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     GENDER AND LANGUAGE 

1.  A FEMINIST POSTSTRUCTURAL APPROACH TO A RESEARCH PROJECT.

Poststructuralism offers those who have never been recognised as having the 
subject status that men have had, a way of recognising the means by which 
they have been subjected, made object, deprived of agency, and inscribed 
with patterns of desire that hold that oppressive cultural pattern in 
place. Poststructural discourse offers a critique of the celebration of 
masculinity and its equation with rationality and confirms for women their 
sense of self as embodied and their emotions, desires, feelings as a 
legitimate part of reason. For women, poststructuralism does not offer the 
death of the subject but the means of claiming the right to subject status 
- a subject who realises, recognises, speaks, writes her (collective) 
subjected condition and searches out the ways in which the patterns that 
hold that subjection in place can be subverted and turned to other ends. 
(Davies 199? p58-59)

The choice of a poststructural approach to this research project was 



motivated by such possibilities as the above quotation allows for. Such an 
approach seemed to be the only one to cater for the multiple and 
contradictory findings that were sure to be the outcomes of a study of a 
group of women finding their own voices in the school and the classrooms in 
which they worked. It could cater for the working of power on behalf of 
specific interests (Weedon 1987), it could make available the exploratory 
tools for showing how the women might move beyond their present positions 
(Lather 1991), it would not require a tight closure to understandings and 
negotiation of meaning but would allow for meaning to be partial, at times 
oppressive of others, contextualised and  interdependent (Ellsworth 1989). 
Emancipatory education (Friere 1972, 1974, Illich 1973) has been the 
background for me of twenty years of classroom experience and pedogogy that 
led me to read and question writers from different disciplines like 
Foucault (1978 ) and Mary Daly (1978 ), Radford-Reuther (1983), Schussler 
Fiorenza (1984 )  and many others in the feminist theology mode. In fact by 
the early eighties my life experience had outstripped my education in both 
women's and feminist writing and in liberation theology. The feminist 
writers had not catered for the educational scene or the classroom at all 
in those early years of second wave feminism. My search would take me to 
educators like Spender (1983) and Grundy (1987),  Davies (1989) and 
Walkerdine (1984) in a search for theory and tools to document and 
understand the social change of which I was a part. Social construction of 
gender, women's story telling and the possibilities of documenting growth 
in individual agency (Womens Personal Narratives Group 1989) (Belenky 1986) 
also suggested paths of approach. 
The choice of a feminist approach was not what was in question. What type 
of feminist approach was certainly so.  Poststructural approaches seemed 
the only ones sufficiently open to allow me to keep asking the questions 
that kept occurring. Deconstruction as a possibility for critiqueing  and 
keeping things in process Henriques (1984), Walkerdine (1990)  as well as 
setting up procedures to " continuously demystify the realities we create" 
(Lather 1991 p13) provided the means for me also to ignore traditional 
disciplinary boundaries of knowledge (Reinharz 1992) and study texts that 
existed in the women's lives and texts that resulted from the data 
collected in the research project. 

2. PLANNING THIS RESEARCH PROJECT
This paper investigates the changing consciousness and gradual empowerment 
of one of the N.S.W. women participants in the research project as she 
experienced the progress of the research during 1992. My use of the words 
"consciousness" and "empowerment" when I refer to her will become clearer 
as the paper progresses. They were the words I used to set the Project 
going and to obtain the grant from the Gender in Equity Curriculum 
Development Unit of the Department of Education, Employment and Training in 
Canberra this time last year. 

My approach  had been unquestionably emancipatory as I shared the outline 
of the success of my Pilot Project of 1991. This Pilot Project had, over 
the few months of the study, given the eight women participating a 



vocabulary to describe their own situations. Involvement in it had enabled 
them to share personal experiences and stories and work towards group 
understanding of gender issues. One of them had changed over the six months 
of the research from a person who did not even know where the Policy 
Statement on Girls' Education was kept in the school, to the person who 
planned and competently led one of the sessions for the last of the 
Professional Development Days that were part of the Research Project for 
1991, on the topic of "Women, Violence and Power Relations".
Looking back over 1992 I see the feminist poststructural choice of 
direction for the Gender and Language Project 1992 as the first possible 
contradiction that became visible.  Feminist poststructural approaches to 
research and clearly defined emancipatory purposes were not necessarily at 
odds but they brought a tension to the planning of the early stages of the 
Project for 1992. The 1991 project had been less obviously poststructural 
in emphasis. It had a clearer emancipatory and empowerment purpose. Its 
investigation of general educational issues in relation to gender had not 
highlighted the tension between these two approaches that this 1992 study 
brought straight to the surface. The new study was about investigating 
gender and language relationships and construction. The study of language 
made this project more specific as well as far less linear in development. 
It also highlighted the place of the co-ordinator and questioned the normal 
facilitation role very early in the project.
Our experience as a coordinating team, of negotiating our way through this 
distinction, remained far from clear in direction. We knew we wanted the 
overall effects of liberatory and action research. At the same time we 
wanted to hold onto the possibilities for analysis of language and non-
judgmental use of women's stories, words and voicing of their own 
experience as they saw it, in a poststructuralist mode.  Patti Lather's 
recent (1991) investigation of feminist research and the relation of such 
work to pedogogy with and in the post modern, helps me now to see the 
possibilities of justifying the use of both approaches -  remaining in the 
ambivalence and at the same time continuing to move beyond the boundaries 
of the discourses as we recognised them. In Lather's words it has become 
possible to salvage "the emancipatory project by displacing the universal, 
the necessary, the obligatory with the singular, the contingent, and the 
strategic"(1991 p38). This acceptance of the double approach has enabled us 
to critique the situations and stories we collected even while we continue 
to investigate the limits that are imposed on us historically and 
culturally (Foucault 1972). 
My position as overall co-ordinator and that of each of the two women who 
co-ordinated and ran the Queensland part of the project became the focus  
of the first process question that had to be negotiated in the team as we 
planned the programme for the year. We formulated the initial questionnaire 
which was to set the project going and I strongly opposed using it for 
gathering data. It consisted of a number of general questions about policy 
for gender awareness in the school and some questions about equity issues 
and practices in the school. I was not even conscious of the reasons for my 
choice, but it became a discussion point for the team and the means of 
explicating what a feminist approach would be for us. We knew what we did 
not want. Through negotiation we would discover what we wanted. 



We decided to use the questionnaire to initiate the women teachers who were 
the participants in the study into thinking about gender as a construct in 
the school. It would not be used in the more usual way of a questionnaire. 
This choice set the pattern for the poststructuralist mode we would 
continue to use. We had rejected the normal use of questionnaire data to 
have information in some form that could be analysed separate from the 
women themselves and their discussion of its contents. The women themselves 
would remain at the heart of the project.
Each of the sixteen women participants completed the questionnaire before 
they were interviewed (by Catherine Slattery in the Queensland group and by 
Paula Smith in the N.S.W. group). The interview schedule was planned but 
subject to negotiation between the women and the co-ordinators. Its 
questions were open and aimed to get the women sharing responses to what 

they saw of gender construction in the school in which they were teaching, 
and in their own life story. The examples used later in this paper will 
indicate the type of questions used in the interview. 
The discussion and sharing at the time of the interviews showed the effects 
of the placing of the questionnaire before the interview. By the time each 
of the women was interviewed each had begun to ask questions of herself and 
the school about gender practices. A focus had been created. The 
questionnaire had worked as an entry point to a topic that might otherwise 
have taken a long time to define even in the simplest terms. With this 
approach it did not need to be defined but would continue to be the centre 
of negotiation of meaning.

3. A CASE STUDY WITHIN THE RESEARCH PROJECT
JEANETTE  -  Why did I join the Project?
In each of the geographical areas chosen for the study schools were 
approached to allow interested women teachers to participate. A couple of 
interested men teachers who came forward were asked to hold their interest 
outside the study for this year. It was to be a study of a group of women 
and the impact of new ideas and relationships and knowledge on their 
understandings and practice of gender construction in their classrooms. 
Each of the sixteen women who participated came to the study for her own 
reasons. Jeanette, one of the N.S.W. teachers tells her own story.
Jeanette avoided the question when she was asked in the first few minutes 
of the interview why she had agreed to participate.
Paula: What prompted you to accept involvement in this project?
Jeanette: Well..... I'm just wondering what you are investigating. I know 
you said gender, but I'm not really sure what that means.
Paula: Yes ... right
Jeanette: And hopefully I'll learn something out of it to make me a better 
teacher, and to be fairer. I think I'm pretty fair now, but I think 
sometimes I could be guilty   .....bias.
Paula: We don't know...
Jeanette: Bias, you don't know until you find out what you should or should 
not be doing.
Paula: Yes. Did  .......(the principal) ask you or did ....(the deputy) ask 



you if you'd like to be interested?
Jeanette: Yes, ...... (the deputy) asked.
Paula: Asked personally?
Jeanette: Yes it was a personal ask.
Jeanette clearly placed herself early in the interview as the woman teacher 
who wanted to know what the acceptable thing was to do. The school 
authorities approached her to be part of the study. She evidently liked 
being singled out from other teachers in this way. There was no personal 
initiative on her part in her choice to participate. But she was interested 
and prepared to give her time to the project.
Jeanette allowed for the possibility of being biased and used a word that 
many women find easy to use - "guilty". In fact she repeated the word 
"bias" as if to emphasise it in case Paula had not heard it.  When asked 
about her own background early in this same interview this positioning of 
herself in a non-assertive place continues -
Jeanette:  Well, as I said, I grew up here (small rural town in N.S.W. 
central west) and went to year 12 or sixth Form as it was called then.
Paula; Yes.
Jeanette: Then I decided ... Well I didn't really know what I wanted to do. 
And at the time, it was scholarship time, so the Principal who was here 
said 'I think you had better fill in a scholarship form'...so they just 
filled in one for me, and sent it off even though I strongly said I didn't 
want one of those. They did it anyway. Then when I left school, I went to 
Sydney and worked in an office right in the city.
Paula: That was a contrast.
Jeanette: Yes I liked it, but I didn't like working in an office. I liked  
going to the city every day. I said 'there has to be a better job!'
Paula: Yes, something different.
Jeanette: I couldn't see myself working there for the next ten years
Paula: With pieces of paper all your life.
Jeanette: No, then when I got my thing from Mitchell I deferred it to the 

August intake  ............Well I deferred for that and then I could defer 
my scholarship too. Because I really didn't know what I was going to do. I 
just put Mitchell down for the scholarship.
Paula: Then you trained there eventually did you?
Jeanette: I went there. I could have gone anywhere else....
The strong sense of Jeanette's dependence upon the authorities at the 
school continues in her words as quoted above, even to the point of filling 
in the form for the teaching scholarship. It is part of her memory of the 
event that others filled in the form and not herself. She spoke of not 
wanting to be a teacher. She keeps the possibility of other choices open 
for selection of a place to study however.  Was this her way of allowing 
herself to think she retained some agency in the decision, even if she 
never utilised the possibility? This same pattern of allowing the 
authorities to persuade her to make the choice, or even to make the choice 
for her, while at the same time retaining some possibility of rejection or 
other choice,  remains now in her response to Paula's question.   She now 
says when referring to the decision that she would study at Mitchell 



College of Advanced Education (as this campus of Charles Sturt Uni. was 
known as at the time) "I could have gone anywhere else . "
As the questions continued her own story opened out -
Paula:  .... You've got children have you?
Jeanette: Just little ones now. But.. I should have had children then, but 
you put it off... and then ...and now it's just a big headache.
Paula: And how do you manage with someone to look after them?
Jeanette: I have a day-care lady to look after them. At the moment my 
husband is not employed, so you know, we have a bit of conflict going on at 
home because all this money is going out on day-care and he hasn't got a 
job, so...
Paula: That makes it very difficult.
Jeanette: It's a bit hard. I've just come back to work this time, so...

Paula: I see
Jeanette: Yes, so things are a bit hectic.
Paula: And you're the breadwinner for the family then?
Jeanette: Yes, at the moment... oh he's had a bit of casual work but I 
don't like that very much.
Paula: What does he do?
Jeanette: He worked for the Soil Conservation. They offered him redundancy 
and he decided to take it, which I agreed to as he's been saying for a 
while he's sick of the job.
Paula: Yes.
Jeanette:  So he left and we got enough money to pay off the house and buy 
another car and kept his superannuation in the fund ...so we haven't 
touched that... but you know in places like this there is just nothing 
else....

The discourse of the wife and mother is there in Jeanette's words, but her 
anger against the situation is very close to the surface. The continual 
"big headache" is acknowledged. The husband is allowed to make his choice 
to leave the work he is doing because he is sick of the job. She has made a 
decision to have the children minded by a caregiver other than the husband. 
The conflict she has to live with as a result of her choice is not an easy 
one for her. It goes against the accepted docile wife role that much of her 
story indicates is the pattern her partner expects of her. But she has 
asserted herself for the sake of the children and what she sees are their 
needs. At this time it seems to remain a hidden power she hardly knows she 
is exerting. She is more conscious of the conflict it engenders than the 
power this decision and action gives her in negotiation. She is seeing 
herself as constructed wife and mother supportive of decisions made by the 
husband. Only when the children's welfare is at stake does she acknowledge 
herself capable of making decisions on her own and acting  against the 
wishes of her husband.
Later in the same interview the question of women role models in the life 
of the participants comes up- 
Paula: ....Tell me about the women who would have been role models in your 



own life . Your mum, your gran, your aunts...were they strong characters?
Jeanette: Well I think ... Mum was strong as we were growing up because she 
had three kids close together. Dad was not home very much. He drinks. He's 
not an alcoholic, but he drinks  a bit...
Paula: Yes.
Jeanette: He has never changed. He is still the same. Mum actually worked 
in the office here.
Paula: Right.
Jeanette: And she's gone to ......(nearby larger town)  with Elizabeth 
Brown. Do you know her?
Paula: I know Elizabeth, yes.
Jeanette: Well she works with Elizabeth now. She just got fed up here and 
she thought if she could escape to ....(town)  ... things might become a 
bit easier.
Paula; Yes. 
Jeanette: But... I don't  think she is probably as strong as she was. She 
just lets things ride more than she did....and I can see that is probably 
going to happen to me too.
Paula: Would you...I was going to say...would you have similar things 
happen in your own life that would be like your mother's experience?
Jeanette: Probably. my husband is very similar to my father. I can't 
believe it! Actually he would be more my father's son than I'm his 
daughter. You don't realise that until down the track.
Paula: That's right, until years after you are married.
Together:Yes, yes...
Paula: I suppose it is a question that is worth reflecting on later... the 
extent to which Australian women are very strong and Australian men are 
becoming less strong ...
Jeanette: Oh I think they are..
Paula: And I don't know what we are doing to make it like that .... what 
our education for little boys might be about. That's one of the issues ....

Jeanette: Well I'd like to be able to help little boys because they just 
don't seem to care about school... and I know it's sexist, but I think it's 
more important for boys to do well than girls. But girls are the ones who 
do well. Isn't it true? On the average girls do better.
The conversation in the interview then continued about careers. This paper 
does not allow for space to follow the pattern further here. The above 
exchange seems to indicate that Jeanette had given more thought to her 
mother's situation than she at first implied, even to the point of some 
kind of grudging recognition that she may let go motivation for resistence 
as her mother has done. There is a double message in the words about the 
mother. The mother seems to be caring less and is fed up (with the father's 
drinking and by implication non-caring attitude to her) yet at the same 
time she is trying something new in a nearby large town. This new position, 
still at a school, which is the work she knows, seems to be about new 
possibilities. Jeanette identifies with the mother in the life situation 
described. 
In the last statements of the above excerpt of the interview there is 



another search for meaning by Jeanette happening as well. It occurs when 
the conversation turns at Paula's suggestion to the strength of Australian 
women and the neglect of some of the needs of boys in their education. 
Jeanette becomes quite excited and for the first time takes the initiative 
in the conversation and expresses her own insights into the education of 
boys. There is energy in her response. She is searching for understanding 
here. The distinction between her own knowledge and that of the boys she 
teaches is forgotten in her enthusiasm. Foucault would probably call her 
search an investigation into the traces of the present. Its embedded in her 
own story. It's tied up with her concept of sexuality as well as gender. 
(Foucault 1972).  Paula as interviewer did not pick it up and ask a 
question that would have developed the idea further. At this time it 
remained undeveloped and unconnected. Paula referred to it  later in the 
interview, but it was not expanded any further. (Paula's unsolicitated 
intervention in the interview process here illustrates the manner in which 
these interviews became interactive and reciprocal. Though this discussion 
of it is necessarily that of the researcher rather than thew combined 
effort of the researcher and the informant.)
Later in this same interview Jeanette admitted that she knew nothing of any 
documents or policy in the school connected with gender and teaching other 
than that they existed. She had never opened any of the policies, the non-
sexist one of the seventies and early eighties in N.S.W., The Girls 
Education Strategy of this time or The National Policy on the Education of 
Girls in Australian Schools. "The Boss would have one " -  was her 
response. Such a response fitted in with her earlier positioning of herself 
in the discourse that Hollway calls  the have/hold discourse (Hollway1984) 
where status and power belong to the male.
Jeanette knew much more about the present state of the implementation of 
Aboriginal Policy in her school. The school has  30% aboriginal students. 
She could speak of the resource room that had recently been established on 
the school campus and acknowledged that there were aboriginal children in 
her class who could be part of the observation she would carry out for the 
project later. It was clear that this policy and its implementation was 
closer to the everyday experience in the school than were the policies 
questioning gender.

JEANETTE  -  What do I want to share with the other women?
(a) Professional Development Day 1.
The four professional development days which were the centre of the project 
were organised in the four N.S.W. and Queensland towns from which the 
teachers came. Two women came from each school in both of the areas. This 
choice to allow two teachers from each of the participating schools would 
later be seen by most of the women as one of the strengths of the project. 
It allowed for support and continuing conversation about the project. The 
inservice days were held in April, May, June and August with a follow up 
meeting in October. This allowed an overall eight months time slot from the 
interviews to the final evaluation. 
Jeanette wrote in her journal after the April meeting - 
After hearing everyone else's story of their lives... it was interesting to 



note that many of us have similar experiences. Is there a pattern that 
makes us decide to be teachers? I wonder if our mothers have made a rod for 
our own backs. What happens to the sons that they turn out like they do 
when they have strong mothers? Joan Phillip's poem says it all - how we can 
get trapped by marriage, children and mortgage? It is too difficult to 
escape. 
If we can alter the future generation of both sexes they might all be 
happier. I'd like to be able to make a difference to even one boy's or 
girl's life 
The day was a worthwhile one and I was really interested in hearing Wendy 
Hastings' experiences and her role in the Girls Education Strategy. What 
Wendy says makes a lot of sense and there are things I've never thought 
about before ie the way women are portrayed by the media and the manner in 
which a teacher-centred approach encourages children (especially boys) to 
misbehave, as they have the power to interrupt classes. The latter example 
really showed me why the boys annoy me so much, they waste time. If I try 
to change the way my lessons are organised I may have less interruptions 
from the boys. It really bothers me that boys carry on like this when it is 
very important that they do well in class.
I will investigate and monitor my classroom to see if there is any gender 
bias and see the types of language I am using. My eyes have been opened, as 
I didn't know that  we - through our language are perpetuating the 
perceived roles that children believe they have and should have, as also 
being shown by the media. Even though I believe women have the right to 
work, and that it's important for girls to do well, the manner in which I 
treat and speak to boys and girls may not carry the same and equal message.
I hope to see the extent of this in my room and even in the rest of the 
Primary Department. First starting point will be to make primary staff 
aware of the Girls Education Strategy Policy and see if it's one of our 
implemented and soon-to-be -implemented policies.(April 1992)

This journal entry summed up her response to the day. It had been a very 
involving and interactive day. The first session of the day had been 
devoted to a very low key sharing of introductions and reasons why each 
woman joined the project, or incidents that had been shared at the 
interviews, that the participants felt would be worth sharing with the 
other women. The second session had been given by Wendy Hastings who is a 
member of the co-ordinating team for the research. She is also a Maths 
teacher now working as a consultant for girls and maths. She has two young 
children and a partner who is very interested in investigating gender 
construction with her. Her sharing with the women was personal but 
supported by a lot of background information on girls' education. The third 
session was given by Paula emphasising classroom practice of teachers 
speaking to boys more than girls, questioning boys to deeper levels than 
girls and some of the gender research findings in classrooms from Australia 
and overseas e.g. Kenway and Willis (1990) , Spender (1983). The women 
participants were each given a book to use as a journal and a couple of 
articles with observation strategies for the classroom that they could try 
in their own rooms in the coming weeks. Phone numbers were shared with 



possibilities for networking.
Jeanette's words in her journal indicate the extent to which she had by the 
end of the day become personally involved in the project.  She linked to 
the ideas shared in her earlier interview and the possibility she was 
already seeing for some kind of action with the children she taught. The 
burdens of children and the marriage she had referred to in the interview 
are again mentioned. The poem to which she refers may be worth sharing at 
this point. It is written by a colleague of mine and has recently been 
published. It was read early in the day and became an instant success with 
the women. Its images  set the women sharing some of their own anecdotes 
with one another. 
FAIRYTALE
Joan Phillip
Rapunzel, rapunzel,
let down thy long hair
so that love may swing
high,the sweet prince cried

Foolish girl, oh foolish girl
I did
Later when nappies decorate
our castle, and the children

squabble and the dog is sick
on the carpet and I have fifty 
assignments to mark
he says, as he armours for golf
The trouble is with you
your personality's dependent on your hair
you should wash it; though I see
you've made quite an effort
with the cleaning and ironing and flowers
But that means, no doubt, the old witch
is coming to dinner
And he tastes the soup
as he passes
That really needs more spices
you should go to tech for classes
Up yours, I think
hoping he'll slip
on the damp patch of carpet
My mother says
You should never have married him
Towers are fine
give you freedom, air and light
and three hundred and sixty degree views
I tried to tell you he was just another



horny toad let loose
but you laughed
you wanted life
now look at you 
look at your hair
have it cut
do something with it
for goodness sake, Zel,
don't let yourself go
this is not what you planned
of course the children are grand
but did you have to have so many?
You've run ragged
Yes, Mum, I say
What's that? she says 
You've become so submissive
I know it's a hazard
but what happened
to your feminist theory?
When she is gone and his meal
is dark and brittle
on the plate
I visit the mirror
OK this is it
And strand by strand
I razor
all the braids and curls
all the perms
and all the changing shades of it
He'll come home
from jousting with clubs
to a spiny stubbled stranger

who has packed his bags
with coils of ribboned hair
may he keep that safe 
from dragons
Jeanette had said - Joan Phillip's poem says it all.  The poem had given 
the women a means of looking at their own situations. Its  fairytale 
metaphor and the very earthy images from the home, of sick dogs and baby's 
nappies and the anger of Zel as she recollected her responses, were all a 
means of Jeanette expressing the reasons for the headache she had 
acknowledged in the interview spoken of at the beginning of this study. Her 
journal was the place where Jeanette could express the frustrations and 
angers and inevitabilites of her own situation  - It is too difficult to 
escape - she wrote in the journal at the end of this day of interaction 
with the group.
During the month that elapsed between this day and the next meeting of the 



group in late May Jeanette carried out a number of observations in her 
classoom with the assistance of Beatrice, the other teacher from her school 
who was also part of the research group. On one occasion Jeanette watched 
Beatrice as she taught her class - a fifth grade - and looked for the 
number of times Beatrice spoke to boys and to girls. She comments on the 
evenness of the responses- 
The number of times individual students spoke was about even, 10 girls and 
9 boys. Indeed they were mainly the same students.
The questions Beatrice asked individual students was to 6 girls and 5 boys 
- about even.
The questions asked by individual students was 1 girl versus thirteen boys. 
The boys were more vocal in wanting to find out answers to questions, how 
to do things and asking for a repeat of a mentals quesion. (Jeanette's 
Journal 13 may 1992)
Jeanette made no reflective comment in the journal about the information 
contained in her last statement. Its implications were not there for her at 
this stage. But she mentioned it in the interactions of the first session 
of the next professional development day. Here was data in her own school 
to verify that girls were not speaking and using language the same way as 
boys, were not given equal treatment with boys in the learning process, or 
they had not been taught to get their share of attention as the boys had 
evidently been.

(b) Professional Development Day 2
The second professional development day followed the same pattern as the 
first. Its first session allowed for open sharing by the women. This time 
there was much to share, as some of the women had been surprised to find 
the same effects in their own classrooms as they had heard about from the 
research and looked at on the videos used in the last session of that first 
day. Recollections by one helped the others to make sense of the material 
they were exposed to. This first session became a cooperative learning 
situation from this day to the conclusion of the project.
The second session of the day was an input one led by Judith Parker, Head 
of the School of Teacher Education at CSU - Mitchell and a well known 
English Lecturer and Researcher who shared with the women an introduction 
to Semiotics and the relationship of Language and Semiotics. Her talk 
opened up for the participants the possibilities of examining language, 
metaphor and signs of all kinds in the children's written as well as spoken 
work. She also led the afternoon third session amd workshop and taught the 
women some skills of deconstruction through analysis of story and language.
Jeanette's Journal entries after this day show the impact of Judith's 
sessions on her thinking - 
I hadn't thought that the way words are put down could ultimately affect 
the type of people we grow into.. I think I realised the spoken word could, 
but I didn't realise that the  written word could be just as, or more 
powerful than the spoken word. This has implications for the classroom, as 
I must think of the books the children and I read, the worksheets I prepare 
and the verbal lessons I give. I think it would be handy to tell the 
children and let them on a simple basis count the sexes in a story, see 
what they do and what they wear etc..................



I also thought the fact that Judy used the example of  .......( a woman 
lawyer working for the poor )   .....still wearing designer clothes to 
count so as to keep her power base. Prior to this I didn't realise that the 
clothes we wear assist us with our roles and help others with their 
perceptions of us - even though it's only a game!. Also I see that once you 
have achieved a certain power base, certain authority, that you then have 
the right to do what you want. But I also believe, it is another ploy of 
women to play a man's game to keep the 'status quo' or not 'to rock the 
boat' too much. (21 May 1992)
This was the first time Jeanette wrote of sharing the knowledge explicitely 
with the children. This movement marks a change in her approach to the 
whole project. She is beginning to take responsibility for what happens in 
her classroom in regard to what she is understanding gender construction to 
be and also in her interactions she has with others. I think it would be 
handy to tell the children  was the phrase she used. It is hidden in 
amongst her comments about some of the new ideas she gained from Judy 
Parker's sharing. It is there for her later recognition and use. 
Alongside this new consciousness Jeanette was gaining through this project, 
of the power of language and signs, are the entries she made in her journal 
of other happenings at the school at this same time, that involved her and 
forced her into the non-assertive and compliant and tendency-to-feeling -
guilt positioning that had been her usual way of functioning in the school 
up to this time.
Cross country and I had to organise it for   ....(ours)... and four other 
schools. I was a bit worried if the day would go well ......I had a bit of 
a problem with the catering (she gives the details of negotiating with the 
P and C, with the Golf Club and a teacher who came to her aid) ..I felt 
really embarrassed that I hadn't done things properly.....
She had evidently run the cross country race very capably but was still in 
the mode of apologising to herself for doing it less than perfectly.
By early June Jeanette is consciously voicing the theme of personal 
responsibility that was there in her yearning to share with the children 
earlier. She doesn't reach the understanding easily though. She wrestles 
with the idea in concrete experience before she acknowledges what it is 
that is so important for her. Her own words again best express the movement 
in her thinking - 
The boss and  .......( teacher from the school responsible for girls' 
education) asked me if I'd like to go to a Women in Management Conference 
at .............. next weekend.  I didn't have to give an answer right away 
and to tell the truth I am interested. I would like a weekend doing 
something like that, but I feel I would be neglecting the children. I hate 
leaving them for any length of time as I hardly see them. I am so cranky 
all the time that I feel that I need to try hard all the time to make it up 
to them and then I'm still cranky. I just have a bad temper and explode 
over nothing. In fact little things (that my kids do) annoy me more than 
other things. I don't know how I can stop getting cranky over little 
things. For instance if Rosemary doesn't eat her tea I get really angry and 
say stupid things. Or she does something that's an accident. I go on as if 



she's done it on purpose. Of course she hasn't. The bad thing is she's 
starting to sound like me. I'm also terrible at blaming everyone else when 
I do something wrong. If I drop and break something out of the fridge I'll 
blame the person who put the stuff in the fridge. Rosemary has started to 
say  - it's not my fault etc.. I have started to wake up and am now making 
myself realise it was me who did it not someone else. I don't know. I've 
probably been doing it all my life, it's not a good thing not to take 
responsibility for your actions  - even if it's only little things. I 
sometimes think it's going to take forever to grow up ..........(5 June 
1992)
The pattern of the authority figure beginning the action is still there. It 
is the Principal who asks if she would like to attend the weekend. But the 
reflection that follows is very much this woman acknowledging that many of 
her actions have been prompted by an inability to own the consequences of 
her own decisions. Of course the children's needs is a counterpoint factor 
to everything she expresses. She takes that for granted even here. Her 
position as mother seems to be the only non-ambivalent position she can own 
without apology. But she is going ouside the normal discourse available to 

her and analysing it to see where it comes from. She sees herself as cranky 
and irritable and not needing to answer fo this attitude. She sees her 
daughter as imitating her in this positioning. This is a new understanding. 
It leads to the statement she has been searching for in this search for 
meaning of this positioning. It's not a good thing not to take 
responsibility for your actions.  
Jeanette has utilised many of the skills of analysis of language and 
meaning discussed in the two professional development days held up to this 
point to express some of the dilemmas she finds herself in and the double 
messages she holds as woman, wife, mother and self conscious adult. This 
skill development on her part justifies our choice of a feminist 
poststructural approach to the research.

(c) Professional Development Day 3.
At the second professional development day Beatrice had been affronted when 
I suggested that the theme of the third day might be that of aboriginal use 
of language and aboriginal understanding of gender construction. She 
announced to the group that she did not wish to be part of that day. She 
was sick of the attention given the aboriginal students in her school and 
would not participate in the day. She made her point of view clear to the 
whole group. Because the level of sharing in the group had been so trusting 
and open there was careful listening to her words and no one tried to tidy 
up the situation or tell her she had no right to speak like this. I 
responded to her by suggesting that we needed to examine some of the 
background to her words, her anger and her fears.
This project was based on cooperation and willing personal involvement. As 
coordinator I was not prepared to enforce any attendance on any of the 
women. I was also aware that the venue for the third day was at a great 
distance from the school where Jeanette and Beatrice taught. Both women had 
young children and both women's husbands were unemployed. A long overnight 



trip was out of the question for both of them. So I suggested that I visit 
their school the day previous to the third professional development day to 
spend some hours with the two of them to consider the issue of aboriginal 
children in their classes for this project. They agreed. This visit would 
take the place of the third professional development day for them.
The visitor for the third professional development day was to be a 
prominent aboriginal woman who runs Culture Camps for both Aboriginal and 
white children at Menindee in Western N.S.W. - Beryl Philp-Carmichael. I 
knew she would bring a powerful presence and role modelling effect for the 
others in the group. So there was need of preparation of relevant material 
for these two women who would miss out on meeting Beryl, and there was need 
to build into my time with them lots of discussion time and possibilities 
for voicing any opinions they held no matter how unreal and prejudiced they 
may appear on the surface. My acceptance of the women themselves, no matter 
what they said was significant for this particular aspect of the project. I 
knew the session with them had to be as open as possible, while at the same 
time beginning to look at some historical and cultural approaches to 
aboriginal children and their history.
Jeanette and Beatrice and I spent a couple of hours together. We looked at 
some short excerpts from "Women of the Sun" videos to examine some of the 
early history of the aboriginal women. We looked at other videos of 
aboriginal children in the classroom and their styles of learning through 
quiet imitation, story, concrete use of images, colour and song. We chatted 
informally throughout the time. We agreed to say whatever we thought of the 
situation under discussion even if we did not agree. I left a couple of 
articles on "Aboriginal Girls and Violence" and "Aboriginal Girls and Self-
Esteem" with them for reading and reflection. Jeanette writes in her 
journal after this day -
Paula visited to telk about the aboriginal part of the Gender and Language 
Project. It's a worrying reminder that aboriginal girls have two 
forms/barriers of discrimination to succeed, that being sex as well as 
race. Why have the aboriginal girls taken on the quiet submissive roles - 
how has this come about? same as sexism , it just becomes  so much a factor  
of our society that it becomes a norm. ( 9 June 1992)

In this entry there was no mention of the fear voiced by Beatrice earlier. 

This was a questioning entry rather than a response to the earlier stance. 
The practical outcome from my visit seems to have been a resolution on 
Jeanette's part to talk to the children in her class.
To see language and how it operates I'm going to take a small group of 
girls and encourage them to talk about their lives. How much do I dictate 
the course of their language?
Also I want to take three groups -1 boys, 1 girls, 1 aboriginal girls and 
see how they talk on a particular topic. Don't know what that might be 
yet.( 9 June 1992)
The continuation of this same entry is a further reflection by Jeanette of 
the position she has reached in her thinking about feminist approaches to 
classroom observation. She is beginning to appreciate the experience she is 



part of in this research project and is using the word feminism now in a 
broad way to cover all the learnings she is owning. It is a positive 
recognition of the change that feminist approaches may be capable of 
bringing about - though the use of the term feminism, as if it were an 
objective entity that could be defined and recognised is still vague.
So far all the things I've read and talked about have made me aware how far 
feminism has come but that it still has a long way to go in educating more 
people and getting rid of sexual bias in things from acts to children's 
literature. Sexism is so bound into the threads of our society that its 
only being through a learning experience such as this that you realise it's 
there and the power that we can have in helping the children in our primary 
schools to be able to read the bias in many things and the girls to remain 
strong throughout their lives - not just their primary years. (9 June 1992) 
The remainder of the journal entries for these few days took an entirely 
different emphasis. They related to a book I had given each of the schools 
at this third day - Margaret Clark's The Great Divide - Gender in the 
Primary School.

Jeanette writes-
I have been reading The great Divide - Gender in the Primary School and it 
has been a real eye opener. The things it says I had seen but not thought 
of before. It has made me change my attitudes to things both boys and girls 
do and has made me do something about it and not just brush it off. For 
example a little girl told me' so and so said something rude to me". Well 
in the past I would have just said,  ignore it , it's not important". But 
now I make a point of speaking to the offender and strongly stress that it 
is not the appropriate behaviour and I will not accept it. Whether it does 
any good or not I don't know.
Anyway I have talked to some of the boys and some of the girls on their 
ideas and perceptions about being girls, being boys and their future. I 
have not finished the tape yet, but will write it down when it's finished. 
( 1 July 1992)
This journal entry convinces me now as coordinator of the project ,that we 
had chosen the appropriate time to introduce Margaret Clark's book, with 
its examples of research by teachers in the primary school, to the teachers 
in our project. The questions and the challenges of the earlier 
professional development days, the self reflection and the journalling, the 
sharing within the group when the teachers met, had surfaced a lot of 
ambiguities and dilemmas. There was no possibility of giving solutions to 
these situations that the women were becoming ever more aware of. But the 
book gave the women a number of possible models to use in the classroom for 
application of some of the skills and knowledge they were beginning to own. 
Jeanette expressed her appreciation of the book. Some of the other women 
did the same but for entirely different reasons. Both she and Beatrice used 
it in the school, to carry out a number of surveys with the children to 
help them to understand what gender patterns were in their lives, at the 
same time as they were using it to explicate for themselves as teachers, 
what approaches to gender roles, gender patterns of career choice and 
gender construction through language use were hidden in the ordinary 
everyday interactions of their classrooms.



Other Journal entries Jeanette makes between the third and fourth 
professional development days carry on the reflection of her own story -
I've read a couple of articles related to gender   ................the 
other newspaper article was just a general one about how women have 

increased their workload. We go out to work, work at home and do all the 
child care stuff, while men's jobs haven't changed, they just go to work 
and have heaps of time for their leisure activities. When I mentioned this 
to my husband, it just sparked a large argument, whereby his final say was 
all I could do was quote books and newspapers and, anyway, if I really 
wanted to I would make  time to play some sport. A reference to the fact 
that I don't play golf with him as I don't want to leave the kids for the 
afternoon, as I feel I leave them enough already. You can't win against 
men, it makes me so mad, that my husband can just walk out the door, and do 
whatever he likes, he does not worry for one minute what the children are 
up to. Enough whinging. I just hope Rosemany will be able to enjoy her 
children when she has some.
My sister came up for a visit, and she is lucky she doesn't have to go to 
work. My other sister has one child and another on the way, She's on Social 
Security. She does not miss out on anything and gets to enjoy her children. 
I get really angry with these single parents or parents on social security 
who get to enjoy their children and they have more than one or two. It's 
like, I'm going to work, so the taxpayer pays them to have lots of kids. 
There has got to be a stop to this phenomenon. ( Holidays September 1992)
The holiday break has given Jeanette the opportunity to reflect upon her 
life and some of the new understandings she has gained about her life as 
wife and mother. The journal has become a safe place to voice the anger 
that this new knowledge and ability to reflect has given her. She is asking 
questions about who benefits from the roles in the family she has accepted 
without question. She is even questioning political decisions about social 
security and whom it really benefits. She sees herself as forfeiting many 
desirable possibilities that her husband and her sister for different 
reasons both have access to. (And of course there are many contradictions 
in her stance)
If feminist analysis can be said to be based upon questions like Alison 
Cheek's list below then Jeanette is carrying out such an analysis in this 
journalling-
In whose interests is this custom?
Whom does this etiquette serve?
Who benefits by this norm?
Who is protected by this law?
Who is being silenced?
Who is being marginalised?

Whose reality is being trivialised?
Whose life is being forfeited?
               (Cheek 1992)



Jeanette's journal then includes a number of pages listing the results of 
her observation of the children she teaches and the surveys she carried out 
with these children. Space in this paper does not allow me to include or 
discuss them here. In fact there is sufficient data in them for a separate 
research paper.

(d) Professional Development day 4.
Apart from the first session of the day which was given to the usual 
sharing session the other sessions of the fourth day were oriented to 
evaluation of the project. This evaluation exercise assisted Jeanette to 
distinguish what was happening in her own life from what she was doing in 
the classroom.  She was part of the group that responded to two of the 
evaluation questions as follows -

 Self -How changed from the beginning of the research up till now?
     * become more assertive
     * listen more carefully to what people say in terms of gender
     * look for more in the classroom - leaders, jobs, make sure that girls     
get fair share
     *  see myself differently - more positively
     * can see and understand the deep seatedness of males' power
     * can see the power of media and literature, and watch for sexist ads.
What brought about the changes?
     * We have got power from our network of women and the knowledge  of 
how to be assertive has come from this interaction
     * using the project has enabled us to have the "power" to conduct     
surveys within our schools
     * exposure to role models e.g. guest speakers who attended our   
meetings
     * sharing experiences with other teachers who have similar  problems 
and common purposes
     * information - reading, looking, listening to people and articles 
etc.
     (Evaluation Fourth Professional Development Day  August 1992)

Jeanette's journal entry after the fourth professional development day in 
August sums up the findings in her own words. 
After our day of sharing our research I really felt we had contributed 
something for Paula's research.
I was interested to hear the findings from others and wasn't so 
disappointed in my group. I really felt that my class would be "different" 
and wouldn't be like Margaret Clark's children, but of course they were. 
There is a lot of work to do in ............on gender and the use of gender  
in language.
I found more ideas to take the class further into exploring gender issues. 
I also need to inform the children of the results of our resarch. Inform 
them and share with them some of the knowledge we've gained from the 
project. 
I found the clarifying of our learning into self and classroom helped to 



see how we had changed. I feel that I am more confident in recognising any 
misplaced sexist language within my classroom.
I hope to implement some strategies that will enhance the educational 
opportunities for girls. ( 5 August 1992)

 Six months after the interview quoted in the beginning of this paper 
Jeanette is acknowleging to herself, and only grudgingly then, that there 
are practices of language use in her classroom that differentiate boys and 
girls and give them different expectations of gender practices.  She admits 
her students are like Margaret Clark's children and had hoped they would 
not be. Was there an expectation, that if Jeanette's own consciousness was 
raised in relation to gender awareness, that her practice would 

automatically change?  Or did the knowledge of sex role practices in the 
classroom that opened out to her over this time bring with it too much 
difficulty? Remember her earlier statements. Its too difficult  and it's a 
big headache.
In late August Jeanette told the Coordinator of the Gender in Equity 
Curriculum Development Programmes who visited us from Canberra and visited 
most of the women in their schools, that she had gained a great deal in 
self confidence and ability to put words on her experiences over the time 
of the project. She was present in mid October when, at a one day 
conference on Women and Leadership, I shared with a group of over a hundred 
women from the Western Region of N.S.W. the outline pattern of the research 
project. I asked her before my talk if she would like to share a few words 
with the group. She was self effacing and shy but wanted to do so. When she 
did speak she appeared confident, assured, knowledgeable about the topic of 
construction of gender in her classroom and able to use the language of 
feminist research to illustrate her examples.
After this one day conference in mid October Jeanette told me she was again 
pregnant. She is right in the middle of the next set of contradictions in 
her life.

4. COORDINATING THE PROJECT
In this investigation of Jeanette's involvement in the project a couple of 
points relating to my position in the research may be relevant for a better 
understanding of her words.
In the N.S.W. section of the project I held both the position of overall 
coordinator and also that of research coordinator. In the Queensland 
section the two positions were held by two different women. Mary MacDonald 
in her paper has already indicated their roles to you today. The common 
understanding we brought to the project was a background in religious life 
in which changing positions for us as women in the church was not only 
understood, but approached from a strongly feminist position. Mary had been 
the National Coordinator for the Women and The Australian Church National 
Project of the 1980's. When I needed someone to work with on this Gender 
and Language Project from another State I naturally thought of inviting her 
to work with me. I knew she held a strong feminist stance. She seconded 
Catherine Slattery for the practical aspects of the project in Queensland.



A series of meetings throughout the year enabled us to determine a pattern 
of organisation and to reflect upon progress. The meetings have already 
been mentioned early in this paper when reference was made to the initial 
questionnaire. At that early meeting in Brisbane, Catherine Slattery was 
introduced to the project. She came from a scientific, statistical and 
quantitative background to research. She had many questions about the 
feminist poststructural approach we had nominated as the basis to the 
research. Margaret Clark's book with its studies of primary school 
classrooms and its use of children's actual language served as the best 
point of agreement. We read it together and shared ideas for articles to 
give the women at the project meetings. 
The position of the coordinating officer as interviewer and facilitator of 
the professional development days was also discussed in great detail at 
this early meeting. It had been written into the grant application as a 
significant part of the research, as follows -
The process of sharing, analysing, reflecting and learning in this model 
depends on effective working of the groups involved. Hence the role of the 
coordinator is a vital one in the implementation of the model employed. If 
the coordinator is not able to facilitate the group learning as a sharing 
and reflective process the model may not be effective. The coordinator 
needs to be sensitive to the overall group dynamics, have the capacity to 
be part of the group as a learner herself, know the appropriate times to 
introduce new material to challenge the members of the group to move beyond 
their present constructions of gender and classroom practice, as well as be 
able to reflect on the wider levels of gender construction that are part of 
the Australian society and the present world scene. The model requires the 
use of inquiry modes of learning and shared story telling in a post-
structural feminist mode. This mode assists the participants to understand 
the discourses that determine the extent of their own agency, as well as 
begin to understand their own and their student's subjective positions, and 

the part language plays in constructing an individual's subjectivity.

This positioning of the facilitator would require continual monitoring and 
demand a certain vulnerability on the part of the facilitator. We accepted 
these implications. Effective facilitation is now I believe what 
essentially enabled the research to remain in a feminist post-structural 
mode and be as open and involving as it was in both States this year.
Sharing in the committee continued through fax and phone throughout the 
rest of the year. A later meeting in Sydney in May enabled us to share our 
further and developing planning of the professional develpment days. Pam 
Gilbert had been seconded by the Queenslanders as a Liaison person with the 
James Cook University in Townsville. Her work enabled Catherine to examine 
the possibilities for deconstruction as an important strategy and thinking 
tool for the project. 
Empowerment and what it implied also became a discussion topic for some of 
these committee meetings. Foucault's concept of power was accepted as the 
background for our emancipatory goal - the empowerment of the women in the 
project. Biddy Martin's statement seems to express what Foucault echoed of 



our own understanding of power-
     He characterises power as a multiplicity of force relations, the 
interplay of various discursive fields with their immanent necessities and 
developments. Power and authority are no longer vested in a single point, 
not in Foucault's analysis or in the actual workings of power in our world. 
Nor does resistence rise from a single point....(Martin 1988 p9)
We could agree that we would continue to use journalling and  
deconstructive strategies in so far as the women were ready to take them 
up. Such investigations of identity, sexuality and subjectivity would 
constitute the underlying direction of the research. The women themselves 
and their situation would determine its depth and its nature.
At a meeting in Canberra in August we shared some of the very positive 
outcomes that seemed to be present in both states by that time - the manner 
in which the meetings had enabled the women to come alive and share story 
and be conscious of their own identity, the initiatives they had taken in 
their own classrooms, the obvious outcomes for gender construction that 
were already visible to us from involvement in the professional development 
days. We are in the process of writing up the overall research at this 
time. 

5. CONCLUSION.
As we now attempt to use the material we have gathered we fear to lose the 
complexity and the reality of the women's own voices. We did not intervene 
when we were conscious of the women's meaning. We were not spectators but 
fully involved in the research. We do not now wish to close the questions 
that have arisen in the course of this research. 
We do wish to emphasise however even in this early stage of writing up the 
research that Jeanette's awareness, or that of any of the other women, 
would not have grown had the research not included the following factors -
* an arena/ a trusting milieu in which to share significant aspects of each 
woman's own journey towards a deeper understanding of gender and its 
construction;
* other women against whom the growing consciousness and use of language 
could be tested and the growing understanding of each woman's own personal 
story could be developed:
* an educational scene in which each teacher could monitor, observe and 
endeavour to change where necessary practices of gender construction;
* a listening facilitator who would move the group on to action rather than 
let the members be caught on too much concentration on vulnerability or 
brokenness;

* an educator who is familiar with recent developments and research in both 
women's story telling and classroom research and interaction;
* a testing wider arena - such as the family or the whole school staff - 
against which the participants can test the newer understandings;
* an acceptance of ambiguity, paradox, changing meaning, as part of the 
normal daily condition of the teacher - in other words a rejection of the 
subject as a rational unitary being and acceptance of the notion of 



becoming in a continuing search for identity. 
Chris Weedon gives me the words to conclude this paper. She writes of the 
feminist poststructural framework of her book as addressing subjectivity, 
discourse and power in an attempt to show that we need not take established 
meanings, values and power relations for granted. It is possible to 
demonstrate where they come from, whose interests they support , how they 
maintain sovereignty and where they are susceptible to specific pressures 
for change.  (Weedon 1987 pp 174-5)
I hear Jeanette and the other women involved in this research asking for 
meaning in marriage and family relationships, educational values, political 
decision making and policy formulation. There is no way that involvment in 
this project can assist them in changing those conditions, but it may be 
significant as a step towards empowerment for the individuals concerned to 
assist them to choose other more liberating positions in their own personal 
life stories, to enable the limited version of reality they brought to the 
investigation of gender to be enlarged, to enable them to see the 
possibilities for greater agency in their own lives and the lives of the 
children they teach. 
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