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Abstract

This study examines reasons why successful and dedicated women classroom
teachers become disillusioned with teaching. The four women teachers who participated
in this study embody the “good and ideal” woman teacher. Yet, over a three year period
of time during which we engaged in a written correspondence, they disclosed personal
stories about teaching that showed their anger, pain and disillusionment. The purpose of
drawing on the narratives of these women was two-fold. First, [ wanted their stories to
better inform my practice as a teacher educator. I reasoned that if it is successful and
dedicated women teachers who become disillusioned with teaching, then it follows that
their stories are worth listening to. For pre-service teachers who enter teaching for any
number of reasons, these stories help us to better understand the entirety of what it means
“to be a teacher”. Second, I wanted to situate their stories throughout the body of
literature on women teachers that challenges age-old stereotypes and the notion of
teaching as “women’s work”. Of particular interest to the study was their silence, their
unwillingness to give voice to these feelings. As such, I named this essence I was seeking
to better understand, “teacher shadows”: those stories that dedicated and successful
women teachers are reluctant to tell, but highlight their feelings of being devalued by a
society that doubts their abilities, and a structure of schooling that has little room for

shared authority.



Résumé

L’ objet de cette étude est d’examiner les raisons pour lesquelles des enseignantes
consciencieuses et qui ont eu du succés dans leur carriére perdent leur passion pour
'enseignement. Les quatre enseignantes qui ont participé a cette étude incarnent la
“bonne enseignante” ainsi que celle qui représente “1’enseignante idéale”. Cependant, au
cours de notre correspondance écrite, d'une durée de trois ans, elles ont dévoilé des
histoires personnelles qui ont mis a jour leur colére, leur peine et leur désenchantement.
Cette correspondance avait deux objectifs. Premiérement, je voulais m’en informer
davantage en tant qu’enseignante-éducatrice. Dans mon raisonnement, je me suis dit que
si des enseignantes consciencieuses et jouissant d’un succés évident perdent leur ardeur
pour |'enseignement, il s’ensuit qu’il faut étre a I’écoute de leurs préoccupations. Pour les
enseignantes qui se préparent a cette carriére pour deverses raisons, ces histoires nous
aident a mieux comprendre la totalité de ce que signifie “‘étre une enseignante”.
Deuxiémement, je voulais situer leurs histoires dans le contexte des écrits qui réfutent les
vieux stéréotypes et la perception que I’enseignement n’est qu’un “travail pour les
femmes”. D’un intérét tout a fait particulier était leur refus de vocaliser ces sentiments.
Ainsi, j’ai nommé cette essance qui j’essayais de mieux comprendre, ‘I’ombre d’une
enseignante”. Ce sont des histoires que des femmes consciencieuses et qui réussissent
sont réticentes a raconter, mais qui soulignent leur sentiment de dévalorisation face a une
sociéte qui doute de leur capacité de faire leur tiche et i la structure d’un systéme

scolaire ou la possibilité de partager I’autorité est a peine présente.
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PREFACE

“Don't go into teaching .

—From a conversation with a former high school teacher.

Once there was a little girl who wanted to grow up to be a teacher. School was
easy for her:; it all made such perfect sense, and she felt like she belonged. She
had her own little desk and she knew what was expected of her. She loved her
teachers and when she came home after school, she weuld turn her room into a
makeshift classroom. The closet door became the blackboard; her desk became
the teacher's desk, covered in purposeful piles of books and sheets that she would
mark and comment. She practised making big red stars at the 1op of sheets and
writing notes like, “Mark, have your mother call me please”. When she was in
high school, she silently watched and learned from those teachers who in her eyes
were “the best”. Over the years she thought of other careers including acting
and directing, but always came back to her childhood dream of becoming a
teacher. When she began teacher education, she rediscovered the happiness she
had felt as a child playing teacher: everything made sense. One day, on her way
to class, she met an old friend. He asked if she had pursued her theatre interests,
and she replied that she had chosen teaching instead. He laughed, “Ah yes, those
who can, do; those who can't, teach”. As he laughed, she searched for something
to say, and as they parted she felt hurt and betrayed.

—From my own journal

I am just realizing today that it is not only my colleagues that don 't sustain me
professionally, but also my school board, which has no curiosity about me as a
teacher, as an innovator, or as a passionate professional. How sad for them.
How sad for me. I guess I am reaching a point in my career where I want to be
recognized for the quality of my work. My students recognize that in me all the
time, and I think the parents do as well, in their own quiet ways. That'’s what
bothers me. It is all done quietly. I don't want flashing neon lights...I guess |
want something much bigger: I want society to stop hating its teachers - because
of our summer holidays, because we don’t “work”. That is what it all comes
down to in the eyes of society: teachers have it made, they have their summers off,
they have long holidays ... I get weary of such ill considered comments.

-Grace, a grade six teacher



[n one way or another, I have always been a teacher. As a child, I constructed
worksheets for my Russian-speaking grandparents convinced that they could learn English
under my tutelage, and spent hours in my room creating and marking math sheets for
imaginary students. In some ways, [ began my career as a teacher long before I officially
entered teacher’s college. Looking back, it seems that in elementary school, it was the
order and predictability of the classroom that attracted me to a career as a teacher more
than the teachers themselves. At any rate, [ could see myself as a teacher. In high school
and later in university, I met a few outstanding women who inspired me to be a teacher.
While it seems that I always knew [ wanted to be a teacher, I kept this desire largely to

myself. Somehow, I knew that teaching was “not enough”.

Although I flirted with other career opportunities, I did eventually go into
teaching. Later, family members, friends and former teachers exclaimed horror at my
career choice. In fact, when I look back to the year I publicly announced my desire to be
a teacher and entered teacher’s college, it seems to me that the only people who were
excited about teaching were those educators who were teaching me how to teach. How
odd that those who had left the classroom were so much more enthusiastic than the
teachers who had remained. Many of my former teachers, including those whom I
admired and who had inspired me to teach, tried to dissuade me from becoming a teacher.

It was as if they were sending out a waming, and I knew in the recess of my heart that the



myth [ held about what it meant to be a teacher was far more complicated than marking
math sheets and sending notes home to parents. What was this myth to which [ was

clinging” What was the reality?

In our society, which has declared basic education compulsory, we are all familiar
with teachers. We share a cultural perception, a myth about the nature and role of the
teacher. Indeed, one might argue that the image of the classroom teacher, invariably
female, has changed little from its origins in the public schools that sprang up across North
America in the nineteenth century. In the early eighteen hundreds, in schools across the
land, the young female teacher was faced with impossible demands. Often fresh out of
high school or one year in 2 normal school, she had to be smart, to have a mastery of a
wide range of subjects. She had to be tough: handle classroom bullies, chop wood and
draw water for the one-room schoolhouse, and fend off hostile parents. She had to be
morally superior to ordinary mortals: not smoke or drink or stay out late. And if she
should marry, she had to give up teaching immediately. She had to be humble, not
demand more money than the community could (or would) pay, and accept whatever
lodgings were offered to her as a part of that pay - not unlike modern domestic workers
imported from under-developed countries to provide us with cheap child care. She had to
be maternal, nurture her students, put their welfare before her own, set a positive example

in matters both academic and non-academic.



Out of these nearly-impossible demands have arisen two simplified stereotypes: the
dedicated teacher and the dried-up old schoolmarm. The dedicated teacher has love in her
heart. She is smart, selfless, sweet-natured, and inspirational. The dried up old
schoolmarm wears her hair in a tight bun, and stalks the classroom aisles with a ruler in
her hand. Years of poor pay and unruly students have stiffened her spine and poisoned her

spirit.

Flat, one-dimensional caricatures like these would be humorous if they did not ring
so true in so many people’s minds. If they did not, indeed, represent an elemental struggle
faced by all young people who dream of a career in teaching. What young person
preparing to teach does not dream of loving, inspiring, and enlightening young children?
What young person preparing to teach does not worry about disciplining the unruly and
burning out in the face of impossible demands? There may no longer be wood to be
chopped or water to be drawn for the little red schoothouse, but young teachers-to-be

know that today’s classrooms have their own demands and dangers.

The modern myth of the classroom teacher, then, is a complicated one based on
the contradictory stereotypes just outlined. The “good teacher” is a woman who loves
children. She is vibrant, smart and passionate about what she teaches. She never
complains. Because she finds validation though her students, she is internally satisfied and

does not seek financial gain. She is a “natural teacher” for teaching is akin to mothering.



She is dedicated to her students’ welfare, and as long as she is around children, she is

always happy.

However, scratch the surface just a bit and you’ll find that most of us also see
classroom teaching as a poor job choice, one that does not call for extraordinary
intelligence. We know that people with real brains and ambition do not become teachers.
After all, teachers have neither status nor money. Situated at the bottom of a
bureaucratic, educational hierarchy of government officials and local administrators, they
have little power, except over defenceless children, whom they are in danger of abusing.
People who become teachers do so by default, because they could not achieve more
prestigious positions, or because their liberal arts degrees gave them no other valuable
skills. Poor teaching is to blame for our children’s poor school performance, for our
nation’s low scores in reading and math. Teachers are more interested in their long
summer vacations than they are in the children in their care. Women go into teaching for
the easy hours and plentiful vacations and because they are not willing or able to achieve
in the world of business. The woman classroom teacher is one of thousands; she is easily
and cheaply replaced. Given such popular beliefs, is it any wonder that many parents do

not want their daughters to become teachers?

Both of these belief systems exist side by side, and both contain elements of truth
as well as gross exaggerations. The following study seeks to unravel the thread of truth

that runs through both myths by listening to the voices of women who, by any objective



measure, have been found to be “good, successful and dedicated” classroom teachers.
This study began in my own search for the ideal teacher, the one I subscribed to as a child,

the one in whom my heart still believes.

This study is about Grace, Marte. Sarah, and Julia - four women teachers who
represent the myth that I created when I was a child: that of the “ideal” teacher, one who
was both good and heroic. They are successful: dedicated, accomplished and highly
articulate about the pedagogical and philosophical reasoning behind their teaching. They
appear contented and happy in what they do. Indeed they are recognized by their
colleagues, administrators, parents, students and associate universities as “model” teachers
not only for their practice but also for their attitude. Yet, over a two-and-a-half year
period, I became privy to the feelings that these women turned inward, fearing that giving
voice to anger and disillusionment about teaching would slot them into a stereotype they
had fought so strongly against. This study gives voice to their silences, to their pain, and
to their frustrations. As a result we can better understand some of the struggles that these
women have had to endure because of a myth. This study aims to investigate the dark

shadows behind the myth of the “good” woman school teacher.

I have chosen to focus on women teachers for various reasons. Since the majority
of Western teachers are female, women teachers have played some role, be it positive or
negative, in almost everyone’s life. The tradition of teaching makes it suspect as to its

standards and expectations because it has been and continues to be a feminized profession.



Madelaine Grumet (1988) tells us that teaching is considered “women’s work” and as with
most other work that is “women’s work”, teaching is not valued. She urges women
teachers to reclaim teaching and make it “the work of women”. Grumet’s point is rooted
in the history of women as teachers. The growing body of literature on the history of
women and teaching in North America helps us to better understand the impact a myth
shaped over one hundred years ago still has on the lives of teachers. Finally, the myth [
created in my own mind had everything to do with being an “ideal” woman, hence my

focus here on women teachers.

The emphasis in the literature on teacher narrative has largely been on positive and -
“enlightening” stories. There is a lack of research dealing with teachers who are
disillusioned in their career choice. That lack of research indicated to me that this path I
had begun to follow was one worth exploring. As I read, I learned that one of the gravest
effects of teacher disillusionment is attrition. Research on teacher attrition explores the
concerns , problems and anxieties of teachers, which in some cases have made them
change their philosophies and attitudes towards their career choice and even leave
teaching altogether. Kathleen Casey (1992) concludes her study of thirty-three female
teachers who left teaching by saying that “the inclusion of women teachers’ own
assessments of their experiences significantly enlarges our understanding of the complex
phenomenon of teacher attrition” (p. 205). She says, “because they present alternative
definitions of the very fundamentals of the schooling system, these narratives ultimately

stand to challenge dominant interpretations of teacher attrition” (p. 206). If it is successful



and dedicated women teachers who are telling stories of disillusionment, we had better

listen.

The purpose of this research was to better understand the “shadowed” part of
being a teacher, especially the phenomenon of disillusionment. My research was shaped

by three guiding questions:

1. What is it like to become disillusioned in teaching?
2. What are the thematic elements of this experience?
3. How can this knowledge inform and improve teacher education?

The first chapter of this dissertation lays the background for the research I carried
out over a two-and-a- half year period with four women teachers who were disillusioned
with teaching. This research arose out of the work I do as a teacher educator. At one
point, I was a classroom teacher. Now as a teacher educator my practice is informed by
my professional reading, dialogue with other teacher educators, student teachers, first-year
teachers and experienced teachers, and my own experiences as a teacher and student. |
am constantly overwhelmed at the work I am supposed to do: to prepare excellent
teachers for our children is no easy task. It was my interaction and correspondence
through the dialogue journals that a group of teachers were required to keep in a course |

was teaching that gave rise to the questions that I will explore in this study.



Of particular interest to this research was the fact that the four women teachers’
disillusionment in no way interfered with their success or dedication. The disillusionment
experienced by these women was private; they chose not to publicly voice their concerns.
They are women who on the outside resemble “workaholics’; they are consistently
involved in professional development, sit on university committees, and are well respected
by their boards, colleagues, parents and students. In some ways they represent the myth
that I believed as a child, perhaps the myth that others also believe. However, it is this
very myth that embodies the silent disillusionment and anger experienced by the four
teacher participants. My struggle with naming the “it”” of my exploration, this “condition”
was not an easy one. In the first chapter I will show how and why I moved from naming

this condition “the darker side of teaching” to the “dark shadows™ of teaching.

The second chapter might be read as a companion piece to the first in that my
intention is to show how the modern myth of the classroom teacher might be located in a
historical context. Thus, [ review the growing body of literature on women teachers from
both a historical and contemporary point of view. Like the silenced voices of Grace,
Marie, Sarah and Julia, the voices of women teachers have largely been absent from the
research literature on education, an ironic situation, given that it was and continues to be
women who for the most part teach children. My examination of the feminization of
teaching during the period when the contradictory myth of what it means to be a teacher
was born and shaped made me ask whether or not the dark shadows of the four women

participants in this study were largely the result of this period in time when teaching
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became “women’s work”. Then I turn to contemporary research on women teachers in

order to examine the shadows other women teachers experience.

The third chapter of the dissertation describes and clarifies the methods I used to
answer my questions. [t is said that things happen for a reason. Halfway through the
study I gave birth to my daughter, the participants all became bogged down with work,
and, as a result, the correspondence with my participants lasted longer than I had planned.
However, the extra time allowed me to see the cyclical nature of their disillusionment, to
know them better as women and as colleagues. I also had more time to consider how I

could best represent their lives, their words and their ideas on paper.

At the end of two years, when I asked the participants for “closing comments”, I
was taken aback by the bulging piles of correspondence I had collected. That these
women had spent such a great deal of time reflecting and interpreting the stories they had
to tell was an indication to me that not only were they committed to their practice, but that
the task of representing them on paper would be an enormous one. Grace, Marie, Sarah
and Julia wrote with such intensity, richness and insight that I was often reluctant to step
in and offer my own interpretations. However, it was my task and contribution to draw
the themes from their stories to better understand their situation. I set out to create
profiles that stayed true to the teacher’s voice while offering some outside thoughts to
shed light on what they were saying. Thus, the fourth chapter of the dissertation is shaped

by the four profiles of the teachers who participate in this study.
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In the fifth and final chapter, I consider the implications of what I learned over the
two and a half years I corresponded with these teachers. In this study [ attempted the dual
goals of describing lived experience and interpreting the stories of lived experience. I
wanted to show what it was like to have a shadowed professional life; to appear content
and satisfied, to be successful and dedicated, while experiencing and turning inward
feelings of anger, disillusionment and sometimes despair. My aim was to draw attention to
the dark shadows of these lives so that we might better understand the notion of the “ideal
teacher”. Not surprisingly, I learned a great deal about myself in the process. In the end,
these narratives have made me question in a deeper way what it is that [ do when I teach

pre-service teachers.
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CHAPTER ONE

SHADOWS AND MYTHS

IHusion : A false, misleading, or overly optimistic idea; misconception, delusion: to
outgrow one’s youthful illusions.

Disillusion : To free from illusion ; disenchant. (Funk and Wagnalls Standard College
Dictionary)

As a teacher educator, my biggest challenge is how to inspire the idealism of “what
could be” in light of “what is”” with regards to the reality of school life. This challenge is
shaped by the memory of my own teacher educators whose enthusiasm about teaching
always seemed to outweigh the disillusionment expressed by what seemed like everyone
else. In many ways, teacher’s college felt more like the imaginary classroom in which I
played at being a teacher than the classrooms I actually inhabited as a student. I was, as an
imaginary teacher, completely autonomous; and as a student teacher, encouraged to
believe in my own autonomy. I was also, as an imaginary teacher, quite silent about my
desire to be a teacher. While internally I feit that teaching was what I did best, what [
would be most content doing, I also knew that it was a career with little glamour and little
respect. Both of these factors proved true when I publicly announced my desire to be a
teacher. Now, as a teacher educator I am moved to investigate further my silence with

regards to publicly acknowledging my desire to be a teacher in order to better understand



I3

why [ left classroom teaching for university teaching. Silence plays a key role in all of the

stories that come out of this research.

I was in many ways a disastrous first-year teacher. [ was certified for high school
but landed a job teaching a split grade five/six class. Halfway through the year, I seriously
considered leaving teaching, feeling I had little control over my students. While the staff
of the school was supportive and helped me find solutions to various problems, [
nevertheless felt [ was on my own. At the end of the year, I was determined to have a
successful second year as a teacher; and, indeed, my second year is still one of the
highlights of my teaching career. I remember with great fondness and pride that grade five

class who taught me more about teaching and learning than any books I had read.

It was really by chance that I left classroom teaching for university teaching, but it
behooves me to consider why I did leave. What message do I send my student teachers
when I tell them that what they have chosen is a fulfilling and enriching career, but that I
chose to leave classroom teaching? Why do I not share with them the negativity and
disillusionment that I faced when I decided to become a teacher and continue to recognize
from the stories my teacher friends tell me? Why do I remain silent about this very real
part of becoming a teacher? In a one-year graduate program, I rationalize that it is my
place to teach “what might be” and “what could be”, but I am forever in conflict with
whether or not I am in reality contributing to an illusion, much like the one I created when

I was a child teacher. Am I in fact perpetuating a myth from my youth?
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These feelings became more pronounced one fall when I taught a writing course
to a group of high school and elementary teachers. The fundamentai philosophy that
supported the course was that if we want to teach our students how to write, we must
write ourselves (Atwell, 1987, Rief, 1992, Graves, 1983). Thus, one of the main
components of the course was a personal journal in which teachers wrote on a daily basis.
[ encouraged the teachers to write about their classrooms, given that one of the
assignments for the course asked them to do classroom research. Some chose to do this;
others did not. The journals opened many new windows to my understanding of what it
means to be a teacher. As Clandinin and Connelly (1988) suggest, there are many
dimensions to teaching, and “it is no more possible to understand a child as only a student
than it is to understand each of ourselves as only a teacher” (p. 27). I found it impossible
not to incorporate what I was leamning from these teachers into how and what [ was

teaching our student teachers.

During the course I had asked several of the teachers if they would share parts of
their journals with our student teachers. I was specifically drawn to unique stories that
best showed what teaching and learning “was really like”. To my mind, these stories
offered excellent insights into the complexities of what it means to be a teacher. Certainly,
for student teachers who thought that teaching has a recipe or formula, these stories
would provide evocative insights into the professional thinking of classroom teachers

engaged in furthering their academic knowledge. Finally, I wanted to impress on students



1S

how teacher education can inform its practice through teachers’ personal and practical
knowledge (Clandinin and Connelly, 1988). The journals were fine examples of what I
understood teacher research to be: “systemic, intentional inquiry by teachers, makes
accessible some of the expertise of teachers and provides both university and school
communities with unique perspectives on teaching and learning” (Lytle and Cochran

Smith, 1990, p. 85).

Some of the stories were bitter and angry and suggested that teachers were quite
simply not valued. While I recognized the therapeutic nature of journal writing, and
recognized the safe space a journal provides for all kinds of venting, I was nevertheless
taken aback by the depth of disillusionment about teaching. Furthermore, the entries that
most stand out in my mind came from teachers who we might call “model teachers”, those
teachers who teacher educators want to pair up with student teachers because of their
outstanding classroom practice and reputations. It occurred to me that some of these
teachers were using the journals to vent because they did not have a safe public forum in
which they could express their concerns, anger, and disillusionment regarding what they
wanted to do as teachers and what they were required to do within the structures of their

schools.

Grace, a grade six teacher who later became a part of this study, is a successful
teacher: she has been recognized in her school board as an outstanding language arts

teacher and has been asked by the faculty of education at a neighbouring university to sit
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on several committees. Her former students heap praise on her as do parents and
colleagues who often say things like, “I can’t wait to get my children in her class”.
Furthermore, her writing has been published in teacher journals and texts. I knew of
Grace's reputation before I began teaching the course and wondered what I could possibly
provide for this outstanding educator. Grace pursued intellectual questions throughout
her journal, and her knowledge of books, authors, poets and philosophers obviously
played a large role in who she was as a woman and teacher. Her commitment to reflective
practice was constant. While her journal was magnificent in its collection of poetry,
essays, vignettes and memories of special moments in her teaching career, it was also

fraught with the frustration she was experiencing as a teacher.
Early in the course she wrote,

Anna, you ask me why I get so nervous in class. I don’t know if I have already
told you this or not. I guess it is my own insecurities coming out, fear of failure
and all that. I also tend to believe that teachers are pretty tough customers. I find
that they (we) are in general, an insecure bunch. Perhaps society creates that
condition in us by always accusing us of not doing enough to educate the young,
or complaining about our short hours, long holidays, etc. Teachers are watchful,
waiting for someone to spring... Do you ever get that feeling? Society loves to
hate its teachers, unfortunately.

I had a difficult time responding to entries such as Grace’s because very often I wasn’t
sure what kind of response would be effective. I did not consider sharing these entries

with student teachers, thinking the negativity and disillusionment expressed in the journals

. would only serve to discourage them. How, I asked myself, could I lead productive
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discussions on why teachers might feel they are not valued? I could not help asking
myself why I was teaching student teachers about ideal language arts classrooms, and
encouraging them through their own professional growth journals to become reflective
practitioners, but not sharing with them real teacher journals that spoke of isolation, anger
and resentment. I began to realize that we need to examine teachers who are disillusioned
in their career and learn how this knowledge could inform others. Moreover, I was
curious about the conditions that teachers found themselves in that left them “waiting for
someone to spring”. I was moved by this phrase to consider whether the disillusionment I
was beginning to investigate was perhaps like a shadow, always there but not necessarily

acknowledged.

As a teacher educator, I began to realize the importance of studying teachers’
lives. The teachers’ journals and the stories within them revealed aspects of teaching that
could not be found in methodology books or in professional journals. The teachers who
expiored why they did what they did were engaging in reflective practice and thus
documenting their lived experiences through autobiographies. Can teacher education be
informed through autobiographies? Studying teacher’s lives through autobiography,
biography, or case study gives voice to an “occupational group that has been historically
marginalized”” (Goodson, 1992, p. 15). Weber (1993) reminds us that when we consider
how much power teachers have over children, it seems odd that the literature on teachers
hasn’t always been filled with the “narratives of their experience”. When teachers use

their own stories as springboards for examining why they do what they do, their
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connection between who they are as people and who they are as teachers can only become
stronger. Weber (1993) says, “It (narrative inquiry) is often dialectical. It uses the
particular to understand the general but also relies on the general to illuminate the
particular; it incorporates the social within the personal, but can maintain that the social
constructs the personal as the personal constructs the social” (p. 72). In essence,
examining teacher narrative can give shape and focus to the knowledge of our professional

practice.

At the end of the course, I received a letter from Grace who was interested in
continuing our written dialogue. I responded and asked if she was interested in
investigating the sources of the disillusionment I had read about and whether or not she

saw a place for this knowledge in teacher education. Her answer was straightforward:

To answer your question Anna, YES! What can I tell you about the darker side of
teaching I am yet unsure, but I would be honoured, thrilled and totally curious
about such self exploration, and what better audience than someone who genuinely
wants to know. .. This comes at an interesting time in my career. Although [ love
what I do, [ have been going through a bit of a depression because I am feeling
terribly isolated as a teacher.

Her response was significant in so many ways. First, Grace spoke of isolation, a theme
that will emerge often in all of the stories that will be explored in this study. Next, Grace’s
suggestion that an ideal audience would be someone “who genuinely wants to know”

suggested that she had not yet found this audience. This in itself points to isolation; if we
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do not feel others care about what we do, we not only feel devalued, but also isolated.
Third, it was because Grace “loves” teaching that she wanted to engage in such self-
exploration. Fourth, and most importantly, implicit in this response was Grace’s silence
about the disillusionment she was facing. Perhaps this reading is made easier for me
because I had grown to know Grace very well and knew how well regarded she was by
parents, students and her administration. She was by all accounts a “model teacher”; yet,
as is hinted in this response, and as I learned later, she did not voice her concerns, her
anger, and her disillusionment. It was as if these feelings were not a part of who she had
worked at becoming in the eyes of others. It troubled me that someone as clearly
successful and dedicated as Grace did not feel that she could voice her anger, and I had to
ask myself why. What were the conditions that were holding her back? Finally, that
Grace acknowledged the term “the darker side of teaching™ suggested to me her implicit
understanding of what it was she and I would be investigating. This was the beginning of

my struggle with naming an unvoiced, invisible condition.

Naming Unvoiced Anger

We must follow our “airy voices"”, follow them through bitter suffering and
discouragement and darkness, through doubt and disbelief, through valleys of
humiliation and over delectable hills where sweet things would lure us from our
quest, ever and always must we follow, if we would reach the *‘far-off divine
event” and look out thence to the aerial spires of our City of Fulfilment.

L .M. Montgomery : The Alpine Path: f M
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My correspondence with Grace gave me the impetus to talk more openly about the
study [ was conducting. While teachers were positive about the topic, most non-teachers
I spoke with saw little reason to investigate why successful teachers were disillusioned.
They suggested that either the answer was obvious, so “Why bother?”’ or that the teachers
were simply suffering from “burnout”. In my mind there was a grave difference: burnout
was something you could see, whereas what I was beginning to question and investigate
was a condition that we could not see and one that the owner was not willing to publicly
discuss. I named this condition, this “it”, the “darker side of teaching”, a term I originally

borrowed from Weber and Mitchell (1995).

Thus, it was teacher interest that kept me investigating, and soon two other
women teachers hinted that I should interview them, always with the condition that no-
one ever know they participated in such a study. It was as if they feared [ would “blow
their cover”. I also wanted to interview a successful teacher who had left teaching, so [
decided to approach a woman who had recently moved into the Faculty of Education at
her university. For the next two years, I carried out a correspondence that took the form
of letter writing, self-taped interviews, phone calls, and visits with Grace, a grade-six
teacher; Marie, a high school teacher; Sarah, a former consultant turned resource room
teacher; and Julia, a teacher educator. The length of the correspondence allowed me to
see the cyclical nature of their disillusionment, a factor in determining the difference

between burnout and this much more subtle condition, this “dark side” I was investigating.
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Over the past few years, I frequently discussed my topic with anyone who was
interested. This was a valuable process for me as I was forced to clarify my questions and
my rationale, and question my assumptions. One of those assumptions was the use of the
phrase “the darker side of teaching”. It is important that I pause to address the negative
reception I received for using this term. In numerous heated discussions, [ was warned
that readers would misinterpret “dark” for “evil”. I realized that the term “darkness” has
evil connotations, and certainly any dictionary definition of “dark” both as an adjective
and as a noun will include “evil”. I had been warned that “the darker side of teaching”
could be misinterpreted for so much of the bad rap that teaching has been getting in the
media, specifically with regards to teachers’ misuse of authority and power. Finally, I was
warned that teachers of colour may be offended by the use of the word “dark™. I began to
reconsider my choice in using this descriptive phrase as I looked for a better way of

identifying what it was specifically that was under investigation.

Van Manen (1990) considers the problem with the fact that often the words we
use to describe a phenomenon have lost some of their original meaning. “Words that once
could reverberate with lived meaning and reveal a living world now have become lame,
limp, mute, emptied, and forgetful of their past power” (p. 59). It was through the act of
writing and rewriting the stories that my teacher participants had told me that the
phenomena of “the darker side of teaching” became clear. Interestingly enough, none of

my teacher participants questioned this phrase. In the excerpt from Grace’s first letter
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(shown earlier in chapter) she alluded to understanding and knowing what this darker side
was, but was unsure of what she would be able to tell me about it. That she inherently
recognized this terminology, but at the same time was confused about how she would
access it, suggested that perhaps this dark side is like a cupboard into which we keep
stuffing away things that we don’t want to deal with at the present moment. At some
point, the doors of the closet cannot close any more, and we are forced to deal with, to
unpack the closet. This notion became more clear for me, when ironically, I received a

“call for papers” that read:

Everyone in education has contended with the shadow or dark side of human
nature. The shadow contains aspects of an individual or a system hidden from self
awareness and often from the awareness of others. As long as the shadow remains
hidden, it is activated and exerts negative power over our lives. It can create fear,
doubt, stress, anxiety, a sense of futility, and feelings of failure—the opposite
energies of those engendering creativity and confidence in one’s own abilities. But
facing the shadow strengthens all individuals within a given system and
paradoxically generates the energies that can empower them.

As a teacher educator and former classroom teacher, I hear burmout stories all the
time. [ hear able student-teachers lamenting the fact that the schools are filled with
teachers who do not want to be there; the teachers are listless, uncaring, cynical and see
no future for the student teachers who would give tooth and limb for their own classroom.
It is important to ask if this malaise known as burnout is a contemporary phenomenon. It
is also important to question the difference between burn out and the term “the darker side

of teaching”. “Teacher burnout™ is a term so well known and so implicitly understood,
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that to seek a clear definition seems almost redundant. We all know, or have met, or have
heard of teachers who suffer from burnout. What is the difference then, between burnout
and what I am investigating? Why was it so clear in my mind that Grace in fact had not

burnt out but was disillusioned when she asked me, “Anna, do you think I went through a

burnout? [s that what happened to me last year?”

Myriad images come to mind when I think of the term burnout. I think of the
charred remains of a house incinerated in a fire, or a blackened light bulb in the garbage,
or a2 melted candle stub that is burning out. In each of these examples that which is burnt
out is ultimately of no use and discarded. The ashes of the house will be cleaned up and a
new one built in its place; the light bulb will simply be replaced; and the candle may not
even have remains that need to be thrown out. If we apply these images to teachers whom
we describe or describe themselves as being burnt out, the message is a startling one. The
term “burnt out” suggests that the responsibility of being burnt out lies entirely out of the
hands of the participant. Like the house, the light bulb, and the candle stub, the teacher
once served a purpose but she can do nothing to revive herself When we think of
burnout we think of teachers who have given up, who do the minimum, who cannot wait
to leave. Freedman, Jackson and Boles (1987) question the use of this term in that “it
does not acknowledge the reservoirs of strength and the varied sources of that strength
from which teachers draw in the continuous challenge to help children in their common

day-to-day work’ (p. 3).



The teacher participants in this study underwent a serious reflective process in
which they recounted the stories that marked their growing disillusionment with teaching.
However, none of them gave up, did the minimum, or couldn’t wait to leave. Quite the
contrary. In fact, what impressed and amazed me was their continued fierce dedication to
their profession regardless of the disillusionment they were facing. For example, all four
participants are published writers, work in conjunction with teaching universities, and have
given workshops in their areas of expertise. For lack of a better word, I would call them
“workaholic”, and it is that which perhaps best differentiates them from those teachers
who suffer from burnout. Marie best expresses what I mean by ‘“workaholic”” when she

tells me why teachers need what she calls “survival tactics”.

Teaching requires a lot of energy, emotional energy, psychological energy,
intellectual energy; it takes away from your real life and you need tactics to keep
that energy alive because as the year moves on that energy saps and drains
you...it’s hard to balance your personal life and your work when you are a teacher.
Your personal life suffers when you’re a teacher, your family sees the back of your
head more often than not, especially when you’re an English teacher. If your job is
going to take up a good part of your waking day, 8-10-12 hours, plus nights, and
many weekends, then I want to be doing the best I can at that job. It requires a ot
of energy, a lot of thinking, a great deal of investment of time and sacrifice in other
areas. As an English teacher I feel like I’m sacrificing a lot of my personal time
throughout the year; I go to bed early, I don’t have the energy to go out, Friday
night rolls around and I fall asleep on the couch, my husband goes out without me.
[ don’t mind that because that is his survival tactic; he is social and needs to go
out. I need survival tactics because I need to show myself that all of this sacrifice
is worth something, that it is worth my image of myself as a teacher and a person.
When I began teaching I met many ex-teachers who couldn’t invest the time, I
don’t know how long I am going to last. It makes me wonder if teaching is worth
it.
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Halfway through the study, Grace, Marie, and Sarah were all dealing with
professional challenges. Like the conflict I face between what I should be teaching and
what I do teach, these three women were faced with the conflict between what they
thought and felt and knew they should be doing, and what they cou/d do within the
structure of the schools in which they worked. At the peak of our correspondence I had
to ask myself if their condition was like packing a closet to its limit and then having to face
the contents. Certainly some of their letters suggested this, as we shall see in later
chapters. I returned to the use of the term the “darker side”, convinced that at the very
least it conveyed the urgency of locating that bursting closet. As one classroom teacher
wrote, “I have come to the conclusion that, by this term, you mean the often unnamed or
intangible causes of disillusionment experienced by some women teachers. I agree with

you that this disillusionment is very different from burnout”.

From dark to shadowed

Still, I was not convincing many of my readers and friends that the “darker side of
teaching” was indeed what was under investigation. So, I did what I always ended up
doing when something was not clear: I turned to my participants well after we had
stopped corresponding and asked them to reconsider this term. Marie was the first to

write:
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[ have tried to imagine how I would respond to the idea of the darker side of
teaching had I not been asked it before. Would my response be different than it
was when you first asked me about it? You will have to be the judge.

At the present point, the darker side of teaching comes in a few different shades.

A colleague recently discovered that one of his junior students had been raped over
the summer. As a man and as a father of daughters, he felt ashamed, helpless to
change anything, a variety of emotions. [ wrote the following to him:

I am sorry to hear about your student, truly sorry and saddened. What a
frightening life turning for her. As a teacher, it is so difficult to concentrate
on day to day details when our hearts ache for something we cannot
change...

I have had my share of wounded students reach out to me for help and I help them
as best I can. I never feel that I have done enough for them, and that must be
because I can never change what has happened to them. This is one of the darker
sides of teaching, at least for those teachers, like myself, who make themselves
accessible to students in this way. Not all teachers do, and some quite openly
reject any intimate involvement in their students’ lives. I feel myself withdrawing
from this role this year, only because I have expended so much energy on wounded
students over the last two or three years, and had to take care of my own wounds
as well. I know I will be watching for the wounded always, and will pick up the
pieces when I have to. That is just who I am.

Another dark side to teaching continues to be the politics, or the things that
involve the running of the school and the people who work init. Our school
continues to face changes and upheavals. As a result of these changes in our
school and staff, and the new structures that are developing, staff unhappiness is
more recognisable than ever. It is difficult to understand, when our school, is such
a success. Nevertheless, it is a constant struggle to shield myself from the
unhappiness of others. While I share some of their views and feelings, I also feel
that [ can function quite well as things are now. Again, there are some things or
people I cannot change, so I must concentrate on manoeuvring around the
problems and the problem people that have little impact on my work, but when
someone or something impacts me, I have had to learn to handle the person or
situation honestly and promptly. I don’t want to become bitter. [ just want to
teach and enjoy my colleagues and students.

Third, one of the darker sides of teaching that I initially wrote about is less of a
problem. I wrote about how teaching takes an emotional and personal toll on me.
I remember you showing me the quote, and my astonishment that I had said these
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things before my separation from my husband. [ now believe that the toll teaching
takes on my personal and emotional life is something I can regulate. I can even say
that it does not take such a heavy toll as it did then. This could be because my
personal life is less demanding in some ways. However, I know that it takes less
of a toll I have worked to contain it. I now stay after school to complete my work,
sometimes not leaving until 5:30. But then, when I get home, my evening and my
life is completely my own. This has worked remarkably well and I intend to try
and discipline myself to work this way. I have more energy to be with people and
to do things for myself and with others. I have taken up my own writing again and
truly enjoy planning my evenings and weekends, knowing I am free. [ cannot do
everything that I want to do because of this type of schedule, but knowing that I
get the overtime back in the summer is worth the effort and the compromises, at
least it is at this point in my life.

I suppose the last area is that of changes in teaching. My experience in trying to
change the way my subject is taught has been a positive one. I had had support
from my school (more or less) and the teaching community. Nevertheless, I
continue to fear that what I have accomplished as an innovator could be taken
away from me, either by a new administration, by parents, or by the government. I
remind myself that I must be ready to change for the better, meaning investigating
new philosophies and methods. But I fear having to return to old methods that [
cannot believe in. Change worked for me, but it does not work for everyone.
Implementing change is hard work.

These four themes, the troubled students, the politics of teaching, the balancing of
my personal life, and changes in teaching my subject area have been the darker side
of teaching for me from the beginning. Is that because of me? Or the way I
choose to work and see the teaching world and the people in it? Maybe, but I am
satisfied with what I accomplish. When or if these darker shadows become too
oppressive, I shall have to be brave enough to change. But, it looks as though [
can handle the darker side if I maintain my sense of accomplishment as a teacher.

Marie had gone beyond the term “the darker side” and had shaped it to meet her
need when she referred to “the darker shadows”. Marie in fact pinpointed what it was that
[ was investigating: namely teacher shadows, specifically the “darker” ones. Perhaps it

was because my participants so implicitly understood the shadowed nature of teaching that
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they never questioned the term “the darker side of teaching”. Again, it was necessary for

me to question more deeply what it was that I meant by “shadowed”.

It has only been since the birth of my daughter that I have rediscovered the power
of shadows. When she was a baby we played finger shadows on the walls of her room.
We laughed as she focused in and stared at these liquid shapes that came alive in the
evening. She still enjoys these shows but now she has learned how to make dogs dance
and worms squiggle by finding the right light on the right spot on the white wall. When
she first discovered her own shadow, she took great delight in trying to catch it or follow
it. Again she learned that she could manipulate what her shadow did and this recognition
seemed at once to frighten and delight her. Her fascination with shadows, all children’s

fascination with shadows, is perhaps their first lesson on the power of light and dark.

Playing with shadows, with light and dark, became an even greater source of fear,
excitement and pure delight when she discovered the power of a flashlight in a dark space.
Her eyes bulged as she watched her father create grotesque contortions of his face by
simply shining the light at a certain angle. Similarly she laughed hysterically when in a
dark room he blew into a lit flashlight looking like a crazed jack-o’- lantern. Perhaps what
stands out most in my mind is the night of the full moon when we went out for a sleigh
ride pulled by two enormous horses and accompanied by a clan of horseback riders. The
snow was fresh and thus bright in the glow of the moon. We were galloping fast when, all

of a sudden, I looked down to see my daughter staring up at the forest of tall pines. When
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I looked up I watched with her, in utter silence, the enormous shadows of the horses that
were appearing on the dark wall of trees. It was magnificent and terrifying. Over those

shadows, we had no control.

It is the betraying nature of shadows that makes them so compelling. They at once
distort shapes and at the same time represent shapes. Shadows grow, fade and shift
according to light. They betray our presence because they give us away. Without light,
there can be no shadows, and it is the light that renders the shadows dark. It is the nature
of shadows that helps us better understand and make more visible one part of the myth of
the “ideal and good™ teacher. It is because she stands in light that she has dark shadows.
The dark shadows of the “good teacher’ are thus very different from what it means to be
burnt out, to have no light left. Hence, it is the dark side of the shadowed life of the

“good” teacher that I examine in this study.

I include here a letter Grace wrote to me at the end of our long correspondence.
In it we get a hint of the themes that shape her shadows, but mostly we see how the “dark
side” for Grace stems from not being recognized in an intellectual capacity. When Grace
left her school and began work in a small independent all-girl’s school, she wrote the
following:

What does the darker side of teaching mean to me?? ? When I am thinking of that

I am thinking of the pettier side of this profession - the insecurities and the

meanness where the well being of the child plays the secondary role. Right now I
don’t feel that so much here. In fact, I have had a record three “YES” days in a
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row even though I have heard some things about my teaching from my students
that doesn’t necessarily make me feel good. You know, the usual complaints, but
for some reason, I am taking them less personally. If anything, it is sparking a
greater enthusiasm in me. It is bringing out my very strong “T’ll show you” side.
This job is much more challenging than my former one was. [ am really starting to
feel that, and it is invigorating. It is starting to inspire me. It is a job that
acknowledges my intelligence.

The darker side of teaching doesn’t really happen here. I think I have more respect
for most of the professionals here. There are some great teachers here whom [
admire and I can’t remember the last time [ was thinking like that on a regular
basis. Don’t get me wrong. | had moments at my old school where I appreciated
a lesson that someone taught but I don’t think I ever admired their approach to
their students. There is at least one teacher here who has my admiration. Yes,

HE. I was thinking about him on my walk to work this morning. He is scary to
the girls but he has a PASSION for history so they love his classes. Sometimes
they come back to class with stories about him and the lesson they just had. 1 wish
I had had at least one high school teacher whose class I left tingling with
excitement.

I also respect my bosses and I feel that they respect me as a professional. They are
very reachable and I have regular contact with them (almost unheard of at my old
school. I always feit I was a bother or that I was being ushered gently out of the
office while I was speaking.) Now I feel invited to stay and talk. I am being
validated, but not always the way I want, but Anna, this is a good thing. 1 am
learning to think about myself as a serious educator and [ don’t need those crumbs
of reassurance that used to get thrown my way occasionally. I think I am a good
teacher. I really like the way I communicate with young people and I feel I do it
better than most educators I have met, including those who work here. I have
nothing to apologise for. Ithink my successes at my old school always
embarrassed me because they drew attention to me and reminded other less
confident teachers of their own insecurities. The teachers here don’t spend time
validating me but [ am feeling their growing respect (?) or acceptance. What a
great feeling.

Grace ends her letter highlighting the community she has finally found with those who
share her passion for teaching. The next letter, from Julia, sheds further light on this

feeling of isolation from and within a community.
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The darker side of teaching.. . it really has to be a gut reaction at this point as
responding to your questions seems to have been a century ago and I really and
truly have forgotten what I said before. You must also remember that most of my
responses were related to my experiences in a school classroom and I have been
away from that for a while now and so perhaps the darker side will now take a
different slant and refer to my experiences with University students...but here
goes. .the darker side of teaching for me is trying to do your best by your students
and not being appreciated especially by the people in authonity. .. trying to get
things done and change things and bring in a breath of fresh air and being faced by
the big wall of the powers that be... of being told that you should not do these
things but to abide by conventionality and to get by on the least that you can do...
the darker side of teaching for me is being ostracized by your colleagues for doing
things differently and by realizing that colleagues are not professionals but simply
there to get their salaries at the end of the month. . .the darker side of teaching is
the constant power struggle which goes on to maintain the status quo and keep
people in their class or gender. ..the darker side of trying to do your best and being.
slapped back in the face for doing so...the darker side of teaching is the
disillusionment, the knowledge that however much you try, you are never going to
change things.

Julia alludes to the power structure in which she finds herself, a structure that
appears to thwart attempts she makes as a dedicated teacher. Sarah was the final
participant to write, and her letter came in three single spaced pages. I cannot include all
of it especially because many of its details are too specific. I have chosen those parts that
best show her anger, an anger that, after two and a half years, has not changed and is
directly aimed at the structure in which she works. Her first two themes, not being
recognized on an intellectual level and not being a part of a community, really rise out of

this final theme.
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The darker side of teaching - what are the issues today, a year, two years after
beginning my correspondence with you? Nothing has changed, it has just gotten
worse. The surface issues are still there: budget cut backs; oversize classes,
double, and now triple, split classes; kids with emotional and behavioural
problems, many shifting back and forth weekly, even daily, between divorced
parents (my sister used to say you wouldn’t move a fridge, let alone a kid, every
other day and expect it to work); unavailable or uninvolved families; few
volunteers, and dwindling student and teacher support services. The press and
stress of classroom life. (I can’t remember who coined that phrase - Lortie, I
think. ) But beneath it all there are the deeper, darker issues of teacher isolation
and career flatness that make living life at the surface more and more impossible.

First the isolation. Stay in your little box and do your job. Don’t bother anyone
with your problems, they’ve got enough of their own. If you cry out, or even
speak up, you lose credibility. As a profession, we don’t have a history of culture
or shared problem solving and decision making to draw on when times are rough.
Our classroom isolation seems to pit us one against the other: teacher vs. Teacher,
administrator, parents, school board. The last one, the school board, is a big bone _
of contention right now.

Now for career flatness I referred to in my first e-mail. Right now that, more than
the classroom isolation, is reason for my disillusionment as a teacher, although in
some ways the two are interconnected. To all intents and purposes teaching is a
job, not a career. We’re unionised workers. We’re meant to do the same job in
our classrooms, our little boxes, year after year. For a while we can challenge
ourselves through the implementation of instructional innovations at the grade
level we’ve been assigned. We may be assigned a new school or grade level, or a
request to change grade levels or schools may be granted and we can start the
process of instructional innovations all over again. Basically all we can hope for is
horizontal change, not vertical growth. In no other field do “professionals’” with
our levels of education have the same “littie or no” opportunity to climb up a
career ladder...

But I am determined not to turn it inward this time. This is not my fault; it’s the
fault of the system, it’s the dark side of the profession that you refer to and we live
with. Teaching is a job only, not a career; we’re simply cogs in the wheel, and any
cog will keep the wheel moving. Individual needs, abilities, life stages etc. are
neither considered nor planned for. If one cog falls out, you simply fish around for
another to replace it.



Turning inward was what initially characterised my understanding of the “darker
side of teaching”. However, I have since moved away from this term in favour of the
“shadowed side of teaching” which suggests that my investigation lends itself to cycles and
to varying or shifting degrees of darkness. While many of us have “put on a happy face”
when in fact happy was the opposite of what we were feeling, my interest was in the
professional nature of turning inward. Grace, Marie, Sarah and Julia were all dedicated,
successful and seemingly content. Their stories forced me to question how and why they
did not feel valued, and how they dealt with their shadows especially in light of the fact
that they represent the “ideal teachers” who shaped the myth that I believed in as a little
girl, and later tried and perhaps even continue to try to live up to.

Looking back to that time when thousands of young women became teachers
might be one way of better understanding, and even locating, the origins of the myth of
the “typical” teacher and the “good and ideal” teacher. In the next chapter I do two
things. First, I acknowledge a body of literature that dedicates itself to filling the missing
space in educational research with regards to the stories and voices of women teachers.
Second, in doing so, I am able to increase my understanding of the origins of the myths of

the classroom teacher.
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CHAPTER TWO
WOMEN AND TEACHING: THE MAKING OF A MYTH
Women have always been the first teachers of children, and this may explain their
invisibility. They are there and they are not there. For, disconcertingly, the story
of women as teachers has always shifted between home and school, between
mothers and not mothers, between the private and the public, between the unpaid
and the paid... Whatever it is that women do when they teach children could be

better done by men, the story seems to go, if only people were prepared to pay
men the going rate to do it. (Miller, 1996, xi)

In making such a statement Jane Miller is pointing out that because most
classroom teachers are women, teachers are not valued. I do not want to suggest that
some of the themes that come out of the stories of successful women teachers who
become disillusioned with teaching would not be shared by male teachers. It is important
that we examine the themes that emerge from the lives of a// teachers who meet this
description, because ultimately if these teachers leave our schools, it is no cause for
celebration. However, as a starting point for such investigation, it was not unconsciously
that I chose to work with four women. The very fact that I am a woman and a teacher is
certainly a key ingredient in my choice. It would be naive of me not to acknowledge the
fact that I chose a career that has traditionally been regarded as “women’s work™, and
now work as a teacher educator with mostly women student teachers. Thanks to a well
established body of research on women and teaching, I am able to situate this decision

theoretically and consider implications for future research on women and teaching.
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In School Work: Gender and the Cultural Construction of Teaching, Sari Knopp

Biklen (1995) says that, “the data drawn from participant observation suggests that
particularly with elementary school teaching, the cultural constructions of teaching are so
gendered, so connected to teaching defined as women’s activity, that it is nearly
impossible to reform teaching without examining and confronting the gender question”
(p. 7). Furthermore, in Bitter Milk: Women and Teaching, Madelaine Grumet argues
that:
An analysis of teaching cannot ignore teaching’s association with femininity. And
the influence of femininity cannot be limited to the imposition of sexism, as a study
of the restrictions placed upon teachers who are women would illustrate. A
gender analysis of teaching must strive to depict how women who are teachers

experience our femininity in schools and how our sense of gender, in turn,
influences our pedagogy and the curriculum in our classrooms. (p. 46)

The body of research on women and teaching is one branch of feminist research whose
aim has been to uncover voices that have been omitted, forgotten and misrepresented in
the literature of education. What does this body of literature have to do with the
questions I am asking about the myths of the classroom teacher? Thus, I turn to the
literature and read it in three ways. First, I want to show that the myths of the classroom
teacher that I have referred to, the “typical” teacher and the “good and ideal” teacher and
what those images imply are rooted in the period of time when teaching became a
feminized profession, thus becoming “women’s work”. My understanding of the myth [
held onto as a child can only be illuminated through an examination of those who possibly

first shaped and perpetuated this myth. Next [ want to show that the contradictions
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implicit in what it meant and means to be a teacher are engraved in a political structure
that has changed little in over one hundred and fifty years. Finally, I want to turn to the
stories of contemporary teachers who challenged the typical myth of what it meant to be a

teacher, and read them for silences and shadows.

The “Typical Teacher”

To illustrate that gender is implicitly and explicitly connected with teaching, I tumn
to the work of Mitchell and Weber (1995), whose research suggests that, more often than
not, when children are asked to draw a picture of a teacher, those pictures will depict a
woman in a teacher-centred situation. This is not surprising given that most teachers at
the elementary school are women. However, it is the analysis of the difference between
the boys’ drawings and the girls’ drawings that is of particular interest with regards to
gender and teaching. First, the authors found that after going through only two class sets
of drawings they were able to accurately guess which drawings were done by boys and
which were done by girls. The girls were far more likely to spend a great deal of time on
the details of the drawings, including hearts, eyelashes, clothing, perhaps because the
teacher was a powerful female figure in their lives and someone with whom they could
identify. The boys were less likely to spend as much time on the drawings, and the authors
quote one teacher who suggested that although one of the boys was a “terrific artist”, his

drawing suggested he did not take the task as seriously as he might have had he been
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asked to draw snakes or monsters. The authors suggest that, in fact, the boys were quite

simply ambivalent towards the drawing of their teacher.

Weber and Mitchell point out that because the overwhelming number of
elementary classroom teachers are women, in essence they were asking the girls to draw
someone of the same sex and the boys someone of the opposite sex. For the girls,
drawing a teacher meant drawing someone with whom they could potentially identify with;
for the boys, drawing a teacher meant drawing a woman who had power over them.

Weber and Mitchell say, “women with power may be perceived as threatening by some
men, who throughout history have devised certain methods of deflecting this power. One -
such method is mockery” (p. 41). Could it be that the stereotypical image of the teacher is
one that has been handed down through generations of students and parents who have feit

threatened by the power the classroom teacher appears to have?

By the time children leave elementary school, it only makes sense that they have
assimilated the image of the classroom teacher as being a woman. For boys, the teacher is
“what they are not”, and while boys may have access to more male teachers at the
secondary level, they are also at a period in their lives when they are most likely to rebel
against any authority figure thus not having much opportunity to identify positively with
teachers. However, for girls that image, the illusion of the autonomous woman teacher is

just that: an illusion. While she may be perceived as holding power inside the classroom,
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the classroom teacher is given little validity or power outside of the classroom. Miller

(1996) says,

The relation of women teachers (even those who are married and have children) to
the women children know outside school, is surely seen by children to be unequal
and ambiguous. For women who do paid work are required to split themselves,
for fear that mothering be tainted by contamination from any potential monetary
value that may be put on it. So that if girls learn from teachers that they too might

be teachers, the lesson they learn is not unequivocal. (pp. 62-63)

Why is it that the image of the traditional woman teacher in a teacher-centred
classroom reappeared over and over in the drawings that Weber and Mitchell collected?
Do these images accurately portray what children experience in their classrooms? When I
asked student teachers to do the same exercise, they were taken aback at their results.
Most of my students, who are women, drew women in teacher-centred classrooms.
However, only a handful out of thirty-five drew themselves. Even worse, in our post-
drawing discussion, the student teachers described their drawings as negative stereotypes.
In other words, they could not identify with their own drawings. None of them regarded
herself as fitting the teacher stereotype in the drawing: bun, pointer carrying, centre of
attention. This dichotomy raises two questions. First, where is this powerful stereotype

rooted, and, more importantly, why is the stereotype so negative? What does this say

about how contemporary culture values teachers?
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Not all teachers are easy targets for criticism, not all are devalued, not all are
silenced. Miller (1996) argues that the teachers who grace the halls of our universities
arguably do not share the negativity that is associated with classroom teachers. Quite the
opposite, in fact. The university teacher is a scholar by virtue of “his” position. His
intellect is not questioned and pedagogy is not even an issue. Because he is a university
professor it is presumed that he can teach. The extreme is the classroom teacher whose
life Grumet (1988) compares to a housewife who sneaks imo the kitchen at naptime to
make a phone call. Miller says, “there is never the hope or the expectation that young
women going into teaching might be, and need to be, intelligent, intellectually alert, and
critical or, indeed, interested in anything in particular, except, in some wholly unspecifiably
way, children” (p. 77). And, Miller points out, it is of particular interest that at both
extremes, neither the university teacher nor the classroom teacher is perceived to require
any more than little training. The classroom teacher, most often associated with being a
woman, is the topic of interest in this study and it is to her stories that I turn in order to
better locate the contradictions and conflict between what she is perceived to be, what it is

she does, and what she envisions herself as having the potential to do.

Looking Back

Women teachers are figures of such impossible familiarity that it can seem
inappropriate to train any sort of searchlight on them. They have not, as workers,
been inclined to court celebrity or seek public vindication. Most of them have
become used to regular doses of obloquy and unthinking condescension from many
quarters. Yes, it is necessary to try to understand their history. It is necessary to



for the women themselves and for their thousands and thousands of predecessors,
and it is essential for education, for schools and for children going through the
schooling system, some of whom may well become teachers themselves. We may
learn a good deal in the process about the values of society which is prepared to
hand over the education of most people’s children to a group of adults whose
powers of mind and character and whose qualifications for the job are so
consistently distrusted and traduced. (Miller, 1995, xii)

The voices of women teachers have been absent from the literature on education.
While libraries are filled with books on every possible aspect of education, there are very
few texts on the women who have run our classrooms and on the subject of women
teachers. Miller (1996) says that there are so few available accounts of nineteenth-century
teachers because, by and large, they were in social limbo, isolated from their families and
not really a part of any visible class. She continues that if they were remembered at all by
their students it was often an inaccurate memory. They were seen through the softening
lens of nostalgia or as simple caricatures rather than as women who chose to teach in
elementary schools. While their choices were limited to getting married and having
families, or teaching, she suggests that their choice to become teachers was one filled with

contradiction which might tell us a great deal about women's lives in those times.

The texts that have been influential in this study begin with Nancy Hoffman’s
Womans’ “Trye” Profession (1981) a volume of narratives on early women teachers in
the United States. Hoffman focuses on the feminization of teaching that occurred in the
mid-nineteenth century by profiling those women teachers who most influenced teaching
and teachers. Alison Prentice and Marjorie R. Theobald’s text Women Who Taught

(1991) focuses on early women teachers who taught in the private and public spheres, and
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in higher education in Canada, England, Australia and in the United States. Madelyn

Holmes and Beverly J. Weiss’s text Lives of Women Public Schoolteachers (1995)

focuses on American women teachers whom the authors introduce as forgotten historical
figures who left positive impressions on thousands of Americans. Sandra Acker’s
Gendered Education (1994) considers a feminist approach to the sociology of education
and Sari Knopp Biklen examines the question of gender and teaching in School Work:
Gender and the Cultural Construction of Teaching (1994). Finally, three texts were of
particular value in this study. First, Kathleen Casey’s text I Answer With My Life (1993),
an examination of three sets of women teachers working for social change, forced me to
consider how the “calling” of women to teach might be interpreted as a political and social
act. Second, Madeleine Grumet’s text Bitter Milk (1988) explored and challenged the
contradictory image of the teacher as a nurturer. And, in School for Women (1996), Jane
Miller weaves her own autobiography into her account of women and teaching reminding
us of the importance of situating our own autobiography in the questions we ask and

attempt to answer.

The work of Nancy Hoffman is useful in examining, from a chronological point of
view, some early women teachers in North America and how their stories might help me
trace the cause of my participants’ voicelessness about their own disillusionment. My
contention is that the history of the patriarchal structure of schooling foreshadows the
silent anger that arose out of the disillusionment experienced by the four women teachers

who participated in this study.
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Both Hoffman (1981) and Miller (1996) ask what it was that drew thousands of
young girls into teaching in the mid-nineteenth century. While Miller’s research is largely
situated in Britain, she nevertheless looks to the early North American teachers for insight
into her topic. She reminds us that “women teachers are figures of such impossible
familiarity that it can seem inappropriate to train any sort of searchlight on them” (xii), and
that this impossible familiarity lends itself to condescension from all corners. Hoffman
suggests that if we look to the early American teachers, we meet women who chose
teaching for a variety of reasons. Some chose teaching out of political and philosophicat
convictions, thus making teaching a career; some chose teaching as a part-time career until-
they were married; and some chose teaching to escape the mundane life that marmage
inevitably brought. The reasons women chose teaching pose a conflict in terms of our
understanding of what it meant to be a teacher. How was it that a profession could be, on
the one hand, politically and philosophically satisfying, and, on the other hand, an
alternative to, or worse, preparation for marriage? Could it be that the conflict implicit in
the reasons why women chose teaching, and very possibly why they still choose teaching,
is a conflict, that is at the root of the disillusionment experienced by the four participants
in this study? The role of the teacher is a difficult one to define because it appears, at the

very least from a historical sense, to have “something for everyone”.

Hoffman says that in North America, industrialization, immigration, and

urbanization were the three reasons that gave rise to the number of women in education,
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and the number of women in teaching . While women and girls had traditionally played
important roles in the working of farms, new machinery left room for them to attend
school and even strike out on their own as school teachers. It is not surprising then that
the structure of schooling resembles an industrial structure which is hierarchical: the
principal at the top, the working teachers at the bottom. The wave of immigrants meant
not only increased urban centres, but more children to teach. Prior to these changes,
school classrooms were often headed by a man, very often in flux between careers.
However, between 1849 and 1880, the number of elementary teachers in the United States
tripled to make women 80% of the teaching force. Women filled the schoolrooms across
the country, and the feminization of teaching occurred almost over night. Hoffman points
out that while the image of the teacher changed from that of a semi-dedicated mediocre
man to a dedicated exemplary young woman, two things occurred. First, instead of trying
to prepare these masses of women for teaching, it was assumed that their sex gave them
the “natural” qualities of a good teacher. Therefore, the emphasis shifted from preparing
teachers to teachers instilling correct values in their charges. Second, as teaching became
women’s work, its attractiveness as a male career choice diminished. More than ever,

males saw themselves as administrators, not teachers.

In their scholarship, Miller, Hoffman, and Grumet all highlight the contribution of
Catharine Beecher, an outspoken educator whose goal was to fill the thousands of
teaching positions that were cropping up all over the United States with women. Beecher

encouraged women to become teachers for two reasons. First, she suggested that



teaching gave women the opportunity to seek intellectual challenge and some degree of
independence outside their inevitable role of wife and mother. Her second reason,
however, undercuts the notion that teaching could lead to independence. According to
Beecher “The great purpose in a woman’s life - the happy superintendence of a family - is
accomplished all the better and easier by preliminary teaching in school. All the power she
may develop here will come in use there” (in Grumet, 1988, p. 37). What message were
women and men receiving when, on the one hand, a career was intellectually stimulating
and promoted independence and, on the other, it was the ideal way to train for managing
the househoid of a husband and future children? While the two are not necessarily
mutually incompatible, what Beecher ensured was that teaching was a calling for women.
What man would choose a profession that would prepare him for managing the
responsibilities of marriage and children? Furthermore, in her drive to enlist women,
Beecher not only argued that the classroom was an extension of the home, but that women
were more suited to teaching than men because of their “benevolent nature”. In one
public address, she reassured her audience that

The female teacher remained truly feminine; she had no desire for notoriety, but

like the ideal mother worked not for money nor for influence, nor for honour, nor

for ease, but with the simple, single purpose of doing good. (as cited in Hoffman,

1981 p.11)

Grumet (1988) points out that Beecher’s words not only set the tone for the
feminization of teaching, but also mirror her definition of femininity. While on the one

. hand she urged women to seek intellectual stimulation, on the other she appealed to them
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as missionary workers whose payment came from a warm heart, from a sense of “having
done good”. Grumet also asserts that not only did females influence the character of
teaching, but that teaching in these schools at these times might have influenced
femininity. Why was it that the first of my participants, Grace, felt she was saying
something “awful”” when she suggested that teachers deserve more remuneration? Could
it be that she felt that because teaching was her “calling”, because she wanted to “do
good” that the sacrifice would be a small salary? A profession that appealed ultimately to
the “natural™ qualities of women could not possibly begin to shape for itself the same kind
of grounded respect as those professions traditionally associated with men, professions
that did not in any way require a “benevolent nature” but rather a keenness of mind and a
sound education. Ironically, the normal schools set up to prepare female teachers for the
classrooms may have produced a situation in which more women had a higher education

than did men.

We are told that Catharine Beecher fought to get women out of the sweatshops
and into the classrooms. In the sweatshops the settings were dismal as was the pay.
Interestingly though, the structure of the sweat shops was and arguably still is similar to
the structure of schooling; that is, in both cases there is a top-down power structure where
those at the bottom are, for the most part, women. As Beecher spoke out to women who
moved into teaching and took jobs away from “second rate men”, teaching became known
as women’s work, and as long as it wasn’t men’s work, it was subordinate to all that was

male. The classroom as “home away from home™ became the site of conflict for the



teacher in charge. What indeed was her chief purpose? To engage her students in
intellectual pursuits or to attend to their needs as growing individuals all the while
maintaining orderly housekeeping rules? Perhaps a more important question is, what was
the image of the teacher perceived by society at large and how did this image influence the
treatment of teachers? In Hoffman’s words, teachers were less than equal in status to
male professionals. but teaching was “a source of satisfaction and power for women.

Teaching was still special, but it had become shadowed™ (1981, p. 16).

In the mid-nineteenth century in North America, while the teacher as extension of
the mother was deemed best suited to teach children, she certainly was not deemed
suitable for the administrative duties of running the schools. I turn to the work of
Holmes and Weiss in which the narrative of Electa Lincoln Walton (1824-1908) serves as
an early example of the gender inequalities women teachers faced. Walton was chosen by
Cyprus Pierce to be his assistant in the normal school that he ran and in which Walton
taught. When Pierce became ill, he asked Walton to fill in for him and run the school, a
responsibility he knew she could fulfil. Pierce, Horace Mann, and the board were
satisfied. However, when Pierce was forced to resign due to continued illness and he
suggested that Walton officially take his place, the board was not ready to appoint a
woman to head one of the normal schools. They were willing to allow Walton to remain
as acting principal only until a suitable man could be found. Waiton hoped for two
things: first to satisfy the needs of those working in the school, and second, to receive the

pay Pierce had been receiving. Not surprisingly, it was only the first of her desires that she
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realized. In later years Electa Walton was to collaborate on arithmetic texts with her
husband only to have the publishers refuse to print her name on the covers, asserting that
texts written by women would not sell. While later texts did print her name, the early ones
only printed the name of her husband. The authors show that this final example of sexual
discrimination only served to radicalise Electa Walton, to make her an outspoken

supporter for women’s rights and suffrage.

Hoffman aiso profiles Emma Willard Hart (1787-1870), a woman who dedicated
herself to the education of women. Hart began teaching at the age of seventeen in a time
when no specific requirements were necessary and there was no such thing as school
taxes. In 1814, Willard Hart began her own boarding school to relieve her husband of
financial duties. However, she devoted her life to improving education for girls and
eventually her passion became educating women. Hoffman calls on Hart’s
autobiographical writing in order to give us some idea of her philosophy of teaching. For
example, she carefully shows how her practice changed from one in which she did all the
talking, to the students “reciting” so that they might remember, and finally a practice in
which she encouraged her students to concentrate on communicating ideas. Her
reputation as an educator grew rapidly although the plan she proposed for the
improvement of female education was not shown to anyone until a year after it was
finished because she knew that she would be regarded as a “ ‘visionary’, almost to

insanity, should I utter the expectations which I secretly entertained in connection with it”



(as cited in Hoffman, 1981, p. 23). Clearly Hart recognized that teaching was not valued

by the “male” world when she said:

But it was not merely on the strength of my arguments that I relied. I determined
to inform myself, and increase my personal influence and fame as a teacher,
calculating that in this way I might be sought for in other places, where influential
men would carry my project before some legislature, for the sake of obtaining a
good school. (as cited in Hoffman, 1981, p. 23)

As thousands of young women flocked into teaching positions, the structure of
schooling became more controlled and controlling. Schools were run by men. Women
who were able to put distance between themselves and male administrators were able to
develop their potential. One such teacher Hoffman (1981) cites was Laura Towne, a
woman who travelled to the Southern United States and wrote about being a clerk for a
board of trustees, having to give accounts of funds used and funds needed, and about the
numerous people she met including an old African woman whom she described as a
“spiritual mother” or prophetess. Not only is there a celebration of teaching evident in her
letters, but also a celebration of womanhood. Furthermore, she used her reputation as an
anti-slave worker to champion rights for the black population in the South. She wrote, “I
want to agitate, even as I am agitated” (p.106). It appears that the further teachers were
away from the structure of schooling imposed by those administrators who made the rules
and supervised their outcomes, the more personal authority they had, and the more they

were able to fulfil their own vision of teaching.



49

In Women Who Taught . Danylewycz and Prentice (1991) turn to teacher

contracts as a point of entry for examining the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
when women made up the teaching force in Quebec and Ontario. The authors find that
poverty compelled many men to seek employment on the frontier leaving teaching
positions open for women in the province of Quebec. Furthermore, from Quebec’s
earliest days Catholic nuns set up and operated schools for girls. At this time,
administrative forces expected all these women teachers to tighten control of their
students, just as those administrators tightened their own control over their teachers. The
demands on teachers, mostly women working for low wages, grew. They were expected
to handle a growing amount of paper work. Daily registers and monthly lists of absentees
paled in comparison with the Toronto rule (1881) that the teacher had to keep a written
record of all homework assignments, and at the end of the year, the teacher was to
produce a mind map of each student with written suggestions as to promotion for the
student. The centralization of examinations became a further bureaucratic nightmare for
teachers when provincial examinations were introduced in Quebec in 1891. Danylewycz
and Prentice show that teachers then, as many do now, felt that not only were exams
poorly worded and poorly proof-read, but also that it was the teachers who were being
examined, not the students. Rural teachers felt it was impossible for them to fuifil all the
expectations set for them by their superiors. Teachers were responsible for the behaviour
of students inside and outside of their classrooms which suggested not only supervision

but the organization of games. Teachers were instructed on the tone of their voice, the
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management of the classroom with regards to cleanliness, and how many times to ring the
bell. They could be assured of many supervised visits. Furthermore, many teachers
worked in overcrowded, poorly lit and ill equipped classrooms. If faced with a negative
report, it was their responsibility and not their employers’ to find alternate locations.
Many teachers experienced poor health and fatigue as a result of the conditions in which

they worked.

As a result of the increasing demands placed on teachers, they began demanding
changes in the pension funds and made their cases publicly known whenever the
opportunity presented itself. Of importance to this discussion, is that while teacher’s work ‘
was supposed to be intellectually situated, the enormous extraneous expectations
suggested that teachers were in fact being treated like the children who were in their
charge. Furthermore, it appears that the structure of schooling, one rooted in
industrialization, where power was situated in top positions, was firmly in place, and, as a
result, ensured a conflicting role for teachers. Teachers’ demands were rightly met in the
form of unions who represented their best interests. However, at the same time union
membership relegated them to the status of “worker™, thus creating a conflict with the

professional image they wanted to project.

Indeed, while women teachers were supposed to be promoting intellectual growth,
their classroom duties often interfered with these objectives. J. Donald Wilson’s 1991

essay, “ ‘I am ready to be of assistance when I can’: Lottie Bowron and Rural Women
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Teachers in British Columbia,” provides us with stories of Canadian women teachers who
travelled out West. The hardships young women teachers faced had to do with living in
isolated rural areas amongst families who did not always support the presence of the
school teacher. After one young teacher was found dead not far from her home (she had
insisted on taking her Sunday walks despite wamnings that there were questionable persons
in the area) and after another committed suicide leaving a note indicating that she did not
feel wanted, Lottie Bowron was hired to visit the locales of young teachers who were
experiencing difficulties. Thus, her diaries are filled with stories of only those teachers
who were having difficulty coping in their designated areas. Bowron, less an educator
than a socialite, appeared to embrace these young women and their difficulties. She
visited, supervised, and made reports suggesting ways their conditions could be bettered.

Often her suggestions included not sending young women teachers to isolated areas.

In summary, Catharine Beecher, Emma Willard Hart, Electa Lincoln Walton, and
Laura Towne are four examples of early women teachers who shaped our historical
teaching community. All four are examples of women whose lives were dedicated to
teaching. Beecher and Willard Hart both dedicated their lives exclusively to the education
of women. While we are not privy to their shadowed stories, we can read the silences in
their stories. Hart was silent about her plans for the improvement of education for girls
fearing she would be seen as a “visionary” or worse as “insane”. She did not give voice to
her plans until she felt she was perfectly prepared so that she could stand her ground.

Walton’s hopes for position and remuneration were private, and when she temporarily
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received the former, the latter was ignored as if by position alone she received merit.
Perhaps the most blatant silencing was the omission of her name from the texts she co-
authored with her husband, in fear that they would not sell. It was only much later as a
supporter of women’s rights that Walton’s voice became a tool for her ideas. And lastly,
Towne was far away from the structure under which most teachers were working, and as
such, was arguably not as silenced and able to fulfil the very political act of teaching in
which she believed. It is important that we read their stories not only to discover the

successes but also the hardships that women teachers endured.

The Impact of the Feminization of Teaching

Catharine Beecher, Emma Willard Hart, Electa Lincoln Walton, and Laura
Towne were dedicated women who appeared to acknowledge and work around the
shadows that they experienced. However, what of those who left and what of those who
continue to leave because they find the conflict in their role a silencing one? An excellent
example is drawn from Sari Knopp Biklen’s text School Work: Gender and the Cultural
Construction of Teaching (1995). Biklen profiles the diary of an early school teacher
named Charlotte Foren who loved and felt intellectually stimulated at the normal school,
but was less certain about the classroom. Biklen also profiles Lucy Stone and Susan B.
Anthony, both pioneers of women’s rights who left teaching. Biklen claims that “even as
they rejected it, teaching expanded their futures” (p.17). While Biklen appears to shed a

positive light on what these women learned from teaching, they nevertheless left the
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classroom, indicating dissatisfaction or disillusionment. Why could they not have
remained in the classroom and still fought for women’s rights? Why were the two
mutually exclusive? The answer might very well be found in a top-down power structure
that does not encourage dissent of any kind. The point, however, is that there is no cause

for celebration when strong politically minded teachers leave the classroom.

That so many women became teachers in a structure similar to that of workers in
industry suggests that teaching as a career was not only given little value because it was
“women’s work”, but perhaps also because it became synonymous with the notion of
“workers” and again was full of contradiction. While earlier teachers might have
experienced downward mobility in terms of class consciousness, in the nineteenth century
many of the women who joined the teaching ranks experienced upward mobility. In an
essay called “Daughters into Teachers: Educational and Demographic Influences on the
Transformation of Teaching into ‘Women’s Work’ in America”, Geraldine Jocich Clifford
(1991) cites Bessie Parkes who wrote in 1865 that the profession of teaching was a place
where two classes met, “the one struggling up and the other drifting down” (p.119).
Nevertheless, the woman teacher remained one of the few models of a working woman
with whom school girls had direct experience. Presumably then, many of these giris
entered teaching in the footsteps of those who had come before them. Clifford (1991)
reminds us that after 1910, the majority of women college graduates chose marriage and
career over spinsterhood and a traditional male-dominated profession (physician, lawyer,

professor). “And teaching presented them the smoothest path, the way having been
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cleared and made straighter by the hundreds of thousands who went bravely or timidly out

before them” (p.131).

The teachers of the early twentieth century “tolerated a hierarchy which rewarded
not initiative and creativity but obedience to authority’” (Hoffman, 1981, p.203). In large
urban areas women rarely held jobs higher in status than a principalship, and women
teachers were not taken seriously because they were seen as women working in a field that
basically prepared them for motherhood. The feminization of teaching had a permanent
shadow for this very reason. How could a profession, really “women’s work™, be taken
seriously as long as it selected its participants on the qualities that they were deemed to
have naturally and gave them a salary 40 to 50 percent less than that of a male (in Clifford,
1991). Does this suggest that women are willing to remain content with intangible
compensation in the form of positive relationships, rather than demand financial security?
Furthermore, teacher candidates had to meet only minimal requirements and then were
trained in low-cost normal schools instead of being given the solid education and
specialized preparation accorded to other professions. This second-class treatment made
sense if the women entering teaching would leave to become home-makers. As Grumet

(1988) suggests:

The elementary teacher is a traitor and the low status of the teaching profession
may derive from the contempt her betrayal draws from both sexes. Mothers
relinquish their children to her, and she hands them over to men who respect the
gift but not the giver. (p. 25)
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Looking back at the women who are the roots of the feminization of teaching, it is
impossible not to see the irony behind some of the success stories examined in this
discussion. Danylewycz and Prentice (1991) make reference to a Quebec teacher whose
life was spent teaching children in rural communities and who considered herself to have

done more for her country than some politicians. She suggested that:

our government provide a workhouse for superannuated female teachers, taxing
highly-salaried teachers and school inspectors for its support. Another suggestion .
I beg leave is that women be eligible for the office of the school inspector. It
would be a comfortable berth for some of us that have been too long on starvation
salaries.” (p. 152, in Prentice and Theobald, footnote 50)
To conclude, teachers who embraced teaching as passionately and with as much
dedication as these women did serve as examples of the complexities of being a teacher in
the early twentieth century. As women in droves became teachers, set up schools, and
continued their own learning, teaching became stigmatized as women’s work. The result,
as stated earlier, was that the preparation of teachers was not rigorous; many poorly
educated young women left teaching to get married; teaching, as women’s work, was not
paid well, not valued. When women teachers formed unions to fight for better working
conditions, they were relegated to the status of “workers™ as opposed to being recognized

as professionals. Perhaps most unfortunately, teaching was women’s work that was
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administered by men, for men. Teaching as women’s work became veiled in its own

shadow.

Moving into a contemporary context

Why did the women who joined the first wave of teachers choose this difficult profession?
We know that for some, teaching was one way they could prepare for marriage and
managing a family. We know that for others, the money, as little as it was, was the
attraction. For still others, the possibility of higher education, however “weak”, was
appealing at a time when universities were largely shut to women. Teaching provided an
avenue for intellectual growth. Finally, there were the political implications associated with
teaching. Teaching enabled some women to live out their political, philosophical and social
beliefs. Some chose to teach in order to resist the myth of the “typical teacher” and instead
create a new vision of the ideal teacher. Their struggle, seen in a contemporary context,

goes on.

I turn now to the work of Kathleen Casey who introduces her book I Answer With
My Life : Life Histories of Women Teachers Working for Social Change (1993) by
inviting the reader to imagine that through some sophisticated technological system every
word ever spoken on the topic of education could be heard. Casey suggests that that the
reader would hear the voices of scientists, researchers, philosophers and politicians — and

. they would all be men. She then suggests that if the reader were to listen more carefully
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she might hear from the background the voices of children. One might expect Casey to
suggest that these voices are playful happy ones, but instead, she suggests that the reader
would hear children singing songs mocking school and teachers. We have all heard them
before, the one that springs to mind is : “My eyes have seen the glory of the burning of the
school, we have conquered every teacher and we’ve broken every rule”. Casey then
suggests that the very faintest murmur would be coming from teachers discussing the work
they do in schools, the students they teach and their political ideas. From the quotations
that she uses in the introduction, it becomes clear that the women with whom she spoke are
dedicated teachers who are driven by their political ideologies and their care for the
students in their charge. However, they are disillusioned with a structure that impedes

what school could be:

And the reason I left was that I didn’t agree with a lot of the philosophy of the
school. I really believe that a school is a place where people come together, and
form some kind of community, and it’s not a prison, and if it’s likened to anything,
it’s likened to a family rather than a prison. And my experience in that school was
that it was much closer to a prison. (p. 2)

Casey’s book brings to the surface that faint murmur that has been traditionally left
out of the body of literature on education. Casey’s work is a tribute to the growing body
of literature on women teachers, the anonymous silent voices we rarely hear. She asks
three sets of women teachers to “tell her the story of their life”. They are Catholic women
religious teachers, secular Jewish women teachers, and black women teachers. Casey says

that such a question was first met with silence, but in the end, stacks of unruly
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in the narratives of these women. While the book is a tribute to these women as examples
of what is not chaotic and meaningless in education, I was struck by the similarities
between the concerns of my participants and the women Casey interviewed. In short, both
sets of women were faced with the conflict of what it was they wanted to do, and believed
in doing, and what they were expected and forced to do within a very rigid “patriarchal”

structure.

The first set of narratives come from the Catholic women religious teachers.
Casey addresses the theme of “identity” by examining it from many points of view.
Beginning with “Defining the Self: The Nun”, it is under “Identities: Institutions™ in which
the feelings of disillusi