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“understanding the political dynamics 
behind educational ‘reform’ 

movements… may require that we pay 
considerably more attention to the 

underlying relations of power in schools 
and the larger society”

Apple, 1994 



The Female Teacher in History





Compulsory Education



Women’s Work in History

Few Opportunities to Work (Outside the Home)
 = Low Wages and Low Status 

Women’s work tended to fit 1 of 4 categories

1. supporting the family business

2. in traditional care-giving employment

3. ceasing when married or pregnant

4. when the pay supported the financial interests of the family







An Argument for Women Teachers

“as a class, they never look forward, as young men almost invariably do, to a 

period of legal emancipation from parental control, when they are to break 

away from the domestic circle and go abroad in to the world, to build up a 

fortune for themselves; and hence, the sphere of home and of effort is narrower, 

and the whole forces of the mind are more readily concentrated upon present 

duties”

Boston Board of Education, 1841







Janitorial Work

✤ Evidences of Good Housekeeping
✤ Teacher's desk in good order.
✤ All surfaces free from dust.
✤ Curtains in good condition.
✤ Stove and stove-pipe not unsightly.
✤ Water container and cups clean.
✤ School materials sorted and piled or laid out 

in some orderly fashion.





“the improvement of manners and morals in 
schools, since women attach more importance to 

these than men” 

“used the blackboard more, and with greater 
success, in the exercises of the school; that they 

were more ingenious in ‘introducing little devices 
calculated to animate and encourage children,’ 

and to relieve the monotony of of school 
exercises; and that they were more attentive to 

cleanliness and good manners, and more 
successful in making good readers”

–Alonzo Potter, 1842



“It would be a cheap system. 
The best-qualified female 

teachers, in common schools, 
would be glad to accept what is 

now paid to men of poorest 
capacity”

–Alonzo Potter, 1842



A woman’s reward for teaching is not in 
monetary renumeration, but

“in the secret depths of her own soul, in the 
convictions of an approving conscience, 

and in the approbations of Him, whose eye 
seeth in secret, and whose approving 

sentence will reward us openly”

–Connecticut Common School Journal, 1841



Miss Bailey is an 
awful nice 

teacher… only 
she’s fancy. 

- 1904 









Social Mobility

“The following February brought me 
an  appointment as teacher in a 
district school,  at eighteen dollars a 
month and "turn-about " boarding in 
farmers' families. 

The next two years were spent 
teaching  and attending school in 
Madison. When I was twenty… I 
went East for a special summer 
course… 

THAT summer I met my future 
husband.”  - “The Log Cabin Lady”



19th Century 
Archetype  

Jane Fairfax was an orphan… But 
the compassionate feelings of a friend 

of her father gave a change to her 
destiny...The plan was that she 

would be brought up for educating 
others… by giving her an education, 
he hoped to be supplying the means 
of respectable subsistence hereafter.

- Jane Austen, Emma



19th Century 
Archetype  

"A young lady accustomed to tuition" (had 
I not been a teacher two years?) "is desirous 

of meeting with a situation in a private 
family where the children are under 

fourteen" (I thought that as I was barely 
eighteen, it would not do to undertake the 
guidance of pupils nearer my own age). 

"She is qualified to teach the usual branches 
of a good English education, together with 
French, Drawing, and Music" (in those 

days, reader, this now narrow catalogue of 
accomplishments, would have been held 

tolerably comprehensive).
- Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre 



Ida B. Wells 
“I came home every Friday 

afternoon, riding the six 
miles on the back of a big 

mule. I spent Saturday and 
Sunday washing and 

ironing and cooking for the 
children and went back to 

my country school on 
Sunday afternoon.” 

- Ida B. Wells, describing her first 
teaching job at age 16 in 1882











In 1870, a Mount Holyoke graduate wished that her unmarried sisters 
would soon find a good match, to which a classmate replied, 

“Thanks for your good wishes, sister. But what would become of the 
rising generation if the ‘40,000’ surplus women’ were supplied with that 
rare specimen of the genus homo, a ‘good husband’? … No, it won’t do 

to pack off all the old maid school ma’ams and ‘useful aunties’ to homes 
of their own. Why the country would certainly relapse into barbarism.”



Women in Leadership 



Educational Leadership

✤ Superintendents, prior to 1900s 

✤ Careers outside of education which provide a salary 

✤ Men in Education after the 1900s

✤ Higher Paid and Respected Administrative and 
Managerial Roles 



T.H. Harris
“Usually a highly successful lady 

teacher would be employed as 
parish supervisor of classroom 
activities… In cooperation with 
the teachers she would prepare 

desirable objectives to be attained 
in the various subjects and the 

out-of- class activities. 

In short, the supervisor was a 
helping teacher. Nagging and 

fault-finding were from the first 
taboo… “

-T.H. Harris, 1903s



Ella Flagg Young
Mrs. Young was easily equal, if 

not superior, to the able men 
who preceded her in the 

Chicago Superintendency. She 
endured “personal political” 
conflicts. Beneath and behind 
many of the “school troubles” 

which arose… there was a silent 
opposition and resentment that 

can only be explained as the 
basis of an unconscious 

assumption of male superiority.
- School Board Journal, 1916



Maria 
Montessori
"She must acquire a moral 

alertness which has not 
hitherto been demanded 
by any other system, and 

this is revealed in her 
tranquillity, patience, 

charity, and humility. Not 
words, but virtues, are her 

main qualifications." 
Dr. Maria Montessori, 1909



Teacher and Leadership 
Preparation

✤ Dentith & Peterlin, 2011 
✤ Exposing graduate students in Ed Leadership 

programs to feminist leadership theory and women 
as educational leaders in history 
✤ Illuminates hidden power structures in 

education. 
✤ Empowers BOTH men and women to promote 

social justice in their working roles as educational 
leaders. 







AASA.org - “Where are all the 
women superintendents?”

✤ Answer 1: Women are not in positions that normally lead to the 
superintendency.

✤ Answer 2: Women are not gaining superintendent’s credentials in 
preparation programs.

✤ Answer 3: Women are not as experienced nor as interested in 
districtwide fiscal management as men.

✤ Answer 4: Women are not interested in the superintendency for 
personal reasons.

✤ Answer 5: School boards are reluctant to hire women superintendents.
✤ Answer 6: Women enter the field of education for different purposes.
✤ Answer 7: Women enter too late.

http://AASA.org


Research on Paths to Leadership 

✤ Men = “natural progression” and feel supported 
✤ Women = Cautioned and discouraged 

✤ Given interim positions but passed over for formal 
selection

✤ Limited to mid-management or positions centered 
on the affective needs of students or staff 

✤ Concerned more with the demands of family 
obligations 

✤ Face longer periods of job seeking and more scrutiny 
in the interview process as compared to men 







Women’s Leadership  
and the Moral Imperative of Schools 



Horace Mann

“of pure tastes, of good 
manners, [and] 

exemplary morals”

“clothed… in garments 
of virtue”



“Moral purpose is social 
responsibility to others and 

the environment. School 
leaders with moral purpose 
seek to make a difference in 

the lives of students.”
–Michael Fullan, 2002 



“Virtues strengthen the 
heartbeat of schools. A strong 

heartbeat is a school’s best 
defense against the obstacles 
leaders face as they work to 

change schools for the better.”
–Thomas Sergiovanni, 2005 



Woman is to win every 
thing by peace and love; by 

making herself so much 
respected, esteemed and 
loved, that to yield to her 

opinions and to gratify her 
wishes, will be the free-

will offering of the heart…

The little children of this 
nation must, to a wide 

extent, be taught by females, 
or remain untaught. 
- Catherine Beecher, 1837



Pink Collar Jobs



Female Dominated 
Industries

Greater External 
Control

Less Respect

Lower Salaries

Reduced 
Autonomy

Expected  
Obedience





“Women went into it [education] 
without other options and it was a 

low-status profession that was 
associated with women, and the fact 
that it’s now dominated by women 
inhibits the status from increasing” 

– Susan Fuhrman, president of the Teachers’ College of Columbia







Implications for Teacher Voice & 
Education 



Silenced Voices 

✤ 10 months span in 2014, only 9% of guests on cable news 
networks discussing education were actual educators. (Tone, 
Power, & Torres, 2014)

✤  Most educational research never asks teachers about their vision 
for education (Hammerness, 2011). 

✤ Teachers self-report that they rarely engage policymakers in 
discussion of education, employment, or policy, whether 
individually or collectively, directly or indirectly through email, 
participation in representative bodies, surveys, etc. (Gyurko, 
2014).



The Paradox 

Preparing the next generations is 
critically important. 

BUT

Teachers tasked with this work are not 
trusted to make many decisions 

regarding the work. 



Ivory Towers 

✤ Teachers do not contribute to the general 
body of knowledge about teaching. 

✤ Educational research is conducted by 
external researchers and distilled for 
teachers into 1 day workshops and book 
studies. 



Exclusion and Distrust 

✤ Excluding teacher voice limits perspectives (Duke, et 
al, 2011)

✤ Dehumanizes and demoralized teachers (Knight, 2011)

✤ Casts teachers as either “advocates” or “skeptics” of 
reform with no middle ground (Hammerness, 2010) 



The Way Forward 



 “I believe that the community's duty to education is, 
therefore, its paramount moral duty. By law and punishment, 

by social agitation and discussion, society can regulate and 
form itself in a more or less haphazard and chance way. But 
through education society can formulate its own purposes, 
can organize its own means and resources, and thus shape 

itself with definiteness and economy in the direction in 
which it wishes to move. 

I believe that when society once recognizes the possibilities 
in this direction, and the obligations which these possibilities 

impose, it is impossible to conceive of the resources of 
time, attention, and money which will be put at the 

disposal of the educator.”

–John Dewey, 1897
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