are not enough blokes in schools SMH 
Catholics say male teachers in a class of their own SMH 
Law may be changed to get more male teachers SMH 
We must find ways to give boys more exposure to male role models CT 
Boy, are there lessons to learn CT 
Discriminating to put more men in classroom A 

The above headlines suggest that boys are in trouble, lost, wayward and are having a tough 

life. They reflect a great deal ofipanic about the welfare ofiboys and position boys as being 

the new disadvantaged sex. The headlines also suggest that schools are not meeting the needs 

ofiboys, and are turning our 'princes' into 'frogs'. Female teachers are deemed to be 

damaging boys and holding them back. It is interesting to note the sense ofi societal 

ownership and the moral outrage in the headline 'Are women teachers holding back our 

boys?' Also worthy of note is the societal exhortation in the headline that 'Boys need help 

from all ofi us'. 

The above headlines emanate from a discourse that is principally concerned with the progress 

and welfare ofiboys in society. Unlike the previous discourses, this discourse is not primarily 

concerned with male primary teachers. Rather, male primary teachers are somewhat 

peripheral to this discourse, and are featured only as a solution to the perceived problems ofi 

boys. This discourse posits that boys are disadvantaged and are struggling in both schools 

and society and suggests a range ofi solutions for these problems. One ofi the frequently 

149 



suggested solutions within this discourse is for boys to have more male role models in their 

lives. Particular concerns are expressed about boys who grow up in single parent households 

with their mothers as principal caregivers. Male primary school teachers are inserted into this 

discourse as one of the ways that boys can access more male role models in their life. 

Although this discourse sometimes suggests that more male teachers would also be of benefit 

to girls, it is clear that concern lies primarily with the outcomes for boys and not for girls. 

This discourse emanates from a 'men's rights masculinity' that draws on essentialist beliefs to 

suggest that boys and girls have different and separate needs, and that male and female 

teachers fulfil different needs. The importance of male role models in the lives of young boys 

is one of the central tenets of this form of masculinity. One of the principal and most 

influential proponents of these beliefs is author Steven Biddulph, whose metaphor that boys 

have to 'download the software' from an available man to complete their development was 

quoted in the literature review chapter (1997, p. 17). The following newspaper excerpt 

outlines Biddulph's premises: 

Biddulph is a gender essentialist: his premise is that the biology of boys - especially in 
the presence of testosterone - demands that they be brought up in a different way from 
girls, and that this cannot be done successfully without the leadership of fathers and other 
men. (The Canberra Times, 29/06/1999). 

Whenever this discourse appears in newspaper articles, it nearly always begins with a strong 

assumptive statement that boys are in trouble in school and/ or society. These statements 

often unfavourably compare the lot of boys to that of girls: 

However you look at it, the picture of a boy's life in late 20th Century Australia appears 
bleak. The level of academic achievement for boys is down. Boys are dropping out of 
school - and society - at an alarming rate. And they are increasingly experiencing 
feelings of hopelessness (Education Review, July/ August, 1999). 

Boys are in trouble. They are less literate than girls and the gap is widening. They leave 
school earlier than girls and that gap is widening too. They are under-represented among 
academic achievers, and over-represented in suicides and drug use. Many adolescent 
boys epter the adult world feeling alienated and angry. The consequences too often are 
tragic. (The WeekendAustralian, 16/06/2001). 

The boy problem is extreme . . . Boys are spiraling downwards and nothing seems to be 
breaking their fall ... In the meantime, the teacher (not well paid and not much patience 
either) is rapidly losing control. Boys are sent to time out. Girls get to leave for the 
playground early. The ideal model student has been turned into a girl . . . The girls get 
rewards. The boys get punished. And it will continue to be like that if we continue to 
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construct our schools the way they are now, run by women, for baby women. (The 
Canberra Times, 09/06/2001). 

Following the introductory statements, a connective statement that more male role models 

would alleviate these problems generally follows: 

Last week, two States released figures showing boys are four times more likely than girls 
to be suspended from school or kicked out altogether. Queensland Education Minister 
Dean Wells had no hesitation in blaming part of the problem on a lack of male role 
models in schools: "there has to be some connection". (The Australian, 15/03/1999) 

The belief that boys need role models to grow up into successful adult males is a relatively 

recent one. Although this discourse nearly always assumes the necessity of male role models, 

it rarely attempts to explain how the physical presence of males is supposed to change the 

outcomes for boys. Rather it implicitly assumes that the presence of males will make a 

difference. The following extract reveals these assumptions about the necessity of role 

models and the lack of explanation as to how this is to take place: 

If boys have no men to model their behaviour on, how are they to become men? In most 
of the traditional societies which make up Australia's multicultural mix, adolescent boys 
are kept with men at this important phase of passage to manhood. In our high schools 
boys are systematically deprived of access to men (feature Letter to the Editor, The 
Canberra Times, 07/03/1996). 

This discourse and the assumption that boys need role models to grow up into men has 

become hegemonic in both society and the media. The following quotes display the 

widespread belief that male role models such as primary school teachers are necessary: 

Announcing a new boys' education strategy for NSW schools yesterday, Ms Chadwick 
(the NSW Minister for Education) said schoolchildren - particularly boys - needed more 
male role models in a profession becoming more and more dominated by women (The 
Australian, 22/10/1994). 

Male teachers are important because we offer sensitive and positive role models to many 
children who may not get that at home (The Australian, 03/02/1997). 

Male teachers are vital role models for both boys and girls. They reinforce positive 
messages about masculinity and education, and help dispel the myth that it is uncool to do 
well in school (The Australian, 13/03/2001). 

Despite the widespread usage of this discourse, some critiques of it have also appeared in the 

media, particularly in articles written by academics. In particular, Bob Lingard and Peter 

Douglas's article in The Australian offers a critique of the new men's groups, the call for male 
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teachers as role models, the assumptions within the current emphasis on boys and the view 

that feminism has achieved its goals: 

The new men's groups have suggested that feminism has achieved its goals in schooling 
and it is now time for a focus on the boys. They tend to emphasise the poor academic 
performance, as well as poor social outcomes, for boys, and in response seek to reassert 
particular forms of: masculinity through schooling. They also call for more male teachers 
to assist the passage of:boys to manhood. We reject the view that feminism has achieved 
its goals for girls through schooling. (The Australian, 07/06/1999). 

It is curious to note the way that this discourse has deemed the provision of: role-models as a 

core responsibility of: schools, and in doing so, has erroneously conflated the roles of: teaching 

and parenting. The following excerpts question the blurring of: the distinction between 

schools and families: 

Peter Meaney, the coordinator of: undergraduate teaching programs at RMIT Bundoora, 
says society often misses the distinction that teachers have a professional identity, rather 
than a family one. Teachers "don't see themselves as fathers", he says. And he believes 
that there is too much emphasis on male teachers being role models for boys and girls 
living in single-parent families headed by women. He says many children in traditional 
family structures may not see much of:theirfathers, because of:longer working days (The 
Age, 17/05/2000). 

But we should also remember that schools are not to blame for boys' problems. The 
problems are a consequence of: sweeping social change that has transformed society 
largely for the better. Schools are important in children's development, but families are 
more important. (The Weekend Australian, 16/06/2001). 

It is interesting to question why schools have so readily accepted the media appointed role of: 

male teachers being substitute fathers. Lingard and Douglas note below the tendency of: 

schools to create policies around the media constructed panic: 

What is more, schools are creating policies and developing strategies around the media 
constructed panic about boys and fears that masculinity is under threat (The Australian, 
07/06/1999). 

Although this discourse has assumed that all boys need male teachers as role models, 

particular concern and panic has been expressed about boys who grow up in single parent 

households with their mothers as the principal caregivers. When concerns are expressed 

about boys in female led single parent households, calls are always made for more male 

primary teachers, but attention is seldom turned towards the fathers of: these boys to provide 

role models. Despite the fact that two of: the headlines in this collection specified that fathers 

were responsible, the articles did not really pursue this line of: thought. The following articles 
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reveal the depth of concern about boys growing up in single parent households with their 

mothers as the principal caregivers: 

He (Dr Nelson, Federal Minister for Education) points to the need for young children to 
have male and female role models, particularly at a time when single-parent families, 
usually headed by women, are so prevalent. To put them in an environment without that 
mix, he argues, "is not good for boys, and it's not good for girls". (The Age, 08/02/2003). 

School market consultant Linda Vining said that "many single parents are looking for a 
school which provides role models in place of the missing parent. Single mothers often 
want a responsible male in their child's life and they are now looking to schools to do 
that" (Sun-Herald, 11/10/1998). 

Mr Brogden said.that as the structure of families changed, more parents worked and more 
children were brought up in single-parent families, the need for more male teachers and 
male role models was greater. (Sydney Morning Herald, 08/03/2003). 

And yet, Brian Allen, principal of Great Ryrie Primary, tells of the delighted responses he 
receives when parents discover the large proportion of male teachers at the school. In 
fact, he has noticed an increase in requests - particularly from single mothers - for 
children to be taught by a man. (The Age, 08/02/2003). 

Not all of the articles are convinced about the assumption that it is the role of male primary 

teachers to provide role models for boys, or that the mere presence of males will necessarily 

make a difference. Although the majority of the articles that engage in this discourse are 

uncritical, there are a greater number of articles critiquing this discourse than any of the other 

discourses discussed in this chapter. Interestingly, most of the critiques of this discourse that 

appear below are either quotations or articles written by academics: 

Submissions to the Senate inquiry show that opinion is sharply divided on the value of 
male role models for young boys. A submission from the Queensland Teachers Union 
questions the assumption that male teachers are automatically good role models, and 
instead raises the question of what attitudes and behaviours men should be modelling. 
[article by academic Victoria Foster] (The Australian, 07/06/1999). 

Educational psychologist Dr Fiona Bryer from Griffith University in Queensland said 
parents frequently expected schools to make up for deficiencies in the home. "The 
expectation that a male presence will fill those needs is excessive", she said (Sun-Herald, 
11/10/1998). 

As a mother, Professor Margot Prior shares parents' concerns their children should have 
adequate male role models, but as a behavioural scientist, she is uncertain how much 
bearing male teachers ( or lack of) have on boys' educational achievement. "It is such a 
complex question, it would be very hard to come up with an answer", she says (The 
Australian, 15/03/1999). 
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The Independent Education Union said that "it supports research which shows that it is 
not the sex of the teacher that matters but the approach," it said. "Male teachers with 
traditional views on masculinity may actually be confirming and colluding with the 
macho culture, not challenging it." (The Sydney Morning Herald, 01/01/2003). 

A vital part of this discourse is the claim that male teachers have something unique to offer 

boys in schools and that more male primary teachers will automatically improve outcomes for 

boys. These articles claim that more male teachers will help boys to take education seriously, 

improve their literacy, boost academic performance, reduce learning difficulties and generally 

improve their happiness and well-being: 

In a submission to the parliamentary inquiry, Association of Heads of Independent 
Schools chairman Father Chris Gleeson said the lack of male teachers may lead boys to 
feel they do not have to take education seriously (The Canberra Times, 28/08/2000). 

Similarly boys' poor showing in early literacy relative to girls' and their greater incidence 
of learning and behavioural difficulties, is often attributed to the lack of men teachers 
(much to the annoyance of thousands of highly capable female primary teachers). (The 
Australian, 15/03/1999) 

Ministers believe that a rise in their numbers would boost the academic performance and 
behaviour of boys by providing them with positive role models. They have now fallen 
behind girls at every major examination level in school and university. (The Weekend 
Australian, 27/04/2002). 

The male presence, albeit rare, is essential, argues Mr Tom Hill, a Deakin lecturer and 
primary teacher of 30 years. "I believe that where there have been more male role models 
there has been a reduction in learning difficulties among boys." (The Age, 06/09/1996). 

Boys' relations with teachers are now seen as the key to improving their happiness and 
results (Sydney Morning Herald, 29/05/2001). · 

Whilst it is one thing to claim that boys' outcomes will be improved with the presence of 

more male primary teachers, one of the more contentious and controversial aspects of this 

discourse is the inference that female primary teachers may be harmful to boys. Many of the 

articles contain either a thinly veiled or an explicit criticism of women teachers: 

Boys were missing out on the "blokey and jokey" banter in the classroom due to the 
chronic shortage of male teachers, said Peter West, head of the University of Western 
Sydney's research group on men and families. With up to 60% of class time made up of 
"teacher talk", students hear mainly the motherly tongues of women, who generally 
"speak the language of intimacy, affection and closeness". "Male teachers are more 
commonly talking about power, sport and the outside world ... with a much stronger use 
of humour to deflect conflict and irritation amongst boys," he said. (The Sydney Morning 
Herald, 01/01/2003). 
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Mr Morrell certainly thinks so. Male teachers, he believes, are also more likely to value 
the masculine attributes of boys - more likely to love their boisterous manner and to make 
them feel good about themselves. "When boys see a male teacher, they can see that it's 
good and normal to be a male," he said. [quote by Jack Morrell, Victorian primary 
teacher about to retire] (The Age, 18/08/2001). 

Feminism, despite its great gifts, has fashioned a sensibility that has permeated the 
education system, denying the boyishness of boys and reducing them to resigned 
participants in a world of learning that squashes their own passionate appetites. Male 
teachers are fundamental assets in redressing this imbalance, with a much more intuitive 
sense of what interests males. (The Sunday Age, 16/02/2003). 

Dr Peter West, head of the University of Western Sydney's research group on men and 
families said women teachers spent more time than men talking at children, and "tended 
not to have a massive scientific interest". (The Sydney Morning Herald, 20/01/04). 

Amidst the many articles blaming women teachers for the lot of boys, the following article 

offers a slightly different stance from that taken in other articles. Whilst the author still 

unquestioningly accepts the need for male role-models for little boys, she deflects the blame 

from women teachers to men: 

Little boys have too few male role models, not because women have taken over the 
education system but because a lot of men still think being a kindergarten or primary 
school teacher is beneath them (The Age, 08/01/1998). 

In summary, the 'boys are in trouble and disadvantaged in schools and more male primary 

teachers would provide role models and fix up the problem' discourse engages in a great deal 

o£panic about the welfare of boys in both schools and society. It has been shown that this 

discourse is based on essentialist beliefs about the role and contribution 0£ males. Primary 

teachers are co-opted to this discourse as a means of providing role models for boys, 

particularly those boys who are growing up in female led single parent households. It has 

been shown that the concept ofaole models is used unreflectively and that the call for more 

male primary teachers erroneously conflates teaching and parenting. 

Conclusion 

Analysis of media discourse clearly displays the existence of powerful and dominant societal 

discourses about male primary school teachers that simultaneously reveal and shape societal 

attitudes. There is ample evidence in this collection that media discourses have a significant 

effect on the experience 0£ male primary school teachers. However, in contrast, there is no 
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evidence that the experience of male primary teachers is informing or shaping the prevailing 

societal and media discourses about them. 

It can be seen that the media discourses about male primary teachers contain a host of 

contradictory, problematic and confusing messages that male primary teachers must negotiate 

on a daily basis. In particular, it can be seen that when several of these media discourses are 

combined, this results in conflicting and contradictory messages. This is because some of the 

discourses position males who become primary school teachers as societal heroes and role 

models, whilst others position them as deviant, soft and in need of surveillance. It has been 

shown that whilst some of the discourses easily merge together and present a seamless and 

unproblematic picture, others do not merge easily and paint a contradictory and problematic 

picture of male primary school teachers. 

It is clear that these media discourses on male primary teachers are largely uncritical and 

unsophisticated and constitute a highly emotive but very blunt instrument for measuring the 

complexity of societal beliefs. The discourses do not appear to absorb or adapt to the 

critiques that are offered about them, or to come to terms with the contradictions between and 

within them. It is also clear that these discourses are inevitably captured and hijacked by 

wider societal discourses and historical moments. 

A curious silence in all of these media discourses and articles on male primary school teachers 

is the advantages that males may enjoy as a result of crossing-over into women's work. The 

literature on males who cross-over into non-traditional work is clear that males enjoy many 

advantages and benefits as a result of their maleness, such as preference in promotion and 

employment. However, there is a complete silence in the media discourses and articles about 

the advantages that males may enjoy as primary teachers. It is difficult to know why this is 

the case, but it is worth noting again that 'most media professionals and certainly all the 

owners and controllers of media institutions are men', and wondering whether this has any 

bearing on the silence (Page 2003, p. 560). 
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Chapter 5: Statistical Data 

Introduction 

This chapter5 provides a statistical snapshot of male primary teachers and male primary pre

service teachers in Australia over the past two decades. These trends have been charted to 

give a statistical account of the decade between 1994-2004, which includes both the period of 

media discourse analysis and the life history interviews. Where possible, statistics from a 

portion of the preceding decade are also provided to give a longer timeframe. This snapshot 

aims to provide both a context for an adequate understanding of the experience of male 

primary school teachers, and evidence about whether there has been a decline of the number 

of male primary school teachers and pre-service teachers. The following statistical data will 

be presented in this chapter: 

• the number of male primary teachers employed in Australia and the ACT from 1984 to 

2002 

• the number of males enrolling in primary teacher education institutions in Australia and 

the ACT from 1989 to 2001 

• the number of males graduating from primary teacher education institutions in Australia 

and the ACT froml988 to 2000 

• the percentage of male principals in Australian primary schools, 1994 and 2002. 

The number of male primary teachers in Australia, 1984-2002 

The statistical data on the number of male primary school teachers in Australia was obtained 

from the Schools Australia series published by the Australia Bureau of Statistics. These 

statistics are broken down into gender, school sector (government I non-government), level of 

school (primary/ secondary) and individual states/ territories. Both the overall Australian 

statistics and the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) statistics are presented from 1984 to 

2002. The ACT data is examined because the pre-service teachers and teachers who were 

interviewed all came from the ACT, and it was seen as important to contextualise their 

experience. 

5 The contribution of Dr David Pederson, Statistical Consultant, University of Canberra, in providing valuable 
comments and advice on the draft of this chapter is gratefully acknowledged. 
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Table 3 and Figure 3 show the number of teaching staff employed in Australian primary 

schools, 1984-2002. It can be seen that both the overall number and the percentage of male 

primary teachers has decreased steadily over the past two decades. Over this time, the overall 

number of male primary teachers has fallen from 26,949 to 23,885 and the percentage from 

29.68% to 20.87%. In contrast, both the number and the percentage of female primary 

teachers have risen during this period. The number of female primary teachers has risen from 

63,859 to 90,548 and the percentage from 70.32% to 79.13%. 

Table 3: Teaching staff in Australian primary schools, 1984-2002 

Year Males Females Total % Males 

1984 26,949 83,859 90,808 29.88 

1985 26,984 83,803 90,787 29.71 

1988 26,351 84,334 90,885 29.08 

1987 26,138 85,114 91,252 28.84 

1988 27,785 85,458 93,221 29.78 

1989 25,738 87,082 92,820 27.73 

1990 25,419 70,497 95,916 26.50 

1991 25,416 71,363 96,779 26.26 

1992 25,303 72,652 97,955 25.83 

1993 25,175 73,351 98,526 25.55 

1994 25,017 73,850 98,867 25.30 

1995 24,160 76,875 101,035 23.91 

1996 24,373 77,894 102,267 23.83 

1997 23,978 79,796 103,774 23.11 

1998 23,550 81,052 104,602 22.51 

1999 23,938 84,927 108,865 21.99 

2000 23,878 86,200 110,078 21.69 

2001 23,980 88,534 112,514 21.31 

2002 23,885 90,548 114,434 20.87 

Average 25.44 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Schools Australia series 
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Figure 3: Teaching staff in Australian primary schools, 1984-2002 
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Whilst there has been an overall decline in male primary teachers in Australia from 29.7% to 

20.9%, this decline has not been uniform across the school sectors. Table 4 and Figure 4 

show that when the statistics are broken down into government and non-government schools, 

the picture becomes more complex. Whilst there has been a decline in both the overall 

number and the percentage of:male primary teachers in the government sector, this is not the 

case in the non-government sector. The non-government sector has recorded an increase in 

the overall number of: male primary teachers and a very small decrease in the percentage. In 

the government sector, the overall number of:male primary teachers has fallen from 22,791 to 

17,541 and the percentage from 31.84% to 21.07%. In the non-government sector, the 

overall number of: male primary teachers has risen from 4,158 to 6,345 and the percentage has 

fallen from 21.64% to 20.35%. 
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Table 4: Male teaching staff in Australian primary schools by school type, 1984-2002 

Government Non-government 

Year Males Total % Males Males Total % Males 

1984 22,791 71,590 31.84 4,158 19,218 21.64 

1985 22,640 70,968 31.90 4,323 19,799 21.83 

1986 21,943 70,463 31.14 4,408 20,222 21.80 

1987 21,592 70,924 30.44 4,546 20,328 22.36 

1988 21,152 70,467 30.02 4,614 20,754 22.23 

1989 21,004 71,522 29.37 4,734 21,298 22.23 

1990 20,543 73,837 27.82 4,876 22,079 22.08 

1991 20,474 74,216 27.59 4,942 22,564 21.90 

1992 20,249 75,111 26.96 5,054 22,845 22.12 

1993 20,021 75,066 26.67 5,153 23,460 21.97 

1994 19,738 74,494 26.50 5,279 24,373 21.66 

1995 18,687 75,996 24.59 5,473 25,040 21.86 

1996 18,792 76,677 24.51 5,581 25,590 21.81 

1997 18,367 77,657 23.65 5,611 26,117 21.48 

1998 17,844 77,781 22.94 5,707 26,822 21.28 

1999 18,06~ 81,036 22.29 5,873 27,829 21.10 

2000 17,844 81,137 21.99 6,033 28,941 20.85 

2001 17,823 82,457 21.61 6,158 30,057 20.49 

2002 17,541 83,247 21.07 ·6,345 31,187 20.35 

Average 26.47 Average 21.63 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Schools Australia series 
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Figure 4: Male teaching staff in Australian primary schools by school type, 1984-2002 
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Table 5 and Figure 5 show the number of teaching staff employed in ACT primary schools, 

1984-2002. It can be seen that both the overall number and the percentage of male primary 

teachers has decreased over the past two decades. Over this time, the overall number of male 

primary teachers has fallen from 336 to 320 and the percentage from 19.94% to 16.56%. In 

contrast, both the number and the percentage of female primary teachers have risen during 

this period. The number of female primary teachers has risen from 1,349 to 1,612 and the 

percentage from 80.06% to 83.44%. 
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Table 5: Teaching staff in ACT primary schools, 1984-2002 

Year Males Females Total % Males 

1984 336 1,349 1,685 19.94 

1985 335 1,359 1,694 19.78 

1986 318 1,375 1,693 18.78 

1987 318 1,369 1,687 18.85 

1988 315 1,394 1,709 18.43 

1989 294 1,356 1,650 17.82 

1990 286 1,362 1,648 17.35 

1991 279 1,375 1,654 16.87 

1992 290 1,413 1,703 17.03 

1993 287 1,436 1,723 16.66 

1994 307 1,503 1,810 16.96 

1995 295 1,435 1,730 17.05 

1996 291 1,399 1,690 17.22 

1997 284 1,426 1,710 16.61 

1998 262 1,430 1,692 15.48 

1999 278 1,516 1,794 15.50 

2000 292 1,500 1,792 16.29 

2001 305 1,547 1,853 16.46 

2002 320 1,612 1,932 16.56 

Average 17.35 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Schools Australia series 
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Figure 5: Teaching staff in ACT primary schools, 1984-2002 
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The ACT also exhibits an interesting pattern when the statistics are broken down into 

government and non-government schools. Table 6 and Figure 6 indicate that whilst there has 

been a decline in both the overall number and the percentage of male primary teachers in the 

government sector in the ACT, there has been an increase in both the overall number and the 

percentage of male primary teachers in the non-government sector. In the government sector, 

the overall number of male primary teachers has fallen from 256 to 183 and the percentage 

from 20.81 % to 13.84%. In the non-government sector, the overall number of male primary 

teachers has risen from 80 to 137 and the percentage has risen from 17.58% to 22.46%. The 

ACT therefore experiences a much lower percentage of male primary government teachers 

than are seen nationally, and a higher percentage of non-government male primary teachers. 

Whilst 21.07% of national government primary teachers were male in 2002, only 13.84% 

were male in the ACT. Whilst 20.35% of national non-government primary teachers were 

male in 2002, 22.46% were male in the ACT. 
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Table 6: Male teaching staff in ACT primary schools by school type, 1984-2002 

---

Government Non-government 

Year Males Total % Male Male Total % Male 

1984 256 1,230 20.81 80 455 17.58 

1985 249 1,217 20.46 86 478 17.99 

1986 231 1,211 19.08 86 481 17.88 

1987 227 1,198 18.95 91 489 18.61 

1988 225 1,211 18.58 90 498 18.07 

1989 210 1,182 17.77 84 467 17.99 

1990 202 1,185 17.05 84 464 18.10 

1991 194 1,178 16.47 85 476 17.86 

1992 199 1,221 16.30 91 482 18.88 

1993 195 1,225 15.92 91 498 18.27 

1994 216 1,303 16.58 91 507 17.95 

1995 194 1,218 15.93 101 512 19.73 

1996 189 1,181 16.00 102 509 20.04 

1997 170 1,190 14.29 114 520 21.92 

1998 148 1,172 12.63 115 521 22.07 

1999 169 1,267 13.34 109 526 20.72 

2000 171 1,256 13.61 121 535 22.62 

2001 171 1,298 13.17 134 555 24.14 

2002 183 1,322 13.84 137 610 22.46 

Average 16.36 Average 19.63 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Schools Australia series 
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Figure 6: Male teaching staff in ACT primary schools by school type, 1984-2002 
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Table 7 and Figure 7 reveal the figures for Australian non-government schools broken down 

further into catholic and independent schools for the year 2002. These statistics reveal that 

whilst 20.35% of non-government sector primary teachers are male, only 18.05% of the 

teachers in catholic primary schools are male, whilst 24.31% of teachers in independent 

primary schools are male. 

Table 7: Teaching staff in Australian primary schools by school type, 2002 

School Type Male Female Total % Male % Female 

Government 17,541 65,706 83,247 21.07 78.93 

Non-Government Total 6,345 24,842 31,187 20.35 79.65 

Catholic 3,568 16,196 19,764 18.05 81.95 

Independent 2,777 8,647 11,423 24.31 75.70 

Total 23,886 90,548 114,434 20.87 79.13 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Schools Australia, 2002 
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Figure 7: Teaching staff in Australian primary schools by school type, 2002 
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The number of males enrolled in primary teacher education institutions in 
Australia, 1989-2001 
The statistical data on the number of: enrolments in primary teacher education courses in 

Australia from 1989 to 2001 was obtained from the Department of: Education, Science and 

Technology (DEST). These statistics are available by gender, individual tertiary institutions, 

and school sector ( early childhood, primary or secondary teacher education). Table 8 and 

Figure 8 show the enrolments in primary teacher education courses in Australia from 1989 to 

2001. It can be seen that both the overall number and the percentage of: males enrolled in 

primary teacher education courses has increased over those thirteen years. Over this time, the 

overall number of:males enrolled has increased from 3,548 to 4,231 and the percentage has 

increased slightly from 18.33% to 18.63%. In contrast, the number of:females enrolled in 

primary teacher education courses has risen from 15,803 to 18,485 during this period, and the 

percentage has fallen slightly from 81.67% to 81.37%. It should be noted that whilst there 

has been a slight increase in the number of:males between 1989 and 2001, there was a peak of: 

20.13% in 1997 and a clear and steady decline since then. 
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Percentage 

Table 8: Enrolments in Australian primary teaching courses, 1989-2001 

Year Males Females Total % Males 

1989 3,548 15,803 19,351 18.33 

1990 3,583 16,418 20,001 17.91 

1991 3,700 16,687 20,387 18.15 

1992 3,256 14,724 17,980 18.11 

1993 2,969 13,168 16,137 18.40 

1994 2,655 11,237 13,892 19.11 

1995 2,664 10,788 13,452 19.80 
.. 

1996 2,714 10,650 13,364 20.31 

1997 2,929 11,620 14,549 20.13 

1998 3,313 13,394 16,707 19.83 

1999 3,918 16,271 20,189 19.41 

2000 4,250 19,054 23,304 18.24 

2001 4,231 18,485 22,716 18.63 

Average 18.95 

Source: Department of Education Science and Technology, Selected 
Higher Education Statistics series 

Figure 8: Enrolments in Australian primary teaching courses, 1989-2001 
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The number of males enrolled in primary teacher education institutions in 
the ACT, 1989-2001 
The statistical data on enrolments in primary teacher education courses in ACT from 1989 to 

2001 was also obtained from DEST. Table 9 and Figure 9 show enrolments in primary 

teacher education courses in the ACT from 1 989 to 2001 , with the national figures provided 

for comparison. It can be seen that both the overall number and the percentage ofi males 

enrolled in ACT primary teacher education courses has increased over the past thirteen years. 

Over this time, the overall number ofimales enrolled has increased from 102 to 104 and the 

percentage has increased significantly from 16.35% to 22.56%. In contrast, the number ofi 

females enrolled in primary teacher education courses has fallen significantly from 522 to 

357, and the percentage has also fallen from 83.65% to 77.44% (the figures for females are 

not shown on the table). 

Table 9: Enrolments in ACT and Australian primary teaching courses, 1989-2001 

ACT Australia 

Year Males Total % Males Males Total % Males 

1989 102 624 16.35 3,548 19,351 18.33 

1990 101 651 15.51 3,583 20,001 17.91 

1991 130 670 19.40 3,700 20,387 18.15 

1992 51 314 16.24 3,256 17,980 18.11 

1993 61 346 17.63 2,969 16,137 18.40 

1994 60 331 18.13 2;655 13,892 19.11 

1995 62 309 20.06 2,664 13,452 19.80 

1996 63 333 18.92 2,714 13,364 20.31 

1997 66 327 20.18 2,929 14,549 20.13 

1998 84 387 21.71 3,313 16,707 19.83 

1999 95 444 21.40 3,918 20,189 19.41 

2000 103 451 22.84 4,250 23,304 18.24 

2001 104 461 22.56 4,231 22,716 18.63 

Average 19.30 Average 18.95 

Source: Department of Education Science and Technology, Selected Higher Education Statistics series 
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Figure 9: Enrolments in ACT primary teaching courses, 1989-2001 
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The number of males completing primary teacher education courses in 
Australia, 1988-2000 
The statistical data on students completing primary teacher education courses in Australia 

from 1988 to 2000 was also obtained from DEST. These statistics are available by gender, 

individual tertiary institutions, and school sector. Table 10 and Figure 10 show the number ofi 

students completing primary teacher education courses in Australia from 1988 to 2000. It can 

be seen that both the overall number and the percentage ofi males enrolled in primary teacher 

education courses have decreased over the past thirteen years. Over this time, the overall 

number o:fimales completing has decreased from 1,480 to 943 and the percentage has 

decreased from 19.18% to 18.16%. In contrast, the number ofifemales completing primary 

teacher education courses has decreased from 6,236 to 4,250 during this period, and the 

percentage has risen from 80.82% to 81.84%. 
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Table 10: Completions in Australian primary teaching courses, 1988-2000 

Year Males Females Total % Males 

1988 1,480 6,236 7,716 19.18 

1989 1,457 6,516 7,973 18.27 

1990 1,408 6,428 7,836 17.97 

1991 1,402 6,794 8,196 17.11 

1992 1,276 6,590 7,866 16.22 

1993 1,103 5,917 7,020 15.71 

1994 955 5,198 6,153 15.52 

1995 1,040 4,803 5,843 17.80 

1996 878 3,985 4,863 18.05 

1997 802 3,730 4,532 17.70 

1998 814 3,649 4,463 18.24 

1999 785 3,655 4,440 17.68 

2000 943 4,250 5,193 18.16 

Average 17.51 

Source: Department of Education Science and Technology, Selected 
Higher Education Statistics series 
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Figure 10: Completions in Australian primary teaching courses, 1988-2000 
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The number of males completing primary teacher education courses in the 
ACT, 1988-2000 
The statistical data on the number of:males completing primary teacher education courses in 

the ACT from 1988 to 2000 was also obtained from DEST. Table I land Figure 11 show the 

number of: males completing primary teacher education courses in the ACT from 1988 to 

2000. It can be seen that the overall number of:males enrolled in primary teacher education 

courses has remained steady over the past thirteen years, and the percentage has increased 

markedly. The overall number of:males completing in 1988 was 27 and the number 

completing in 2000 was also 27, and the percentage of:males has increased from 12.33% to 

25.96%. In contrast, the number of:females completing primary teacher education courses 

has decreased from 192 to 77 during this period, and the percentage has fallen from 87 .67% to 

74.04% (the figures for females are not shown in the table). 
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Table 11: Completions in ACT primary teaching courses, 1988-2000 

ACT Australia 

Year Males Total % Males Males Total % Males 

1988 27 219 12.33 1,480 7,716 19.18 

1989 33 245 13.47 1,457 7,973 18.27 

1990 37 270 13.70 1,408 7,836 17.97 

1991 48 229 20.96 1,402 8,196 17.11 

1992 12 107 11.21 1,276 7,866 16.22 

1993 7 114 6.14 1,103 7,020 15.71 

1994 11 105 10.48 955 6,153 15.52 

1995 12 73 16.44 1,040 5,843 17.80 

1996 15 83 18.07 878 4,863 18.05 

1997 6 69 8.70 802 4,532 17.70 

1998 13 55 23.64 814 4,463 18.24 

1999 22 95 23.16 785 4,440 17.68 

2000 27 104 25.96 943 5,193 18.16 

Average 15.71 Average 17.51 

Source: Department of Education Science and Technology, Selected Higher Education Statistics series 

Figure 11: Completions in ACT primary teaching courses, 1988-2000 
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The percentage of male principals in Australian primary schools, 1994 and 
2002 
As was outlined in the methodology chapter, it was extremely difficult to obtain recent or 

comprehensive national data on the gender of primary school principals or primary school 

teachers occupying executive positions. These statistics are not collated and/ or available 

from DEST, and it is therefore difficult to access reliable national figures. In the absence of 

accurate national figures, several other sources of data have been used. 

Firstly, where they are available, individual state and territory departments of education 

statistics on the gender of principals will be shown. Secondly, the Australian Principals 

Associations Professional Development Council (AP APDC) produced a publication, 

Australian School Principals Profile 1994, which was produced as a follow up to their 1983 

research on Australian principals. APAPDC's research instrument was a survey distributed to 

a stratified random sample of 20% of Australia's principals, of whom 1, 112 ( 5 7%) responded. 

Whilst these statistics will be used to provide a gendered breakdown of Australian principals, 

caution is expressed about both the reliability and the currency of these statistics as they only 

represent a small proportion of Australia's principals and are now ten years old. The 

APAPDC data is available by gender, government I non-government sectors, primary/ 

secondary education and individual states/ territories. 

The gender breakdown of principals in Australian primary schools from the 1994 AP APDC 

survey is illustrated in Table 12 and Figure 12. Of the primary principals who responded to 

this survey, 70.57% were male. Further, males represent 79.03% in the government sector, 

41.35% in the catholic sector, and 51.52% in the independent sector. 

Table 12: Gender of primary principals by sch'ool type, 1994 

School Type Male Female Total %Male %Female 

Government 422 112 534 79.03 20.97 

Catholic 55 78 133 41.35 58.65 

Independent 17 16 33 51.52 48.48 

Total/ Average 494 206 700 70.57 29.43 

Source: Australian Principals Associations Professional Development Council, Australian School 
Principals: Profile 1994 
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Figure 12: Gender of primary principals by school type, 1994 
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The breakdown of primary principals for individual states and territories is not provided in the 

APAPDC publication. However, Table 13 and Figure 13 show the gender of combined 

primary/ secondary principals in each state and territory for all school types. An average of 

72.54% of primary/ secondary principalships are held by males in Australia, with a range of 

64.29% of male principals in the ACT to 77.04% in Queensland. 

Table 13: Gender of combined primary and secondary principals by state, 1994 

State Male Female Total %Male % Female 

ACT 9 5 14 64.29 35.71 

NSW 220 86 306 71.90 28.10 

NT 10 5 15 66.67 33.33 

Qld 151 45 196 77.04 22.96 

SA 66 35 101 65.35 34.65 

Tas 31 12 43 72.09 27.91 

Vic 180 66 246 73.17 26.83 

WA 91 33 124 73.39 26.61 

Australia 758 287 1,045 72.54 27.46 

Source: Australian Principals Associations Professional Development Council, Australian 
School Principals: Profile 1994 
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Whilst there are no national figures available on the percentage of male primary school 

principals, some of the individual state and territory departments of education publish annual 

statistics. Statistics on the gender of primary principals in 2002 are available for NSW, 

Victoria, Western Australia and South Australia, and are shown in table 14. 

These statistics show a great range in the percentage of current male primary principalships -

72.11 % in Western Australia, 60.96% in NSW, 55.38% in Victoria and 52.43% in South 

Australia. In contrast, the figures for male primary teachers are more consistent - 21.15% in 

South Australia, 20.63% in Western Australia, 18.86% in NSW and 17.11 % in Victoria. 
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Table 14: Primary principals and teaching staff by gender, selected states, 2002 

........... ·············~----~-

Classification Male Female Total % Males % Females 

NSW 

Teaching Staff 4,278 18,399 22,677 18.86 81.14 

Principals 1,115 714 1,829 60.96 39.04 

Total 5,393 19,113 24,506 22.01 77.99 

Victoria 

Teaching Staff 3,070 14,874 17,944 17.11 82.89 

Principals 1,042 839 1,881 55.38 44.62 

Total 4,112 15,713 19,825 20.74 79.26 

Western Australia 

Teaching Staff 1,521 5,853 7,374 20.63 79.37 

Principals 393 152 545 72.11 27.89 

Total 1,914 6,005 7,919 24.17 75.83 

South Australia 

Teaching Staff 1,493 5,565 7,058 21.15 78.85 

Principals 281 255 536 52.43 47.57 

Total 1,774 5,820 7,594 23.36 76.64 

NB The data for South Australia includes R-12 schools and excludes Assistant Principals and Co
ordinators 

Source: NSW Department of Education and Training, Equal Employment Opportunity Annual Report, 
2002 
Victorian Department of Education and Training, Annual Report 2002-03 
Western Australia Department of Education, Annual Report 2002-2003 
South Australia Department of Education and Children's Services, Worliforce Profile by 
Classification and Gender, 2002 
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Key statistical findings 

The key statistical findings from this chapter are summarised below. It should be noted that 

the data used in this chapter is drawn from a number of sources which each cover different 

time periods, with the result that the key findings do not always refer to the same time period. 

• the number and percentage of male primary teachers have fallen significantly in national 

government primary schools 

• the number of male primary teachers has increased in national non-government primary 

schools and the percentage has slightly decreased 

• the number and percentage of males enrolling in primary teacher education courses has 

increased nationally 

• the number of females enrolling in primary teacher education courses has increased 

nationally, but the percentage has fallen slightly 

• the number and percentage of males enrolling in primary teacher education courses has 

increased in the ACT 

• the number and percentage of females enrolling in primary teacher education courses has 

decreased in the ACT 

• the number and percentage of males graduating from primary teacher education courses 

has decreased nationally 

• the number of females graduating from primary teacher education courses has decreased 

nationally and the percentage has increased 

• the number of males graduating from primary teacher education courses remained 

constant in the ACT and the percentage has increased significantly 

• the number and percentage of females graduating from primary teacher education courses 

has decreased markedly in the ACT 

• the AP APDC survey suggests that an average of 70.57% of Australian primary 

principalships were male in 1994 

• the current figures from state and territory departments of education indicate a range of 

male primary principalships from 72.11 % in Western Australia to 52.43% in Victoria 

Conclusion 

This chapter has provided a statistical snapshot of the number of male primary teachers and 

male primary pre-service teachers in Australia over the past two decades. These statistics 
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were included in this study to provide a context for the experience of male primary school 

teachers and evidence of whether the number of male primary school teachers and pre-service 

teachers in Australia has declined in recent years. It has been shown in previous chapters that 

societal and media discourse assumes a recent rapid decline in the number of male primary 

teachers and pre-service teachers in Australia. However, the statistical data provided in this 

chapter indicates that many of these claims and assumptions are not justified and are quite 

inaccurate. The statistics reveal an extremely complex and uneven picture of decreases and 

increases. There is a significant decline in the percentage of male teachers employed in 

Australian government primary schools and in the number of males completing primary 

teacher education courses. In contrast, the number and percentage of males enrolling in 

primary teacher education courses has increased over this time, and so has the number and 

percentage of male primary teachers in the independent sector. Whilst the focus of this study 

is on male primary teachers, it is nevertheless important to note the significant decline in the 

number of females completing primary teacher education courses over this period, and the 

total societal and media silence about this decline. 
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Chapter 6: Interview Data 

Introduction 

Life history interviews were seen as the most suitable research method for gaining insights 

and understandings about the lived experience ofimale primary school teachers. The data for 

this research method came from a series ofi eighteen interviews conducted over several years 

with six male primary pre-service teachers, six male primary school teachers (two ofiwhom 

were previously interviewed as pre-service teachers), four female primary school teachers and 

two female teacher education lecturers. The data from these life history interviews was rich 

and complex, and provided significant understandings about the experience and subjectivities 

ofi male primary school teachers. The pseudonym names ofi the eighteen people who were 

interviewed are provided in the table below: 

Male pre- Male primary Male primary Female Female teacher 
service teachers ( ex teachers primary education 

teachers pre-service) teachers lecturers 

Cliffi Daniel Anthony Sarah Blanche 

Daniel Joshua Jack Stella Mary 

Henry Robert Sue 

James Shaun Vanessa 

Joey 

Joshua 

The chapter begins with some reflections on the patterns and themes that emerged from the 

interviews. The data from these interviews is then collated according to the broad themes and 

headlines found within the literature review chapter. In particular, the advantages and 

disadvantages experienced by male primary school teachers described in the literature provide 

a useful template for analysing the interview data. This chapter will therefore be divided into 

the following four sections: 

• Patterns in the interviews 

• General issues arising from the literature review chapter 

• Disadvantages experienced by male primary school teachers 

• Advantages experienced by male primary school teachers 
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Patterns in the interviews 

As described in the methodology chapter, the process of listening to the interview narratives 

and reading the interview transcripts revealed a complex series of patterns, commonalities and 

confgurations. I sought to chart the emergent patterns whilst retaining the uniqueness of 

individuals' accounts and rejecting the construction of metanarratives. This middle path was 

chosen because I considered that it yielded the greatest insights into the experience of male 

primary teachers and that it provided the most potential for the utilisation of the research 

findings. 

Each of the eighteen interviews revealed a unique combination of experiences and 

observations, and contained elements and perspectives that were not repeated in any of the 

other interviews. However, it was also clear that each of the interviews also contained 

common threads and elements that resonated with the other narratives and contributed to 

larger patterns and experiences. In particular, it was evident that the various groups of 

interviewees contained internal patterns of experience and opinions. For example, there were 

many common themes within the narratives of the pre-service teachers, and despite some 

minor differences in experience and perspective, these were very closely aligned to the 

narratives of the male primary teachers. There was no discernible difference between the 

narratives of the two male pre-service primary teachers when they were interviewed several 

years later as primary teachers, and the narratives of the other four male primary teachers. 

Similarly, despite some minor differences, a great deal of commonality was also observed 

within and between the narratives of the female teachers and the female teacher education 

lecturers. Although each of these categories contained conflicting data and was by no means 

homogeneous, it is nevertheless important to note that the most obvious pattern that emerged 

within the interview data was the commonality of experience in the collective narratives of 

the males and the commonality in the collective narratives of the females. Whilst there were 

several common and unifying themes that appeared in the narratives of all interviewees, the 

perspectives of the two groups nevertheless differed substantially from each other. 

In particular, the most important difference between the collective data from that of the males 

and that of the females was that the males were more inclined to emphasise the disadvantages 

that they experienced because ofi their maleness and to silence the advantages. In contrast, the 

females were more inclined to emphasise the advantages they experienced because of their 
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maleness and to silence the disadvantages. However, whilst such significant differences 

emerged, there were also several themes that were common to nearly all of the interviews. 

These included an acknowledgement that the societal surveillance of male primary teachers 

and the subsequent fear of accusations of sexual abuse have had a dramatic, negative and 

irrevocable effect on the lives of male primary school teachers. A further common theme 

found in the narratives is that primary teaching is statistically dominated by females and 

regarded by society as women's work. In addition, it is important to note that there were many 

other experiences that teachers reported in the interviews that could be seen as being generic 

and common for both male and female primary school teachers. Examples of these 

experiences included the joys and satisfactions of primary teaching and challenges such as the 

amount of hard work. However, the remainder of this study focuses on examining the 

experiences that male primary teachers face that are specific to their maleness. 

It is important to note that not only do opinions vary greatly between the groups of 

interviewees, but that they are also divergent within the groups and that none of the groups is 

homogeneous or uniform. In particular, Joshua's narratives as a pre-service teacher and as a 

primary teacher differed markedly from those of the other males. He frequently critiqued the 

issues that were commonly agreed upon by the other male teachers and chose to highlight the 

advantages and preferential treatment that he believes is given to male pre-service teachers 

and male primary teachers. In addition to highlighting the advantages, Joshua also rejected 

the disadvantages that were put forward by the other males. He was the only male 

interviewee to reject the suggestion that the fear of being accused of sexual abuse had 

impacted negatively on male primary school teachers. 

The bodies of knowledge found in the literature chapter will be used as a template for the 

organisation and discussion of the interview data in the remainder of this chapter. Under each 

of the headings emanating from the literature, the observations and reflections of the 

interviewees about the experience of male primary teachers will be discussed. This 

discussion includes both a synthesis of the data into patterns, and opportunities for the voices 

and experiences of individuals to be heard. 
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General issues arising from the literature review chapter 

Becoming a primary school teacher 

As was noted in the literature review chapter, very little has been written on how people make 

the decision to become a primary school teacher or on the experience or the process of 

becoming a primary teacher. The small amount of literature that exists rarely differentiates 

between the experience for males or for females or attempts to chart any gendered patterns or 

trends. The data from these interviews, and particularly those of the male pre-service 

teachers, provides a significant amount of detail about the decision and process of males who 

choose to become primary school teachers. These narratives also give invaluable insights into 

the response of family and friends to their decision. 

Joey was the only one of the six pre-service teachers who considered becoming a primary 

school teacher whilst still at school: 

I actually first remember telling my parents when I was really young actually, when I was 
in about 5th or 6th grade, which was kind of strange. And then as I got older, I decided it 
was a pretty good option, and it was mainly for pretty egocentric reasons i.e. the hours 
were good, the holidays were good, I didn't think the work would be too stressful and I 
thought it would suit my lifestyle, because I like to do a lot of other things. So as I got 
older, they were my reasons.6 (Joey, pre-service teacher) 

He also documents the process of entering primary teaching from school and describes the 

assumptions that people make about his decision that reflect on the apparent low status of 

primary teacher education for males: 

I find myself now when people who I meet ask me what I'm doing, and I tell them 
primary education, the first thing I find myself saying after that is that "yes, it was my 
first choice, I didn't bum around and I didn't not get into whatever else I wanted to do. I 
actually wanted to do primary ed". And that's come about because I used to get a lot of 
feedback from people when I meet, it was like, "did you do badly at science?" So now 
it's just habit of mine, to say, "no, it was my first choice". 

None of the remaining five pre-service teachers considered becoming primary school teachers 

during their schooling, with four of them beginning alternate tertiary studies first and one of 

them pursuing another career. The four who began other tertiary studies had not been 

successful and/ or happy and had discontinued their studies in the first or second year. For 

6 Non-italics indicates speech by the interviewee and italics indicates speech by the interviewer 
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each of the five male pre-service teachers who initially began other careers and degrees, the 

idea to become a primary school teacher came via suggestions made by other people or 

through their work with children in sporting or church settings. 

Henry commented that whilst he hadn't considered becoming a primary school teacher during 

his schooling, he had considered becoming a secondary school teacher: 

I think because I was seeing the people that I thought weren't really that gifted 
intellectually, or weren't that good at school, were managing to get into teacher's college. 
It was sort of like, if you struggled to get into anything else, then you went into primary 
school teaching. Well, that was the impression that I had, anyway. And I think that's 
probably what I went against in going into primary school teaching. (Henry, pre-service 
teacher) 

Cliff describes his eventual decision to become a primary school teacher below: 

I'd have to say that primary teaching was not a first choice for me originally. I had 
grandiose designs of wanting to be an astronomer or something like that, with lots of 
money ... So, while teaching was an option, it was sort of like, well I hope to get into 
something else, and if I don't, well, I've sort of got a chance of getting into teaching, I 
guess. (Cliff, pre-service teacher) 

And similarly, primary teaching was not a first choice for Joshua either: 

I haven't been from the beginning of my life always wanting to be a teacher. Yeah, it 
was kind of a default thing. (Joshua, pre-service teacher) 

All of the pre-service teachers report receiving a mixed reaction from family and friends to 

their decision to become a primary school teacher. Whilst most of them received some 

favourable reactions from their family and friends, they had each also experienced some 

difficult and confronting reactions. It is interesting to note that even when they document 

positive reactions, these are often tinged with silences and traces of negativity about being a 

male primary teacher. Daniel's and James's accounts ofithe reaction of their family and 

friends are typical: 

It was a mixed reaction. Most people, close friends, just kind of, "yeah OK, that's what 
you want to do". There was no negative kind of, "oh really?" type of thing. People who 
didn't know me so well and were hyped up into something else, would give that kind of 
negative, "what a primary school teacher, is that all you can amount to?" type thing. Ah, 
they obviously didn't hold it in high regard. (Daniel, pre-service teacher) 

The first reaction is, well even when I started, and this is only 4 years ago, the reaction 
was that this is not a male domain. And when I told someone I was becoming a teacher, 
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straight away they'd ask me in what discipline, because they straight away decided that I 
was going to be a secondary teacher. That's the first thing they say, "what discipline?" 
and I think that's still something that happens today. In fact I know it is, because in the 
last 2 weeks I've been asked that twice by the only two people I've told I was going to be 
a teacher, "what area?". (James, pre-service teacher) 

Joey also reported receiving a disappointing response from a male primary school teacher 

who had taught him at school when he said he was going to become a primary teacher: 

And I came across him again, and he asked me what I was doing. I think I might have 
been in Year 12. I said I'd applied for primary education. And his reaction was a little 
disappointing as well, for me. Because I remember him saying to me that you know, I 
could have done so much more. (Joey, pre-service teacher) 

Most of: the pre-service teachers had at least one parent who expressed disapproval about their 

choice. In most cases, it was their fathers who found it diff:cult to come to terms with their 

decision. Joey commented on the ongoing reaction ofi his parents to his decision: 

It's funny. I mean, mum was always fine with it. Dad is sort ofiyour man's man type ofi 
a guy, and I still now get the impression that he feels that for me education probably 
wasn't the greatest career choices. (Joey, pre-service teacher) 

Joshua also reported a fairly negative reaction from his father to his decision: 

My dad . . . he had this picture ofi me, because I was good at maths, I was going to get 
into computers, because computers is where the money is and that's where the prestige is 
... And so when I told that him that that's what I was going to apply for, or that's what I 
was thinking ofi doing, was like, oh we'd be drinking, and he's just like well, you know, 
"what about computers, what about computers?". So, his was a negative reaction, and I 
can't exactly remember, he gave me some spiel about not leading to anywhere or 
whatever. (Joshua,pre-service teacher) 

James also reports a negative reaction from his parents. He describes this below: 

Now, that was a real strain for me because I knew that my, I wanted to, originally to 
follow in my father's footsteps. Now, taking on teaching was something that wasn't big 
on his agenda, so that was a bit ofi a problem for me, although I wasn't going to let it stop 
me do it because I enjoy it ... That was tough. And my mum, well she sees them 
[primary teachers] every day and I think she still resists the fact that I'm going to become 
a teacher even to this day. (James,pre-service teacher) 

It is interesting to note that several of:the pre-service teachers had mothers who were teachers 

or who worked in a primary school, and each of:these males had a degree ofifamiliarity with 

the school environment because ofitheir mothers. Webb noted that sons prefer to be 

introduced to the workplace by their fathers (1998, p. 130) and it is possible that the process 
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ofi following their mothers into traditional female work, instead ofi following their fathers into 

traditional male work is a confronting experience for both the males and for their fathers. 

James referred above to his desire to follow his father's footsteps into a career, and he 

discusses it further below: 

In high school, in my last 2 years of high school, I didn't want to do anything except 
business management, and be part of the business world. I suppose it's a little bit like 
most people, following in your parents' footsteps, or in my case my father's footsteps in 
business. ('James, pre-service teacher) 

Some ofi the interviewees attempted to categorise the types ofi people who choose primary 

teaching. Joey did not refer to males and females, but believed that people who become 

primary teachers liked security and were not 'risk takers': 

I can tell you the kind of person I don't think it attracts, which may be easier for me 
because I don't know these people well enough; I haven't taken the time out to know 
these people well enough. But it's certainly not the kind of people that indulge in any 
sort of substance abuse on too regular a basis. Not the kind of people that enjoy going out 
and seeing live, loud bands. Not the kind of people that enjoy taking risks that may result 
in injury or any of that. Perhaps not risk takers is a good way to sum them up. I think 
they're right into security, which is certainly what being a teacher can offer is high 
security. (Joey, pre-service teacher) 

Anthony also commented on the type ofimale who becomes a primary school teacher. He 

said that they had several things in common: they were usually a bit older, were outgoing, had 

an artistic streak and had a bond with children in their lives. Sue suggested that the type ofi 

males who become primary teachers males are not stereotypical males and that they have 

characteristics that are considered female: 

Such as talking about feelings and feeling issues, instead of facts. And they're happy to 
chat about those sorts of things. Being comfortable in female company. Having more 
nurturing, exhibiting more nurturing behaviours, warmth towards children and towards 
other people. They are certainly ones that are successful, that's they're the sorts of 
characteristics that they have. So they have the female characteristics. So they're a 
different sort of male. They, in years gone by, they would have been seen as the Sunday 
school model of male. They are often religious, they often belong to community groups 
that engage in community activity, scouting, there's a lot that belong to Lions club, and 
those sorts of organisations. They're very community minded, they're involved in those 
sorts ofi organisations. Weekend sports. So they involve themselves in those sorts of 
things, good deeds. (Sue, primary teacher) 

Further, Sue suggests that in her experience, the choice ofimales to pursue primary teaching is 

often influenced by other recreational and work needs in their life. She details below 

discussions she has had with pre-service teachers on practicum as to why they have chosen to 
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become primary teachers. She notes that female pre-service teachers tend to select primary 

teaching because 'it will suit my family life or childbearing'. In contrast she notes the 

following about the males: 

The males don't respond so much with, "it will suit my family life or my childbearing", 
they will respond with "I like the holidays and I can pursue other parts ofi life, I can do 
my sport, or I can play my guitar", or whatever they're interested in. They're nearly all, 
the males nearly always have some other major other interest. They often have a 2nd 

business, another career, they're musicians by night, a major career that takes up a large 
part ofitheir time, or they're travelling or something. So, there's some other reason that 
they're doing it. (Sue, primary teacher) 

It was noted in the literature review chapter that whilst the choice ofiprimary teaching is 

regarded as natural and common sense for females, this is not the case for males. It was seen 

that even when relatives and friends accept their decision, it is seen as unnatural and is 

generally treated with either suspicion or awe. The narratives ofithe male pre-service teachers 

certainly concur with these findings, and indicate that there is very little middle ground 

between suspicion and awe in how people position them. It is apparent that when their 

decision is not accepted and they are treated with suspicion; this causes considerable 

discomfort and disappointment for the males and points to the problematic nature ofi their 

decision. 

Crossing-over into 'women's work' 

It was evident from the material on the sexual division ofi labour that most jobs are classified 

as either 'men's work' or 'women's work'. Despite these demarcations, some men and some 

women choose to cross-over into non-traditional work. It was noted that males find crossing

over into non-traditional work more problematic than females. This seems to be largely 

because society views women who cross-over into men's work as stepping up, but views men 

who cross-over into women's work as stepping down. Within our societal division ofilabour, 

education and particularly primary teaching are regarded as women's work, pink-collar work 

or feminised, and men who cross-over into this work are regarded as stepping down. 

All ofithe interviewees acknowledged that females statistically dominate primary teaching and 

that males constitute a minority. Whilst none ofithe interviewees used specific terminology or 

labels to refer to this phenomenon, such as being a sexual division ofilabour or feminised, 
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there was nevertheless an implicit acceptance by all interviewees that primary teaching was 

viewed by society as being women's work. 

The male pre-service teachers spoke of being aware that they were choosing a female 

dominated profession, but were unaware of the implications that this would have both during 

their time at the university and during their blocks of practicum in primary schools. Henry 

commented that he had always thought, "well, yes, this is really female dominated". Joey 

reports that he didn't really think about it until he came to the first get-together of first year 

primary education students. He reports that it then "sort of dawned" on him and he thought, 

"well, of course". Cliff expresses his thoughts below: 

I had thought that it was female dominated, but I hadn't thought as to whether me going 
in, no, it hadn't really worried me that the majority of the people who would be doing the 
course and the majority of people who I would be interacting with would be female. I 
just thought that by me going in, that would be one more male that was in there, I think. I 
was really sad, because the first year, I was surprised at the amount of other guys that 
were there, and then by second year, how many had dropped out. Which was really sad, I 
thought. (Cliff pre-service teacher) 

All of the pre-service teachers reported that the small number of males had presented them 

with significant challenges during their training. They reported feelings of isolation during 

lectures and tutorials and some referred to being confronted by the experience of being a 

'token male'. Joshua describes below that he felt vulnerable because of the lack of male pre

service teachers: 

I'll just tell you one example where I felt really vulnerable. And that was in the second 
time when I came around to first semester second year the second time, and because I was 
new to the year, so I didn't know anyone in the year, and I came into my language tut, 
and I walked in and there was not a single guy. 'Cause every other time there's been at 
least one other guy. And that, I just froze, and I was feeling really intimidated then. Not 
intimidated, intimidated is the wrong word, because there's no activity to make me feel 
intimidated. And I just clammed up for at least the first, for the whole of the first tutorial. 
(Joshua,pre-service teacher) 

Despite being a minority and feeling isolated, the pre-service teachers acknowledged that they 

and the other males were very vocal and even dominated the tutorials. In the quote below 

Daniel describes below the way that tutors notice male students: 

It's an advantage in that you can probably get away with more comments in discussions, 
if you use it wisely. I don't know if that, because I'm not backwards in coming forward 
with things in a discussion, therefore I don't know if it's me, or whether it's the fact that 
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I'm a male. But looking at other males in tutorials, they're also the same way; they're 
extroverted that way. (Daniel, pre-service teacher) 

Whilst the male primary teachers readily acknowledged that primary teaching had far more 

females than males, none of them appeared to want to dwell on this fact or engage in a 

conversation about it. Robert was the only male primary teacher who provided an illustration 

to prove that primary teaching is regarded as women's and mothering work. He described the 

tendency of female teachers to bring their own children to the school they teach in, which he 

suggested further reinforces the belief that primary teaching is about mothering: 

Well, I think it's great that they are very supportive of the school and they say 'this is a 
great school, I want my children here', and I've never really seen them interfere to a great 
degree in the teacher's role with their child within the school ... I do see that perhaps it 
could be discouraging to some of our male student teachers who also because the 
community are very aware of this I believe, and they may see teaching really as a 
mothering place. Of the teachers that I have seen with their children in the school, their 
male husbands who are teachers are at another school, but they don't send their children 
to that school. (Robert, primary teacher) 

On being a token / minority 

The literature on tokenism explores the experience of minorities in society and work, and 

focuses on the experience of crossing-over into work that is non-traditional for one's gender. 

The early tokenism literature was based on studies of females who crossed over into male 

dominated work and it simplistically assumed that minority status automatically confers 

disadvantages and particular experiences. However, the later tokenism literature revealed a 

much more complex picture than this, and acknowledged that other forms of discrimination 

such as sexism, racism, classism and heterosexism will have a greater bearing on the 

outcomes of minority status. In particular, forms of discrimination such as sexism will always 

be more powerful than tokenism, and may result in a reversal of the previous assumptions 

about minority groups experiencing disadvantages. Some of the later literature revealed that 

whilst males may face some disadvantages when they cross-over into women's work, they, 

they will also enjoy many advantages because of their societal dominance status. 

In the interviews, the notion of being a minority or a token appears to be vexing and 

sometimes confronting for the males. Whilst the conversation with several of the males led 

me to ask them about their experience of being a minority both at university and during 

practicum in schools, no questions specifically dealt with the notion of being a token. Despite 
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this some of the interviewees referred to male primary teachers as tokens, and engaged in 

understandings similar to Kanter's theory of tokenism (Kanter, 1977, 1979, 1980). 

Daniel explained that he often feels positioned as a token male during tutorials: 

I think it is in that because you are very much a minority, by the time you get split into 
tutorial groups you're even more a minority, there's maybe one other or two other males 
in your tutorial if you're lucky, that you can feel very alone about it. You can feel a little 
bit out of place. That's happened to me where I've been the only male in a tutorial, and 
I've sat there thinking, "gee, I'm a token male, what am I meant to say?" (Daniel, pre
service teacher) 

Daniel also echoed sentiments that resonate with Kanter's theory of tokenism, and explains 

that being part of a minority marks you and makes you the focus of attention: 

I think also tutors expect you to put in a comment a little bit more than out of everybody 
else. They don't treat you as an equal in that way because you are the only one male, so 
obviously their attention focuses on you. You 're easy to pick out of the crowd. And if 
you can find someone who's easy to pick out of the crowd, you're looking at them, 
you're waiting for something from them. So you're more conscious of marking them. 
(Daniel, pre-service teacher) 

Jack's perspective is similar to that of Daniel, and he also believes that minorities will always 

attract more attention: 

Given all of that, would you recommend teaching as a career to young males? 
Because in primary school, we are such a rare, well very relatively rare species, I think. 
Which will mean we always attract more attention because the minority does seem to, 
you know, I think so. (Jack, primary teacher) . 

James describes his belief that ifhe gets a job teaching in a primary school, others may think 

that he has secured the job because he is a male. He suggests that people may think "well, 

you've only got this job because you're a male and everyone knows we need more males in 

the primary school". He suggests that women teachers may see male primary teachers getting 

jobs as 'a token gesture by the Education Department'. Vanessa agrees t~at schools and 

employing authorities regard males as tokens, but suggests that this works in the males' 

favour when seeking jobs. She suggests that male pre-service teachers believe that 

'regardless of what they do, they will have a position in our system': 

We haven't got room for that kind of attitude. What we're on about is solid, sound, 
professional teachers. Regardless of sex, regardless of where they've come from, we 
need good educators in our schools, our roles are far too complex. And I really think we 
need to start changing these attitudes and I think we need to be talking about it so much 
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more, and let's stop making excuses for why this is going on and start addressing the 
issues. We don't employ males, we don't employ females, we employ teachers. And I 
think merit and whether you are the right person for the job is so much more important 
than having a so-called token on staff, which is how some of our male teachers are 
starting to be viewed. So I really think we need to talk about it and start getting it out in 
the open and start making changes. There are too many good teachers out there missing 
out because of these attitudes that a male teacher is a better teacher for the job. (Vanessa, 
primary teacher) 

An essentialist or a socially constructed view of gender? 

As discussed in the literature review chapter, essentialism views the characteristics of males 

and females as predetermined and biologically given, with the sex of a person's body 

determining the roles that they will play in society. In contrast, social construction 

frameworks reject biologically predetermined roles for men and women, and view gender as 

being constructed through discourses and social practices. This section will discuss the 

location of the interviewees' beliefs and understandings on the continuum between essentialist 

and socially constructed views of gender. Whilst such issues were not directly addressed in 

the interview questions, many of the interviewees' comments about the differences and 

similarities between men and women are helpful for locating their understandings about the 

construction of gender. It is important to attempt to locate their beliefs about the construction 

of gender because this will affect their perceptions about the experience of male primary 

teachers. In particular, their beliefs about the way that gender is constructed will determine 

whether they see male and female teachers as being different from each other, having 

differing needs, teaching in different ways and making separate contributions to the life of the 

primary school. 

An examination of the interviewees' narratives indicates the pervasive nature of essentialist 

beliefs, as the vast majority of interviewees lean far more towards the essentialist end of the 

spectrum than the social construction end. With few exceptions, most interviewees believed 

that male and female teachers are vastly different from each other, and teach and behave in 

different ways. However, caution needs to be expressed before assuming that essentialist 

beliefs necessarily lie behind people's observation of differences between males and females. 

It is of course also possible to have males and females behaving differently because of their 

adoption of differing gendered discourses. 
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Regardless of where the interviewees lie on the social construction spectrum, most of them 

suggested a huge number of differences between male and female teachers. Some of these 

differences were echoed by many of the interviewees and others were only mentioned once or 

twice. Some of the differences that the interviewees noted between male and female teachers 

include the following: teaching styles, communication, teamwork and organisational skills, 

use of their voices, response given to them by students, tendency to form friendships at work 

and use of the staff common room. Some of these perceived differences will be discussed in 

this section, and others will be discussed under later headings. In addition to the differences 

cited above, most of the male pre-service teachers referred to either having male or female 

supervising teachers7 during their practicum8 and were acutely aware of the difference that 

they perceived this made to their practicum. It is important to note that not all interviewees 

believed that there were essential differences between male and female teachers and some 

pointed to similarities and universal experiences. In particular, Joshua seriously challenged 

the notion of gendered differences and consistently distanced himself from essentialist 

readings by aligning himself with a more reflective view of the construction of gender. 

Several other interviewees were also similarly reflective and questioning about the differences 

between male and female teachers. 

As evidence of the different roles that male and female primary teachers fulfill, some 

interviewees spoke of the problems faced by primary schools with no male teachers. Daniel 

describes the security that he believes schools enjoy when they are fortunate enough to have 

both males and females on staff: 

I think staff feel a little bit more secure when they know they've got a male on the staff. 
If it's a completely female dominated staff and that's all they've got, they think they're 
missing something. And probably because they are. They're missing a proportion of the 
other side. Whether it's an equal or a minority, they just haven't got it. (Daniel, pre
service teacher) 

Most of the interviewees cited a vast array of ways in which they believe that male and female 

teachers behave and teach differently from one other. One of the most frequently quoted 

pieces of evidence for this was that males are more likely to teach in traditional, teacher

centred and didactic ways, whilst females are more flexible and student-centred. James 

7 Supervising teachers are called 'associate teachers' at this university 
8 Practicum is called 'field experience' at this university 
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discusses below that he had never experienced a male supervising teacher on practicum, and 

so he requested to observe the teaching of two male teachers: 

I observed, the first thing I observed in one of the classes I went into was, this teacher 
was newish teacher to the system, and he definitely used his power as a male in 
classroom. What I mean by that was, he used his voice as a control measure, he was right 
into having the children exactly where they should be. It was a very traditional approach 
to control, and you could see the maleness coming out in his teaching, as far as he would 
stop the class quite often to make sure everyone was on task. It was just completely 
different to anything I'd seen where the females who had been my associates, now a few 
-of them were strict in the classroom, but they did it in a different way. (James, pre
service teacher) 

Sarah describes below her experience with a male pre-service teachers during practicum. She 

discusses the difficulties the pre-service teacher had adjusting to the flexible and student

centred style of her classroom. She observes that he seemed to want 'almost a classroom of 

back in the, perhaps 50s or even before'. She describes below the beliefs that she felt the 

male pre-service teacher subscribed to: 

A teacher was the person that was there to impart knowledge, was to rule, that what you 
said went, and it sounds funny, I know, but there's a difference between discipline and 
working with a child, and discipline where it says "thou shalt sit down now" and that sort 
of only comes over time. (Sarah, primary teacher) 

Blanche discusses below the propensity for male primary teachers to teach in teacher-centred 

and disciplinarian ways. She believes that universities push an 'uncritical view of child

centred pedagogy' and discusses below how alienating male pre-service teachers seem to find 

this pedagogy: 

And I'd suspect a number of them sit in tutes, and think "well, where do we all fit in 
this?" And then when they get out into schools and find male teachers who don't use 
child-centred pedagogy, that's where they think "now I know where I fit in" ... Because 
child-centred pedagogy places the child in a position of power over a teacher, which 
makes all discipline totally problematic. Because when they get out into a school they 
find a disciplinarian male, using his male power, so that's the model that they can work 
with. So, they don't have to negotiate with the students, they just use their voice, raise 
their voice, use their body to stand over them. (Blanche, teacher education lecturer) 

Many other interviewees made similar comments about the way that male teachers use their 

voices as weapons. Daniel raised this issue when he referred to a school he had been sent to 

for a practicum that didn't have any other male teachers on staff; He describes this school as 

having 'a need, there was a big gap, there was a hole to be filled'. When I ask him below to 
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talk more about this hole, he replied by commenting on the way that male primary teachers 

are able to use their voices: 

For example, I had to discipline some kids who were being really noisy walking up a 
stairwell into a corridor, and they completely disrupted my class as I was trying to do 
something which was fairly quiet. And they were yelling straight through the corridor. 
And I just walked out of the classroom, and in a stern voice, you know, put them all to a 
halt, and sent them back to the stairwell to come right down from the bottom of the steps 
up again without making a sound. And the comment to me from the teacher whose class 
it was actually I was talking to, afterwards was, "oh, I wish I had a voice like yours. 
Females can't do that, because we raise our voice and it goes higher and it goes across the 
kids' heads". Males have a deeper resonance that can kind of stop kids in their tracks. 
(Daniel, pre-service teacher) 

Daniel also mentioned the issue of voice in his interview several years later as he discussed 

the way schools 'love to get a male in the school': 

They're looking for one of the things I mentioned earlier, was the way kids react to 
males, and it's the disciplinary action. The fact that also you have a lower voice set and 
kids respond to the lower tones, in authoritative areas. If you want to get kids attention, a 
female screaming at the top of her lungs is probably not going to have much effect 
compared to a male, who'll be able to raise his voice, but without having to raise the pitch 
level. (Daniel, primary teacher) 

James refers to the difference in male and female voices: 

And my voice, when I use it in the classroom is a powerful weapon. I also think that, 
now I don't know if I can say this straight out in that I haven't taught with a whole lot of 
women, but I think when I have to use disciplinary measures in the classroom, coming 
into the class as a prac teacher, or even on some of the visits I do with work, straight 
away because of the voice tone and the fact that you're a male and they're looking up to 
you, it's quite an advantage as far as discipline or control goes. (James, pre-service 
teacher) 

Joshua questions the propensity of schools and female teachers to admire male voices. He 

discusses a practicum where he and a female pre-service teacher were paired together with a 

female supervising teacher. He discusses the female pre-service teacher below: 

And, I don't know, she was really quiet and I wasn't, and I found, this is again, I don't 
know whether it's a gender thing, a personal thing, I guess gender is intertwined with 
your personality, your personality is intertwined with your gender and everything. But I 
found by the end of the two weeks, the other student had adopted the teacher's tone of 
voice, when dealing with the kids, was doing basically everything that teacher was doing. 
And I don't know, maybe because I'm a bit older, was a bit older than her or something, I 
don't know, but by the end of that prac, the associate said "oh, I like your voice, that's 
brilliant, brilliant, brilliant". Is that because it's a deep voice, because I've got a male 
voice, I don't know? (Joshua,pre-service teacher) 
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Comparisons were made between how organised male and female teachers are, with males 

being cast as disorganised and laid back and females as organised. Robert explains below that 

he is responsible for securing relief staff in his school and speaks about the differences 

between male and female relief teachers. He positions female teaching staff and relief staff as 

tidy, fussy, orderly, conscientious, businesslike, responsible and concerned about detail. In 

contrast, he positions males as untidy, sporty, relating well to kids, relaxed, laid back and 

creating a nice social environment. He describes below the requests made by permanent 

teachers for particular relief staff: 

I find that I'm generally directed by female members of staff as to who they would like to 
have relieve them on their class when they go to in-services or sick days, and they 
generally prefer another female teacher rather than a male teacher because the reasons 
that they give are that their rooms are often left untidy ... 
Have you observed this to be the case? 
And I have observed it to be the case ... And again, particularly with males when they 
come into the school, they may use teachers' or class workbooks, and will often leave 
without having marked the books. And so teachers are not happy about that. But, the 
kids love them, because they take them out and do sport, you know, and relate really well 
to them. I don't think they get down to the basics of the 3 R's, but certainly they have a 
very nice social environment within the class. And I'm not being critical of women relief 
teachers. I also get a lot that are very, created that social environment within the 
classroom also, but they tend to be a lot more businesslike in their dealings with the 
children, when they're there. Maybe it's a sense of responsibility, and I did mention to 
you that I think the males are a little bit more laid back, and they don't get hung up on 
some of the smaller problems that they think need referring to people in senior places. 

When Robert is asked what sort of relief teachers male teachers request when they're going to 

be absent, he replies that "really, they don't care". Robert also suggests that male teachers 

and male pre-service teachers are poor communicators and prefer to work alone rather than in 

teams: 

I've always found that women work really well in a team. Men tend to prefer to work on 
their own. And I think that's also the same with male student teachers. They are not very 
good communicators, and you have to identify the 5 problems for them, they don't 
necessarily see it themselves, where I think female student teachers can identify areas 
they need to build on. (Robert, primary teacher) 

Another difference between male and female teachers that is often pointed out by 

interviewees is that males tend to be more technically skilled and females more technically 

challenged. Although Daniel acknowledges that he is generalising, he nevertheless positions 

males and females as having vastly different technical skills: 

Males seem to be, and I just make this generalisation, it's not true in all cases, but seem 
to be a little bit more au fait with technology. When it comes to an electrical power 
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point, we don't seem to worry if its half hanging out the wall. We can seem to go and 
put things in it and do things like that, whereas some females will kind of "ahh ... it 
needs repairing, and I can't do anything about it until it's repaired". Or a tape recorder 
that doesn't seem to work quite properly - they'll jiggle away at it, whereas a male will 
kind of sit there and say "the whole reason its chewing up tapes is because it needs a 
head cleaning", and things like that. So there's more of a technical, practical kind of 
application to things. (Daniel, pre-service teacher) 

Several of the interviewees observed that male primary teachers elicit much greater respect 

from school students than females, and several of them refer to the way that males are noticed 

and respected when they walk into a room or across the playground. Daniel describes this as 

being a 'hush': 

The majority of teachers are female, and in fact, a heck of a lot of the senior staff are 
female as well these days. But there isn't the strong kind of regard for them, it's quite 
interesting to note. When a male walks into a room, the difference, the ways the kids just 
react to a male figure, to the way they will when a female teacher walks into the room. 
Tell me about that. 
Well, an example would be, if I walked into Year 5, which had two female teachers, the 
kids tended to notice that you were in the room. If I walked in, there was a kind of a hush 
as if we're about to be spoken to. Even ifl had only walked in to talk to the staff, or I'd 
walked in to specifically see a certain student, or to even just get something out of the 
room, it was a lull. When another colleague walked in, she didn't get that same response, 
it was kind of like, "oh, yes, she's just in here for a gasbag" or whatever. Or, if she did 
walk in to talk to them, it would take them time to settle down. (Daniel, primary teacher) 

Robert also notes the respect that is given to male teachers, and refers to this as being a 'look' 

or a 'whisper': 

I think boys do react a little bit differently in the playground when I walk out there as to 
when one of the lady teachers or female teachers walk out there. 
How do they respond when you walk out versus a female? 
I generally find that I can hear a general whisper and a look, you know ... But generally I 
believe that there is a look, a whisper, my presence generally is felt where sometimes, I 
think I'm a lot more vigilant about where problems could be arising, where my female 
teachers, colleagues tend to be a little bit more, they don't want to approach that group 
over there because I think they feel threatened and again this is a generalisation. (Robert, 
primary teacher) 

As was previously mentioned, most of the male pre-service teachers referred to either having 

male or female supervising teachers during their practicum and were acutely aware of the 

difference that they perceived this made to their experience. Those who hadn't had a male 

supervising teacher often saw this as a problem. Joey explains that he'd not had a male 

supervising teacher during practicum, so he requested to have one to see if it 'made any 

difference'. After having a male, he discusses his conclusions as to whether there are 
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differences between male and female teachers. Whilst he doesn't believe there are any 

differences, he nevertheless concludes that children see a difference: 

I personally don't think there was that much of a difference. He was treated as a staff 
member, and he was just another staff member. He just happened to be a male. But it 
does make a lot of difference to the children. I know they like having males around. 
(Joey, pre-service teacher) 

Cliff refers to his 'essential need' of experiencing a male supervising teacher: 

I've only had one male associate teacher. I especially requested one because I hadn't up 
till that stage had one, and I saw the essential need being a male to be able to see how 
other males operated in that area ... Yeah, so I definitely saw the need to be able to see 
how males operated and to see how they react in terms of discipline or in terms of class 
management or how they interact with the children themselves. Because, just the way 
that I saw the female teachers that I was working with, the way they worked I saw was 
good, but I needed to see how a male worked being a male. I just wish I could have had 
more male teachers. (Cliff,.pre-service teacher) 

It is clear that most of the interviewees constructed the characteristics of males versus females 

as a series of opposing qualities or binaries. As was discussed in the literature review, 

binaries are a matter of concern because they are used to frame borders, and maintain and fix 

boundaries. Binaries are frequently used within both essentialism and patriarchy to place 

males and females in opposition to each other; with males being offered the position of 

subject I self or general human being and females the position of other to the male norm. The 

binaries that are used within the narratives to describe the opposing qualities of male and 

female teachers are summarised in Figure 14 below: 
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Figure 14: Binary Qualities of Male and Female Teachers 

Male Qualities Female Qualities 

Teacher centred Student c;:entred 

Laidback Organised 

Authoritarian Nurturing 

Hard Soft 

Traditional Non-traditional 

Untidy Tidy 

Relaxed Orderly 

Poor communicators Good communicators 

Work alone Teamwork 

Borrow resources Make resources 

Technically skilled Technically challenged 

Respected by students Less respected by students 

Noticed Unnoticed 

Powerful voice Weak voice 

Despite the fact that the vast majority of interviewees spoke about gender in essentialist terms, 

it is important to note that some rejected such notions and sought other means of describing 

the differing outcomes for male and female teachers. In the quote below, Joshua notes that 

whilst parents and others use gender as a determining factor, he rejects it and instead poses 

age and experience as being more important. He was asked whether parents and children 

respond to him in particular ways because he is a male: 

I think there were, yeah, the parents, they think "oh, here we go, we've got a male 
teacher, they're so good, they need male role models". And in fact, at the school, in my 
class there were, I think between the two 4 / 5s, there were about 4 kids from a Lebanese / 
Muslim background, and I'm pretty sure that they responded to me with as close as they 
get to respect, because I was male. Although, one of those kids actually responded to me 
more because I wasn't a power person, that I talked things through. And in fact, his mum 
came and talked to me and said, "you know, he really likes you because of that". And so 
I think with him it wasn't the fact that I was male, but rather that I explained myself. But 
in general, no. And I think, in fact, what was probably more of a predominating factor, 
and again this was in the same way that it was with the staff, is the age and experience. 
(Joshua, primary teacher) 

Throughout his narratives, Joshua continued to wrestle with the effect that gender has on the 

experience of being a primary teacher: 

See, I don't know whether these things are attributed, they're definitely, I mean, they're 
not, I don't know if they're a sex thing or a gender association. (Joshua, pre-service 
teacher) 
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Taking the various selves to work 

The vital role that work plays in the construction of the various parts of the self, such as 

identity, gender, sexuality and bodies was discussed in the literature review chapter. The 

material revealed the problematic nature of constructing a male self whilst participating in 

work that is traditional for a female. Whilst there was a great deal of material about the 

challenges inherent in the construction of identity, gender and sexuality at work, there was 

very little material dealing with bodies at work. The interview narratives confirmed the 

importance of work in the construction of the self, and the challenge of this construction 

whilst participating in non-traditional work. Whilst none of the questions in the interviews 

specifically dealt with these issues, and few of these issues were explicitly named by the 

interviewees, the challenges inherent in taking the various parts of the self to work were 

nevertheless implicit in their narratives. 

Many of the issues that were raised were associated with the construction of_gendered identity 

for males in the primary school, but these issues will be discussed elsewhere in this chapter. 9 

The most significant challenge to be raised by the interviewees was the problematic nature of 

taking a male body to work as a primary school teacher. Issues about the male body were 

raised by most of the interviewees, and both males and females expressed concern about the 

associated risks. In particular, the male pre-service teachers conveyed anxiety about the 

tendency of young children to constantly touch their bodies, and their difficulties in knowing 

how to react and respond to this. The solution that most of the male pre-service teachers and 

male teachers found for this problem was to avoid touch by teaching upper primary classes 

where the need for touch was not as pronounced. 

Henry discusses below the difficulties of taking his body to work with a Year 1 class: 

And so I then proceeded into this class of year ones which weren't a bunch of angels at 
all and I particularly struggled being a male in that class. Like sitting down and having 
the girls at your feet rubbing their hands up your leg and all that sort of stuff. Not 
knowing how I was meant to react to that. Going on playground duty and everybody, all 
the girls wanting to hold your hand and all that sort of stuff ... Well, for about a year or 
so after that I basically pulled out of all that and said "can't do it", it really rocked me to 
the bones. (Henry,pre-service teacher) 

9 Issues about the construction of identity will be addressed in the section on disadvantages (identity issues) and 
issues about the construction of gender will also be addressed in the section on disadvantages (the lack of 
preparation for nurturing in the social construction of males). 
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Jack also discusses the discomfort for males because of; infants' classes need to touch: 

I mean, I've had second grade or first grade or something, and I just didn't feel 
comfortable, in terms, they'd be playing with your feet and they'd be undoing your 
shoelaces all day long and hanging onto your legs. No, I can be myself with the older 
ones, I feel more confident anyway. Perhaps that's personality, I don't know that it's got 
anything to do with me being a male, I just feel more comfortable there. (Jack, primary 
teacher) 

Similarly, Anthony discusses his concerns about children touching his body: 

However, there's a difference when you have a child, and there will be children who latch 
on to you and want to hold your hand always, and I've found that a bit threatening when 
I'm walking around even in public. Because through the back of my mind is, "there's 
parents walking around the school. What do they think when they see a male teacher 
holding a girl's hand?" And I don't think the female teachers have the same view or 
worry in the back of their minds. I know a couple of colleagues I've spoken to don't give 
it a second thought. (Anthony, primary teacher) 

Joey raises other issues associated with his body, such as his hair and facial hair: 

I found that, I used to have long hair and I used to have a problem with children playing 
with it or pulling it and whatnot. And I cut that off; but it wasn't because of that, I cut that 
off and then grew some facial hair. And I found the way I was treated by children was a 
lot more different. When I was the fresh, young faced looking Joey, I was treated more 
as a big brother type. Whereas if I came into classroom with a beard, it was like I was a 
man, which made a lot of difference. That's something I've noticed, which is really 
bizarre. (Joey,pre-service teacher) 

Sarah shows sympathy for male primary teachers because of; the problems they encounter 

with children touching their bodies. She suggests that the issue is not easily resolved because 

children are 'touch sensitive' and actually need to touch and to be touched: 

And when we're all dealing with young children, we handle them, it's· part of the whole 
deal. Children are touch sensitive, it's part of what happens with young children. And 
this is a really big problem. And I know that they're talked to at university before they 
come out, because they'll say it to you, but the bottom line is that when they get into 
schools, they're going to have children, and they're going to have young girls around 
them as soon as they get here. And the girls are goi~g to touch them, they're going to pat 
them, they're going to touch them, because children touch all the time, so they have this. 
And I think the first expectation when they come into the room, this happens to them, and 
they've been told that they mustn't let this happen, and I think that they're, so they've got 
this as a really big problem, right from square one. In fact, you can almost anticipate the 
look on their face when they come in ... So, I think this is the biggest thing that they first 
of all face, and it's a real worry to them, because there's the threat of legal action sitting 
there ... And they're not used to casual handling of children. They haven't had the 
experience of their own babies or anything like that yet. You know, a child goes up and 
tucks their hand into theirs, what do you do with this little hand that's tucked in here. So, 
they haven't had that experience at all. So, I think that physical one is the first one that's 
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a really big one, and it's a real problem. That one really needs to be worked through in a 
big way. (Sarah, primary teacher) 

We need more male primary teachers 

As was reported in the literature review chapter, an array of societal discourses has had a 

dramatic impact on primary schools over the past decade. The 'we need more primary 

teachers' discourse has been shown to be widespread and hegemonic in both education and 

the media, and can be seen to have had a significant effect on the experience of male primary 

school teachers. It is interesting to note that whilst some evidence of the 'we need more male 

primary teachers' discourse was apparent in the early interviews with male pre-service 

teachers, the linkages with other discourses such as 'what about the boys?' and 'children need 

role models' were tentative and nascent. However, by the time the later interviews with male 

and female primary teachers took place several years later, all of these discourses had become 

hegemonic and discursively linked. 

The male pre-service teachers and teachers spoke of the way that the 'we need more male 

primary teachers' discourse is offered as an encouragement for them to go into teaching: 

Yeah, and there's also the feedback too of people saying, "oh it's really good to see that 
there's some males coming through to do teaching, because you know, primary schools 
need a few more males" and all that sort of stuff. (Henry, pre-service teacher) 

The 'we need more male primary teachers discourse' is also used by the male primary 

teachers to justify their continuing choice to be a teacher in the face of apparent risks: 

Given all of that, would you recommend teaching as a career to young males? 
Definitely, oh, good heavens, yes. There aren't enough ofus. I mean, there should, well, 
you see, high schools I gather it's a much better ratio in high school, secondary education. 
And I don't think the issues come up quite as much. Because in primary school, we are 
such a rare, well very relatively rare species, I think ... So, you know, I'm all for it. 
(Jack, primary teacher) 

Many of the male and female teachers pointed to the way that parents engage in this discourse 

to justify their request that their children be placed in a male primary teacher's class. Vanessa 

reports the desperation of parents' to have a male teacher for their child: 

It's really sad and it makes us quite angry as a female on staff when I hear things like, 
"oh, I'd really like my child to be in Mr whoever's class" ... And that's really hard to 
take when quite often you'll know that the only reason there's a male teaching member 
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on staff is because that's what the parents want, and not necessarily that they are the best 
person for the job or that they even wanted to be in your school, but it's purely because 
it's a male staff member. (Vanessa, primary teacher) 

Some of the interviewees note the existence and the hegemonic nature of this discourse, but 

attempt to critique and deconstruct it. Joshua notes his discomfort with it below: 

I think that's a real issue for me is the fact that, like this principal, like parents, there is an 
assumption that just because you're male, that that's enough in its own right. And there 
doesn't have to be any, there's no reflection on your teaching ability. Just because you're 
a man is enough, and that's a worry. (Joshua, primary teacher) 

Blanche discusses her distress at the way that primary schools engage in this discourse to 

plead for more male pre-service teachers to be sent on their practicum: 

Well, I suppose the first thing I say, which distresses me most of all is that as a university 
supervisor on prac, I have to deal with all members of staff in a school. And what 
depressed me most, I guess this year, was on my last visit to a particular school . . . and 
the deputy farewelled me at the front gate and said to me, "send us more men, we need 
more men". She was a very astute deputy, a very astute deputy, but I walk into many 
schools, and I've never, ever once been asked by an administrator in a school, "send us 
more women" . . . Sometimes I've been told by teachers about individual women 
students, "she'd make a good teacher", but there's never this blanket "send us more 
women". And yet they'll blanket "send us more men". (Blanche, university education 
lecturer) 

In summary, it can be seen that the narratives from the interviews concur closely with the 

findings from the literature review chapter. The narratives revealed that it can be extremely 

problematic for males to become primary school teachers, and in particular, they pointed to 

. the difficulties males face if they receive negativity from friends and family. The narratives 

also revealed that the interviewees regard primary school teaching as being statistically 

dominated by women, and most of the males are conscious of being a minority. The majority 

of interviewees appear to ascribe to a fairly essentialist view of the construction of gender and 

suggest an array of differences between male and female primary teachers. The narratives of 

the males reveal many issues that arise as a result of taking their various selves to work. In 

particular, the problematic nature of inhabiting a male body in the primary school was 

discussed by many of the males. Most of the interviewees also engaged in and supported the 

'we need more male primary teachers' discourse, although several of them seriously 

questioned certain tenets of this discourse. 
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Disadvantages experienced by male primary teachers 

The literature that was reviewed for this study revealed that males frequently face many 

disadvantages when they cross over into women's work such as primary school teaching. 

These disadvantages were distilled into six groupings in the literature review chapter and 

these same categories are used below to discuss whether the interviewees believed that male 

primary school teachers face these disadvantages. In addition, a further category of 

disadvantage was heard in the interviews that was not apparent in the literature. Some of the 

male primary teachers reported they felt disadvantaged due to the extra duties they receive 

because of the declining number of male primary teachers. 

Identity issues 

The literature on work and identity revealed that the two are inextricably linked, because work 

so often provides people with a sense of belonging and a central axis around which to 

structure their sense of self. There is evidence that male primary teachers face a great deal of 

conflict constructing an identity as a 'real man' whilst doing 'woman's work'. The discourses 

available for the identity construction of teachers in primary schools often sit uncomfortably 

and incongruously with societal expectations of males and with the males' own pre-existing 

identities. Whilst none of the questions in the interviews specifically addressed identity 

issues, many experiences related to identity construction are implicit within the interviewees' 

narratives. It is interesting to note that there is no demarcation between the males and the 

females' narratives on the identity issues, as both concur about the problematic nature of 

males forming a work identity whilst doing women's work and in the absence of an adequate 

number of other males. 

The construction of identity appears to pose an enormous challenge for many of the male pre

service teachers and primary teachers as they seek to come to terms with the perceptions of 

others such as family, friends, society and the media. Daniel describes below the way that he 

believes society and other males perceive him: 

But I tell you, the interesting thing is society. When you go out and they say, "what do 
you do for a living?", "oh, I'm a primary school teacher". The looks you sometimes get 
are like, if you said you were a high school teacher, it probably wouldn't matter. But 
you're a primary school teacher, and some guys tend to look down on that. (Daniel, 
primary teacher) 

When asked how he interprets attitudes such as this, and what it says about him as a 
male, Daniel replies: 
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Yeah. Well, I suppose, there's a certain stigmatism of the fact that you may be gay, you 
may not be the full strength kind of guy, type thing. Or, you haven't really lived up to the 
male expectation, I suppose, of what a male is meant to do in the world, you know. 
(Daniel, primary teacher) 

Joshua comments that he suspects that fathers of students may not respect him and may think 

that there is something wrong with him because he has chosen such a job: 

I do think that dealing with parents as a male could be more difficult, dealing with the 
fathers, because, especially when you're in a more say working class area, because it is 
perceived as a female job, and therefore there might be something wrong with me in their 
eyes, to be doing this job. (Joshua, primary teacher) 

Many of the males and the females commented on the difficulties that beginning male 

primary teachers face in constructing an identity when they don't have enough males around 

them to model themselves on or to identify with. Joshua notes the paucity of males for him to 

identify with: 

And I think, yeah the gender and the roles, I hadn't seen any teachers acting out a male 
role that I'd be comfortable doing ... So in terms of the gender roles that are out there, 
there's not really anyone that I've seen of the few males that are out there, there's not one 
that I would want to identify with. (Joshua, pre-service teacher) 

Sarah concurs with Joshua's thoughts and also suggests that the existing older male primary 

teachers may not provide suitable role models for younger male teachers: 

The other one I suppose is that in, we don't have enough male teachers in primary schools 
to be role models. I think quite a few of the male teachers that we have are of the older 
genre, and they're a very definite type, and they tend to look to them, and say, "well, I 
really don't want to be like him when I get to that age", and I don't think they ever would 
be, because our situation these days is totally different. (.'larah, primary teacher) 

Vanessa speaks of the difficulties male primary teachers face in constructing an appropriate 

identity amidst negative societal perceptions of their being soft. She recalls an extremely 

talented male student teacher she had supervised, who later decided to withdraw from his 

teacher training. She explains his decision below: 

He related to me that he had been ridden so hard by his male friends about the fact that he 
was in a so called soft job, working with children, "what sort of professions that for a 
guy?" and especially because this male teacher had had a lot of experience in the junior 
school, in the junior primary ... And so he got such a bad time from his male friends that 
he thought "it's too hard" and he'd leave. So, we lost a really good teacher for all the 
wrong reasons. So I think that the attitude in the community that teaching is a soft 
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profession for males, and that you can't really be a male, a bloke, ifiyou're working with 
kids, that's not a real Job. (Vanessa, primary teacher) 

Societal perceptions of risk and sexual deviance 

The material on male primary teachers reveals that one of the difficulties they face is the 

societal perception that they are risky, sexually deviant and suspect because they have 

crossed-over into women's work and they have chosen to work with children. Questions are 

commonly asked about their motives and sexuality, which frequently result in assumptions 

that they are paedophiles and / or homosexuals, with the two often being erroneously 

conflated. The inference of homosexuality appears to be derived from their choice to work 

with women and that of paedophilia because they have chosen to work with children. It is 

evident from the literature that male primary teachers find questions about their sexuality 

extremely distressing, and that they are forced to spend a great deal of time and energy 

protecting themselves from such accusations. 

The interviews for this study strongly confirmed the prevalence of societal perceptions that 

male primary teachers are risky and that these opinions have a powerful and negative 

influence on the experience of the males. The interviews also revealed that all the 

interviewees are strongly united in their concern about these issues, and that both males and 

females regard the societal surveillance and innuendo of male primary teachers as being the 

major problem they face. It is interesting to note the shifts in language and degree of comfort 

in talking about issues to do with paedophilia. The early interviews with the male pre-service 

teachers took place whilst the Wood Royal Commission was in its early stages. Because 

paedophilia was not yet a household word in Australia, none of the male pre-service teachers 

used the word 'paedophilia'. In contrast, most of the male and female primary teachers in the 

later interviews used the word paedophilia to describe child abuse. However, despite the 

absence of the term paedophilia in the early interviews, all the pre-service teachers were 

acutely aware that accusations of sexual impropriety were an ongoing reality for male primary 

teachers, and that they needed to be extremely careful because of public perceptions that they 

are potentially risky. Each of the male pre-service teachers and male teachers reported that 

they are constantly warned about this issue by their univershies and schools: 

Every school warns you that you're male and that you must be ever so careful. Every 
Deputy Principal seems to warn you of this as soon as you walk in the building. I think 
as soon as they're told that they're getting a male they prepare this speech, this big long 
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spiel, and you've heard it a thousand times before, you're really fed up of hearing it. It's 
like you've got to, not prove, you've got to justify the fact that you're male, walking into 
some of them. (Daniel, pre-service teacher) 

Yeah, there's always been a lot of people point out the fact that you are a male. And I 
know when I've gone out onto pracs, one of the first things you get is "don't be alone 
with one or two children" and things like that. And that is a little disappointing. I mean, 
I can understand it entirely, and wouldn't want to get into trouble for it or anything, but 
it's also a little a sad that because I'm a male, I can't be trusted. Which, sort of can hurt 
at times. (Joey,pre-service teacher) 

Cliff describes the issue in vague terms below, but when questioned further about it, is more 

specific. He is asked about negative aspects of being a male primary teacher: 

I think for me one of the main things was the issue of being a male, and how a lot of 
people, especially in early childhood, sort of have a fear of that. And I guess that was 
like, while I was scared at one stage of doing that because I thought that would go against 
me, then I thought, "no, actually, turn it into a positive", and say "you know, I am a male, 
but I'm not like some people think" kind of thing, and go out to try and change it. 
Actually take positive steps and to doing something as against hiding from it ... 
Can you tell me more about what you were saying then about what some people think? 
Well, just I guess, with various issues in the media of males assaulting or abusing 
children. That kind of thing. For me that's something that's scary because, I guess, just 
seeing that you're a male would automatically label you I guess, in some people's eyes. 
( Cliff, pre-service teacher) 

The major source of ongoing pain and resentment for the pre-service males is that they are 

aware that they will never be allowed to touch students or give them a cuddle to comfort them 

when they are physically or emotionally hurt. They are also acutely aware that they will 

always have to be careful to protect themselves from accusations. James reports his struggle 

with these issues: 

One thing that I find is if a child in any situation, with my nephews or nieces, or with my 
students, if a child needs to be consoled or something, then you know, a hand on the head 
or even a hug now and then, or in the same manner if they need to be disciplined, a hand 
on the shoulder or a hand on the head, no, I mean I don't agree with capital punishment or 
anything like that. But as a male I feel you're being watched far more closely in those 
situations. And I think it's part of a child's development that if they have the role models 
whether they're male or female, and if you're a teacher then you're an important part of a 
student's life, you should be allowed to use those methods as long as they're not crossing 
the boundaries. But as a male I've found that that was really, really closely ... well, we're 
spoken to about it to start with at university. And then when you go to the school you're 
warned off any contact with children whatsoever. (James, pre-service teacher) 

Further, the males have all come to a painful realisation that although both male and female 

teachers are warned at university and in schools to be careful, that society does not regard 

males and females as being equally risky. It soon becomes apparent to them that females are 
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not held under surveillance in the same way and have greater freedom to touch children and 

show affection. Daniel describes his feelings ofihurt when he discovered as a pre-service 

teacher that it is more acceptable for female primary teachers to give affection to students: 

The disadvantage of being male is public opinion of males in that you can't give a kid a 
hug, a cuddle; you can't be alone with a kid - whether they be male or female. All those 
difficulties that are riddled into our system, and for good reasons - I can understand them, 
but make it so hard for males to show that little bit of affection which kids want. They 
want it from an adult - they're not interested whether it's a male or a female. They're 
looking for that comfort zone that comes from an adult. And I think that really hurts 
where they can get it from a female teacher without so much feedback from parents. It's 
not questioned within society, but if it comes from a male, it's really hard ... Whereas a 
male teacher, forget it, you can't do that. (Daniel, pre-service teacher) 

Anthony also backs up Daniel's observations: 

However, when you go to the school environment, pretty quickly you realise that there is 
a bit of a difference there between what can happen with a female teacher and what can 
happen with a male teacher in a school setting. I very quickly realised I could not be 
alone with any student, male or female, because of concerns about homophobia, and 
concerns about sexual abuse ... And I don't think the female teachers have the same 
view or worry in the back of their minds. I know a couple of colleagues I've spoken to 
don't give it a second thought. (Anthony, primary teacher) 

Stella concurs with these observations and agrees that the issues are not the same for females. 

Whilst she reports that she is always careful, she is aware ofi the difference between her 

situation and that ofi the male primary teachers: 

I often think about it when I give the children a cuddle or something that I think is very 
much the nurturing role of primary education, that if I was a male, I wouldn't be able to 
do that, or I wouldn't feel comfortable. I would hope that I would be able to do it, but I 
don't think that I would because I would think, "gosh, what is happening?" Even in my 
situation, I'm always very careful with the door. (Stella, primary teacher) 

It is clear that the male primary teachers are also wary and share the concerns ofi the male pre

service teachers, but most have found ways to protect themselves and avoid dangers. 

Anthony shares his concerns and strategies: 

And I made sure that whenever I was alone with a student it was in a room, which had 
five windows that were open, and there were people around. If there weren't, I would 
find somewhere else which was safer for me to be in . . . There are instances when I do 
take a second thought, and think, "oh, I have to do this another way" ... But it's not a 
major tension any more. It's just I am mindful of it. As long as I keep my, and I could 
say, my guard up, I feel safe and protected, and that's all I can do. I don't worry about it 
any more than that. (Anthony, primary teacher) 
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Jack also indicates his concerns about the dangers, but like Anthony, has developed a raft of 

precautions to protect himself: 

I think males do have a real problem, because whereas female teachers haven't got that 
sort of threat hanging over them of being accused of things that they didn't mean, and if 
the accusation was totally false. You know, I would dread the thought if I ever was 
accused. How do you justify yourself\ it would be awful. It's something that's in the 
back of, I think, many a male teacher's, particularly if they're a bit aware of it, you know, 
they're not just blissfully unaware of it, because they're not as blissfully, because they'd 
probably walk into traps or things. (Jack, primary teacher) 

When asked about what sort of advice he would give he replies: 

Well, keep that professional distance. Keep that physical space, because, you know, I 
was, I'm not sure I can remember, whether it was they that instigated the physical contact 
or the young ladies would, but you know I said, "look, it might seem harmless to you, but 
it's perceived and looked from a distance as inappropriate, you know, you are playing out 
there with girls hanging round your neck and it will not be taken the right way, so be 
careful. You're going to have to probably behave somewhat differently to what your 
female colleague or. ... (Jack, primary teacher) 

Both the female teachers and the female teacher education lecturers back up the concerns of 

the males. Each of the females expressed sympathy and acknowledged the impact that such 

suspicion and surveillance has on the lives of male primary teachers. Some of the females' 

concerns are expressed below: 

· I think that the first difficulty they face is that they come into the room and they have 
absolute, there's all this to do with child abuse these days, and it's a worry for all ofus .. 
. (Sarah, primary teacher) 

I think a lot of males now currently feel very concerned about the paedophile phobia 
that's gone on ... and that to me is a real concern. (Stella, primary teacher) 

And I also think the perception of paedophiles that seem to be in our system and all the 
bad media that we get with that kind of stuffi So I think that certainly must influence our 
male teachers when they are deciding to come into the profession. (Vanessa, primary 
teacher) 

Blanche acknowledges the difficulties that pre-service male primary teachers face and 

suggests that such issues are not adequately addressed in teacher education courses: 

Well, I think that the kinds of issues that they face about paedophilia and all of that are 
the kinds of gender issues that I've been talking about are not dealt with in any of their 
teacher education courses ... So, these issues are just not being faced. And I mean, the 
issue of whether you hug kids and so on, that is an incredible issue for young male 
teachers, and I don't think that university academics take that on. And I think that any, 
and I think some of: the university academics and some people in schools, although 
schools are much more variable, but I have heard academics say this, they'll say, "yes, go 

207 



ahead and hug children, especially little ones". And I think that's reprehensible, these 
guys are just leaving themselves wide open for accusations. 

When asked further about this issue, Blanche provides an historical perspective: 

Well, no, it's not a recent phenomenon ... And the idea that men were dangerous-beings, 
sexually dangerous, is not new at all. But it's almost never spoken about publicly. 
So that's new, the public naming of the problem? 
Yes, the public naming of: the problem, I think, is probably as new as the last few years. 
(Blanche, university education lecturer) 

Several of:the male teachers reported experiences of: having allegations made against them by 

students. Although these allegations were later found to be false, each of:the teachers found 

the experience to be extremely traumatic and difficult to deal with. Robert discusses below an 

allegation of: sexual abuse instigated by girls in his school: 

I think another problem is the paedophilia concern that male teachers have ... And then 
you're in the position where I had to maintain composure and not blame and all that sort 
of thing, and I found it very difficult. You're thinking, 'my whole career is going to go 
down the drain here, and if:these girls don't own up or..', and then I'm thinking about my 
family and reputation and job and monies and .. horrible, and I've heard of: other 
occasions where similar things have happened to males within the system and they have 
resigned and left . . . Sometimes boys make accusations against male teachers . 
(Rober~ primary teacher) 

Unrealistic expectations that male primary teachers will provide role models for boys 

The discourse that 'children need role models' became evident in Australian society in the 

mid 1990s. This discourse soon became hegemonic within society as it called for more male 

primary teachers to act as role models and surrogate fathers for boys, particularly those from 

single parent families. This discourse suggests that if: young boys do not have adequate 

access to male role models, they will not grow up successfully and will fail to achieve 

academically. It is clear that although male primary teachers are aware of: societal 

expectations for them to act as role models, and they generally support the notion, it is neither 

straightforward nor unproblematic for them to do so. It appears that problems arise with both 

the conflation of: the parenting and teaching roles, and with trying to be a masculine role 

model whilst doing women's work. The call for male primary teachers to serve as role 

models is strongly supported by some of:the interviewees and vehemently rejected by others. 

It is interesting to note that the support does not follow gendered lines, with an equal number 

of males and females accepting and rejecting this role for male primary teachers. 
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Some ofi the pre-service teachers and teachers unquestioningly support the notion ofi male 

primary teachers providing role models and parent substitutes for students. It was interesting 

to observe the nascent nature ofi the discourse in the early interviews with pre-service 

teachers, and the way it is more fully developed and articulated as providing 'role models' in 

the later interviews. Below are some examples ofi support for the notion: 

Did you think that you would bring any particular skills to bear, or that there would be 
other advantages because you were a male? 
I also think that as a male when you go into the situation of teaching that if some of the 
students don't constantly have a male figure in their life, they do respect what you're 
saying, and they do have a lot more time, they do give you time, listen to you, which they 
should as a teacher, but that initial contact is made easier because they want a male figure 
in their lives. But, yeah, definitely as an authority figure, it's an advantage as a male, 
from what I've seen. It may not be an advantage, but it's something that I use. (James, 
pre-service teacher) 

So what advice would you give a young male teacher trainee about that? 
I talk to them quite openly in two ways, a) to say that we desperately need them and that 
they're a tremendous role model, and increasingly say, we have so many single parent 
families with no male in our children's life, and they're desperate to have a male role 
model and how important it is. (Stella, primary teacher) 

And often the mums will say to me, "look, it is so nice to have a guy like teacher 'C' or 
teacher 'D' or whoever it may be, who will sit down and talk to the kid without yelling 
and screaming at them, who's not swearing or hitting them or not being overly 
aggressive. I guess what they're saying is "thanks for having some sort of role model 
there that the kid can relate to", because there is no, the grandfather who often fills the 
gap in the first instance is too far, a generation removed, the kids just don't relate to them 
in.that sense. (Shaun, primary teacher) 

Other interviewees give the notion o:fi male primary teachers as role models qualified support, 

questioning some aspects ofi it and accepting others. Robert comments below on whether 

male primary teachers make a difference: 

I believe that parents feel that they would make a difference. But I don't honestly believe 
that that's the case at all. I believe that if you've got a good role model, whether it be 
male or female, and they're dealing fairly and honestly with the student, if they're 
providing the student with the explanations about why they shouldn't be behave like this, 
if they're providing a balanced curriculum, if they're motivating the student, encouraging 
them to excel to do their best, I don't think it has to be a male particularly, I think a 
female can do that quite nicely, and probably ... I was going to say better . . . I don't 
really think that it's . . But I do believe that it is a parent's perception . . . I think the 
main thing is quality of teachers, rather than the gender. (Robert, primary teacher) 

Other interviewees completely rejected the notion ofi male teachers as role models. Joshua 

mocks and deconstructs the notion ofi role models, and refers to the difference that a male role 

model can make as 'a drop in the ocean': 
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Well, you've got the issues of having these unrealistic expectations of parents, that by 
having a male teacher that kid's suddenly going to become less macho or you know, by 
having that child in your class for one year you can make a difference to the way that they 
construct their masculinity. I don't that's necessarily, maybe you can have some kind of . 
. . But, I don't think ... in the scheme of things, it's a drop in the ocean, really. (Joshua, 
primary teacher) 

The notion that male teachers serve as role models for parents is also strongly rejected by 

many oDthe female teachers. Vanessa, Sarah and Sue comment on this below: 

We also have the understanding in some sections OD the community that for single 
parents, say single female parents who want their child in a male class, a male teacher for 
their child, for a father figure or a male influence. And unfortunately I disagree with that, 
because our main role is as an educator and sure we have to form a role model for the 
children and hopefully give them the right idea about community and society and the 
difference between right and wrong and all those wonderful things that we need to be a 
functioning member of our society, but I think that can be given equally from a female as 
it can from a male. (Vanessa, primary teacher) 

I don't know that we're role models for parents at all. So, I don't feel that that's a valid 
argument. I think these days with the media and the television and things like that, I think 
they have so many role models for them to hook their wagon onto, that I don't see 
teachers as role models in any way. I think that it's really important in a school to have a 
mixture of male and female staff, so that you can handle a situation ... but in terms of us 
actually being role models, I don't think so. (Sarah, primary teacher) 

Well, I think any poor role model is a waste of time. So, to say that they need a male, and 
for us to accept a male at any cost, and most importantly, a disorganised, anything, 
laissez-faire kind of approach male, which is a lot of experience you have with males, I 
don't necessarily think that's a very good role model. Society is one now where we have 
female and single-family experiences, then everybody has to operate within that society, 
you can't make a false situation for them. So you have to operate within that. So, I don't 
see that as a reason to have any old male in teaching. I do however think that boys and 
girls should be exposed to a range of all sorts of models, and a range of being, and I 
would like to see all our kids exposed to both females and males in a huge range of ways 
of being, and not narrow. (Sue, primary teacher) 

The lack of preparation for nurturing in the social construction of males 

The literature suggests that before becoming primary teachers, males are likely to have 

constructed their masculinity using discourses that are antithetical to the nurturing discourses 

currently dominant in primary schools. Not only are the males inexperienced with discourses 

oD caring and nurturance, but they are likely to have eschewed these as belonging to the world 

oD women and as being inappropriate for the world OD masculinity. The material revealed that 

masculinity is often constructed as 'doing nothing feminine', and that it is therefore extremely 

confronting for males to work and construct their masculinity in jobs imbued and isomorphic 
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with discourses of mothering, nurturance and caring. The males are therefore faced with a 

series of choices about whether or not to take up the dominant discourses of nurturance 

currently available in the primary school. 

One way of dealing with the series of choices about discourses of nurturance is to decide to 

take up certain discourses at work, but to discard them and take up other discourses in other 

facets of life. Some of the literature on males who cross-over into non-traditional work refers 

to this as approaching their work as a performance or an illusion (Hochschild 1983, p. 46). 

This approach can be beneficial because it allows t~e males to view their participation in the 

world of work as inhabiting multiple and contradictory discourses that can also be discarded. 

Whilst such a stance does not provide assistance with the actual challenge of taking up alien 

discourses, it does enable other parts of their identity to remain intact, despite the daily 

donning of discourses that are needed for success at work. 

Cliff is aware of a particular performance that is required to teach infants classes. He refers to 

'a language that you have to be able to speak' to work with early childhood classes, and states 

that he 'didn't know it'. Rather than adopting this language or taking on a discourse as a 

work performance, Clifrs preferred solution was to avoid infants' classes and to work only 

with upper primary classes: 

I prefer to work with upper primary, just because I found it very hard to work with early 
literacy, I've not had much experience with it ... I think there is an early childhood 
language you have to be able to speak to elicit things from them and I didn't know it. 
( Cliff, pre-service teacher) 

In contrast, Joshua refers to learning to be a primary teacher as 'putting on a skin'. Such a 

notion provides him with the possibility of taking up multiple discourses for his work 

performance, and shedding them and taking up other discourses for his non-work self. He 

then goes on to describe the type of primary teacher he wants to be. He reports being 

comfortable as an 'atypical' male and taking up the discourse ofnurturance: 

... and I'd rather, not authoritarian, like firm, because you got to give them something to 
lean on kind of thing. But, firm but fair, all that kind of stuff. Not that firm. And 
nurturing, like nurturing. Like I identify with, you know, I'm not, because I'm not a 
typical, well "typical" in inverted commas male, like I'm not scared to identify with those 
nurturing sides from the female gender. So, just someone like the kids can go to. 
(Joshua, pre-service teacher) 
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Nearly all of the male and female primary teachers described a major shift that has taken 

place in the role of a primary teacher in recent years. They described the previous role of 

primary teachers a couple of decades ago as being authoritarian, teacher centred, imparters of 

knowledge who prepared small children for high school. In contrast, they are unanimous in 

describing their current role as being nurturing, flexible, student centred social workers. It is 

interesting to note that the previous role of primary teachers had a far greater degree of 

congruence and overlap with traditional notions of masculinity than the current role. As was 

described in the literature review chapter, c:ontemporary notions of primary teaching are 

antithetical to traditional constructions of masculinity and are isomorphic with constructions 

of femininity. This suggests that it may be more difficult for a male to become a primary 

teacher now than it was in previous times. It also points to difficulties for existing male 

primary teachers who trained under less nurturing regimes. Shaun describes the shift he has 

witnessed in the role of a primary teacher over his teaching career: 

Well, I can remember back to being basically an instructor with a larger class and very 
rigid sort of discipline instilled into us and a very set role from the community, "this is 
what a primary school teacher does and if you're a male primary school teacher, this is 
what you'll look like and this is what you'll do" . . . and your job was to impart that 
knowledge to these kids, and it was done according to the NSW curriculum and I can 
open at page 87 and I can check whether that knowledge was passed on ... So, the role 
has definitely changed from an instructional one. Most of my time now is spent 
counselling kids, mostly boys, but some girls increasingly with an aggressive sort of trait 
to their behaviour. Also educating parents is very important because they will often come 
in here, burst into tears and say "tell us what to do". And they're not just talking about 
with the kids, you know, "how do we manage the money? What should I be doing with 
my relationships with my wife?" I mean, you get the whole gamut, it really is a sensitive 
sort of an area. You've got to be pretty, have your wits about you and think on your feet. 
(Shaun, primary teacher) 

Stella also describes the shift in the role of primary teachers: 

I think there's so much more than being a teacher where you're just imparting knowledge 
to students, that really was that downhill sort of flow, and you're on the pinnacle, now 
through to the fact that a) you don't impart knowledge, because often the students know 
more than we do, particularly in areas like IT and things like that, and so it's more 
working together and learning together. And the huge and often overpowering role of 
working with their social skills and being social worker and working with parents and 
single parents and carers and grand-parents and things like that. We've taken on far more 
of a role than has ever happened in the past, and that role will increase as the passing on 
of knowledge aspect decreases, and we work more towards teaching them how to learn, 
that we will be taking up that area that we're not trained in particularly, and that's 
something in the near future that probably needs to be addressed. (Stella, primary 
teacher) 
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Similarly, Vanessa notes this shift and describes the complex, nurturing role that all primary 

teachers now face, and the surprise that males experience when they discover this. She 

believes that because so many male teachers have no experience with nurturance and they are 

unwilling to adopt these discourses, they solve the problem by passing on the duties to female 

members of staff. She describes below the surprise of male pre-service teachers when they 

learn of the changing role of a teacher: 

They have no idea. And they come in with the big idea that the only thing that they are 
there to do is to teach reading and writing and maths and science and all of the curriculum 
areas and KLAs. And when the nitty gritty comes down, and they have a child in tears, or 
child has just vomited or the child has had a really difficult morning at home and he's in 
need of a bit of nurturing and caring for, they really are shocked. And they will come 
into the staffroom and say "I had no idea that this was what the job was about, and I'm 
not paid to do that". And unfortunately, our job is so complex at the moment that really 
we are nurturers, we are carers, we are managers, we are nurses sometimes. We are the 
most important person in that little one's life, because parents are so busy these days, and 
their lifestyle is so busy that, we often are the main carer for some of these kids. And I 
think a lot of the males who come into the job, just aren't prepared for that, and don't 
want that, so as a result, they tend to push those kind ofresponsibilities and aspects of the 
job onto the female staff members which makes our job very difficult, because we're 
already caring for the children who are in our classes or in our schools, and then to have 
the extra ones moved onto us because the males don't feel like that's their job, makes it a 
more difficult day for us. (Vanessa, primary teacher) 

Status and pay issues 

There was a great deal of literature addressing the social status and pay issues affecting male 

primary teachers. It appears that the low pay and status of primary teaching is a significant 

issue for both potential male primary teachers and practicing male primary teachers. Whilst 

all of the male interviewees spoke about pay issues, fewer of them directly referred to status 

issues, although these were often implicit in their narratives. Many of the males indicated that 

their status and pay was an ongoing issue for their family and friends. Some of the males who 

were interviewed suggested that they would be earning higher salaries in other careers, as 

their other male friends were doing. It is interesting to note that although the female primary 

teachers who were interviewed experience identical pay and conditions to the males, only one 

of them cited this as an issue. 

Each of the male pre-service teachers commented on the low pay and/ or status of primary 

teaching, and some of these are given below: 
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Can you tell me what you thought would be the positive aspects of teaching, the attractive 
parts of primary teaching? 
Not the salary. How many people say the salary? (Cliff. pre-service teacher) 

I mean, teaching isn't really held with very high regard these days anyway. I don't know 
1f it's harder for a male to, I mean, you know because of the way we've been socialised to 
be in a good job, and so I don't know if that could be much of a problem. (Joey, pre
service teacher) 

If you're into a career for power, money, status, then forget it. But if you're into it, 
despite the battering that I've taken, if you're into a career that's going to satisfy you and 
you know that you're doing something good, then that's it, that's what you'll get out of it, 
and you can't expect any more than that. (Joshua, primary teacher) 

Sue is the only one of the female primary teachers to make any comment about pay or status 

issues: 

Certainly, the general perception about teaching is an issue for everybody, for all 
teachers. In fact, I believe that it's a low status career option, which is reinforced by the 
TER scores you have to have to get into it. The low pay that you get for it, the lack of 
reward for further study that you do, there's no acknowledgment for anything, no 
acknowledgment for professional development, so all of that, the whole concept of, the 
whole position of teaching, for males then to go into it, is I think perceived as a pretty 
weak move for males, that they would take up teaching. (Sue, primary teacher) 

Working with women, loneliness, isolation and lack of socialisation 

The literature documents many examples of male primary teachers experiencing social 

isolation and loneliness as a result of having predominantly female co-workers. The material 

notes that male primary teachers exclude themselves from the female dominated socialising 

networks of primary schools and that they also feel excluded from them. It appears common 

for male teachers to hanker for the outside world of male bonding and camaraderie and they 

seem to resolve this by clustering with other males in the school. 

When asked about the disadvantages that male primary teachers experience, all of the male 

pre-service teachers and teachers volunteered a range of comments about the experience of 

being a minority amidst predominantly female co-workers. Some of the males reported that 

they resolved this by clustering with other men, and most of the females agreed that the males 

tended to do this. When asked how the male pre-service teachers deal with this issue, 

Anthony commented: 
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And nearly always if there's a male, he will tend to drift towards sitting with other male 
teachers, rather than sitting with female student teachers, that's been my experience here. 
(Anthony, primary teacher) 

Henry also noted his preference for hovering around any other males on staff: 

It hasn't been too much of a problem actually because in going into a school, I've always 
made some sort of a contact with males, managed to make contact with males, and then 
that's where have been a lot of my, sort of, interaction has then been, sort of outside the 
classroom with a female associate. In fact, when I think about all of the schools that I've 
been in, it's ended up that in a, when you go, like even just going to a staffroom, I ended 
up hovering more about where one or two other males were, and interacted that way. 
(Henry,pre-service teacher) 

Daniel comments on how good it was to spend his time with a male Deputy whilst on camp 

with a school during his practicum: 

And I've also when I went on a camp with one week out of one of the pracs, even though 
my Associate was female, I spent most of my time with the Deputy Principal, who was 
male, on that camp. That was also really, really good. (Daniel, pre-service teacher) 

Despite his enthusiasm for spending time with other males, Daniel comments that he misses 

male bonding and mateship but is nevertheless cautious about being seen as being too close to 

another male: 

'Any other disadvantages? 
Other disadvantages, I think you also, you miss a little bit of the kind of male bonding 
mateship because there·are fewer numbers of you. And you don't want to be seen to be 
too close to another male within the staff, because if there's only the 2 of you, you know, 
it can create an us / them situation, it could ... its crowding the other person, all of those 
types of thing. So, yeah, the fewer numbers creates that. (Daniel, pre-service teacher) 

One of the most problematic aspects for males working with a predominance of women 

appears to be the implications for their social life. It is apparent that males both exclude 

themselves from the social life of the primary school and report that they feel excluded from it 

too. In contrast to their experience of school socialisation, the males report that this is not the 

case for their female colleagues, as they observe their close friendships with other females on 

staff. The males were quick to acknowledge that they both exclude themselves from the 

school social life and are excluded from it. But in contrast, the females only reported the 

choice of the males to exclude themselves from it, and did not acknowledge their exclusion by 

the females. 
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James describes below the reasons why a male pre-service student that he knew had 

discontinued his study: 

He found it very hard to work in an environment where he didn't feel that he wanted to 
socialise with any of the people he was working with. And I can understand what he's 
talking about. He's a very social person and I must admit that when you work it would be 
nice to include those people as your friends, but he said that he didn't feel in a school 
situation that he would socialise with any of those people, so he'd be going there purely to 
do his teaching responsibilities and that'd be it and go home. And that was something 
that I think turned him off. (James, pre-service teacher) 

Most of the female teachers commented that the majority of male teachers avoid any 

socialisation with the female staff. Vanessa comments below on the tendency of male 

teachers to avoid staff functions or to come to the staffroom: 

Sadly it is, and again, it's not all male staffiteachers, but a great majority that I've worked 
with, and I've been working in the system for a number of years, is that when staff are 
having social functions like a lunch or the staff are having a dinner after hours or an 
occasion or something along those lines, or a celebration of anything really, something 
that the school has done well, or the children have achieved really well, 9 times out of 10 
our male staff members will have something else to be at, or would plan to be at 
something else or always have something else that they see needed to be done 
immediately, which meant their exclusion from these things ... And again it would be 
that they said, "oh look, I just feel uncomfortable with these things, it's just more of the 
same, women's chat and business". And also that they don't feel that they can fully 
participate in social functions ... They just don't appear to be comfortable, or if they do 
attend, they seem to need to feel that they are the centre of attention or that everyone is 
fussing around them. (Vanessa, primary teacher) 

Male pre-service teachers and teachers were quick to point out that they sometimes feel 

ostracised and excluded from the social life of the primary schools. Anthony reports his 

feelings of isolation from staff socialisation: 

Yes, it would be nice to have more males in the primary schools ... Selfishly it would be 
to have more of a chance to instigate and keep friendships, whereas I think when you only 
have a few males on staff, it's very hard unless you really get on to start up a long lasting 
friendship with other male teachers. And it seems that the male teachers seem to move 
around, so if you stay at one place for three or four years then it's very hard to keep up 
those relationships. 
Do you think female members of staff have the opportunity to make friendships with other 
colleagues? 
Yes. My observation has been that as new teachers come in on staff, that friendships 
have been formed, which last out of school hours. They're invited home and go out, 
whereas that's not been the case with me, and it's also not been the case with other male 
teachers. (Anthony, primary teacher) 
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The way in which the staffroom is used at recess and lunchtimes in the primary school arose 

as a major issue in most of the females' narratives, and in some of the males. It seems that 

most male primary teachers choose not to spend their breaks in the staffroom, instead electing 

to go into the playground to play sport with the children. In contrast, the females appear to 

mostly go to the staffroom, regarding it as a valuable time for team building, exchanging 

information and sustaining friendships. 

James describes his reasons for avoiding the staffroom, and his dissatisfaction with the 

conversations that take place in it: 

And I found there was less time to talk about things outside of work. Everything that was 
being talked about was always at work. And I think on a break or something Iin always 
looking for a bit of a, well, just that a 'break'. Whereas in a staffroom, if there was a 
conversation to be had, and I was initiating it, ifi it wasn't about school, then it lasted 
about 2 seconds. 
And can you remember the sorts of things you would have liked to have had 
conversations about, that you initiated conversations in. 
Yeah, for example if something had of come up to do with a current issue or sport ... 
general things like that, general issues, and maybe even what you saw on tele last night, 
what you're going to do this weekend. It didn't seem to open up like that in the 
staffrooms. In fact, most of the things I heard in the staffrooms were either about schools, 
about the students or even when I was at one school there was a fair bit of infighting 
happening. And I found it, I don't know ifl should say this, but with the majority of the 
females around, it was quite amazing. It really did tum into a catfight there and it wasn't 
a pleasant place to be. So, I tried to avoid the staffroom as much as possible. (James, 
pre-service teacher) 

Daniel speaks of being outnumbered in the staffroom, and the restrictions he faces on his 

behaviour if he goes there. He is asked if he faced any difficulties because he is a male: 

Not a great deal. Except that you're a bit outnumbered in the staffroom. You've got to 
be careful, I suppose sometimes, as to what jokes you might tell, some people may get 
offended. (Daniel, primary teacher) 

Robert confirms that male teachers prefer to go to the playground with kids rather than go to 

the staffroom: 

. . . not a lot of male teachers stay in staff rooms for an extended period of time, maybe 
they grab a cup of coffee, go back to classrooms or go out into the playground and 
supervise kids, talk to kids. And so with the male student teachers, they've basically 
done the same, they have been able to pair up with each other and go out into the 
playground and muck around with the kids, shooting baskets, basketball or whatever. 
(Robert, primary teacher) 
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The tendency for male teachers to avoid the staffroom and informal socialising opportunities 

was commented on by most of the female teachers and teacher education lecturers. Stella 

comments on this below: 

... and really the staffroom is a pretty boring place for a male, particularly young males, 
where a lot of the teaching profession are the age of their mothers, it must be a fairly 
depressing exercise. I think that's one of the things. So, in terms of socialising, none of 
the males on this staff, they come to the formal sorts of things, but they never come to 
drinks on a Friday afternoon, those really important debriefing exercises, and things like 
that, and I think that's why, because they just don't feel comfortable. 
What about the dynamics in the staffroom? Do the males join in, and if so how and 
when? 
No, I'd say generally they keep out of all that. They keep out of. . . keep fairly much to 
themselves, don't enter into the cliques and things, which can be a positive, in that way, 
but also to a large extent look for things that they can do by themselves, and they're not 
team players, and you can understand why. They have to be in their teaching 
arrangements, and that's enough for them. And so they tend to pick up jobs around the 
school that they can do by themselves. (Stella, primary teacher) 

Stella suggests that one of the reasons why males choose to get involved in sport and extra

curricular activities is that it gets them out of having to go to the staffroom. She also 

describes the sorts of conversations that take place in the staffroom: 

I think sports one of the big things that males tend to get involved in and for many 
reasons, one of which is to get out of the staffroom at lunchtime. And that's a very big 
thing that they can legitimately be out of there, doing something, and it's active, and a lot 
of them are more active and less vocal than females who are having types of 
conversations in the staffroom. 
Can you tell me more about what the conversations are? What would constitute an 
average conversation through a lunchtime? 
I know that somebody said that all we talk about is menopause, and I've actually watched 
that and know that's not true, that we don't ... People talk about their children, and 
sometimes we get onto clothes. No, I would say actually that the conversation is 
generally one that males could join into quite easily and comfortably if they wanted to. 
(Stella, primary teacher) 

Vanessa comments that male pre-service teachers and teachers avoid the staffroom because 

they regard it as 'idle chit chat or women's business': 

And I think too, a lot of our male teachers, our male student teachers don't like building 
those relationships on the staff. The female teachers tend to come in and get involved in 
staff lunches, staff meetings, committees, team meetings, working with the parents, doing 
group things, being a part of the whole school. Whereas in general, and I'll say general 
again, our male student teachers tend to avoid the staffroom and they see a lot of what 
goes on in there as idle chit chat or women's business ... And they've just said, "look, 
I'd much rather be out there playing handball or playing footy with the boys" ... 
(.Vanessa, primary teacher) 
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Both male and female teachers commented on the topics ofi conversation in the staffroom. On 

the whole the female teachers normalised these conversations, whilst the male teachers 

problematised them. Below three ofithe male pre-service teachers, Henry, James and Joey, 

describe the sorts ofi conversations that take place in primary school staffrooms and why they 

find them alienating: 

A lot of it's to do with what's a nice recipe or cooking, their own kids, this is sort of 
general sort ofidiscussion. And then generally talking about stuff that's happening inside 
the school, around the school. (Hemy, pre-service teacher) 

In fact, most of the things I heard in the staffrooms were either about schools, about the 
students or even when I was at one school there was a fair bit of infighting happening. 
James, pre-service teacher) 

At times they can be really petty and spend hours arguing over things which are irrelevant 
to education or teachers or to children. Yeah, I don't enjoy being in that predicament ... 
Yeah, they talk about really, I mean I'd rather talk about music or literature or just far 
more, or sports, you know, the things that interest me, which I don't find seem to be the 
things that interest these other people. (Joey,pre-service teacher) 

Another common theme to emerge in the narratives was the loneliness caused by a 

predominance ofi female co-workers. James comments on the gradual realisation that he was 

a minority as a male: 

But in the primary situation, I never thought because there's a lot of females involved, 
this is going to be a problem. I must' admit I found it different as I got into teaching. It 
wasn't the way I perceived it. 
Can you tell me about that, how you found it different? 
Yeah, sure. When I first went it, well the first prac that I did, I suppose was where I 
noticed that there were a lot of females, a lot of middle-aged females, and a couple of 
young females here and there. And I was a definite minority. And that first prac there 
was me and two other males in the staffroom, for instance. (James, pre-service teacher) 

Stella acknowledges the difficulty that males face in being the only male in an all female 

school: 

Some have trouble quite definitely being in an all female school, and there are many 
schools that only have one male and it could be a very difficult job. (Stella, primary 
teacher) 

Joey simply refers to 'the kinds ofipeople' he'd have to work with, and doesn't actually name 

his female colleagues as being the problem: 
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I find that apart from a few who I can really bond with or connect with, most are the kind 
of people that outside school hours I would have nothing to do with, and it would be 
tedious for me to spend too much time with them. And again at the risk of sounding vain, 
I just don't find them very interesting. Their hobbies are uninteresting, what they do in 
their spare time is uninteresting, and this may sound mean, but I don't think many people 
in education are very intelligent people, which is really sad. (Joey, pre-service teacher) 

Many ofi the other narratives also avoid naming females as the category ofi otherness, and 

name other less confrontational binaries as the problem. For example, other interviewees set 

up binaries and divisions such as young I old, married/ unmarried, children/ childless and 

insider/ outsider. The following comments by Daniel locates his feelings ofi otherness on the 

married / unmarried binary: 

The way in which they treat you in a social respect, I think probably with males, specially 
if the particular one I had as an Associate was single, so we could laugh and talk about 
other things, there was no problem. Where most of the females were married, in fact, 
yeah, all of them were married, and they had their own close knit group, I suppose. You 
know, they talked about this, that and the other with other staff at the school, but the rest 
of it was more private to themselves, and couldn't relate to certain things, I mean they 
wouldn't get involved in a big talk about the footy and things like that particularly. 
(Daniel, pre-service teacher) 

Daniel also refers to being an insider/ outsider as determining his experience: 

Do you anticipate that this is how it will be when you go out teaching in a school? 
No, because I did note, like I say, they would talk to staff about certain things, and 
include them in there, and that would mean male staff is included. But because you were 
an outsider, you weren't kind ofi privy to that area. And I think probably that would 
happen to nearly anybody who was from the outside, I don't think it just from us, but I 
think females probably would have had a little bit more in common to talk about, just as 
normal. When you're trying to do that nice, polite, social chitchat, you can come up with 
probably more topics with the same gender than when you are opposites. That's just part 
of society. (Daniel, pre-service teacher) 

Extra duties because of the declining number of male primary teachers 

A further disadvantage emerged in the interviews that was not found in the literature on male 

primary teachers. Several ofi the male teachers and pre-service teachers spoke about the extra 

duties they were receiving as a result ofithe declining number ofimale primary teachers. Such 

examples included an increase in the number ofi camps and excursions they were asked to 

attend, and the disproportionate number ofimale children in their classes due to increasing 

requests from parents for male teachers for their children. 
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Many of the interviewees noted that primary schools now only have one or two male primary 

teachers, and thought that this was a particular problem because of departmental requirements 

for male teachers to be present on all overnight and some day excursions. Mention was made 

by a couple of the interviewees of the extra duties this placed on the existing male primary 

teachers. Daniel documents the impact of this below: 

Also, when you have things like camps, you take kids away on camps, now I've done that 
3 times through field experiences, you've got this big responsibility because you 're 
usually the only male, and you've got all the boys. And there's 4 female staff who've 
gone on camp with you, and they've only got to worry about the females. It's, I mean it's 
a responsibility that suddenly becomes double, sometimes triple the amount. I've 
enjoyed it, but it is there. And I've only enjoyed it because there's nothing been going 
wrong. Should there be a stress load because something actually happens, you really do 
have problems. (Daniel, pre-service teacher) 

Further, Daniel comments on the positive reaction from female staff in primary schools that 

male staff will be able to deal with problems such as the boys' toilets: 

I think also I remember you get comments like "oh great, I won't have to deal with 
something that's kind of like a relief'. There was going to be a male around for certain 
duties. 
What sorts of things? 
I think dealing with male toilets. It's kind of like a relief when a kid has thrown up in the 
male toilet or something you deal with that easily to just say "right, we've got a male staff 
member - he can go in, it's his problem". I find that, yeah, I don't mind doing it or 
anything like that, but I think, if you're on duty, it's your problem, not mine, I'm not paid 
for that time. (Daniel, pre-service teacher) 

Anthony refers to the shortage of males on his staff and the resultant inordinate number of 

boys he gets in his classes. He notes that this occurs both because mothers of boys in single 

parent families request a male teacher, and because the boys are behaviour problems and it is 

assumed that a male will do best at keeping them under control: 

Actually, I will mention this one thing, because it sort of ties in with this. So far in all my 
classes I've had the majority of boys in my class compared to girls. This year's worse 
than it's ever been, and I have 8 girls and 20 boys, which is a nice class size, but the 
gender breakdown, and it's not the same elsewhere, there's other classes where there's 
more girls. 
Are you saying these have purposely been given to you? 
Yes, yes, as a male teacher. These issues, so, I sort of look at that, and I go, "gee it would 
be nice to have a gender breakdown that's pretty equal across all classes". But there are 
different issues involved there. There's children where there's no male role model in the 
family. They've got, the mother's asked for that . . . So that, I know from the 
administrative side at this school, they do look at the breakdown of students in classes, 
and if there's a male available, they will target students to those males. It just seems to be 
that usually it's a majority of males in that class, usually boisterous males, because, "he's 

221 



a male, he can keep them under control", and it's not true. I still have as much trouble as 
any other teacher with violent students. (Anthony, primary teacher) 

In summary, it can be seen that once again the narratives from the interviews concur closely 

with the findings on the disadvantages experienced by male primary teachers that were 

documented in the literature review chapter. The male primary teachers and pre-service 

teachers reported that they experienced a raft of difficulties including identity issues, troubling 

societal perceptions that they are risky and sexually deviant, vexing expectations for them to 

be substitute parents and role models for boys, a lack of preparation for the discourse of 

nurturance, status and pay issues and loneliness and isolation as a result of working with 

women. The narratives also pointed additional difficulties that were not found in the 

literature. These involved the extra work and burden that the remaining male primary 

teachers experience as a result of the declining number of male primary teachers. Whilst the 

female teachers and teacher education lecturers supported some of the disadvantages 

discussed by the male primary teachers, they also critiqued and dismissed many of these 

difficulties. 

Advantages experienced by male primary teachers 

Despite the fact that the majority of the literature on male primary teachers emphasises the 

disadvantages that they face, a significant amount of literature also documents the advantages 

that males enjoy. These advantages were distilled into four groupings in the literature review 

chapter and these same categories are used below to discuss whether the interviewees 

believed that male primary school teachers are advantaged. There were no other advantages 

voiced in the interviews that were not documented in the literature review chapter. The 

females who were interviewed placed a great deal of emphasis on the advantages enjoyed by 

male primary teachers, but with the exception of male pre-service teachers who anticipated 

employment advantages, very few of the males acknowledged any of these advantages. 

Joshua stands out as an exception to this rule, as he pointed to the advantageous treatment that 

he believed he had been given at university, on practicum and in securing employment once 

he had graduated. 
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Positive discrimination in employment 

There was a great deal of evidence in the literature that male primary teachers receive positive 

discrimination over females in gaining employment. The literature also revealed that because 

of widespread rumours about this favourable treatment, some males hold unrealistic 

expectations about their employment desirability. Most of the male pre-service teachers 

acknowledged this anecdotal evidence, and anticipated that they would be similarly 

advantaged over women in the employment stakes. However, in contrast, none of the male 

primary teachers apart from Joshua acknowledged that maleness was an advantage in getting 

a job. In contrast, most of the female primary teachers and the teacher education lecturers 

pointed to the myriad of ways that male primary teachers were advantaged in employment 

over female primary teachers. 

As indicated above, most of the pre-service teachers were hopeful that they would receive 

advantageous treatment when it came to employment, and had been encouraged by various 

people during their training to suggest this would be the case. Daniel commented on the huge 

support he had received from supervising teachers on his practicum, and tells me about the 

sorts of things they have said to him: 

Oh, things like "it's really good to see that there are some males doing the course - all 
we've had is females lately. Oh, you'll have no problem in getting a job - we don't have 
enough males in the system". Now, that's an interesting comment because that was also 
made by one of the Directors of the Department. Off the record she said "because of our 
equal employment opportunities, we've actually got to even up the numbers if possible so 
males should get jobs so that we can start to even things out. We've been too female 
dominated in the primary sector". (Daniel, pre-service teacher) 

James, Joey and Joshua report that they believe their employment prospects will be good: 

I think they're good. I think, I'm actually putting my application in shortly. I'm quite 
happy to relief teach for 6 months. I want to do that. And I think that as far as in the 
education field, I'm pretty confident that I should get a job. (James, pre-service teacher) 

As I've come on the greatest advantage is that because there's so few male teachers it's a 
lot easier to get work, for good or bad. Which is one major advantage. (Joey, pre-service 
teacher) 

I think it's pretty cruisy that the positive discrimination part, like I don't know if it's true, 
if it's a rumour, but like basically everyone says, you know maybe I'm building my false 
hopes up or whatever, but when men apply for jobs they basically get them. (Joshua, 
pre-service teacher) 
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Compared to the frequency and enthusiasm with which the male pre-service teachers spoke 

about their anticipated advantages in gaining employment, there was a noticeable silence from 

the male primary teachers about the advantages they face in getting jobs. None of the male 

primary teachers apart from Joshua acknowledged that maleness was an advantage in getting 

a job. Joshua spoke of his belief that he had secured his current job on the basis of his 

maleness rather than his merit. He describes his experience below: 

She (the principal) was talking about how I could fit into the school's organisation and 
she said "at the moment I've got you down as a full-time 3-4 class, but another option 
that I was thinking of was for you to share that class with a Level 2, and then take the 
Year 5 and 6 for sport for two days a week". And I said "oh, I didn't do sport as my 
major and I'd rather not, thank you very much", and she was very nice about it. But the 
fact that that had occurred to her as an idea ... 
Yes, you believed to be a gendered offer 
Yes, and supports that supposition that she actually doesn't know really that much about 
me, but just chose me because I was male. (Joshua, primary teacher) 

Most of the female primary teachers and the teacher education lecturers readily pointed to the 

employment advantages that male primary teachers enjoyed over female primary teachers. 

Blanche recalls the many conversations she has had with pre-service teachers who believe that 

they'll get a job easily: 

Also, I deal with members of the public as well, and especially prospective students and 
their parents indeed, that are ringing in about teaching as a profession and teaching as a 
job. And I'm actually being asked quite often whether there's a shortage of teachers, and 
whether men are being given privileges in order to get into teaching, and I'll say "yes, 
they are" ... Once you get a conversation going with them, it will eventually sneak into 
the conversation that one of the reasons why they're actually becoming teachers is 
because they'll get a job easily. (Blanche, university education lecturer) 

Mary concurs with Blanche and observes that pre-service teachers automatically expect to be 

given jobs over and above the females: 

... the students who really, because they are male expect to be given the jobs and their 
comments at times imply that they will get a job over and above any of the females, who 
usually turn themselves inside out and are damn fine teachers with great potential, 
showing initiative, everything else and figures show that they do get the jobs. (Mary, 
university education lecturer) 

Vanessa comments that the 'male teachers that come through our system seem to all be 

scooped up in the first round of offers and pick up permanency so quickly'. She further 

describes below her experience with male pre-service teachers, and the ways in which they 

anticipate guaranteed employment at the end of their training: 
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In general, the males that I've come in contact with, who are training to become teachers 
in our service, have come in generally with the attitude that they will come out with a job 
at the end, regardless of their lesson plans, regardless of the way they interact with the 
other staff members, regardless of previous pracs, the overriding opinion is that it doesn't 
matter what I do or what I say, or what you say about me to the university, I will have a 
job at the end anyway. And this has been reconfirmed time and time again with 
comments that they make ... So, it's a fairly overriding opinion that they will have jobs 
regardless. (Vanessa, primary teacher) 

Sue has a great deal of knowledge about the transfer round for her education system, and 

explains the way that males are privileged in securing employment and are highly sought after 

by primary principals: 

I have found that every male that has been passed through the recruitment round, and has 
been deemed satisfactory or deemed firstly, highly meritorious, is listed by the principals, 
usually the first on all their requests for staffing, they'll list them and they'll list several of 
them. A number of schools listed all 20 of the male recruits, it was 20 or 15 or I can't 
remember that number, that we had, listed them all . . . So, the males are all ranked 
highly . . . They will all get a job. Subsequent to, as part of that I happen to know that 
some of those males were less than adequate, even close to totally inadequate, barely 
scraped through, and to know that they are highly sought after over and above female 
recruits who would run rings around them, just because of their maleness. And principals 
were saying "I'm prepared to have any male, just for the sake of having a male in my 
school" ... They all wanted the best of course, but they wanted the male no matter what. 
(Sue, primary teacher) 

Positive discrimination in promotion 

There was a great deal of literature documenting the ways in which male primary teachers 

anticipate rapid career advances into promotional positions, and enjoy positive discrimination 

over females when they seek promotion. The literature also shows that male primary teachers 

are more likely to aspire to leaving the classroom and seeking educational administration jobs 

than their female counterparts. 

Whilst the male pre-service teachers who were interviewed were not able to comment on 

whether they will benefit promotionally, some of them comment that they intend to use their 

primary teaching qualifications as a stepping-stone to other careers. Interestingly, very few of 

the pre-service teachers anticipate that they will still be a classroom teacher in 10 years time. 

In a similar pattern to the interview data on gaining employment, the male teachers do not 

acknowledge any advantages or positive discrimination in promotion, and a couple even 
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suggest that women are more advantaged than they are. In contrast, the female teachers make 

several comments about the rapid promotion of males. 

Henry reveals in his interview that he doesn't intend to teach at all, but will use his teaching 

qualifications as a 'stepping stone' for other things: 

The only disappointment is I'd like to go into teaching and try it for a couple of years to 
hone the skills and stuff like that. I know it would be hard, but that would then make me 
a little bit more employable if I ever had to go back into the teaching profession. But, I 
wouldn't be able to, I just, I couldn't see myself doing that. So, the main emphasis is 
really to finishing it now is to use it as a stepping stone and go on to do something else. 
(Henry, pre-service teacher) 

When asked about his long-term prospects, ten years down the track, James reveals that he 

hopes to be involved in educational administration rather than the classroom: 

Long-term prospects - I think I'd like to be involved in the Education Department. I 
don't think I'll still want to be a classroom teacher 10 years from now. I think I'd like to 
be more on the curriculum development or the policy making side of things, where, I 
shouldn't say it's where things get done because I think the most important thing you can 
do is actually teach the children, I really think that's the most important part of education 
. . . I also want to use my communication skills with other adults, not just with children. 
(James,pre-service teacher) 

Despite the silence from males on the possibility that they are advantaged in promotion, the 

female teachers and teacher education lecturers make many comments about the rapid 

promotion of males. Blanche discusses the way that male primary teachers do not envisage 

that they will spend very much time in the classroom, but they assume they will get 

promotion very quickly: 

And their reasons for becoming teachers are to establish a career on a very quick career 
path for some of them. They've been told by their mates and other people that they'll get 
promotion very quickly. Very few of them see their teaching in terms of the classroom, 
their life in teaching in terms of being in the classroom. (Blanche, university education 
lecturer) 

Stella claims that male primary teachers get to the top of the system faster than females: 

The males, and still even in our system, males certainly get to the top foster than females. 
There's, even though people deny it, there is definitely a skew that way, and that's 
particularly having school board chairs on the promotion positions for principals, they 
definitely favour males, although I don't think there's been any research done to test it or 
look at the figures. So, the group who want promotion tend to have an easier chance of 
getting it. (Stella, primary teacher) 
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Being mentored, noticed and appreciated 

The literature suggests that male primary school teachers are much more likely than females 

to be mentored and appreciated and that their token I minority status causes them to be 

noticed and stand out in a positive way. In addition, the males often form special alliances 

with the male principals in their schools. The literature shows that because it has become 

increasingly common for parents to request that their child is placed with a male teacher, this 

has resulted in a great deal o~ kudos and appreciation being expressed towards male teachers. 

There is a huge difference between what I was told by the male and female interviewees about 

whether male teachers are more likely to be mentored, noticed and appreciated. As was 

common when discussing advantages, there was near silence from the males as to whether 

they were privileged in this way. Whilst a couple oMhe males commented on how parents 

appreciated their children having male teachers, they didn't constitute this as an advantage, 

and didn't seem aware that this may not be happening to the female teachers in the same way. 

In contrast, several o~ the female teachers commented on the way that the males were 

mentored by the male principals. 

Sue suggests that male primary school teachers are much more likely than females to be 

mentored and appreciated and to form special alliances with executive, principals and those 

'up the chain'. She comments below about male pre-service teachers: 

They make immediate links with the principal and other executive members in the school, 
which usually have been males. Because the school is dominated by a male executive, or 
certainly a high percentage o~ males in the executive area, so the male students make 
links with those people straight away. And in return, I've noticed the principals, the male 
principals and the male executive, link with them very quickly, compared to the female 
students that come into the school who either just create links with their associate or links 
with a small group. But they don't zero in, and they certainly don't make links with the 
executive. In fact, for many o~ them, the executive is very separate from them, whereas 
the male ones link. Now that could be part o~ the culture thing o~ when they do come into 
the starn room o~ when they do things they will go and sit, either the executive male starn 
will come and sit with them or vice versa, because they share a male culture and they will 
talk to one another. But because there's often fewer males at the lower level, so when 
they make that male link it's always 'up the chain'. (Sue, primary teacher) 

Several o~ the female teachers reported how dimcult it was for them to watch the male 

teachers being so lauded and appreciated by parents. Sue comments below on her belie~ that 

whilst female teachers carry the workload and pick up the pieces for male teachers, it is the 

males who are noticed and appreciated by parents and the community: 
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So, you rush around picking up the pieces that they've dropped and what amounts to 
carrying them so that either the community perception won't be negative, or even the 
management's perception won't be negative, that the job's still being done. So the males 
don't do it, or they have somebody else do it for them, or if they do it, people are "ah, 
isn't that wonderful! Ah, just the most fabulous person! Whereas they don't see that 90 
other women have been doing that, and that's just accepted, but if one male does it, it's 
lauded. And certainly the community, the school community, the parents, the citizens, 
one, are desperate to have their children taught by males, and two, are prepared to put up 
with anything that a male does and thinks that's OK just to have the male experience for 
their children. And a large majority are happy that it's OK and they'll accept things from 
a male that they won't accept from a female. (Sue, primary teacher) 

Similarly, Vanessa comments on the way that particular qualities are viewed differently in 

male teachers and female teachers. She observes that male teachers are noticed and viewed 

positively by parents and the community, whereas females are generally viewed negatively. 

She discusses below the attitudes ofi parents: 

And if they tend to have a male teacher who shouts or is angry or aggressive or loud, then 
that's seen as a strength, the children will behave. Whereas on the other hand, if they 
strike a female teacher with all the exact same qualities, that teacher tends to get known 
as a bitch, or as someone who they wouldn't want their child in that class because she's 
unpleasant or she's not caring about our children. So, it really fascinates me that if those 
same qualities in a male are seen as a strength, whereas in a woman, they're seen as a 
weakness. (Vanessa, primary teacher) 

Vanessa laments that it is not only parents and the community who make exceptions for male 

primary teachers, but that female primary teachers often collude by allowing inequalities and 

making exceptions for the male teachers: 

Every single day I see this happening where female staff make excuses and they will let 
the male staff members get away with so much stuff and I don't know whether it's 
because they feel the need to mother, or whether they feel that that's their role to be 
subservient or whether they feel that we are so lucky to have male teachers in our school 
that we have to mollycoddle them and make their life so pleasant and so easy so that they 
will stay, I'm not quite sure where it comes from. But I have seen ridiculous things like 
male staff not having their names on a duty roster for the kitchen ... So, I've seen extra 
release time, I've seen names off duty rosters, I've seen them having extra support for 
times like report writing and parent interviews. I have watched as a male staff member 
got one and a half hours extra release time each week because he chose to take on the 
sports role in the school, and that was seen to be a difficult job, and needing extra time .. 
. So, the inequity is just startling, and it happens. It's not just one school, it's so many 
schools. And as I talk to my colleagues about this kind of stuff, it's happening 
everywhere, this kind of attitude of "they don't cope so well, so we'll be very 
supportive". (Vanessa, primary teacher) 

Daniel suggests that parents would rather listen to male teachers than females: 
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Parents, I've seen this in, parent interview nights and things where I've attended those, 
will happily listen to a male explaining something at a big meeting, than a female . . . It 
just seems society seems to regard the male as the authoritarian figure still within a lot ofi 
jobs, and I think that's going to take maybe another one or two generations to change as 
we see more and more females who have started to get up into the workforce. (Daniel, 
pre-service teacher) 

Shaun reports a recent incident, where a parent phoned him to organise a present for a male 

teacher: 

And I actually had one ring up yesterday and say "does this young guy drink?". "Strange, 
what are you asking me this for?". But she said "look, he's done such a wonderful job 
with the kid that we really want to make sure that what we get him for the end ofi the year 
is spot on, because he's assumed a great deal ofichild-rearing". And this is a guy whose 
first year out, and I mean, you know, he's not top drawer, but he's OK. And this is the 
way they're perceiving and it's almost thank you, thank you, thank you, for having 
someone there who can fill that role. (Shaun, primary teacher) 

As has been mentioned previously, Joshua frequently pointed to the advantageous treatment 

that he felt he had been given at university, on practicum and in securing employment once he 

had graduated. He believed that this treatment was due to his maleness and the fact that he 

stood out and was noticed in a positive way. He reported an incident during his university 

training in which he believed he was awarded a higher grade than the females in his group, 

because he was a male. He also noted that the same thing happened during his practicum. 

Below he comments on his practicum results: 

I feel sometimes that I've got better marks in Field Experience reports than were actually 
justifiable from my activity. (Joshua, pre-service teacher) 

Developing specialisations 

There is a small amount ot'iliterature that documents the way that male primary teachers carve 

out specialisations and niches as a means ot'iseparating themselves from their female 

colleagues. It seems that the purpose of'ithese specialisations is to align themselves with more 

traditional signifiers ot'imasculinity, thereby maintaining gender differences and 

distinguishing their roles from those performed by women. In the primary school these 

specialisations may include teaching upper primary classes, sports and information 

technology (IT). Both the male and the female interviewees readily acknowledged the 

existence ot'ithese specialisations. However, with the exception ot'iJoshua, the males 
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presented the specialisations as normative and unproblematic. In contrast, the females 

presented them as highly problematic. 

The tendency o:fimale primary teachers to carve out specialisations was commented on by all 

ofithe female primary teachers and female teacher education lecturers. Vanessa's 

observations below concur with those o:fithe other females: 

. . . the male teachers tend to drift towards the IT, the maths, the science, the PE, the 
sport. And the female teachers tend to either get what's left, because schools tend to be 
so keen to keep their male teachers that they will give them what they want, the class they 
want, the room they want, the jobs they want, the duties they want, the rosters they want, 
and the women seem to have to just make do with what's left. And so, I really think the 
women tend to get what's left over, and the women tend to float towards the humanities. 
They tend to do the more nurturing things on the staff, they tend the social club, they tend 
to run the tea and coffee, they tend to run the arts, they tend to run the English, they tend 
to run the social education stuff, and the environmental stuff as well, they tend to float 
towards ... So the PE teacher, 9 times out of 10 will be a male teacher, the IT teacher, 
again predominantly male teachers. And, it seems to me that these are made specialist 
roles, again, so that there isn't the nurturing, caring, responsibility as those with a class, 
there isn't the parent contact, because you're not on class. (Vanessa, primary teacher) 

Blanche's sentiments are similar to Vanessa, and she sums up her concerns below: 

I suppose that what happens in schools is that men are still taking the valued positions in 
schools. You walk into the schools, the men are the principals, they're taking the science, 
the technology, they're taking the sports, the women are taking all the nurturing jobs, 
women are the harassment officers. (Blanche, university education lecturer) 

Both male and female teachers comment on the males' preference for taking upper primary 

classes and avoiding the lower primary. Vanessa notes this preference: 

Most of our male teachers tend to float towards the 5 / 6, the older grades, and a lot of the 
times it's their choice to be there. And will usually not accept anything lower than say a 
4, and it's again because they feel so uncomfortable with the nurturing, the caring aspect 
of the lower primary. {,Vanessa, primary teacher) 

Most ofithe women interviewees comment on the propensity o:fimale primary teachers to look 

after sport and PE in their schools. Sue notes this below: 

They get very involved. They do try, on the whole, to get involved in wider school 
issues, and most particularly, they'll get involved in recent years in sport, or they've 
always got involved in sport, always been an area that the males have gravitated towards, 
so the twenty years they've done that, but it's certainly continued ... We're going to be 
running football, soccer, you know, whatever the male sport thing is, we'll have a male 
student here at the time, great, let's put them onto that task." (Sue, primary teacher) 
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However, it appears that it is not just a matter ofimales choosing to look after sport, but there 

is an assumption within the primary school that sport is a job for a male. Stella reveals that 

her school has made a conscious effort to select females to take sporting jobs that were 

previously viewed as jobs for males. Daniel described the way in which it was assumed at his 

school that he would be a teacher in charge ofi a sports' house, merely because he was a male. 

He reports that when he declined this job he was told, "there aren't any other males to give it 

to". Sarah's narrative suggests that schools often collude in the males' preference for taking 

sport, because middle aged female teachers like to hand over the responsibility for sport: 

And I think many of the old guard of the female teachers think "thank God men have 
come in because you can take over my sport and PE, 'cause I think I'm getting too old to 
do sport and PE". So, you've got this as a two way thing that's happening to them, and 
the expectation. (Sarah, primary teacher) 

Many of the female teachers also commented on the fact that males dominate the IT jobs in 

primary schools. Sue and Vanessa comment on this below, with Vanessa suggesting that 

specialisation offers males the opportunity to opt out ofi responsibilities for nurturing and 

report writing: 

Now it's IT, they very much dominate the IT sector when they come into the school, and 
demonstrate their skills and are confident and offer their skills in the IT sector, so they'll 
do those sorts of things. They're also requested more frequently to do things in the 
schools, because they are males. (Sue, primary teacher) 

The IT and technology has become really interesting in schools, it's an incredibly major 
moving force within our schools, and a lot of power is seeming to, I guess go towards 
those who have the knowledge and the understanding ofIT. Now in the last 2 or 3 places 
where I've worked, the IT person on staff has been a male, and the male person has been 
off class, and because they were off class that meant no real class responsibilities, no 
report writing, none of the nurturing and the caring that seems to go along with being an 
actual staff member on class. (.Vanessa, primary teacher) 

Further, Vanessa also suggests that IT responsibilities afford the male teachers particular 

power within the school, and prestige in the eyes ofithe parents: 

They are seen to be the holder of all knowledge, and hold quite a powerful role within the 
school ... they seem to have all the answers. If they choose not to come and fix up your 
IT problem, then you're basically sunk, you have to wait and come until they are prepared 
to come and work with you. And they can be very selective in how they do things, and a 
lot of the time, really avoid coming into the classrooms and stuff, and work away in their 
office and avoid contact with the kids and the other staff members, which makes it 
difficult. And by the parents they're seen to be the smarter ones or the more prestigious 
ones within the staff because they hold a specialist role, and it usually tends to be the 
popular things. (Vanessa, primary teacher) 
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Joshua mocks the expectation of schools that males will be good at IT and describes the 

assumption of:his new school that he would take over the IT: 

As I shook hands with one of the male teachers, he said to me "oh, you can take over the 
Apple Lab for me next year". So there was that immediate, I assumed at the time that 
they had read my application and that I had up-played my IT ability and he was aware of 
that, but having reflected on that and realised that the Principal didn't actually know that 
much about me, I don't think that was the case. (Joshua, primary teacher) 

Whilst the literature documented a series of advantages that male primary teachers enjoy, this 

mainly emanated from feminist scholarship and observation by females, and did not come 

about as the result of the narratives produced by males. There is a great deal of: congruence 

on the advantages enjoyed by male primary teachers between the narratives ofahe female 

teachers and the findings of: feminist researchers such as Williams and Cockburn. In contrast, 

the majority of male primary teachers and pre-service teachers did not acknowledge or 

articulate their advantaged status. The narratives did not reveal any additional advantages that 

were not found in the literature. 

Conclusion 

The data from the life history interviews proved to be extremely valuable and provided many 

insights into the complex experience of: male primary teachers and pre-service teachers. The 

experience of:male primary teachers described in the life history narratives closely mirrored 

those found in the literature, but provided greater depth and insights about the Australian 

experience and context. Most importantly, the narratives provided further confirmation that 

male primary teachers face a unique combination of:advantages and disadvantages as a result 

ofaheir maleness. On the whole, the narratives of the male primary teachers dwelt more on 

the disadvantages they faced whilst the female primary teachers and teacher education 

lecturers dwelt more on the advantages that male primary teachers appear to enjoy. 

The life history narratives supplied additional insights into the disadvantages faced by male 

primary teachers and provided an additional category of: disadvantage. The additional 

disadvantage described in the interviews that was not found in the literature was that male 

primary teachers experience extra pressures and work due to the reduced number of:male 

primary teachers in Australia. It was evident from the narratives that recent events in 

Australia have made some of: the disadvantages outlined in the literature even more 
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problematic and poignant. In particular, two OD the disadvantages have emerged as extremely 

problematic and unhelpful: the societal perceptions ofaisk and deviance and unrealistic 

expectations that male primary teachers will provide role models for boys. There was 

agreement amongst almost all OD the interviewees that male primary teachers are 

disadvantaged by the current societal awareness and panic about child sexual abuse, and that 

this has had a profoundly damaging impact on the experience oDmale primary teachers. In 

addition, the current calls for male primary teachers to serve as role models for boys have 

been somewhat unhelpful and confusing for male primary teachers. The confusion appeared 

to arise from both the conflation OD parenting and teaching and the contradictions OD modeling 

masculinity whilst doing women's work. Whilst some oDthe interviewees supported the 

notion OD providing role models, they pointed out that their main role was to be an educator 

and that good teaching mattered more than the teacher's gender. 

The life history interviews also provided many additional insights into the advantages enjoyed 

by male primary teachers and pre-service teachers. These insights were largely gleaned 

through the voices OD the female primary teachers and teacher education lecturers. Their 

narratives closely concurred with the advantages found in the literature, but they provided 

greater detail and depth about the Australian experience and context. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

Introduction 

This study has explored the experience of male primary teachers and the prevailing societal 

discourses about them. It has drawn on understandings from relevant literature and data from 

media discourse analysis, statistical analysis and life history interviews. Each of these sources 

contributes significant understandings about the experience of male primary school teachers, 

and they each have differing constructions of the experience and present a variety of 

contrasting perspectives. Whilst there is some congruence in the way that the experience of 

male primary teachers is portrayed in each of these sources, there are also irreconcilable 

differences and contradictions between them. Because of these contradictions, the nature of 

the topic under investigation, the wide range ofliterature and the detailed analysis, the 

findings about this debate are extensive and are extremely complex and contradictory. Whilst 

there are a vast number of findings that could be discussed (and have been discussed in detail 

in the preceding chapters), for the purposes of this conclusion they have been synthesised and 

grouped into the following key themes: 

• Findings about the experience of male primary teachers 

• Findings about the prevailing societal discourses 

• Reflections on theory 

• Future directions 

• Concluding remarks 

Findings about the experience of male primary teachers 

As a result of examining the relevant literature and data, this study has found that the 

experience of male primary teachers is likely to be complex, contradictory and problematic. 

Whilst some of their experiences are similar to those of female primary teachers, this study 

focuses on the part of their experience that differs from female teachers and is the direct result 

of their maleness. Their choice to cross-over into women's work such as primary teaching 

appears to yield a unique and complex mixture of experiences that are poorly understood by 

both themselves and others. In particular, it is apparent that they experience a vexing 

combination of advantages and disadvantages as a result of being a male in women's work. 
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The various sources of literature and data have differing constructions as to whether the males 

are advantaged and/ or disadvantaged. Most commonly, the sources privilege either the 

disadvantages or the advantages and silence the other. More rarely, they acknowledge and 

accommodate both. On the whole, the disadvantages are better articulated, understood and 

documented than the advantages, which are often silenced and ignored. 

A great proportion of the literature on male primary teachers focuses on the difficulties that 

they face, whilst a small but significant portion emphasises the benefits they enjoy. Very 

little of the literature attempts to simultaneously address both or to resolve the tension 

between them. The literature that discusses the ongoing and longstanding disadvantages and 

challenges that male primary teachers face appears to be better documented, theorised and 

understood than more recent issues. Examples of longstanding challenges include pay and 

status issues and the social isolation and discomfort of working with women. Examples of 

more recent issues that are not as well understood or theorised include unrealistic expectations 

that male primary teachers will provide role models and parent substitutes for boys, the 

current dominance of the discourse of nurturance in primary schools, suspicions that males 

are homosexuals because they have chosen to work with women and that they are paedophiles 

because they have chosen to work with children. Whilst the advantages that male primary 

teachers enjoy are well documented in some parts of the literature, these understandings are 

not widespread, and are confined to a relatively small number of theorists such as Cockburn 

and Williams. The work of these theorists acknowledges the difficulties for men who cross 

over into non-traditional work, but it also reveals the many beneficial aspects and ways in 

which their gender is construed as a positive difference. Williams suggests that men who 

enter women's work are carried 01;1 a 'glass elevator' in contrast to the 'glass ceiling' that 

women encounter in non-traditional occupations. 

The media discourse data contains a great deal of information about the disadvantages and 

difficulties that male primary teachers experience, but it is totally silent about their 

advantages. There is inconsistency in the amount of media coverage and the degree of 

understanding that is given to the various disadvantages that male primary teachers face. For 

example, there is a great deal of coverage about perceptions of risk and sexual deviance and 

the difficulties that the males face in working with women, but very little is written about 

identity issues or their lack of preparation for nurturing. Unsurprisingly, the headline 
, 

grabbing and sensational issues appear to receive the greatest media coverage. It is also 
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apparent that whilst recent societal issues such as allegations of sexual abuse and the 

education of boys are now linked with male primary teachers in the media, very little attempt 

is made to constructively or critically address these issues. 

The statistical data reveals trends suggestive of disadvantages and advantages that male 

primary teachers may face. This data documents the significant decline in the number of male 

primary teachers in recent years, particularly in government primary schools. Such a decline 

has clear implications for the remaining male primary teachers and is suggestive of negative 

experiences such as social isolation from other men and an increase in duties and 

responsibilities. The statistics also suggest a differing experience for male teachers in the 

various school sectors, as is evidenced by the decline in the number of male primary teachers 

in government schools and the increase in the number of male primary teachers in 

independent schools. In addition, the statistics reveal that despite the small percentage of 

male primary teachers, the majority of Australian primary school principals remain male. 

This suggests advantaged status and positive discrimination in promotion. 

The life history interviews point to a fascinating combination of disadvantages and 

advantages. On the whole, the narratives of the male teachers dwell more on the 

disadvantages and difficulties that they face than on the advantages they enjoy, whilst the 

female teachers and female teacher education lecturers were more inclined to emphasise the 

advantages. However, there was agreement amongst almost all of the interviewees that male 

primary teachers are disadvantaged by the current societal awareness and panic about child 

sexual abuse, and that this has had a negative and profoundly damaging impact on the 

experience of male teachers. There was also agreement by all interviewees that society 

considers primary school teaching to be women's work and that this poses a particular set of 

challenges for men who cross-over. 

Male primary teachers experience many disadvantages 

As a result of synthesising the literature and the data contained in this study, it has been 

shown that male primary teachers experience many disadvantages because of their maleness. 

I have collated these disadvantages into eight categories that are described below. 
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The negative reaction of family, friends and society to their decision and the dfjjjculties in 

training to become a primary teacher 

The literature, life history interviews and media discourse revealed that the decision to 

become and the process of becoming a primary school teacher are problematic for most 

males. These sources commonly reported that the males are likely to receive some negative 

reactions from family and friends to their decision to become a primary teacher. The males' 

decision to become a primary school teacher appeared to come as a surprise for many of their 

families. The literature showed that the majority of males enter female-dominated 

occupations via a trapdoor, with little planning or anticipation of this choice. The interviews 

concurred with this and revealed that most of the male pre-service teachers arrived at primary 

teaching by default rather than as a result of planning or a sense of vocation. Whilst the males 

also received encouragement and support from their family and friends, most of them 

articulated some difficult reactions from important people in their lives, such as their parents. 

The literature suggested that men and their fathers will generally introduce males to the world 

of work and it is possibly a disruptive moment for families if sons follow the work of women 

and their mothers. It was also apparent that as well as experiencing a negative reaction about 

their decision to become a primary teacher, the males often found their time of teacher 

training to be isolating and challenging. In particular, they reported difficulties with their 

practicum experiences, as they struggled to come to terms with the reality of working with 

women and children. 

Identity issues 

The vital role that work plays in the construction of the various parts of the self, such as 

identity, gender, sexuality and bodies were comprehensively covered in the literature. It 

revealed that work and identity are inextricably linked and that work frequently provides 

people with a sense of belonging and a central axis around which to structure their sense of 

self. Whilst the connection between work and the construction of identity was not explicitly 

dealt with in the intervi~ws, the difficulties of constructing a viable masculine identity whilst 

working in the primary school setting were nevertheless implicit. In particular, the literature 

and interviews suggest that it is particularly challenging for men to construct the identity of 

being a 'real man' whilst doing women's work. The current calls for male primary teachers to 

act as masculine role models for boys amidst the culture of nurturance within primary schools 

places confusing and contradictory demands on their identity formation. 
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Societal perceptions of risk and sexual deviance 

The literature, interviews and media discourse all concur that male primary teachers face 

significant difficulties and disadvantages because they are regarded by society as being risky 

and sexually deviant. Such perceptions result in constant suspicion and surveillance about 

their behaviour and sexuality and sometimes result in their position becoming untenable. The 

literature and media discourse focused a great deal on this issue, and it precipitated 

considerable energy and discussion by all OD the interviewees. Most oD the interviewees 

suggested that these negative societal perceptions had impacted enormously on the lives oD 

male primary teachers. They noted that questions are frequently asked about the males' 

motives and sexuality, and that they are commonly assumed to be paedophiles and/ or 

homosexuals, with the two often being erroneously conflated. The inference OD 

homosexuality is derived from their choice to work with women and that oDpaedophilia 

because they have chosen to work with children. There is ample evidence in the literature, 

interviews and media that male primary teachers find these perceptions extremely distressing 

and that they spend a great deal ofitime and energy justifying and protecting themselves from 

such accusations. The interviews showed that the attitudes about male primary teachers that 

are expressed in the media have an enormous impact on their experience. 

Whilst very little literature exists on the implications ofitaking male bodies into non

traditional work, the interviews with male primary teachers clearly revealed that this process 

is problematic. Most of the interviewees expressed concerns about the risks associated with 

their inhabitation oDa male body in a primary school. In particular, the males spoke ofithe 

tendency OD young children to want to touch their teachers' bodies and the teachers' need to 

touch children when they need comfort and assistance. The female teachers acknowledged 

that this is an enormous issue for male primary teachers and were extremely supportive about 

their difficulties. Both male and female teachers agreed that male teachers should never touch 

a child. However, one female primary teacher also noted that the situation was complex as 

children were 'touch sensitive' and needed to touch and to be touched. This points to an 

irreconcilable dilemma for male primary school teachers. 

Unrealistic expectations that male primary teachers will provide role models for bays 

The media and interviews contained a great deal of evidence that male primary school 

teachers are currently expected to provide role models for boys in schools. These beliefs were 

also evident in a more nascent and emergent form in the literature. Beliefs that boys need 

238 



male primary school teachers to act as role models and surrogate fathers emerged in 

Australian society in the mid 1990s and have now become hegemonic and accepted as 

commonsense. Although this discourse assumes that all boys need male role models, 

particular concern and panic is expressed about boys in female led single parent households. 

This discourse is based on essentialist thought and presumes that male teachers meet different 

needs for boys in schools than female teachers. It also assumes that the presence of more 

male teachers will automatically improve educational outcomes for boys, such as an increase 

in literacy levels, happiness and well-being and a reduction in behavioural problems. The 

interviews with male primary teachers showed that some supported the notion of being role 

models and others rejected it. Those who rejected the notion pointed out that their main role 

was to be an educator and not a parent substitute. Regardless of whether they accepted or 

rejected the notion, it is clear that the demands place unrealistic and confusing expectations on 

male primary teachers. The confusion appears to arise from both the conflation of parenting 

and teaching that is inherent in current calls for male primary teachers to serve as role models, 

and from the contradictions of modeling masculinity whilst doing women's work. 

The dominance of the discourse of nurturance and their lack of preparation for this 

The literature, media and interviews revealed the current dominance of the discourse oD 

nurturance in Australian primary schools. This discourse positions teachers as being caring, 

empathetic and patient an~ is largely congruent with other contemporary educational 

discourses such as child-centred pedagogy. This current approach stands in stark contrast to 

previous primary school discourses that were more didactic, hierarchical and teacher-centred. 

Many oD the interviewees suggested that male primary teachers felt more comfortable with 

these earlier approaches because they permitted a physical and emotional distance from the 

children and didn't call on males to be nurturing. Whilst the discourse oD nurturance is 

isomorphic with societal constructions of women and mothering, this study has shown that it 

poses signifrcant difficulties and obstacles for male primary school teachers. The literature 

revealed that males often construct their masculinity by doing nothing feminine, and it is 

unlikely that they will be adequately prepared for the world of caring and nurturance, even i:D 

they are willing to position themselves as nurturers. rn they are seen to be too close or caring 

with children, they also run the risk of being accused oDbeing a homosexual or paedophile. In 

addition, the current expectations that they will be role models for boys positions them as 

sporty, fun, manly father substitutes and not as soft and caring nurturers. 
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Status and pay issues 

A great deal of literature and media coverage addresses the status and pay issues affecting 

male primary teachers. Whilst the status and pay of teaching is the same for male and female 

teachers, the males construct this as a disadvantage because they perceive that they are 

sacrificing the higher status and pay that are rightfully theirs and that they would be earning in 

another career. The literature reveals that society regards men who cross-over into women's 

work as stepping down because they are awarded lower pay and status than they would 

receive in men's work. Most of the interviews indicated that low pay is an ongoing issue for 

male primary teachers and that they are concerned and unhappy they are earning less than 

their male friends in other careers. 

Working with women, loneliness and lack of socialisation 

The literature and media document many examples of the social isolation and loneliness that 

male primary teachers experience because females statistically dominate primary teaching. 

The majority of the male interviewees acknowledged that they struggle with being a minority 

and with having mostly female co-workers. Most of the males appeared to hanker for male 

camaraderie and resolved this by clustering with other male teachers in the school, male 

principals and the janitor. In the absence of other adult males to cluster with, many of the 

male primary teachers spend recess and lunch in the playground with school students rather 

than socialising with female teachers. The literature and the interviews noted that male 

primary teachers both exclude themselves from the socialising networks of primary schools 

and feel excluded from them. The literature, media and interviews all point to the problematic 

social implications for males in women's work such as primary teaching. 

Pressures and extra work because of the small number of male primary teachers 

The interviews with male primary teachers pointed to the effect on morale and workload that 

the declining number of male primary teachers is having on the remaining male teachers. 

Some of the males suggested that the declining number of male primary teachers places extra 

burdens on the remaining male teachers and further exacerbates other pre-existing problems 

such as isolation and loneliness. Examples of the extra duties they experience include 

attending most of the school excursions and camps to meet the required ratio of 

accompanying males and getting a disproportionate number of male children in their classes 

because of the increasing requests from parents for their sons to have a male teacher. The 

statistics confirmed that the overall percentage of male primary teachers in Australia has 
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declined quite markedly in recent years, with significant declines in both the ACT and the 

government sector. Given that the interviews involved ACT government male primary 

teachers, it is probable that the decline has impacted severely on these remaining teachers. 

There was no mention in either the literature or the media ofithe increasing workload for the 

remaining male primary teachers. 

Male primary teachers experience many advantages 

As a result ofi synthesising the literature and the data contained in this study, it has been 

shown that male primary teachers also experience many advantages because ofi their 

maleness. I have collated these advantages into four categories that are described below. 

Positive discrimination in employment 

There was some evidence in the literature that male primary teachers receive positive 

discrimination in gaining employment. Whilst the media does not mention this or any other 

advantages for males, the life history interviews provided evidence ofithe positive 

discrimination they receive. The male pre-service teachers acknowledged that they had heard 

anecdotal evidence that males would receive positive discrimination in securing employment, 

and most were hopeful that this would be the case. In contrast, most ofi the male qualified 

teachers did not mention any advantages. However, the female primary teachers and teacher 

education lecturers and pointed to the many ways that male primary teachers are advantaged 

in gaining employment compared to female primary teachers. 

Positive discrimination in promotion 

There was also a great deal ofi evidence in the literature that male primary teachers anticipate 

rapid career advances into promotional positions and enjoy positive discrimination in gaining 

promotion. Once again, this was not mentioned in the media, but featured significantly in the 

interviews. Whilst the male pre-service teachers were not able to comment on whether they 

will benefit promotionally, some comment that they intend using their primary teaching 

qualifications as a stepping stone to other careers. The qualified male primary teachers do not 

refer to any promotional advantages, and some even suggested that female teachers are more 

advantaged than they are. In contrast, the female primary teachers and female teacher 

education lecturers made several comments about the rapid promotion ofi males. The 

statistical data also provides ample evidence ofi male primary teachers' advantaged status and 
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positive discrimination in promotion. In particular the statistics reveal that despite the 

declining percentage of male primary teachers, the majority of Australian primary school 

principals remain male. 

Being mentored, noticed and appreciated 

The literature suggests that male primary school teachers are more likely than females to be 

mentored and appreciated and that their token/ minority status causes them to form special 

alliances with male principals and to be noticed and stand out in positive ways. As was 

common with the other categories of advantage, there was a silence on this in both the media 

and the interviews with male primary teachers. In contrast, the female primary teachers made 

many comments about the way that males are mentored by male principals and receive a great 

deal of kudos and gratitude from parents for providing role models for their sons. 

Developing specialisations 

There is a small but significant amount of literature that documents the way that male primary 

teachers carve out specialisations and niches as a means of separating and differentiating 

themselves from their female colleagues and aligning themselves with safe, traditional 

signifiers of masculinity. These specialisations advantage the males because they are able to 

shape the job in ways that enhance their enjoyment of it and their career prospects. In the 

primary school these specialisations may include taking responsibility for sport and 

information technology and teaching upper primary classes. There was no evidence of any of 

these specialisations in the media, but some of the male and most of the female interviewees 

provided ample evidence of their existence. 

Findings about the prevailing societal discourses 

In order to fully explore the experience of male primary teachers, this study has sought to 

identify the prevailing societal discourses and debates about them and to examine whether 

they are affecting the experience of the males. Information about societal discourses was 

found in the literature, media and life history interviews, with the media discourse providing 

the most significant and comprehensive data. The literature indicates that media discourses 

will simultaneously reflect and shape societal attitudes. After examining the prevailing 

discourses about male primary teachers in the literature and data, this study has confirmed the 

242 



existence of a two-way causal relationship between media and societal beliefs. It has also 

found that both societal and media discourses have had a significant impact on the experience 

of male primary teachers. However, in contrast, the study has found that the experience of 

male primary school teachers is not informing, shaping or contributing to either societal or 

media discourses. As a result, these discourses can be seen to be largely inaccurate, 

unreflective and unproductive because they do not reflect the experience of male primary 

teachers. 

There was a great deal of agreement and congruence in the literature, media and life history 

interviews on the current societal discourses about male primary teachers. Whilst the 

literature didn't explicitly refer to particular discourses about male primary teachers, it 

nevertheless referred to certain beliefs, assumptions and statements. Most importantly, the 

literature revealed that public perceptions about male primary teachers are likely to have a 

profound effect on the experience of male primary teachers. The literature provided evidence 

of many societal and educational discourses that are currently impacting on the experience of 

male primary teachers. These discourses include 'we need more male primary teachers', 

'what about the boys?', primary school teachers are nurturers, children need role models and 

that men who choose to work with women and children are soft and risky. 

An analysis of media discourse over the past decade reveals the existence of powerful and 

dominant discourses about the experience of male primary school teachers. There is a great 

deal of evidence in the media that societal discourses about male primary school teachers are 

impacting enormously on the experience of the males. In contrast, no evidence was found 

that these discourses are accommodating or reflecting the experience of the males. As a 

result, the media discourses can be seen to be inaccurate and to contain many contradictory, 

problematic and confusing messages for male primary school teachers. For example, whilst 

some of the discourses position the males as societal heroes, others position them as suspect 

and risky. Most of the media and societal discourses about male primary teachers adopt an 

essentialist reading and assume that male and female primary teachers are fundamentally 

different to each other and meet differing needs in children. The media discourses provided 

evidence of the large scale 'we need more male primary teachers' discourse, and five smaller 

separate but related discourses that are impacting on the experience of male primary teachers. 

These discourses are as follows: 

• We need more male primary teachers 
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• The number of male primary teachers is rapidly declining 

• Primary teaching is a feminised profession 

• There are many problems and disadvantages for male primary teachers 

• Primary teaching can be risky for males and male primary teachers can be risky 

• Boys are in trouble and disadvantaged in schools and more male primary teachers would 

provide role models and fix up the 'problem'. 

The statistical data reveals the inaccuracy of societal and media discourses that assume a 

recent rapid decline in the number of male primary school teachers and male pre-service 

teachers in Australia. Rather, the statistical picture that emerges over recent decades is a 

complex and contradictory one that contains a mixture of increases and decreases. Whilst 

there has been a decline in the overall number and percentage of male primary teachers in 

Australia and in government schools over recent years, the number and percentage in 

independent schools has risen. There has also been an increase in the number and percentage 

of males enrolling in primary teacher education courses in Australia, but a decline in the 

number and percentage graduating from teacher education courses. Whilst the focus of this 

study is on male primary teachers, it is nevertheless important to note the significant decline 

in the number of females completing primary teacher education courses, and the curious 

silence about this in societal and media discourses. 

The life history interviews revealed that male primary teachers are acutely aware of the 

prevailing societal discourses about them, and that they have significantly affected their 

experience. Not only did the interviewees acknowledge the impact of these discourses, but 

there was also evidence that they have absorbed and appropriated many of them. In 

particular; the majority of interviewees engaged in and supported the 'we need more male 

primary teachers' discourse. The males noted that some people they met used this discourse 

to encourage them about their choice of primary teaching. The males also used this discourse 

to justify their continuing choice of primary teaching in the face of apparent risks. Some of 

the female interviewees also engaged in and supported this discourse. Some of the 

interviewees suggested that parents also use this discourse to justify their requests to have 

their children placed in the class of a male primary teacher. However, whilst some of the 

interviewees noted the existence and hegemonic nature of this discourse, they nevertheless 

wanted to reject and deconstmct it. The interviewees also engaged in other societal and 
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media discourses about the need for boys to have role models, with some uncritically 

accepting it and others rejecting it. 

The impact of societal and media discourses on the males' experience 

The literature and data examined in this study have pointed to the significant impact that the 

prevailing societal and media discourses about male primary school teachers have had on their 

experience. Whilst all of these discourses have impacted enormously on the experience of the 

males, the current discourses associated with child sexual abuse and boys' education and have 

been particularly influential. These discourses have become discursively linked with those 

about male primary teachers and have resulted in confusing and contradictory messages. In 

particular it is clear that current discourses about child sexual abuse have had a dramatic and 

negative impact on the experience of male primary teachers. 

The lack of impact of the males' experience on societal and media discourses 

Whilst it has been shown that the prevailing societal and media discourses strongly affect the 

experience of male primary teachers, this study has found that conversely, the experience of 

male primary teachers does not appear to inform or shape the prevailing societal and media 

discourses about them. For example, whilst the 'we need more male primary teachers' 

discourse is hegemonic within societal and media discourses, it does not take any account of 

the experience of male primary teachers. In addition, it does not name the problems that their 

presence will overcome or explain how this is supposed to happen. There does not appear to 

be any current means for the experience of male primary school teachers to shape or inform 

the dominant societal discourses about them. 

Reflections on theory 

Whilst there are a number of aspects of theory that need revisiting in the light of this research, 

two are particularly significant. 

Tokenism 

The concept of tokenism explains the experience of minorities in society and work, such as 

men and women who cross-over into non-traditional work. Kanter developed a concept of 
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tokenism in 1977 that was based on the experience of females who cross-over into men's 

work. As a result of her research, Kanter erroneously assumed that minorities will always be 

disadvantaged, noticed and discriminated against. Recent critiques of Kanter's work have 

pointed out that her theories are gender-blind because they do not take into account other 

more powerful forms of discrimination such as sexism. However, despite the existence of 

these recent critiques, this study has found that contemporary societal and media discourses 

about male primary school teachers remain significantly influenced by Kanter's work. The 

media discourse data and life history interviews showed that societal and media discourses 

position male primary school teachers as primarily experiencing difficulties and 

discrimination because of their minority status. Although they did not name it as Kanter's 

work or as a theory of tokenism, it was nevertheless apparent that the media discourses and 

many of the male teachers' narratives engaged in these ideas. These findings point to the 

need for accessible contemporary theories of tokenism that will reflect the recent scholarship 

on the experience of minorities, particularly those minorities that are advantaged by other 

forms of domination such as gender, race or class. 

Essentialism or social construction? 

This study has shown that beliefs about how gender is constructed will have an important 

bearing on the experience of male primary school teachers. Essentialism views the 

characteristics of males and females as predetermined and biologically given, with the sex of 

the body determining the roles that men and women will play in society. In contrast, social 

construction frameworks reject predetermined notions of masculinity and femininity 

associated with biological characteristics and instead view gender as being socially 

constructed through discourses and social practices available in the workplace, media and 

popular culture. The literature that was reviewed represented a broad spectrum of 

possibilities ranging from essentialism to social construction about the construction of gender, 

but it predominantly supported a view that gender is socially constructed. However, this 

spectrum was not evident in the media discourse or in most of the interviews. The media and 

interview data provided comprehensive evidence of the dominance of essentialist thought and 

the widespread belief that male primary teachers are essentially different to female primary 

teachers. The cries for more male primary teachers appear to emanate from essentialist 

beliefs, with the proponents believing that male and female teachers teach differently and 

meet different needs in schools and students. The majority of interviewees appeared to 
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subscribe to essentialist notions of; gender and pointed to inherent differences between male 

and female primary teachers. It was seen that the experience of; male primary teachers is 

affected by the way that they and other people view the construction of; their gender and 

whether they are seen as being essentially different to female teachers. These findings point 

to the need for a broader spectrum of; ideas about social construction to be expressed in 

societal and media discourses about male primary teachers. This would enable society and 

male primary teachers to more fully consider whether male primary teachers are essentially 

different to females and meet different needs for students and schools. 

Future directions 

Despite the significant understandings found in this study about the experience of; male 

primary teachers, the paucity of; Australian material signals the need for further research into 

their experience. In particular, schools, education systems and teacher training institutions 

need to create opportunities to listen to the experience of;male primary school teachers. Ways 

need to be found to provide better support and preparation for existing male primary teachers 

and pre-service teachers, such as providing professional development, informed discussion 

and guidelines on relevant issues. Support is urgently needed to assist male primary teachers 

to develop strategies to overcome. the disadvantages and difficulties they face as a result of; 

their maleness. However~ attention also needs to be focused on the advantages that male 

primary teachers enjoy, with questions asked about whether these translate into disadvantages 

for female teachers. 

In the light of;the dominance of;the 'we need more male primary teachers' discourse, there is 

an urgent need to be explicit about why more male primary teachers are needed, what 

problems they are supposed to overcome and how their presence will help. This investigation 

will need to consist ofaesearch into the needs of;both boys and girls in primary schools, and 

whether the teacher's gender has any effect on their learning outcomes or school experience. 

Ifot is decided that more male primary teachers are genuinely needed, then realistic ways of; 

attracting and supporting them must be addressed. However, given the current difficulty in 

attracting male primary teachers, it may be helpful to accept that whilst an ideal world would 

consist of;teachers that represent a diversity of;gender, race, age, class, and experience, in the 
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absence of this, it is not desirable to pursue positive discrimination or social engineering to 

achieve this. 

It is also important to pursue some of the anomalies thrown up by the statistics in this study. 

In particular, it is necessary to inquire why the number of government male primary teachers 

is steadily declining whilst the number of independent male primary teachers is increasing. A 

further important question is why the percentage of males enrolling in teacher training is 

increasing whilst the percentage of those completing degrees is not. This study has revealed 

the difficulty in obtaining recent and reliable national data on the gender of Australian 

primary school principals and teachers occupying executive positions. New statistical data is 

therefore urgently needed on this. 

It is also imperative to find ways that the experience of male primary teachers can inform and 

shape the prevailing societal and media discourses about them. These discourses will need to 

accommodate the complex and contradictory experiences of male primary teachers and to 

acknowledge both the disadvantages and advantages they face as a result of their maleness. 

When sufficiently sophisticated and nuanced discourses about male primary teachers are 

developed, debates about them can move forward to genuinely meet the needs of male 

primary school teachers, students, schools and education systems. 

Concluding remarks 

This examination into the experience of male primary teachers makes an important 

contribution to knowledge because there are so few Australian studies of males who cross 

over into women's work or on the sexual division oflabour in contemporary Australian 

society. Whilst the study produces many more questions than it supplies answers, it 

nevertheless results in extremely important understandings about the experience of male 

primary school teachers and crossing-over into non-traditional work. In particular, the study 

reveals the problematic nature of their experience and the complex experiences, advantages 

and disadvantages that they face as a result of their maleness. It also charts the unhelpful 

ways that prevailing societal debates and discourses about them have been constructed. It 

points to the need for new and more sophisticated societal debates and discourses about male 

primary teachers that will accommodate the complexity of their experience. It is therefore 
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anticipated that these findings will make an important contribution to understandings about 

the experience ofi male primary teachers and to the development ofi more informed societal 

discourses about them. Most importantly, the study will provide a language and framework to 

enable the issues that have been identified about the experience 9fimale primary teachers to be 

adequately addressed within education policy, teaching practice and teacher education 

strategies. 
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