
GENDER & LANGUAGE ˇ
ˇKEmpowering and Positioning Women Teachers as Agents of Change in Language  
ˇ
ˇand Gender Construction.  ˇ
ˇThis paper will focus upon a project in Language and Gender Construction 
that was undertaken ˇˇ
ˇUthroughout 1992 andinvolved two groups of eight teachers.   One group 
came from  the ˇˇ
ˇ^Department of School Education,of the western region of N.S.W. and the 
second group came from ˇˇ
ˇ_Catholic schools in the Diocese of Townsville.  These teachers have 
cooperated in the research ˇˇ
ˇ]project and have monitored and, where appropriate, have changed the use 
of language in their  ˇ
ˇ@classrooms, particularly as it relates to gender construction.  
ˇgˇ
ˇThe project in Gender and Language is based upon the model used at the 
Institute of Education at ˇˇ
ˇ_the University of London for its local education authorities, equal 
opportunities consortium.  ˇˇ
ˇ[This model was used in the pilot project on Gender and Education 
conducted by Paula Smith, ˇˇ
ˇ_Charles Sturt University, Mitchell, in 1991.  It is a model which links 
school, university and ˇˇ
ˇ^education authorities in a very effective learning and research 
experience, whereby  teachers ˇˇ
ˇVmonitor classroom language, with the support of both the university and 
the education  ˇ
ˇ
authorities.  ˇ
ˇˇ`ˇ
ˇ=ˇ
Context of the Language and Gender Construction Project ˇ
ˇˇ`ˇ
ˇbˇ
ˇThe National Policy for the Education of Girls in Australian Schools 
(1987) had stated that: ˇ
ˇˇ@ˇ
ˇP   ˇ
Significantly improving the quality of education for girls will require    
ˇˇ
ˇO   fundamental reform which cannot be addressed by simplistic or narrow 
measures  ˇ
ˇ4   designed to yield immediately quantifiable results.`ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇ ˇ
ˇˇÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇ$ˇ$ˇiˇîˇIˇˇ
ˇYIn 1989, the Australian Education Council (AEC) produced ten Common and 
Agreed Goals for ˇˇ



ˇXSchooling in Australia which would provide a framework for cooperation 
between schools, ˇˇ
ˇ_States and Territories and the Commonwealth.  This has resulted in the 
development of national ˇˇ
ˇVcurriculum frameworks and profiles in eight key learning areas: English, 
Mathematics, ˇˇ
ˇWScience, Technology, Studies of Society and Environment, the Arts, Health 
and Physical ˇˇ
ˇ]Education, and Languages Other Than English (LOTE).  In each curriculum 
area, standards will ˇˇ
ˇ]be set and performance indicators and measures of competencies developed 
in order to measure  ˇ
ˇTeducational outcomes for all students in both government and non-
government schools. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇYIn March 1990, the Prime Minister of Australia announced that there would 

be $3m dollars ˇˇ
ˇ]available for a project over a three year period to facilitate the 
development of curriculum ˇˇ
ˇ]which is equally relevant to girls and boys.  The Gender Equity in 
Curriculum Reform Project ˇˇ
ˇ\was  established and is coordinated by the Commonwealth Department of 
Employment, Education ˇˇ
ˇ^and Training (DEET).  It aims to ensure that the national curriculum 
statements, profiles and  ˇ
ˇassociated resource materials: ˇ
ˇˇ ˇ
ˇE*  Avoid past exclusion of needs, interests and entitlements of girls; ˇ
ˇ1*  Act equally in the interests of girls and boys;ˇˇ

ˇ[*  Contribute to achieving equality for women and men in private and 
public life, including  ˇ
ˇ    paid and unpaid employment.ÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇ$ˇ$ˇiˇî ˇ
ˇˇ`ˇ
ˇ3ˇ
Purpose of the Project and intended outcomes:ÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇCˇ$ˇiˇî ˇ
ˇˇÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇ#ˇ$ˇiˇî@ˇ
ˇfˇ
ˇWhile both sectors of the project in both New South Wales and in 
Queensland followed basically  ˇˇ
ˇbthe same process, this paper will refer to the teachers in the schools in 
the Catholic diocese of `ˇ
ˇTownsville. ˇ
ÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇCˇ$ˇiˇî@ˇ
ˇ\ˇ
ˇa)  growth in awareness of gender research among the teachers involved in 



the project, ˇˇ
ˇYespecially the role of language in gender construction among  primary 
school girls, some  ˇ
ˇof whom were Aboriginal. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇXb) development of strategies to monitor gender construction through 
language as well as ˇˇ
ˇVdevelopment of strategies for analysis of the teachers' own experience,  
which should  ˇ
ˇZenable those teachers to bring about effective change in language use in 
their classrooms. ˇ
ˇˇ ˇ
ˇTc) development of skills of networking amongst the teachers involved in 
the project. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇWd) refinement of a learning model to critique gender construction.  This 
model will be  ˇ
ˇ3appropriately shaped for use in Australian schools. ˇ
ˇˇ ˇ
ˇˇ`ˇ
ˇ/ˇ
Assumptions underlying the Project:ˇ
ˇ ˇ
ˇˇ ˇ
ˇZ*  That action research methods are an effective means of monitoring 
policy implementation. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇX*  That real networking and sharing is an effective method of  involving 
teachers in the  ˇ
ˇimplementation of change. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇZ*  That the process of sharing in gender issues may be as important as 
the gender material  ˇ
ˇitself. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇZ*  That the model which links school, education authority and university 
is an ideal model  ˇ
ˇFfor development at this time in the history of education in Australia.`ˇ
ˇˇ
`ˇ
ˇ*The Design of the  Research Project:ˇ
ˇ ˇ
ˇˇÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˘ˇ$ˇ$ˇiˇîˇˇ
ˇ]The model chosen for this research project requires the use of inquiry 
modes of learning and ˇˇ
ˇdshared story telling.  In order to gather data for the project that arose 
out of women's experience ˇˇ
ˇband did not have to be "edited", the researchers decided that women only 
would be invited to take ˇˇ



ˇcpart in the project.  At the outset of the project, this research 
parameter was stated so that any ˇˇ
ˇ_findings and outcomes would be interpreted within the design chosen and 
stated.   According to ˇˇ
ˇXMiles and Huberman (1984) qualitative data  can provide a source of well-
grounded, rich ˇˇ
ˇ]description and explanation of processes occurring in local contexts.  It 
also preserves the ˇˇ
ˇcchronological flow, allows for  access to local causality from which  
fruitful explanations can be ˇˇ
ˇdderived.  And finally, it  allows serendipitous findings and new 
theoretical insights that may lead  ˇ
ˇ(to new  integrations by the researcher. ÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇ$ˇ$ˇiˇî ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ

ˇ^The focus of the project has been upon the teacher and children  in the 
classroom engaging in ˇˇ
ˇ\teaching and learning.  The teachers, with the Research Co-ordinator, 
have engaged in group ˇˇ
ˇ_learning that has examined their present constructions of gender and 
classroom practice.  They ˇˇ
ˇchave also reflected upon their practice   and designed  and implemented 
plans for action that will ˇˇ
ˇ\result in change.  The Action Research Spiral of Kemmis and McTaggart 
(1982) and has been a  ˇ
ˇWuseful reference for both the design of the project and for the project 
participants.   ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ^The project was designed to widen the teachers' present understandings 
with new knowledge and ˇˇ
ˇathus reflect on wider  issues of gender construction that are part of the 
Australian society and  ˇ
ˇthe present world scene.   ˇ
ˇˇ`ˇ
ˇ:ˇ
School Sample and Participants in the Project:ˇ
ˇ ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ_At the commencement of the school year,  school Principals and teachers 
were given information ˇˇ
ˇaon the project and were invited to nominate interest in the project.  The 
schools selected were  ˇˇ
ˇbcontacted personally by the coordinator of the project and then notified 
in writing regarding the  ˇ
ˇ'design and requirements of the project. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇaThe register of interest from schools had enabled the Coordinator to 



select schools of different ˇˇ
ˇ`sizes and from different geographical regions.   One school is situated 
in a sugar cane growing ˇˇ
ˇ]area, 300 km south of Townsville.  The other school is an Aboriginal  and 
Islander community ˇˇ
ˇdschool on  an island off the coast of Townsville.  Unfortunately 
throughout most of the duration of ˇˇ
ˇ]the project, schooling was disrupted on the island owning to an acute 
water shortage and the ˇˇ
ˇcvoluntary evacuation of over half of the island's population.   The other 
two schools are large co-ˇˇ
ˇ`educational schools within the Townsville area, one of which spans the 
Years K-12 and the other ˇˇ
ˇ`school is Years 1-7.  The teachers selected for the project taught 
classes in the upper primary  ˇ
ˇ#level, that is Years Four to Seven. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ`Two teachers from each of four primary schools have  participated in the 
project.  The teaching ˇˇ
ˇaexperience of the eight primary school teachers  ranges from  beginning 
teachers  to teachers of ˇˇ
ˇ`30 years experience.  Before commencing the project, it was important to 
ascertain the level of ˇˇ
ˇUawareness and understandings of the teachers regarding the use of 
language in gender  ˇ
ˇconstruction.   ˇ
ˇˇ`ˇ
ˇ9ˇ
The Written Questionnaire and the Initial Interview`ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇˇˇ
ˇZIn order to gather information from the teachers concerning gender issues 
in general, the ˇˇ

ˇ_researchers decided to use a written questionnaire and an interview.   
These dimensions of the ˇˇ
ˇXquestionnaire were referred to by the researchers in constructing the 
final form of the ˇˇ
ˇWquestionnaire which was drawn from various sample questionnaires.  The 
purpose of this ˇˇ
ˇaexercise was not to gather quantitative data but to focus the 
participants on specific issues of ˇˇ
ˇ[gender and use of language and the impact of policy statements when  
introducing change in  ˇ
ˇpractice and attitudes. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇbSpecific issues and areas needed to be addressed within the interview, so 
the researchers decided ˇˇ
ˇVto use the Structured Interview schedule with open ended items because of 



a number of  ˇ
ˇadvantages it offered, namely: ˇ
ˇˇÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇCˇ$ˇiˇî ˇ
ˇ(i) it is flexible;ˇˇ
ˇV(ii)    it allows the interviewer to probe, to clear up any 
misunderstandings or further  ˇ
ˇ

information; ˇ
ˇR(iii)   it enables the interviewer to test the limits of the respondent's 
knowledge;ˇˇ
ˇY(iv)    it allows the interviewer to make a truer assessment of what the 
respondent  really  ˇ
ˇ    believes. ˇ
ˇˇÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇ$ˇ$ˇiˇîˇˇ
ˇ\Open-ended items within a structured interview supply a frame of 
reference for respondents' ˇˇ
ˇ^answers but put a  minimum of restraint upon the answers and their 
expression.  The following  ˇ
ˇ4questions were designed for this interview 
schedule:ÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇCˇ$ˇiˇî ˇ
ˇˇ ˇ
ˇUa) The interview schedule that the researchers prepared were the 
following questions:ˇˇ
ˇR   What is your background in terms of gender issues?  Awareness, 
studies, personal  ˇ
ˇ

experiences. ˇ
ˇˇ ˇ
ˇIb) Are there any significant women who influenced you or whom you admire? 
ˇ
ˇˇ ˇ
ˇNc) As a teacher what are the dreams you have for the girls and boys you 
teach? ˇ
ˇˇ ˇ
ˇ$d) What excites you about education? ˇ
ˇˇ ˇ
ˇWe) Are there any points from the questionnaire that you would like or 
raise or discuss? ˇ
ˇˇ ˇ
ˇf)  Any other issues?`ˇ
ˇˇ
ÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˘ˇ$ˇ$ˇc@ˇ
ˇgˇ
ˇThe  theoretical perspective of the project as well as the participants' 



experience were kept in  ˇ
ˇNmind by the researchers in planning each of the professional development 
days.ÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇ$ˇ$ˇc`ˇ
ˇˇ
`ˇ
ˇ0Professional Development Days for Teachersˇ
`ˇ
ˇˇ
@ˇ
ˇnˇ
ˇPrior to each of the professional development days the researchers 
designed the ˇ
purposesˇ
ˇ of `ˇ
ˇeach day.  ˇ
ÄˇˇˇLˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇ$ˇ$ˇc`ˇ
ˇˇ
`ˇ
ˇ
Day Oneˇ
ˇÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇ$ˇ$ˇc ˇ
ˇˇÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇDˇ$ ˇ
ˇ9*  To outline and explain  the Gender and Language Project ˇ
ˇO*  To get to know the other participants in the Project and to share 
experiencesˇˇ
ˇT*  To come to common understandings of gender constructions in society, 
particularly  ˇ
ˇthrough the use of language ˇ
ˇ0*  To develop skills of observation and recording ˇ
ˇ?*  To have an agreed methodology for the approach to the Project ˇ
ˇˇ`ˇ
ˇˇ
Day Twoˇ
ˇ ˇ
ˇˇ ˇ
ˇ *  To review progress to date by: ˇ
ˇˇÄˇˇˇLˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ¯ˇDˇ$@ˇ
ˇo   a)   reporting onˇ
 ˇ
ˇaˇ
 ˇ
ˇ'critical' or significant experience that has occurred during the    ˇˇ
ˇP        past month regarding Language and Gender Construction, 
particularly  through     ˇ
ˇ2        new insights or understandings have been gained. ˇ
ˇ/   b)   sharing the discovery of new understandings ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ



ˇ\*  To develop an awareness of context, text, construction, deconstruction 
and reconstruction  ˇ
ˇ2particularly as it relates to gender and language. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇX*  To introduce the concept of discourse and subjectivity, particularly 
as it applies to  ˇ
ˇwomen's position in society. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇR*  To provide a framework for further observation and recording of 
language in the  ˇ
ˇ
classroom. ˇ
ˇˇÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇDˇ$`ˇ
ˇˇ
Day Threeˇ
ˇ ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ[*  To share personal experiences and action arising out of classroom and 
school observation  ˇ
ˇ.of the use of language in gender construction.`ˇ
ˇˇ
`ˇ
ˇWˇ
ˇ*   To gain new knowledge regarding language and gender construction in 
literature.ÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ±ˇDˇ$ ˇ
ˇˇÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇDˇ$ˇˇ
ˇX*  To explore the methodology of Action Research for the introduction of 
change into the `ˇ
ˇNschool and classroom in the area of language and gender construction.      
ˇ
 ˇ
ˇˇ`ˇ
ˇaˇ
ˇ*ˇ
     ˇ
ˇTo develop an agreed approach to the collection of data for project 
outcomes. ˇ
ˇˇ ˇ
ˇ[*  To develop, if possible, a school action plan regarding language and 
gender construction.`ˇ
ˇˇ
 ˇ
ˇDay Four ˇ
ˇˇÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ¯ˇDˇ$@ˇ
ˇbˇ
ˇ*   To review the Action Research undertaken and its outcomes including 
sharing of strategies  ˇ
ˇand experiences. ˇ



ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ[*  To gain a greater understanding of  Language and Gender Construction 
from an Aboriginal    ˇ
ˇJperspective through two Aboriginal women sharing  their personal stories.      
ˇ
ˇˇÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ“ˇDˇ$ˇˇ
ˇQ*  To contribute to the Report writing for the Gender Equity in 
Curriculum Reform  ˇ
ˇProject.ÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇCˇ$ˇiˇî`ˇ
ˇˇ
 ˇ
ˇThe Focus of this Paper ˇ
ˇˇÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˘ˇ$ˇ$ˇiˇî@ˇ
ˇfˇ
ˇWhile action research was engaged in  both classroom and whole school 
projects, the outcomes of @ˇ
ˇdthis research will not be reported here.  The main focus of this paper is  

the ˇ
positioning of @ˇ
ˇithe women teachersˇ
ˇ  as they participated in the project.    These teachers  were positioned 
ˇ
 `ˇ
ˇas agents of changeˇ

ˇ.   ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ]In order to act as a change agent, the person must have power or become 
empowered.  The plan ˇˇ
ˇ]and purpose for the series of professional development days were directed 
to this outcome of ˇˇ
ˇYteacher empowerment.  The term "em-power"  is defined as " to authorize", 
"to license",( @ˇ
ˇfperson ˇ
to  ˇ
ˇdo ), " give power to", "make able" (The Australian Consise Oxford 
Dictionary, ˇˇ
ˇ`1988).  Within critical and feminist pedagogy the distinction is made not 
only around the agent ˇˇ
ˇZof empowerment, but also around the subject of empowerment, that is, the 
one who is to be ˇˇ
ˇ_empowered.  This empowering of the self has important social 
implications, it is not something ˇˇ
ˇethat will lead to  isolated individualism.  Rather it has a 
transformative possibilities as Shor and  ˇ
ˇFreire (1987:109) point out:ÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˘ˇCˇ$ˇiˇî ˇ



ˇˇÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˘ˇ$ˇ$ˇiˇî@ˇ
ˇqˇ
I don't believe in self-liberation.  Liberation is a social act... Even 
when you feel yourself to be ˇ
@ˇ
ˇÑmostˇ
 free, if this feeling is not aˇ
 socialˇ
 feeling, if you are not able to use your ˇ
recentˇ
 freedom to ˇˇ
ˇ`help others to be free by transforming the totality of society, then you 
are exercising only an  ˇ
ˇ6individualist attitude toward empowerment and 
freedom.ÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˘ˇCˇ$ˇiˇî`ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˘ˇ$ˇ$ˇiˇîˇˇ
ˇ]The purpose of the professional development for the teachers was to 
empower them in order to ˇˇ
ˇ^liberate their students and all within their sphere of influence from any 
forms of oppression ˇˇ
ˇ_through the use of language in the construction of gender.  This sense of 
empowerment is based  ˇ
ˇ^upon the experience of the person as  subject with the access to 
knowledge that also empowers. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇWWhen individuals or groups do  become the subject and claim the subject 
position, they ˇˇ
ˇ^experiencea power of liberation.  Western philosophy and, with it, 
traditional psychology and ˇˇ
ˇ\psychoanalytic theory, tends to see the individual as the agent of all 
social phenomena and ˇˇ
ˇ[productions, including knowledge.  Within this tradition the individual 
is understood as a ˇˇ
ˇaunitary, essentially non-contradictory and, above all, rational entity.  
It can be demonstrated, ˇˇ
ˇ\however, that the unitary, rational subject is itself an historical 
product, an effect of a ˇˇ
ˇ^production which can be specified, rather than a pre-given object of the 
human sciences.  For ˇˇ
ˇ`example, the category 'woman'   may be variously understood in terms of 
sex role stereotypes or ˇˇ
ˇYdifferent norms which circumscribe women's 'roles' in different 
practices.  The subject, ˇˇ

ˇZwoman, will be positioned in the discourse according to her being mother, 
wife, consumer, ˇˇ
ˇ_worker, sexual partner, etc.  Very often the women are in an inferior 
position to men and seek ˇˇ



ˇcgratification in pleasing others or in measuring up to external standards 
-  "in being a good wife  ˇ
ˇCand mother",  or "a remarkable woman to succeed in a man's world".  ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ\In their work on women's ways of knowing, Belenky et al (1991:134) have 
argued that a sense ˇˇ
ˇ^of authority arises primarily through identification with the power of a 
group and its agreed ˇˇ
ˇ]ways for knowing.  Furthermore, since access to subjective sources for 
knowing are absent or ˇˇ
ˇ`lost at the positions of received and procedural knowledge, for many 
women there is no sense of ˇˇ
ˇban authentic or unique voice,  and an absence of awareness of a centred, 
authoritative self.   In ˇˇ
ˇTreclaiming the subject position, many women have experienced a growing 
awareness of ˇˇ
ˇZfeminism.  For example,  arising out of her experience within literary 
criticism,  Kaplan  ˇ
ˇ(1985:39) reported that: ˇ
ˇˇ@ˇ
ˇeˇ

Like those of many other feminist critics, my personal motivations and my 
own personal history ˇˇ
ˇ]were beginning to merge with those of a powerful women's movement....Not 
only did many of us ˇˇ
ˇdfeel alienated by the content of the canon we were expected to ' master', 
but we also felt excluded ˇˇ
ˇaby the assumed objectivity of the critical jargon we were expected to 
use, with its accompanying ˇˇ
ˇ[assumption of the generically masculine 'reader', its implied 
universality, as well as its  ˇ
ˇ'estrangement from our lived experience.`ˇ
ˇ    ˇ
ˇ   ˇˇ
ˇZPam Gilbert and Sandra Taylor (1991) have developed the concept of the  
importance of the ˇˇ
ˇ_influence of feminism as providing for women a speaking position of 
confidence and authority.  ˇˇ
ˇ]This has provided women with a methodology by which to critique the canon 
of literature as a ˇˇ
ˇ_patriarchial tradition which reinforces images of character and behaviour 
and which encourages  ˇ
ˇ2women to accept subordination.  They observe that:`ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇˇ
ˇb.. literary history was seen to have worked hand in glove with dominant 
patriarchal ideology.  It ˇˇ



ˇ^had canonised certain texts which claimed to embody universal human 
truths and silenced those ˇˇ
ˇ`which interrogated or undermined those truths.  By seeking to expose this 
collusion and to open ˇˇ
ˇcout the gaps and silences in literary traditions, feminist criticism 
offers itself  as a political ˇˇ
ˇ_practice which radically redefines the nature of what counts as 
literature, and what counts as `ˇ
ˇ5reading  ˇ
ˇ( Gilbert and  Taylor 1991: 41)ˇ
.`ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇˇˇ
ˇ`The assumptions that Gilbert and Taylor make is that the construction of 
the cultural text is a ˇˇ
ˇ_learned social practice, thus reinforcing the post-structuralist critique 
of assumptions about ˇˇ
ˇbthe unitary, rational character of the individual.  This implies an 
understanding of subjectivity ˇˇ
ˇbas multiple, not purely rational, and as potentially contradictory.  The 
notion  of contradictory ˇˇ
ˇ]subjectivity can be demonstrated in the experience of having more or less 
power in different ˇˇ
ˇ\social practices, that is, the experience of contradictions in subjective 
positionings (for ˇˇ
ˇ\example, woman as wife and woman as employed worker).   Different subject 
positions and the ˇˇ
ˇXdifferent power relations played out in them can only be described, 
therefore, within a ˇˇ
ˇ]particular historical context and specified social practices.  These are 
key concepts in the  ˇ
ˇBdeconstruction of the discursive notion of the subject as unitary. ˇ
ˇˇÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˘ˇ$ˇ$ˇˇ
ˇ[Deconstruction of discourse asserts that any given body of statements, 
whether in everyday ˇˇ
ˇ[conversation or a scientific paper, does not exist in a vacuum but 
depends on a social and ˇˇ
ˇacultural context with its accepted beliefs and understandings.  Such 
statements may carry deeply ˇˇ

ˇZentrenched convictions and explanatory schemes fundamental to the 
dominant form of making ˇˇ
ˇasense of the world at any particular period in a culture.  Deconstruction 
retraces the system of ˇˇ
ˇa"dependencies" of a discourse  and produces what Foucault (1980)  calls a 
"genealogy", that is,  ˇˇ
ˇca history that reconstitutes the present from its traces in the past. The 
point of genealogy is to ˇˇ
ˇ`retrace any mutual dependencies in concrete instances.  A genealogy thus 



provides an account of ˇˇ
ˇ\the specific conditions surrounding the emergence and production of a 
discourse such as the ˇˇ
ˇ_regulation of sexuality or gender differences.   In Foucault's  terms, 
power works through the ˇˇ
ˇaactions of subjects, actions which are themselves already delimited and 
conditioned because they ˇˇ
ˇ_take place in practices that are discursive and material.  For  example, 
the relative power of ˇˇ
ˇ\'woman' in taxation and welfare practices depends on particular practices 
which differently  ˇ
ˇ<favour 'mothers', 'single women', 'married women' and so on. ˇ
ˇˇ ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ]In a post-structuralist view, the subject is composed of a set of 
multiple and contradictory ˇˇ
ˇZpositionings or subjectivities.  When looking at gender differences and 
the production of ˇˇ
ˇ_subjectivity, Hollway (1984)  delineates three discourses concerning 
sexuality: the "hegemonic ˇˇ
ˇ^male sexual drive" discourse, the "have/hold" discourse and the 
"permissive" discourse.  Such ˇˇ

ˇddiscourses make available positions for subjects to take up, positions in 
relation to other people: ˇˇ
ˇ\such as the woman who yields and submits or the man who wolf-whistles or 
acts aggressively. ˇˇ
ˇ\These same positions are not equally available to men and women.  Because 
discourses do not ˇˇ
ˇ[exist independently of their reproduction through the practices and 
meanings of particular ˇˇ
ˇ^women and men, there is a need to account for changes in the dominance of 
certain discourses,  ˇ
ˇUand the development of new ones, by taking account of men's and women's 
subjectivity.ˇˇ
ˇ[In commenting upon the concept that the social domain is not a fixed and 
unified totality,  ˇ
ˇWalkerdine (1988:30) said: ˇ
ˇˇ@ˇ
ˇfˇ
If signs are produced as the dynamic intersection of action, object and 
word within a practice, ˇˇ
ˇ_and if the sign functions as a relation within the practice, 
signification is not reducible to ˇˇ
ˇXrepresentation, or to a singular developmental pathway.  It follows that 
any conceptual ˇˇ
ˇ\apparatus is created within social practices, which themselves position 
the participants as ˇˇ



ˇ_relations.  Since the practices are multiple, the sites for the creation 
of such relations are ˇˇ
ˇamultiple and shifting.  Thus subjectivity is multiple not singular and we 
should expect that the ˇˇ
ˇ]relation between different "meanings" or relations within or between 
signifiers might have a  ˇ
ˇ<particular effect for the subject who lives those 
relations.ÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇ$ˇ$ˇc`ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇˇˇ
ˇ_The reproduction of discourses and the positioning of subjects within 
them cannot be explained ˇˇ
ˇ^as either a mechanistic process or as socially determined.  Hollway (1984 
) asserts that when ˇˇ
ˇWthere are contradictions in each person's wants of the other there are 
grounds for the ˇˇ
ˇZinterruption of the reproduction of particular discourses and subject 
positions.  Such an ˇˇ
ˇbinterruption is a site of potential change.  It is "these sites of 
potential change" that must be ˇˇ
ˇ`fully explored to ensure that real change does come into both the 
curriculum and into the lives `ˇ
ˇ1of the teachers who enliven the curriculum.ˇ

 ˇˇˇ`ˇ
ˇKˇ
Participants' Position and  Personal Awareness of Gender Issuesˇ
 ˇ
ˇˇ@ˇ
ˇfˇ
ˇThe levels of understanding concerning gender issues varied across the 
range of participants in ˇˇ
ˇathe project. .  As noted earlier, the Researcher had the opportunity to 
speak to all the teacher ˇˇ
ˇ^participants in the project.   Some women had undertaken studies  at 
university which touched ˇˇ
ˇ`on gender.  For example one participant became aware of gender issues 
when she did a generalist ˇˇ
ˇbcourse in Australian Studies which "touched the surface".  She still 
feels that she needs further ˇˇ
ˇ]education in gender issues both as a woman and   as a teacher but senses 
the difficulty and  @ˇ
ˇsisolation felt by the individual teacher who is "gender aware".  ˇ
"In other words,"ˇ
ˇ Beth said, "ˇ
I `ˇ
ˇNbelieve that gender issues are not widely  recognised as problematic".  ˇ
ˇ ˇ



ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ]Rather than through any formal study, the  majority of participants had 
come to awareness of ˇˇ
ˇ]gender issues through their own experiences.  For example, one woman 
recalled  the different ˇˇ
ˇTexperiences of going to visit her Italian grandmother compared with her  
Australian  ˇ
ˇgrandmother.  `ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇˇ
ˇ`My brothers loved to visit Nona because at Nona's the boys would be 
fussed over and given gifts ˇˇ
ˇ_and pampered;  we girls would be given the washing up and the general 
jobs and be told to look  ˇ
ˇafter our brothers. `ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇ ˇˇ
ˇ`Another woman felt  that she did not have a very real awareness of the 
issues of gender nor did ˇˇ
ˇYshe have an understanding of them.  She was, however,  looking forward to 
gathering more  ˇ
ˇGinformation and developing an understanding gender issues more clearly. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ^Another participant  spoke of her father who, she said, was aggressive 
and cruel.  Her mother ˇˇ
ˇ`left her father and reared the younger children alone while working in an 
all male office.  The ˇˇ
ˇasame mother is now an established and respected artist.   Marge talked 
long and eloquently about ˇˇ
ˇZher mother as a woman who has shown her that regardless of the personal 
cost or financial ˇˇ
ˇUpressure, a woman should not be subjected to such cruelty and violence in 
the home.  ˇˇ
ˇ_Furthermore, her mother had enough courage and self esteem to build a 
truly worthwhile life of  ˇ
ˇher own.    ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇWWhen  asked about her own background Catriona responded very strongly.  
She considered ˇˇ
ˇ_herself very disadvantaged because of her own Catholic education.  She 
referred to the lack of ˇˇ

ˇ\science subjects in her senior years at an all girls school, naming 
chemistry as a specific ˇˇ
ˇ`subject and no laboratory at the school.  She described her first year 
university experience in ˇˇ
ˇ^science as an unhappy one, and she dropped out and "fell" into primary 
education.   There was ˇˇ
ˇdintense anger in her still at the fact that this happened to her and not 



to her brothers.  Catriona ˇˇ
ˇ`remembers this as if it were  yesterday even though it happened more than 
25 years ago.  As she ˇˇ
ˇdsaw it, Catholic education in the past generally disadvantaged girls,  
particularly because of this  ˇ
ˇLlack of science equipment and the lack of preparation for "real 
academia".   ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇUWhile the initial interviews revealed something of each participant's 
experience and ˇˇ
ˇZunderstanding of gender issues, the journalling on the first professional 
development day ˇˇ
ˇYprovided another opportunity for the women to get in touch with their own 
experiences of  ˇ
ˇ#gender and being "gendered " women. ˇ

ˇˇ@ˇ
ˇgˇ
It is quite amazing how much baggage we have when it comes to looking at 
things.  The perception ˇˇ
ˇcone has of life and of an individual are so clouded.   Many questions 
have to be asked of me as an  ˇ
ˇ2individual.  I have more questions than answers.  `ˇ
ˇˇ
 ˇ
ˇ5Participants' Responses to Involvement in the Project`ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇˇˇ
ˇ[The task for the researchers was to design professional development 
experiences that would ˇˇ
ˇ`challenge those who had greater levels of knowledge and awareness  of 
gender issues yet not let ˇˇ
ˇbthe other less aware participants lose interest.  Judging by the 
responses of the participants to  ˇ
ˇ<the process, the researchers were able to reach both groups. ˇ
ˇˇ ˇ
ˇITwo women both of whom have been teaching for almost thirty years wrote: 
ÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇ#ˇ#`ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇˇ
ˇ\When I joined the group I was very unsure about what we were going to do 
an what format the ˇˇ
ˇYprogramme was going to take.  However, I have found it a most enriching 
experience.  The ˇˇ
ˇ]sharing and giving of everyone concerned has made me feel very humble and 
rather proud.  The ˇˇ
ˇ_bond that has formed in the group is warm and supportive.  I now find 
myself looking at things `ˇ



ˇ^in a new way.  My awareness has changed focus, and I have become rather 
more enquiring ˇ
ˇ. ˇ
ˇˇ@ˇ
ˇhˇ
I find myself "seeing" things in the media that I once would have let roll 
past me and now I take ˇˇ
ˇ[note.  I have found that for me it is not just about being a woman and my 
role as a female ˇˇ
ˇaeducator but my eyes are now searching for justice for all.  I feel this 
can be done gently, but ˇˇ
ˇafirmly.  There are injustices today that I once would have said "Oh well, 
that's how it is"  but ˇˇ
ˇdnow I stop, how can I tackle this?   Can I softly rock the boat?  I don't 
know yet, but I feel I am ˇˇ
ˇYnow aware and hope that through my new experiences will continue to grow 
as a person and ˇˇ
ˇchopefully speak out if the time is right.  I hope I can make the students 
I teach and the people I  ˇ
ˇ;live with (family) and work with, just a little more 
aware.ÄˇˇˇFˇˇˇˇˇˇˇˇ˜ˇ$ˇ$ˇc`ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇ ˇˇ
ˇ^Another woman spoke both about gender construction in society and more 
specifically about her ˇˇ
ˇ]own attitudes and behaviour towards gender construction personally  as a 
teacher and  within `ˇ
ˇthe school: ˇ
`ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇ@ˇ
ˇ`ˇ
How can progress be measured - sometimes it seems women have come a long 

way - but what a  ˇ
ˇ&long time it took and is still taking. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ^It seems that our role is so ingrained that still many women don't want 
to break free, nor do  ˇ
ˇ=they see any restrictions from which they need to break free. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ\As teachers, we have become much more aware of how our girls are treated 
and spoken to - by ˇˇ
ˇ]others - but also by ourselves.  We can see that we have probably all 
been guilty of putting ˇˇ
ˇ^girls in boxes according to what they should or should not do.  I don't 
know how many times I  ˇ
ˇ9must have said "At like a lady and sit like a lady"  etc. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ



ˇ\By looking at our school resources (or lack of) we have had our eyes 
opened to the quality, ˇˇ
ˇ^appropriateness and availability of books, stories, videos, tapes and 
computer data featuring ˇˇ

ˇ_girls and women as good role models.  There is so little available to us 
that this is a matter ˇˇ
ˇZwhich must be addressed.  Girls should be seeing themselves as first-
class, not secondary ˇˇ
ˇZpeople, as leaders, as thinkers, and as educators and role models.  They 
must display and  ˇ
ˇ"advertise their wonderful talents. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ]The way boys treat girls leaves a lot to be desired.  If we are the 
teachers and the mothers  ˇ
ˇP- have we been re-inforcing this macho behaviour and regarding it as 
acceptable? ˇ
ˇˇ`ˇ
ˇaˇ
ˇThis participant also showed a sharp rise in her own consciousness 
regarding gender issues. ˇ
ˇˇ@ˇ
ˇcˇ
Participation is this project has definitely lifted my awareness of the 
subtle way women and ˇˇ
ˇetheir roles have been put down in our society.  When I first started I 
thought along the lines of -   ˇ
ˇ="Oh, we have come so far what more can this project achieve?" ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇcBoy was I wrong!  I have to admit that I have been part of the section of 
society that thought all ˇˇ
ˇdwas well at school  with regard   to sex equality.  I thought I taught a 
class of "children" but in ˇˇ
ˇYmany ways I now see that I must be aware  of how the classroom is 
structured in terms of `ˇ
ˇ9gender and what part I play in all of this as well.ˇ
ˇ`ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇˇ
ˇ`My awareness of the use of language has certainly sharpened and I hope I 
can find ways to bring ˇˇ
ˇYthis into all areas of my teaching behaviours.  I will endeavour to seek 
ways of raising ˇˇ
ˇcawareness in the other staff at my school.  I shall be more critical of 
the resources I bring into ˇˇ
ˇ]my classroom.  I shall be attentive to finding and listening to 
developments in this area of  ˇ
ˇlanguage and its use. ˇ



ˇˇ@ˇ
ˇfˇ
ˇAs noted earlier the component of the project that focused upon aboriginal 
students was limited ˇˇ
ˇ_because of the disruption caused by the local water shortage.  Listening 
to the two aboriginal ˇˇ
ˇXwomen who came to share with the group their own stories and experiences 
had a profound  ˇ
ˇ'effect upon the group.  One woman said: ˇ
ˇˇ@ˇ
ˇcˇ
Meeting the aboriginal women was an experience of very high quality.  I 
would appreciate the ˇˇ
ˇYopportunity to repeat the experience.  They were two remarkable women 
with extraordinary  ˇ
ˇ    insights.`ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇ@ˇ
ˇhThis response captured something of ˇ
sophia, ˇ
ˇ the concept  that moves into the more feminine  ˇ
ˇ'understanding of knowledge as wisdom:   ˇ

ˇˇ@ˇ
ˇdˇ
Having the opportunity to share and express feelings and ideas within a 
closed group of women ˇˇ
ˇ]was indeed fortunate.  Each meeting a surprise package of new information 
and wisdom.  In my  ˇ
ˇ>minds' eye new doors were open with each enlightening session.`ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇ`ˇ
ˇ@ˇ
Positioning of the Researchers  and the Participantsˇ
ˇ`ˇ
ˇˇ

@ˇ
ˇbˇ
ˇThe researchers held positions of authority at both school and system 
level within Catholic ˇˇ
ˇ^Education in the diocese of Townsville.  The teachers were asked to 
comment anonymously about `ˇ
ˇgthe impact on their own participation in the project of the researchers'  
positions of authority.ˇ
 ˇ
ˇˇ@ˇ



ˇeˇ
I freely made the choice to become part of the project.  I felt I was not 
pushed in any way to ˇˇ
ˇZcomplete tasks.  I completed them of my own free will.  I was pleased 
with the format for  ˇ
ˇCsessions and felt more than comfortable with the group and sharing. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ`In my position as a teacher in the Catholic system I felt that I was an 
active participant, but ˇˇ
ˇcwould not have wanted to do it if I had not been persuaded.  However, I 
would definitely have said ˇˇ
ˇ^no, if I had been against the whole project.  I wish I could have been 
more knowledgeable and ˇˇ
ˇ[more helpful.  I found the whole four sessions totally interesting and am 
so pleased I was ˇˇ
ˇbinvolved.  I feel if there is some small change we can make towards this 
project then it has been  ˇ
ˇworthwhile.  It was great. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇdAs a teacher in the Catholic system of Townsville, participating in this 
project, I participated to ˇˇ
ˇ]the best of my ability.  I felt no pressure from anyone forcing certain 
reactions.  I became ˇˇ
ˇ^absorbed in the subject matter of the moment and all reactions were as I 
felt towards them at  ˇ
ˇBthe time.  I am glad to have had the chance to broaden my outlook. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ^I  feel as if I acted very much in my own right on this project.  The 
inservice days together ˇˇ
ˇ[merely gave us the background on which to begin thinking about our own 
contribution to the  ˇ
ˇproject. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇfAt no stage did I feel I was not free to say or think as I choose to.  I 
have found I wanted to do it ˇˇ
ˇ`after the first session.  I went because I was sent but after the first 
day I looked forward to  ˇ
ˇgoing.`ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇˇˇ
ˇYThe following participants showed that they were somewhat constrained by 
the presence of ˇˇ
ˇb"authority" figures at the beginning of the project but this did not last 
throughout the duration  ˇ
ˇof the project.  ˇ
ˇˇ@ˇ
ˇfˇ
I was reactive in the first two sessions but after the initial two days I 
became interested and ˇˇ
ˇabecame active.   Mainly because it was then that I could see where we 



were going and it became a  ˇ
ˇpersonal issue. ˇ
ˇˇˇˇ
ˇ\Initially my behaviour ( and responses to tasks) was somewhat influenced 
by who was seeking ˇˇ

ˇYthem.  Furthermore,  my actions were a result of my own interests in my 
classroom gender  ˇ
ˇ)balance and where this research may lead. ˇ
ˇˇ`ˇ
ˇ/ˇ
Consequences of the Practical Discourses  ˇ
ˇˇ@ˇ
ˇbˇ
ˇIt will be recalled that when there are grounds for the interruption of 
the reproduction of ˇˇ
ˇ\particular discourses, such an interruption is a site of potential 
change.  These "sites of ˇˇ
ˇapotential change" were  explored throughout the project in order to 
ensure that real change does ˇˇ
ˇ^come about.  This was evident in both the orientation to action that many 
women gained in the `ˇ
ˇproject:ˇ
`ˇ

ˇˇ
ˇ@ˇ
ˇ^ˇ
Personally I have become more aware of the gender bias expressed in the 
media, T.V. and ˇˇ
ˇbnewspaper.  I am now able to write to the editor if I feel strongly about 
the bias.  Previously I ˇˇ
ˇfhave been angry, but felt that it wasn't worth .... as I could see few 
changes but realise that these ˇˇ
ˇXchanges are occurring in ..., slow ways, and they are worthwhile.  No 
letters have been  ˇ
ˇpublished as yet.`ˇ
ˇˇ
ˇ ˇ
ˇAnother participant said: ˇ
ˇˇ@ˇ
ˇfˇ
My greatest disappointment is now being left with the responsibility of 
going further.  Perhaps ˇˇ
ˇ^it is more of a cowardice rather than disappointment.  I have been so 
challenged that walking  ˇ
ˇ?away with no future action plans seems unjust.  I must now act.`ˇ



ˇˇ
ˇˇˇ
ˇ_Finally, one woman reflected on her experience throughout the project and 
found her authentic,  ˇ
ˇLunique voice and her authorative self.    She claimed her subject 
position:  ˇ
ˇˇ@ˇ
ˇ_ˇ
With respect to my relationship with my new found knowledge, I feel 
empowered and yet at ˇˇ
ˇ^peace.  It is a peacefulness that can only come from knowing who you are, 
yet the empowerment  ˇ
ˇ>is crucial in a bid to restore (deliver) justice to womenkind.`


