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This session is about the costs of discrimination and sexism, so I thought I’d start by
pointing out the costs of a certain kindergarten teacher some 55 years ago refusing me the
option of having a drum, saying that ‘Girls only get the triangle’. This probably set
something in train that they should never have done! It was very much imprinted—I can
really remember thinking, ‘Why would I get the triangle and the best I could hope for was
the tambourine, and the boys get the cymbals and drums?’ So you’ve got to be really
careful about what you do to three-year-olds because it can come up a lot later in a very
costly way!

What I want to do today is probably something rather different to what Christopher McLean
has done, and give you a lot of mixed messages about what I think is happening at the
moment—because what I think is happening at the moment is a set of very mixed
messages. And out of this I am hoping you will get a sense of where we go.

I am really concerned that we don’t get into what I’ve often defined as ‘your statistics
against my statistics behind a cathedral at 6.00am’. This seems to be the way that some of
the debates have actually been going for the last few months, at least from my perspective
with my phone ringing with calls from journalists. I’ve got a whole screed here from
something I’ve been writing. It’s called ‘About Men’ and it starts off with the term ‘Men
Who Want to Be Victims Too’. I’ve got a lovely collection of things there that could make
you all laugh and thoroughly have a nice time, apart from the men in the audience who
would cross their legs and wonder why they were still sitting here! But I don’t think that’s
the name of the game. I think it is the sort of thing that gets us into trouble, because
everybody gets themselves into a bunkered position.

Looking at the material I have had sent to me from the conference organisers and some of
the other material that is out there, it strikes me this whole debate is getting into what I call
the ‘competing victim syndrome’. This is basically about trying to claim that ‘I’m worse off
than you are, because there are limited resources and if I can prove I’m worse off than you
are and look at my scars, look at my pain, look at my misery—I can have more of the
existing resources than you can’.
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This is something that’s become a very common phenomenon in most of the areas which
might be loosely called ‘social justice’, to the point where I have actually started using
‘competing victims’ as an alternative to ‘social justice’. I think the particular climate of
finance and policy-making over the past few years has meant that instead of assuming that
one can make claims on the available resources on the basis of putting forward a good
case, what you have to do is prove you are worse off than anybody else and this is your
‘good case’, because the resources are so limited.

So we’ve had this rather dreadful situation with the so-called ‘social justice groups’, as they
are even being referred to in documentation. (What a ‘social justice group’ is, I don’t
know—social justice is an over-arching concept.) ‘Social justice groups’ appear to be
people from non-English-speaking backgrounds, people with disabilities, women,
Aboriginal groups, any other groups you can claim as disadvantaged. So in a sense ‘social
justice’ is becoming one of those ‘boo’ words which refers to those people that we consider
the Other, who aren’t real people, who have to sit around competing for the resources by
proving they are worse off than anybody else.

Competing victims is a really dangerous game. I acknowledge women’s groups have been
doing it and I can do it with the best of you! You know, I’ve got a great pile of ABS
(Australian Bureau of Statistics) statistics at home. I can quote them, I even get them for
free from the ABS (which is a really hard task to do because I am defined as a journalist as
far as they are concerned).

I can talk to you about areas where girls are worse off, and people in the audience can
stand up and tell me that boys are worse off there too and we can sit there; then other
groups turn up and say how they’re badly off too. I am not denying inequalities, I am not
denying power: I think it is a very potent part of this whole process. But I think that
fighting for ‘the most disadvantaged group’ position so that you can get hold of the
resources is a problem. It creates a whole lot of really problematic reactions when you start
talking about what you are trying to do, whether it is within the school or whether it is
within the wider community, because you create real divisions.

In philosophical language, in order to create yourself as a victim, you often have to create
an image of ‘the Other’—the person who isn’t really the mainstream, the outsider, the
different person. You then have to start pulling strings on compassion. In theory it should
be about justice but justice is one of these vague terms that nobody is quite clear on. So
you move into the compassion arena. You encounter what the aid agencies call
‘compassion fatigue’. After a while, because the people that you are talking to don’t see
your problems as relating in any way to the sorts of problems they have or the problems
that they recognise as important, they stop recognising you as part of the wider world. You
become a cipher, a different sort of person, an object rather than a subject. They can make
a decision about you which doesn’t in any way involve them because they are making a
decision about you as something different.

There is a social welfare writer I am very fond of called Richard Titmus who wrote in his
concept of social policy about what he called ‘the stranger’. He said the ultimate in social
policy is to give to the stranger because you recognise that she or he is the same as you. You
don’t give to the stranger because they are hungry or because they are tired but because
you recognise the problems of hunger and tiredness. In other words you see them as part
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of yourself and part of what you are responsible for. If you see them as ‘the Other’, you
don’t get that sense of responsibility.

Another writer John Rawls, who talks about justice, also uses a similar sort of model by
saying that if you punish other people you always have to work on the basis that it might
happen to you, which is another formulation in a slightly different format.

By getting into a debate within the competing victim syndrome, the groups that do so get
caught up in ‘the Other’ dilemma. I know it is necessary to point out disadvantage, I know
it is necessary to look at the inequalities, I realise that. But I think this particular issue of
gender becomes a competition between stereotypes of masculinity and stereotypes of
femininity and ‘my pain’s worse than your pain’, and who’s the most disadvantaged—is it
the boys that get bashed up or is it the girls that get harassed? Can we find some universal
measure about who’s in most pain? The very small amount of money that is available in
gender programs ends up being distributed too thinly across these little bits of this and little
bits of that. Basically we’re not going to do either side any good. We are going to fall
squabbling amongst ourselves and really we miss the issue.

I want to go back to what my memories were. I wasn’t involved heavily in the education
area though I’ve drifted into it and out of it at various stages—I was involved in writing
some of the first Girls, Schools and Society reports and I have had some involvement in
education on and off in varying ways since then but it’s not been one of my mainstream
areas.

I think that what has happened in education is very similar to what has happened in other
areas. We started saying that schools don’t work very well for girls for a whole range of
reasons and we had a lot of statistics to prove it—girls left earlier, they didn’t do lots of the
high level subjects and so on. In the year I left school, in the 1950s, a whole lot of girls out
of a selective high school came in the first 100 in the state in NSW. I think most of them
went off and did pass Arts degrees or pharmacy while they were looking for husbands.
That was the environment that many of us came from and there are some people in this
room who will remember it. But it was a situation where girls did not see themselves as
taking on education in any major way.

So we did have a lot of material in the early 70s that said ‘the system doesn’t work.’ It
doesn’t work for girls, and girls are not reaching their potential. But the system basically
said, ‘Yawn, here they go again, what are they carrying on about? Here are some little bits
of money you can use for girls’ programs’. And it didn’t happen easily. There were huge
fights, as I am sure some of the people here remember, to get any sort of programs into
schools that were aimed at girls. And it was done on what is generally called a deficit
theory. ‘Look, we really want to get girls to do the same things as boys so let’s push them
into maths and science, let’s push them into the manual arts, let’s make sure they get the
same chances as boys do for what seem to be the good ideas, the technical and
apprenticeship jobs.’ A lot of these jobs have since gone out backwards which creates
another sorts of problem in terms of that model.

But what we were trying to do at that stage was to do what a group on the outside can see
as its only strategy. Here is a system which fails nearly half (because we were then only
half of the people within it). How do we fix it? Well, because we were on the outside,
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because we were little lobby groups and a few teachers and a few ratbags who were
running around trying to get into these things (we can occasionally manage to make a little
bit of a fuss brandishing our statistics), we added things on the side. We created these
marginal strands of programs called ‘girls’ programs’. You dragged in a few women that
you managed to find in apprenticeships, you talked to the girls about that, you tried to fix
the career-planning process. You tried to organise various things that were ‘girls’ programs’
(and you’d know more about those than I did) through remedial approaches with maths,
science and so forth. You tried a little bit to tinker with some of the worst aspects of the
overall school system but that had very little effect because very few women were in a
position where they could actually implement anything about the system at large.

So here we are some 20 years later and guess what? They’ve discovered the education
system doesn’t work terribly well for boys either. Surprise, surprise! If they’d listened to us in
the early 1970s, they’d have noticed we were actually producing critiques of the education
system at large as part of the processes of deciding why it didn’t serve girls. We knew there
were things wrong with the education system then. We knew boys weren’t doing very
well—we haven’t suddenly had an influx of illiteracy amongst boys. They’ve been having
problems, literacy and behaviour problems, for a long, long time. In fact somewhere
amongst all the papers I’ve read I did note there were some statistics which indicated that
actually the situation for boys has improved over the past 20 years. Unfortunately it hasn’t
improved as much as it has for girls in some of these areas so the gap has suddenly
appeared and girls seem to be doing better than boys on those things that every school
teacher knows are a perfect indication of success, which are their grades and exams. We
seem to have a terribly strong focus on the fact that girls must be doing better because their
grades are improving . Well, I am delighted their grades are improving, it opens up all sorts
of options, but I still find most of my daughters’ friends are still going off and doing
degrees in fine arts and French and will not be able to get themselves jobs when they
finish. But that is another issue that we still have to tackle.

But somewhere along the line we’ve forgotten about the fact that there is a system out there
that has built into it all sorts of presumptions about gender, about hierarchy, about power,
about race, about culture and it doesn’t suit a lot of people . It’s certainly no good for
Aboriginal children, it brings in with it all sorts of competitive and hierarchical issues which
for a lot of those children are very uncomfortable and contradictory. I am not saying that is
necessarily a failure of the system. I am saying there are a lot of different demands and
ideas about the system and how it should work.

If men are serious about saying that the current system fails boys (and I have yet to see the
men that still basically run most of the system standing up and saying it) but if we’ve
genuinely got evidence that the education system doesn’t work for boys and we’ve still got
the evidence that it doesn’t work for girls—although it’s working better in some ways
—maybe we need to change the system. There are all those resources out there which are
not in the gender equity programs and they are really what the education system is about.
So maybe we need to form a compact to actually change the system and I think that is
where the debate has to move to.
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We actually have to ask ‘What is there about this system that reinforces some of the points
that Christopher made?’ Is it any use having withdrawal classes for boys about violence and
rape and various other things and teaching them to be warm and caring and then letting
them loose in the sports field where they are promptly told that have to bash each others’
brains out in order to be the better footballer? They mightn’t be told overtly, but certainly
that is the hidden message in a lot of contact sports!

Do we need to actually look at how we use very rigid systems, in the school system
generally, to create compliance and obedience (which boys probably find harder to deal
with than girls, who tend to be more socialised into being obedient)? Maybe if we loosened
some of the systems and removed aspects, it would be good for both girls and boys.

Maybe it is time that we actually started taking a look at certain attributes of Anglo-Saxon,
Western European masculinity (because we must remember that this is the only form that
we are really competing with). The other forms of masculinity barely get a look in. But we
have to ask ‘What has this done to the school system which makes it inappropriate for a
very large proportion of kids that go there, whether they be working class, whether they be
NESB (non-English speaking background), whether they be girls, whether they be boys?’
Does it only serve (and some of us have been saying this for a long, long time) upper-class
white Anglo-Saxon males (who seem to be claiming they are the most disadvantaged group
in society at the moment because they can’t claim any other disadvantage status). Does the
education system actually work extraordinarily well for them, as it seems to do so in some
ways, given the fact that they still appear to be running the place as far as I can see. I
haven’t noticed that the big place up on the hill here is actually suddenly full of radical
feminists making radical feminist policies.

If the education system is so inept, isn’t this really the beginning, to say ‘Let’s start
disentangling some of those elements and look at how we can actually change the whole
system in a way which doesn’t make boys resist by becoming difficult’. (Girls often resist by
getting depressed, miserable, quiet and compliant, but still not actually having enough of a
sense of self-confidence to go out and deal with the world.)

I think we’ve got to seriously work out whether or not what is happening in these gender
debates at the moment is at all helpful—there’s been a lot of ‘slanging off’. I’ve got some
lovely stuff here: I could do my ‘feral feminist’ act at the drop of a hat. I left my horned
tails and pointed teeth behind but I can bring out the witch’s hat and do all the sorts of
things that people manage to stereotype me into doing. We could all walk out of here with
that really glowing feeling you get when you’ve climbed into a bunker with all your friends
and sat there singing patriotic songs of varying sorts. Like the RSL, we can go on reliving
our own battles, counting our wounds, feeling good about the fact that here we are with
every other sort of feminist educationalist in the bunker making sure ‘those bloody men’
don’t storm the battlements, if you’ll excuse the mixed metaphor.

But in the long run it is actually not going to get us anywhere. So I don’t quite know where
we go from here and how we deal with it. But I would suggest that some of the men who
are busy putting together conferences on how disadvantaged boys are (and banning the
mention of feminism and women in the process) take a look at what other men have done
in the process to you, rather than assuming that I am the one who is more powerful. I can
assure you I am not!
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I wish that some of the power that was attributed to the radical feminists (who apparently
are running the system) actually existed, because I tell you what, we wouldn’t be in nearly
the mess we are in today if we were in control. For example, have a look at the National
Board of Employment, Education and Training. What is there, one woman on there? Have a
look at every other structure in the system. Yes, of course there are a few senior
women—but one of the things I have noticed over time is that when you get a few women
into senior positions, we grow, like coat hangers, we multiply in corners. If you ask ‘How
many women are there?’, men say ‘At least half’. But when you go and count you find there
is somewhere around 20–25%. This percentage of women in any area is enough to
convince most men that we have taken over. By the time we get to 30%, men feel they are
the minority. It’s true! Have a look at some of those counts that they’ve done on
committees where you ask how many women there are on a particular committee. ‘Oh,
yes, there are more women than men.’ But when you go in you find this is not the case.
Dale Spender has done some counts of this type and I’ve seen other accounts of it too.

So we are seen as absolutely ferocious, which actually I suppose is a compliment to the
fact we’ve occasionally been able to do something! But we are not there in the majority, we
are not there in the positions of power, we don’t have the resources. We are not the enemy!
So I do suggest that the men who feel like getting into the ‘competing victim’ syndrome,
who might wrench out at the school base some few resources from the minimal amount
that go into gender programs that are labelled for girls, think seriously about what you are
doing. If you want to go down a path which I think basically is about competing and about
misogyny, then I think, be it on your own heads. But I think the women themselves also
have to take some responsibility for taking on that particular combative role. Try and work
out whether or not there are some things that can be done!

It struck me when I was in one seminar yesterday afternoon, somebody was pointing out
how much money goes in boys’ programs versus girls’ programs (except that the boys’
programs aren’t labelled ‘programs’). I looked at them and I was listening to the language. I
thought: the girls’ programs are positive and enhancing and the boys’ programs are
punishment (‘You will go into the withdrawal space; you will go into the truant room; you
will go into remedial English.’) Maybe we need to change the way we conceptualise some
of those things so that the boys aren’t punished for being bad and the girls rewarded for
being quiet. Quite apart from anything else I think we need to recognise that girls can be
bad too, because that is one way that you get leaders.

One can use statistics both ways. On the one hand, if you assume that all the things that
are being said about men are correct—that they’ve got a short attention span, that they
have trouble reading, that they tend to be prone to illness and accidents and also
criminality—you really wonder why they are running the country! The other comment on a
similar line is that those qualities do seem to be the ones that fit you for leadership
positions because it is obvious that girls don’t get into those. (As you can see, I can play
with the statistics as well as anyone else.)
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But I think it is really important that we actually start thinking through (and the women are
going to do some of this because the men can’t do it without them and vice versa). It
would be very interesting to take a whole review of the school system and take a look at
which particular parts of the system reinforce the wrong sort of messages, what reinforces
competitiveness, what reinforces calling out, shouting out, moving, pushing, anything like
that. On the other hand, what processes do we have that actually create positive
reinforcement for good behaviour, which work for boys as well as for girls? Girls want to
be liked, want to be loved, want to be cared for, so in a sense they are much more likely to
be compliant. If boys are socialised out of that by the time they hit school, maybe we need
to look at ways of resocialising them. Maybe we need to look at what happens to them
before they go to school. Maybe we need to look at sexism in preschools and child-care
centres, and the home, god forbid.

We do need to look at times when boys have got away with things because ‘boys will be
boys’, when maybe they needed to be quietened down and given alternatives at a much
earlier age. So that by the time they start school, they are not already socialised into
thinking that physical bouncing up and down and pushing around is an acceptable form of
behaviour in a group as a way of getting attention.

There are many things we can look at, which are about the way that we treat things
generally within the system; I think we could make a better system out of it. I am not
holding my breath for the fact that this will start from the top, because I think at the top
there are those white Anglo-Saxon males who have actually benefited by the system and it
is extraordinarily hard to point out to somebody that the system that has benefited them is
something they should give up. When they do occasionally carry on in the media about the
fact that they die of heart attacks and various other diseases, I have offered to swap places,
but none of them has yet taken up the option! I said ‘Give me a go at a senior executive
position and see if I die before I am ... whatever it is.’ But somehow or other that’s not
taken up.

We’ve got to generally start looking at how we trade off and how we work it out without
setting ourselves up in opposing camps. It is comfortable being a victim, in a funny sort of
way, because you are not responsible for what you do.

It is important that we actually get together and try and work out what the things are about
the system that both reinforce dependency and compliance in girls (praising girls for being
good girls when they are helpful might be part of that process) and also reinforce
aggression and pushiness in boys. I don’t think we solve them by running special programs
on the side. I think we solve them by changing the way that we deal with classroom
behaviour: the way that we deal with playground behaviour, the way we deal with what’s
taught to kids in sporting activities, the way we deal with all of the courses, all of the
structures within the schools. I think that a few schools might get up the energy to start
looking at a positive program for trying to change schooling so it meets the majority of
kids’ needs, not just on gender grounds. I think some schools are moving in that direction,
but if it becomes a general thrust that we should be doing a gender audit of what is
happening in a school, that schooling can be changed to make it a more positive and
encouraging and self-developing experience for both the boys and the girls, then we might
be getting somewhere.
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But if we go down this track, if those who attack the girls’ programs, feminists and equity
strategies, see this as the main thing; if it is picked up by other men who have been feeling
a bit uncomfortable about it and think this is going a bit too far , and push that by; we are
only supporting the status quo. In fact we are reinforcing the status quo because we are
removing the legitimacy from those of us who act as change agents. We started the process
of change, it is now up to the men in the system not to fight us but to join us in trying to
change the system so it suits us both.
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In my paper today I want to make it clear that I am not distancing myself from my subject.
When I refer to ‘men’ and dominant masculinity, I am including myself well and truly
within that group. My paper is not a finished position, but part of my struggle to
understand my own life and world, and I hope you will take it in that way. I will be keen
to hear your feedback.

The claim that masculinity and its associated practices are bad not only for women, but for
men too, has been one of the central planks of the men’s movement in recent times. We
are being bombarded in the media on a daily basis with evidence of how badly off males
are—in their health status, in their emotional lives, and most importantly for us today, in
their educational achievements. A lot of seemingly factual information is presented, but
rarely is the question asked—‘What does it all mean?’.

The theme that I will be advocating today is that if we want to implement policies to
change boys’ behaviour, then we have to pay attention to the question of meaning—and
that means theory. We need to develop a theory of masculinity that makes sense of men’s
experiences and behaviours—not only to the theory-makers, but to the men themselves,
because the crucial task is to get men and boys actively involved in the project of change,
in cooperation with, rather than in opposition to, women and other groups who are
experiencing the real negative effects of dominant masculine culture. We need a theory of
masculinity that speaks to men’s experience of themselves, while enabling them to honestly
acknowledge their complicity in the collective structures of dominant masculinity and
gender injustice. We need a sense that change is possible, and that it is going to be good
for us, as men, too.

A lot of the recent writings on masculinity focus on the pain and suffering that men
allegedly experience as a consequence of growing up male. This understandably often
arouses impatience, frustration or outright hostility from those groups who have
experienced the consequences of men’s power. There is nothing quite so offputting as
listening to someone moan about how hard it is to be privileged.

However, I believe that a theoretical understanding of men’s pain is central to any
meaningful theory of masculinity. The subjective experience of personal suffering is very
real to many men, and the way that this pain is explained will largely determine the action
they take in an attempt to improve their lives.

Now, we are often told that analyses that talk about male power are a guaranteed turn-off
for boys and men, that if we encourage boys to recognise and take responsibility for their
gender privilege, we are simply ‘laying a guilt trip’ on them which will inevitably be
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counter-productive or even dangerous to their ‘self esteem’. I don’t believe at all that this is
necessarily so.  It depends entirely on how it is done. It certainly does not involve making
boys feel that there is something psychologically wrong with them as individuals, or
innately wrong with them as males. It means getting boys to recognise the abuse of power
which characterises masculine culture.

Boys have themselves experienced the negative consequences of masculine power in
numerous ways—particularly at the hands of adult men and older boys. Often, however,
they do not question this abuse, seeing it simply as ‘the way it is’. Getting boys—or indeed
men—to recognise the injustice they have experienced themselves can be the first step in
enabling them to empathise with other people’s experience of injustice, and to recognise
the ways in which they have themselves participated in perpetrating injustice. This then
needs to lead to a willingness to change both personal behaviour and collective structures.
This, I believe, is the opposite of a ‘guilt trip’, and rather than encouraging boys to see
themselves as victims, it challenges boys to be more self-aware and socially active. It is also
potentially a very direct challenge to schools. A great deal of injustice is perpetrated on
students by teachers, administrators and school systems, and if we want boys to accept
responsibility for their behaviour, we will have to take the lead ourselves. Young people
have an unerring sense for any hypocrisy in the demands we make upon them.

I would like to suggest that three factors are central to a productive analysis of masculinity
that speaks to men’s and boys subjective experience of themselves and their world, while
placing this experience firmly within the context of gendered power structures. These
factors are:

• the central role of power relationships in our society as a whole, and in masculine
values in particular

• the gendered nature of emotion, and its role in maintaining power differences

• an understanding of the implications of the terms ‘disadvantage’ and ‘oppression’.

Numerous Western scholars have identified the pursuit of power for its own sake, as the
supreme value of patriarchal culture (French, 1991, p354; Miles, 1991, pp200–205;
Middleton, 1992, p213), and it is certainly a regular theme among philosophers. According
to Nietzsche, ‘joy is only a symptom of the feeling of attained power. The essence of joy is
a plus-feeling of power’ (Miles, 1991, p200). Hegel attributes the emergence of human
consciousness itself to the ‘fear of annihilation by other men. To know yourself as a man is
to know that other men may enslave and destroy you’ (Middleton, 1992, p215).

For men, two things seem to go inextricably together—the desire for power and the fear of
failure. No other alternative seems to exist. The authors of one study in Britain concluded
that ‘to be a loser is to suffer a terrible fate. In the course of therapy with men, we find that
no matter how great their success, they are haunted by the spectre of failure. Indeed it is
our impression that men are driven much more by fear of failure than by the desire to
succeed’ (Miles, 1991, p205).

‘To be a man it is not enough simply to be: a man must do, display, prove, in order to
establish unchallenged manhood’ (Miles, 1991, p205). All of the major signifiers of
manhood are continually under threat or intrinsically transitory—money, political power,
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physical strength, sexual performance. Lynne Segal notes that men’s oppressiveness comes
from their ‘wretched fear of not being male-enough’ (Segal, 1990, p317). ‘Making a man out
of a boy’ means teaching him that the human sacrifices of the power struggle are essential
to the process of becoming a man. Institutions that make men out of boys have historically
involved brutalisation, physical and emotional abuse, emphasis on hardness and strength,
contempt for sensitivity, delicacy and emotional intimacy. Not all boys experience such
treatment, but they are all aware of its existence. Marilyn French notes that ‘no boy escapes
the knowledge of the severities of ‘manliness’ in our society, and those who feel they have
not achieved it live with lingering self-doubt, self-diminishment’ (French, 1991, p578).

Masculinity is often most clearly defined in terms of what it is not—what it is afraid of
being—and what men most definitely are not is women. Men are men because they don’t
cry, don’t feel, and don’t need, and contempt for women is a deeply ingrained
characteristic of our culture. Ever since the story of Eve and the apple we have been
extremely good at blaming women for all our problems. There is the ever-present blaming
of women in cases of domestic violence and rape, blaming mothers for their sons’
‘hypermasculinity’ and blaming unemployment on working women. It is not such a surprise
then that we are seeing women and girls blamed for boys’ poor performance at school.

The contempt for women implicit in masculinity is demonstrated in all sorts of ways. Where
men are ridiculed in cartoons and on television, it is usually because they are under the
control of women. To diminish a man it is only necessary to depict him doing the dishes,
sewing, or wearing an apron (French, 1991, p312); and most of the worst forms of ridicule
and abuse applied to men involve comparisons with women. ‘Mummy’s boy’ is an insult
that most boys will do almost anything to avoid, and sports coaches routinely tell boys that
they are playing ‘like girls’ to urge them on to greater efforts (Frank, 1993, p53).

This need to define themselves against women fuels a basic masculine inner conflict. This
begins with the requirement that boys separate themselves from their mothers, who have
generally been the source of almost all the love and security in the boys’ lives (see
Silverstein & Rashbaum, 1994). The breaking of this emotional connection between boys
and their mothers produces a deeply dehumanising split which is maintained by dividing
men amongst themselves as well as against women. Women are defined as inferior, and
men are defined as competitors, rather than as allies. A ‘real man’ stands alone—apart from
women and from other men. He is independent and self-sufficient. Above all, he copes
without complaint.

The inner split within the male psyche is enforced largely by other men. Fathers brutalise
sons, in the interest of toughening them up to survive in a harsh world. Groups of boys
turn on those who are different, and instil in them a fervent desire not to stand out from
the crowd. Team sports and military service continue to be widely valued as ways of
turning boys into men. They provide the essential ingredients of violent competition, the
willingness to inflict pain on others in order to win, and obedience to the ‘captain’. They
are both about toughening men so that they learn to ignore pain and emotions, and both
use being ‘like a girl’ as the ultimately humiliating reprimand.
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This toughening plays a direct social function. Peter Lewis, discussing his time in the army,
argues:

Under that regime women stood for emotions and feelings that might, unless they were
outlawed, impede discipline. In the end, a trigger had to be pulled, a button pressed
and it took ‘men’ to do it because only men were capable of surrendering all
compassion.
(Lewis, 1991, pp185–6)

Male camaraderie or ‘mateship’ is founded on sharing the rituals of masculine identity. The
exclusion of women is an integral aspect, and many of these rituals turn out to be
destructive or oppressive. Binge drinking, gambling and violent sports are obvious
examples. Men become close through the experience of battle, through conquering the
wilderness, hunting, breaking the law and even through the ritual of pack rape (Ward,
1992, p31). This kind of male friendship, however, is extremely fragile. If unspoken limits
are transgressed or rules broken, then the full fury of male condemnation rapidly descends
upon the head of the guilty party.

Probably the most crucial way of dividing men amongst themselves is through the taboo
against homosexuality. Homophobia is a powerful weapon for preventing challenge to
masculine ways of being. Theorists of masculinity have shown how:

the homosexual –heterosexual dichotomy acts as a central symbol in all rankings of
masculinity. Any kind of powerlessness, or refusal to compete, among men readily
becomes involved with the imagery of homosexuality.
(Carrigan et al, 1987, p86)

Most men know full well the fear of being labelled a ‘poofter’ at any sign of difference,
particularly in the expression of affection or weakness. I believe that dealing with the issue
of homophobia is central to the whole area of work with boys around issues of masculinity.

One of the central paradoxes of masculinity which is of direct relevance to boys’ education
and the current debates is that while men as a group clearly hold the reins of power, the
majority of men experience themselves as powerless (Segal, 1990, p214; Connell, 1991,
p165; French, 1991, p306). Most men, if they are lucky enough to have a job, work in some
sort of institution which is hierarchically structured and which generally allows them little
sense of personal agency. According to Marilyn French, ‘institutions are created to
centralise, harness and manifest power over others’ (French, 1991, p323). They appeal to
individuals by promising personal power—but these promises are largely illusory. The
power is lodged in the institution, not in any particular person. This is clearly the case in
schools, where we will have to deal realistically with boys’ sense of powerlessness in the
face of the education system and the adult world, if we are to expect them to accept that
they are part of a powerful and dominant group.

This is particularly important in dealing with boys from different class and cultural
backgrounds. Telling working-class or Aboriginal boys that they are members of a
privileged and dominant group is likely to be met with, at best, disbelief. This points to the
need for a sophisticated understanding of the ways in which masculinity interacts with class
and race, if we are developing programs for working with boys. For example, it seems
likely that the hostility that many working-class boys exhibit towards schooling is not a
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direct product of masculinity. Rather, it comes from a recognition that the class system is
actively barring them from the success that is so crucial to masculine status (Connell, 1989,
pp291–4).

While it is obvious that many men experience significant amounts of suffering in their
lives—through poverty, class and racial oppression, and homophobia—we also have to ask
ourselves whether even those men and boys who appear to be most privileged also suffer
as a result of dominant definitions of masculinity. This is a strategic question, as much as
anything else, because it determines whether they have something definite to gain by
relinquishing their power and changing their ways.

According to Marilyn French, who looks at this question in some detail, ‘the ironic truth is
that a religion of power is a religion of fear, and that those who worship power most are
the most terrified creatures on earth’ (French, 1991, p357). Power is personally costly in that
it narrows the experience of life into the pursuit of something that can never be achieved.
No-one ever has enough power because no-one is ever secure from threat
—particularly from one’s closest associates.

All of the institutions within which men lead their lives are implicitly or explicitly
hierarchical. From the family, with the father as the (at least, nominal) head, through
schools and sporting teams, the church, business, industry, trade unions, politics, law,
crime, prisons, hospitals, medicine—they all encourage striving for success, which may
involve stepping on the shoulders of one’s friends and associates. The struggle and the
structure tend to become all-absorbing, and men are encouraged to regard all other parts of
life as secondary (French, 1991, p579).

The pursuit of power and control denies men love and sensuality, and leaves only desire
and the excitement of conquest. Men are generally distant from their children and partners,
and their working lives are dominated by competition and mistrust. The higher men go on
the ladder of success, the harder it is for them to trust other men and to make real
friendships (French, 1991, p339).

Men’s working lives are a permanent battlefield, with countless casualties, whose failure
only serves to increase the prestige of those who succeed. The myth is maintained that
everyone can be winners if only they try hard enough, and every man who fails believes it
is because he is not good enough, rather than because the system is inherently wrong.
Clearly, not every man is a winner, and many men’s lives are ruled, not so much by an
active desire for power and success, but by the inner knowledge of having failed as a man,
and the determination not to be discovered.

This observation is of particular importance in schools, which are based overwhelmingly
around the competitive academic curriculum and competitive sports. Connell has noted that
the competitive curriculum is a central aspect of the production of masculinity in schools,
and that no attempts to deal with the most obviously negative aspects of boys’ behaviour
will succeed without confronting this basic fact (Connell, 1994, p10). I think that we have
yet to really deal with the ethical dimensions of competition. The ‘win at all costs’ mentality
which is drummed into boys makes a mockery of relationship, caring and empathy, and
sets the scene for what lies ahead of them as adult males.
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One of the real problems of dominant masculinity is that it is riddled with contradictions. It
is made up of a host of stories and expectations, many of them quite incompatible. On the
one hand, we are taught to regard power and success as the supreme value, but on the
other hand, when we leave work, we are expected to be able to go home and enter into
happy, equitable relationships with our partners and children. We are taught to despise
women and to desire them. We are taught to fear other men as competitors, but to worship
the idea of mateship. The attempt to integrate these contradictions requires men to perform
bizarre operations on their lives, and to develop a form of splitting that has high personal
costs.

It is, in fact, this process of ‘splitting’ which forms one of the fundamental characteristics
and costs of dominant masculinity—that is, the ability to maintain discrete islands of
consciousness which are mutually incompatible, while being completely unaware of the
contradictions involved (Middleton, 1992, p152). We can see this around us all the time in
men who insist that they love their partners and children, but continue to abuse or neglect
them.

This brings us to the question of emotion. Much of the ‘men’s movement’ literature on
masculinity focuses on men’s emotional illiteracy. We are, apparently, out of touch with our
feelings, which we need to reclaim and celebrate (Middleton, 1992, p119). Men are not
allowed to express their vulnerable and nurturing emotions, and are consequently
psychologically and socially deformed. This is often viewed as the mirror image of
women’s experience, which is characterised by a prohibition on those emotions associated
with personal power and assertiveness. This model actually allows men to be defined as
worse off than women, as the ‘feminine’ emotions are defined as most conducive to the
experience of fulfilling human relationships, which are themselves assigned the highest
possible value.

This may seem very similar to what I have been saying. However, it leaves out a crucial
part of the whole picture. There generally seems to be little awareness of the gendered
power structures within which emotions are constructed and expressed; and this model
also lends itself to the belief that all that is needed is personal, internal change by
individuals, probably through some form of therapy.

It is certainly true that the public display by men of any emotions other than anger is
generally judged very negatively in our culture. The process of turning boys into men has,
historically, been one of systematic abuse, both physical and emotional, designed to teach
boys not to show most emotions, except in certain ritually prescribed circumstances. Boys
are taught to fear intimacy and self-revelation, as the consequences are generally pain and
humiliation at the hands of other boys, and to hate whatever causes them to experience
fear (French, 1991, pp292–3). From the interviews I have done with boys, this seems to be
as true today is it was when I was at school.

However, it is crucial to recognise the function that this emotional brutality has in the
maintenance of power structures—whether based on gender, class or race. Emotional
numbness or indifference is a powerful weapon—it allows a person to inflict pain on
others without being affected or swayed. Some important studies have shown how the
power wielded by soldiers stems from their lack of self-reflection and empathy, while their
training involves dehumanising and demonising the enemy. It is important to recognise that
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this is only an extreme form of general masculine training (Holloway, cited in Middleton,
1992, p190).

Men, I would argue, are not simply victims of distorted emotional roles. Their pain and
suffering are real, but they also hide feelings in order to withhold information which might
give others power over them. The point I am making is that we should not down-play the
importance of emotion, or the reality of men’s subjective sense of emotional deprivation
and suffering. I think that these experiences are real and of enormous significance. They
do, however, need to be put in context.

The simplest way of expressing this is to say that men’s pain is not the cause of their abuse
of power, but that the structured abuse of power requires men to be emotionally abused
and desensitised. Masculinity consists of those personality traits that are necessary for the
preservation and perpetuation of an unjust and oppressive system. It creates the emotional
splitting and illiteracy that then allows men to abuse others, as well as making them
susceptible to emotional manipulation by those in positions of power. While not all men
benefit equally from the system, they do provide its shock troops and rank-and-file
enforcers, as well as its generals. They provide cannon fodder for the factories, offices and
unemployment lines, and without their participation and compliance the system could not
continue.

If this analysis is accepted, then it is clearly not enough to try to change the problems
associated with dominant masculinity through personal, emotional change. Personal work is
clearly necessary to enable men to recognise what is happening in their lives—to own the
pain they feel and are inflicting on others. However, without a recognition of the ways in
which many of our fundamental cultural values and institutional structures are perpetuating
this pain, and that particular social groups are profiting from it, then the potential for truly
productive change is very limited.

This finally, brings me to the problem of disadvantage and oppression. It is clear—at least
to me—that men suffer as a consequence of conforming to the values of dominant
masculinity. Even those who seem to benefit most do so at enormous personal cost. To
argue otherwise is to accept patriarchy’s lies—that the pursuit of power, to the exclusion of
all else, can lead to happiness and a sense of personal fulfilment. I don’t believe it, and all
the studies I have seen indicate the opposite. But does the recognition of this fact entitle
males to regard themselves as disadvantaged or ‘oppressed’? My answer is a definite ‘No’!

It is useful in this context to conceptualise power as ‘the possibility of affecting others,
effects that can be bodily, emotional, or cognitive ... Power is a network of possibilities into
which any individual may be able to place him or herself, but the entry restrictions are
complex and exclusive’ (Middleton, 1992, p151). In this context, ‘advantage’ involves the
occupation of strategic points in this network of power by a particular group. Oppression
involves the use of this position of dominance to exclude, exploit and demean people who
do not conform to its entrance requirements.

‘Disadvantage’ and ‘oppression’ refer to a relationship between groups, and institutions are
those bodies which structure and control the crucial points in the networks of power,
where people meet and interact with each other. There is no doubt that the most powerful
institutions in our society are occupied, at the highest levels, almost exclusively by men.
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Where women are included, it is only after they demonstrate allegiance to the institution’s
values, and as a rule of thumb, it is true to say that the more women there are in an
institution, the lower its status in the overall hierarchical structure of society (French, 1991,
p316).

For men who baulk at the idea that they are in a position of power, I would ask them to
consider this. While individual men may not possess much power, by the mere fact of their
gender, the possibility of power exists. It is a fundamental entrance requirement of the elite
levels in our culture. Each man, if he decides to play the game by its rules, has at least
some chance of making it to the top—he may be barred on the grounds of class or race,
but he is not barred by his gender. For every woman, her gender alone makes it
considerably more difficult to even get through the door.

So it is meaningless, I believe, to argue that men or boys are disadvantaged or oppressed
on the grounds of their gender. The reason that this question arouses such strong feelings
is that it involves questions of identity and moral value. The ability to claim membership of
an oppressed group gives moral weight to one’s claims, and confers an identity and history
of which one can be proud. However, I don’t believe that men need to see themselves as
oppressed to have their experiences validated.

I would argue that there is an ethically powerful and just position in which men from the
dominant culture can stand, and from which action can be taken—and that position is
based on the willingness to listen—to enter into relationship with those who have suffered
at the hands of male oppression, to listen and to find out how one’s actions have, and are,
affecting them, and then to take action from this understanding.

Unfortunately I don’t have time to examine in detail the specific implications of this
position for schooling, but I would like to make a few points.

First, it is the responsibility of adult men to demonstrate to boys that masculine culture
needs to be changed, and that they have something to gain by changing it. It is hypocritical
and unjust to expect boys to change when adult men have as yet taken so little
responsibility for changing the system which boys are trying to enter. Adult men need to
seriously examine their own participation in dominant masculine culture, and then put
those lessons into practice with younger men and boys.

This does not mean, however, that men have to ‘go it alone’, or that boys need male ‘role-
models’. Much of the men’s movement literature on boys’ education focuses on so-called
father hunger and father absence as the source of men’s pain, while ignoring totally men’s
relationships with their mothers and other women, except as a negative presence. It seems
to be a taken-for-granted truth that boys can only learn to be men from other men, and that
school programs for boys need to include a major emphasis on male role-models and
mentors (for an excellent critique of the role-model argument, see Silverstein & Rashbaum,
1994).

I think that this is a highly dubious and quite dangerous proposition. It places little
responsibility on adult men to question their own behaviour—it is their gender presence
that matters, not what they do and how they do it. I believe that boys need to learn to be
ethical human beings, not ‘men’, and women are perfectly capable of teaching this. Of
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course men need to be involved as well—but their gender does not give them some
magical genetic start which is forever unavailable to women.

Some men argue that, just as women had to form their own women’s groups to free
themselves from gender stereotypes, men need to do the same. The push for separate boys’
programs is largely based on this position. This fails to recognise that men in our culture
have always been separate from women, and that this separation is fundamental to
traditional masculinity. Male bonding has always involved the exclusion of women, and this
exclusion has been based on superiority, exploitation and a deep, unspoken fear of
women’s difference.

In the debates over boys’ education, women are still being defined as the enemy. Certainly,
boys are suffering, but it is important for men to recognise that this suffering is, in its social
context, quite different from that experienced by girls. Boys are brutalised, desensitised and
pitted against each other in order to turn them into oppressors—and girls are the target of
much of that oppression. Men and boys need to seek reconciliation not only with their
‘metaphoric’ brothers, but above all, with their sisters, who have been abused for so long.

The greatest possible threat to systems of gender injustice would consist of men being
willing to truly listen to women and to learn from them. The current wave of the women’s
movement has been engaged in the struggle against sexism for the last 20 or more years.
Women have been exploring the meanings of masculinity and femininity and thinking
deeply about a whole range of associated issues, in education as well as in many other
areas. For men to think that they should start the process right from the beginning, rather
than being willing to follow women’s lead, is an act of arrogance or blindness which
repeats the traditional masculine denial of women’s knowledge.

This does not mean simply ‘handing over control’, or that women already have, fully
formed, all the answers to the dilemmas confronting us. It means forming relationships
which are not based on control, but on a desire for mutuality and understanding. This will
then allow us to share our various knowledges in a context of equality and cooperation.
Men’s fears in this area are very real—we have been taught that we are either winners or
losers—if we are not in charge, we are under the thumb, and the result is humiliation and
abuse. Letting go of this can be a very scary business.

But my experience has been that when one demonstrates a willingness to listen, then the
response is usually favourable. What this means in schools is to find ways of listening to
students—boys and girls—to understand their realities, enter into them, and find ways of
facilitating positive movement. If we want boys to listen to others, we will have to be
prepared to listen to them in a respectful way. This listening, however, needs to be done in
an environment that places overriding importance on creating safety for those who have
historically been the targets of boys and men’s abuse.

There is, I believe, an important role for ‘boys only’ groups here—it would be unfair to
girls to expect them to listen to the anger and hostility that is likely to emerge when boys
are first invited to say what they really think. However, the real progress will occur when
boys are able to enter into respectful relationships with girls and women to explore the
complex dynamics of gender. I would also add that men running boys’ groups have a
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responsibility to develop processes of accountability to women, so that everybody can be
sure that these groups are not unwittingly replicating negative aspects of masculine culture.

So, to sum up. I have argued that there are costs to masculinity for men and boys, and that
these can potentially provide points of entry for facilitating change. However, this
awareness needs to be brought together with an analysis of gender-based power structures
which place men as a group firmly in control. These two things are not contradictory, but
rather, closely interrelated. To believe that men and boys are not capable of grasping this is
to underestimate them grossly and unfairly. It is, however, our responsibility to present
these concepts in a way which relates to their experience and makes movement possible.
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GENDER ISSUES FOR ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT
ISLANDER GIRLS; EXPLORING ISSUES FOR ABORIGINAL
AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER BOYS

JEANNIE HERBERT

Jeannie Herbert is an Aboriginal teacher and guidance officer who has been involved in
education for over 30 years. During that time she has gained a diversity of experiences: as a
teacher from pre-school through to adult education and as an educational administrator,
both in Australia and overseas. She conducted a DEET national project into Gender and
Violence—Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Communities, and is currently Director of
the Centre for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Participation, Research and
Development at James Cook University, Queensland.

I have been asked to explore the intersection of gender, race and disadvantage. I cannot do
that because I prefer not to associate the word ‘disadvantage’ with examining issues in the
context of indigenous people. It seems to me that the term ‘disadvantaged’ is often used to
categorise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. While there is no denying that
many indigenous families are disadvantaged—by poverty; by long-term unemployment; by
the racist attitudes of the wider community—they are not disadvantaged by being
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander!

Many teachers view indigenous people as disadvantaged because they are Aboriginal or
Torres Strait Islander—part of the ‘indigenous problem’. I prefer to examine the intersection
of gender and race because I believe, in this way, you as participants in this workshop will
gain a valuable insight into the cause of so much disadvantage. We will develop these
understandings through reflecting on indigenous viewpoints.

This workshop will focus on the issues of gender and difference to determine how
successfully the priority areas of ‘Addressing the needs of girls at risk’ and ‘Improving the
educational outcomes of girls who benefit least from schooling’ have addressed the needs
of indigenous students. These are two of the eight priorities in the National Action Plan for
the Education of Girls 1993–97. These perspectives have been obtained during the recent
national consultation on gender and violence. This consultation took place in ten school
communities in rural, remote and urban locations in Queensland, New South Wales, the
Northern Territory and Western Australia, across the government and non-government
systems and included Torres Strait and Aboriginal students across the preschool to Year 12
range. Approximately 300 students and parents participated in the consultation. While such
limited consultation should not be seen as providing a definitive indigenous perspective, it
can be seen as a representative sample.

It was argued, in a number of groups, that gender is not a key issue for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people. The majority of respondents identified racism as the major
barrier to indigenous students achieving more equitable educational outcomes.

Despite the overall diversity of life experiences which exist within Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander communities, it would seem that exposure to the racist attitudes of the
broader community is an experience common to all groups. Even where individuals tried to
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ignore racist actions and comments, most agreed that such experiences do impinge upon
the way in which they are able to operate within different groups:

Racism goes on all the time, miss ... even when they don’t say anything, you know!

It’s not so bad when it comes from other kids ... if a kid calls you a racist name, you
can drop ‘em ... doesn’t stop you feeling hurt but it helps to get rid of the anger ... it’s
when the teachers make some sarcastic comment or just give you that look ... that’s
when it really hits you in the guts.

While racism is directed at all indigenous people, educators need to acknowledge the
special significance it has for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander girls, for as Hope Neill
(1989) stated:

Aboriginal women are likely to be triply oppressed on the basis of class race and
gender, though for many their major struggle is still against racial oppression and its
effects, both at a personal and institutional level.
(Gilbert & Taylor, p12)

The committee which examined violence in Australian schools indicated that:

The Victorian Community Relations in Education project, working in the area of
racism, identified a lack of understanding of what constituted racism, as one of the
main obstacles to countering its effect. The lack of knowledge of the extent of racism in
schools, the perceived lack of support available to those reporting racism and a lack of
will by principals and administrators to deal with reported incidents, compounded the
frustration and aggression of those being victimised. (Sticks and Stones: Report on
Violence in Australian Schools (1994), p13)

It’s not worth telling the teachers ... most of the time they don’t believe us ‘cos we’re
black.

While it may be argued within some groups that gender is not the most important issue for
indigenous groups, it is obvious that some issues of gender are impacting upon girls within
the education system, for as girls said:

Boys are like they are now because education has changed. Boys are influenced by
what the media put out—they see a lot of violence and movies where men have power
over women, men earn big money for playing football, etc. That’s all they see and so
they think that’s how it should be for them. Boys are right into sport.

Girls are supposed to be the smart ones whose job it is to do the work. The boys tell the
girls to do the work the teacher wants because they have to go off to sporting things.
Teachers think like this too. When a teacher tells a boy to do something, he says ‘Tell
the girls to do it!’

There is always more praise for the boys’ achievements in sport than there is for the
girls’ achievements in school work. Teachers don’t see girls’ sport as important as boys’
sport either, so if the girls won the netball final, that would not receive as much
attention, in the school, as if the boys won the football grand final.
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All girls agreed with these sentiments, saying that:

... the teachers say they have our interests at heart, but their actions don’t demonstrate
this!

Girls also indicated a strong preference for separate classes when dealing with issues such
as gender. It was suggested that:

... It is easier to talk about these things than to write about them but you often feel
embarrassed about talking in front of boys.

... they laugh and tease you. When you are talking about something for the first time,
it would be better if girls could work with a woman and boys could work with a man,
because you’d feel more comfortable this way and it would give you a chance to get
your feelings sorted out. After you had talked about the issues in separate groups, you
could come back to your class group and talk about the things you had just learnt with
the boys ... in partners with a boy you picked yourself.

This request from indigenous girls, for some separation of the sexes, would seem to be
supported by Recommendation 31 of the National Review of Education for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Peoples which states, in part:

That agencies and organisations providing secondary education for male Aboriginal
an Torres Strait Islander secondary students: ... adopt school organisational practices
(such as separating male and female students for particular subjects or at particular
times) which give appropriate respect to the status of young Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander men in their communities.

A critical issue for schools attempting to address gender issues for indigenous girls is that
these girls are faced with a dual struggle. On the one hand they are trying to deal with their
femininity in the context of intracultural values and beliefs while, at the same time, trying to
position themselves within a cross-cultural situation. Other issues which impact upon the
success of these priorities, in relation to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander girls, include
the following.

• Dealing with diversity. Consultation with girls across the P–12 range revealed
considerable diversity in terms of lifestyle. According to some respondents, parents
maintained a high level of control over their lives; others indicated their father
dominated decision-making in their family; while others obviously enjoyed high levels
of freedom and autonomy. To cater for the needs of individuals from such complex
backgrounds schools need to be highly flexible in terms of their overall operation and
the thinking of all personnel who interact with students.

• Valuing difference. It was suggested that to cater for individuals is not enough. The
social context is critical and students need to develop the capacity to understand both
the group and the individual within the group. Developing such insights is a critical
factor in understanding, for example, the value of peer support, from an indigenous
girl’s perspective. Most teachers do not appreciate the support Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander girls provide for one another and their considerable influence in terms
of whether or not individuals remain at school, what courses they take, etc. The
consultation revealed that, regardless of their diversity of cultural background, life
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experience, language, etc, most respondents had four main areas of concern in
relation to gender issues. These were culture, language, relationships and personal
issues. The following factors were considered significant.

1. Schools do not value indigenous cultures and languages. As culture and language
are seen as key elements of a person’s identity, there is a general feeling that if
schools do not value these things they cannot value Aboriginal and Torres Strait
islander people (including students).

2. Teachers’ obsession with process prevents them working effectively with
indigenous students whose focus is people.

3. Indigenous groups value age and knowledge while many non-indigenous groups
appear to value youth, physical beauty, being white, and material goods. The
desire to establish a recognised and acceptable identity, through the
implementation of relevant culture and language programs, was a feature of every
consultation, although it must be said that it was usually boys who were most
vocal about culture and language issues. While girls were outspoken about the
need for boys to change their behaviour in terms of teasing and swearing, they
tended to support what they perceived as behaviour based on aspects of ‘culture’.

• Teasing. As the issue of teasing was raised by all groups of girls and women and by
some groups of men, it would seem to be causing considerable concern. Girls pointed
out that: ... ‘We try to tell the teachers, miss, we try to tell them when the boys are
teasing or hitting us, but most times they just ignore us. The boys get worse then
because they know they can get away with it. We know the teachers are really busy
and don’t have a lot of time ... but it makes it very hard. We try to put up with the
teasing but when we can’t take any more we just have to stand up for ourselves.
When this sort of thing keeps happening, it makes us feel sad and angry, and then we
can’t do our best work’.

• Self esteem. Many indigenous girls suffer from low self-esteem as a result of the racist
and sexist attitudes to which they are exposed in the school environment. For
example, girls revealed that being exposed to name-calling which includes ‘coon’,
‘abo’, ‘black bitch’, ‘prostitute’ etc doesn’t make them feel good about themselves.
Parents suggested that one of the reasons indigenous students exhibit low self-esteem
at school, but not at home, is the result of the racial discrimination they experience
within the school environment. For example, parents stated that their children are
referred to as ‘coons, boongs, little black bastards, and so on’ by non-teaching staff
such as groundspeople, cleaners, tuckshop personnel, etc. Such behaviour is seen as a
reflection of mainstream community attitudes. In some groups, it was suggested that
there is a growing tendency for white girls to date indigenous boys. Added to the
effects of racist and sexist name-calling, this trend appears to be increasing the low
self-esteem of some indigenous girls.

• The quality of career guidance. It could be argued that, in terms of the improved
retention rates of Aboriginal girls in Years 11 and 12 in recent years, that schools have
developed effective means of supporting indigenous girls at risk but how does this
relate to learning outcomes? Unemployment statistics prove that few indigenous
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women enjoy permanent employment and personal observation soon reveals
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are not working in jobs which have
visibility, such as checkout operators, bank tellers, etc within the community. Why is
this? Is it that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander girls, exiting the school system, do
not have what employers want? If this is the case, what implications does this have for
the school in terms of: (a) the usefulness of the subjects these girls are studying in
Years 11 and 12, in the context of employment? (b) the quality of the career guidance
they receive prior to making their choices? (c) the commitment or capacity of the
school to empower these students in such a way that they are able to achieve realistic
goals such as obtaining employment? What is the point of students remaining in
school until Year 12 if they remain unable to access further education or employment?
While the value of the social aspect of schooling cannot be overlooked, was this what
the National Action Plan priority ‘Improving the educational outcomes of girls who
benefit least from schooling’ really intended?

• Gender issues which affect indigenous boys. As the issue of racism was the key
issue for all indigenous students, schools need to give priority to programs which
address attitudinal change, for all staff and students. As misuse of power is a critical
factor in maintaining racist attitudes, it would appear that the National Action Plan
does provide schools with strategies for dealing with the issue of racism. It would be
a simple matter for schools, through consultation with indigenous parents and
students, to develop appropriate anti-racist programs using key strategies provided in
Priority 1 ‘Examining the construction of gender’, Priority 2 ‘Eliminating sex-based
harassment’, and Priority 3 ‘Improving the educational outcomes of girls who benefit
least from schooling’. The major obstacles would, as pointed out in the Victorian
Community Relations in Education Project, appear to be ignorance and the
institutional racism which ensures that principals and administrators will continue to
have a ‘lack of will’ in dealing with racism within their school environments. Another
issue schools must address in dealing with gender issues in relation to indigenous
males, is to examine the historical and social contexts of gender within Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander cultures. Such understandings are critical to recognising and
accepting the tensions that exist within groups, in regard to this issue. If schools are to
develop meaningful cross-cultural relationships within their school communities then
there has to be some empathy for what has happened to others and some
understanding of the long-term effects of past policies, for example, the destruction of
their traditional male role has resulted in total devastation for many Aboriginal men
and many communities are still trying to deal with the aftermath of that process. In
Priority 3 ‘Improving the educational outcomes of girls who benefit least from
schooling’, Priority 5 ‘Reforming the curriculum’, Priority 6 ‘Improving teaching
practice’ and Priority 7 ‘Broadening work education’, there are a number of strategies
which could be used to increase awareness and understanding of cross-cultural
gender issues across the whole school community. The issue of partnerships with the
indigenous community would be particularly important in addressing this issue. Boys
indicated that they would like to have more knowledge about a lot of gender issues.
For example, they wanted to be able to discuss issues of masculinity and the
construction of gender, with men—preferably indigenous men—and they also wanted
to know the legal implications of various issues, such as sexual harassment, within
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both the school and the work environment. They did indicate that schools should
make more use of Aboriginal organisations, within the local community, such as
Aboriginal Legal Aid, which could provide indigenous perspectives and specific
knowledge and understandings of many of these issues. Such partnerships could be
critical in achieving improved educational outcomes for all indigenous students. As
the National Action Plan provides a focus on ways to increase community awareness,
improve girls’ self image and to develop a greater valuing of women and girls within
society, the strategies contained throughout the document could provide a sound
basis for working with indigenous boys and their community.

The key to achieving more equitable outcomes for all indigenous students

In considering the responses gathered during all group consultations, indigenous people
are looking for schools to provide more relevant education programs for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander students. To do this schools will need to become more innovative in
including indigenous parents and students in the decision-making processes that determine
the content of such programs. There is little doubt that parents do not feel welcome in
schools. This sense of exclusion is the long-term outcome of past education policies but, if
education systems are serious about improving learning outcomes for all students, then the
onus is on schools to take responsibility for making Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people feel valued. The general consensus of opinion among many indigenous people is
that:

Nothing will change until State and Commonwealth governments make a commitment
to implementing compulsory pre-service and in-service training programs, in self-
awareness and cross-cultural awareness for all teachers and decision makers. This
could provide the catalyst which is needed to begin the process of changing community
attitudes.

From a woman:

Education systems are not designed to cater for different cultures ... it’s all
mainstream! We’re not worried about ‘gender’ so much ... it’s our way to work
together. That’s what needs to happen in schools. It can’t happen until you change
teacher attitudes and the only way to do that is to get serious about training programs.
We need every teacher training course to include compulsory Aboriginal Studies and
Torres Strait lslander Studies programs which run right through the whole course.
Don’t forget about those who are already teaching—there should be compulsory cross-
cultural programs with a special focus on decision makers!

Attitudinal change will enable schools to recognise and accept differences in the way
gender impacts on the lives of male and female students from different cultures and with
different needs.
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Introduction

The National Action Plan for the Education of Girls 1993–97 clearly addresses the need for
schools and systems to respond to the educational issues of girls from non-English
speaking backgrounds (NESB) ‘which acknowledge the complexity of the interaction of
group and gender’ in research, policy and practice (p15).

This paper will examine what have been the successes in developing and implementing
this priority and what are the areas of outstanding need. In doing the latter, it will examine
the ways we need to revision our theoretical frameworks and practices in order to improve
implementation. Part of this forward-planning is to consider the implications for the
education of boys from non-English speaking backgrounds.

The National Action Plan and students of non-English speaking
backgrounds: theoretical concerns and the need for clarifications

In a cartoon drawn by Lucia Parrella (1992), an interviewer asks a woman born to migrant
non-English speaking background parents if she sees the second generation as being
‘bridges’ that ‘link cultures’. The interviewee replies that ‘a bridge is something that people
walk over’.

At this point, I must explain two concerns I have in dealing with this issue. Both concerns
are exemplified in the language of this workshop title.

First, using the terms ‘non-English speaking background’ and ‘Anglo-Australian’ are
problematic as both homogenise a wide diversity of cultural backgrounds and influences,
as well as constructing an either/or barrier that only feeds the cultural conflict and
ethnocentrism that we need to transcend in our schools. Thus, a variety of terms are used
in this paper and the Action Plan needs to develop its own theoretical framework that
addresses the potential misrepresentations inherent in such simplifications.
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Second, using the term ‘cultural conflict’ is problematic as it tends to construct a deficit
model, a picture of all students of ethnic backgrounds as experiencing psychological and
emotional difficulties due to their being ‘victims’ of a disadvantaged ethnic upbringing This
may tend to situate the school in either patronising saviour/protector mode and/or permit
the ignoring of how schools actually contribute to the conflict some students may be
experiencing.

Gilbert and Gilbert (1994) present the above-mentioned difficulties in the National Action
Plan’s emphasis on access, retention, participation and attainment. Although important in
‘demonstrating the existence of disadvantage, it offers few insights into how this
disadvantage operates’. Hence, they also point to the need for clarification in theory and
terminology in order to better understand the operations that construct this site of
disadvantage. Indeed, the ‘group indicator approach can be a definite barrier to
understanding’ for the following three reasons (1994, p2).

1. ‘It can disguise the complexity of intragroup and individual experience by focusing on
potentially stereotyped characteristics.’

There is a tendency to deal with groups defined by a single criterion. Essentialism, (that is,
constructing culture and ethnicity by birth rather than by construction by life contexts), and
stereotyping are the defining characteristics. The neglect of diversity within the groups
categorised as NESB is also a problem. Also, the diversity of forms of disadvantage and
how they are related in social contexts are not adequately considered. Therefore, ‘this
model of disadvantage is typically institutionalised through funding programs, staffing and
school administrative practice, creating additional problems of how the complex
connections among the forms of disadvantage can be dealt with’ (pp2–3).

2. ‘It can be seen to blame school failure on some kind of group pathology rather than on
the relationships among family, group culture, social and economic conditions and the
school.’

Gilbert and Gilbert label this the ‘blame the victim syndrome’. A focus on cultural difference
can distract attention from problems groups face in the wider community such as racism
and sexism. Issues of class, the wider social and economic conditions, may be overlooked.
Finally, the term ‘disadvantaged’ itself is problematic as ‘it carries patronising connotations,
and can distract from the fault of the system which produces the disadvantage’. The term
also carries a stigma students may not wish to identify with, and thus they may conceal
issues of concern in order to avoid classification under this heading. And of course, using
such a term means that the strengths and resources of the students are overlooked (pp3–4).

3. ‘It rests on an explanatory model which fails to deal directly with practice in a way
which is oriented to action.’

The explanatory model may be ‘abstract, deterministic and static’, in the way it examines
how the dimensions of race, gender, class intersect or interact, thereby not reflecting the
processes of change, conflict and negotiation, and the way disadvantage is ‘discursively
constructed as an experience by those who suffer from it’ rather than as a state of being.
Analysis cannot assume a predetermined framework and apply it to any situation. The
ongoing material circumstances and historical junctures at which they occur need to be
analysed. ‘Understanding must be specific to each situation, testing the relevance of general
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concepts for particular people, times and places.’ Emphasis on difference and change must
not extend into individualism which may ignore the institutionalisation of the processes of
‘exclusion and alienation’ in historically reproduced sets of relationships. They cite Pettman
(1992, pp4–5) who calls for the balancing of structures and difference in her discussion of
race, ethnicity and gender. Categories and boundaries need to be contested without
denying the validity of identities based on shared experiences and common social location,
and the discursive power of individuals to challenge such situatedness.

4. ‘It ignores the subjective concomitants of disadvantage—how girls make sense of and
respond to the exclusions, domination and constraints which constitute disadvantage.’

The standpoint of the students needs to be taken in order to ‘understand how the group
characteristics and outcome criteria are manifest in the lived experiences of the girls
themselves’. Objective indicators of success cannot grasp the subjective experience which
goes along with them, how students learn to accept gendered and other positions in the
construction of social space which disempower them and/or prevent them from using their
learning in socially powerful ways (Pettman, 1992, p6).

Gilbert and Gilbert (1994) proceed to explain the effectiveness of discourse analysis in
coming to terms with the above difficulties by dealing with the complexities. Discourse
analysis examines the connections among meaning, social practices and social
relationships: ‘how the things we do and the patterns of everyday life are related to the
ways in which those actions and events are represented’ (p7).

In relation to students from culturally diverse backgrounds, we can ask:

• What are the meanings through which the world is represented for them?

• What are the practices in which this process of representation connects with social
relations, including rules and conventions of interaction, and structured patterns of
discursive practice which reproduce meanings and social relations over time as
institutionalised practices?

• What are the categories and distinctions by which they construct their identities, their
subjectivities?

Schools ‘are sites in which social relations and people’s sense of themselves are constructed
in a range of discourses and other environmental conditions which are already there ... The
diversity of discourses and contexts means that the terms within which one operates and
the sense of the self constructed in the process are also diverse, and usually contradictory’
(Gilbert & Gilbert, 1994, p8).

Such an approach would focus on the meanings girls and boys of culturally diverse
backgrounds attribute to the process of schooling: how these processes relate to their
developing sense of themselves; how the various group characterisations and the outcomes
criteria are experienced and made sense of by the students themselves; how they are
woven into the stories they construct to interpret present experience and its significance for
their futures; how these stories form a base from which girls and boys construct their sense
of themselves, and present and project this sense into their developing relationships with
others (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1994, p8).
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Hence, Gilbert and Gilbert (1994) also call for the deconstruction of the homogenising
group category of NESB and the ‘conflict’, ‘deficit’ or ‘disadvantage’ model used to frame
the experiences of students from ethnic backgrounds.

Given the diversity, contradiction and change ..., the construction of subjectivity and
the negotiation of resources, relationships and personal situation is inherently diverse
for each individual. However, the challenges individuals face, the discourses with
which they interpret and construct them, and the resources they use in the process are
not infinite and random, but are to a significant extent systematically patterned ...
[and] to try to analyse these processes through a static group analysis, or by focusing
on distributional questions alone, loses sight of the meanings and relations which are
central to the practices which produce the group differences and the distributional
inequalities. A discourse approach which connects the elements of meaning, social
relations and subjectivity provides a crucial perspective on the practices of gender [and
other] disadvantage in education.
(Gilbert & Gilbert, 1994, p12)

I will now provide some brief framing information, some of it based on my own research,
that leads to the contestation of the ‘disadvantage’ or ‘conflict’ model.

The cultural conflict (walkover) and cultural synthesis (bridging) models

Well into the early eighties, many educators and researchers were working within the
cultural conflict paradigm which situated bicultural girls as experiencing trauma and
unhappiness because of the contrasting values of the home and ethnic minority community,
and the wider Australian society, as typified in the workplace or school (Singer, 1988).

Hence, the ‘solution’ for these girls, constructed as victims of culture clash, was to
assimilate to Anglo-Australian socio-cultural values and deny or minimise the effect of their
ethnic background. The culture conflict model had become a filter for the experiences of
bicultural girls, a type of whole truth that individual experiences were slotted into (e.g.
Bertelli, 1980; Bernardi, 1982). The model was so powerful that it was not just used by
others but also by second generation women themselves who internalised the model and
filtered their own experiences and research through it (e.g. Greco, 1975; Vasta, 1975).

Since the mid-eighties, this model has been challenged. Without denying the reality of
cultural conflicts in the lives of some bicultural girls and boys (e.g. see Pallotta-Chiarolli,
1989a; Pallotta-Chiarolli & Skrbis, 1994; 1995), studies reveal that these dilemmas were due
not only to the insularity and traditionalism in some migrant families and communities, but
were also due to the monoculturalism and assimilationism of the Australian host society.
Indeed, even Australian feminism, with its universalist notions of sisterhood, often defined
‘liberating girls’ as ‘Anglicising’ them, thus also acting in imperialist and assimilationist
modes (Kelly & Ciccarelli, 1984; Noble, 1986; Pallotta-Chiarolli, 1990, 1992, 1993).

Research within the cultural synthesis paradigm has found that with an increasing emphasis
on multiculturalism, cultural pluralism and what I call ‘pluralist feminism’ in the Australian
host society, and increasing familiarisation, establishment and confidence to change in
migrant families and communities, second-generation girls are able to negotiate ‘both
worlds’ based on an understanding of the ‘whys and wherefores’ of both worlds. Indeed,



102 GENDER EQUITY: A FRAMEWORK FOR AUSTRALIAN SCHOOLS

bicultural girls often speak of being able to select the best from both worlds and integrate
these values into a personal identity system (Gucciardo, 1987; Pallotta-Chiarolli, 1989a,
1989b, 1990).

My study with twenty-five 16-year-old girls of Italian background from two South Australian
single-sex Catholic schools found the following.

1. The girls were not becoming assimilated to the ‘Australian’ way of life nor did they
see themselves as fully ‘Italian’ but preferred to be identified as ‘Italo-Australian’. Far
from seeing themselves as disadvantaged and inferior, the girls perceived their
bridging position to be positive and fulfilling.

2. The girls were not torn between two worlds but were negotiating the two, embracing
the values from either while rejecting others that were inappropriate to their personal
identity. There were elements of contention in parent-child relationships but these
appeared to be moving further toward intergenerational rather than intercultural
tension, and did not prevent the girls from participating happily and proudly in their
Italian socio-cultural and Australian socio-cultural milieus.

3. The girls were familiar with their family’s history including pre-migration and the
experiences of migration, and this knowledge allowed them to understand the
background to their parents’ values as well as being able to identify the cultural
changes or shifts in values in their parents over time.

4. The girls had incorporated many of the ideas of liberal feminism into their current
lifestyles and objectives for the future such as the need for education, a striving for
careers and economic independence, wanting to travel overseas (usually to Italy)
before marrying, maintaining their careers after marriage as well as establishing
equitable domestic work arrangements with their partners.

The situations may be different for students in recently arrived migrant families and
community groups. Also, intersecting factors such as religion, sexuality, educational level of
parents, need to be considered. Hence, again, the need to locate and frame the Action
Plan’s specific strategies within a more diversifying rather than homogenising model.

Specific schooling (walkover) issues for second generation girls
and boys

Having deconstructed and reconstructed the discursive framework within which to
undertake gender and equity strategies with students from NESB, I will now draw from
both my professional and personal experience, and academic research, to explore the
issues affecting girls and boys from culturally diverse backgrounds in educational
institutions. These are addressed by the strategies and questions the National Action Plan
asks and reasonable success is occurring. Again, the dilemma is not so much with the
specific strategies and focus questions, but with the thinking or model within which these
strategies are undertaken, thereby affecting their relevance, significance and success.

In order to make our schools places where the cultural negotiation and integration
processes can occur, we need to be aware of seven issues that students and staff from
diverse cultural backgrounds may be dealing with (Tsolidis, 1986).
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a) Stereotyping by educators and other students
As discussed earlier in this paper, bicultural girls may be stereotyped as being victims of
repressive ethnic families and communities. The positive elements of these cultures may be
completely overlooked. Also, girls may be assigned labels and circumstances based on a
simplistic, homogenised picture of a culture rather than acknowledging the diversity that
exists within a culture. It prevents the recognition of the continuum of experiences, as
individual experiences are subsumed into a stereotype and if the experiences do not fit the
label or stereotype, the girls are labelled as ‘exceptions’ or ‘unusual’.

When I was being a ‘naughty’ girl in a single-sex Catholic girls’ school in Adelaide in Year
10 and my father was called up to speak with the principal, the whole conversation was
based on the premise that my father had beaten me the night before as she knew that
‘Italian fathers beat their daughters’ and this stereotype of violent fathers humiliated both
my father and myself. Indeed, that evening, my father demanded I behave myself in school
not so much because my misbehaviour was distressing but because he did not want to
have to ‘face that nun and be made to feel like some monster again’.

As a teacher at a single-sex boys’ school, it was both amusing and frustrating to see how
the boys carefully selected which teachers to ‘play out’ or exploit their ethnicities with.
Those teachers who referred to the boys’ cultural backgrounds in negative and/or
stereotypical ways, particularly linking boys’ academic ability and behaviour to supposedly
culturally inscribed traits and expectations, were ‘rewarded’ by a greater perpetuation of
that behaviour and resistance to learning, and further well-rehearsed demonstrations of
their ‘Italianness’ or ‘Asianness’. So Italian boys would become more hot-tempered and
macho because that’s what the teachers expected. Vietnamese students were less likely to
be active in classroom activities because they were not expected or encouraged to, and if
they were, their ‘difference’ or ‘unusual’ behaviour was embarrassingly announced.

Teachers who positively acknowledged cultural backgrounds without stereotyping and who
did not categorise certain behaviours and abilities according to ethnicity were ‘rewarded’
with individual, positive responses.

Stereotypes and statements that assume to know our experiences without first allowing us
to explain or present our experiences are uncalled for. The National Action Plan’s dot-
points 2, 3 and 5 (p16) address these issues in relation to girls.

b) Devaluing/ignoring bicultural/bilingual skills, experiences, knowledge
The many skills and knowledge, linguistic and otherwise, that bicultural children and
educators bring to our schools can be very productive and enriching in the classroom and
school community. I began Year One in 1965, along with other Italian children, with no
knowledge of English. However, we were forbidden to speak Italian and yet as a group of
children, we could have assisted each other and in the process assisted our teacher, if we
had been allowed to speak our home language. The National Action Plan does not
adequately address this encouraging and supporting of bilingual and bicultural skills and
knowledge. It arises in the last ‘questions for schools’ and as a phrase in an extensive dot-
point 3. The Action Plan focuses more specifically on improving ‘the literacy/language
proficiency’ of NESB girls, and the way it fails to specify which language is intended
(assuming the reader will immediately think of English), illustrates the failure to
acknowledge the significance of ‘home languages’ for many students. I would say part of
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the reason for this is the ‘disadvantage’ model that obscures an awareness of the
advantages of being NESB, and how these advantages are useful in addressing
disadvantages.

c) Inappropriate classroom practices
As educators, we need to be aware of the religious, cultural and educational expectations
of students and their families. We need to find ways to negotiate and integrate the various
educational objectives and familial expectations through consultation processes rather than
adopting an imperialist, coercive stance. I remember a Year 12 Geography camp that
required consultation and awareness of individual familial differences on behalf of our
teachers. Some of us were allowed to attend without any dilemma, other girls’ situations
required negotiations and explanations of activities and supervision rules with parents,
while the few girls who were not allowed to attend at all required the devising of projects
that fulfilled the necessary requirements without necessitating a camp. However, the
diffusion of conflict at this stage led to easier negotiations when a similar situation arose
later.

Dot-points 7 and 8 in the National Action Plan address the above issues.

d) Lack of role models
Both bicultural students and educators need to read about, learn about, discuss with, and
perceive in action, how other women have successfully negotiated and integrated personal,
familial, societal, educational and workforce expectations. Resources such as Interweaving:
A Gender and Culture Inclusive Annotated Bibliography (1993) are becoming more readily
available for educators and students to access audiovisual, fiction and non-fiction material
on Australian experiences of migration and cultural diversity in issues such as health,
education, employment, sexuality, literature.

I remember my confusion and the confusion of other children of Italian background in
Year 5 with our teacher. Our parents had told us she was Italian but had an Anglo-
Australian surname due to marriage. When she appeared at school dressed in mourning
black and without make-up, we all knew about the tragic deaths in her family and dutifully
and secretly explained the significance of her appearance to the non-Italian children. When
meeting our parents, some of whom she knew through her parents, she never
acknowledged the connections or spoke a word of Italian. It was as if she was embarrassed
or considered it unprofessional. A few words, a reference to a cultural event we knew she
knew about and would have loved to share with her, would have made a difference.
Instead, her ambivalence worried us about our own cultural identities and we adopted her
stance of editing our own ‘Italianness’ in the classroom.

Role models do not need to be of non-English speaking backgrounds, nor do they need to
be women. Two of my best role models in senior secondary school was an Italian male
teacher who questioned the chauvinistic attitudes displayed by some Italian men,
particularly some of the Italian boyfriends of the girls, and encouraged us to study and
become independent. The other was an Anglo-Australian female teacher whose blue eyes,
thin body and long blonde hair we adored! However, she would compliment us on our
physical appearances, and without using cultural put-downs or denying the positive
realities of our familial and communal situations, would introduce alternative ideas, provide
us with knowledge of options, planting seeds in our minds that some of us could take up
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later as adult women when we were in more control of our lives. She did all this subtly,
while simultaneously encouraging our maintenance of our cultural identities.

As a teacher of Italian background, I found I was very important to boys of Italian
background in discussing shared community and social experiences and knowledge, as
well as challenging any sexist perspectives on Italian women. Some of them did not know
any other young Italian woman who defined herself as a feminist in relation to her
marriage and mothering, and there were endless discussions on the boys’ relationships with
Italian girls, with their mothers, and about themselves in relation to masculinity. The fact
that I was from a similar background and proud of my Italian heritage heightened the
communication and the effectiveness of my gender work with them. It also meant that if
they adopted certain behaviours and constructed certain stories about their families, such as
themselves as male in relation to women in their families, especially to teachers and
students who expected such stereotypes, I was able to challenge them due to my insider
knowledge. The Action Plan adequately reflects the above issues for girls without specific
reference to the issue of role modelling and to the construction of masculinity.

e) Invisibility/assimilation
Students and educators of diverse cultural backgrounds may feel that they need to conceal,
repress and edit aspects of their home lives in order to fit in. They may also feel that in the
culture of the school, their differences render them insignificant and invisible, walkovers.

As a junior primary school student, I used to dread the ‘Show and Tell’ or ‘What You Did
On the Weekend’ speeches we had to give, not only because of my poor English but
because I had to consciously edit what was not palatable to the class. For example, I will
never forget the day I tried to explain how my family went to a farm to kill a pig, how we
hung it upside down to drain the blood so that Mum could make a pudding out of it, and
so on. I soon became aware of the squeals from the students and the look of horror on my
teacher’s face. She sent a note home saying that as a child, I was witnessing events that
could do psychological damage to me. So the next time, I stood up and said I had watched
television on the weekend. I would have been able to sit down again in my comfortable
insignificance except that a boy who lived two doors from me proclaimed that my family
did not own a television! The intersection of working class and ethnicity can create further
marginalisation.

As a teacher of Italian background, and knowing some of my students outside of the school
through family and community networks, meant there was a comfort and warmth in taking
home and community experiences into the classrooms. As mentioned above, it also meant
that the playing out and exploiting of stereotypes was pointless with me as I knew the
‘realities’ of their positions as boys in their home lives.

The Action Plan does address these issues in relation to girls. However, I am concerned
with the general question, ‘To what extent can teachers demonstrate that their expectations
of girls from these groups are not less than their expectations of other students?’ This
more/less binary may conceal the various layers of differences, similarities, and specificities,
thus veering potentially close to an assimilationist model.
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f) Alienation/withdrawal/passivity as learners
Research shows that while boys from non-English speaking backgrounds may overtly react
to racism with aggression and other forms of active resistance, as I have explained earlier,
girls tend to become passive and compliant. Hence, they may be behaving like ‘good girls’
but their learning and involvement in what is occurring around them may be seriously
hampered. The National Action Plan does address these issues in relation to girls.

I remember one of the rare passive moments in my primary school days occurred when the
male principal stepped into my Year 3 classroom and asked for me. Well, I thought it was
for me. I had become so used to the many variations of my name in pronunciation and
spelling that I compliantly answered to anything that sounded like my name. He gave me a
letter to give to my parents who, as was customary, asked me to translate. I translated the
letter as saying that I was reading too much and if I did not stop reading too much I would
be in trouble and would need to be placed in a special class. Although this sounded
confusing, my parents were not going to question the authority of a principal and actually
constructed a scenario around me that fitted my translation of the letter. Yes, I was staying
up late reading and was probably not concentrating in class. I decided that maybe I was
missing out on other activities in the classroom because I would bury myself in my book
whenever I had spare time. For about a week, I agonised over this letter but never once
could bring myself to talking to the teacher about it. instead, I trained myself to not read in
my spare time but would look out the window, or just watch other students around me, or
doodle on paper. It wasn’t until the principal again came into my classroom and publicly
reprimanded and ridiculed me for taking a letter that was not even mine but meant for a
boy who was having difficulty in reading and needed to attend remedial reading lessons!

Also, constructing homogenising pictures of girls and boys from NESB may obscure the
marginal within the marginal. For example, what about the girls and boys from diverse
cultural backgrounds who may not be meeting both societal and NESB dominant values in
relation to appropriate gender constructions? As a girl from Italian background, I was aware
that I was not obeying both the wider society’s and the Italian community’s codes about
feminine behaviour. Indeed, my family was sometimes marginalised within the community
for its attitudes toward my schooling. Yet, there was only one teacher who actively
acknowledged this situation through careful discussions with my parents. Other teachers
either labelled my family as ‘unusual’ without providing support, or maintained the
stereotype of Italian families even if my reality and the realities of other girls contradicted to
them, or they disapproved of our unladylike demeanour anyway! What was interesting was
that our unlady-like behaviour was attributed to our ‘lower class loud peasant Italian
backgrounds’ while any ladylike passivity was attributed to the same background, this time
to the ‘lower class sexist parenting’.

g) Sexism and racism
The intersection of gender and ethnicity means that the girls may be targets of both sexism
and racism within schools.
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Only a few weeks into my first year of schooling, I was suddenly pushed to the ground by
a blue-eyed, blonde-haired boy who, together with a group of other boys, stood laughing
over me. Suddenly, he was sprawling on the ground next to me and a girl who was to
become my best friend and who I now realise was part-Aboriginal, had pushed him over.
She explained to me that they would get me because I was an ‘I-tie’ and a girl, and she
taught me to ‘get him back’ by calling him an ‘Irish potato-face’ and then running for safety
into the girls’ toilets. Certainly, those play-time gendered and cultural fights taught me to be
assertive and kept me physically fit. Nevertheless, the painful reality is that many girls
experience harassment because of their gender and because of their ethnic or racial
backgrounds.

The National Action Plan needs to develop a more comprehensive approach to this
intersection.

Schooling strategies to assist in cultural synthesis (bridging) in second-
generation girls

Having examined the issues that girls and boys of diverse cultural backgrounds may be
experiencing, how do we deconstruct the stereotypes and assist them in the selection from
a variety of values and traits available from cultures, and in working through their personal
dilemmas and socio-cultural constraints without discarding other wanted values and cultural
traits?

Angelico (1989) describes how the integration of past and present in girls of diverse cultural
backgrounds clarifies values into a coherent set of meanings, important for future decisions.
This clarification process occurs by identifying meanings, ‘letting go’ of meanings which are
no longer relevant, retaining meanings which are considered to be of value, and
incorporating new meanings into the cultural framework. The role of a school is to provide
exposure to a broader range of possibilities from which girls and boys have the ‘option to
choose’. Potentially conflicting situations can also be a stimulus for self-challenge and
growth, however, and in some extreme circumstances, schools may need to insist on the
recognition and respect of a particular rule or educational objective/activity.

How can teachers ensure that a gradual process of personal integration is occurring?
Initiatives such as community languages, multicultural studies and co-curricular events, and
home/school links are valuable. The National Action Plan clearly suggests the latter two.
Some key areas for consideration by curriculum planners are detailed below.

1) Exploring cultures and cultural change within the broader framework (the political,
social, economic contexts), and thus enabling students to see cultures as being
continually reshaped and dynamic.

2) Exploring the impact of migration such as identifying adaptation strategies; stages in
the process of migration such as grieving, ‘culture shock’, romanticising the past
culture; how and why migrants might retain and cherish the past; and how and why
they identify strongly with others of similar background. Encouraging girls and boys to
interview parents and conduct family projects can assist in opening communication at
home and for girls and boys to understand the background to parental attitudes and
behaviours which may seem ‘strange’ if viewed only from the context of Anglo-
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Australian culture. I remember the months of arguments between my mother and
myself over why she would not buy me a pair of denim jeans. Eventually, she
relented and after my jeans were securely on my body, I asked her again why she had
created such a fuss. She told me that in her peasant village, denim was the material
for work clothes and she was forced to wear denim. She longed to wear bright
materials and pretty dresses like the women who came driving by from the cities. And
now that she could afford to dress her daughter in all sorts of beautiful materials, she
wanted to wear denim. Hence, my symbol of freedom and modernity was my
mother’s symbol of economic oppression and a sad youth.

3) Exploring the self of the first culture, the cultural framework of the early years of
childhood and the present home culture. This enables students to identify the values
that are still relevant to their present lives and/or identify the changed expressions of
these deepest values.

4) Exploring the self of the second culture, the contributions and new outlooks, the
reinforcement of the first culture perspectives and the points of contradiction and
conflict.

5) Exploring the self in both cultures: the self that has continued to be, the self that
becomes fragmented, the self that is lost, the self that is imposed, how to enjoy being
bicultural and indeed value the psychological and social skills gained in negotiating
differences and diverse situations.

Through these processes, students can clarify the core set of values which will inform
decisions to be made in their present and future lives, while understanding the need for
flexibility and adaptability.

Osborne (1994) states that culturally relevant pedagogy ‘aims to build from students’ daily
lives (cultures) in such a way as to foster ethnic pride and academic success while
critiquing society and using classroom processes the students are comfortable with’ (p6).

He gives the following five understandings:

Assertion 1
Culturally relevant teachers need not come from the same ethnic group as the students
they teach.

Assertion 2
Socio-historico-political realities beyond the school often constrain much of what
happens in classrooms.

Assertion 3
Culturally relevant teachers teach content that is linked to students’ day to day culture,
fosters pride in their ethnic identities, and equips them to function effectively in the
wider society.
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Assertion 4
Culturally relevant teachers involve parents and families of children from ethnic groups
we have marginalised in the schooling of those children.

Assertion 5
It is desirable to include students’ languages in the school program, or at least in
classroom interactions (Osborne, 1994, p6).

He also adds classroom process assertions such as:

Assertion 7
Culturally relevant teachers spell out the cultural assumptions on which their classrooms
operate.

Assertion 9
Culturally relevant teachers accept that racism exists in schools and employ strategies to
tackle it (Osborne, 1994, p7).

The Action Plan is addressing most of these Assertions although it needs to further examine
its strategies in relation to Assertions 3 and 5.

The ‘too-hard basket’ in the Plan: the education of boys from non-English
speaking backgrounds

Considering that many girls of NESB will be interacting with boys of NESB at school, within
their own community groups and across cultural, social and professional groups, it is of
great concern to me that there is a dire lack of research, policy and practice specifically
addressing the intersection of ethnicity and the constructions of masculinity. In
conversations with Michael Flood, editor of the pro-feminist men’s magazine XY: Men, Sex,
Politics, the difficulty of obtaining material in this intersection, particularly in relation to
education, is hard to believe. It is as if this area has been designated as the ‘too-hard
basket’.

As discussed earlier in this paper, the life experiences of the girls within and outside school
often contradict or hinder the progress of educational initiatives. In addressing the issues of
boys from NESB, educators will be rendering more effective their work with girls. Also,
stereotyping and speculation applied to boys of NESB is extremely problematic as I hope
my earlier personal and professional examples have illustrated. Hence, I would like to end
this paper calling for the urgent attention to the needs and issues of boys from non-English
speaking backgrounds, not only because of the need for these boys to have access to
materials and ideas that are culturally relevant, culturally positive, and challenge debilitating
constructions of masculinity. If we do not address these issues, our work with girls of NESB
will not be able to achieve optimum success as we are ignoring a substantial reality of the
girls’ lived experiences that prevent their agency in making their own choices. Thus, the
National Action Plan’s present key strategies for girls of NESB, the current questions it asks
to schools need to be expanded to address boys of NESB, and any future direction and
initiative needs to automatically incorporate boys’ education in order to render the Plan a
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more effective tool for gender deconstructive/reconstructive research, policies, and
practices.

NOTE: This paper draws upon two conference presentations of mine which are available
for educational purposes:

• Gender, Culture and Racism Spotlight Seminar, June, 1992. Video available from The
Orphanage Teachers’ Centre and Darlington Materials Development Centre of the
Education Department, Adelaide.

• ‘Changing the Paradigms’, Audiocassette of Huggins, Pallotta-Chiarolli, Madsen panel
sessions on Aboriginality, ethnicity and disability for girls in education at the
Australian Women’s Education Coalition National Conference, 23–24 April 1994,
Adelaide.

I am available for staff inservices and student workshops in the issues of ethnicity and
gender, gender and education, AIDS and sexuality in education. I am currently undertaking
doctorate studies in the intersections of ethnicity, gender and sexuality and was Gender and
Equity Officer for the South Australian Catholic Education Office, responsible for writing
and implementing the Gender and Equity Policy for South Australian Catholic Schools. My
book, Someone You Know, a semi-autobiography on the impact of AIDS on human
relationships, is increasingly being used in schools (royalties to Bobby Goldsmith
Foundation for People Living With AIDS).
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ASSUMPTION, EXPECTATION AND DISCRIMINATION:
GENDER ISSUES FOR GIRLS WITH DISABILITIES

ELIZABETH HASTINGS

Elizabeth Hastings was appointed as Australia’s first Disability Discrimination
Commissioner with the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission in February
1993. She has been a founding member of a number of major disability organisations and
has been a leading writer on disability issues. She worked for many years as a psychologist
and counsellor.

Before I begin I’d like you, please, to imagine a classroom full of children, with their
teacher ... Now let it be a science class in a laboratory ... Now an art class ... Now a class of
children on an excursion to the zoo ... A playground at lunch recess ... The school play ...
School assembly ... The school counsellor, with a student ... A sports day ... Health and
hygiene class ... The principal’s office ... The staff room ... A study period in the library.

I wonder how many of you automatically included girls, and boys, with disabilities in these
scenes? How many of you made a conscientious effort to do so, realising that there must be
some reason why the Disability Discrimination Commissioner is asking you to do this
exercise? How difficult was it? What type and level of disability did you imagine? Was the
Principal’s office accessible? Were there Integration Aides in your classrooms? Were there
any children with disabilities on the excursion? Did any of the teachers have a disability?
Was the science lab accessible? The library? The art class? Did the Health and Hygiene
teacher feel comfortable with the questions and needs of children with intellectual, sensory
or physical disabilities? Were the children with disabilities playing with other children in the
playground? Were there any children with disabilities in the school play? As Macbeth or
Lady Macbeth? Or in the crowd scenes? Was the staff room accessible? Did the library
provide texts in alternative formats? Was the school counsellor giving the widest possible
range of choices to a girl, or boy, who had a disability? Were the school literature texts
selected and discussed not only to broaden the vision of girls, but also to present a world-
view relevant to students who have disabilities? Did any of the parents, friends and
relations at the school play have disabilities? What was happening at the sports day?

Were you worrying about the cost of including these children ‘who benefit least from
education’? Are you worrying about it now?

The Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) was proclaimed on October 18th 1992 and came
into effect on March 1st 1993. The objects of the Act are to eliminate, as far as possible,
discrimination against persons on the ground of disability in various areas, including
education and the administration of Commonwealth Government programs; to ensure, as
far as practicable, the same rights to equality before the law as the rest of the community;
and to promote recognition that persons with disabilities have the same fundamental rights
as the rest of the community.
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In relation to education, the Act makes it unlawful for an educational authority to
discriminate against a person on the ground of disability by refusing or failing to accept an
application for admission as a student or in the terms or conditions of admission, or by
denying or limiting access to any benefit provided by the authority, or by expelling the
student or subjecting the student to any other detriment. All of the foregoing is qualified by
the exception provided by the defence of unjustifiable hardship.

Other relevant sections of the Act relate to access to premises used by the public,
employment, provision of goods, services and facilities, and sport.

The National Action Plan for the Education of Girls 1993–97 was, I presume, written in the
light of the DDA; which may be why girls who have disabilities feature in it at all. They
feature, however, in a list of ‘girls who benefit least from schooling’, along with girls from a
non-English speaking background, girls from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities, and girls who live in remote or rural areas or who live in poverty. The phrase
‘girls who benefit least from schooling’ veers uncomfortably close to blaming the victim. All
girls, and boys, benefit enormously from schooling—if the schooling comes to them in a
form which is accessible (and perhaps if ‘benefit’ is assessed as development from a starting
point as well as towards an ending point).

Accessibility includes physical, sensory and intellectual accessibility. It includes relevance. It
includes a knowledge that one belongs where one is, belongs to the language one is
speaking, to the activities one is doing, to the future for which one is preparing, to the
people with whom one is ‘community’.

This ‘belonging’ is absolutely central to the concept of ‘non-discrimination’, and yet the
word is rarely used of people who have a disability, or to describe the basic thrust of any
policy relating to people who have disabilities. The words more usually employed are
‘inclusion’, ‘mainstreaming’, ‘integration’, even ‘welcoming’. All these words imply their
opposite, and put the power of decision, of action, into the ‘including’, ‘mainstreaming’,
‘integrating’ and ‘welcoming’ committees. What people who have disabilities, children and
adults, men and women, girls and boys, want and can now, indeed should now, expect, is
to belong where they are. Where they are is in this world, in this community, in this school,
kindergarten, university, theatre, laboratory, play, speech night, class, office, playground.

That you most probably are worried about cost, that you may not have automatically
envisaged children with disabilities in those various scenes, that girls with disabilities must
still be the subject of a separate chapter in the National Action Plan, and appear almost no
where else throughout the document, is ample evidence that ‘belonging’ has not yet
become a background policy assumption. This is true not only in education circles but in
virtually any circle you may care to mention. ‘Integration’ and ‘mainstreaming’ are still
founded upon an assumption that there are children, then there are children with
disabilities. There are people, then there are people who have disabilities, there are
policies, then there are policies for people who have disabilities. Policies for people who
have multiple disabilities, come from non-English speaking background, live in a remote
rural area and are poor have not yet been created. Not to mention being a girl as well!
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The latest available ABS figures indicate that 18% of people living in Australia have a
disability of some kind—physical, intellectual, psychiatric, sensory. These figures, however,
relate to a narrower definition of disability than that used in the DDA, so the 18% is an
underestimate. (I realise not all of this 18% are sufficiently disabled to require specific
adjustments in order to participate alongside and within the community.) When we
broaden the definition to include learning and neurological disability, the presence in the
body of organisms causing (or capable of causing) disease, physical disfigurement, and a
disorder or malfunction that affects a person’s thought processes, perception of reality,
emotions or judgment or that results in disturbed behaviour, then you can see that the DDA
envisages a world in which all people belong. The DDA world is one which is made up of
the full range of human beings and ‘human being’. It is not the make-believe world of
public policy in which there live only vigorous, white, male, employed and not-yet-disabled
people.

The DDA requires that its more complete definition of human beings be reflected in all
areas of life and government programs (this is not to suggest that government programs are
not a part of real life, much though we may wonder at times!), including education
programs.

By this circuitous route I bring myself to the detail of the National Action Plan for the
Education of Girls 1993–97, and to the questions I was asked to address.

What problems does the construction of masculinity or femininity pose for
disabled students?

As I have just indicated, the first ‘construction’ problem posed for students with disabilities
(often literally a construction problem in the form of various barriers) is the more primary
one of the ‘construction of humanity’. In the Action Plan the word ‘girl’ is not automatically
taken to include a girl who has a disability: she must have a separate section. This means
that her experiences as a ‘girl at risk’ or ‘sexually harassed girl’, or ‘NESB girl’, or ‘girl living
in poverty’ may be subsumed by policy-makers to what appears to them to be the more
alluring attribute. Her needs—to find herself reflected in the books she reads, to have
puberty recognised as a significant time in her life (perhaps, if you asked her, more
significant than learning how to walk or mastering another activity of daily living), to
receive counselling for the disturbances of her parents’ marriage or protection from her
uncle’s sexual assaults, to experience her own ambitions as interesting and her own social
contributions as worthy—these needs may well be lost because she is not first in
everybody’s mind a ‘girl’, but a ‘disabled’.

The same, of course, can be said for boys who have disabilities.

Reading through the National Action Plan, one is not encouraged to consider the
requirements within the various sections of students who have disabilities, and there is
nothing as far as I can see relating to general school management and practice, broadening
of work education or in improving teacher practice. I shall return to these points in due
course.
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Having said that, there are ways in which the construction of masculinity and femininity
does have an impact on girls who have a disability (you will note that I do not refer to
‘disabled girls’, and I sincerely hope that no future documents emerging from this or any
other Education Authority will do so either).

To begin with, there is the simple fact of appearance. Girls who have a disability are not so
‘girl-like’ as those in our imagination, in books, in love songs, in our language. This has an
effect on a girl’s self esteem, and on her expectations. Further, it has an effect on her
experience, and on the expectations of those around her. As a child at school I never
experienced myself being experienced as a potential girlfriend, wife, mother. Sure, I had
fantasies myself, much the same as any girl does—but the possibility of their realisation was
never there in the eyes, the words, the assumptions of teachers (or other adults) around
me. I experienced others experiencing me as a neutral sort of being. When I was young I
did not think in terms of sexual neutrality or identity—I just learnt what I was through how
I experienced myself being experienced. This is how children come to know ‘in their
bones’ who or what they are. What you know ‘in your bones’ will colour what you are free
to create ‘in your head’. This is the same for boys as well, of course.

A difference arises, however, in the expectation department. Boys in general grow up
expecting that they will get looked after. Girls grow up expecting to do the looking after.
This is true whether or not you are poor, have a disability, come from a non-English
speaking background or whatever. Girls in general grow up knowing their decorative
appeal (or lack of it). Boys grow up expecting to be able to choose.

A common outcome is that girls must learn to live alone while boys more often marry. Yes:
even in the disability world these assumptions hold true! Attractive caring women, for
various reasons, generally love being wanted and loved. Boys who have disabilities seek
out attractive, caring women. Boys without disabilities seek out attractive caring women.
Girls who have disabilities are usually not sought out. When you are young, appearance is
all.

Oddly enough, despite the abundant evidence that, in general, men who have disabilities
are likely to find themselves a wife and women with disabilities are less likely to find a
husband, the education and training plans for people with disabilities tend to reflect a
different assumption. It is felt that boys need the job, the career, for their self esteem—but
girls will probably stay at home and be cared for.

Teachers, therapists, doctors, parents, siblings: almost none of these assume that a girl who
has a disability will grow up to be a mother, carer, wife—let alone a working mother, carer,
wife. The lesson to be drawn from this is clear: all those who surround and influence a girl
with a disability must develop their imagination. They must allow the girl to experience
herself being experienced not as an eternal neutral, but as a potential woman of potential.

This has implications for the other sections of the Action Plan that I mentioned before.
Teacher training and professional development should include ‘girls with disabilities’ not as
a separate group, an optional extra, but as a core part of the curriculum just as they are a
core part of humanity.
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I would like to add here that I have discussed the ‘sexual identity’ issue within very
traditional boundaries. This is not in any way to suggest that girls, and boys, who have
disabilities are not as likely as all girls and boys to be lesbian or gay and to seek same sex
partners. They are also just as likely to be bisexual or transsexual, to cross dress, to wish to
set up all the varieties of householding that currently exercise the minds and definitions of
those involved in the International Year of the Family. Girls and boys who have disabilities
require the same attention to these issues as do all students. I note that these matters are
not addressed in the National Action Plan.

How can we address gender issues in their post-school pathways?

Again, the construction of masculinity and femininity no doubt has an effect on the subjects
made available to girls who have disabilities, and therefore on their futures, but the
construction of the school has an even greater effect. When science laboratories, art rooms,
technical skills areas, staff rooms and class rooms, texts and information, computer
hardware and software, libraries and excursions are all accessible, then girls who have
disabilities can be in the fight to be included in the traditionally male pursuits. Until that
time, it would be helpful if girls who have disabilities were included in the National Action
Plan’s sections on role models, language, analyses of power, discussions of body image,
cultural texts and the influence of the community on the construction of gender.

Perhaps it would be more useful and coherent to consider the ‘construction of self’, of
which gender issues form one aspect. I commend this to you for further consideration.

Choice of post-school pathways is in part going to be influenced by those to whom the
student looks for advice. When I was in Year 9 and told the Principal that I wished to go to
university, her only response was ‘do you think you could really manage that, dear?’ Such a
negative response has a huge impact on future choices. The vocational and career
counselling available to all students with a disability must be of a very high standard. It
must be well informed, free of stereotyping, imaginative and demanding. It is not all right
to suggest telephonist work for students who are blind, cleaning for those who have an
intellectual disability, sedentary office work for people with a physical disability and
labouring for the deaf.

Neither is it acceptable to give more attention to the employment futures of boys than of
girls as I have already indicated.

How adequate is the National Action Plan in addressing the needs of disabled
students?

Not very.

Let me expand: in the first place, the National Action Plan extracts girls who have
disabilities from the mainstream and ‘deals with them’ in one section, as though they (and
their similarly disadvantaged sisters who come from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander or
non-English speaking backgrounds, from remote or rural areas, and those who live in
poverty), were not, first and foremost, girls. I take no issue with the specific needs of these
students being emphasised. Rather, my concern is that they consequently (and I think it is a
consequence of such categorising) do not appear in the other parts of the document. This



118 GENDER EQUITY: A FRAMEWORK FOR AUSTRALIAN SCHOOLS

is particularly true of those who have disabilities, those from rural and remote places, and
those who are poor.

Examining the construction of gender

This priority does, to the amazement of one so accustomed to being left off the list,
mention in its preamble that girls who have disabilities, along with Aboriginal girls, are
likely to encounter more offensive forms of sexual harassment than other girls—but when
we get to the priority on ‘Eliminating sex-based harassment’ disability is not mentioned.
I think this preamble is the only place where girls who have disabilities have escaped from
their special and segregated chapter.

In the questions for schools there is no suggestion that issues of life choice, health and
violence, traditional occupations, resources and materials, and adult role models should
include as a matter of course an analysis of these things from a disability perspective as
well as from a gender perspective, or that there may be some intersection of the two. I trust
that my comments will open up some of the ways this intersection occurs, and some of its
impacts.

Eliminating sex-based harassment

Girls who have disabilities are not explicitly mentioned in this section, yet it has been noted
already in the document that it is a significant problem. If I were to deconstruct this priority
I would have to draw some very unhappy conclusions about the real recognition of the
implications of and attitude towards sex-based harassment of girls who have disabilities.

In 1990 the Office of the Directorate on Equal Opportunity in Public Employment in NSW
(more easily referred to as ODEOPE) established through research that women who have
disabilities experienced more harassment of every type, including sexual, than other
women, and those with disabilities affecting their legs encountered more harassment than
any other group. This is not an ignorable matter, yet the National Action Plan, apart from
the one statement I have quoted, attends to the issue not at all. Indeed, in the third priority
area, that relating to girls who have disabilities, the only harassment mentioned is racially
based.

Are girls who have disabilities, those known to encounter most harassment, not to be given
the benefit of programs and strategies which reflect and respond to their particular
circumstances? Are they to generalise as best they can from programs which relate to girls
who do not have disabilities? Are there to be no videos, texts, role models of girls and
women who have disabilities managing harassment in an effective way? Are these rhetorical
questions? I hope so.



GENDER EQUITY: A FRAMEWORK FOR AUSTRALIAN SCHOOLS 119

Which brings me to:

Improving the educational outcomes of girls who benefit least from
schooling

In many ways this is the weakest section in the Plan because it tries to do too much, in the
wrong place. In relation to girls who have disabilities, I’m afraid it does worse than nothing
because it eliminates them from the lists even of its own subject matter. Let me illustrate. In
the suggestions for strategies and professional development for teachers the areas for
‘critical reflection on their own assumptions and beliefs’ include gender, culture, ethnicity,
rurality and socio-economic status. Are we to conclude that no-one has any assumptions
worthy of critical reflection about girls who have disabilities?

I have already commented on the lack of mention of sex-based harassment of girls who
have disabilities.

The best way to improve the educational outcomes of girls who have disabilities is to take
the Disability Discrimination Act seriously and create schools, systems and budgets which
recognise that these girls, and their social and political brothers, boys who have disabilities,
are an inherent, integral and necessary part of the school population. Their right to
education is ensured by the International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights,
as well as under the DDA.

The terms of the Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights make clear that issues of
equality, non discrimination, access and participation have priority over issues of adequacy
or availability of resources or services in the areas covered. Whatever standard is attainable
in the progressive implementation of the rights recognised is required to be respected and
ensured without discrimination. These principles are expressed again in the provisions of
the DDA.

Whether or not any legislative instrument can compel governments to meet desired levels
of commitment to education overall, we can at least expect non-discriminatory access to
whatever there is.

In saying this, I do not dismiss the need for discussion of some more general form of
guarantees of rights in this area, to achieve results which anti-discrimination law is not well
suited to achieve on issues of overall adequacy of services and resource allocation. An
equal share of nothing is, after all, still nothing.

The Disability Discrimination Act requires schools, teachers, planners, policy-makers,
funders to develop non-discriminatory mainstream educational environments. It means that
parents, students and their associates can begin to demand them. The offering of parallel or
segregated systems will not be seen as sufficient. This is not to say there may not be
choice: some parents will prefer to send their children to schools which would be
described under the DDA as ‘special measures’, just as some now prefer to send their
children (who may or may not have disabilities) to private, religious, community,
experimental, Steiner or home-based schools. Now, however, all those schools must, unless
they can demonstrate unjustifiable hardship, provide a discrimination free education to girls
and boys who have disabilities.
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It would be quite difficult, I imagine, for the multimillion dollar state system to demonstrate
that it would be an unjustifiable hardship to provide an education to students who have
disabilities if they were obliged to respond to a complaint under the DDA.

There are a couple of cases which may interest you at this point: first, late last year, under
the Queensland Anti-Discrimination Act, it was determined that a rear access provided for
people who have disabilities, 43 metres away from the front of the Queensland Convention
Centre which glories in 27 steps, was not consistent with the principles or the provisions of
the legislation. The State Government was ordered to install a lift at the front of the
building. The Tribunal underlined the fact that ‘adequate’ access is not ‘equal’ access, and
‘equal’ is what is required.

There have also been several ‘inaccessible bus’ matters brought to the Commission for
Interim Determination and Hearing. It has been found on each occasion that it is unlawful
to purchase new buses which are not accessible to people who use wheelchairs. The
various Ministers of Transport are now awaiting a report from a suddenly revivified
‘accessible transport task force’—as am I!

I hope these decisions will percolate through to Ministers of Education so that there can be
a proper and equitable distribution of their resources, rather than the ‘you can get into our
school if you bring Commonwealth dollars with you’ which pertains at the moment. No
other child has to find her own funding to be able to participate in the education to which
she has a right by birth.

It will behove curriculum developers and teacher educators similarly to teach about the
whole population of students, and not save ‘special’ education for ‘special’ teachers. All
teachers should have knowledge of disability issues so that schools can be managed in a
discrimination-free way.

Addressing the needs of girls at risk

Again, this section from its silence on the matter appears to assume that if a girl has been
identified in the ‘least benefit’ section she does not need to be brought forward again in the
‘at risk’ section. Girls who have disabilities, however, are at great risk from out of school
factors if only because any such factor will have a significant impact on a life already
complicated by disability. Girls who have disabilities may also be victims of domestic
violence and sexual abuse, they may also be anorexic or bulimic, or have other secondary
health problems, they may become pregnant and they may become homeless. Added to
this they, too, may have responsibility for the care of younger siblings, household tasks,
and other duties. They may be arriving at a school at some distance from home having
taken two hours to get up and get dressed.

If a teacher imagines that the only difficulties a girl with a disability has are those directly
related to the disability, then that teacher is doing a great disservice to these students.

Families of children with disabilities are known to be among the most stressed. Parents
often split up, leaving the child in the care of a single parent. Siblings may put huge
pressure on the child or the mother, thus exacerbating the stress. There is often an
atmosphere of blame, or of tragedy, for which the girl who has a disability may feel
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responsible. She may be isolated at home, lonely, unable to visit friends or even venture
outside the front door without assistance.

These risk factors will have a deleterious effect on her capacity to create her own future. If
nobody talks to her about anything other than disability related matters, she may never find
the appropriate moment to bring forward her own concerns. Then she will be at risk
indeed.

Reforming the curriculum

In this priority area there is no mention at all of influencing the expectations of girls who
have disabilities. Should not such reform include consideration of why the experiences,
achievements and contributions of women and girls who have disabilities have been
excluded from the knowledge that is valued by society? I do not mean trotting out the same
tired old examples of what we used to call ‘super crips’ (who were largely male, by the
way!), but including in the ordinary course of events the ordinary women who have
disabilities and contribute to the social, economic and political life of our community.

Should not access to a ‘wider range of knowledge, skills and ways of being’ include as a
matter of course the ordinariness of having a disability, the ordinariness of the girl in the
desk next to you who has a disability?

Why, in the acknowledgment of the ‘multiple perspectives which women have because of
ethnicity, culture and class’ is the perspective of disability suddenly eliminated from the list?
Are we not to be interested in this?

Why does the unravelling of ‘dominance’ not reflect the real world of the dominance of
experts, of professionals, of the informed—whether they be men or women? I can assure
you, the perspective of a person who lives with a disability would be very illuminating!

Why is the concept of social justice narrowed to the analysis of ‘what it means to be male
and female’? In this section all the so called ‘disadvantaged’ groups were left off the list.

The effect of language on, and the hurtful use of language about, people who have
disabilities is not mentioned as an area of concern for curriculum reform. Neither, in the
notes on post-school choices and the domain of unpaid work, is there any
acknowledgment that girls (and boys) who have disabilities will contribute enormously to
the nation’s voluntary work force.

The key strategies and questions for schools for this section similarly ignore matters of
significance in the education of girls who have disabilities: non-discriminatory assessments,
examination of social practices and structures, access to all areas of the curriculum, skills to
meet needs of dependants and domestic responsibilities, and programs about relationships
and sexuality (including information on conception, contraception, pregnancy, childbirth
and child rearing, and parenting) are all central to the lives, aspirations and sense of self of
students who have disabilities, yet are approached as if these students did not exist outside
their segregated chapter.

I can make the same criticism of the priorities on improving teaching practice and changing
school organisation and management practice. The whole document is predicated on girls
with disabilities being a separate group from girls.
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This brings me to the next two questions which can, I think, best be answered together:

What strategies have worked well? What are the areas of most pressing need?

I don’t know what strategies have worked well. I suspect, given that girls who have
disabilities are relegated to a fifth part of an eighth part of the National Action Plan, that
there has been little or no evaluation of strategies designed to enhance the ways in which
education may benefit them. Perhaps you can cheer me with unexpected good news on
this shortly.

Certainly most of the complaints relating to education which come to me at the
Commission concern the reduction, withdrawal or absence of assistance for children who
have disabilities to be educated in mainstream schools, and the lack of choice for parents in
the education of their children with disabilities. Neither parents nor students are yet well
enough established as consumers of mainstream education to be picky about the types of
issue outlined in the National Action Plan. When you are dying for want of food you don’t
fuss because there’s not enough choice of condiment.

This does not in any way mean that I consider the issues raised in the National Action Plan
to be unimportant. Perhaps if the improvement of educational experience and opportunity
for girls who have disabilities were taken seriously, some of the other problems of funding
and equity would begin to be resolved.

Let me underline one very important thing: education in a ‘special’ school is not and never
can be the same as education in the mainstream. The range of subjects offered is very
limited: science, Latin, art, languages, biology, advanced mathematics, literature, home
economics—these will not be taught to the required level, if at all, in ‘special’ schools, most
of which have no facilities at all for teaching technical or laboratory based subjects.

Many girls who have disabilities have been restricted in their future choices by being
exposed to the narrow curricula of ‘special’ schools.

Furthermore, the range of experiences offered is limited—the ordinary competition and
rough and tumble of school life is not present in segregated education. Ordinary
expectations, naughtiness, opportunities for risk, failure, success, personal challenge,
anonymity, leadership, responsibility—ordinary ordinariness—cannot be found in the
segregated system.

The areas of most pressing need have, I think, been sufficiently outlined as I have
discussed the National Action Plan. Without doubt the most significant advance required is
the placement of girls who have disabilities, and boys, firmly in the mainstream of teacherly
discourse and professional development. The fallacy that there is a ‘normal majority’ and a
series of ‘special minorities’ is not helpful in planning any social benefit, including
education. The even greater fallacy that if a child fits one category she need not be taken
into account in any other group, is the most segregating of all.

Girls who have disabilities are girls. They worry about their looks, their attractiveness to
boys, the unattractiveness of scholastic success, whether or not they’ll find true love, their
parents’ marriage, their siblings’ peccadillos, their puberty, their future, their employability,
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religion, music, peer pressure, self identity—and if they have time, they notice that they
have a disability.

It is up to education authorities, schools, teachers and curriculum designers not to create
conditions which are in themselves discriminatory and disabling.
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Introduction

In this paper I want to explore the effects of dominant models of masculinity on learning in
schools and on the costs for both girls and boys. In addressing issues around educational
disadvantage, I want to focus on the gender system which regulates and structures
knowledge and specific regimes of learning in terms of an oppressive private-public
binarism (see Connell, 1994). I intend to argue that in order to address some of the
problems which affect and inhibit learning for girls and boys in schools, attention needs to
be directed to the effects and workings of dominant models of masculinity in an attempt to
move beyond an oppressive gender bind (see Davies, 1993; Kenway, 1993; Weinreich-
Haste, 1986; Armstrong, 1986). By focusing on my own research into boys’ under-
achievement and under-representation in subject English, and by drawing on a series of
ethnographic studies (Mac an Ghaill, 1994; Connell, 1989; Kessler et al, 1985; Wolpe, 1988),
I hope to elaborate in more specific terms on how hegemonic masculinity is produced and
regulated within school settings and how this affects learning for both girls and boys. In
short, this paper represents an attempt to draw attention to the role of various institutional
practices, pedagogies and technologies in the formation of gendered capacities and
knowledge structured around a public-private dualism.

Boys and educational disadvantage

Last year in the popular media a lot of attention was drawn to the issue of boys’ and their
educational achievement in comparison to girls, who are now supposedly out-performing
the boys (Arndt, 1994; West, 1994). The common catchcry, ‘What about the boys?’ appears
to be driven by a backlash mentality and, as Foster (1994) argues, is based on the
presumption that girls have now achieved equal status with boys in terms of educational
attainment. I want to draw attention to the work of Foster (1994) and Gilbert and Gilbert
(1994), in order to establish a particular theoretical and conceptual framework for
discussing educational disadvantage as it applies differentially to girls and boys and specific
regimes of learning. The point I want to make is that I do not think that it is possible to
assign a disadvantaged status to boys in the same way that it has been assigned to girls.
Many of the claims about boys as a disadvantaged group and the effects of masculinity are
based on the ‘poor boy’ principle (see Wearing, 1994). Wearing claims that one of the
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problems with research which construct boys as a disadvantaged group is that it fails to
adequately address the assymetrical distribution of power between men and women (see
also Connell, 1994). What is left out often are the advantages and benefits that are accrued
to men within the hegemonic institutional structures of the state.

West’s work (1995) is based on the assumption that boys are deprived and neglected, both
emotionally and in terms of the ways in which they are forced to behave according to the
dictates of rigid and narrow stereotypes. His work, however, is not based on an adequate
theorisation of power and disadvantage and is limited in its capacity to address the issues
facing girls in schools in terms of their treatment and positioning in relation to boys. In fact,
the effect of his claims and research is to block out the very significant ways in which
regimes of practice within educational institutions operate to disadvantage girls in ways that
affect their post-school access to particular kinds of employment. Wyn and Wilson (1993),
for example, make the point that even though retention rates for girls are higher than for
boys in the post-compulsory school years, girls’ representation in specific fields of
employment and training programs is different from that of boys. Foster (1994) also
reiterates that in the public domain women are still underpaid and under-represented in
status professions. She also claims that while girls are achieving at the same level as or
higher than the boys, they are still under-represented in those non-traditional subject such
as physics. Her work is invaluable in that it provides a cautionary tale for those who
choose to jump on the feminist backlash bandwagon to claim that girls are outperforming
boys. The gender dynamics involved in subject participation and learning are much more
complex and involved and require close scrutiny when assigning a disadvantaged status to
boys.

Taking into consideration the complexity and the problems involved in analysing and
identifying disadvantage for boys, it is important to consider the basis of the claims that will
be made in this paper for addressing the ways in which dominant models of masculinity
affect and inhibit learning. By focusing on the various ways in which hegemonic
masculinity structures specific kinds of learning experiences for both boys and girls in
schools, I hope to draw attention to ways in which learning is regulated within a specific
regime of institutional and social practices which limit students’ capacity for learning. In this
way, I believe that interventionist strategies designed to address educational disadvantage
and learning difficulties for both girls and boys can be carried out without detracting from
or blocking out the focus on (and the need to continue to address) issues around
improving girls’ educational outcomes and capacity for learning. As Connell (1994) claims:

The object of knowledge is not ‘men’ but the gender system in which they are
constituted as men; and the interests that can be mobilised in support of educational
work are those that relate men to women, not those that distinguish men from women.

Gilbert and Gilbert (1994) in their paper, ‘Discourse and Disadvantage: Studying the Gender
Dimensions of Educational Disadvantage’, provide a set of criteria for assigning a
disadvantaged status to specific groups on the basis of their social and cultural location.
They provide three broad indicators of educational disadvantage:

• those denied access to educational opportunity

• those who leave school early despite their satisfactory performance at school
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• those who are prevented from achieving as a result of social and environmental
factors.

Quite clearly these indicators can be used to assign a disadvantaged status to boys in the
same way as has been done for girls. Gilbert and Gilbert claim, however, that while it is
necessary to evaluate educational outcomes in terms of the principles of access, retention,
participation and attainment, such an approach is inadequate in explicating the dynamics
and processes by which educational disadvantage operates. They stress that there are
problems involved with the group indicator approach or practice because it is based on
defining a designated group such as boys or girls by a single criterion. The effect of this is
to block out other variables or factors which might intersect with gender, such as class,
race, ethnicity and sexual orientation. In other words, differences and diversity within
specific groups can easily be ignored. Elsewhere, I have written about the constitution of
masculinity as a monolithic category within the field of psychoanalytic and gender theory,
pointing to the need to consider and to elaborate alternative versions and styles of
masculinity in attempting to move beyond an oppressive gender bind (see Martino, 1995).

Within the conceptual framework for discussing and assigning disadvantage provided by
Gilbert and Gilbert, it is possible to consider the various ways in which boys and girls as
two disparate groups are disadvantaged in different but related ways within a specific
institutional structure, within which is regulated an ensemble of socio-cultural practices. For
instance, class and race factors might contribute to the educational disadvantage of both
boys and girls in terms of educational attainment, but the disadvantage is not the same. The
positioning of boys and girls within the regime of institutional practices of the school has
different effects and consequences for boys and girls—different forms of harassment are
regulated within the gendered regimes of the school (see Ollis & Tomaszewski, 1993);
different modes of learning and capacities are formed within students (see Martino,
1994a)—and these intersect with race and class factors which exacerbate already existing
inequalities for girls.

Gilbert and Gilbert (1994) provide a useful theoretical framework for examining the social
and historically contingent practices and dynamics which operate within schools (and the
wider society) to produce particular forms of educational disadvantage. The processes by
which students become gendered in schools through curriculum, teaching and disciplinary
practices and technologies, for instance, are an important consideration in a discussion of
learning difficulties, and of problems which boys and girls experience in their participation
or lack of participation in particular subject areas which have become feminised or
masculinised fields of learning (see Martino, 1993; Kenway, 1987; Curtis, 1992; Shaw, 1984;
Wolpe, 1988).
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Gender and reading difficulties

One of the major effects of hegemonic masculinity, apart from its social consequences in
terms of violence, harassment, avoidance of intimacy and denial of expressing emotion, is
the impact that it has on boys’ learning in subjects like English which are considered to be
feminine. In fact, O’Doherty (1994) claims that boys’ performance in literacy tests in the
primary school years in New South Wales is much lower than that of girls. Statistical
analysis of students’ performance in the Tertiary Entrance English Examination (TEE) in
Western Australia also indicates that twice as many boys fail English as girls, and that twice
as many girls achieve distinctions as boys (see Secondary Education Authority (Western
Australia), 1991–1994; Martino, 1993; Zuel, 1994). Claims have also been made by Lee
(1980) that boys have lower reading levels than girls and that they do not feel motivated to
read. Lee indicates that boys’ rejection of reading may be linked to their perception of
reading as a feminine activity. Zuel (1994) also provides the following statistics which
require further investigation:

• 90% of the students in special classes for those with emotional and behavioural
disturbance are boys

• 75% of the students in language or intensive reading classes are boys

• 75% of the students suspended from school are boys

• 90% of serious assaults are committed by boys.

Clearly, further research is required to establish the link between such behavioural and
learning problems and the effects of dominant models of masculinity. However, such
statistics do indicate how much already is being spent on boys’ needs, contrary to the
claims that too much attention is now being directed to improving educational and learning
outcomes for girls. Despite the fact that such statistics can be used to support the view that
boys are severely disadvantaged in terms of their low levels of literacy, other studies have
found no significant differences between the sexes in reading performance or in the
incidence of reading disability cases (see Downing et al, 1982). Downing et al make the
point that reading disabilities in boys are often associated with emotional difficulties which
are manifested in terms of aggressive and violent behaviours in the classroom. This leads
teachers to direct their attention to the boys who are experiencing problems with reading
and may account for why more boys than girls are referred to reading clinics for
remediation. Girls are simply overlooked by teachers since poor female readers exhibit less
aggressive behaviours. Gilbert and Rowe (1989), in referring to this study, also raise
questions about whether boys’ concentration in remedial reading classes can be seen as an
indication that they are more at risk than girls in developing the requisite reading abilities.
This point is also made in a much more recent study conducted by Flynn and Rahbar
(1994). They tested the hypothesis that proportionately more boys than girls experience
reading difficulties which they claim has been attributed to ‘a possible gender-based genetic
etiology for specific reading disability (LD)’. Their findings, however, reject the view that
there is a genetic predisposition for reading failure in boys. Like Shaywitz et al (1990), they
found no significant differences in the prevalence of reading disability for boys when
compared with girls. What they did find, however, was that twice as many boys as girls
were referred to remedial reading classes by teachers. They claim that the reasons for this
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may be related to the overt and disruptive behaviours of the boys which draw attention to
the problems that they are experiencing with reading, while detracting from the girls who
may also be experiencing similar problems but not exhibiting the same aggressive
behaviours. The girls, they state, ‘may only be noticed when their intellectual abilities are
much lower than boys and their academic difficulties more pronounced.’ This study,
therefore, highlights the need to examine educational and teaching practices in terms of
their capacity to make invisible the extent of girls’ reading difficulties.

Downing et al, however, refer to other studies which support the view that boys are
‘oriented more toward a verbally receptive and motorically expressive mode of response’
which they claim could account for the difficulties which boys experience in learning to
read. Are boys and girls trained indirectly through specific child-rearing and other social
practices to acquire particular kinds of skills and capacities which become increasingly
gender-differentiated as they grow older? Are such differences produced at home and in
schools in terms of the differential ways in which boys and girls are treated by significant
adults and role-models in their lives? If this is the case, it would account for why there
might be significant differences between boys’ and girls’ reading abilities. Poynton (1985),
for instance, refers to studies which document the differential treatment of infants on the
basis of gender. She also documents the following research findings:

• there is more vocal-verbal communication between mothers and daughters than
between mothers and sons at the age of three

• girls in the first two years are looked at and talked to more than boys

• mothers playing with two-year-olds are more likely to develop conversations with
girls than they are with boys

• girls and boys in the same family are addressed differently—girls more softly, boys
roughly

• outside play is encouraged more for boys than girls

• sex-typed toys encourage girls to be communicative and to develop nurturing skills
while boys are encouraged to develop technical competencies and physical dexterity.

The above findings as documented by Poynton do point strongly to the differential
trainings that boys and girls receive as they are growing up, which might help us to
understand why boys tend to reject learning practices and refuse to develop capacities
which they identify as feminine.

Downing et al also make the point that boys’ lack of interest in reading could be related to
their perception of reading as a feminised practice and, hence, as a threat to their
masculinity (see also Martino, 1993). They stress that the link between acquisition of
reading skills and attitudes to reading has not been established and that further research
into this aspect of literacy education is required. They end their paper on a note of caution
about the sex-related differences in reading behaviour and levels between boys and girls,
however, claiming that ‘the differences noted between the sexes in reading are generally
small in comparison to the range of differences within a sex, and have proved difficult to
measure’.
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Adolescent boys’ involvement and participation in subject English

In focusing on my research into boys’ under-achievement and under-representation in
subject English, I want to draw attention to the following:

• the structure and organisation of curriculum in schools within which gender-
differentiated fields of knowledge and capacities are mapped out in terms of a
bipolarisation of maths/science and humanities subjects

• the effects of dominant models of masculinity which structure the ways in which
students perceive particular subjects and how this affects their motivation to learn
within gender-differentiated fields of the curriculum.

Both these factors are important in consideration of the ways in which learning is regulated
for students on the basis of gender. At the institutional level of the structure and
organisation of the curriculum, it is important to stress the historically contingent practices
which have produced gender-differentiated bodies of knowledge in schools. Attention
needs to be drawn to the ways in which particular subjects have become feminised or
masculinised in terms of the structuring of the curriculum around a public-private binarism
and its capacity to influence learning on the basis of gender. This public-private dichotomy,
as Armstrong (1988), Theobald (1987), and MacDonald (1980) point out, has its basis
historically in the sexist meritocratic practices of the industrial revolution. During this time
the rising middle classes were concerned to educate their daughters to assume appropriate
domesticated roles as ‘fit companions’ for their husbands who had become the new leaders
in the rising capitalist society of the nineteenth century. It was within such an historical
context that a particular gender-differentiated curriculum was developed in which
humanities subjects were designed for women, while other subjects such as business and
commercial studies were designed to prepare men for their active role in the public
domain.

Theobald (1987), in fact, specifically takes up this notion of the gendering of knowledge
and specific capacities at the basis of the binary structuring of the curriculum. She identifies
the ‘natural affinity’ between feminine attributes of intuition, emotionality and expressivity
associated with the humanities and a particular form of rationality associated with the
maths/science subjects. MacDonald (1980) also develops the idea that the curriculum is
structured around the dichotomies of private and public knowledge with specific kinds of
gendered capacities becoming mobilised within particular subject disciplines. Conceptually,
their work is important in providing a basis for a discussion of the effects of an ensemble of
learning practices which are regulated within specific subjects in terms of a split between
masculine rationality and feminine intuition/emotionality—in terms of a public-private
divide. This is reflected most clearly in the polarisation of maths/science subjects at one
end of the curriculum continuum and the English/humanities at the other. It is in this way
that educationalists like Thomas (1990) and Kelly (1987) draw attention to the ways in
which certain forms of knowledge and patterns of behaviour become hierarchically
structured and valorised within such a gender regime—maths, in being assigned a
masculine status, is positively valued in that it is set in opposition to subject English, which
becomes designated as the devalued feminised other. It is in this way that certain subjects
become associated with males and others with females—a cluster of specific kinds of
gendered capacities becomes mobilised around certain subjects and this dictates certain
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patterns of learning. Kelly and Thomas both claim that subjects which become designated
as masculine can conflict with girls’ developing sense of femininity and, hence, influence
their participation and motivation. The converse of course can be applied to boys whose
developing masculinity comes into conflict with subjects such as English which is attributed
a feminine status. The gender regime which is institutionalised in terms of the structure and
organisation of the curriculum clearly has the capacity to influence patterns of learning and
the motivational dynamics for girls and boys depending on students’ differential training as
gendered subjects.

Weinreich-Haste (1986) also elaborates on this point about the gendered polarisation of
subjects at the basis of the dichotomised curriculum. Different ways of knowing which are
gendered have become associated with particular subjects and, like Armstrong (1988),
Weinreich-Haste advocates the need to escape from this binary categorisation of thought at
the basis of this split between maths/sciences and the English/humanities subjects. She
claims that ways of knowing or capacities which are not necessarily attributed to either
men or women on the basis of their gender need to be elaborated so that the restrictions of
such a gender bind and way of thinking can be avoided (see Davies, 1993; Kenway, 1993).

In order to explore whether boys and girls expressed very different attitudes towards
English and whether there was a link between masculinity and poor performance in subject
English, I distributed a questionnaire to Year 10 (n=156) and Year 11 students (n=93) at a
private co-educational school in the metropolitan area of Perth. The students who
completed the survey were of middle-class socio-economic status. The questionnaire
basically used open-ended questions which required students to explain their perceptions
of English (see Martino, 1994a). The data did indicate that there were differences in the
ways in which boys and girls perceived English, which related to their position as gendered
subjects and which appeared to influence their performance along gender-differentiated
lines. In other words, particular models of masculinity and femininity clearly influenced
students’ preferences for particular modes of learning which were clearly gender-inflected,
and which affected boys’ performance and participation in a subject which they felt was
suited more to girls.

What was interesting about the boys’ responses was that they tended to see English as a
subject which was suited more to girls and this clearly affected their learning:

I believe [that English is suited more to girls] because most of the work is about
emotions and feelings and girls are more used to this or have better practice at
expressing their feelings.
(Student 39)

Many boys tended to see English in this way, as a subject which required them to express
their emotions, and they clearly felt threatened by this. They did not regard English as
manly—it conflicted with the dominant image of masculinity which emphasises being
tough, strong, aggressive and in control. To express emotion is perceived by boys as a sign
of effeminacy or of being girlish, which is considered to be a put down. Rejecting what is
considered to be a feminine attribute is one of the ways in which masculinity is policed and
regulated (see Martino, 1994b; Mac an Ghaill, 1994; Connell; 1989). It is in this sense that
learning for boys and girls is socially regulated, with gender playing a significant role in
influencing boys’ participation, performance and involvement in a subject which they
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perceive to require them to develop feminine capacities. In short, the construction or
formation of gendered capacities is clearly a factor influencing boys’ learning within subject
English.

English is more suited to girls because girls express their feelings ... the texts are all
about feelings and they’re never action or interesting. I think English is boring and we
know how to talk so why do we have to learn more. Also reading is lame, sitting down
looking at words is pathetic. Watching TV and playing sport and the computer is way
more interesting.
(Student 56)

What is interesting about this response is the way in which this boy clearly sets sport and
computer games in opposition to reading. In fact, many boys tended to compare English
and reading to other kinds of activities which they preferred, and rejected English on this
basis:

Boys don’t read as much as girls because of sport.
(Student 63)

Many boys, in fact, rejected reading, perceiving it to be a girls’ practice or activity which
clearly conflicted with their developing sense of masculinity.

Other boys’ stereotyped perceptions of English were based on similar oppositions. They
tended to make sense of their participation and involvement in English by comparing it to
sport which they clearly valued as the preserve of males:

I’m not sure about anyone else, but I would rather play footy.
(Student 15)

I say this stereotypical [that English is more suited to girls] because boys don’t read as
much because of sport etc.
(Student 63)

English is more suited to girls because boys like sport, heavy stuff but girls’ personalities
are more suited to English because they are usually more on the quiet side than boys ...
I don’t actually like the texts I study this year because my personality doesn’t fit the
stuff I’m studying.
(Student 75)

What is significant about these responses is that they foreground the regimes of learning
that are regulated for boys within specific subject areas. Sport is clearly an important part of
these boys’ lives and their investment in such a practice is related to the model of
masculinity they have been trained to value (see Martino, 1994b). Sport clearly confirms
these boys’ developing sense of what it means to be a man—active as opposed to passive,
strong as opposed to weak, tough as opposed to vulnerable, hard as opposed to soft.
Through studying English these boys clearly feel that their masculinity is not supported or
validated; rather, it appears to be brought into question in a subject which requires them to
express their emotions and to behave in unmanly ways. It is clear that further investigation
into the ways in which hegemonic masculinity is produced, sustained and regulated
through sporting practices in schools is necessary, in order for better understanding of the
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effects of such a regime of practice on the lives and learning patterns of both boys and
girls.

English in many of the boys’ eyes was considered to be a passive subject suited to the quiet
disposition of girls while the ‘heavy stuff’ involving physical activity was seen as more
appropriate for boys. This has important implications in that it emphasises the role of a
particular set of schooling practices through which a particular version of masculinity is
sustained—a version of masculinity which clearly appears to be influencing the literacy and
learning practices of boys within subject English. The study also highlights that boys from a
very early age are socialised or trained to behave, think, act and respond in very specific
ways according to a particular set of expectations about what defines manly behaviour.
This has led to boys feeling the need to prove their masculinity through denial and fear
which are based on a denigration of the other (see Forsey, 1990; Hite, 1981). What this
means is that boys from a very early age learn to define themselves as male in opposition
to females—females become identified as the other—and the data does point to the effects
of such a training in relation to boys’ literacy practices within subject English. In other
words, through an ensemble of practices, the male body/mind is assigned particular traits
and characteristics such as the capacity for strength, the capacity for rational thought, the
capacity to wield power, the capacity to be sexually active and the capacity to be in
control. Similarly, the female body/mind is assigned oppositional capacities such as the
capacity for nurturing and caring, the capacity for emotionality and receptivity to the needs
of others, etc.

It is important, I think, to investigate further this ensemble of practices and processes
through which certain versions of masculinity and femininity are produced and sustained,
for this clearly has implications for elaborating an alternative set of practices through which
alternative versions of masculinity and femininity can be produced outside of an
oppositional framework. Is it possible to develop practices through which alternative
versions of masculinity can be produced for boys—versions of being which are not based
on a denigration of the other? This is necessary in order to address some of the learning
difficulties which both boys and girls experience within the current system of gender which
is institutionalised in schools through the binary structuring and organisation of the
curriculum, as well as through the informal and routinised practices of school officials
(teachers, those working at the administrative level, etc) and students in their peer groups
(see Mac an Ghaill, 1994; Walker, 1988; Wolpe, 1988; Kessler et al, 1985; Danby, 1994).

It seems that boys denigrate traits and attributes which in Western cultures traditionally
have become associated with girls. A necessary area of further research would be to trace
the historically specific formation of particular gendered capacities in order to map out a
typology or grid of the ensemble of localised practices through which hegemonic
masculinity has been produced (see Martino, 1995). For instance, how is it that English has
come to be associated with particular kinds of capacities that are considered to be
feminine? This has also been the case with Maths and the Physical Sciences (see Kelly,
1987). For instance, this is reflected in my study where students tended to value one
particular subject at the expense of another and this varied according to the gender of the
student. For example, the boys tended to place or to define English in opposition to other
subjects which they clearly perceived as more masculine:
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I find English hard. It’s because there are no set rules for reading texts. It’s hard for me
to express myself on paper and, therefore, I don’t do as well as I do in other subjects.
English isn’t like Maths where you have rules on how to do things and where there are
right and wrong answers. In English you have to write what you feel and that’s what I
don’t like.
(Student 12)

English to me is one of those subjects where it has its ups and downs. Most of the things
we do in English are interesting but some get lengthy and make you want to fall asleep
e.g. the study of Romeo and Juliet. Also it gets a bit confusing at times because there
are no real answers to things. The answer could be a variety of things, you’re never
really wrong. It’s not like Maths or Science where there is one set answer to everything
(Student 20)

Student 12 identifies English as a subject which requires him to express his feelings and he
finds this difficult. The reason for this could perhaps be explained in terms of the way in
which he has been trained to adopt a particular mode of gendered behaviour according to
specific sex-appropriate dispositions that are prescribed for males. His response also points
to the effects of a particular teaching practice in the formation of specific kinds of literate
capacities in students within subject English and which this student clearly identifies as
feminised. It is in this sense that he perceives learning tasks associated with subject English
as sex-inappropriate. In other words, it is precisely this perception of English as a feminised
learning practice that leads him to define the subject in opposition to Maths/Science, with
which he feels more comfortable because there are clear right and wrong answers. For
both these students, subjects are gender marked—English is seen as a feminised learning
practice in its association with developing expressive capacities. Moreover, its devalued
status for boys is regulated in relation to a validation of maths/science subjects which are
considered to be more rational and straight forward in the kinds of learning practices that
they promote.

The boys clearly respond more favourably to the learning tasks associated with the
maths/science subjects which conform to a male model for processing information and
solving problems. These boys feel that in English they are not able to arrive at a definite
solution to a problem but rather see the subject as more fluid and indeterminate in its
boundaries and requirements. This is perhaps what student 39 means when he claims that
English is:

a very laid back subject that concentrates on people’s feelings and emotions rather
than on fact and knowledge.

What these responses point to is that particular ways of thinking and gendered patterns of
learning are prescribed for students in schools and within specific subject areas. Such ways
of thinking, however, are not an effect of biological or hormonal differences, or of
language practices for that matter, but of a specific set of social, schooling, teaching and
child-rearing practices through which particular regimes of learning become established
(see Tyler, 1993; Meredyth & Tyler, 1993). Moreover, it is through such an ensemble of
practices that norms for socially regulating learning and gender become established.
Regimes of truth are set up within the normative practices that operate within schools to
produce particular versions of femininity and masculinity which clearly prescribe specific



134 GENDER EQUITY: A FRAMEWORK FOR AUSTRALIAN SCHOOLS

patterns of learning. It is within this framework that patterns and styles of learning which
are set up within specific subject areas and the practices that produce them need to be
examined more closely. This issue I think is foregrounded when the above responses are
compared with those provided by the girls:

I feel motivated to study in English because it’s a fun subject and you have freedom in
English—unlike subjects such as Maths and Science—and your view isn’t necessarily
wrong. There is no definite right or wrong answer and you have the freedom to say
what you feel is right without it being rejected as a wrong answer.
(Student 13)

English is a very worthwhile subject because it is different to subjects like Maths which
is all numbers and working out things.
(Student 22)

Actually I really enjoy this subject very much ... I think English is the easiest subject for
me because for example in Maths, Science you have to know all the formulas etc.
where English, you only need to read and answer questions, essays etc. and I enjoy
doing it ...
(Student 64)

These girls see English positively and reject maths and science. They appear to enjoy the
freedom that English allows in terms of being able to express their feelings and in not
feeling compelled to follow rigid guidelines or formulas to arrive at a definitive answer. We
have seen, though, that with boys the converse was true—they responded positively to
Maths precisely because it was based on problem-solving tasks which require a definite
answer.

Overall, the study tends to highlight the link between the construction of gender and
patterns or styles of learning. Regimes of learning have been set up for boys and girls on
the basis of their gender, and particular subjects are perceived as gender-inflected and,
hence, as requiring specific capacities which are sex-appropriate. More explicitly, English
tended to be perceived as requiring capacities which boys considered to be more suited to
girls and which conflicted with their view of masculinity. The girls, on the other hand,
responded positively to English and to the specific set of relational capacities that they
perceived to be endorsed through their involvement in the subject. However, the point is
that learning is affected and regulated both for boys and girls within such a system which
locks students into defining masculine and feminine attributes in binary, oppositional terms.
This also has consequences in terms of perpetuating gender stereotypes associated with
particular subjects. It is in this way that a particularly oppressive version of masculinity
based on the macho ethic of physical strength, competitive independence, virility and
sexual prowess becomes institutionalised via specific technologies and apparatuses which
prescribe norms for behaving, learning and teaching within the context specific milieu of
the school (see Hunter, 1994). What it means to be a man and how to behave as a man are
produced within specific institutional apparatuses and involves a denial of expressing
emotions and an avoidance of intimacy. This appears to be at the basis of boys’ rejection of
English as a girls’ subject. In fact, as the following boy’s homophobic response indicates, it
is boys’ fear and rejection of the feminine that plays a major role in defining a particular
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masculine identity which comes into conflict in their study of a subject which they believe
encourages feminine ways of knowing:

English is more suited to girls because it’s not the way guys think ... this subject is the
biggest load of bullshit I have ever done. Therefore, I don’t particularly like this subject.
I hope you aren’t offended by this, but most guys who like English are faggots.
(Student 81)

This response is quite significant in that it raises important issues about homophobia and
the role it plays in the construction of dominant models of masculinity and how this
inhibits learning for this low-achieving English student. English conflicts with this student’s
tenuous sense of masculinity. Moreover, he questions the masculinity of those boys who
enjoy English and constructs them as homosexual. Consequently, he suggests that they are
effeminate in some way for responding positively to a girls’ subject. English in its
association with femininity and feminine ways of knowing leads this boy to reject it as a
worthwhile subject. At the basis of such a response is a rejection of the other, based on
fear, and it is such a mechanism that leads boys to continually feel the need to prove their
masculinity (see Martino, 1994b; 1994c).

The important issue that this boy’s response raises relates to the role of homophobia in the
policing of masculinity for boys. I want to raise several questions which I will take up later
when examining more closely the specific schooling practices, processes and technologies
that operate in the formation of particular versions of masculinity. How might homophobia
affect the kinds of learning and social activities that boys choose to engage in? To what
extent is such a mechanism for regulating and producing hegemonic masculinity built into
the system through the specific teaching and peer group social practices that produce
particular kinds of gendered subjects?

The study into boys’ perceptions of subject English is important for a number of reasons
within the context of this paper:

• it identifies mechanisms and processes which affect learning on the basis of gender

• it draws attention to gendered patterns in styles of learning and how this might affect
learning within specific subjects

• it highlights how the gender-inflected nature of subjects can influence and affect
learning for boys and girls on the basis of particular models of masculinity and
femininity which they have internalised

• it draws attention to the structuring and organisation of the curriculum at the systems
level to highlight how particular bodies of knowledge and learning practices are
implicated in social technologies for forming particular kinds of gendered subjects and
capacities.

The study also points to the need to move beyond thinking about masculinity and
femininity as oppositional categories or sets of traits or behaviours. Strategies need to be
developed to encourage students to think beyond such a gender bind and to consider
alternative ways of knowing. When alternative and less oppressive models of masculinity
are made available, more flexibility will be provided for boys to take up a range of learning
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styles and ways of being and relating to others which are not based on a homophobic and
misogynist denigration of the other. This will also have positive effects for girls.

Traditional masculinity, therefore, needs to be challenged so that both boys and girls can
be encouraged to explore a range of ways of learning and being which are not locked into
an oppressive binary structure. By targeting the construction of masculinity as an object of
critical scrutiny it is possible to elaborate alternative ways of knowing. Once alternative
models of masculinity become available, an alternative motivational dynamics becomes
possible. In fact, particular pedagogies and reading practices have been developed in an
attempt to elaborate less oppressive models of masculinity in the English classroom (see
Martino & Mellor, 1995).

At the level of curriculum development and implementation, the answer does not lie
necessarily in masculinising subject English or feminising maths/sciences to enhance the
learning of boys and girls respectively in these subjects. This will only serve to reproduce a
gendered set of cultural dualisms. More work, however, needs to be done in developing
alternative bodies of knowledge in an attempt to reconstruct the curriculum (see Kenway,
1993). Kenway claims that a restructuring of the curriculum needs to take place for girls to
ensure that their participation and success in the non-traditional school subjects are
enhanced. Moreover, she claims that the curriculum needs to be restructured in such a way
that it does not impose upon girls a single model of learning. Her approach is not one
unlike that elaborated by Mellor and Patterson (1994) and Martino and Mellor (1995) in
relation to developing specific reading practices in the English classroom, in an attempt to
train students to develop particular critical capacities and competencies for reading gender,
which we claim are necessary to elaborate less oppressive models of masculinity. Similarly,
Kenway advocates an explicit pedagogy designed to teach students particular skills which
are not necessarily tied to a binary structuring of gendered capacities. She claims that those
educational practices that benefit all students across all school subjects and which
contribute to the ‘making of a compassionate and humane society’ are the ones which
should be endorsed. Her focus on the level of institutional practices and pedagogies, I
think, is important in the development of alternative technologies which will produce
different effects in terms of student learning.

This point about institutional practices and apparatuses in their capacity to produce
particular kinds of learners and forms of learning is also taken up by Licht and Dweck
(1984) and Walkerdine (1989), in their focus on the production of gendered patterns of
success and failure in students’ learning behaviours and orientation. Licht and Dweck
(1984), for instance, take up the issue of learned helplessness with regard to girls’ tendency
to attribute their failures to lack of ability, while boys tend to attribute their learning
difficulties to lack of effort. The study demonstrated that, relative to boys, girls appeared to
have less confidence in their ability to succeed and that this affected their self-esteem.
Moreover, they claim that it is more likely that teachers will themselves attribute boys’ poor
performance to a lack of effort or motivation, while accounting for the errors that girls
make as an indicator of insufficient ability.
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Walkerdine (1989), in fact, examines the apparatuses and technologies which have led to
the production of femininity as poor performance. She claims that historically females were
considered to lack the capacity for reason and she explores the complex network of
practices and pedagogies which led to the production of such a truth. What is important
about both studies is that they highlight the very significant ways in which teachers’
practices and their positioning of students can influence and exacerbate learning. Such
studies emphasise the role of teachers and pedagogies in their capacity to produce patterns
of success and failure which have detrimental consequences for girls in terms of reinforcing
learned helplessness and inhibiting their performance.

Bannister’s work (1993) is also useful in developing a theoretical framework for theorising
the ways in which gender differences and patterns of learning are produced through an
ensemble of teaching and learning practices in schools and how the apparatuses of
developmental psychology and objects relations theory have produced ‘a regime of truth
about learning’. Bannister’s work is important in drawing attention to ways in which
particular truths about learning have been produced through specific practices and
assessment techniques. She reviews studies which document the differences between boys’
and girls’ performance on particular modes of assessment—boys’ superior performance on
multiple-choice items is set against girls’ superior performance on open-ended forms of
essay writing tasks. She claims that such studies have been used to establish a truth about
gender differences in cognitive styles of learning. This point is important because it draws
attention to the processes—the practices and techniques—by which certain claims about
the learner and his/her capacities become established as ‘truth’ (see Walkerdine, 1989).

Bannister critiques the ways in which feminist researchers such as Harding have drawn on
object relations theory to explain differences in the ways males and females respond to
science. Her point is that the learner or child is produced through the normalising practices
of developmental psychology and Piagetian theories of cognitive development. What
constitutes learning is informed by particular psychological theories which create an
apparatus or an ensemble of techniques and practices for producing certain truths about
the learner and learning. This also clearly relates to ways in which learning difficulties are
produced as either socially constructed or physiologically determined through the
normalising practices informed by particular theories about learning (see Nichols, 1995). In
other words, learning difficulties are produced within particular regimes of practice.
Bannister stresses the need, therefore, to examine closely the ways in which teaching and
learning practices in specific localised contexts operate to produce certain patterns of
learning and gendered attainment. She makes the point, for instance, that boys’ superior
achievement in science could be the effect of teachers’ biased expectations and
perceptions. She shifts the focus from examining the differences in learning styles between
male and female students to exploring the processes by which such differences are
produced. Thus, she advocates a focus on teaching practices and pedagogies in their
capacity to produce particular kinds of learners.

This also relates to one of the major points made by Wolpe (1988) in her study about the
effects of schooling which have produced particular truths about boys’ impact on girls’
educational outcomes. She claims that such feminist educators as Arnot (1984), Mahony
(1985), Spender and Sarah (1980), and Weiner (1985) have provided simplistic monocausal
explanations of boys’ behaviour in relation to how it affects girls’ performance in schools.
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She stresses that stereotypical views of girls as quiet and passive, and of boys as the
problem, have been produced within a regime of practices which target boys in too
simplistic a way. The effect of this is to block out the various ways in which girls can be
disruptive in their refusal to learn. She claims that within a regime of feminist educational
practices certain stereotypes about girls’ and boys’ behaviour in schools have been
reinforced with boys’ noisiness, demand for teachers’ attention, need of discipline and
sexual harassment of girls becoming the object of critical scrutiny. The effect of such
research has been the establishment of a regime of truth about boys’ behaviour as a whole
group which ignores intra-group differences which are influenced by a range and ensemble
of practices. This relates to the point made by Gilbert and Gilbert (1994) in relation to the
effects of the group principle when undertaking research into the gender dimensions of
educational disadvantage. What needs to be targeted, therefore, when undertaking study
into the effects of masculinity, is avoiding falling into the trap of reinforcing gender
stereotypes, while examining the processes by which differences within groups of boys and
girls are produced and how particular versions of masculinity and femininity are regulated.

Masculinity and learning: regimes of practice

In his ethnographic study of masculinity, Mac an Ghaill (1994) explores the ways in which
dominant models of masculinity are produced in schools through specific regimes of
practice. His study is important for a number of reasons:

• it details the specific normalising processes and practices by which particular versions
and hierarchies of masculinity are produced

• it details the various ways in which masculinity is policed for boys through the
mechanisms of homophobia, compulsory heterosexuality and misogyny, and
highlights both the social and educational costs for boys of such a regime of practice

• it explores the interplay of class, race and gender relations in the production of
particular versions of masculinity

• it develops further understanding about the effects of masculinity on patterns and
styles of learning

• it explores the interplay between sexual and gendered practices within the context of
the peer group network and how this relates to specific patterns of gendered learning.

In focusing on the social practices of working class heterosexual peer groups, Mac an
Ghaill explores the range of masculinities formed within a particular school settings
according to the interplay of intra-class variations and ethnicities. This work is important in
the context of this paper on learning difficulties and the construction of gender, in that the
effects of a macho style of masculinity are explored in terms of regulating learning for boys.
Those boys who resisted such versions of masculinity were ridiculed, while others adopted
such a masculine code as a defence against the class domination of the school. The ‘macho
lads’ who were clearly the low achievers had learned particular anti-social behaviours such
as truanting, coming late to lessons, refusing to answer teachers in class, etc., as a means of
resisting and contesting the class-based authority of the system. Through such social
practices and within the specific context of their peer groups, a particular macho version of
masculinity was produced for these boys which was organised around conflict with the
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institutional authority of the school. The system set up an apparatus of disciplinary
surveillance for policing and controlling these boys’ behaviours which only appeared to
exacerbate already existing learning difficulties and the boys’ low levels of literacy. In fact,
Mac an Ghaill suggests that these boys adopted an aggressive macho style of masculinity in
response to their failure and, hence, as a means of achieving an alternative status in a
system which denies them access to particular cultural capital. What is important about this
case study is that it draws attention to the ways in which a particular version of masculinity
was enforced and sustained for these boys in terms of assigning a feminine status to
academic work and achievement. Any association of academic work for these boys
signalled effeminacy and on this basis they denigrated the academic achievers by referring
to them as ‘dickhead achievers’ and by questioning their masculinity. A hierarchy of
masculinities is set up within such regimes of practice in which boys create an inferior
group of the ‘not so real boys’ (see Arnot, 1984).

Kessler et al (1985) also frame the production of working class masculinities in similar
terms to Arnot and Mac an Ghaill, claiming that resistance to school (in this case, for a
working class boy, Bill) is stiffened by a need to protect a bruised sense of self and to
assert masculine claims to authority and personal space. However, Kessler et al also raise
the issue that while resistance for a working-class boy confirms his masculinity, similar
behaviour among working-class girls only serves to call into question their femininity. This
relates to a point raised earlier in terms of how disadvantage for boys and girls is regulated
differentially within a specific regime of gendered practices which have a normalising effect
in regulating the production of masculinity and femininity. Attention is also drawn to the
regime of sporting practices within a ruling-class school which produces and reinforces a
particular macho version of masculinity based an aggressive competitiveness and physical
toughness. Those boys who are unable to play sport or who prefer not to are derided.
Those relegated to study, non-violent games, debating and similar kinds of activities are
ridiculed by the footballers and labelled ‘Cyrils’ which is an indicator of effeminacy (see
also Wolpe, 1988).

Connell (1989) also elaborates on the demarcation of masculinities in terms of a
hierarchised pecking order within the context of the peer group of an urban working-class
high school. He also sees the assertion of an aggressive masculinity on behalf of working-
class boys through sporting practices as an effect of and a response to their institutionalised
failure. What is significant about such studies is that they highlight the role of sporting
practices and class relations in the policing and production of particular versions of
masculinity and how this prescribes a particular regime of learning for boys. Moreover,
through specific case studies the ways in which schools arbitrate among different versions
of masculinity and femininity are also explicated:

... the school as an institution is characterised at any given time by a particular
gender regime. This may be defined as the pattern of practices that constructs various
kinds of masculinity and femininity among staff and students, orders them in terms of
prestige and power, and constructs a sexual division of labour within the institution.
(Kessler et al, p42)

Such a gender system as has been explicated in this paper clearly has an impact on both
boys and girls in schools in terms of the regimes of learning which it establishes.
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While I am conscious of not wanting to fall into the trap of blaming teachers or of offering
monocausal explanations of their practices in terms of their effects on learners, it is
important to stress that teachers themselves are produced through an ensemble of
institutional practices. This relates to Mac an Ghaill’s discussion, for instance, about the role
of teachers in positioning academic achievers as effeminate through heterosexist jibes,
thereby sustaining a particular gender regime. He also draws attention to the ways in which
the public/private dualism is reproduced within particular subject areas such as English
which is considered to be a feminine subject. He quotes one student who sees English as
split in terms of boys engaging with the rational side of English while girls do all the
‘emotional stuff’. The point is that by focusing on what teachers, students and other school
officials do and say, it is possible to begin to situate their practices and how they affect
learning within the wider context of specific kinds of apparatuses and technologies for
producing particular kinds of learners (see Bannister, 1993).

The policing of masculinity

Through a close examination of the peer group cultural practices, Mac an Ghaill (1994) also
documents the ways in which masculinity is circumscribed and policed for adolescent boys
within schools. What is important to note is that within peer group networks, boys
continually felt the need to compete with one another and to assert their masculinity. This
was achieved through a process of labelling and teasing of those boys who fell short of the
dominant expectations of how men should behave. In fact, a particular hegemonic
heterosexual version of masculinity was asserted in this way in terms of a separation from
effeminacy or homosexuality (see Holland et al, 1993). Through the mechanism of
homophobia, boundaries for boys were marked out and in this way their masculinity was
policed. The effects of such practices for boys is a form of emotional illiteracy. The boys
interviewed by Mac an Ghaill claimed that there was no safe space for them at school
within which they could talk openly about their feelings. This represents an attempt on
behalf of boys to distance themselves from any association with femininity for fear of being
labelled a ‘poof’ and having their masculinity questioned. This sexual boundary
maintenance is also sustained for boys across other sites such as the family and the
workplace, and intersects with other variables such as race, class and ethnicity (see Walker,
1988).

The policing of masculinity within the overall context of boys’ learning does require close
attention for a number of reasons:

• it draws attention to the normalising practices which regulate boys’ behaviours

• it highlights the need to consider the role and effects of homophobia in regulating
specific kinds of capacities for boys such as learning to express their emotions and to
deal with conflict resolution in non-violent ways.

I have attempted to address this issue because I believe that it is important in a discussion
of the effects of hegemonic masculinity in terms of how boys are socially regulated and
how this might affect their learning practices in schools.
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Conclusion

Overall, in this paper I have attempted to elaborate a post-Foucauldian framework (see
Hunter, 1987, 1994; Foucault, 1991; Rose, 1989; Martin et al, 1988), within which to discuss
the formation of specific kinds of gendered learning capacities and practices. This
framework offers the possibility of thinking about gender and learning as being produced
within the context of a materialist set of normalising practices and apparatuses. In framing
issues around boys’ under-achievement in English and their low levels of literacy, as well as
focusing on the effects of specific practices within schools in their capacity to influence
certain patterns of learning, my purpose has been to elaborate a sound theoretical basis for
developing interventionist boyswork practices and strategies which will consolidate the
existing Girls’ Education Strategy as outlined in the National Action Plan for the Education
of Girls 1993–97. By focusing on the gender system in terms of the ways in which versions
of masculinity and femininity are institutionalised through specific regimes of practice, what
becomes possible is a mapping out of the limits and possibilities of an alternative set of
practices designed to improve the educational outcomes of both girls and boys. It is in this
sense that the role of gender in influencing the formation of and research into specific
learning difficulties can be made the object of critical scrutiny.

REFERENCES

Armstrong, N (1988), ‘The gender bind: Women and the disciplines’, Genders, no. 3, Fall.

Arndt, B (1994), ‘Gender wars in class’, The Weekend Australian Review, February 19–20.

Arnot, M (1984), ‘How shall we educate our sons?’, in R Deem (ed), Co-education
Reconstructed, Open University Press, Milton Keynes and Philadelphia.

Bannister, H (1993), ‘Truths about assessment and the learning of girls: From gender
difference to the production of gendered attainment’, in J Blackmore & J Kenway
(eds), Gender Matters in Educational Administration and Policy, The Falmer Press,
London.

Connell, R (1989), ‘Cool guys, swots and wimps: The interplay of masculinity and
education’, Oxford Review of Education, 15(3).

Connell, R (1994), ‘Knowing about masculinity, teaching the boys’, paper presented at the
Pacific Sociological Association Conference, San Diego, April, 1994.

Curtis, M (1992), ‘The performance of boys and girls in subject English’, Interpretations,
25(1).

Danby, S (1994), ‘The gendered practices of young children in a preschool classroom’,
paper presented at the Australian Association for Research in Education Conference,
Newcastle, November, 1994.

Davies, B (1993), ‘Beyond dualism and towards multiple subjectivities’, in Christian-Smith
(ed), Texts of Desire, The Falmer Press, London.



142 GENDER EQUITY: A FRAMEWORK FOR AUSTRALIAN SCHOOLS

Downing, J, May, R & Ollila, L (1982), ‘Sex differences and cultural expectations in reading’,
in EM Sheridan (ed), Sex Stereotypes and Reading: Research and Strategies,
International Reading Association, Newark, NJ.

Flynn, J & Rahbar, M (1994), ‘Prevalence of reading failure in boys compared with girls’,
Psychology in Schools, vol. 31, January.

Forsey, C (1990), The Making of Men, West Education Centre, Footscray, (03) 9314 3011.

Foster, V (1994), ‘What about the boys! Presumptive equality, and the obfuscation of
concerns about theory, research, policy, resources and curriculum in the education of
girls and boys,’ paper presented at the Annual Conference of the Australian
Association for Research in Education, Newcastle, November, 1994.

Foucault, M (1991), ‘Governmentality’, in G Burchell, C Gordon & P Miller (eds), The
Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality, Harvester Wheatsheaf, London.

Gilbert, P & Gilbert, R (1994), ‘Discourse and disadvantage: Studying the gender dimensions
of educational disadvantage’, paper presented at the Annual Conference of the
Australian Association for Research in Education, Newcastle, November, 1994.

Gilbert, P & Rowe, K (1989), Gender, Literacy and the Classroom, Australian Reading
Association, Carlton South.

Hite, S (1981), The Hite Report on Male Sexuality, Knopf, New York.

Holland, J, Ramazanoglu, C & Sharpe, S (1993), Wimp or Gladiator: Contradictions in
Acquiring Masculine Sexuality, Tufnell Press, London.

Hunter, I (1987), Culture and Government: The Emergence of Literary Education,
Macmillan, London.

Hunter, I (1994), Rethinking the School: Subjectivity, Bureaucracy and Criticism, Allen and
Unwin, Sydney.

Kelly, A (ed) (1987), Science for Girls?, Open University Press, Milton Keynes and
Philadelphia.

Kenway, J (1987). ‘Is gender an issue in English teaching?’ Interpretations, 20(1), August.

Kenway, J (1993), ‘Non-traditional pathways: Are they the way to the future?’, in J
Blackmore & J Kenway (eds), Gender Matters in Educational Administration and
Policy, Falmer Press, London.

Kessler, S, Ashenden, DJ, Connell, RW & Dowsett, GW (1985), ‘Gender relations in
secondary schooling’, Sociology of Education, 58, pp34–48.

Lee, A (1980), ‘Together we learn to read and write: Sexism and literacy’, in D Spender
(ed), Learning to Lose: Sexism and Education, The Women’s Press, London.

Licht, B & Dweck, C (1984), ‘Sex differences in achievement orientations: Consequences for
academic choices and attainments’, in The English Curriculum: Gender, Material for
Discussion, ILEA English Centre, London (Australian distributor: Chalkface Press).



GENDER EQUITY: A FRAMEWORK FOR AUSTRALIAN SCHOOLS 143

Mac an Ghaill, M (1994), The Making of Men, Open University Press, Milton Keynes and
Philadelphia.

MacDonald, M (1980), ‘Schooling and the reproduction of class and gender relations’, in L
Barton, M Roland & S Walker (eds), Schooling, Ideology and the Curriculum, Falmer
Press, London.

Mahony, P (1985), Schools for Boys: Co-education Reassessed, Hutchinson, London, in
association with The Explorations in Feminism Collective.

Martin, L, Gutman, H & Hutton, P (1988), Technologies of the Self, The University of
Massachusetts Press, Mass.

Martino, W (in preparation), ‘Theorising and researching masculinities: Regimes of practice’,
doctoral thesis, School of Education, Murdoch University.

Martino, W (1993). ‘Boys’ underachievement and under-representation in subject English’,
thesis submitted in partial fulfilment for degree of Master of Education (Hons), School
of Education, Murdoch University.

Martino, W (1994a), ‘Masculinity and Learning: Exploring boys’ underachievement and
under-representation in subject English’, Interpretations, 27(2).

Martino, W (1994b), ‘Teaching masculinity: Teaching anti-homophobic texts and readings in
the English classroom’, concurrent keynote paper presented at the National
Conference for the Australian Association of the Teaching of English, Perth, 1994.

Martino, W (1994c), ‘The gender bind and subject English: Exploring questions of
masculinity in developing interventionist strategies in the English classroom’, English
in Australia, no. 107, March.

Martino, W (1995), ‘Deconstructing masculinity in the English classroom: A site for
reconstituting gendered subjectivity’, Gender and Education, 7(2), pp205–220, UK.

Martino, W & Mellor, B (1995), Gendered Fictions, Chalkface Press, Cottesloe.

Mellor, B & Patterson, A (1994), ‘The reading lesson’, Interpretations, 27(3).

Meredyth, D & Tyler, D (1993), Child and Citizen: Genealogies of Schooling and
Subjectivity, Institute for Cultural Policy Studies, Griffith University.

Nichols, S (1995), ‘Examining the assumptions about learning difficulties and gender’,
discussion paper prepared for the Gender Equity Taskforce Conference, Canberra,
February 22–24, 1995.

O’Doherty, S (1994), Report on the Inquiry into Boys’ Education (draft), NSW Government
Advisory Committee on Education Training and Tourism.

Ollis, D & Tomaszewski, I (1993), Gender and Violence Project: Position Paper, DEET,
Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra.

Poynton, C (1985), Language and Gender: Making the Difference, Deakin University Press,
Victoria.



144 GENDER EQUITY: A FRAMEWORK FOR AUSTRALIAN SCHOOLS

Rose, N (1989), Governing the Soul: The Shaping of the Private Self , Routledge, London and
New York.

Shaw, J (1984), ‘The politics of single sex schools’, in R Deem (ed), Co-education
Reconstructed, Open University Press, Milton Keynes and Philadelphia.

Shaywitz, S, Shaywitz, B, Fletcher, J & Escobar, M (1990), ‘Prevalence of reading disability
in boys and girls’, Journal of Medical American Association, 264, pp998–1002.

Spender, D & Sarah, E (1980), Learning to Lose: Sexism and Education , The Women’s Press,
London

Theobald, M (1987), ‘Humanities, science and the female mind: An historical perspective’,
Unicorn, 13(3).

Thomas, K (1990), Gender and Subject in Higher Education, The Society for Research into
Higher Education and Open University Press, Buckingham.

Tyler, D (1993), ‘Setting the child free: Teachers, mothers and child-centred pedagogy in
the 1930s kindergarten’, in J Blackmore & J Kenway (eds), Gender Matters in
Educational Administration and Policy, Falmer Press, London.

Walker, JC (1988), Louts and Legends, Allen and Unwin, Sydney.

Walkerdine, V (1989), ‘Femininity as performance’, Oxford Review of Education, 15(3).

Wearing, B (1994), ‘Poor boys, power and gender: The masculinist response to femininity’,
Interpretations, 27(2).

Weiner, G (ed) (1985), Just a Bunch of Girls, The Open University Press, Milton Keynes.

Weinreich-Haste, H (1986), ‘Brother son, sister moon: Does rationality overcome a dualistic
world view?’, in J Harding (ed), Perspectives on Gender and Science, Falmer Press,
London, New York and Philadelphia.

West, P (1994), ‘It’s time to take boys in hand’, Sydney Morning Herald, March.

West, P (1995). ‘Giving boys a ray of hope: Masculinity and education’, discussion paper for
Gender Equity Taskforce, February.

Wolpe, A (1988), Within School Walls, Routledge, London and New York.

Wyn, J & Wilson, B (1993), ‘Improving girls’ educational outcomes’, in J Blackmore &
J Kenway (eds), Gender Matters in Educational Administration and Policy, Falmer
Press, London.

Zuel, B (1994), ‘What your boy should learn?’, Sydney Morning Herald, April.


	Gender Equity:  A Framework for Australian Schools (cover)
	Content & Foreword
	Part A - Framework for Action on Gender Equity in Schooling
	Part B - Perspectives on Gender Equity in Schooling
	Papers presented at the Promoting Gender Equity Conference, February 1995
	BOYS AND GIRLS AND THE COSTS OF GENDERED BEHAVIOUR
	THE COSTS OF MASCULINITY: PLACING MEN’S PAIN IN THE CONTEXT OF MALE POWER
	GENDER ISSUES FOR ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER GIRLS; EXPLORING ISSUES FOR ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER BOYS
	CULTURAL BRIDGES OR WALKOVERS? IMPROVING THE OUTCOMES FOR GIRLS WHO BENEFIT LEAST: A SPECIAL FOCUS ON GIRLS EXPERIENCING CULTURAL CONFLICT
	ASSUMPTION, EXPECTATION AND DISCRIMINATION: GENDER ISSUES FOR GIRLS WITH DISABILITIES
	GENDERED LEARNING PRACTICES: EXPLORING THE COSTS OF HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY FOR GIRLS AND BOYS IN SCHOOLS

	Paper presented at the Australian Association for Research in Education Conference, 1995
	Resources
	Glossary

