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In the modern world, women have acquired formal education, become
professionals in the workforce, and are equal to men according to law. Yet cultural
and social mores continue to characterize a woman as one who acts according to
stereotypes. For these reasons and others, teaching has long been considered a
woman’s profession. Realization of the social and economic values of the modern
world lies in our ability to advance intellectually. Are women teachers, who have
succeeded in entering public life, able to advance in their profession through the
realization of their intellectual potential? The authors examine the anomaly of
continuity and change in the status of women in the teaching profession through a
feminist interpretive reading. They maintain that, despite the significant changes
that have occurred in how we view a woman’s place in modern society, there is
‘continuity’ in the definition of the professional role of women as teachers. The
reading will be based on material obtained from in-depth interviews with teachers
describing their professional outlook. The uniqueness of this study lies in the fact
that women are researching the narratives of other women and analyzing women’s
discourse from their standpoint as women.

Keywords: teaching profession; women teachers; continuity and change; feminist
narrative; professional life stories

Introduction
Teaching as a profession

As a condition for professional licensing, teaching, like other professions, can be char-
acterized by a specific body of knowledge, a conceptual system of professional
discourse, the application of research methods, and specialization (Cochran-Smith and
Fries 2006).

A significant component in the teaching profession is the practical aspect.
Shulman (1986) stressed this professional element in his illustration of teachers’
thinking as ‘Pedagogical Content Knowledge,” and Elbaz (1983) investigated the
structure and content of teachers’ practical knowledge in an effort to define the
‘professional” aspect of teachers. Likewise, Silberstein (1998) described teaching as a
‘practical, reflective’ profession. The study of the practical aspects of teaching
involves investigation, among other factors, of teachers’ perceptions of their own

*Corresponding author. Email: schatz@macam.ac.il

ISSN 1366-4530 print/ISSN 1747-5120 online
© 2010 Teacher Development

DOI: 10.1080/13664530.2010.504022
http://www.informaworld.com



08:21 17 Septenber 2010

[ Schat z- Oppenhei ner, Orna] At:

Downl oaded By:

366 O. Schatz-Oppenheimer and L. Halpert-Zamir

professional work. In this article, we will address this aspect of teaching in a feminist
context.

One characteristic of teaching is the perception that it is a woman’s profession.
Although the institutional structure of the education system is masculine in character,
the majority of those employed as teachers are women. Male principals and adminis-
trators are found at the top of the hierarchy with mainly female teachers under their
authority. The latter have often worked in the field for many years without the possi-
bility of promotion or mobility (Peri 2002; Troen and Boles 2003). There are struc-
tural, organizational and gender-based reasons — both overt and hidden — for the
predominance of women in the teaching field. These include a short workday and
lengthy vacations. Teaching, furthermore, is identified with motherhood and with
warmth and caring. Moreover, the perception of the role of women as transmitters of
tradition and culture reinforces the stereotypical perception of the teaching profession
as ‘feminine.” The low financial compensation that teachers receive serves as an
additional element that contributes to this perception. Not only does this jeopardize
and adversely affect the professional prestige of the field, but it also exploits this
human resource and inhibits intellectual growth in the profession (Ben-Peretz 2002;
Temin 2002).

The feminist perspective

Women, who were once removed from public life, were also hidden partners in the
shaping of public life, and thus achieved equal worth. Women were always present
— ‘seeing but unseen’ (Peri 2002, 211; see also Eden 2000). According to the notion
of ‘equal worth,” society recognizes and defines the different functional values of
the sexes in order to enable each sex to realize its potential. Presumably, in this
approach there is an attempt to create equality through the recognition of differ-
ences. In retrospect however, we have learned that this argument has only served to
reinforce the differences. For example, the social perception that one hour of breast-
feeding is equal in importance to a pilot’s hour of flight does not stand the test of
reality.

In contrast to the concept of ‘equal worth’ alone, both ‘equal rights’ and ‘equal
worth’ are a significant part of the modern outlook. The status of women and their role
in modern Western society have indeed undergone modification. Equality according
to ‘equal rights’ is based on the assumption that a woman’s entrance into public life
is contingent on her qualifications without reference to her sex. Women today have
acquired formal education, become professionals in the workforce, and are equal to
men according to law. Yet even in modern society, cultural and social mores continue
to characterize a woman as one who acts according to stereotypes — emotional, caring,
fostering relations of trust, responsive to distress, and so on (Libes and Grisak 1993;
Marshall 1998). Hence, professionalism embodied in female occupations such as
nursing, teaching, and social work represents a ‘perpetuation’ of the female archetype,
as opposed to the presumed expertise and cognitive skills demanded in ‘male’ profes-
sions, such as nuclear engineering or business management.

Feminist discourse on this subject recognizes that differences between the sexes
do not arise solely from biology but are ingrained in society (Gilligan 1994; Yanai and
Friedman 1995). Thus, it is not the biological differences between the sexes which
determine a woman’s place in society, but the male-dictated social processes which
have shaped their status. Women’s own preference for nurturing and for realizing their
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emotional rather than intellectual skills in the workplace may also contribute to their
professional status.

Purpose of this paper

The aim of this article is to examine the anomaly of continuity and change in the status
of women in the teaching profession. We maintain that, despite significant changes
that have occurred in how we view a woman’s place in modern society, there is
‘continuity’ in the definition of the professional role of women as teachers and in their
attitudes toward that role. This finds expression in the preference for personal connec-
tions over cognitive abilities and in the adoption of a caring-emotive attitude towards
pupils. The perception of teaching as an intellectual challenge does exist among
women teachers, but it is often concealed, suppressed, or marginalized, and only
partially realized. Even when there is cognitive action, its purpose is mainly to create
a certain emotional or social climate.

In this article, we examine these claims through a feminist, interpretive reading of
the professional life stories of women working as high school teachers. The reading is
based on material obtained from in-depth interviews with teachers describing their
professional outlook. The uniqueness of this study lies in the fact that women are
researching the narratives of other women and analyzing women’s discourse from
their standpoint as women.

The narrative as research

According to Bruner (1987), the narrative is the telling of a life story that enables
the narrator to choose the events and subjects that are important to him/her and the
manner of presentation for recounting his/her personal history. The goal of the researcher
of this narrative mode is not to reconstruct the truth but to expose the narrator’s attitudes
toward and interpretations of reality (Seidman 1991).

In this article the narrative focuses on the individual’s professional life. We learn
about the narrator’s individual, social and cultural world through the significance that
she attributes to specific ideas and incidents in her professional life, through the manner
in which she tells the story, the order of events that she chooses to present, and the
importance she ascribes to the events (Bruner 1987; Connelly and Clandinin 1999).
The study was conducted according to the assumptions specific to narrative research
which focus on the significance and interpretation of facts and ascribe importance to
understanding the processes underlying the facts and phenomena (Elbaz 2004).

Women as narrators

In recent years, a new dimension has emerged that examines the question of gender
from the point of view of women as researchers, writers and readers (Lubin 2003; Parush
2001). In Western culture, reading and writing have their origins in the male world.
The men were those who told and wrote history (His Story). In a masculine voice, they
investigated the female world. In her book /n a different voice (1982), Gilligan empha-
sizes the difference between the perspectives of the sexes when she says that ‘the need
to describe their adult life experience in terms of the women themselves, shows that
the inclusion of the female experience brings to developmental psychology a new angle
on relationships and changes the basic structure of the interpretation’ (185).
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What characterizes a ‘woman’s reading’?

Reading a text is a process in which the reader conducts a dialogue with the written
text. He or she interprets and analyzes the meaning of what is written with internal
speech. Dialogue reading, which occurs between the reader and the text, enables the
reader to assimilate ideas in the text according to his or her individual understanding.
Inasmuch as women are joining the academic world today, we define ‘women’s read-
ing’ as an act by women in which they charge the text with their female point of view.
Women’s reading as feminist reading focuses on identifying the human voice in
general and the woman’s voice in particular in the text, without reference to content.
For example, one could look at women’s reading of the Talmud or the Hebrew Bible
(Pardes 1996; Ravitzki 2000). A woman’s reading is unique in its sensitivity to
content of social significance, such as human distress and suffering, and its awareness
of ‘the equality of worth.” The challenge here for women is to recognize the unique-
ness and worth of their perspective.

In this paper, the women researchers have attempted to meet this challenge by
reading the narratives of other women and analyzing the discourse from their
standpoint as women.

The research process

We have chosen to present the stories of three high school teachers, gathered through
in-depth interviews, as a case study. The interviews, which served as a basis for the
feminist reading, were selected from among 20 interviews with women teachers. The
teachers were interviewed in two stages: the first stage was an open interview — spon-
taneous and unstructured; the second stage, a few days later, consisted of a focused
interview with questions based on the first meeting. Each meeting lasted for 1.5 hours
and was held in the informant’s home. The informants told the story of their profes-
sional lives in the manner they chose and based on topics which they regarded as
meaningful. The interviews were recorded and later transcribed (approximately 150
pages).

We based our reading, analysis, and interpretation of the data on the written
and recorded material of the three interviews selected, which we considered a fair
representation of all of the interviews in aggregate. As researchers, we initially
read and interpreted the material from the perspective of what we called a
‘woman’s reading.” Later, we extracted a number of episodes which provided an
illustration of a woman’s reading. In the analysis, we established the following
categories:

Preference for interpersonal relations over cognitive abilities

In this category we stress the style of teaching in which there is preference for
interpersonal relations as opposed to one that focuses on cognitive abilities.

Socio-caring sensitivity
As stated in the introduction, the feminist perception of teaching, like social work and
nursing, focuses on sensitivity to caring and topics of social value.



08:21 17 Septenber 2010

[ Schat z- Oppenhei ner, Orna] At:

Downl oaded By:

Teacher Development 369

Continuity and change

In this category, we see how the women interviewed preserve their role in the
domestic sphere (‘continuity’) and at the same time, manage to become socially and
economically integrated into the public sphere (‘change’).

The choice of episodes and categories from the perspective of a woman’s reading
reflects our understanding and interpretation of the professional world of the teachers
as they presented it to us. Below we present the selected episodes along with an inter-
pretation according to the above-mentioned categories. The interpretation in each case
is based on the entire interview in which the informants presented their professional
life story and their personal outlook on life. Although we have presented three themes
in analyzing the perceptions of the teachers interviewed, all three are connected to our
main thesis: Although women have acquired formal education, become professionals
in the workforce, and are equal to men according to law, their own perceptions reflect
a preference for interpersonal relations and a sensitivity to social issues rather than the
realization of their own intellectual potential or that of their students.

The case studies
Case one
General background

H. is an experienced teacher. Her work is seen as dynamic and varied. At the start of
her career she experienced some uncertainty about her choice of profession. She
studied physiotherapy and later worked towards a bachelor’s degree in various
subjects. She was employed in a variety of places before she chose the teaching
profession. Once she began teaching, she taught in several schools. At the time of the
interview she was acting as a teaching assistant.

H. was born in a family that had left the kibbutz. Her father was well educated and
aspired to be a writer, but had to be content with teaching literature. Her mother was
a librarian by profession. Her two sisters were teachers, but they, like her, tried other
professions before settling on teaching. The fact that the three daughters were teachers
displeased their father. H. sums it up as follows, ‘it was as if by the decree of fate we
were all teachers and also ... and we tried another profession.’

The preference for interpersonal relations over cognitive ability

At the start of the interview, H. talks about her learning experiences during her own
school days. She describes herself as a ‘not particularly good pupil.’

I didn’t invest any effort at all, and there was nothing that interested me, no teacher who
prompted me. I didn’t acquire any learning experience or tools. For instance I took the
bagrut [matriculation exam] but got low marks. The English teacher helped me pass
because of personal affection. Suddenly it was time for the bagrut and we saw that we
were in a very bad way. Then my father assembled us and taught us. This was really the
first time that I understood Bialik! ... I began to like him and to love him. (emphasis
added)

When learning difficulties arise, she interprets the assistance not as intellectual but
as personal-emotional. In describing her further academic studies, she also emphasizes
the role of her friends. What made the studies exciting was not an intellectual chal-
lenge, but rather the fact that she felt close to her friends who studied together with her.
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It was really exciting. It was a really close-knit and intimate group of girls. We met at
8 am and parted at 8 pm ... very deep and dynamic and very interesting friendships
were forged.

She goes on to describe how she settled down to work at Oranim Hospital.

They greatly encouraged me to remain there because I had formed very good relations.
... I'was very happy there and I had a very good relationship with the staff. 1t’s a place
with a very high professional standard and I learned a lot from the people there.

In the analysis of H.’s narrative, there emerges a picture of learning through
emotional, interpersonal experiences without reference to ability. The self-image that
emerges is of ‘not a good pupil” which is compensated by a positive emotional feeling
based on social ties. Still, she does speak of ‘understanding Bialik for the first time,’
‘a very high professional standard,” and ‘learning a lot from the people there,” but the
emphasis is on social, interpersonal aspects as substitutes for intellectual achievement.
The support of the English teacher, for example, is explained as ‘personal affection.’
Even the academic studies at the university are described as intimate social encoun-
ters. The entire text of the interview contains numerous descriptions of experiences
based on personal relationships and social contacts.

Socio-caring sensitivity
As H. states, several of the other jobs she worked in before she entered the teaching
profession involved care-giving.

I worked in physiotherapy with all those difficult and sad cases, and at some stage I felt
that I must get out of it. I did not intend to, but that is what happened. I also worked with
pre-school infants, instructing mothers at the mother and child center in the Musrara
neighborhood.? I would do this in the form of home visits ... and in addition I was a
nurse in a children’s home in order to earn a living.

After a few years she decides to give up physiotherapy.

Two friends of mine from college who had undergone job retraining said ‘Definitely
enough of that. Come let’s work in an orderly, organized job where there is money.
National Insurance.” I remember the day they took me. I went to a meeting with the
woman in charge of the unemployment department. They sent me to the community... I
went to be a chief claims clerk.

H., rather reluctantly (others took her — she did nothing active herself: ‘they took,’
‘they sent’), follows her friends’ advice and looks for work in a government office that
is well paid, apparently not in the social-caring field. She then finds herself in the
unemployment department of the National Insurance office as a claims clerk in a job
requiring socio-caring sensitivity!

The preference of women for work in care-giving fields is documented in the liter-
ature (Barker and Feiner 2009; Forrester 2005; Oswald 2008). However, there appears
to be a shift in requirements even in such traditionally feminist professions as elemen-
tary school teaching to a more masculine culture of management and performance
(Forrester 2005). Also, as more affluent women join the workforce, proportionally
more women select ‘masculine-type’ jobs (Barker and Feiner 2009). Nevertheless, H.
is happiest when she is involved in work requiring socio-caring sensitivity.
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Continuity and change

After she marries, H. goes to work in the “ultimate’ profession for women — teaching.
This period, during which her children are born, illustrates the dichotomy between the
‘motherhood experience’ which is enriching, and ‘the institution of motherhood’
which is restricting (Rich 1986).3 H. describes her work in two high schools as
extremely interesting but demanding. Later she escapes.

I did not manage to get pregnant for four years. In the summer I deliberated between one
school and another, and in the summer I realized that I was pregnant and it was a
complicated pregnancy. I said to myself, It’s a way to get out of all the problems —
neither here nor there. I won’t go to either of them’. I stayed at home.

She goes on to describe her pleasure with remaining at home after the birth of the
children.

I very much loved, I love to stay at home, and that’s it. So then I was at home with my
baby daughter. Actually I didn’t work for two years ... I can fill my life without leaving
the house ... I greatly enjoyed being with the baby without pressure ... Staying at home
really suited me.

The portrayal of this period during her pregnancy is accompanied by a feeling of
satisfaction and pleasure, which she had experienced in the past, mingled with feelings
of satisfaction in the present. ‘What I really loved (past) and what I really love
(present) is to be at home.” Her experience was clearly ‘an enriching motherhood
experience’ and not the enslaving ‘institution of motherhood’ described by Rich
(1986).

And later on she states, ‘and then [ was pregnant again, and then I said, “Great,
another year to be away (from work), another spell at home, only to stay at home.””

For a woman, pregnancy has an exclusive gender-linked value. It enables her to
reformulate her self-perception and to redefine her self-image. This brings about a
preference for ‘equality of worth’ over ‘equality of rights.’

Following proposals for attractive work offers, H. goes back to work, teaching in
an ‘Ulpan’ (intensive Hebrew course) once a week. After this she teaches at a prepa-
ratory school for the blind.

They said to me, ‘Come, it’s a minute from your house. Come, the pupils are disadvan-
taged children, maximum 16 pupils ... .” I started there. The first year I threatened to
leave every day. It was so hard ...

Although H. does return to teaching, many teachers who leave to have children do
not. Even after she returns, she is not sure she made the right decision.
Three years later:

Unexpectedly I got a phone call from Telem [a teacher training institute] and then once
again everything became ... They suggested that I should replace a teacher in Telem, and
so I thought things over once more. I thought to myself in this way I will reach old age.
I had no plans to leave the disadvantaged children at that moment. I got a lot of satisfac-
tion and I was determined to contribute to society. It’s also a matter of values.

The jobs H. describes after she returns to work require caring skills: a language
school for new immigrants and a preparatory course for the blind. The further she gets
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from child-bearing, the more the temporary nature of the work disappears. She begins
to see her work as a professional challenge.

H.’s preference for working with disadvantaged children is based on her desire for
a personal relationship with the children, on a sense of mission, and on a caring
approach towards them.

First of all there is the matter of the personal relationships, and of the individual care
both with the pupil and also caring and human work with a group... There is something
very satisfying ... a sense of satisfaction which is hard to define, but it is something very
... a very powerful experience in my opinion, bringing happiness and for which you are
ready to suffer a lot.

According to H., the satisfaction and feeling of achievement in her professional
capacity derives from the caring nature of the work. The feelings of joy and suffering
(Chodorow 1978; Freud 1931) that accompany her sense of professional achievement
are based on the personal-human dimension and not on the intellectual aspect of the
work.

Case two
General background

A. is an experienced teacher in a prestigious high school where she prepares pupils for
their matriculation exams. She has been teaching in the same school for many years.
She made one attempt to change fields, to work in journalism, but she returned to
teaching immediately because of obligations at home and because of the search for
work with a sense of mission. In A.’s story, teaching is described in caring, emotional
language. The sense of professional responsibility focuses on interpersonal relations
with pupils.

Preference for interpersonal relations over cognitive ability

A. tells how she cared for her sick mother and simultaneously worked as a teacher.
She begins, ‘I consider myself to be a good teacher.” This statement is accompanied
by an explanation which includes a story describing her mother’s illness. The mother
suddenly fell ill and the doctors predicted that she had only a few weeks left to live.
A. tells how her mother’s illness changed her life. She came to live with her in the
hospital and in the hospice ward. Her 12th-grade pupils visited her at the hospital, and
she continued to instruct them there.

They came to me at the Oncology Institute, in the square by the lifts and he gave me his
chapter headings and I instructed him and he brought a bibliography. It was a tremen-
dous experience because everything was very intense ... The presence of death was very
powerful and also the presence of life ...

This positive, professional assessment is interwoven in the context of the daughter
who cares for her dying mother in the hospital, who receives the 12th-grade pupils
who are about to take their matriculation examinations and instructs them at the
entrance to the Oncology Department. In order to emphasize the point of ‘what a good
teacher is,” she tells a story of ‘sacrifice.” Thus, the caring and the care are interwoven
in the professional experience and this is expressed by her comment, ‘this made for a
great experience because everything was extremely intense.’
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Socio-caring sensitivity

Following the episode described above, she discusses her relationship with the pupils
in terms of empathy and attentiveness. This incident underscores the perception of
teaching as ‘a mission’ and a teacher’s dedication to her pupils. Even at critical
moments, in the face of death, as she says:

This matter of empathy and attentiveness to them, the use I make of materials I receive
from them. I think that every pupil should receive feedback, and I think that that is so
human. I have great respect for the pupils.

She gives feedback, not because of the impact it will have on her pupils’ academic
achievement, but rather because of the respect she has for her pupils and the
importance of giving them individual attention. She does ‘instruct’ her students, even
in the Oncology Department — she brings them bibliographies, and so on, but if her
perception of the professional role of teaching includes an intellectual challenge, it is
marginalized and only partially realized.

Continuity and change

To what extent does the teaching profession represent a change in one’s functional
status or simply a continuation with a change of terrain? For example, how would one
define the transition from motherhood to teaching? And, what do they have in
common?

My mother decided that I would be a teacher ... Today my daughter is uncertain and
wavering. Now she has finished psychology and communications and she told me that
if, after a year, she decides that that isn’t for her ... it isn’t a tragedy. I am very happy,
almost extremely so. I refrain from telling her what to do, since I felt ... afterwards it
became clear to me that this represented her lost dreams (of the mother).

In this remark, A. is carrying on a double dialogue, simultaneously examining the
connection between the past and the present. There are differences between her rela-
tionship with her daughter and with her mother. She contemplates her past and the
process of choosing a profession as opposed to her daughter’s choices. Her own
mother chose her profession for her, whereas she has not interfered in her daughter’s
decision-making. The identification with ‘motherhood’ as the choice of a profession
is influenced by the duplication of ‘motherhood’ (Chodorow 1978, 208). Although the
process of the choice of profession appears to have changed, the gender-linked limi-
tations will perhaps lead the daughter to the choice between a profession in teaching
or in psychology, two options within the domain of ‘care-giving.’

Case three
General background

P. is an experienced teacher in a large school. She teaches Bible studies, prepares her
pupils for matriculation exams, and is a grade coordinator. P. grew up on a cooperative
settlement in the center of the country, along with her five siblings. She describes
family life in which all the children participated in the agricultural chores.

There was an open house that was so loving and so warm.
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P. joined the Army as an instructor following a month’s preparation course at Bar
Ilan University. This was the beginning of her professional history. Later she worked
in an elementary school, a junior high school, and a high school as a Bible studies
teacher. She began studying at the university while she was still single, and completed
her studies as a married woman and mother of two.

Preference for interpersonal relations over cognitive abilities
P. describes her professional development in terms of her social relations.

I shared a room with a girlfriend for two or three years, and after three years of our
acquaintance she left Tlalim and married my brother. Thus I was left a bit lonely ...
Afterwards another friend left ... Then at the end of the fourth year I left. I saw that my
personal life was not something special ... I didn’t know what to do. I thought that in
fact I hadn’t learned anything at all. I knew that my profession would be teaching, that I
already knew. I was very successful there. I was a real youngster. I only did a month’s
course in Bar Ilan. And that’s all. There in Tlalim they were happy with me, and 1 said,
well why not? [ really loved it. But I knew that I had to learn in order to continue with
it ... I had two good friends who had gone to the university a year earlier. They told me
good things about Beersheva. It was a new university. [ liked it very much. I really
enjoyed myself there.

When she describes her professional dilemmas, she finds the solution through
social support. Although she says, ‘I knew I had to learn,” there is no description of
learning through texts, independent thought, or intellectual analysis. ‘What most trou-
bled me was how to prepare lesson plans. And then, I remember, I stayed close to
many veteran teachers in the school and they helped me and they were very nice and
supportive.’

Socio-caring sensitivity

During her years at the Ligat School, a central school in a large neighborhood, P.
worked primarily as a grade coordinator. In the interview, she describes the major
organizational changes that the school underwent and the difficulties which arose in
the functioning of the school during her tenure there: ‘The teachers’ room was very
stormy. Three principals had been replaced. The teachers were full of intrigues. There
was a civil war going on there.’

Her description is one of a contentious network of relationships. The principals
were men and the teachers were women — ‘full of intrigues.” During the interview, the
teachers were described either as being ‘supportive’ or as being ‘full of intrigues.” Her
descriptions are all in emotive terms, lacking any intellectual, educational, or profes-
sional nature.

Later she recounts her arguments with the administration, and how she handled
them:

He [the principal] instituted a reign of terror because the discipline in the school was
very weak.

He closed the school gates, locked the gates at two minutes past eight. This outraged and
angered us, but he thought that thus ... I have never in my life been late, but it was
inconceivable that friends of mine should be made to stand outside if they arrived late.
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Her account reinforces her statements as a gender-linked perspective. As she
describes it, the principal closes the gates, locks us out (the collective — the individ-
ual). She, the woman, reacts emotionally out of comradely concern; one does not leave
friends behind.

P. talks about her initial work as a grade coordinator: ‘I was the secretary, the
cleaner. I was in charge of everything. It was really terrible.’

Later she moves to the Zisman school where she was also a grade coordinator and
describes her work as follows:

I find myself calming my teachers, my educators, when I reveal all my considerations ...
and they take into account all the surrounding data. Then things become really more
understandable and calming. Altogether I think that the more specific one is, the more
one explains, the more people calm down. I too, the more I know, the more I am at ease
and I feel calmer and better. If I am unsure, not knowing and lacking information, then
I don’t feel good.

P. goes on to discuss her educational theory: ‘My educational theory is to give a
lot of attention, to listen a lot. I know that there are numerous teachers in the school
who want to work with me and in my grade very much.’

The coordinating work is depicted as stereotypically ‘women’s work’ — secretary,
cleaner, person in charge. Although she is critical of the situation, her criticism is also
voiced in emotive terms as ‘really terrible.” Later on in the interview, she describes
positive aspects of her professional work as ‘explanations,” ‘knowledge’ and so on.
However their function is emotional: ‘fo calm.” Even when there is cognitive action
of any kind, such as ‘information,” ‘remarks,’ its purpose is to create an emotional
change, ‘to calm’ and so on, such that preventing tension is the important act.

Continuity and change

P. discusses the professional changes in her life through changes in the family, for
example, moving apartments. However, the stabilizing factor is being ‘near the home,’
close to the ‘other’ role. Continuation of the professional transition is her husband’s
advice; she is passive in her decision-making. The change is described as a promotion
in the pedagogical hierarchy, but she displays a characteristic functional continuity
which includes social involvement as ‘the coordinator of social education.” And she
portrays her new work in the course of the interview as ‘loving pupils.’

I began in an elementary school. I was there for five years. We bought an apartment in
Ligat when I already had two children, and I am against traveling. I always prefer to
work in the neighborhood where I live... and then they opened the junior high school
and I began in the junior high. After that, in the high school. There were times when I
was coordinator for social education. But the main part of my work was teaching Bible
studies in the upper grades. Three years ago we bought an apartment. My husband urged
me strongly to leave the Ligat school and to look for another place, and so I came to
Zisman and I began as a grade coordinator in the seventh grade.

Elsewhere in the interview she recounts how she left the Ligat school: “When my
husband said that it was worth leaving Ligat, I told him “I'm used to the place and 1
love the pupils ™.

Table 1 presents examples of quotes typical of the categories defined in this

research.
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O. Schatz-Oppenheimer and L. Halpert-Zamir

Examples of quotes typical of the categories defined in this research.

Preference for interpersonal
relations

Social-caring sensitivity

Continuity and change

‘The English teacher helped
me to pass because of
personal affection.’

‘They came to me at the
Oncology Institute. It was
a tremendous experience.’

‘Beer Sheva was a new
university, I liked it very
much. I really enjoyed
myself there ...’

‘I got a lot of satisfaction
and I was determined to
contribute to society. It’s
also a matter of values.’

“This is a matter of empathy
and attentiveness to
them.’

‘He (the principal)
instituted a reign of terror
... but it was
inconceivable that friends

‘They said to me, “Come,
it’s a minute from your
house. Come, the pupils
are disadvantaged
children.”

‘My mother decided that I
would be a teacher. I
refrain from telling her
(my daughter) what to
do.’

‘I am against traveling. |
always prefer to work in
the neighborhood where
I live.’

of mine should be made
to stand outside if they
arrived late.’

Conclusion and discussion
Discussion

In this study we have attempted to present a feminist reading of the professional life
stories of three women teachers. We have extracted several episodes from in-depth
interviews and through them have attempted to learn about the gender-linked aspects
of the teaching profession. These episodes, drawn from life stories, constitute an
instructive case for a ‘woman’s reading.’

We discovered common elements in the three interviews of the teachers that char-
acterize their work. All three seem to regard teaching as ‘care-giving work’, as a
derivative of ‘motherhood.” In the cases chosen for this study, we found that the
professional choice of teaching served as a platform for the ‘continuity’ of a caring-
emotional function. All three women expressed a preference for the fostering of
interpersonal relations over intellectual abilities.

Traditionally, the woman was removed from public life, but was also a hidden
partner in the shaping of society (Eden 2000; Peri 2002). From the social and cultural
standpoint, this pattern has undergone a transformation in modern times. Social
changes that have occurred in the past few decades have made it possible for women
to acquire an education (Libes and Grisak 1993; Marshall 1998). Society has enabled
women to become socially and economically integrated into the public sphere
(‘change’), and at the same time to preserve their role in the domestic sphere (‘conti-
nuity’). In nursing as in teaching, for instance, women have learned to manage career
and family demands at the same time (Bullock and Waugh 2004).

However, in modern society, professional fields of ‘care-giving’ occupations have
developed. This process enables society to continue to draw from capitalistic,
competitive and achievement-oriented values where the conceptual and normative
system of the male establishment dominates, and the realization of women’s profes-
sional potential is severely limited. Miyajima (2008) examines gender inequality in
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the occupational culture of Japanese high schools. In today’s education system
throughout the world, although most teachers are women, male administrators are
found at the top of the hierarchy with mainly female teachers under their authority
(Peri 2002; Searby and Tripses 2006; Troen and Boles 2003). Furthermore, it emerges
that women themselves prefer the care-giving professions that enable them also to
realize the ‘caring’ and ‘maternal’ aspect in the workplace (Arnon, Shani, and Zeiger
2002; Gilligan 1994; Yanai and Friedman 1995). They fight an inner battle over their
identity and their role in society, and they find minor consolation in pseudo-
professional self-fulfillment.

Teachers regard their work as ‘unconditional giving” and as ‘an abundant spring
of water’ (Arnon, Shani, and Zeiger 2002). Nel Noddings’ approach is centered on the
educational ideology of ‘caring,” ‘concern’ and ‘empathy’ (Noddings 1994, 2001). As
positive as these qualities are, the findings presented here demonstrate the ‘dead end’
in which women teachers find themselves. This perspective sets the mold of teachers
as women and prevents them from attaining the professional approach required
through the realization of their intellectual potential.

Limitations of the study and suggestions for further research

Identifying the tendencies in the professional perception of women teachers in this
study emphasizes the need to continue to examine these findings in additional reading
of episodes from life stories of other teachers.

We believe that the three cases chosen for this study are a fair representation of all
of the 20 interviews in aggregate. However, the content of the additional interviews is
rich and varied and should also be examined in depth in order to reveal additional
episodes for further study.

Moreover, all three cases examined involve teachers of humanities in secondary
schools. While we assume that the tendencies described may be even stronger among
elementary school teachers, there is a need to investigate this. Also, do math and
science teachers view their profession in the same way? What about teachers of the
social sciences?

In Israel, there is usually a separation between religious and secular schools and
between Jewish and Arab schools. All three cases cited in this study were teachers in
secular, Jewish schools. Would the findings have been different for teachers in reli-
gious or Arab schools? How do male teachers perceive their professional lives?

The findings in this study illustrate what we believe is the reality in Israeli society
today. It may be that in other Western societies, women have overcome their inhibi-
tions of moving freely from the ‘personal sphere’ to the ‘public sphere’ to a greater
extent. This question needs to be further investigated.

We recommend the narrative approach that we have used in this study — women
researching their own lives and the lives of other women — in order to ensure that
women will realize their full cognitive as well as affective potential in society.

Notes
1. Bialik was one of the first modern Hebrew poets whose poetry is studied in all schools in
Israel.

2. Musrara is a low socio-economic neighborhood in Jerusalem.
3. Rich distinguishes between two interpretations of the concept of ‘motherhood.” The first is
a wonderful experience, the essence of which is the potential connection of the woman to
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her own fertility and to her children. The second, ‘the institution of motherhood,’ is similar
to a rehabilitating prison, the aim of which is to ensure that because of her potential for
fertility, the woman will remain subjugated to the man. The enslavement of women to the
rehabilitation system — the institution of motherhood — begins with her first pregnancy and
ends only with her death. The woman takes care of her children, her grandchildren, her
parents, the parents of her husband, and finally her husband. In this way, she remains
chained to the institution of motherhood until her death. The transformation of the experi-
ence of motherhood to the institution of motherhood finally estranges the woman from her
own body, from her own feelings and experiences.
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