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This qualitative study explores six child care teachers’ perceptions of their work 

as gendered work. The purpose of the study is to understand how the experiences of 

women child care teachers are connected to the larger issue of gendered teaching 

embedded in culturally pervasive beliefs about child care teaching. This study answers 

the following questions: 1) What do child care teachers perceive about their work? 2) 

How do they conceptualize child care teaching as women’s work? 3) How do they 

describe the practice of their perceived work as women’s work?  

Data were collected through in-depth interviews and, following Corbin and 

Strauss’s (2008) grounded theory methodology, analyzed to find emergent themes. Six 

themes emerged from the analysis of interview data: 1) child care teaching is not 

gendered work, 2) child care work is an identification of self, 3) child care teaching is a 

way of relating to one another, 4) vulnerabilities of child care work, 5) child care is hard 

work, and 6) contradictions and paradoxes.  

These themes answer the three research questions. First, these teachers perceive 

their work to be gender-neutral work, self-identification, mutuality, vulnerabilities, and 
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labor profession. Second, the teachers conceptualize child care work both as gender-

neutral and gendered, as creating women’s culture, and as women’s culture being 

stigmatized. Third, the teachers show paradoxical and inconsistent attitudes about the 

practice of their perceived child care work as gendered work.  

The categories about the participants’ conceptions of their work are interrelated 

and interwoven. They reflect a complexity in the participants’ understandings. The 

inconsistencies of the teachers’ perceptions reflect the complexity of child care teachers’ 

reality and their negotiations between dominant beliefs about what child care work means 

and the elements of their individual and collective experiences that they bring to their 

profession (Biklen, 1995; Dillabough, 1999, 2005; Murray, 2006; Ryan & Grieshaber, 

2005). 

The findings of this study provide implications for teacher educators. The 

implications involve the need to utilize contemporary theories and feminist perspectives 

to better understand the nature of child care teachers’ work and to help teachers develop a 

critical and more realistic understanding of the nature of their work.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Child care workers nurture, teach, and care for children who have not yet entered 
kindergarten. They also supervise older children before and after school. These 
workers play an important role in children's development by caring for them when 
their parents are at work or are away for other reasons or when the parents place 
their children in care to help them socialize with children their age. In addition to 
attending to children's health, safety, and nutrition, child care workers organize 
activities and implement curricula that stimulate children's physical, emotional, 
intellectual, and social growth. They help children explore individual interests, 
develop talents and independence, build self-esteem, learn how to get along with 
others, and prepare for more formal schooling. 

United States Department of Labor, 2010 

 

Child care teaching is a feminized profession. Ninety-nine percent of early 

childhood teachers of 3- and 4-year-olds in the U.S. are women (Saluja, Early, & 

Clifford, 2002). Occupations filled predominantly by women, such as teaching, nursing, 

social work, and librarianship, have commonly encountered barriers to being given 

professional status (England & Folbre, 2005). Workers in these important occupations 

earn low pay, often lack benefits, and receive little social recognition and respect. Those 

occupations have been called “marginal professions” or “semi-professions” (Etzioni, 

1969).  

Statements concerning the nature of child care, as suggested above by the U.S. 

Department of Labor (2010), focus on addressing gender-neutral child care teachers’ 

work. The descriptions involve teachers’ roles for nurturing and educating children 

whose parents are at work. Although not addressed in the official statements, the 

gendered nature of child care work in the United States is evident in historical, 

economical, and political contexts. In these contexts, when it comes to caring for and 
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educating young children who are younger than kindergarten age, the job is often 

considered as babysitting, not as real teaching (Ackerman, 2006).  

This chapter will contextualize child care work. I will look at how teaching in 

general and child care work in particular have been considered, historically, 

economically, and politically, women’s work. I will then address the importance, the 

framework, and the purpose of the study. 

 

CONTEXTUALIZING CHILD CARE TEACHER’S WORK 

In the U.S., teaching has historically been considered a female activity. Women’s 

traditional domestic responsibilities for rearing children and taking care of household 

chores are associated with public perceptions of child care as gendered work. The 

industrialization of the 19th century caused a separation of the public and private sectors, 

a phenomenon which kept women in the domestic sphere (Boyle, 2004). The culture of 

the U.S. has long held that caring for young children in public institutions is part of a 

natural domain for women, like mothering. It has been undervalued as women’s work 

(Nelson, 2001).  

In America, mothering is assumed to entail intimate bonds between a mother and 

a child. The bond is associated with a mother’s willingness to respond to the children’s 

physical and emotional needs with no expectation of being paid (Acker, 1999; Leavitt, 

1994; Nelson, 2001). Nurturance is often linked to a maternal instinct that automatically 

brings women to rear and nurture children (Nelson, 2001). The idea that female qualities 

are merely natural and biological traits presupposes that women are essentially 

determined to engage in nurturing and caring work (Schneider, 2004; Cole at al., 2007). 

This essentialized belief of women is “a by-product of women’s traditional role within 

the domestic sphere” (Ackerman, 2006, p.99). 
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Economic assumptions have justified child care teachers’ low salaries. The 

traditional unpaid care work of women in the private sector rationalizes child care 

teachers’ low salaries. This care penalty is established on neoclassical economic 

assumptions: the theory of human capital; compensating wage differentials; and crowding 

(England & Folbre, 1999, 2005; Nelson, 2001). Those assumptions include the following: 

women’s natural capacity for care work does not require a high level of human capital; 

women teachers’ satisfactions derived from working with children and other intrinsic 

rewards from such work compensate them for their low pay; and the popularity, among 

women, of entering the child care profession and the consequent high supply of female 

labor push salaries downward.  

Based on these economic assumptions, U.S. policy makers have developed child 

care policies and regulations that influence child care teachers’ low salaries (Ackerman, 

2006; Blau, 2002). Empirical research studies have found that these policies and 

regulations involve the following: encouraging market-dependent child care business; 

minimizing teacher qualifications; and providing inadequate federal and state subsidy 

programs for child care providers (Ackerman, 2004; 2006; Barnett & Masse, 2003; 

England & Folbre, 1999; Kimmel, 2006; Mitchell, Stoney, & Dicher, 2001; Montilla, 

Twombly, & De Vita, 2001). These economic policies justified child care teachers’ low 

wages and their poor working conditions. Studies on child care policies and regulations 

are discussed in Chapter Two.  

In the hierarchy of teaching, child care is positioned, at least in Western culture, at 

the lowest level. People believe that the older and more able the pupils, the greater the 

skills required of the teachers, which thus results in teachers’ earning their status from the 

pupils they teach (Ackerman, 2006). For women teaching young children, the job is 
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assumed to be easier than it is for men. They are a mother figure and possess a greater 

capacity for nurturing children.  

To scholars and policymakers, child care work is of little concern. Studies from 

feminist critical policy analyses argue that gender-related issues in a U.S. context have 

been ignored. Problems like child care teaches’ low wages were never on policymakers’ 

agendas (Ackerman, 2006; Bensimon & Marshall, 2003; Marshall, 1999). Marshall 

(1999) asserted that “dominant values shape problem definitions and determine which are 

the relevant, significant questions and answers” (p. 3). Bensimon and Marshall (2003) 

noted that gender-related agendas have not been acknowledged in a meaningful way 

since conventional policy studies and the analyses of the contemporaneous problems and 

solutions are decontextualized and apolitical. Scholars and policymakers tend to speak for 

early childhood teachers but to never talk with them, as if female teachers are voiceless 

and thoughtless (Ayers, 1992). Regardless of some recent efforts to increase child care 

workers’ compensation such as state and federal financial support for developing training 

programs or employee benefit programs (Ackerman, 2004; Montilla, Twombly, & De 

Vita, 2001), child care work is still one of the professions where poverty is increasingly 

feminized (Moghadam, 2005).  

In implementing their work, child care teachers are positioned in a number of in-

between and incompatible spaces. First, they deal with the private work of taking care of 

children, a job that has traditionally been accomplished, unpaid, within a family. Now 

they perform this formerly private duty in institutionalized settings (Dillabough, 2005; 

Saraceno, 1984). Second, teachers face contradictions between carrying out the 

professional work of teaching and performing caregiving activities (Berthelsen & 

Brownlee, 2007). As suggested in the statement of the U.S. Department of Labor (2010), 

their roles as teacher and caregiver have distinct descriptions. Third, child care teachers 
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are paid workers as well as teachers. Teachers are called workers who engage in care 

labor at the request of their customers, especially working mothers, while reporting 

themselves as having a teacher identity as professionals (Fontaine, Torre, Grafwallner, & 

Underhill, 2006). Issues of the child care profession in relation to gender may emerge 

from these syntheses of two contradictory worlds where they work.  

 

IMPORTANCE OF THE STUDY  

I will discuss the importance of this study in terms of its exploration of the 

gendered meaning of child care work, its contribution to filling a gap in the existing 

literature on teachers’ work, and the increasing importance of child care teachers’ roles 

for children with working parents.  

 

Exploration of Gendered Meaning of Child Care Teaching 

“Gender is situated ‘intersubjectivity’ both as a social construct and a powerful 

social force” (Dillabough, 1999, p. 387). Gender is present in the daily lives of teachers, 

even though teachers are not always conscious of gender as they work in school settings 

(Biklen, 1995). The fact that more than ninety-five percent of child care workers are 

women (U.S. Department of Labor Women’s Bureau, 2008) suggests that gender is a 

primary force that shapes the child care teaching profession (Tuominen, 2003).  

According to Gannerud (2001), “a gender perspective makes gender coding and 

gender-related patterns visible” (p.57). Investigating child care teachers’ understandings 

of their work as gendered work is important because it helps us understand why a 

discrepancy exists in early childhood education. The ways individual early childhood 

teachers perceive and commit to their profession are at odds with the ways the profession 
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as a whole are considered in political, regulatory, and social contexts (England & Folbre, 

1999, 2005). Early childhood teaching is a profession in which teachers are working with 

“professionalism without professionalization” (Lindsay & Lindsay, 1987, p. 91). 

Irrespective of training standards, teachers receive low salaries (Ackerman, 2004, 2006; 

Blau, 2002; Whitebook & Sakai, 2003; Sumsion, 2007). On an individual basis, however, 

they demonstrate high levels of job satisfaction, exhibit strong commitment to their job, 

and believe in the significance of their job (Shpancer at al., 2008).  

We cannot comprehend the issues of early childhood teachers’ work without an 

understanding of gender. Early childhood teachers’ work and its conditions are related to 

gendered aspects of the historical, regulatory, and political contexts that contribute to the 

marginalization of the profession (Acker, 1999; Ackerman, 2006; Biklen, 1995; Lyons, 

Quinn, & Sumsion, 2005; Sumsion, 2007; Swartz, 2004). 

 

Contribution to the Existing Literature 

Studies of teachers’ understandings of their work have rarely focused on child 

care teachers and gender (Tuominen, 2003). Research conducted based on the gendered 

aspect of child care work has explored a number of different topics: how preservice 

teachers perceive mothering experiences for being helpful to early childhood teachers 

(McDonald, 1999; Whitaker, 2001); how female child care teachers perceive male early 

childhood teachers (Lyons, Quinn, & Sumsion, 2005; Murray, 1996); how Head Start 

teachers perceive their salaries (Ceglowski, 1994); and how child care teachers 

understand their relationships with families of the children they serve (Murray, 1998). 

Some sociological studies on teachers’ work have been conducted based on long-term 

participant observations and in-depth interviews, primarily focusing on primary teachers’ 

lives (Acker, 1999; Biklen, 1995; Nias, 1989).  
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These studies have reported the interrelatedness and the overlapping nature 

between the work of a mother and the work of a child care teacher (McDonald, 1999; 

Whitaker, 2001). Lyons, Quinn and Sumsion’s (2005) study demonstrated that female 

child care teachers recognized a reality where gender-related assumptions existed for 

both male teachers and female teachers. With regard to male teachers, female teachers 

perceived that male early childhood teachers had both benefits and disadvantage in the 

field (Lyons, Quinn, & Sumsion, 2005; Murray, 1996). They also recognized that child 

care teachers’ low salaries reflected the social devaluation of their work (Ceglowski, 

1994; Murray, 1998).  

Research is relatively scarce on child care teachers’ perceptions of their work, yet 

even rarer is research on child care teachers’ voicing how their work is gendered. 

Findings from those studies suggest a need for further research on how child care 

teachers understand the nature of child care work, how they perceive the reality of their 

work as women’s work, and how female child care teachers make sense of their work in a 

female dominant work place.  

 

Increasing Important Roles of Child Care Teachers  

Child care teachers are playing increasingly major roles in children’s experiences 

and their families as more and more mothers of young children join the workforce 

(Recchia, Berr, & Hsiung, 1998). The rapid growth of the number of working mothers 

has caused a strong demand for the care for their children (Gabor, Houlder, & Carpio, 

2001). In response, the number of licensed child care settings, in the decade from 1987 to 

1997, also increased dramatically, from approximately 56,000 to 113,000 (Blau, 2001). 

In the past 15 years, the percentage of mothers of young children who participate in the 

labor market has doubled (Ackerman, 2006). National data indicate that over 57% of 
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working mothers with children under the age of 6 are in the labor force (U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, 2009). 

A child care teacher is one of the most important elements for quality child care 

and is imperative to enhancing positive outcomes for children (Brown & Hallam, 2004). 

Working mothers in the labor force depend increasingly on early childhood professionals 

for the care and education of their young children (Ackerman, 2004; Recchia, Berr, & 

Hsiung, 1998). Since what they bring to care and education positively influences program 

quality (Whitebook, 2003), it is important to explore child care teachers’ perceptions of 

their work.  

 

FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY 

This study is guided by two research strands on early childhood teachers: research 

on early childhood teachers’ beliefs and thoughts about their pedagogical teaching 

practice and research on early childhood teachers’ lives, perspectives, and voices from 

gendered perspectives.  

First, this study is framed by the body of research on early childhood teachers’ 

beliefs and thoughts about their practices. This strand of research focuses on teachers’ 

pedagogical teaching practices, suggesting few insights into how teachers perceive 

gender. Nevertheless, such research provides a picture for this study in terms of how 

teachers’ perceptions are associated with teachers’ implementation of teaching and how 

their beliefs guide their practices. Research shows that teachers carry their personal 

experiences into teacher education programs and change their beliefs and thoughts as 

they experience formal knowledge and complex classroom settings through practicums 

(Burant & Kirby, 2002; Weinstein, 1990; Witcher, Onwuegbuzie, Minor, & James, 

2002). As teachers get involved in diverse teaching contexts through years of teaching 
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experience, they construct and reconstruct their ideas and thoughts regarding their 

practices (Chafel & Reifel, 1996; Flores & Day, 2006; Williams, 1996). Teachers are 

influenced by their assumptions, beliefs, and expectations of teaching, all of which stem 

from prior experiences, discourses and theories favored by the field. They are also 

influenced by various work place factors, such as collegial exchanges, school climate, 

experiences with children, and their own personal commitment to work (Cassidy & 

Lawrence, 2000; Phelan & McLaughlin, 1995; Schoonmaker & Ryan, 1996; Williams, 

1996). 

Second, this study is guided by research on women teachers’ work conducted 

from the social constructionist view of gender. Authors whose work influences this study 

include Biklen (1995), Acker (1999), and Murray (1996). Those studies demonstrate that 

gendered meaning of being a teacher is continuously constructed and reconstructed in 

social contexts. In addition, the studies suggest different concepts and means for 

understandings female teachers’ work.  

Biklen’s (1995) notion of “cultural construction of teaching” is a useful concept 

for interpreting women teachers’ work from a social constructionist view of gender. The 

notion, in fact, guided this study in the following ways: in the study’s exploration of how 

child care teachers construct and reconstruct their work; in showing how teachers 

understand the cultural construction of their work; in showing how social construction of 

teaching is part of a teacher’s subjective interpretation of their work; and in 

demonstrating how “the discourses teachers draw on to understand and explain their 

choices and actions are shaped by what it means to be a teacher in our culture” (Biklen, 

1995, p. 5). Biklen noted that being a female teacher was intertwined with many different 

kinds of discourses that shaped how women make sense of their work. These discourses 

were professional, pedagogical, feminine, regulatory, and service related.  
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Biklen (1995) observed and conducted in-depth interviews with primary teachers. 

In addition, Biklen not only conducted a historical investigation of informal archival 

materials but also analyzed fictions about teachers in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. She reached two primary conclusions about the cultural construction of 

teaching. First, the ways women teachers were portrayed in fiction were compatible with 

gendered demands on women embedded in the particular historical moment. Second, 

being a teacher had particular cultural meanings in terms of gender, insofar as for many 

decades the teaching occupation has been aligned with women’s primary responsibilities 

of raising children.  

The idea of the “occupational culture” or “work place culture” of teaching from 

Acker’s (1999) study provides this study with a means of understanding women teachers’ 

culture where women share particular values and ideologies among themselves (p. 25). 

The notion is a useful concept for understanding how women teachers’ perceptions of 

their work are influenced by social views of what women’s work is or is not like. The 

notion also helps us understand how they are seen as members of an occupation that 

provides its members with unique experiences according to gender. According to Acker 

(1999), “Applying gender analysis to teachers’ work would mean calling attention to both 

the obvious and subtle ways in which cultural beliefs about women and men influence the 

nature of what teachers do” (p. 24). She believes that the definitions of ‘masculine’ and 

‘feminine’ are culturally specific and changeable. 

Studies on child care teachers’ perceptions of male teachers in early childhood 

education has also demonstrated how the deeply feminized work of child care stigmatizes 

male teachers through socially constructed relations that “reproduce institutionalized 

gender inequalities” (Murray, 1996, p. 382). Murray’s (1996) study on male child care 

teachers suggests that early childhood teachers, both male and female, are affected by 
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dominant discourses that construct and reconstruct appropriate roles for men and women 

and their unique responsibilities in relation to children. 

This study is informed by the social constructionist view on gender. According to 

the social constructionist view, gender is viewed as “constantly created and re-created out 

of human interaction, out of social life, and is the texture and order of that social life” 

(Lorber, 2004, p. 54). Social constructionists believe that everybody engages in “doing 

gender” without thinking about it. This is because gender, like culture, is human 

produced and a familiar part of daily life (West & Zimmerman, 1987). Social 

constructionists refuse the notions that gender is biologically determined, socialized 

consequences, or cognitively structured. Rather, social constructionists believe that 

gender is constantly modified and changeable through human interactions in social 

contexts. Indeed, they believe there is neither an essential femaleness or maleness nor an 

essential femininity or masculinity for humans. It was noted, however, that “once gender 

is ascribed, the social order constructs and holds individuals to strongly gendered norms 

and expectations” and to following stereotypical gender roles (Lober, 2004, p. 58). 

Following this framework, this study explored how child care teachers 

conceptualize their work and practice as gendered. For teachers, the gendered meaning of 

being a good child care teacher is reconstructed through the interactions between 

individuals and social structures (Acker, 1999; Biklen, 1995). At the same time, child 

care teachers have “the active agency in theory building” (Chafel & Reifel, 1996, p. 288). 

Teachers are at the center of their own practices and thoughts, reconstructing personal 

theories and ideas about teaching and their work through ongoing practices (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1995; Williams, 1996). Studies examining teachers’ work demonstrate that 

teachers make efforts to strike a balance between contextual constraints and their own 
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values and beliefs through negotiation and renegotiation (Acker, 1999; Biklen, 1995; 

Wien, 2004).  

 

PURPOSES OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study is to explore ways child care teachers understand their 

work as gendered work and to understand how child care teachers’ experiences as women 

are connected to the larger issues of gendered teaching. These larger issues are embedded 

in culturally pervasive beliefs about child care teaching. This study explores how the 

cultural construction of child care teaching is connected to gender. This connection, while 

seemingly invisible, is investigated by examining ways child care teachers conceptualize 

their experiences as women teachers.  

Teachers persistently try to make sense of their teaching and work in their 

practices (Schon, 1983). This research explores the ways that teachers construct the 

meaning of their work, as they negotiate the conflicts that arise from issues related to the 

gendered nature of child care teaching. This research also examines how teachers view 

their work as women’s work, what it means for them to view their work as women’s 

work, and what it means in their practices to be both child care teachers and women.  

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

To understand child care teachers’ understandings of their work as gendered, this 

study explores the following research questions: 

1. What do child care teachers perceive about their work? 

2. How do they conceptualize child care teaching as women’s work? 

3. How do they describe the practice of their perceived work as women’s work? 
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CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this study was to explore the gendered meaning of child care work 

from teachers’ perspectives, the ways teachers make sense of their work, and what it 

means to be a woman teacher in early childhood education. The report consists of five 

chapters. Chapter One has here introduced the research by providing the rationale and 

grounds for the study. These include the contexts of child care work, the importance of 

the study, the framework of the study, and the research questions.  

Chapter Two provides a review of relevant literature. It reviews studies on child 

care work conducted from historical, economical, and theoretical viewpoints. The review 

also includes empirical studies on child care teachers’ perceptions of their work. Studies 

are organized according to the following: child care teachers’ perceptions of their 

professional development; perceptions of their work in terms of job satisfaction, turnover, 

and policy and regulations; and perceptions of their work from gendered perspectives. 

Chapter Three addresses the methodology of this qualitative study. For a 

methodological framework, this study adopts constructivism as its epistemological 

framework, interpretivism as its theoretical perspective, and grounded theory 

methodology as its methodology. For its methods this study utilizes qualitative interviews 

to gain rich, in-depth, and experiential accounts of child care teachers. As part of the 

research process, the study describes a) the research participants, b) the data collection, c) 

data analysis, and d) the establishment of trustworthiness.  

Chapter Four addresses themes that emerge, drawn from an analysis of the 

interviews, concerning the participants’ beliefs about their work as women’s work. Six 

themes are presented: child care teaching is not gendered work; child care work is 

identification of self; child care teaching is a way of relating to one another; 
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vulnerabilities of child care teaching; child care work is hard work; and contradictions 

and paradoxes. 

Chapter Five discusses findings by responding to the research questions. Also 

presented are final thoughts about the teacher’s contradictory ideas, the limitations of this 

study, and implications for researchers and early childhood teacher educators. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

CHILD CARE AS GENDERED WORK 

The feminized profession of teaching and that of child care work, in particular, 

are not isolated phenomena from societal, historical events, and economic values of the 

profession (Ackerman, 2006). Policies and regulations of early childhood education and 

child care work have been influenced by how Western culture and society has viewed the 

profession in relation to gender (Moghadam, 2005). In addition, scholars and researchers, 

in their study of sociological theories, have approached studies on teaching in general and 

teaching as gendered work from different theoretical perspectives (Acker, 1999).  

In the United States, child care and early childhood education have different 

historical roots. Child care has evolved from a welfare movement to the caring for 

children of immigrants and working mothers. Early childhood education, on the other 

hand, grew out of educating children of middle class mothers (Scarr, 1986). Although 

these two types of early education and care have distinct paths of development, they 

share a common history in their feminization of the professions: women predominantly 

worked with the young children. In reviewing the literature on child care as gendered 

work, this chapter presents historical events and economic views related to the 

feminization of teaching and child care. In addition, the chapter reviews three theoretical 

approaches to studies on teachers’ work: the functionalist, interpretive, and conflict 

approaches.  

 

Historical Look 

The origins of child care in the U.S. are in the welfare and reform movements of 

the 19th century (Scarr, 1998). Before the industrial revolution, women were responsible 
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for rearing children up to at least age six. They attended to many other household chores 

and produced goods and commodities for family consumption, exchanges, or market. 

From the mid to late eighteenth century, the economic growth in the market dramatically 

changed the structures of domestic manufacturing and began to emphasize women’s roles 

in child rearing. Thus women lost chances to utilize their skills and abilities to combine 

market and domestic labor (Michel, 1999). As women were encouraged to avoid 

manufacturing, the “economic” and “noneconomic” spheres became distinctive and 

women identically belonged to the second sphere. The detachment of women from 

economic sphere imposed on them images of the “moral mother” (Bloch, 1978). Women 

were then considered to be “unnatural” if they turned to employment. Many people 

believed that women could not go into paid work because of their maternal instincts 

(Michel, 1999).  

Initially, day nurseries began in response to two forces: the flood of immigrants 

entering the United States between 1815 and 1860, and the industrialization and 

urbanization that produced children who needed custodial care while their mothers were 

working in factories (Clarke-Stewart, 1993). Day care expansion continued over the next 

decade. Day nurseries seem to have sprung from a need to support the increasing number 

of working mothers, as a way to look after the public welfare. There are reports, however, 

that suggest these initiatives began at the individual rather than institutional level.  

In her book, Children’s Interests and Mothers’ Right, Michel (1999) offered two 

stories of how first day nurseries in the U.S. came about in the mid-19th century. 

Charitable upper-class women discovered children to be poor, neglected, and in danger. 

These women took action to found day care centers and initiate child care. Michel (1999) 

pointd out that day nurseries in the U.S. started from individual acts of benevolence to 

rescue poor children rather than political initiatives. She further argues that, although the 
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nurseries benefitted both children and mothers, the motivation for founding them was out 

of an interest for the children’s well-being, not the mothers’. Child care in the U.S. 

started with a “combination of noblesse oblige, pity, and sense of women’s particular 

responsibility for children” (Michel, 1999, p. 12). 

From the colonial era through the mid-nineteenth century, teaching young 

children was the occupation for young, white, and well-educated men. For these young 

men, teaching was part-time work done during the non-agricultural seasons or as a 

provisional job when they were preparing for other careers in the fields of law, medicine, 

or ministry (Apple, 1985; Sedlak, 1992; Urban & Wagoner, 2008). Even in the colonial 

era, teaching, in contrast to agriculture, trade, and politics, was considered to have no 

immediate usefulness. Hence, it was a relatively low-status occupation. Industrialization 

resulted in the separation between the public and private sectors. Men found greater job 

opportunities in machinery and factory work: such jobs paid more than teaching. Women 

took domestic unpaid responsibilities including child rearing (Boyle, 2004). As men 

started leaving teaching positions, women, who had few job opportunities outside the 

home, filled these positions in addition to continuing their domestic service and textile 

mill work (Cannella, 1997).  

As women took up teaching, the low salaries were justified. During the common 

school movement, school districts hired women for economical reasons. For the Iowa 

infant care system in 1855, for example, Horace Mann, a supporter of the common school 

movement, stressed the frugality of employing female teachers (Morain, 1980).  

Catherine Beecher, the founder of the Central Committee for Promoting National 

Education, also justified female teachers’ low salaries. In her 1853 petition to Congress 

for national education, Beecher asserted that female teachers ought to be utilized to lower 
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the cost for universal education. Women had no need for and no expectation of high 

wages. Beecher wrote: 

To make education universal, it must be moderate in expense, and women can 
afford to teach for one half, or even less the salary which men would ask, because 
the female teachers has only sustain herself; she does not look forward to the duty 
of supporting a family, should she marry; nor had she the ambition to amass a 
fortune. (Sklar, 1973, p. 182) 

The stories of Horace Mann and Catheirne Beecher demonstrate two things: 1) 

female teachers’ involvement in education was politically justified by distorting female 

morality and 2) throughout the history of education in the U.S., women’s low salaries 

have been legitimated. The desire for universal education and reducing the cost of 

instruction allowed schools to hire female teachers. According to Rury (1989), 

feminization occurred because “school districts were unwilling to pay the rising costs of 

retaining male teachers as school terms became longer and teaching became less 

attractive to men” (p. 27).  

The movement toward universal education in the 1800s also changed the roles of 

men in education. They went from being teachers to being administrators or decision 

makers such as principals, superintendents, and educational experts (Boyle, 2004). Men’s 

occupation with higher positions in the feminized teaching area is still eminent today. As 

universal education developed, teaching became standardized and universalized and 

teachers lost control over their curriculum and classroom management. In particular, 

female teachers were deskilled in their profession by bureaucratic controls often 

performed by male principals or superintendents (Apple, 1985; Sedlak & Schlossman, 

1987). Cannella (1997) argues that patriarchal authority in the U.S. historically 

perpetuated female teachers’ proletarianization: sexual division of labor historically 

posited women in the status with “lower pay, less autonomy, and increased control” (p. 

114).  



 19 

Summary 

Child care has historically been viewed as gendered work. The literature 

concerning the history of teaching and the feminization of teaching describes the process 

of feminization of child care profession (Apple, 1985; Boyle, 2004; Rury, 1989; Sedlak, 

1992; Sedlak, & Schlossman, 1987; Sklar, 1973; Urban & Wagoner, 2008). Studies on 

child care history have demonstrated that care work was shifted from mothers’ domestic 

responsibility for rearing children to paid work in the public sphere (Clarke-Stewart, 

1993; Marshall, 1999; Scarr, 1998; Scarr, & Weinberg, 1986). This evolution contributes 

to the public view of child care as women’s work. Mothering discourse has also 

rationalized teaching as women’s work. Since women are viewed as having “a natural 

talent” for caring for children as mothers do, the work of child care teaching is considered 

an unskilled job that women can naturally perform (Reskin, 1991, p.147).  

The history of teaching in general and that of early education in particular share 

the same path and development of feminization of professions with child care work. In 

this study, the historical assumption of teaching being women’s work informs our 

understanding of child care teachers’ perceptions of their work in terms of its gendered 

nature. Child care teachers’ work and its conditions are related to gendered aspects of the 

historical and political contexts that contribute to the marginalization of the profession 

(Acker, 1995a; Ackerman, 2006; Biklen, 1995; Marshall, 1999).  

 

Economic Look 

Economic views on child care have contributed to child care teachers’ low 

salaries. U.S. policies and regulations of child care were developed based on economic 

approaches. These are not irrelevant to the historical events and policies associated with 

care and education of young children (Ackerman, 2006). As presented above, child care 
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work has traditionally been performed at families’ homes without pay; mostly women 

engage in the care work. The disadvantages of females’ unpaid care have also been an 

influence on providing their paid care (England & Folbre, 1999).  

In the marketplace, due to the growing number of working mothers and the 

increasing demand for child care, paid child care in the U.S. has become “a burgeoning 

industry” and the demand shows no sign of abating in the near future (Himmelweit, 1999, 

p.31). In addition, as issues of child care have become public concerns, federal and state 

governments subsidize child care through a variety of programs which affect the child 

care labor market (Blau, 2002). Despite the job growth and government involvement, 

however, child care teachers’ salaries are still low and the low wages have both persisted 

and never been fixed (Ackerman, 2005). Studies have discussed child care teachers’ 

salary issues in relation to reasons and factors of the low wages and ways to increase 

child care teachers’ salaries.  

The literature review of economic views on child care will include how 

economists’ basic assumptions about child care and their approaches to U.S. policies on 

child care have contributed to child care teachers’ low salaries. First, neoclassical 

economic assumptions on child care will be introduced. Then, I present ways that U.S. 

policies developed child care from economic perspectives based on empirical studies on 

of U.S. policies and regulations for child care.  

 

Economic Assumptions of Care Work 

Caring work includes “providing a face-to-face service to recipients in jobs such 

as child care, teaching, therapy, and nursing” (England & Folbre, 1999, p. 39). It offers 

low pay along with low education and skill requirements. Traditional unpaid care work 

performed by women in the private sector is now associated with the low salaries of 
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female teachers’ care work performed in the public sector (England & Folbre, 1999). 

Women are the recipients of the “care penalty,” low wages rationalized in those 

occupations involving care work (England, Budig, & Folbre, 2002).  

The evidence of the care penalty is found in neoclassical economic assumptions: 

human capital theory, compensating wage differentials, and crowding (England & Folbre, 

1999, 2005; Nelson, 2001). The common assumptions of all neoclassical theories are 

centered on the ideas that people are in nature autonomous and self-interested. 

Individuals make rational choices based on their personal interests and on maximizing 

benefits. Nelson (2001) and England and Folbre (1999) argue that economists’ 

assumptions in explaining low wages for early education and care work are erroneous 

and inadequate.  

 

Theory of human capital. Human capital refers to “the investments people make 

in skills that increase their productivity” (Nelson, 2001, p. 5). It creates market values and 

high wages that compensate for the increased productivity. Thus, lower wages represent 

low productivity and a low level of human capital investment. Since child care is 

believed by economists and policy makers to be natural work that every woman can do, it 

requires not a high level of human capital. In contrast to the cognitive skills associated 

with formal education, physical skills and capacity for affection are other aspects that 

make care work thought to be a low investment of human capital (England & Folbre, 

1999).  

England and Folbre (1999) point out a “cognitive error,” however, that causes 

gender bias (p.44). Under the gender bias, the devaluation of jobs often involves skills 

and functions associated with women. They assert that decision makers tend to recognize 

that jobs or skills, culturally coded as male, are more productive and desirable while 
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neglecting the importance of skills culturally coded as female. Nelson (2001) argues, 

furthermore, that the emotional aspects of caring is a critical part of educating young 

children despite it going virtually unrecognized. Nelson stresses that the person-to-person 

work that requires empathy, caring and responsiveness must be comprehended as 

constituting valuable skills.  

 

Theory of compensating wage differentials. This idea assumes that people care 

about two things regarding their job: the working conditions and the wages. These two 

elements are compensatory with each other when people choose their job. According to 

this assumption, child care teachers, who are satisfied with their working conditions, 

derive intrinsic pleasure and rewards from their work. Such rewards may lead these 

teachers to be more willing to take the jobs despite their low salaries.  

England and Folbre (1999) argue, however, that people just believe the work that 

requires emotional motives, such as care work, does not require high wages, compared to 

intellectually demanding work. Compensating differentials do not have any theoretical 

logic to explain intrinsic compensations gained from other occupations that require 

cognitive skills, which have a positive return.  

Nelson (2001) also argues that the fact that some individual caregivers are 

satisfied with their job does not justify the low salaries for the entire profession. She 

points out child care is one of the professions that have a number of less desirable 

working conditions such as long working days, lack of social respect, and few breaks.  

 

Theory of crowding. When a particular profession is popular and attracts many 

job seekers, economists explain that the salaries are driven downward as a result. Since 
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child care is favored by and predominantly occupied by lots of women, it is natural for 

economists to lower salaries for the crowed profession.  

Nelson (2001) argues, however, that female teachers’ low salaries are unfairly 

justified by such economic logic. She asserts that the great demands for the job naturally 

cause low wages in the field. She claims that the theory of crowding demonstrates why 

women have historically received low wages. Since women have been excluded from 

most professions and trades, care and education are the accessible fields resulting in 

aggregation. The historical exclusion of women from the job markets provided a 

rationalization for their low salaries when they become paid workers (Ackerman, 2006; 

Nelson, 2001).  

 

Economic Policy on Child Care Work  

In the U.S., child care providers belong to one of the lowest paid group of workers 

(Park-Jadotte, Golin, & Gault, 2002). According to a 2010 report by the Center for the 

Childcare Workforce, the average pay rate of child care teachers in 51 states in the United 

States in 2008 was $ 9.73 per hour and the teachers in 26 states receive less than $9 

(Center for the Child Care Workforce, 2010). A body of research on child care teachers’ 

wages and qualifications demonstrates how U.S. policymakers have developed child care 

policy and regulations out of economic assumptions and perspectives, and how those 

regulations are related to gender. Based on empirical studies on regulations and policy on 

child care, this chapter presents how the following economic perspectives have 

contributed to child care workers’ low wages: market-dependent child care business; 

minimized teacher qualifications; and inadequate states’ and federal subsidy programs for 

child care providers. 
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Market-dependent child care business. Child care is an industry that benefits 

little from labor-saving devices (Blau, 2002). It requires large amounts of labor which 

lead to its expense. There is extensive demand for high quality and affordable child care, 

but that supply is limited and thus expensive (Montilla, Twombly, & De Vita, 2001). A 

paradoxical situation exists in the child care market place. While the cost of care is high 

and unaffordable for many parents, the teachers’ wages are still low. This situation 

conflicts with economic models of supply and demand. For quality child care, the child 

care industry needs to raise its pay scale to hire better qualified staff (Blau, 2002). The 

competitive marketplace, however, of child care does not allow appropriate teachers’ 

salaries. 

Child care teachers’ low wages are closely related to the market-dependent child 

care business in the U.S. Most child care in the U.S. is part of the private sector (Mitchell, 

Stoney, & Dicher, 2001). “Staying in business means remaining competitive and 

competing for the same customers within a small geographic region close to where 

families live and work” (Ackerman, 2006, p. 92). Private child care centers have to 

compete not only with other local private centers but also with both regulated and 

unregulated family child care centers. In addition, due to the insufficient federal and 

states’ subsidies, private centers’ salaries for teachers have to depend solely on the 

amount of the center’s revenue (Barnett & Masse, 2003). The dependence on competitive 

market place results in lowering child care teachers’ wages to reduce the child care cost 

for parents. Thus, the market provides an incentive for the low wages.  

 

Minimized teacher qualification. States’ or federal requirements of child care 

qualification assume that child care work requires little human capital. It is reported that 

high quality child care is closely related to teacher qualifications including teacher 
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training and education. Studies have found a positive relationship, in terms of their 

believing in developmentally appropriate practice, between the baccalaureate level of 

early childhood teaching degree and professional training experiences (Buchanan et al., 

1998; File & Gullo, 2002; McMullen, 1999, 2003; McMullen & Alat, 2002; Vartuli, 

1999). Teachers in state-funded preschools in 14 states are required to have bachelor 

degrees and specialized training (Ackerman, 2004).  

Unlike public preschool teachers, most states in the U.S., require no college 

coursework or baccalaureate-level degree of a teacher to begin child care for a group of 

children. Neither do most states necessitate those in private centers to undertake any 

preservice training (Ackerman, 2004). For example, Texas requires child care teachers to 

have simply a high school diploma and to pass a criminal history background check 

(Texas Department of Family & Protective Services, 2006).  

State regulations for child care teacher qualifications may show “a misleading 

distinction” between child care and real K-12 school. It may also reflect the public belief 

that child care teachers need to “possess maternal qualities to be suitable for the job” 

(Ackerman, 2004, p.315). Whatever the reason might be, the basic assumption of state 

regulations appears that child care teachers be minimally educated, which, in turn, 

provides a rationalization for their low wages. 

 

Inadequate federal and state subsidy programs for child care providers. 

Policy makers are aware of the economic advantages of child care. Public funding of 

child care can both produce employment for mothers of young children and create a 

public good, the widespread benefits of children’s future employers (Blau, 2002; England 

& Folbre, 1999). Government assistance in child care has found two outlets: 1) financial 

help to parents and care providers and 2) regulating the systems (Kimmel, 2006). Still 
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encouraging the free market, the government has no desire to take over what has been 

developed in the private sector with child care (Blau, 2002).  

There have been several plans and initiatives, however, to increase child care 

worker compensation, though the specific policies and programs differ from state to state 

(Montilla, Twombly, & De Vita, 2001; Park-Jadotte, Golin, & Gault, 2002). For example, 

Montilla, Twombly, and De Vita (2001) found that these initiatives have been performed 

with both direct and indirect strategies. Indirect strategies involve plans for improving 

child care workers’ skills and abilities such as training and mentoring programs and 

professional development programs. They also involve increasing reimbursement rates 

for child care providers who enroll low-income children. Direct strategies include 

providing better wages and benefits for the recruitment and retention of competent 

teachers and increasing child care quality.  

Although several models for increasing child care worker compensation have 

been developed, studies on public intervention programs for child care have demonstrated 

very little and limited government involvement on the supply side (Kimmel, 2006, p.80). 

In addition, the indirect strategies for child care worker compensation such as higher 

reimbursement rates rarely influence improving their wages. “Policymakers are usually 

reluctant to take action that directly relates to wages and benefits of a specific group of 

workers” and so is it for child care workers (Montilla, Twombly, & De Vita, 2001, p. 4). 

The major federal child care subsidy programs were mostly developed to help mothers 

find work as part of the welfare policy. They were not developed to support child care 

providers or securing better pay (Blau, 2002; Kimmel, 2006).  

The public agenda concerning child care workers’ wages has been framed around 

the quality of affordable child care for low-income families as well as their accessibility 

to the care (Montilla, Twombly, & De Vita, 2001). In addition, federal- and states-level 
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attempts to improve child care teacher compensation are limited to specific states or 

communities. The initiatives were performed temporarily with short-term funding 

mechanisms. As a result, policy makers have not permanently increased child care 

workers’ wages for the field as a whole (Ackerman, 2006). 

 

Low Wages and Gender: Critical Feminist Policy Analysis 

Some studies look at the educational policy using a critical feminist policy 

analysis (Ackerman, 2006; Bensimon & Marshall, 2003; Marshall, 1999; Shaw, 2004). 

The researchers assert that many education policies, including child care policies and 

regulations, are neither value-neutral nor apolitical. These researchers believe that 

gender-related issues tend to leave the political agenda unchallenged and thus aggravate 

problems.   

Marshall (1999), in her study on policy research using feminist critical policy 

analysis, discussed ways in which gender research has been controlled and depoliticized. 

She argued that educational policy analysis in mainstream research has marginalized 

women and ignored feminist research. Studies on child care policies and regulations are 

among such research. From this perspective, gender is believed to play a crucial role in 

creating women’s marginalized status in care work. 

Ackerman (2006) revisits the issue of child care teachers’ low salaries using a 

critical feminist policy analysis. Using examples from New Jersey, she discussed how 

low wages are influenced by the competitive marketplace. It seems that the economic 

approaches to child care and its policies solely determine child care teachers’ low 

salaries. Issues of child care, however, always carry value-laden ideology that includes 

historical, political, and cultural forces. Ackerman further argues that issues of child care 

teachers’ low wages are rather associated with various historical, regulatory, and cultural 
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contexts. She discusses the contextual factors of the child care teachers’ low salaries in 

the following terms: the historical precedent of female teachers, getting paid less than 

male counterparts, the assumption that working with young children is little more than 

low-skill babysitting, and the bias toward women whose work with young children is 

devalued due to their traditional domestic responsibilities and maternal instinct. 

Ackerman argues that since this gendered work is invisible to policymakers, whose 

ideology is based on “a male-normed paradigm” (Marshall, 1999, p.59), gender-related 

issues are not accessible to policymakers’ agenda and exacerbate the problems of low 

wages. 

 

Summary 

Economic views on child care have exacerbated problems stemming from the 

gendered aspect of child care work. Studies critical of the basic assumptions of 

neoclassical economists have found that their views contributed to policymakers’ 

rationalizing child care teachers’ low wages (Ackerman, 2006; England & Folbre, 1999; 

Nelson, 2001). Empirical research on U.S. policies and regulations regarding the child 

care industry, teacher qualifications, and subsidies for care providers reveal how U.S. 

policy is formulated based on economic perspectives. Such perspectives influence the 

inadequate compensation for child care workers and exacerbate their low salaries.  

I have reviewed the literature on economic views on child care to analyze three 

things: how child care teachers generally understand their low salaries, how their beliefs 

regarding low salaries are related or unrelated to economic assumptions of care work as 

gendered, and how they perceive their qualifications as teachers in relation to the need for 

training and education, which might affect their salaries.  
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Theoretical Views 

Functionalist, interpretative, and conflict approaches are standard divisions for the 

study of sociological theory (Spencer, 1994). They have been used over the years by 

those who take a broadly sociological approach to the study of teachers’ work (Acker, 

1995b). Studies will be examined here by drawing on these three approaches. In addition, 

since many studies of teachers’ work have been done in the field of secondary education, 

this section will broadly include studies of teachers’ work including early childhood, 

elementary, and secondary teachers’ work.  

 

Functionalist Approaches 

The functionalist approach to the studies on teachers’ work was the standard in 

the American sociology during the 1960s and ‘70s. This approach investigated 

characteristics of teachers’ work in terms of the stability and persistence of the teaching 

occupation (Acker, 1995b). Robert Deeren and Dan Lortie, in two chapters from, Second 

Handbook of Research on Teaching, illustrated the influence of functionalist approaches 

(Travers, 1973).  

Dreeben (1973) in the chapter “School as a Workplace” argued that it was 

necessary to consider the nature of authority relationships in the school system. The 

hierarchical organizations and the managerial decisions influence and constrain teachers’ 

work. Dreeben asserted that being hired as a salaried teacher means to accept 

subordination to hierarchical superiors in exchange for their payment. The teacher-

student relationship was also described as establishing a hierarchical relationship where 

teacher’s control and the students’ obligations to teachers’ instruction were present.  

In the Handbook chapter, “Observations on Teaching as Work,” Lortie (1973) 

also highlighted the importance of the organizational structure of schools that influenced 
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the tasks of teaching. Lortie was concerned with history and the societal context within 

which a teaching occupation developed and changed. Still he laid great emphasis on the 

need to discover systematic properties of the occupation. He argued that the teaching 

profession can be maintained by recruiting new members, training teachers, absorbing 

staff into the group subculture, and rewarding them for functioning in the school system.  

Functionalism recognized sex differences in the teaching occupation. Lortie 

(1973) noted sex differences of a career choice and career life between a male and 

female. He wrote that “men and women experience different life contingencies and career 

realities” (p. 486). He pointed out the need to consider sex differences in studies of 

teachers’ work. Indeed, men and women, he noted, have different motivations to enter 

and stay in the occupation. Dreeben (1973) argued that men are influenced by 

administrative issues in their profession while women tend to be distracted by family 

issues expecting career breaks to respond to such issues.  

Functionalists viewed female teachers’ roles in the schools to be extensions of 

their caring roles at home. Parson (1961) believed that female teachers, with their caring 

domestic backgrounds, eased the transition for children from home to public settings. The 

presence of female teachers in elementary schools was also explained in terms of their 

responsibility to teach young children that the social roles of women encompassed more 

than mothering (Parson, 1961).  

From a functionalist perspective, occupations were assessed by how they 

maintained their ideal-typical professional standard. This included claims to a specialized 

knowledge base, service to society, long formal preparation, and autonomous control 

over work processes. Professionals were considered to be worthy of high status in 

exchange for their important contribution to society (Tabakin & Densmore, 1986).  
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Interpretive Approaches 

Interpretive approaches are schools of thought that emphasize the importance of 

understanding how individuals interpret the world around them. These approaches value 

comprehending how people make sense of their worlds by grasping the complexity of 

their intentions, beliefs, desires, the contexts, and practices (Schwandt, 2000). One of 

these schools of thought, the symbolic interactionist approach, has been popular in the 

study of teachers’ work. It seeks to discover how people understand and interpret their 

own and others’ actions and reactions in everyday life (Acker, 1999). This perspective 

has guided many studies on teachers’ work, focusing on early childhood teachers.  

Studies on early childhood and primary teachers’ work from symbolic 

interactionist perspective cast a light on four things: 1) how the teachers’ work is related 

to their sense of self and identity (Ayers, 1989; Nias, 1989), and 2) teachers’ work in 

terms of handling pedagogical teaching dilemmas (Wien, 1995), 3) teachers’ work as it is 

influenced by social and political contexts (Menter at al., 1997; Wien, 2004), and 4) 

teachers’ work as gendered (Acker, 1999; Biklen, 1995). These studies were based on 

participant observation and/or in-depth interviews to explore the nature of teachers’ work.  

Scholars in the first research category viewed teachers’ work as related to 

reflecting the teacher’s sense of self and personal identity. Ayers (1989) drew on the 

work of six preschool teachers, showing how the teachers’ sense of self and identity 

influenced their teaching and practices. Drawing on autobiographical methods where 

teachers provided their life-narratives of their childhood, family, and personal history, 

Ayers explored how their personal experiences and life histories influenced their decision 

to be early childhood teachers and their teaching practice. Teachers in this study 

confessed that teaching young children had become their life itself as well as their 

vocation. Ayers was attentive to the devaluing of preschool teaching as being outside the 
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education system. She pointed out that the low social status of preschool teaching may be 

why the teachers portrayed themselves as self-accusing and self-condemning rather than 

self-accepting. 

Drawing on interviews with primary teachers in England, Nias (1989) found that 

the self is a crucial element in how teachers interpret the nature of their job. With the 

sociological and psychological perspectives, Nias argued that teaching should be 

regarded as an occupation that calls upon personality, experience, preferences, skills, 

beliefs, values, and interpersonal qualities. She also identified the reasons for teachers’ 

job dissatisfaction and teachers’ staffroom relationships that produce guidance, modeling, 

assistance, and emotional supports as well as tensions among them. Although she did not 

address teaching as gendered, Nias viewed caring for children as an important part of 

elementary teachers’ work and the nature of elementary teaching. Nias believed that 

caring for children functions positively as part of teachers’ continued self-improvement 

while asserting that it is not a soft occupation.  

Wien’s (1995) work, in the second category, demonstrated how child care 

teachers deal with pedagogical teaching dilemmas in their practice. In the descriptions of 

five child care teachers’ teaching practices, Wien portrayed how they negotiated their 

teaching approaches derived from two different frameworks: teacher directedness and 

developmental appropriateness. She found that these two approaches were intertwined in 

teachers’ practice and that their practical knowledge was embedded in their actions. 

Teachers’ negotiations of the two different approaches were associated with dealing with 

the real world complexities of teaching, such as coping with conflicts, tensions, and 

anxieties caused by the contradictory forms of teacher-centered and child-centered 

practices and beliefs.  
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Most recently, studies have investigated how primary teachers’ work is influenced 

by political or economic systems and how their work is complicated within those 

systems. Wien’s (2004) other work demonstrates how political demands affect early 

childhood teachers’ pedagogical work and their teaching strategies in public school 

classrooms. Wein revealed the complexity of teachers’ classroom teaching lives as it 

related to a standardized curriculum. She provided their varied teaching strategies and 

responses to the standardized curriculum that made the standards effective in their own 

classrooms. Her study demonstrated ways primary teachers negotiate the state standards 

and strike balances between those standards and their own beliefs about what comprises 

good teaching in the field of early childhood education, a field dominated by a belief in 

developmentally appropriate practices.  

From an economic point of view, Menter and his colleagues (1997) also discussed 

how, by controlling their work through new managerial discourse, the economic policy of 

marketization in education affected teachers’ work. Drawing on an ethnographic method, 

the authors illustrated how a post-Fordist work system, which puts education in a 

marketized competitive system, creates new forms of control over teachers’ work. It was 

found that the system controlled the teachers’ work by delegating responsibility of local 

education authority to individual teachers and by increasing the assessment of teacher 

performance against institutional objectives.  

Researchers, in the last category, investigated early childhood teachers’ work in 

terms of its gendered nature. These researchers explored primary teachers’ lives based on 

long-term participant observations and in-depth interviews. Acker (1999) explored what 

it meant for women teachers to work in a particular primary school context and 

documented the workplace culture. She described the variety of workplace experiences, 

such as daily interactions with children, colleagues, educational professionals, parents, 
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and the broader community. Acker found that teachers cared for one another, creating a 

workplace culture characterized by collaboration, compassion, and commitment. 

Teachers considered their caring relationship with children and their quasi-maternal 

conditions to be sources of their stress and frustration. Acker argued that female teachers’ 

stress and frustration from working with young children demonstrated a challenge to the 

popular gendered conception of primary teaching as gentle, undemanding, non-

intellectual women’s work.  

In a study exploring primary teachers’ work, Biklen (1995) viewed teachers’ work 

as culturally constructed and influenced by existing social discourses. In addition to the 

teacher observations and interviews, Biklen utilized archival and historical records from 

19th century and popular fiction from the 1950’s. Biklen found that the meanings of 

teaching and beliefs of practice that teachers develop are constructed and reconstructed 

through numerous discourses, including those of professionalism, pedagogy, femininity, 

school regulations, and services. Primary teachers in this study recognized a contradiction 

between the public views and their own beliefs about their work. Teachers, while 

considering themselves professionals, were aware that they were devalued by and 

invisible to the public. As for challenges, the teachers reported them to include balancing 

their professional and domestic lives and shaping relationships with parents.  

 

Critical Approaches 

The critical perspectives on teachers’ work include an emphasis on its divisions, 

exploitation, and conflict (Acker, 1995b). Most of these studies have been conducted in 

the area of secondary education.   

In a study focusing on the division of teachers’ work in English secondary 

schools, Hargreaves (1994) referred to what he observed as “balkanization,” noting the 



 35 

strong boundaries between different divisions of an organization. Drawing on interviews 

with secondary teachers, Hargreaves investigated how the modernistic secondary school 

system has been balkanized into departmental factions and how the factions reduce the 

effectiveness of the system by limiting chances where teachers can learn from and 

collaborate with other departments. He argued that the balkanization creates 

“defensiveness, resistance to changes which threaten departmental identities and lack of 

opportunities for teachers to work and learn from colleagues in departments other than on 

their own” (Hargreaves, 1994, p. 66). He considered that these factions are caused by 

attempts at public accountability of schools. Accountability reinforces the isolations that 

teachers feel within departments and in reacting to such accountability teachers distance 

their students’ needs. 

Other research studies, stemming from what is called the critical perspective, 

explore the consequences of seeing teachers more as workers in a labor process where 

teachers experience pressure toward proletarianization (Apple, 1986, 1993; Apple & 

Jungck, 1990; Ozga & Lawn, 1988; Harris, 1982). The general argument of 

proletarianization grew from the ideas of Braverman (1974). Braveman accepted Marx’s 

understanding of the labor process: labor power is controlled for the accumulation of 

capital, which thus creates a fundamental conflict between workers and capitalists (Reid, 

2003). Due to the tremendous savings in labor costs, the labor force becomes 

progressively fragmented and deskilled. Braverman noted that the workers’ autonomy 

lessons and their skill levels drop in their productive tasks. Meanwhile managerial control 

is increasingly evident.  

Aligned with this approach, Apple’s (1986, 1993) studies of teaching as work 

raised the same concerns about exploitation of teachers’ labor in American school 

systems. Apple (1986) argued that teachers become deskilled by systemized curriculum 
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management plans, predesigned and standardized curriculum packages, and pre-specified 

definitions of teacher competencies and student responses in the curriculum. His idea is 

made clear in his description of intensification. Intensification is characterized as the 

pressure to perform maximized work within a limited amount of time (Apple, 1896). 

Within an intensified work system, the quality of teachers’ work is replaced by quantity 

and teachers’ autonomy and professionalism decrease (Apple & Jungck, 1990).  

A number of studies have produced empirical examples of the intensification of 

teachers’ work (Apple & Jungck, 1990; Gitlin, 1983; Sinclair, Ironside, & Seifert, 1996; 

Bowe & Ball, 1992). Drawing on observations, interviews, and school documents from a 

primary school, Gitlin (1983) investigated how a change in work structure to increase 

productivity affected teachers’ work. Gitlin found that teachers’ behaviors were 

controlled by and limited within the reformed curriculum, a curriculum that emphasized 

the technical aspects of teachers’ work. Teachers in this study were deprived of the 

opportunities to utilize their knowledge that influences students’ learning. They acted 

without reflecting on their work, and became disempowered. In an examination of an 

education reform, Sinclair and his colleagues (1996) claimed that the competitive market 

system influenced the changes of a school system, reinforced the erosion of the 

democratic structure of the system, and reduced teacher autonomy and labor flexibility.   

Apple (1986) recognized the gendered aspect of proletarianization of teachers’ 

work. He argued that professionalism is not equally shared among teachers. According to 

Apple, women’s jobs have traditionally been subject to proletarianization. When teaching 

is transformed into a technical delivery and measurement process, women are more 

proletarianized than men. Apple and Jungck (1990) analyzed the use of pre-packaged 

computer programs in a middle school curriculum. They found that women teachers felt 

deprived by the ways the curriculum process limited the intellectual and emotional scope 
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of their work. The female teachers’ lack of technical skills to manage a computer system 

forced them to be more dependent on the ready-made curriculum. This resulted in their 

feeling a greater intensification than did their male counterparts. 

Teachers, however, have also demonstrated resistance. Studies have shown that 

teachers refused to accept the deterministic aspects of the deskilling thesis (Apple, 1986; 

1993; Ozga & Lawn 1988; Troman, 1996). Troman (1996) analyzed the research on 

primary school teachers’ responses to the new managerial control of their work. Troman 

found that teachers developed and used strategies that represented their resistance to the 

managerial system. With subtle tactics, teachers complied strategically and selectively 

with the educational reform and the school expectations. Teachers showed a sense of 

control over their work and job satisfaction by imposing values on their work.  

The labor-process theory, therefore, has been challenged in two aspects. First, it is 

criticized in terms of its single mode of control, the scientific management, and its 

inexorable effects of deskilling and intensification (Reid, 2003). Reid (2003) argued that 

a labor process theory needs to consider ways that individual teachers deal with the 

changes of their work at a local level. Reid believed that studies of teachers’ 

performances at specific historical moments would show how individual teachers made 

sense of their work and create meaning of their work within the process of the 

proletarianization. Hargreaves (1992) also argued that a teacher’s professional 

commitment could often be real dedication to their work and its improvement, not the 

result of control.  

Second, the labor process theory is challenged by its gendered definitions of 

professionalism and intensification (Acker, 1995b; Glazer, 1991; Hargreaves, 1992; Ozga 

& Lawn, 1998). The misconception that the deskilling and intensification increase the 

professionalism is from a male perspective and the masculine definition of skills 
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(Hargreaves, 1992). Apple (1986) argued that the male-oriented professionalism 

emphasizes handling more work and taking more responsibility in making technical 

decisions. This approach, however, limits female teachers’ competencies and 

possibilities. According to Ozga and Lawn (1998), the technical and ahistorical 

proletarianization process threatens “the feminine conception of teaching as an integrated 

whole activity” and devalues the female skills of nurturing and caring (p. 333). They 

argued that studies of teachers’ work should emphasize the social constructionist aspect 

of teachers’ skills and competencies. Studies should shed light on teachers as active 

agents and on teaching as gendered politics in the labor process (Ozga & Lawn, 1998). 

 

Summary 

I presented in this section three different approaches to studying teachers’ work. 

Scholars of the functionalist point of view highlight the teaching profession as an 

organizational structure where hierarchical relationships are present. They emphasize the 

importance of maintaining the profession for its positive public functions in society. They 

describe women teachers as providing children with their gendered social roles in a 

school system. Functionalist scholars see women teachers as differing from male teachers 

in their motivations of and concerns regarding teaching.  

Many studies have used interpretive approaches to investigate early childhood and 

elementary teachers’ work. These studies include the following notions about teachers’ 

work: being related to teachers’ sense of self and to their identity, being associated with 

handling pedagogical teaching dilemmas, being influenced by social and political 

contexts, and being gendered. Symbolic interactionist researchers describe early 

childhood teachers in the following terms: how they personally make sense of their work 

in the interaction with people and society, how they negotiate issues arising from 
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pedagogical teaching approaches and regulations and policies, and how they give 

gendered meaning to their work as female teachers.  

Studies of teachers’ work from conflict and critical approaches have been 

conducted based on the notions of division, exploitation, and conflict primarily in the 

secondary education area. The ideas of balkanization, proletarianization, and 

intensification yield implications on how the economic system of school management of 

effectiveness controls individual teachers and their work and on how such a system 

produces conflicts and tensions. When it comes to researching a teacher’s work, however, 

the labor process theory has limitations. The idea fails to explain how individual teachers 

resist the structure and make sense of their work at the local level. Also, it carries 

gendered definitions of professionalism, intensification, and deskilling from masculine 

perspectives.  

While mostly focusing on secondary or elementary teachers’ work, these three 

approaches to studies on teaching as gendered work reflect a need to better understand 

child care teachers’ work. The present study uses these approaches as guideposts as it 

explores child care work as women’s work. In particular, the interpretive approach, 

appears to relate closely to the investigation of the work of early childhood and primary 

teachers. These studies focused on the collective or negotiated nature of perspectives 

developed by participants as they lived in the shared situations (Acker, 1999). It appears 

that utilizing interpretive approaches could provide us with the chance to better 

understand the nature of child care teachers’ work from the teachers’ own perspectives.  

 

STUDIES ON CHILD CARE TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR WORK 

We know a good deal about how scholars have conceptualized child care 

teachers’ work. Studies on child care teachers’ perceptions of their work fall into three 
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categories: 1) perceptions of their professional development, 2) perceptions of their 

working conditions, and 3) perceptions of their work from gendered perspectives. Most 

child care teachers are female. In fact, the field is an overly feminized profession. Thus, 

some of the research discussions on their perceptions of professional development and of 

working conditions are made based on the gendered aspect of child care work.  

 

Child Care Teachers’ Perceptions of Professional Development 

The quality of child care teachers is closely related to predicting quality 

caregiving (Torquati, Raikes, & Huddleston-Casas, 2007). Studies on quality care have 

indicated that early childhood teachers’ education and training influence children’s 

positive outcomes and they are one of the crucial determinants for child care quality 

(Kagan & Neuman, 1996; Howes, Phillipsen, & Peisner-Feinberg, 2000). Research on 

child care teachers’ perceptions of their professional development has been conducted 

based on the assumption that providers are the connection between program quality and 

children’s experiences (Gable & Hansen, 2001).  

Gable and Halliburton (2003) examined child care providers’ beliefs about 

training and educations and barriers to professional development. Data were collected 

from phone interviews with 647 randomly selected child care directors, child care 

teachers, and family child care providers. It was found that participants believed that they 

needed training and education prior to caring for young children. Participants also 

believed their higher level of education and training should be associated with greater 

compensation. Teachers in center-based groups were more likely than family child care 

providers to agree that higher level of education was associated with college level 

preparation and compensation. The inconvenient scheduling of training was the most 

significant barrier to these care providers taking part in it.  
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Gable and Halliburton point out that the participants’ belief in the necessity of 

training and education prior to the vocation was inconsistent with the existing national 

standard for the preparation of child care teachers in the U.S. Except for a small 

proportion of early childhood professionals, such as Head Start teachers and public 

preschool teachers, the minimum requirements for child care teachers are significantly 

low. For example, 31 states require no preservice training for center-based teachers.  

In addition to education, for child care teachers, informal life experiences and 

personal attributes related to child rearing are also necessary preparation for quality 

caregiving. Gable and Hansen’s (2001) conducted a study of 70 child care providers’ 

perspectives on types of training and education for child care work. Their subjects 

included child care directors, center-teachers, and family child care providers. Child care 

providers reported that experiences were important for working with young children, 

such as being a parent, taking care of younger siblings, and possessing personal traits 

such as having patience and a love of children. Formal education was believed to be the 

most required experiences for child care work. These teachers also valued prior life 

experiences and personal traits for quality child care.  

Nicholson (2008) also found that child care teachers reported that child care work 

allows teachers to utilize their intrinsic abilities and natural inclinations, due to the lack 

of preservice training. Some teachers believed that working with children, in that it was 

like rearing children, was natural and drew on the common sense most people possess.  

Research on child care teachers’ perspectives on training and education has 

demonstrated that crucial to teachers’ professional development is practical or 

experience-based knowledge. Nicholson (2008) conducted qualitative research on the 

experiences of professional development for 18 for-profit child care teachers. She found 

that the major source for their professional development was learning through their own 
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experiences in classrooms and from their colleagues next door. Teachers also reported 

inadequate inservice training; these teachers were dissatisfied with the impractical 

content provided in their training sessions. Teachers’ reliance on their own experiences 

and that of others was due to a lack of preservice training and minimal inservice training. 

Nevertheless, these teachers participated in creating informal theory or practical 

knowledge in their knowledge community, theory and knowledge that were able to put 

into practice. Rather than relying on textbooks or theories, teachers valued and 

necessitated practical knowledge gained through their experiences.  

Another strand of research on teachers’ perceptions of their professional 

development focuses on how child care teachers see themselves in terms of their 

profession. In this vein, Innes and Innes (1984), utilizing the focused interview technique, 

interviewed 27 child care providers including home-based and center-based teachers. 

They found that most teachers identified themselves as either mothers or teachers. Each 

group described different attitudes and perceptions of their roles and profession 

respectively.  

The different identification of themselves depended on their personal situations in 

relation to their own children. Providers who defined themselves as mothers tended to 

have taken care of children at home before entering the profession. Those defining 

themselves as teachers tended to have started their careers before having their own 

children or to have left their children at home for the sake of employment. They also 

showed different attitudes toward their profession, training and education, and parents. 

Those seeing themselves as mothers emphasized their domestic roles of taking care of 

children for their safety and physical and emotional well-being. Thus, they tended to 

emphasize domestic child care as their qualification. Those seeing themselves as teachers 
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stressed how they benefited children’s development. They believed formal training and 

education was an important element of their qualification.  

Shpancer at al. (2008) found that child care teachers had strong professional 

identities as educators, defying social misconceptions that they are mere babysitters. Data 

were collected from 49 center-based teachers through structured telephone interviews and 

questionnaires. Findings confirmed previous studies. Participants were positive about 

their profession in terms of its emotional and relational rewards. They were negative 

about the job’s structural components, such as salaries and working conditions. The 

authors discussed how participants did not spontaneously discuss the importance of 

education being a requirement for their professional development. The authors found that 

this lack of discussion contradicted their expressed desire to have people consider them 

as professionals.  

 

Summary 

Most studies on professional development in child care, except for Nicholson’s 

(2008), have utilized telephone interviews or surveys for data collection. Some compared 

child care providers’ perceptions among center-based teachers and directors and home-

based teachers, and made statistical inferences for analyses.  

Studies on child care teachers’ perceptions of their professional development have 

revealed a gap between their perspective and the reality of their profession. Child care 

teachers recognized the importance of education and training for their professional 

development and considered themselves professionals. Center-based teachers had higher 

expectations of their professional development than family child care providers. In 

contrast, state and federal regulations and policies regarding qualifications were minimal. 

Child care teachers were aware of this limitation and of the social misconception of them 
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as babysitters. That may be why, as Nicholson (2008) found, teachers actively 

participated in creating a knowledge community among themselves by exchanging ideas 

and thoughts and learning from each other for their professional development. 

Studies have also shown that, besides education, the child care profession requires 

other types of qualifications. Teachers in these studies believed that prior life experiences 

such as parenting and personal traits such as patience and love of children were related to 

managing their profession. These studies viewed the teachers’ perceptions without 

considering the gendered aspect of child care work. Nevertheless, being female and being 

a child care teacher seem related. Two attitudes, unconsciously recognized by 

participants, about what makes a teacher qualified indicate the gendered nature of child 

care profession: the teachers’ self identification as mothers and their stress on having 

worked with children. These attitudes reveal that teachers feel compelled to play the 

combined roles of mother and teacher.  

 

Child Care Teachers’ Perceptions of Their Work in Relation to Working Conditions 

Studies on child care teachers’ perspectives of their work in relation to their 

working conditions have dealt with their perceptions of structural components of their 

job, such as salary, benefits, job tasks, and status and the relationships of these factors 

with teachers’ job satisfaction, burnout, and turnover. Those studies have focused on the 

following issues: 1) child care teachers’ experience of their job and how it relates to their 

job satisfaction (Kontos & Stremmel, 1988; Pope & Stremmel, 1992; Schryer, 1994), 2) 

factors that cause teachers’ emotional exhaustion, intention to leave, and turnover 

(Manlove, 1993; Manlove & Guzell, 1997; Stremmel, 1991; Stremmel, Benson, & 

Powell, 1993; Whitebook & Sakai, 2003), 3) predictors that affect teachers’ intention to 

stay (Holochwost, DeMott, Buell, Yannetta, & Amsden, 2009; Torquati, Raikes, & 
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Huddleston-Casas, 2007), and 4) teachers’ perceptions of state policy and regulations 

(Brown & Hallam, 2004; Gable, Rothrauff, Throneburg, & Mauzy, 2007). 

 

Job Satisfaction 

Earlier studies have focused on child care workers’ job satisfaction within a 

center, assuming that satisfaction relates to characteristics of the center, such as working 

conditions, organizational climate, and center quality (Kontos & Stremmel, 1988; Pope & 

Stremmel, 1992; Schryer, 1994). These studies found, in common, that participants 

showed high level of job satisfaction and planned to say in child care regardless of their 

reported working conditions, such as low salary, poor benefits and long hour work a day. 

Contact with children (Kontos & Stremmel, 1988) or work itself (Pope & Stremmel, 

1992; Schryer, 1994; Stremmel, 1991; Stremmel, Benson, & Powell, 1993) was the major 

source of their job satisfaction and commitment. In spite of this, many of the participants 

reported that working with the children was a source of dissatisfaction (Kontos & 

Stremmel, 1988).  

It was also found that the child care quality, obtained by using Early Childhood 

Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS), was unrelated to job satisfaction (Kontos & 

Stremmel, 1988). Job satisfaction was, however, closely related to the center’s 

organizational climate, such as supervisor support, staff relations, reward system, 

physical settings, and encouraging teachers’ innovativeness (Pope & Stremmel, 1992). In 

a study on the relationship between center size and teacher job satisfaction, Schryer 

(1994) found that the association of job satisfaction with working conditions, payment, 

and promotion opportunities was correlated with center size. Larger centers tended to 

provide opportunities for better financial compensation. Studies demonstrated that child 

care teachers, staff, and directors worked under homogeneous working conditions, 
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regardless of their roles or profit status in the center. Staff roles and responsibilities were 

not hierarchical and child care workers in both for-profit and non-profit centers 

experienced relatively similar working conditions (Kontos & Stremmel, 1988).  

 

Emotional Exhaustion, Intention to Leave, and Turnover 

Many studies have investigated factors that cause teachers’ emotional exhaustion, 

turnover and their intention to leave (Manlove, 1993; Manlove & Guzell, 1997; 

Stremmel, 1991; Stremmel, Benson, & Powell, 1993; Whitebook & Sakai, 2003). Studies 

found, in common, that low wages strongly predicted teachers’ intention to leave 

(Manlove, 1993; Manlove & Guzell, 1997; Stremmel, 1991; Stremmel, Benson, & 

Powell, 1993; Whitebook & Sakai, 2003). Especially likely to be influenced by low 

wages were the more highly trained and educated teachers including directors 

(Whitebook & Sakai, 2003). The opportunities for promotion and perceived availability 

of alternative employment were also significantly related to their decision to leave 

(Stremmel, 1991). Whitebook and Sakai (2003) found that approximately half of their 

participants who were relatively highly qualified and left their job did not continue their 

work in child care centers. The authors argued that such a trend showed a severe lack of 

qualified staff in the field.  

While a low salary is a predictor of an intention to leave, it predicts little about 

emotional exhaustion. Consistent with the studies on child care teachers’ job satisfaction, 

Stremmel, Benson, and Powell (1993) found that teachers valued communication with 

staff members associated with their professional development and reported their job 

satisfaction irrespective of their low wages. Staff communication influenced their 

satisfaction with working conditions and the work itself, reducing their emotional 

exhaustion. Teacher turnover was also affected by the working climate in relation to their 
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colleagues: teachers tended to leave when they worked with a higher percentage of 

colleagues not having a bachelor’s degree or worked in a center unable to maintain highly 

trained co-workers. 

Even with low salaries, child care teachers showed strong job commitment. Most 

teachers in Stremmel’s (1991) study reported that they put a lot of extra effort into their 

work. Manlove (1993) found that teachers with more education, training, and work 

experience reported higher levels of job commitment and personal accomplishment. The 

author discussed that teachers with higher levels of education may tend to better 

understand their roles and responsibilities as professionals.  

Staff personalities who are highly reactive and responsive were apt to report 

higher levels of burnout (Manlove, 1993). This finding indicated the nature of child care 

work that involved constant interaction with children both emotionally and physically 

was closely related to teachers’ emotional exhaustion at work.  

One of the structural factors found to cause teachers’ burnout was a center’s non-

hierarchical structure of child care work (Kontos & Stremmel, 1988, Manlove, 1993). 

Child care staff experience higher levels of work role conflicts and work role ambiguity. 

These issues were associated with their emotional exhaustion. The overlapping work 

responsibilities and unclear expectation of their roles among staff with different job 

positions shows lack of professionalization in the field of child care profession (Manlove, 

1993). 

 It was also reported that teachers’ job dissatisfaction was not necessarily related 

to turnover (Manlove, 1993; Manlove & Guzell, 1997). Manlove and Guzell (1997) 

reported a complex relationship among job satisfaction, burnout, and turnover. Although 

teachers reported higher lever of job dissatisfaction and burnout, it was not necessarily 

related to their actual turnover within 12 months. It was because there were not 
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alternative jobs available for them or because child care teachers’ burnout is just a 

process of their work experiences.   

 

Intention to Stay 

Another strand of research has examined factors that affect teachers’ intention to 

stay and ways to reduce their job dissatisfaction (Holochwost et al., 2009; Torquati et al., 

2007). Torquati et al. (2007) found that intrinsic factors such as motivations and 

psychological and emotional rewards of working with young children were the only 

predictors of child care workers’ intention to stay in the field. However, inconsistent with 

previous studies, compensation did not predict teachers’ intention to stay. In addition to 

compensation issues, teachers tended to be affected by other factors such as family 

circumstances or returning to school (Stremmel, 1991; Manlove & Guzell, 1997). It was 

noted that a majority of child care workers were women and parents. Thus, family 

circumstances ought to be considered as a crucial predictor of their intention to leave the 

profession (Torquati et al., 2007).  

Holochwost et al. (2009) researched child care teachers’ personal factors, in 

addition to environmental factors, that influenced their intention to stay in the field. They 

found that child care providers’ intention to stay was associated with their marital status, 

age, experience, and education: married, old, and more experienced and educated 

teachers were more likely to remain in the field. Benefits regarding health, disability, or 

pension were the environmental factors that strengthened workers’ commitment to the 

field. Hiring workers in the 40-45 age range and striving to retain teachers for five years 

were mentioned as successful strategies to keep employees in the workforce.  

 

State Policy and Regulations 
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Researchers also have investigated child care teachers’ perceptions of state policy 

and regulations concerning incentives and initiatives (Brown & Hallam, 2004; Gable et 

al., 2007). Gable et al. (2007) examined the relationship of child care staff retention with 

Columbia State’s workforce incentive project. This project provided a bi-annual cash 

payment to child care staff working in licensed child care programs. The project was 

designed to retain well-educated and experienced child care providers and to lower 

turnover rates. The incentive was administered differently to the staff according to their 

education and training. This study found that the project participants showed a lower rate 

of turnover than those who did not participate in the project. This research did not 

directly ask teachers their thoughts and perceptions of state policy or projects. Rather, it 

examined, using questionnaires or follow-up telephone interviews, the correlations 

between state funding for child care staff and the staff retention rate by confirming their 

employment status or ongoing training or continuing education. 

Brown and Hallam (2004) investigated child care providers’ perceptions of the 

statewide early childhood initiative, KIDS NOW. This initiative was designed for quality 

out-of-home care in Kentucky. The program included state-funded child care provider 

scholarships, program rating system, and health and care consultation for center 

programs. From the focus group interviews with 47 participants, it was found that child 

care providers were not properly informed of the state’s initiative or misinterpreted the 

project’s intent. Due to their being content with their current level of education, 

scholarship funding for continuing education was not necessary for most participants. It 

was noted that the wage-unrelated initiative might cause teachers’ misinterpretation of its 

potential benefits and success.  

 

Summary 
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Child care teachers’ job satisfaction and dissatisfaction were seen as closely 

related to the gendered aspect of their work. Studies on child care teachers’ job 

satisfaction, intention to stay, turnover, and burnout in their work place have 

demonstrated that teachers value their working with children and a workplace culture that 

emphasizes relationship and connectedness (Acker, 1999). The organizational climates 

such as staff communication, supervisor’s support, staff relations, and encouragement of 

teachers’ innovativeness were closely related to job satisfaction. Although many studies 

reported low wages as a strong predictor of intention to leave, it had little effect on their 

emotional exhaustion. Teachers, irrespective of the low salaries, had strong job 

commitment and made extra efforts in their job. Family circumstances and intrinsic 

motivations such as emotional rewards of working with children influenced their 

intention to stay. Ironically, while contact with children itself was perceived as a primary 

factor in job satisfaction, it was also a factor in their emotional exhaustion and job 

dissatisfaction. 

 

Child Care Teachers’ Perceptions of Their Work from Gendered Perspectives 

Studies on child care teachers’ perceptions that focused on the gendered aspect of 

child care work explored a number of perceptions: how teachers perceive mothering 

experiences related to being early childhood teachers (McDonald, 1999; Whitaker, 2001), 

how they perceive male early childhood teachers (Lyons, Quinn, & Sumsion, 2005; 

Murray, 1996), how Head Start teachers perceive their salaries (Ceglowski, 1994), and 

how child care teachers perceive their relationships with families of the children they 

serve (Murray, 1998). 

Through interviews and observations of six non-traditional aged students enrolled 

in a teacher certificate program, Whitaker (2001) found that students were aware that 
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their maternal perspectives were marginalized within teacher education programs. To 

teach in public settings, the mother-students saw advantages in being mothers. They 

believed that teaching children in public settings was much like caring for children at 

home. Student teachers believed that the work of nurturing was part of a teacher’s 

responsibilities. Whitaker viewed students’ untroubled maternal perspectives as 

disadvantaged, in that they generalized their private sphere values and beliefs as taken-

for-granted norms. Whitaker suggested that teacher education programs need to be 

developed starting from the students’ perspectives. Such programs should embrace, as a 

new teacher education pedagogy, the cultural perceptions of motherhood and the varied 

philosophies based on caring literature.  

McDonald (1999) interviewed thirty student-mothers and found teaching and 

parenting overlapped. Prospective students believed their mothering experiences affected 

their being teachers. They also realized the benefits that teaching knowledge yielded for 

mothering. They reported that being a mother and actual parenting experiences prompted 

them to enter teaching. Moreover, knowledge gained from mothering experiences helped 

the student-mothers in their teaching. Students believed that particular temperaments 

could be developed from parenting, such as empathy, sympathy, and sensitivity. These 

temperaments, they believed, would help them in teaching their students. Being a parent 

provided students with chances to utilize the wisdom of being a mother. Students 

perceived one aspect of such wisdom as having realistic expectations toward parents and 

children they worked with. Although students believed being a mother helped them teach, 

they found mothering itself hard to manage alongside their academic work.  

Some studies reported teachers’ perceptions of male teachers and their 

employment in early childhood education settings. Murray (1996) explored child care 

teachers’ perceptions of male teachers and male teachers’ beliefs about their experiences. 
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Drawing on participant observations and focused interviews with twelve women and six 

men, Murray found that female teachers perceived that male teachers, at an institutional 

level, had both advantages and limitations. The child care occupation provides a glass 

escalator for male workers while restricting their access to young children for sexual 

reasons. In particular, teachers described how gendered rules and restrictions in child care 

work excluded male teachers from nurturing responsibilities. It was also reported that at 

an interactional level, both women and men workers defined their roles in terms that 

aligned with their traditional roles as mothers or fathers. Murray discussed that the 

conceptualization of female teachers’ work as mothers overshadowed other possible 

conceptions of them as teachers and professionals. Female teachers attributed the benefits 

of having male teachers in the child care setting to the masculine roles that males play 

within the family. In contrast, male teachers unconsciously recognized their roles as 

contributing to children’s intellectual and academic development in the child care setting.  

Lyons, Quinn, & Sumsion (2005) conducted surveys of Australian child care 

staff, parents, and teacher education students toward the employment of male teachers in 

the child care service. Researchers found that the three groups demonstrated similar 

views in terms of the needs for male role models, gender-related assumptions, labor 

market issues for their low employment, and necessary policies to increase the number of 

male teachers. They found that students and child care staff perceived the influence of 

male teachers to consist of providing gender role models. Irrespective of the participants’ 

responses, however, researchers’ analysis showed that their career choice was not 

influenced by direct teacher role models. Neither were the respondents’ gender-based 

assumptions found in this study. Participants believed that both male and female teachers 

both needed relevant training to be a child care teacher, denying female teachers’ 

possession of a child-rearing instinct. This study reported that male students and male 
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child care staff were more conscious of the issue of their attitudes toward young children 

in the workplace.  

By drawing on focus group interviews, Ceglowski (1994) studied Head Start 

teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions of teachers’ salaries from a Feminist 

perspective. Ceglowski found that the two groups’ interpretations reflected societal 

beliefs about child care work as women’s work. Head Start teachers, while 

acknowledging their low salaries, demonstrated strong job commitment and willingness 

to stay at Head Start despite its low pay. Teachers, according to their socioeconomic 

class, exhibited different attitudes about their low salaries. Low-income teachers reported 

that their low salaries demonstrated societal devaluation of Head Start teaching. Middle-

income teachers were mindful of administrative efforts to increase salaries. These 

teachers considered their salaries as supplemental to their family income. The author 

discussed the administrators’ belief that Head Start teachers’ salaries were relatively high. 

Also, administrators interpreted teachers’ job commitment as a good predictor of 

teachers’ retention. Ceglowski believed that these attitudes demonstrated how society 

justified the policies of Head Start teachers’ low salaries and how society considers 

women’s role in families as that of an unemployed mother.  

Researchers have also reported on child care teachers’ perceptions of their 

relationship with children’s families. From three and a half years of observations and in-

depth interviews, Murray (1998) reported two major findings: the teachers felt that they 

were in “family-like” relationship with the families they served and they defined 

themselves as “like-moms” and “pseudo-parents” in their relationships with the children 

they worked with. Murray found that teachers were continuously engaged in emotional 

labor through this type of relationship. The participants also reported themselves as “co-

spouses” or “supportive wives.” Murray pointed out that this intimacy and the meaning 
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child care teachers ascribed to their work showed not only the ways child care teachers 

were rewarded by their work but also how they negotiated their dual status as pseudo-

family members and as paid workers.  

 

Summary 

The literature on child care teachers’ perceptions of their work from gendered 

perspectives reports that preservice early childhood teachers recognize the connectedness 

between and the overlapping nature of being a mother and being an early childhood 

teachers. It also reports that teachers perceive the gendered benefits of such a connection. 

On the other hand, child care teachers do not show gender-based assumptions about their 

work by asserting the same qualification for being a child care teacher between males and 

females. Regarding their perceptions of male teachers, female child care teachers 

expected gender role models for children from their male counterparts and recognized 

both benefits and limitations of being a male child care teacher.  

Some studies have shown how child care teachers participated in creating the 

meaning of their child care work and negotiating their situations. In spite of low salaries, 

child care teachers possess a strong job commitment and a willingness to stay in the work 

place. Although they are paid workers, teachers identify themselves as pseudo-family 

members who support parents of the children they serve.  

 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has reviewed the literature on gendered work within historical, 

economical, and theoretical categories. Also, it has examined empirical research on child 

care teachers’ perceptions of their work. The review of theoretical approaches to studies 
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on teachers’ work demonstrate that the interpretive approach or symbolic interactionist 

approach is appropriate for exploring child care teachers’ understandings of their work. 

This approach can provide ways for teachers to make sense of what they do from their 

own perspectives and comprehension. Some studies utilizing this approach have gender 

considerations in discussing female teachers’ work.  

Few studies focused on the gendered aspect of child care teachers’ perceptions of 

their work. The uniqueness of the child care profession populated with female teachers 

suggests the necessity for expanding studies of teachers’ work that make a connection 

with issues of gender. In addition, the empirical research on child care teachers’ 

perceptions of their professional development and working conditions, though not 

focusing on gender, have demonstrated gendered aspects of their work. These aspects 

include the association of maternal experiences and female related traits with their 

professional development, teachers’ appreciation of relational workplace culture in their 

job satisfaction, and acceptance of low wages to compensate working with children. This 

study will contribute to filling in the literature’s gap on teachers’ work by delving into 

how child care teachers, from their own perspectives, understand their work not only as 

an occupation but also as gendered work.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

According to Crotty (2003), it is important for a researcher to justify a social 

study’s research methodology and methods. A researcher rationalizes her choice of 

methodology by presenting a philosophical stance that includes the theoretical 

perspective and epistemology (Crotty, 2003). This study’s epistemology is based on 

constructivism and its theoretical perspective on interpretivism. This study’s methods, 

based on Corbin and Strauss’s (2008) grounded theory methodology, utilizes in-depth 

face-to-face interviews with six participants. 

 This chapter first presents the research questions and then, following Crotty, 

discusses the four elements of methodological framework: the epistemology, the 

theoretical perspective, the methodology, and the methods. Finally, the chapter describes 

the study’s research process.  

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This study addresses the following research questions: 

1. What do child care teachers perceive about their work? 

2. How do they conceptualize child care teaching as women’s work? 

3. How do they describe the practice of their perceived work as women’s work? 

 

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 

Epistemology: Constructionism 

Epistemology is defined as “a way of understanding and explaining how we know 

what we know” (Crotty, 2003, p. 3). This study was conducted based on constructionism. 

According to Crotty (2003), constructionism is identified as “the view that all knowledge, 



 57 

and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practice, being 

constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their world, and 

developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 42). In the 

constructionist view, people, rather than discovering what is already in reality, construct 

meaning in reality as they engage in the world they are interpreting. Participants in this 

study are considered to actively participate in the meaning-making process by 

constructing and reconstructing what it means to work in a child care setting, and what it 

means to work as women teachers in the female-dominated field of child care profession.  

 

Theoretical Perspective: Interpretivism 

A theoretical perspective is “the philosophical stance informing the methodology 

and thus providing a context for the process and grounding its logic and criteria” lying 

behind the methodology (Crotty, 2003, p. 3). The stance taken in this study is 

interpretivism. From an intrepretivist point of view, since human action is inherently 

meaningful and carries an intentional content, “the inquirer must grasp the meanings that 

constitute that action” (Schwandt, 2000, p. 191). Interpretivism includes grasping the 

subjective consciousness as an empathic identification with an actor. In so doing one 

constructs the meanings of action with a sense that the meaning of a word is dependent 

on the context of its use. In additions, one understands human action in the system of 

meaning where language is used by its participants (Schwandt, 2000).  

In particular, among other historical trends in interpretivism, this study takes a 

stance of symbolic interactionism, in that “symbolic interactionists try to find out how 

people understand and interpret their own, and others, actions and reactions in everyday 

life” (Acker, 1999, p. 18). According to Crotty (2003), “symbolic interactionism is all 

about those basic social interactions whereby we enter into the perceptions, attitudes and 
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values of a community, becoming persons in the process” (p. 8). Symbolic interactionism 

stems from such pragmatic philosophers and social psychologists as George Mead and 

John Dewey. They believed that knowledge and the authentic meanings of ideas were 

created through actions and interactions and linked to the outcomes of the actions (Crotty, 

2003). 

What is attractive about symbolic interactionism for this study is that it focuses on 

investigating the actors’ views of their actions, objects, and society and the ways they 

make sense of what they experience. As Acker (1999) puts it, the focus of symbolic 

interactionism is on “the collective and negotiated nature of perspectives developed by 

actors as they live through shared situations” (p. 18). This study is seeking to explore 

ways child care teachers conceptualize their work and practices and ways they make 

sense of their experiences in their everyday life. In addition to symbolic interactionism, 

this study adds a gendered perspective through which the role of gender is explored in 

teachers’ construction of the meaning of their work. The gendered meaning of being a 

good child care teacher is constructed and reconstructed through the interactions between 

individuals and social structures as well as interactions among individuals (Acker, 1999; 

Biklen, 1995). This study explores how these participants construct gendered meaning of 

their work through their interactions.  

 

Methodology: Grounded Theory Methodology  

Corbin and Strauss’s (2008) ground theory methodology is utilized for this 

qualitative research. Grounded theory methodology shares the same epistemological 

origins as symbolic interactionism. This tradition grew out of Chicago Interactionism and 

the philosophy of Pragmatism formulated by George Mead and John Dewey (Corbin & 

Strauss 2008; Crotty, 2003). Three ideas are found in common between grounded theory 
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methodology and the symbolic interactionism: the consideration of idea or knowledge as 

an act to be performed, the recognition of the importance of human being’s interpretation, 

and an appreciation of collective knowledge of actors in shared culture are the common 

ideas found in (Crotty, 2003).  

Ultimately, the purpose of grounded theory methodology is to develop a theory 

grounded in data. Strauss and Corbin (1993) defined grounded theory methodology as 

follows: 

Grounded theory is a general methodology for developing theory that is grounded 
in data systematically gathered and analyzed. Theory evolves during actual 
research, and it does this through continuous interplay between analysis and data 
collection. A central feature of this analysis approach is often referred to as the 
constant comparative analysis. (Strauss & Corbin, 1993, p. 273) 

Collecting data and theorizing about it are intertwined. Obtaining rich data contributes to 

developing robust theories (Charmaz, 2003). The final process of the grounded theory 

methodology, therefore, is to integrate categories into a theoretical framework and 

ultimately, to generate a theory. 

Developing a theory, however, is not the primary reason for this study’s use of 

grounded theory methodology. Rather, this research uses it to direct data collection and to 

manage data analysis. Charmaz (2003) addressed how grounded theory methods inform 

the shaping of qualitative interviewing in relation to personal narratives and how the 

methods guide the analysis of interview data. Charmaz argues that the grounded theory 

methodology gives “researchers tools for analyzing data as well as for obtaining 

additional focused data that inform, extend, and refine emerging analytic themes” (p. 

312).  

In order to shed light on the methodological strategies in using grounded theory 

methodology, this study prefers to employ the term, “constant comparative method,” a 

term first formulate d by Glaser and Strauss (1967). A researcher using the constant 
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comparative method needs to make constant comparisons. The first rule is that “while 

coding an incident for a category, compare it with the previous incidents in the same and 

different groups coded in the same category” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 106). By 

comparing incident with incident, property with property, and category with category, a 

researcher can identify properties and dimensions specific to a subcategory or category as 

well as discover categories specific to a theme (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Besides the 

constant making of comparisons, this study adopted other key strategies of the 

methodology. They include conducting simultaneous data collection and analysis; the 

systematic asking of generative and concept-relating questions; obtaining emergent 

themes through early data analysis; systematic coding procedures; theoretical sampling to 

refine the categories through comparative processes; and constructing categories 

inductively (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

Although the primary focus on grounded theory methodology for this study is not 

building substantive theory itself, this research does not ignore the construction of ideas 

derived from data like other qualitative research. As Lincoln and Guba (1985) noted, it is 

possible to replace the term, “theory” by “construction” to make the concepts of the 

grounded theory fit the present qualitative research (p. 343).  

 

Method: Interviews 

According to Crotty (2003), “methods are defined as the techniques or procedures 

used to gather and analyze data related to some research question or hypothesis” (p. 3). 

The primary technique for getting information in this study was interviews. The interview 

technique in qualitative research is used to “obtain a rich, in-depth experiential account of 

an event or episode in the life of respondents” (Fontana & Frey, 2000, p. 646). The 
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method also elicits views of participants’ subjective world (Charmaz, 2003). As Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) put it: 

The purposes for doing an interview includes, among others, obtaining here-and-
now constructions of person, events, activities, organizations, feelings, 
motivations, claims, concerns, and other entities; reconstructions of such entities 
as experienced in the past; projections of such entities as they are expected to be 
experienced in the future. (p. 268) 

In-depth qualitative interviewing particularly fit grounded theory methods well 

because an interviewer has more analytic control over the data and the construction of 

data than a researcher does when using other methods such as ethnographic or textual 

analysis (Charmaz, 2003). A researcher can pick up and pursue themes in interviews for 

the purposeful sampling. Interviewing also allows flexibility when a researcher handles 

new ideas and issues that emerge during an interview. Grounded theorists can obtain 

interviewees’ in-depth explanations from open-ended questions and return to the field “to 

gather focused data, to answer analytic questions, and to fill conceptual gaps” (Charmaz, 

2003, p. 312). In the process, interviewing can be utilized as an emergent technique for 

the research’s flexibility. 

Interviews were utilized for this study as a means of gaining in-depth information 

about child care teachers’ understandings of their work as women’s work, constructed 

and reconstructed through their lived experiences. Interviewing is important for this study 

of women teachers, in that it “offers researchers access to people’s ideas, thoughts, and 

memories in their own words rather than in the words of the researcher” (Reinharz, 1992, 

p. 19). Rather than having others’ speaking for women, listening to women’s voices can 

be a way of understanding their lived experiences. 

 



 62 

RESEARCH PROCESS 

The method of data collection for this study was interviews. In this section I will 

provide information on research participants, data collection, including developing the 

interview protocol and structuring interview sessions, analyzing the data, and establishing 

trustworthiness.  

 

Research Participants 

Recruitment of Participants 

To identify child care centers and gain access to the participants, I used online 

resources. I reviewed local child care centers accredited by the NAEYC (National 

Association of Education for Young Children) and the NAC (National Accreditation 

Commission for Early Care and Education Programs). I randomly chose centers located 

in the city of the Southwest, where the university is situated. 

Directors of child care centers were first contacted by phone, email, or direct visit. 

I informed the directors about my study and the need to recruit research participants. 

Since the directors were “gatekeepers” to my access, their consent was necessary 

(Glesne, 1999, p. 39). The research information included the purpose of the study, the 

procedures for interviews, samples of interview questions, and a brief summary of the 

protection of the confidentiality of the participants (see Appendix for copies of letters to 

directors and teachers). After being informed of all this by the directors, teachers who 

were interested in the research contacted me individually to volunteer their participation. 

I also used insiders of the institutions who were familiar with the individual teachers and 

could advise me about accessing them. The insiders also played an intermediary role, 

introducing me to the participants and easing access to them. As Glesne (1999) asserted, 

to successfully gain access to sensitive territory in a research field, it is helpful in 
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recruiting participants to not only use the good sense of an experienced insider but also 

use the insider’s relationships and network.  

Since this study focuses on women teachers’ experiences and understandings of 

their work as gendered work, only female teachers were purposefully selected. For the 

purposeful sampling (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 1990), participants were selected 

among teachers who had more than three years of teaching experience of working with 3-

4 year olds and who had similar educational backgrounds. According to Patton (1990), 

the “logic and power of purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich cases for 

study in depth. Information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal 

about issues of central importance to the purpose of the research” (p.169). Although the 

primary focus of this study was not on getting insights into women’s lives but into the 

minds of child care teachers. Female teachers were believed to provide rich information 

about the issues because this study aimed at addressing female child care teachers’ 

experiences.  

One of the original participants, Candice, experienced a job shift and was unable 

to finish her third interview. Another teacher, Jennifer, was later recruited to join in the 

research.  

 

Descriptions of Participants 

The participants in this study were six child care teachers employed in five 

different center-based child care programs located in a large U.S. city in the Southwest. 

Among the five institutions, two were University-affiliated and three belonged to a for-

profit child care system that has a large branch network within the region. All of the 

centers were located in areas where the populations showed a wide variety of 
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socioeconomic status. Three teachers were employed by university-affiliated Child 

Development Centers and the other three worked at for-profit centers.  

All six participants are female. The participants included one African-American, 

one Mexican-American, one Iranian, and three whites. They were all experienced 

teachers, with four of them having around twenty years of teaching experiences. Ages 

ranged from 31 to 59. All of the participants were working with four-year-old children 

and four of them were mothers themselves. Table 1 provides an overview of the six 

teachers who participated in this study. Three of them held Child Development Associate 

certificates along with their high school diplomas and the other three teachers had 

bachelor’s degrees. Heather was the only one who majored in early childhood education 

in a four-year teacher education program.  

 

Table 1. Information of Participants 
 
 Age Ethnicity Educational 

Backgrounds 
Years 
of 
Teaching 
Experiences 

Marital 
Status 
(Number 
of 
Children) 

Previous 
Jobs 

Linda 49 African 
American 

High School  
Diploma & CDA  
(Child Development 
Associate) certificate 

18 Married  
(2) 

School  
bus  
driver 

Grace 40 White Bachelor  
(Journalism) & CDA 

22 Married  
(4) 

 

Stella 45 White High School  
Diploma  

8 Single  
Parent  
(3) 

Telemarketer 
Casino dealer 

Carrie 54 Mexican 
American 

High School  
Diploma & CDA 

20 Single Probation 
officer 

Emily 59 Iranian Bachelor  
(Psychology) 

18 Married  
(2) 

Counselor 

Heather 31 White Bachelor  
(Early Childhood  
Education) 

7 Single  
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Linda had 18 years of teaching experience with age groups ranging from two to 

five. She was a mother of two children. Before becoming a child care teacher, she had 

worked for twelve years in New York as a school bus driver. Linda had thus been around 

children even before teaching. As a school bus driver, Linda would go to kindergartens 

and volunteer to do skits or short performances, teaching students how to behave on the 

school bus. Linda got involved with teaching young children as an assistant teacher at a 

Head Start Program where her two children started. She also participated in mothers’ 

day-out programs at children’s day care center. Linda was, for financial reasons, forced to 

leave teaching for 8 years. She resumed teaching in Texas 18 years ago.  

Grace had 22 years of experience working with children whose ages ranged from 

newborn to 12. She was a mother of four. She earned her CDA and director’s license in 

addition to a Bachelor of Journalism degree. Grace never used the journalism degree, 

having started teaching right after graduation.  

Stella had eight years of child care teaching experience including her family child 

care provider’s experience. She started taking care of infants and younger children at her 

home while tending to her younger child until he turned three. Stella had a varied job 

history. Before she started teaching, she had worked as a telemarketer, casino dealer, and 

with the family business. At the time of the interviews, she had a high school diploma 

only but was intending to take courses to get a CDA certificate.  

Carrie had 35 years of teaching experience. She was unmarried and had no 

children. Carrie started her first job as a day care teacher straight out of high school. 

Despite her long years of teaching experiences, she had only recently received her CDA 

certificate. She went on a ten-year hiatus from child care to be a probation officer. Carrie 

reported that growing up around children and loving children forced her back into the 

field.  
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Emily, the Iranian, immigrated in 1979. She had worked as a child care teachers 

for 18 years but 28 if her time as a volunteer is included. Her background was in 

psychology, working in Iran, as a counselor at a middle school. Her Iranian bachelor’s 

degree allowed her to start teaching at a child care center in the U.S. For her professional 

development, Emily took child-development-related classes at a community colleges. As 

a mother of two, Emily was able to volunteer at her first child’s child care center in the 

U.S. Her participation in the mothers’ day out program provided her a job opportunity in 

child care teaching.  

Heather had earned a bachelor’s degree in early childhood education. She was 

single with no children. She had taught for seven years since graduating. Before moving 

to the current center, Heather had worked with children from preschool levels on up to 

fourth grade levels. She loved working with young children and had, since being little, 

wanted to be a teacher. This desire was what had led her to study early childhood 

education at college.  

 

Data Collection 

Interview Questions  

Some of the study’s interview questions were developed based on my pilot study 

of two child care teachers’ perceptions of their work. The initial interviews used 

preexisting questions. In follow-up interviews, the teachers were asked new questions, 

generated from data analysis of the previous interviews and from interviews with other 

participants.  

As the interviews progressed, I developed questions to probe deeper into the 

teachers’ thoughts and to expand on statements given earlier. To begin with the structure 

of the interview questions was open-ended and became more semi-structured for 
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theoretical sampling as the research moves along (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The 

interview questions were designed to capture the teachers’ experiences and 

interpretations of their work as women’s work. Questions were organized into two 

groups: those about teachers’ perceptions of their work with children, parents, and 

colleagues and those about their beliefs regarding their work being women’s work. 

Although this study is not a feminist study, questions were generated and developed 

based on the literature on teaching as gendered work (Acker, 1999; Ayers, 1992; Biklen, 

1995; Goldstein & Lake, 2000; Grumet, 1988; Nias, 1989; Thornton & Goldstein, 2006; 

Tuominen, 2003; Whitaker, 2001).  

Examples of specific interview questions were: How did you decide to be a child 

care teacher? Why did you choose this job? Since you have worked as a child care 

teacher, have you ever thought that you are or are not well suited for being a child care 

teacher? Why or why not? What comes to mind when you see that early childhood 

teachers are mostly women? Why do you think there are so few male teachers in this 

area? Have you ever thought or questioned the assumption that child care teaching is 

women’s work? Do you think that child care teaching is women’s work? Why do you 

think so, or why do you not think so? Do you think that some women’s experiences of 

being mothers, such as giving birth and raising children, are helpful or necessary for 

doing this job? (see appendix for a list of interview questions) 

Initial interviews also included questions on general information about the 

participants. These included their educational background, years of teaching experience, 

the age range of the children they are working with, and the program structure and 

organization in which teachers are working: the number of classes and characteristics of 

colleagues and staff involved in the program.  
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Interview Sessions 

Data collection lasted for about three semesters from August, 2008 to May, 2009. 

All participants were interviewed individually during either their lunch time or after 

school. Interviews were conducted at or away from the centers, as decided by the 

participants. 

Each participant took part in three interviews. Grace, who dropped out of the 

study, sat for only two. Each interview session ranged from 50 to 75 minutes. At their 

first interview, the participants signed consent forms. All interviews were tape-recorded 

and notes were taken during the interviews. The notes included a brief summary of the 

interviewee’s statements, ideas for supplemental questions, insights into emerging themes 

or sub-themes.  

 

Role of the Researcher 

My intention for this study was to gain understandings of child care teachers’ 

views of their work through their descriptions of what they did, what they perceived, and 

what they believed about their work as gendered work. According to Crotty (2003), a 

researcher, in symbolic interactionism, needs to put herself in the position of others who 

can think about how people think and act from the actors’ views. Therefore, a researcher 

needs to see the phenomenon “as the actor sees it, the meanings of objects and acts must 

be determined in terms of the actor’s meanings, and the organization of a course of action 

must be understood as the actor organizes it” (Psathas, 1973, p.6).  In order to get 

participants’ interpretations of their work and see it as they did, my role as a researcher 

was to give them chances to think about their work and, thus, to provoke their 

perceptions and ideas about what they did.  
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Although gender issues are a primary concern of my research, I did not take any 

critical or feminist stance. I am also not an advocate of any type of feminism. 

Researchers from feminist or critical perspectives take a political stance and their values 

frame their inquiries (Hatch, 2002). Some feminist scholars perceive the need for change 

through their research “to reduce, if not to eliminate, the injustices and unfreedom that 

women experience” (Crotty, 2003, p.182). Considering research as praxis, they also 

struggle to empower women, the oppressed, and help them realize and change their own 

oppressed realities (Lather, 1991). Since my concerns are not primarily about justice, 

inequality, or power in dealing with gender issues, it was not my intention to alter or 

guide participants’ perceptions and understanding. My primary interest was in having 

them elaborate their ideas, understandings, and perceptions of the issues.  

 

Data Analyses 

All interviews were transcribed verbatim. The data were read line by line and 

examined multiple times for evidence of teachers’ perceptions of their work as women’s 

work. To discover themes that described teachers’ perceptions, analysis was conducted 

line by line, sentence by sentence, paragraph by paragraph, or by a holistic analysis of the 

entire document. The themes that emerged were explored in depth and data were 

categorized inductively into themes and sub-themes. Data collection and analysis 

proceeded simultaneously in order to develop emergent themes throughout the analysis 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  

“Constant comparative method,” originally formulated by Glaser and Strauss 

(1967), was used for the data analysis. It included open-coding, axial coding, and 

selective coding techniques. First, open-coding involved “breaking down, examining, 

comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing data” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 60) or 
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“comparing incidents applicable to each category” (Licoln & Guba, 1985, p. 340). As the 

data analysis was preceded, each unit or incident of data was constantly compared with 

other units in the same and different groups in order to be assigned into a suitable 

category.  

Second, the categories and their related subcategories were integrated based on 

their properties and dimensions. The axial coding, which “occurs around the axis of 

category” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 123), was helpful to look at the incidents or units 

based on the properties of the categories. It led to a more explicit categorization (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). Data were collected simultaneously with data analyses. It helped to fill 

the gap among categories in the process of integrating sub-categories or categories for the 

axial coding. These revisits to the respondents and asking new questions elicited in-depth 

information (Glesne, 1998). As Strauss and Corbin (1993) argued, “continuous interplay 

between analysis and data collection” contributes to nourishing existing categories and 

filled the gaps among categories for developing themes (p. 273). The simultaneous data 

collection and data analysis provided chances to rearrange or recreate categories and to 

compensate for the gaps between them (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

To make categories explicit for the axial coding, interview questions were added 

and used to fill the gaps among categories. For example, after the first and second 

interviews it was found that properties and dimensions of two subcategories were not 

sufficient to make the categories explicit. Those two subcategories were “conceived 

women teachers’ salaries as second income” and “social prejudice of male child care 

teachers,” the subcategories to the category, “conceived work as women’s work by 

people, culture, and society.” Thus, I formulated follow-up interview questions regarding 

issues of male teachers and women teachers’ salaries and asked them to the participants 

for elaboration. This process enabled the subcategories to be condensed and explicit, and 
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thus, facilitated the linking of subcategories with their respective category (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008). 

Last, as constant data collection was filling the gaps among categories, the data 

related to the main construction of the study were selected. This process contributed to 

refining the existing categories and making the categories “saturated” (Lincol & Guba, 

1985, p. 341). For example, among participants’ statements about their work with 

parents, I didn’t select their descriptions of how they experienced agreements or 

disagreements with parents. These were sporadic and irrelevant to the main construction 

of this research associated with gendered issues.    

 

Establishing Trustworthiness 

To establish trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), techniques of peer 

debriefing and member checking were used. Peer debriefing is “a process of exposing 

oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner paralleling an analytic session and for the 

purposes of exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise remain only implicit 

within the inquirer’s mind” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 308). In the process of the axial 

coding, researchers’ initial interpretations, early understandings of meanings, and 

temporary categorizations were shared and discussed with graduate colleagues in regular 

research meetings. Sharing ideas and exposing researcher’s biases helped clarify the 

researcher’s interpretation and biases and exploration of the meanings of findings. Since 

this study focused on the constant interaction between data collection and data analysis, 

peer debriefing provided chances to clarify emerging themes, making the questions being 

raised and categories explicit, and guiding the next steps for data analysis (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  
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Member checking is defined as testing analytic categories, interpretations, and 

conclusions with “members of those stakeholding groups from whom the data were 

originally collected” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 314). At the beginning of every 

subsequent interview, a summary of the previous interview was verbally described and 

briefly checked with each participant for further questions to see “if the notes accurately 

reflect[ed] the participants’ positions,” and to have them correct errors if any were found 

(Mertens, 1998, p. 182). Interview transcriptions and research findings were presented to 

and shared with participants to get feedback and comments. It was believed that sharing 

transcriptions and research findings would provide chances to correct what was 

interpreted by a researcher and help the participants join in the meaning-making process. 

Although the primary source of information for this research was interviews, I 

wrote analytic memos while interviewing and used them as sub-data for analysis. The 

memos included my emerging insights and reflections on the interviews, potential themes 

during data analysis, or temporary links between themes and theoretical ideas (Rossman 

& Rallis, 2003). As Rossman and Rallis (2003) asserted, “this writing process encourages 

analytic thinking and demands that the researcher commits emerging ideas to paper” (p. 

291).  
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Chapter Four: Findings 

This chapter explores a gendered meaning of child care work through the 

perceptions and understandings of six child care teachers. Teachers persist in seeking 

ways of making sense of their teaching and work in their practices (Schon, 1983). This 

research explores the ways that the teachers construct what their work means, and how 

they negotiate conflicts that arise from issues related to the gendered nature of child care 

teaching. This research also examines how the teachers view their work as women’s 

work, what it means for them to view their work as women’s work, and how they make 

sense of what it means in their practices to be both child care teachers and women.  

Based on interview data and the qualitative data analysis outlined by Corbin and 

Strauss (2008) and Lincoln and Guba (1985), six themes emerged: “child care is not 

gendered work,” “child care work is identification of self,” “child care work is a way of 

relating to each other,” “vulnerabilities of child care work,” “child care is hard work,” 

and “contradictions and paradoxes.” 

What merits attention in the findings is how inconsistent and contradictory were 

the participants’ talk of their work. Each theme and category contains multiple layers of 

their understandings and complexities of their conceptualizations. Thus, what follows the 

analyses of child care teachers’ statements, in Chapter Five, will be a discussion of the 

many contradictions and paradoxes therein.  

The first theme, “child care teaching is not gendered work,” explores ways that 

participants believed child care work was non-gendered work. The second theme, “child 

care work is identification of self,” examines ways participants identified themselves as 

women as well as child care teachers and how they negotiated their selves in the 

descriptions of their work. The third theme, “child care teaching is a way of relating to 
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one another” demonstrates ways in which participants created a variety of relationships 

with children, parents, and colleagues through child care work. The fourth theme, 

“vulnerabilities of child care work,” explores what the teachers reported as the drawbacks 

or problems of child care work. The fifth theme, “child care work is hard work” explores 

how six child care teachers experienced their work as a labor profession. The final theme, 

“contradictions and paradoxes,” discusses the inconsistent beliefs and thoughts found in 

the teachers’ descriptions of their work.  

 

THEME ONE: CHILD CARE TEACHING IS NOT GENDERED WORK 

Not one of the six teachers believed that child care teaching was women’s work. 

For them, being a child care teacher was a matter of individual choice, regardless of 

gender. They believed that it was a widespread misconception that child care teaching 

was only women’s work. It was, for them, neither easy work nor work that any woman 

with mothering experience was naturally capable of. Rather, a teacher needed, they 

believed, a lot of training and education to perform the job.  

 

Individual Matter  

These teachers felt that child care teaching was a job for all sorts of people. They 

reported that any individual was capable of teaching if she or he wanted to work with 

children and was willing to put her or his mind to it. By asserting that individuals 

possesses the power to choose this profession, the teachers believed that being a child 

care teacher was not gender specific. A male could very well be a child care teacher if he 

wanted. Linda, Carrie, and Stella reflected on their beliefs that being a child care teacher 

was a matter of an individual choice and not a gendered issue:  
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It’s everybody’s work. If a male wants to do it I think a man can get in here and 
do just as good as I can or better…so I think it’s just, it’s just the choices. It’s 
choices. I think it’s just people choose to do it. (Linda, September 12, 2008) 

Anybody that wants to do it, can do it…I guess it really depends on the person 
because if a guy really wants to work with kids, I think he should do it. So I think 
it’s anybody that wants to do it, wants to go for it should go for it (Carrie, August 
13, 2008) 

No. I don’t think nurturing is women’s work. It’s human. No, I don’t think it’s a 
gender specific thing. (Stella, September 2, 2008) 

While agreeing on the gender-neutral aspect of child care work, the teachers 

retained gender-specific assumptions concerning female teachers. Most of them believed 

that women were more patient, caring, and nurturing than men. They believed that these 

qualities were important prerequisites for being a child care teacher. Since such particular 

qualities were categorized as feminine in this culture, when they spoke of male teachers 

possessing caring and nurturing qualities, it was with admiration:  

I admire them. They really have the patience, working with the kids. You need to 
be very patient and you have to know how to really work around them. Also, the 
man, they don’t have that patient like the female with the young children. I don’t 
see anything wrong with it, I actually admire them. (Emily, March 6, 2009) 

Stella spoke likewise. It appears she revealed no gender-specific assumptions. She stated 

that a man could be “equally” or “more” nurturing than a woman. She didn’t subscribe to 

the idea that child care was women’s work. Her belief betrayed, however, one important 

condition for being a child care teacher regardless of gender. One must possess feminine 

qualities appropriate for care work. For Stella, child care work was anybody’s work, as 

long as that person was caring and nurturing: 

I think men can be and are often equally nurturing or even so more nurturing than 
women are. There are many people that I know that the father is much more 
nurturing than the mother is. So I don’t think it’s women’s work at all. (Stella, 
September 2, 2008) 
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The teachers spoke of a “particular” type of male, who they believed was suitable 

for working with young children. Linda commented that she was fine with working with 

male teachers “as long as they have nurturing characteristics” and “as long as they are 

patient enough to work with little kids knowing the little kids require more patience.” For 

these teachers, men needed those dispositions to be a child care teacher. Carrie also 

believed that men could do anything women could, stating that male teachers can take 

care of children from three to five years old. However, she had misgivings about male 

teachers working with younger children. She worried about their lack of sense of how to 

deal with young children: 

I have no problem with male teachers being in the classroom. But I don’t think 
they should be in like the baby babies, but maybe in between the ages of three and 
five year old. I think it’s fine for a teacher to be, for a male teacher to have that 
age group. But, with the baby babies, I think they will be real, you know, they’re 
so strong. They don’t know how strong they are. There’s a possibility that they 
can hurt a child or you know, accidentally. They don’t know how much, how to 
hold a child and stuff like that. (Carrie, February 26, 2009) 

For these teachers, a male could be a child care teacher, only if certain conditions 

were met. Men needed to have nurturing and caring minds, good personalities, and 

flexibility. The teachers believed that when such conditions were met, men could to be as 

“equally nurturing” as women. Although the teachers stressed that being a child care 

teacher was a matter of individual choice, preconceptions of male teachers seemed to be 

an expression of caution: “some nurturing guys are O.K.,” “the nurturing men would be 

more attracted as well,” or “as long as they have that nurturing characteristics, I am 

perfectly fine with it.” The teachers believed that only soft and gentle males were 

acceptable for working with young children.  
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Conceived work as Women’s Work by People, Culture, and Society  

The biases and prejudices that culture holds toward women and men were another 

reason that the teachers did not see their work as women’s work. The teachers in this 

study recognized that people’s biases tended to profile women as filling a traditionally 

feminine occupation, such as nursing or caring for children. They also believed that the 

biases included how people consider a woman’s salary as a second income and male 

teachers as having problematic qualities for working with young children.  

First, the participants talked about how child care work had been conceived of as 

women’s work. The teachers realized how society had positioned women in traditional 

work, how females had been more drawn to care work, how they were assumed to be 

more nurturing, and how people generally accepted such stereotypes. Carrie and Stella 

pointed out these issues:  

You’re profiling somebody. You just assume that a woman has to be a nurse.  
And you assume that a teacher has to be a woman. That’s just maybe back from 
years and years ago, women always were doing a nurse. It’s easy for a woman to 
be a nurse than it is, well back in those days, they wouldn’t let nurses, women be 
doctors. That was just a man’s role. They profiled. (Carrie, September 4, 2008) 

I think that people are still following a stereotype that, if they were to walk in and 
see a male teacher, they’re often surprised…They see a man in there and they’re 
just not confident just wondering why is he here. So yes, I do think it’s viewed, 
why it’s viewed, I guess tradition, nothing more. (Stella, September 2, 2008)  

Second, the participants mentioned the misconception that female teachers’ 

salaries were second incomes. They were aware that men and women were regarded as 

having different financial responsibilities: men were breadwinners and women were 

housekeepers. This thereby justified female teachers’ low salaries. The teachers believed 

that such an economic structure caused a dearth of male teachers. Men had to have a 

“better job” for their family. Heather, Linda, and Emily commented:  
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Teachers don’t get paid as much as other professions do. You know I’m sure that 
there’s some that are paid less but the men are supposed to be the ones to take 
care of the family so they need to have a better job. (Heather, March 16, 2009) 

The only thing that they would object to is the income. Yeah, they would object to 
that. And that’s why I said I don’t feel it’s only a woman’s work. The only reason 
it’s a woman’s work is because it’s more looked on as second income and not a 
first.  If by any means that the pay could be a little bit bigger or enough to 
provide for a family, I think the nurturing men would be more attracted as well. 
(Linda, September 12, 2008)  

They (men) don’t see it as a job probably you know because the money is not that 
much. They can’t really live on that money. (Emily, October 3, 2008)  

Such a public misconception of child care teachers’ salaries allows society to think of 

child care teachers’ work as women’s work and to rationalize female teachers’ low 

salaries. These teachers, it seems, should have demonstrated that their real lives defy this 

misconception about salary. Interestingly, however, four of the teachers’ salaries were in 

fact their family’s second incomes. Stella, the single mother, was the exception. Linda 

commented that, since her husband was paid better than her, she felt fine with her low 

salary:  

My salary is…it’s a second income but if, if for say, if the economy wasn’t the 
way it was and I didn’t work, we can still make it because my husband has a 
better job than I do. Yeah, but if he were to lose his and we had to live on mine, 
we would be in big trouble. It’s just a matter of, if you do this job for the pay, 
you’ve never get paid enough. (Linda, February 3, 2009) 

Linda confessed that her salary was “like a little drop in the bucket” compared to 

her husband’s. Yet, the teachers reported being okay with their small salaries as long as 

their husbands’ made up for it and could support the family. Emily said that her money 

was merely used for shopping and groceries. Her husband’s salary was used to cover the 

most of her family’s budget. Heather, who at the time was engaged, reported that her 

fiancé would be her family’s breadwinner. She expected to find financial security through 

his higher earnings. Interestingly, Stella, the single mother, did not bring up the issue. As 
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Murray (1996) argued, it seems that these teachers acknowledge “the gendered reward 

system which assumes that women’s earnings provide supplementary, not primary, 

family income” (p.372) and thus still feel secure about their low salary. 

Last, participants referred to another social prejudice being how American culture 

views male teachers. Teaching young children is often seen as inappropriate for men 

(Cameron, 2001; Johnson, 2000; Murray, 1996). The teachers pointed out how a male 

teacher could be suspected of being a sexual predator. Stella commented:  

The unfortunate thing is there have been stereotypes that say it’s dangerous for a 
man to have sort of contact with a young child which is not always true. I 
understand it because enough people are worried about the stereotypes and the 
happenings that have occurred in the last twenty years. So even if this is a 
completely decent wonderful man working in this job, he could be accused. 
(Stella, September 2, 2008) 

Participants spoke of their experiences with male teachers and with fathers of 

students. In contrast to society’s mistrust of men, the teachers admired their nurturing and 

caring characteristics, their gentleness, and patience in working with children. For Linda, 

male teachers for young children were fine as long as they were patient enough to work 

with little kids. Stella said, “I think men can be and are often equally nurturing or even 

more nurturing than women are. There are many people that I know that the father is 

much more nurturing than the mother is. So, I don’t think it’s women’s work at all” 

(Stella, September 2, 2008). She also commented that many single fathers are as good as 

or better than single mothers because they can be very involved, playful, and nurturing. 

Emily agreed that male teachers have as much patience as female teachers. Yet they are 

still able to be patient:  

I admire them, you know. They really have the patience working with the kids. 
You need to be very patient and you have to know how to really work around 
them. Also, the men, they don’t have that patience like the female with the young 
children. But they do. I don’t see anything you know wrong with it really. I 
actually admire them: the man is really being patient. (Emily, March 6, 2009) 
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The teachers’ beliefs about male teachers appear to be inconsistent with what has 

been found in previous studies on male teachers in early childhood education. From a 

gender socialization point of view, such studies have discussed the advantages men 

teachers offer children. The main benefit is that of providing, outside a student’s family, a 

normative male role model and a father figure (Cameron, 2001; Murray, 1996). In 

Murray’s (1996) study of male teachers in child care settings, for example, both male and 

female child care teachers believed that essential, manly natures can help demonstrate 

masculine role models for children. Participants also reported that a male teacher’s 

presence in an early childhood education setting would compensate for the absence of a 

child’s father. Their “manly” traits would help boys’ positive social development while 

they were learning stereotypical gender roles.   

Participants in this study, however, believed that male teachers’ normative 

masculine behaviors were inappropriate for working with young children. Nor did the 

participants have the positive expectations of male teachers’ masculinity. These teachers 

were looking for male teachers exhibiting softness, nurturance, and gentleness, not their 

essential manly natures. Linda, Stella, and Emily saw appropriate male teachers or 

positive father images as being patient, caring, and as equally nurturing as women. Linda 

felt that since men could be as nurturing as females, child care work was not exclusively 

for women. She firmly believed that men with nurturing dispositions could easily “fit 

into” the setting:   

In my lifetime, I’ve met a lot of nurturing males that would fit into this setting 
real easy…The only reason it’s a woman’s work is because it’s more looked on as 
second income and not a first. If by any means that the pay could be a little bit 
bigger or enough to provide for a family, I think the nurturing men would be more 
attracted as well. (Linda, September 12, 2008) 

All the teachers agreed that male teachers provide positive gender role models for 

young children. Yet the reasons these teachers gave did not apply to stereotypical men: 
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they were aligned with male teachers’ capabilities to be feminine, to show loving 

tenderness. A male teacher is seen as an agent that demonstrates to children alternative 

possibilities of being a man: the possibility of a man possessing a nurturing mind, the 

possibility of a man doing what a mother does, and the possibility of not abiding by a 

stereotypical role. Carrie believed that a male teacher could be a good role model, 

showing children the many possibilities for men, including being a teacher:  

My assistant is a male and I think he’s real good with the kids because there are 
some kids in my class who don’t have a man in their family. He’s setting a role 
model that a man can be a teacher, too, and that you cannot stereotype certain 
roles…I think it’s a good role model for the kids that don’t have a father on a 
regular basis… They see a male doing the same thing that a mommy can do, 
teach, change their diapers and stuff like that. (Carrie, February 26, 2009) 

Stella wanted more men in the field, acknowledging that the presence of male teachers 

could be an advantage for boys, especially for their emotional development. She believed 

that boys could be stronger if they saw male role models who can demonstrate a variety 

of emotions during the day:    

I think little boys would grow up a little bit stronger, emotionally stronger if they 
had better and more frequent male role models that are happy, are sad, are 
frustrated, are tired, in their whole day not just at night. That they have more 
experience with men throughout their whole day. I think that boys would be 
emotionally stronger. (Stella, February 19, 2009) 

Stella also believed that male teachers’ presence could be a way of showing children 

diversity so that they could realize men were also caring and nurturing: 

Diversity. I think it’s a less rich experience when the children only see women all 
day long. I think they should see men. I think they should be involved with men 
and realize men care and nurture also. Yes, I wish there were more. (Stella, 
February 19, 2009) 

The teachers in this study seemed to posit male teachers in a notion of non-

traditional masculinity. They did this hoping that children might expand their options and 

opportunities from seeing alternative roles for males. In particular, Stella’s idea does not 
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support previous research findings regarding male teachers’ beliefs about gender and 

gender roles in early childhood education settings (e.g., Cameron, Moss, & Owen, 1999; 

Murray, 1996; Sumsion, 2000). Such studies found that male teachers hold gender 

stereotypical ideas. Male teachers believed that they contributed to children’s gender 

socialization as well as their cognitive stimulator, acting as a father figure, an active play 

partner, and a capable man (Sumsion, 2005). Stella didn’t espouse the notion of a male as 

physically capable, boisterous, or cognitively challenging. She valued how male teachers 

were emotionally supportive and how they provided children with expanded options for 

being a male. Stella thought it important that a boy sees a man as being as nurturing and 

caring as a female.  

 

Child Care Teaching Requires Training not Mothering Experiences  

Most of the teachers believed that mothering experiences bore no affect on child 

care teaching. They conceived that giving birth and raising children might help but was 

not necessary to teach young children. Rather, being a child care teacher was. For them, 

based more on training or education. Emily and Linda asserted that training and 

education were what was required. Emily commented that even a good mother, from lack 

of training, is unable to deal with children’s problems. Linda believed that a good child 

care teacher needs inservice training not simply a natural ability to take care of children. 

If a man was trained well, she argued, then he should be able be a good child care 

teacher: 

All women don’t come naturally as a teacher either. If a man was trained well and 
he really watched like his girlfriend, sister, whatever, work with their kids then 
they learn a lot. (Linda, September 12, 2008) 

According to Stella, her director is young and has no children, yet is nurturing, loving, 

and fair. The director became a good teacher through her personality and education. 
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Heather considered herself a good child care teacher, though without having given birth 

or raised children. Such a perception is inconsistent with previous research findings on 

early childhood teachers’ perceptions of their work. Such studies suggest that parental 

experience is beneficial to child care work because it provides a teacher with better 

insights into dealing with the needs of the children and their parents (Gannerud, 2001; 

McDonald, 1999; Whitaker, 2001). These studies report the intertwined nature of child 

care work between a teacher’s private and professional life. A child care teacher draws on 

her experience and knowledge gained from their parenting and teaching.  

Carrie and Heather pointed out difficulties and conflicts for women teachers who 

work with children of others at the workplace and with their own children at home. The 

teachers agreed that dealing with the teachers’ own children at home is entirely different 

work from managing children at work. The teachers confessed that it was much more 

stressful and exhausting. Carrie commented: 

I don’t have kids but I can see sometimes that when a teacher works in child care 
and then they have to go home and put up with their kids, there’s always a 
conflict. They’re either too tired or they’re trying to do something with their child 
that they try to do at the school and it’s not working. They get frustrated real easy. 
(Carrie, September 4, 2008) 

If a caring mind comes naturally for women and if such a mind is naturally involved in 

teaching young children, then teaching should always be easy for women (Goldstein & 

Lake, 2000). These teachers didn’t believe in this view of teaching. They didn’t see 

teaching as motherly work.  

The participants’ belief in the importance of education and training is consistent 

with previous studies. Center-based teachers are more likely than family child care 

providers to believe that preservice training and education are important (Gable & 

Halliburton, 2003; Gable & Hansen, 2001).  
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When discussing education and training only, however, the teachers all agreed 

that training surpasses education in importance. Emily stated that training is most 

important while “education is just basic.” Not even a doctoral degree, Emily mentioned, 

would be as helpful as training. No matter how highly educated a person is, she or he 

may still not know how to deal with children. Emily believed that training, when 

combined with education, had the most practical implications for teachers. She stated that 

it refreshed her and provided new ideas:  

Education is basic. You have the basic knowledge but I think for any kind of job 
you really need to be trained. You need to go and study just be updated with the 
new ideas. Training is the most important part. …I have already some idea and 
then with the training I can combine them and use them in the best way. 
Education is not enough. If somebody has maybe a doctoral degree and then 
comes to work in child care, she doesn’t know or he doesn’t know anything 
probably. But with the training they’re going to gain. They’re going to know how 
to just work with the kids. (Emily, March 6, 2009) 

For these teachers, training is building practical knowledge about working with 

children. Linda related that teacher training is an important part of the teacher’s 

professional experience. It allows a teacher to “think on your feet.” A theory or a book 

fails to teach what happens in classrooms: 

Without training, you can’t do this. You just can’t. Because by me coming in 
green… I think the training kind of got me at least give me a heads up because 
nothing ever happens by the book. You could be a doctor and train to do this. But 
nothing ever happens the way it says it in the book. So, you’ve got to be, you’ve 
got to think on your feet. (Linda, February 3, 2009) 

Linda spoke of her assistant teacher who had a bachelor’s degree with early childhood 

education as a minor. Linda argued that even with the degree, her assistant was qualified 

only after having more training:  

You would actually quit if you didn’t have the training, the amount of training… 
My assistant has a, I think she has a bachelor’s degree and she has, her minor was 
in early childhood. So that works for her because she kind of got some practicum 
and then she had to do an internship and stuff like that so that works for her. 
(Linda, February 3, 2009) 
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Heather and Carrie also remarked on the importance of teachers’ practical experience. 

Heather believed that experience of working with children in a classroom made her the 

best teacher she could be. Being a good teacher was, for her, a matter of experience rather 

than education:  

I think it [education] helped but I think the best teacher is actually getting in the 
classroom and doing it. It’s the experience. I mean you know I learned some 
things in my classes in college and the textbook stuff. But I don’t think anything 
can really prepare you until you actually go into a classroom. And some things 
you just have to figure out on your own. There’s no answer in a book or from any 
class. (Heather, March 16, 2009) 

Carrie stated, “I do think a lot of teachers do need some child care book learning 

but I also think more than anything they need experience working with kids. Because 

there are some teachers that never worked with kids and then you put them in a 

classroom, they’re totally lost” (Carrie, February 26, 2009). She also believed that parents 

wanted experienced teachers because they considered those teachers to be ready to 

control children and manage a classroom. Therefore, experienced teachers were more 

qualified: 

What the parents are doing now is they want to make sure that the teacher is 
qualified to watch their child and how much experience they have. I think a lot of 
times the parents feel that they need to at least have experience working with kids 
to be able to control the classroom so I think education is good but I think 
experience is better. (Carrie, February 26, 2009) 

These teachers believed strongly in the value of experience. Higher education, not so 

much. Linda, Stella, and Carrie agreed that to be a child care teacher it was sufficient to 

have simply a high school diploma.  

There were variations in how these teachers esteemed the value of education. 

Interestingly, it seems that the variations depended on the teachers’ education 

backgrounds. Heather and Emily held bachelor degrees. They believed that such a degree 

was a desirable level of education for child care work. Prior research has found that child 



 86 

care providers with college degrees are more likely than providers with their high school 

diploma to endorse education as a requirement for caregivers (Gable & Hansen, 2001). 

The participants in this study were not unanimous about the minimum required education 

for child care work. Nevertheless, they all vouched for the importance of training over 

education.  

Previous research findings confirmed the participants’ beliefs in the importance of 

practice-based training and practical experiences for caring young children. Nicholson 

(2008) found that for-profit child care teachers valued practical knowledge or informal 

knowledge gained through their own experiences rather than theories from textbooks or 

academic contexts. It seems that in this study at least child care teachers’ professionalism 

was cultivated more through practice than through formal theory. Teachers as 

practitioners construct personal knowledge from their prior experience and practice 

(Chafel & Reifel, 1996; Connelly, Clandinin, & He, 1997). Teachers, unlike researchers 

and academic theorists, appreciate contextualized theories developed from their 

experiences (Chafel & Reifel, 1996). For these teachers, child care teaching is an 

experience-based or training-oriented profession.  To work with children, participants 

privileged prior teaching experience and inservice training over knowledge and theories.  

 

Summary  

Participants believed that child care was not gendered work. I explored their 

negations of its gendered nature through three aspects of their beliefs: child care work as 

everybody’s work, social biases rationalizing child care work as women’s work, and 

professional experiences overriding mothering experiences in child care work.  
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First, participants believed that being a child care teacher was a matter of 

individual choice. The teachers had a liberating idea of their job. It was not a gender-

specific profession but open to both men and women.  

Second, the teachers put forward the idea that the misconception of child care 

work as gendered work was rooted in social biases and public preconceptions. 

Historically, women have fulfilled essentially caring and nurturing roles; thus they 

continue to be positioned in the traditional role of taking care of young children. The 

teachers see this as justification for child care teachers’ low salaries. These participants 

pointed out another issue: the potential of male child care teachers’ being deemed 

inappropriate for working with young children. The teachers saw this as another social 

misconception. The participants never subscribed to the notion that child care was 

women’s work or that male teachers were inappropriate for child care. The participants 

thoughts they were just public preconceptions. 

Last, the teachers denied the gendered idea of child care work by having more 

faith in training than in mothering. Child care, for them, was entirely different from 

mothering.   

While child care work was gendered work for these teachers, some teachers 

revealed unconscious boundaries. The teachers laid down qualities needed for being a 

child care teacher: caring and nurturing traits. For these teachers, it appears that the 

alternative image of a teacher being critical, active, and strong were not appropriate to be 

a child care teacher. They seemed to believe that a man could be a great child care 

teacher as long as he stressed his feminine qualities, not his masculine ones.  
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THEME TWO: CHILD CARE WORK IS IDENTIFICATION OF SELF  

Being a Child Care Teacher is to Be the Way I Am  

The teachers’ descriptions of their work were frequently related to describing who 

they were as a teacher as well as a person. When asked if they thought they were the right 

persons to have this job, all the teachers believed they were. The teachers explained in 

terms of their personalities: being lighthearted, playful, silly, open-minded, flexible, and 

positive. Linda thought of herself as lighthearted, silly, and positive, which could help 

children laugh, especially when they were having a tough day. She believed that being 

positive was a part of flexibility, which was necessary when working with children. 

Linda stated, “I like to laugh; I like to be happy. I like to find the positive, instead of a 

whole bunch of negatives.”  

Grace and Heather believed they had patiencem which was essential to being a 

teacher:  

I always think I am the right person for this job because I have really tremendous 
patience. And I’m very flexible. I’m a very flexible person and very positive and 
also patient. (Emily, October 3, 2008) 

I am the right person. I think, I try to have a lot of patience…Because you need 
patience, I mean with any age kids because they’re not going to listen all the time 
or the first time you say something. Or they’re not going to understand right away 
what you’re saying to them so…The younger ones don’t know how to hold the 
pencil so you have to be patient and you have to keep practicing with them so I 
think definitely you need to be patient. (Heather, March 16, 2009) 

For Emily in particular, being a child care teacher was part of her natural 

personality. She believed that feeling comfortable with and having a good relation with 

young children was related to having “genes” or natural ability to work with them. It was 

not associated with her backgrounds or experiences:  

Some people have it in their genes. Like some people are already good in math; 
some people are good in art. I am not good at art. I cannot even hold the brushes. 
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And some kids know how to just work with the kids. This has to be part of your 
personality. I mean it’s not my background. I didn’t have a mother as a teacher. 
Some of the people have it as a background. They see their mom as a teacher but, 
you know, like my kids my girls, they don’t like to be around the kids. Since they 
were young, they saw me. I have been working with the kids, but they never liked 
this job. (Emily, March 6, 2009) 

Grace and Carrie, with totally different backgrounds, talked about how they chose 

to be a teacher. For Grace, with a journalism background and no experience with 

children, teaching young children, somehow, was “what just came naturally.” She said, 

“It was really easy for me to get along well with children, understand them, and listen to 

them.” Carrie started at a child care center, became a probation officer, and then returned 

to child care. She remarked that teaching was always what she was meant to do, what she 

wanted to do. Linda also commented, “It’s easier that way because I know that’s part of 

who I am. I put my personality in the classroom and I like to joke around. You cannot be 

a teacher being stiff and virtuous” (Linda, September 12, 2008). Being a teacher, for 

these teachers, was to express their personality in their classrooms and be who they were.  

How these teachers identified themselves as appropriate teachers for young 

children can be seen as gendered. They placed themselves in an essentialist position. 

Essentialism holds that women have biological maternal instincts and rationalize their 

performance of caring and teaching (Cole, Jayaratne, Cecchi, Feldbaum, & Petty, 2007; 

Nelson, 2001; Schneider, 2004). For these teachers, being flexible, positive, patient, and 

nurturing are deemed key skills and important competencies for being a child care 

teacher. At the same time, those competencies are believed to be part of nature. By 

incorporating into their own personalities the gendered image of child care teachers, these 

teachers identified themselves as gendered-appropriate. They suggested that child care 

teachers’ dispositions must be positive and gentle, not serious, strong, tough, or critical. 
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These teachers constructed and reconstructed the dominant image of female teachers 

rather than challenging it (Gannerud, 2001).  

 

Child Care Teaching is Fulfillment of the Self, not Work for Money  

Child care teaching is a path to personal fulfillment. All six teachers professed to 

be satisfied with their job and to love teaching young children. All said that they could 

have taken another job but took teaching as it was so gratifying. Grace said that child care 

work was “part of me now. I could go and do something else. As I said, I have a 

journalism degree, but I would miss being with the children.” Stella commented, “I could 

go to the school district and make more money. I could get a degree and teach. I had 

worked for a school district. I love what I am doing. It’s flexible. It’s relaxing. It’s 

enjoyable. It’s busy.” Not only child care teaching was pleasing, for Stella, but also was 

personally meaningful. Linda believed that teaching was the only way of giving her 

whole heart, an act which was meaningful to her. Its importance was beyond receiving 

paychecks:  

I knew what was in my heart. You have to teach from the heart. You can’t just 
accept a job because you need a paycheck. I could have gotten a paycheck 
anywhere but my heart probably wouldn’t have been in it. This job, yes, I get a 
paycheck and no, it’s not big, but my heart is pretty big. (Linda, September 12, 
2008) 

The teachers’ satisfaction also comes from their pursuit of the public good. Grace 

believed that teaching young children was “one of the most worthwhile professions” 

(Grace, August 13, 2008).  She thought that she was “teaching our future.” Such 

satisfaction compensates for the low salary. Carrie said, “There is no money in daycare.” 

“But,” she continued, if you really want to go into it, you should go into it… I really love 

my job and money is never an issue with me” (Carrie, September 4, 2008). 
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Such sentiments are consistent with earlier findings. Teachers stay in the field not 

based on monetary reasons but on passion for working with children, the private rewards 

for it, and altruistic motivations concerning the importance of caring for young children 

(Helburn, Morris, & Modigliani, 2002).  

 

Negotiations of the Self as a Teacher and as a Mother 

Child care teaching for these teachers was identifying themselves as both a 

teacher and a mother. Participants defined their roles by positioning it on a continuum 

whose endpoints were teacher and mother. The teachers described themselves as being 

teachers, facilitators, disciplinarians, providers, and educators. Yet they were also 

“mothers” or “second mothers.” Participants explained their roles in terms of responding 

to the children’s physical and emotional needs. They nurtured, loved, hugged, and 

comforted to make children feel secure in their classrooms. They negotiated their selves, 

by defining themselves as teachers on the one hand and as mothers on the other.  

Linda defined her teacher self as an authority figure and her mother self as a 

physical and emotional care provider. Her primary role, she felt, was to present herself as 

an authority figure. She believed that children must learn how to respect such a figure. As 

an authority figure, she should model how cordially a teacher respects the students, even 

when redirecting them. As a “second mother,” Linda’s role was to give children motherly 

care while they were away from their own mother. She believed that what she did was the 

same as what a mother did. This meant physical care such as wiping runny noses, 

administering to hurts, and cleaning up bodies. It also meant emotional care, such as 

ensuring a happy day at school: 

It’s more like being a second mother, being like a mother figure in a child’s life. 
We do some of the same things that the parents do, like we wipe their nose when 
they’re running. We show them that we care when they’re hurt. We clean them up 
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when they’re hurt so it’s some of the same mothering things that we’ve done 
probably for our own kids… You make sure that a child is having a really good 
day at school because you don’t know what kind of day they’re going to have 
when they go home. And I think that’s just the mother aspect of the whole thing. 
(Linda, September 12, 2008) 

Grace, Carrie, and Heather also saw themselves as filling multiple functions 

ranging between those of a mother and of a teacher. Carrie defined her roles as teacher, 

mother, and provider. Like a mother, she would stay with children for long stretches, 

giving them emotional comfort. As a teacher, she “taught” how to communicate, how to 

socialize, and how to learn to share:  

There are lots of roles. There’s a teacher. There’s a mommy, there’s a provider. 
There is someone that is dependable. Lots of roles that the teacher plays…I’m 
with the kids such a long period of time. Basically you’re being a mom to a child. 
You are giving them hugs. You are also teaching to communicate, to socialize, 
how to share and how to look out for yourself. (Carrie, August 28, 2008) 

Grace saw herself filling a mother’s role. She stayed with children for a long time each 

day and provided emotional support. As a teacher, she was a life coach and 

disciplinarian:  

I’m their mom because some kids are here for nine, ten hours a day, giving 
nurturance and love....And I’m also their teacher or disciplinarian, be their life 
coach in showing them how to problem solve. I am an art teacher. I am a science 
teacher… I think I am their teacher. They have their mother. It’s just while they’re 
here. I am here to teach you. (Grace, August 5, 2008) 

Heather saw herself as a nurse, an educator, a referee, a facilitator, and a mother. As a 

nurse, she took care of children when they got hurt; as a mother, she comforted children 

when they needed emotional support; as a referee, she broke up fights; and as an 

educator, she helped children get ready for kindergarten.  

As seen from the teachers’ descriptions, they clearly defined themselves in terms 

of a continuum between teacher and mother. Previous research has uncovered how child 

care teachers negotiate their various roles. Research on child care teachers or preservice 
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teachers’ perceptions of their professional development found that child care teachers 

possessed a strong professional identity as a teacher. This was at odds with the social 

misconceptions of child care teachers being mere babysitters (Shpanser at al., 2008). 

Teachers reported lots of benefits from maternal experiences, believing nurturing was 

part of their work (McDonald, 1999; Whitaker, 2001). The ways child care teachers 

identify their selves as mothers or teachers are associated with how they rear their own 

children (Innes & Innes, 1984). These studies reported that teachers’ definitions of their 

roles between a teacher and a mother could be seen as contradictory, yet they also 

reported commonalities between the two roles.  

For these teachers, being a mother was a source they tapped into in their child 

care work. Linda, Emily, and Stella pointed out that they started working with children as 

mothers. Linda and Emily worked as assistant teachers at the “mother’s day out” 

programs in the child care centers where their children attended. One of the main reasons 

of her involvement in the work, for Linda, was her wanting to adjust their schedule to 

their children. Linda explained,  

When I started in New York, when I was a young, in my twenties, I started pre-K 
with my kids. And the reason I took it was because I wanted to be on the same 
time schedule as they were. That’s basically how I started in New York. (Linda, 
February 3, 2009) 

Linda and Emily also mentioned that, while at the center, they were able to keep 

an eye on their own children, making sure that the children were doing fine. A second 

reason for getting involved was financial. Emily reported receiving a discount on her 

daughter’s fee as well as making some money for herself: 

I always liked working with the kids you know my daughter started going to 
childcare and I just took advantage of the opportunity and to make some money 
too. And spend some time with the kids and make some money and also I like the 
fact that I was observing to see how my daughter was doing at the school.  That 
was just all of the reasons really behind it. (Emily, March 6, 2009) 
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Stella also reported that she had worked as a family child care provider until her youngest 

son turned three. She had stayed at home with her son, taking care of one or two other 

young children. Once her son entered child care, Stella started child care work with the 

assistance of the child care center director. The director offered her a teaching job in an 

infant classroom. Stella became a child care teacher when she needed the money: 

I picked up my son one evening from daycare and I was talking to the director 
who had become my friend and I said, “I quit my job today.” She said, “What?”  
I said, “I quit my job. I can’t take it anymore.” I said, “Do you need your toilets 
cleaned?” I was being very sarcastic. She said “What are you talking about?” I 
said, “I need a job. Do you need somebody to clean the building? I mean 
anything.  I need to work”. She said, “No” But, then later said, “Do you want to 
be an infant teacher?” “I can’t do that.” “Yes, you can.” And she talked me into it 
and I started work the next day. (Stella, February 19, 2009) 

For Stella, too, the child care job helped her financially and with rearing her son. 

It seems that being a mother in some way connected these teachers to becoming a child 

care teacher. As Tuominen (2003) argues, however, other important factors included 

gender ideology and economic status than motherhood. For these three teachers, it 

appears that being a child care teacher is unrelated to natural ability or desire to rear 

children. It is related rather to the responsibility of rearing their own children and to their 

financial needs.  

 

Summary  

The teachers’ accounts have demonstrated in this theme that child care work is a 

way for these teachers to define themselves. First, child care work is a way for them to be 

who they naturally are. Participants believed that their personalities fit their job. 

Important qualities included being playful, silly, flexible, open-mined, and positive. 

These teachers considered themselves right for child care work, thus being a child care 

teacher was a way to be themselves. By describing their personalities as natural and 
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genetic, however, the teachers participated in constructing and reconstructing the 

dominant image of a female teacher as caring and nurturing (Gannerud, 2001).  

The second way child care work defines these teachers is that it fulfills them. 

They do it to gratify themselves, not for pay. Since they have the right personality for 

child care, their work is meaningful for them. Making money is not their concern. 

Fulfillment comes from the professional satisfaction, gratification and enjoyment gained 

by pursuing the public good through educating children. Their altruistic motives free 

them from being concerned with pay level. This fact seems to justify social attitudes that 

women’s caring work blurs the distinction between labor and love (Acker, 1995a). 

Therefore, it is natural that society thinks that women are willing to sacrifice themselves 

for little or no monetary compensation (Grumet, 1988). 

The third way child care work defines these teachers is seen how they negotiate 

between being a mother figure and an authority figure. The participants’ definitions of 

their role as mother and teacher are distinctive. As a mother figure, the teachers defined 

their roles as responsive to children’s physical and emotional needs. As a teacher figure, 

participants described their responsibilities as to engage in socializing and educating 

children. It is seen that being a child care teacher is related somehow to being a woman as 

well as being a mother. Those teachers who were also mothers started their careers as an 

outgrowth of their domestic role of child rearing. Getting involved in “mothers’ day out” 

programs and working as family child care providers stemmed from their own child 

rearing responsibilities and financial burdens. Their nurturing responsibilities led them to 

the child care profession. 
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THEME THREE: CHILD CARE TEACHING IS A WAY OF RELATING TO ONE ANOTHER 

The teachers’ efforts at making caring relationships were seen primarily in their 

accounts of their work with parents and colleagues. What Nel Noddings (2003a) calls 

“caring” was at the center of their work: caring for children, parents, and colleagues. 

Relating to children and parents, in particular, came from a special way of associating 

with one another: a reciprocal relationship. The teachers devoted themselves to children 

and parents; they wanted acknowledgement of the devotion. Between parents and 

teachers, however, the relationship was seen as hierarchical. 

 

Building Caring Relationship with Colleagues: Creating a Relational Community  

Participants perceived the ways they work with colleagues as shared, supportive, 

communicative, and united. Much evidence revealed how the teachers worked with care, 

empathy, cooperation, and connectedness. The teachers exchanged and shared ideas and 

resources. Carrie would share any ideas that she was studying; she would share books, 

toys, and materials with other teachers. They shared their practical knowledge, too. If 

Emily found something working well in her class, she would try to share it. Heather also 

got ideas from other teachers on projects or dealing with children’s behavioristic 

problems.  

The teachers encouraged one another. Linda mentioned that when they had a bad 

day, the teachers emailed each other, told jokes, and generally tried to pick each other up. 

Linda described herself as an icebreaker, not letting people be quiet too long. Stella 

described herself as a peacekeeper. She supported teachers having difficulty working 

with other colleagues. She strived to make them feel relaxed and comfortable. 

The teachers worked together as part of a team. They tried to be supportive and 

proactive to form a “harmonious group.” Stella commented:  
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It’s a team. Each player has his part. And if someone is struggling, someone else 
needs to help. I think it’s a supportive team but it’s also, I also leave a respectful 
distance. I don’t crowd in and think I’m going to come help you do your job. So 
it’s, each person has his own part and we all need to play our own part and if we 
don’t then something doesn’t work. (Stella, August 26, 2008) 

Stella talked about being a team member for the teacher next door to her. When she 

discovered a student-teacher ratio overflowed, she took some of those children. They 

tried to be helpful and emotionally caring. Stella didn’t wait to be asked. She was aware 

of a situation and tried to respond, sharing her colleague’s work load. Stella stated how 

women teachers tried to help each other when “hormonal cycles” affected their work: 

I think that truly our hormonal cycles affect our work. And so we’re very aware of 
each other. And there’s one teacher who will just let me know, “This is my week 
to not feel good.” So I understand that if she snaps a little bit, she doesn’t mean to. 
I understand that there are times, in fact today I said, “Can I come help?” because 
there was a child sitting there doing nothing but yelling. I knew it was wearing her 
out. I said “Trade places for a minute.” And she said, “Be my guest.” I went in 
and I talked to the child and I got him to come do what we needed to do just 
because I’m a different face. Just the change made a difference. And then she 
went back to her class and she was working and everything was fine. But she 
needed help. Sometimes we need help… So we support each other. (Stella, 
August 26, 2008) 

Stella’s accounts demonstrate how female teachers are connected with each other in a 

way they recognize their colleagues’ emotional states and hormonal cycles and help each 

other. Being females as well as being teachers allowed them to be not only sensitive to 

each other’s issues but also supportive.  

Giving “a respectful distance,” as Stella mentioned, was also important. Linda 

talked about how her colleagues worked as “good team players” as well as 

“professionals” by keeping their personal issues or personal emotions out of the work 

place. The teachers were professional enough to leave their home lifestyle at home. They 

had the space, “to give somebody a good cheery good morning when they need it.” Linda 

affirmed that everybody in the center would feel guilty if they started their good morning 
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by complaining about what had happened over the weekend. The teachers were caring for 

each other, considerate of each other’s emotions, and therefore, team members.  

 

Building Multiple Relationships with Parents as Customers, Friendly Partners, and 
Unequal Partners  

Participants also provided evidence of how they developed various relationships 

with parents. The first thing was that all six teachers considered parents to be their 

costumers, the recipients of a service. The teachers tried to keep parents satisfied with 

their services. For Linda, this meant “let them smile,” telling them “positive things about 

their child.” She wanted to please them and to be approachable: 

You just have to let them smile. You give a smile and you make sure, you say 
positive things about that child. Because they definitely want to see positive, you 
give positive. And then after that, you go into what you’re working on. What your 
goals are for that child. And I think working with parents, I try to have a small 
conversation with them when they drop them off just about in general, not just 
basically the child but just things in general. “How are you doing? How are you 
today?” And then when they leave. I tell them I hope they have a nice day. Just 
being pleasant, being approachable. And if they have a question, I want them to 
feel comfortable to come to me. (Linda, September 4, 2008) 

The teachers wanted to assure parents that they were doing what their customers wanted. 

They wanted parents to realize they had “made a right decision” and were getting their 

money’s worth. Stella stated:  

Assuring. I assure them. I think it’s my job to promise the parents that I’m going 
to care for their child and I’m going to teach you, teach them but I’m going to 
give them a very happy time. My job is to assure them and make them realize 
they’ve made the right decision to leave their child. (Stella, August 26, 2008) 

Participants tried meeting their consumers’ expectations by building relationship 

with parents. Keeping the parents informed of how their children were doing or what they 

were doing was important. Grace mentioned that she gave newsletters to parents to let 

them know what things the children were doing and what projects were underway at the 
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center. Emily and Carrie also stated that they shared with parents everything that they 

were doing with the children. They would, on a regular basis, send them emails or notes. 

Heather tried to inform parents of concerns or issues involving the children whenever she 

found them. 

Parents as customers are “free to monitor and evaluate the service” that they had 

purchased (McWilliam, McMillen, Sloper, & McMillen, 1997, p.71). For Carrie, an 

“open door policy” with parents was another way of satisfying them. She encouraged 

parents to report problems: “I have a real open door policy with the parents. If there’s a 

problem in the classroom, I want the parents to bring it to me as quick as possible…And I 

invite all my parents to come any time of day to visit their kids” (Carrie, August 28, 

2008). 

The second way of building various relationships was to see parents as partners. 

The teachers wanted to have personal relationships with parents and to work in 

collaboration with them. The teachers wanted to be sociable with them. So they shared 

funny things that happened in the classroom. They invited parents into classroom and 

shared private issues. Grace planned various activities for parents involving small parties, 

casual gatherings, and field trips. She planned on going on annual picnics with family 

members. She believed that in this way children and parents could enjoy relaxed times by 

experiencing another aspect away from school. She said, “It kind of brings us far closer 

and unites us a little more because we’re able to really personalize things on their level.” 

Grace also talked about how she would make efforts to create a caring community. She 

wanted parents to get involved in classroom activities and become “good friends” and a 

“family” in “one big united network”: 

I’ve seen classrooms where the parents were so much involved and they’ll put up 
a sign saying, “We’d love to volunteer to come do this.” Or they’ll have a little 
party which I did a lot of them just kind of you know “Come on,” you know 
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“Let’s have some cheese and crackers and juice and come just visit for the 
afternoon,” Kind of like a little tea party…They like to come and visit and they 
talk to the other kids. They meet the other kids’ parents so that they become good 
friends and they have play dates and we’ve become one big united network you 
know we’re just kind of a family and that’s really nice to have. (Grace, August 5, 
2008) 

Participants also viewed parents as partners who worked collaboratively for the 

same purposes. Carrie worked with parents to solve children’s behavioral problems. She 

wanted parents to follow through with the same steps she implemented. She said that she 

and parents both felt happy when children could change as a result of their collaborative 

work.  

Maintaining personal relationships and collaborative associations with parents 

grew out of the teachers’ responsibilities concerning the children’s well-being. Child care 

teachers need to continuously cope with the needs of the parents and their reactions since 

the dailiness of caregiving and children’s routine hazards cause potential problems 

(Murray, 1998). The participants’ close and friendly relationships with parents could, 

thus, be sources of support for parents in difficult moments. In addition, the child care 

teachers’ roles as quasi-mothers may have required personal and family-like relationships 

with parents. As a quasi-mother, a child care teacher needs to be knowledgeable about 

parents’ situations as well as children’s personal lives. It seems that the participants’ 

beliefs in the importance of maintaining close relationships with parents arose from the 

very nature of child care work. This is the work in which the roles and responsibilities are 

generally defined as gendered.  

A third and final manifestation of these teachers’ relationships with parents were 

as unequal partners. The teachers defined their roles as “a role model,” “a mentor,” “a 

supporter,” “a provider” or someone who helps the parents learn. Parents, teachers felt, 

needed to be guided or educated to learn what was best for their children.  
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Linda was one who referred to being “a role model.” She believed her 

responsibility was to show parents how to discipline children and how to handle a 

situation where children needed redirection: 

A role model because sometimes I have to redirect their child in front of them 
because they won’t. And so they’re learning from me how to handle that situation 
versus a parent, only situation where they get real frustrated. Well, it’s going to 
turn into something that they don’t want. So if I show them that there’s another 
way to handle that situation, sometimes they take it home and so they work. 
(Linda, September 4, 2008) 

Emily and Grace also believed that their roles were to help parents understand 

their child. They informed parents about what their children were doing and how they 

were doing developmentally. Grace said she mentored parents. She advised parents with 

their first child on where the child developmentally should be, what the child should 

know, and what the parents should expect to see from their child. Emily described how 

she helped parents: 

I am just helping them, showing them, how the child is interacting with others, 
how strong is that child’s interest. All of this stuff we can show them and show 
them there is a better way of how to talk to them, and how to like them, and how 
to discipline them better. (Emily, September 16, 2008) 

Carrie defined her role as “a provider.” She believed that it was her role to supply 

“educational materials” if parents had children with problems, such as potty training, 

fighting, or hitting. “I see parents that they need to be educated. They’re still learning. 

They’re learning how to be a parent” (Carrie, August 28, 2008). 

 

Reciprocal Relationship: Reciprocity 

There was a particular type of relationship that the teachers reported valuing with 

parents and children: the reciprocal relationship. All six teachers commented on the 

satisfaction that comes with acknowledgement of what they do for parents and children. 
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The teachers expected such recognitions and affirmations. As they devoted their efforts to 

the children, the teachers wanted in return, from the children as well as the parents of the 

children, appreciation and acknowledgment. Stella said she was gratified by long term 

relationships with parents who acknowledged her hard work and support of their 

children:  

[I am satisfied] when I can share a long term with a parent, where we’ve had ups 
and downs and rocky roads and children just went to kindergarten from me. And 
some of the parents didn’t know me the whole year. They only knew me a little 
piece of it and they thanked me and they say, “You’ve been an important piece of 
his life for this year and we thank you.” And when they recognize that I do 
support them, that I guess is, and when parents recognize the hard work that I do 
and that I do care for their kids and sometimes it’s not an easy job. When the 
parents recognize that and realize. (Stella, August 26, 2008) 

It was the same for Emily, “I enjoy seeing that people are happy with what I’m doing for 

them. That’s what makes me satisfied. What I do for the children, they acknowledge and 

they really appreciate it and it feels good” (Emily, September 16, 2008). Parent’s 

appreciation of what she did was emotionally rewarding to Emily.  

The teachers were aware of the confidence parents have in them by deciding to 

send their younger children to the teacher they trust. For Carrie, the parents’ sense of 

security with her as a teacher was satisfying, especially when a parent chose to give her 

another responsibility for the next child in their family:  

When I had a child in my classroom and then their parents feel real secure and 
safe to have their sibling come to my classroom the following year. Like I have a 
lot of kids that had younger, baby brothers and sisters and I feel real happy when 
the parents decided that they want their other sibling to be in my classroom. It 
must be, I don’t know, it makes me feel good that the parents feel confident and 
feel real secure to have their kid in my classroom, their second child in my room. 
(Carrie, August 28, 2008) 

The teachers also wanted feedback from parents. The teachers believed that one 

of their important roles was to prepare children for the school system. For Linda, having 

parents’ comment on their child’s changes and improvements was also fulfilling: 



 103 

When I get feedback from, like I give the kids homework because in kindergarten 
they have to have things. So I want my kids to be used to being responsible for 
something. And when the parent says, “Oh, they couldn’t wait to get home and do 
their homework” or “They were so excited to bring it back to school” And some 
of the kids that are leaving here going into the public arena, just hearing the 
parents that they walked in the class with confidence. They learned a lot from 
here. (Linda, September 4, 2008) 

Also the feedback from children was satisfying. Participants discussed how 

children share with them the improvement and development in their learning. Stella and 

Carrie mentioned that they feel real satisfaction with working with children when they 

see that children really learn and they carry it to them, saying “Look, you taught me this 

and here it comes;” “Oh Carrie taught us that. I know that.” They confided that such 

moments made them feel totally successful, realizing that they were inspired by the 

child’s learning. Heather shared this story: 

Yesterday, one of the girls was writing and she came back and said, “Look Ms. 
Heather, I made my name.” And it was just a big “A” and she was so excited 
about that. So that’s cool when they do that “Oh, that’s my name.” They are 
writing and one little boy is trying to read. I help him sound out letters and he gets 
so excited… I feel I did something right. (Heather, March 12, 2009) 

The teachers needed this boost for their confidence. Carrie and Heather confessed that 

they felt uncertain, while teaching, whether children were learning anything. Therefore, it 

was rewarding when they received confirmation from children that they were learning 

and changing: 

Sometimes during the classroom you do the same thing over and over. You start, 
you have done the same thing and then when they come up to you and they 
learned something you’re like “Oh, my goodness. Something is getting through to 
them. They’re actually listening to me.” So yeah, that’s a good thing. (Heather, 
March 12, 2009) 

 In Noddings’s conception of caring, the pivotal notion is receptivity (Noddings, 

2003a). Caring relationships can be fully completed only when the one who is cared-for 

acknowledges the care she or he has received. According to Noddings, the form of 
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receptivity varies according to the individual cared-for and the types of his or her 

relationships. Regardless of its forms, acknowledgement is rewarding. This is in turn 

what motivates the one who gives care to continue the caring relationship (Noddings, 

2003a). Mutual relationships with parents and children are typical of child care teachers’ 

work. These teachers valued the ways these types of caring relationships were maintained 

through acknowledgement from children and parents.  

 

Summary 

This section explored the relationships child care teachers made. One way was to 

create caring and collaborative relationships. This could be characterized as women’s 

culture (Acker, 1999). Care, empathy, sharing, cooperation, and connectedness were in 

evidence as the participants’ accounted for how they worked with colleagues.  

The teachers shared ideas about teaching and exchanged teaching resources and 

materials. The teachers emotionally encouraged each other. They worked together as 

team partners. In particular, Stella’s accounts demonstrated how these female teachers 

were sensitive to each other’s emotional states, responsive to their hormonal cycles, and 

effectively supportive of one another. Female teachers shared the emotional troubles 

recognizable only to females. These teachers also knew how to keep a respectful 

distance. For Stella, keeping the appropriate distance was a respectful and professional 

way to be.  

Another way the teachers made relationships was through interaction with 

parents. They considered parents to be customers, friendly partners, and unequal partners. 

Looking at parents as customers, the teachers provide enough services to satisfy their 

customers to give them their money’s worth. Since the teachers were aware that parents 

have the right to scrutinize and evaluate their services (McWilliam et al., 1997), they 
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created a variety of classroom management policies that met their customers’ needs. 

These teachers also wanted to have family-like relationships with parents. The 

relationships were informal and personal: sharing personal stories, having casual 

gatherings, and maintaining family-like relationships. Nevertheless, the participants 

considered parents to be unequal partners. These teachers believed they needed to serve 

as role models, mentors, and/or supporters. They believed parents were in need of 

guidance in working with children.   

A final way the participants had relationships was in a reciprocal manner with 

parents and children. In fact, their relationships with parents and children were aligned 

with Noddings’s notion of “receptivity” in the caring relationship (Noddings, 2003a). 

These teachers valued the way their work and efforts were acknowledged and confirmed 

by the recipients. Most of the teachers’ work satisfactions was derived from moments 

when children confirmed before the teachers, their learning and accomplishment. Such 

moments coming from parents were valued just as highly. Consistent with Noddings’ 

discussion, these teachers were gratified by recipients’ acknowledgement of the caring 

they had provided. In a cyclical way this acknowledgement uplifted the participants, 

encouraging them to continue and enhance the caring relationship with the parents and 

children.  

 

THEME FOUR: VULNERABILITIES OF CHILD CARE TEACHING 

Easily Disregarded Work by Parents  

The teachers seemed cognizant of how parents perceived them and their work. 

They believed that parents easily discounted their job and doubted their creditability. 

Linda reported that some parents wanted her to be their “secretary” or “communicator.” 
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Parents wanted her to keep track of everything that happened in the children’s 

classrooms. They wanted every piece of information organized. Linda generally felt, 

however, that she had already provided enough information:   

They want me to paint a whole picture of their whole child’s eight-hour day 
which you can’t possibly do because you have twenty kids. They want to ask for 
resources as well. I think they just want me to be their communicator for their 
child. (Linda, September 4, 2008) 

Linda also felt that at the same time she was a mere “secretary” for the parents.  

Nevertheless, she understood the parents. Their hearts could be broken, she knew, seeing 

their child was left unhappy in classroom. She believed it was her job to ensure their 

child was fine while away from home.  

Despite being a professional, Stella felt uncomfortable when her creditability was 

easily doubted by parents. Parents would complain. For instance, one child might 

complain about being redirected by her. Stella had to defend her action:  

Children can have a wonderful day but one redirection or one “Please stop doing 
that” and all of a sudden it was a terrible day and they hate coming here.  And so 
they see their child complaining and he hates coming here and why do they hate 
coming here….I think that there are times when their incredibility is paramount 
even when I’m a professional and I have no interest in hurting this child. So yea, 
that’s a hard thing when my creditability is questioned because a child hates 
coming here now. (Stella, August 26, 2008) 

Stella also said that parents had “unrealistic views of their children because they only put 

a hundred percent credibility into a three-year-old instead of trying to look at the whole 

picture of how wonderfully they spend the time at the center.”   

Grace and Linda also felt parents’ lack of confidence. When asked what she 

perceived parents expected her to do, Linda said that some parents just wanted to stay 

informed. Parents got anxious and overly concerned about their child. They call several 

times a day to check on how their child is doing and to make sure everything is fine. For 

Grace, it oftentimes made her suspicious of the parents’ confidence level in her:  
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I just tell her everything is fine. You know, Your child is fine.” She’s okay, just 
very concerned and that’s okay. Every once in a while you have a parent that does 
that but they seem almost, it’s just like, you know, “Do you not trust that your 
child is in good hands?” The confidence level, you know, if they are not 
confident, I need to find out why. (Grace, August 5, 2008) 

Heather also reported frustration when trying to help parents. She commented that 

parents seemed to believe they knew better about their children than the teacher: 

It’s frustrating because I’m like, I know that they do it at home and I know that 
they’re doing it at school, so, you know, let’s work. I would be willing to work on 
something together. “What do you do at home when he does this?” Here’s what I 
do at school.” Let’s work something out but they don’t. Maybe they think that 
they know what’s best for their child and don’t want to hear anything from me so 
I mean I can’t force it on them. (Heather, March 12, 2009) 

The teachers suspected that misconceptions of teacher qualifications were the 

source of the parents’ devaluation of child care work. Parents’ beliefs that that they had 

the ultimate authority over their own children’s disciplinary issues and their ignorance of 

their own children’s problems were also considered the sources of parents’ 

misconceptions. Linda stated that parents oftentimes ignored the teachers’ advice about 

their child. They seemed to trust staff from a higher level or themselves over these 

teachers. Linda believed that parents perceived the teachers’ knowledge level to be the 

same as that of the children since they worked with children:  

Because we work in this setting, they figure we only know as much as the four 
and five year olds. So it’s like, you have to go higher up. They want to read it 
from somebody higher up than a teacher. You know sometimes we’re like, here 
because we’re working with people that have big degrees and so, and we have 
teachers that have big degrees also but because we work in this setting, they 
figure we only know as much as the four and five year olds. So it’s like, so you 
have to go higher up. (Linda, September 4, 2008) 

Linda viewed the problem as natural. She tried to understand the way parents were. What 

usually happened was parents rejected her suggestions and then would end up receiving 

the same suggestions from the directors in higher positions. Linda confessed, “It is like 

beating a dead horse… It is like trying to get through a wall and you’re not making any 
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progress.” Emily pointed out that the high education level of parents may be part of the 

reason why child care teachers were discounted. The child care center where Emily 

worked was a University-affiliated center: most of the parents were professors or staff:  

They have their own idea and they’re not going to listen to what you’re asking 
them. They’re professors and staff and they’re all, I know myself. They’re already 
some people. I would try to accept them as different people. (Emily, September 
16, 2008) 

Grace reported difficulties with parents’ attitudes when they were discussing 

children’s disciplinary problems. Parents were inattentive to teachers’ advice. Mothers 

generally believed it was their authority to discipline children:  

If you’ve got a situation with the discipline with the child, most of them, they’re 
like, “Oh, I don’t like to hear that all. I’ll take a care of it.” You’re the mom. You 
know you have the right to discipline them stronger than I do. I am witnessing 
these things and it’s very disruptive…. They just don’t worry about it. They don’t 
talk about it. They don’t care. It’s just not a worry to them because they’re not 
dealing with it everyday. They don’t see it from my perspective. (Grace, August 
28, 2008) 

Grace admitted that a mother has the “stronger” right to discipline children even if the 

parent knows less than a teacher knows about children because they didn’t deal with the 

issues everyday. She accepted the irony. Even being ignorant of children, parents still had 

the right to decide important matters. Grace, despite her professional training and 

knowledge, felt powerless before the parents. 

 

Femaleness Hurts Teachers’ Professional Work  

The teachers’ work place culture may be unharmonious. Participants reported 

stigmas of their work by describing how negatively feminine dispositions or cycles 

influenced their work: teachers were hormonal and emotional; hormonal cycles affected 

their work; women were sensitive; and women could be “catty.” 
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Stella reported that the teachers could struggle with emotional issues because 

women were biologically “emotional” and “hormonal.” She essentialized women by 

associating their emotional natures with their appropriateness for working with young 

children. Stella believed that since children were such emotional beings, their teachers 

needed to be emotional to better relate to them. She remarked, “We already have people 

who are highly emotional people. Putting a lot of women together, it’s just, I think that 

truly our hormonal cycles affect our work” (Stella, September 2, 2008). 

Linda also talked about how hormonal cycles influenced their work. In the midst 

of being a team player, the teachers may misunderstand one another when they are “extra 

sensitive” during their “time of the month.” Miscommunications may then occur:  

There’s only one time. One time, one time, a permanent employee had 
miscommunicated. Communication breakdown and it was a misunderstanding. 
But as far as I’m concerned, we’re team players right now. I think 
miscommunication happens because some women are sensitive and emotional. 
We have that monthly time where we’re extra sensitive. And nobody is telling us 
when their day is. You just happen to hit it on the wrong day [laughter]. That 
sometimes can be a problem. You want to go about your way. (Linda, September 
4, 2008) 

Grace also believed that female hormones caused the teachers to be more sensitive. PMS 

(premenstrual syndrome) might influence the way women teachers communicated with 

one another. She remarked:  

Some women can be more sensitive than others and we just have to you know, if 
you’re, you do if you’re just really good at being aware of it. You can approach in 
a different way. Unfortunately there’s some women that just kind of you know 
just talk through the situation without going, “Uh, I might hurt her feelings more 
than somebody else.” So I’ll approach her in a different way so you and we all, 
you know, have PMS. (Grace, August 13, 2008) 

Female dispositions or tendencies seem to be one of the negative aspects affecting 

teachers’ work in the child care work place culture. Grace characterized women teachers 

as willing to personalize issues, being “catty,” or getting offended easily. Female 
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teachers, according to her, tended to “personalize things more even when something is 

not meant or said in a really personal way.” They tended to “gossip.” When asked about 

how she works with her colleagues, Grace talked about how she, as a mentor of other 

teachers at the center, tried to bring the teachers closer together and help them work 

harmoniously. She discussed some problems caused by women teachers’ tendencies and 

how badly those problems influenced their relationships:  

I’ve seen women get together and a little gossiping and this and that. And I make 
it very clear that that is not okay. If I have somebody come in my room and 
possibly start talking, I’ll say, “I’m going to stop you right there. That’s not my 
business.”…There’s so many other things we can be talking about and doing 
because you know gossiping takes a lot of, it wastes a lot of time. And your end 
result is what? I see no clear goal that you’ve achieved. I mean what? You have 
nothing to show for it except somebody’s mad and nothing has been 
accomplished. So there’s other things we could be doing like teaching. (Grace, 
August 13, 2008) 

The problematizing of female teachers’ emotional and biological tendencies 

reveals that these teachers’ beliefs and understandings of gender are based on the 

traditional beliefs of gender and emotion in Western society (Citrin, Roberts, & 

Fredrickson, 2004). Feminist scholars assert that in patriarchal society women are 

traditionally considered emotional, irrational, and biologically governed (Eagly, 1987; 

Nicolson, 1995; Sayers, 1982). Nicolson (1995) argued that the discourse of femaleness 

is used to rationalize women’s lower status and their subordination to men. It seems that 

the participants unconsciously positioned themselves in the deficit model of gender under 

the discourse of femaleness. 

 

Child Care Teaching is Not a Job for Men  

The teachers reported that another vulnerable aspect of their work was a lack of 

male teachers. They all agreed that children needed male teachers who could be good role 
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models. They also agreed that a male teacher was capable of caring for young children. 

Linda argued that male teachers were important for children who come from broken 

homes or abusive circumstances. It is comforting for such children to see nurturing and 

caring male teachers. Carrie pointed out problems fatherless families face. A male teacher 

at a child care center, she believed, would help compensate for situations that single 

mother families face: 

I think a male teacher is also a good role model because if you really look at the 
percentage, there is a lot of people, a lot of family that doesn’t have a man in the 
their environment…. There’s lots of single parents and then there’s lots of, well 
we have a lot of, I have two lesbians in my classroom so there is no male in their 
family because of their culture or what their beliefs are. (Carrie, February 26, 
2009) 

The teachers cited the low salary as a major reason for the lack of male teachers. 

They also reported persistent low salaries and the absence of good male role models to be 

a consequence of the lack of male teachers. Participants said that due to the low salaries 

even men working in the child care profession didn’t take their work seriously. Grace and 

Stella mentioned that male teachers generally just wanted to be an afternoon sports coach 

or to be in another temporary position to supplement their main income. According to 

Grace, men, as heads of households, wanted more money. They didn’t want child care 

work to be their main job.  

Hence, the small salaries of women teachers, Linda believed, were conventionally 

considered to be second incomes, thus making child care work more attractive to women 

than men. Emily also agreed that “most women count on their husband or partner” 

because they make more money as a head of household.  

Female teachers’ low salaries appear to be justified as a consequence of the lack 

of male teachers. The teachers recognized how the traditional roles of family earners 

validated and confirmed the low salaries of child care teachers in the women-dominated 
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field of child care teaching. As the teachers stated, “Men are running the household,” and 

“Men need more money for families” (Grace, August 13, 2008). “Men do not see it as a 

job because they cannot live with that money” (Emily, October 3, 2008). “Salary of child 

care work is considered as second income” (Linda, September 12, 2008). Stella said, “I 

think that it’s low because the work is not valued and equally, historically women have 

not been valued. I think women are more valuable, but the industry does not value them, 

so it’s not appealing for men to walk into” (Stella, February 19, 2009). Linda maintained 

that the salary was not a matter of the work’s nature. It was, rather, who did the work, 

men or women. If men did the work, society would pay more:  

I think they look at this as, “Well, it’s a second income. We don’t have to pay 
them that much.” But if there was a bunch of men in there, they’d feel they’d have 
to pay them a little bit more. It’s that feeling. (Linda, September 12, 2008) 

Stella and Linda’s accounts carry on Cannella’s (1997) critical idea that teaching 

is, “created by patriarchal assumptions” (p.140). The devaluation of child care work was 

caused by the Modern era’s industrialization. Men left the teaching profession and 

women took it up. In fact, according to Cannella, “Women did not simply take up 

teaching, teaching took up women” (p.140). Under patriarchal assumptions, women were 

inevitably tied to children. Salaries for women should have been less due to their 

constructed responsibility for domestic service (Cannella, 1997). Women have not 

historically been valued. That men are conspicuously absent from the field makes it all 

the easier for society to justify a lower salary.  

 All the teachers believed that the best way to attract men to the field would be to 

raise “the earning potential” of child care work. Stella believed that it would give “more 

possibility or potential for men to join the teaching community.” Even so, Stella was 

skeptical. She was cognizant of the culture’s deeply rooted biases against child care 

work: 
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I think increase the earning potential. The earning potential. And even that 
wouldn’t change it because our cultural norm is against it. The cultural attitude in 
America doesn’t support it. So even if money were thrown at it, I don’t think it 
would have of great interest. There might be a small increase but I don’t think 
much. It would take a whole overhaul of our nation and it’s not going to happen. 
(Stella, February 19, 2009) 

Getting more men in the child care profession was, for these teachers, a matter of 

changing society’s way of thinking. Linda and Heather argued that the teachers needed to 

educate parents so that they would realize child care was not women’s work and would 

feel comfortable with male teachers. They believed that stereotypes needed to be dropped 

and minds needed to be opened.  

 

Summary 

The teachers recognized some vulnerabilities of their work. To begin with, 

participants were well aware that their work was undervalued by parents. Inconsistencies 

were found between the teachers’ perceptions of their work and the parents’. The teachers 

were cognizant of parents’ treating them as mere secretaries informing the parents of 

their children’s well being. They saw their credibility being easily doubted and their 

professional advice going unheeded.  

A second vulnerability had to do with female harmony. This was in contrast to 

their discussion of female teachers’ culture found in the previous theme. The teachers 

reported that feminine dispositions and cycles could be a source of disharmony and 

miscommunication. These teachers listed menstrual cycles, emotional sensitivity, and 

cattiness as their susceptibilities. 

A final vulnerability was the dearth of male teachers in the field. Their 

descriptions of male teachers revealed a consciousness of the deeply rooted cultural and 

historical biases in society against women teachers and the child care profession. Low 
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pay was the primary reason cited for the lack of male teachers. Its consequences were a 

continued downward pressure on child care teachers’ salaries and an absence of male role 

models for children. The teachers recognized that the salaries in their field might be 

influenced by the financial responsibilities of male heads of household. Linda’ suggestion 

that the mere presence of more men in the field could influence the pay grade was a sign 

of her acute awareness of the gender biases embedded in this culture. 

 

THEME FIVE: CHILD CARE WORK IS HARD WORK  

The participants believed that child care teaching was hard work, not a simple job 

everybody could do. They argued that what they did was not just babysitting, but real 

teaching. The teachers firmly believed that child care was overwhelming work that 

required extra labor. For these teachers, child care work also entailed their emotional 

efforts.  

 

Not Babysitting, We are Teaching 

The five teachers resented child care teaching being seen as “babysitting” or 

“diaper changing.” They asserted that what they did was prepare children for 

kindergarten. The teachers reported that parents and even elementary school teachers 

considered child care to be less serious that elementary school teaching, believing that 

child care was not real school. The teachers commented, “pre-K information holds very 

little weight because it goes back to that babysitting thing” (Linda, February 3, 2009). 

“Sometimes elementary school teachers, they think like we’re all babysitters so they 

don’t have a high profile on [child care] teachers” (Carrie, February 26, 2009). And “It 
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gets pushed aside because this is just pre-K. It’s not a real school” (Linda, February 3, 

2009). 

The teachers, however, firmly believed they were teaching. They were preparing 

children for “the real world,” kindergarten. Their work was to teach anything from the 

basic concepts of color and the alphabets to how to think critically, how to solve their 

problems, how to be confident and how to be socially ready. Carrie related how she was 

working with children for “teaching” them: 

Right now we’re doing sounds. What letters are. The sounds that the letters make 
and that letters make words. So we’re learning basically, how to read…You have 
to make the first letter and the last letter to understand that this is a word. So that’s 
basically what we’re teaching now. And then next month, we’ll be teaching the 
different kinds of weather because in April we have tornadoes. We have 
thunderstorms. We’re preparing them. (Carrie, February 26, 2009) 

Linda and Emily emphasized the performance of their teaching. They believed 

that children at this age were going through a critical period in their lives. Linda believed 

that what children learned during this period was “crucial to grow a well-rounded adult” 

and would be used “for all their life”: 

They’re learning fine motor skills that they’re going to be using for all their life.  
They’re learning how to think critically, how to solve their problems. Those are 
things that are going to be crucial to them in being a well-rounded adult and it 
starts here. (Linda, February 3, 2009) 

For Emily, dealing with children at this critical age differentiated her work from that of 

elementary school teachers. Emily also believed the type of her work was the same as 

what public school teachers did in terms of teaching: “We are teaching, too. We are 

teaching them whatever they need to get ready to go to that stage. Whatever the public 

school teachers are doing, we are doing the same too” (Emily, March 6, 2009). 

It seems that the teachers’ sense of responsibility for the children was a source of 

job anxiety. Heather reported this pressure had forced her to work extra: 
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I try to get it done here but there’s still many things that I do at home. I’m just 
dealing with that all day long especially like in pre-school. They want us to make 
sure that they’re ready for kindergarten. So it’s, “Can they write their names?” 
“Do they know their letters, their numbers?” and all that stuff. So that’s a lot of 
pressure on us too, to make sure they’re ready for kindergarten. (Heather, May 27, 
2009) 

 

Overwhelming Work 

For these teachers, child care teaching wasn’t easy nor was it a job for everybody. 

The teachers felt overwhelmed preparing lessons. Four of the teachers reported that they 

took their work home, doing extra work at night or on the weekends. Linda, Emily, and 

Carrie had two hours to plan lessons each day, unlike the other centers. Nevertheless, 

they reported still having insufficient time to prepare lessons. Linda said, “I just let my 

work at home go by and I do school work. My lesson plans are mostly done at home and 

my newsletters are mostly done at home. I don’t have time to do it here” (Linda, February 

3, 2009). Emily also stated: 

I really need more time. You get some time in here for planning but it’s not 
enough. We have to just spend some time at home too….I do lots of computer 
work at home, like making forms for lesson plans and changing some things, 
looking at ideas. Sometimes sending parents email you know. Yeah, I do a lot at 
home, too. I wish I wouldn’t but there is still some work to do at home. (Linda, 
February 3, 2009) 

Carrie said that on weekends or during holidays, when she had a big project to 

work on with children, she willingly spent her time preparing lessons: 

If there’s something that’s really big, I usually come up on the weekends. Like 
when we had Christmas Break, I came in and worked because I wanted to make 
an outer space. I can’t really do that when the kids are in the classroom. I put up 
PVC pipes and I covered it in black paper and I hung all the solar system. And I 
really can’t do that while the kids are in the classroom. So when there’s 
something that I want to do, I’m usually up here on the weekend… I go to the 
public library on Saturday, check out books for the kids. (Carrie, February 26, 
2009) 
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Heather used children’s naptime for her lesson plan time, though that wasn’t long enough 

for her to complete her work. Heather always took her work home to get it done at nights 

or on the weekends.  

 The teachers felt that they deserved to be paid more for this extra work. They 

argued that dealing with young children was hard and required a lot of endeavor and 

efforts. For these teachers, child care work was as hard as or harder than elementary 

teaching. Emily stated, “It’s not everybody’s job. Dealing with the kids is not easy and 

then you’re having eight hours a day. In any other job, you can probably go sit down and 

relax and just work with the computer or do a research or whatever.” Stella and Heather 

pointed out that one of the hardest elements of their work was the long attention span 

needed to deal with younger children and manage unstructured curriculum. Stella stated 

that working with children for nine hours a day was much more exhausting than working 

with middle school students. Heather referred to her difficulties of managing early 

childhood curriculum:  

I think in elementary, it’s more structured….here we do all that but it’s not as 
structured and there’s no textbooks. And so I think it’s harder for us because we 
don’t have a textbooks to teach out of. You know we have to come up with all 
these ideas, “Okay, I want to do this activity but how does that relate to math or 
science or social studies?” (Heather, March 16, 2009) 

The teachers believed, however, that their pay was not commensurate with their 

hard work. As Carrie asserted, “If someone puts all their effort in teaching, always here 

everyday, the classroom is satisfied, the parents are pleased with their teaching, they 

should be rewarded for their effort and their time that they put in the school.” Linda was 

frustrated with her low wage:  

We’re required to have a lesson plan done, submitted the week before it’s 
implemented. So in the mean time you’re trying to get, collect stuff for portfolios.  
Print out pictures, document this, documentation. You’re doing all that. There’s 
no way you can get it done here. No. So my day doesn’t end at 4:30. It ends 
maybe 9:30 at night until I just pass out at the computer but yeah. So it’s a lot of 
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work and that part is kind of frustrating because you don’t feel that you get paid 
for what you’re worth. (Linda, February 3, 2009) 

Interestingly, Heather said she would spend any extra pay on her children, purchasing 

class materials that she could use for lessons in class:  

I think I would be able to buy more stuff for my classroom…We get money. It’s a 
dollar per child per month so that’s you know 18 maybe 20 dollars for the whole 
month. I’m like, “Well, I have all these cool ideas that I want to do with the kids 
but it’s all really expensive.” So really I could do lots of cool stuff if I had more 
money. (Heather, March 16, 2009) 

 

Emotional Work  

The teachers reported child care work as being emotional work. Child care was 

emotional because it was energy demanding and emotionally exhausting. Carrie believed 

that when a teacher has negative emotions, it would affect her work with children. She 

stated that the teachers’ emotional conditions such as sadness, depression, or sickness, 

made her work hard because children could read them, which in turn stressed the teacher. 

Heather got frustrated with crying kids or kids that were fighting or not listening. For 

Stella, the work was “emotionally draining” and “emotionally taxing”:  

I have fifteen, eighteen people talking to me all day long and I talk with 
them…I’m very tired. I give of myself all day long. It’s not physically hard labor. 
It’s difficult to know how to balance classroom management with actual teaching 
not just baby-sitting and it’s emotionally taxing. I’m exhausted in the evening 
heavily. (Stella, February 19, 2009) 

Child care teachers need long attention spans, longer even than middle school or 

high school teachers. Stella believed this requirement translated as emotionally difficult 

work. She was at it all day long, feeling responsible for addressing every issue: 

Secondary teachers, they have these children, these students for 90 minutes and 
then they go away. They don’t live the whole day drama of the students… Four-
year-olds will cry all afternoon because their toy broke. Now as a pre-K teacher, 
I’ll have to talk about that toy all day long and support that child through the 
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emotional part of that day. So it differs because of the attention span of the high 
school teacher, the middle school teacher does not have to be on nine hours long. 
They have to be on 90 minutes long. (Stella, February 19, 2009) 

Participants’ emotional exhaustion is associated with the cognitive ability of 

young children as well as the daily routine of long days. Young children tend to “make 

heavy emotional demands on their caregivers and engage them emotionally as if it were a 

naturally occurring relationship” (Murray, 1998, p.156). In addition, the ways the child 

care teachers formed relationships with children seems to be another source of the 

participants’ emotional fatigue. As demonstrated in Murray’s (1998) study, child care 

teachers view themselves as serving families and children in family-like relationships. 

They also tend to designate themselves as “like-moms” and “pseudo-parents” in their 

relationships with children (Murray, 1998, p. 149). It appears that the participants’ 

emotional connections to children were derived from performing mother-like roles that 

required intimate relationships with the children. Therefore, the child care teachers were 

continuously engaged in emotional labor. 

Linda commented on her emotional fluctuations. For her, child care work was 

“one of the most rewarding jobs,” but also “one of the most frustrating and stressful 

jobs.” She maintained it was one of the toughest jobs, as hard as firefighters’ and police 

officers’ work. This explained, she believed, its high turnover rate: “We fall, firefighters, 

police officers, pre-school teachers, no joke. This is how we fall, stress wise. And I know 

people, parents just can’t believe that. But we’re third at the top for stress levels and that 

is why there’s so many turnovers” (Linda, February 3, 3009). To manage the stress, 

Linda tried to stay focused or keep her mindset positive. Workshops and training 

refreshed her, preventing burn out. Yet, she was regularly in emotional flux:  

You just kind of get burned out. At about ten, five to ten years, you get kind of 
burned out and then you go to a workshop. You get refreshed and I’m in that 
refreshing mode but I’ll have a downslide. (Linda, February 3, 3009) 
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Teachers must have, Stella believed, a “special nature of personality” to cope with 

the emotional hardship. She asserted, “A carpenter couldn’t come in and do my job. He’d 

have to have the nurturing” (Stella, February 19, 2009). Emily also claimed that child 

care teachers needed to develop “a good connection with the kids” by having good 

patience and wanting to be around kids:  

If you want to be with them all day long, you have to really want it. You have to 
enjoy being around twenty kids because otherwise I don’t think you can do the 
job. That’s an ability you need to have. A skill you need to have. (Emily, March 
6, 2009) 

Murray (1998) spoke of this sentiment: “The emotions felt by workers as they 

care for other people’s children are often experienced as the most challenging and 

rewarding aspect of work” (p. 158). The participants coped with the job stress by 

maintaining a positive mindset positive, participating in inservice trainings, and enjoying 

being with children by cultivating nurturing minds and skills. These teachers’ statements 

are evidence of the emotional work involved in their field. Zembylas (2004) wrote of 

how teachers are, “confronted on a daily basis with a variety of emotions-anger, 

bewilderment, anxiety, etc.” Yet they “control emotions of anger, anxiety, and 

vulnerability and express empathy, calmness, and kindness” (p. 188). By controlling their 

emotions, these teachers demonstrate their professionalism. How the teachers regulated 

their emotions also indicated that the teachers’ emotional labor was derived from “social 

and cultural experiences constructed by how child care work is organized” (Zembylas, 

2004, p.186). Maintaining positive mindsets and developing caring and nurturing minds 

and skills seems to be related to ways that child care teachers’ experiences are defined as 

gendered work. 

 

Summary 
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The data presented in this theme demonstrated that the child care teachers’ work 

was professionally, physically, and emotionally hard work. The teachers believed that 

their work was teaching not babysitting, that it was overwhelming work, requiring extra 

time and effort. Finally, it required emotional labor. The teachers’ strong beliefs of the 

professional nature of their work sprung from a belief in the importance of teaching 

young children. Since children at this age need preparing for future academic pressures, 

appropriate teaching was crucial. For these teachers, their teaching was just as 

professional as elementary teaching or higher level teaching.  

Child care teachers’ professional work requires physical labor. The teachers 

devoted time and effort at home in addition to allotted preparation times at school. 

Managing an unstructured curriculum and dealing with children’s developmental needs 

also demanded teachers’ physical effort. Because of all this extra work, the teachers felt 

they deserved higher salaries. The emotional aspects of child care work were related to 

the long work days, the necessary long spans of attention, and the high stress. Rather than 

feeling helpless, these teachers strived to be positive, enjoy the children, and participate 

in trainings and workshops. In this fashion, they averted burnout.  

 

THEME SIX: CONTRADICTIONS AND PARADOXES  

Dualistic Ideas on Women and Men  

This study found the teachers described women and men in a dualistic manner. 

When speaking of women, the teachers essentialized them. When speaking of men, the 

teachers de-essentialized them. For these teachers, women were born to be nurturers 

while men were social victims. When the teachers were asked why they thought early 

childhood teachers were mostly women, their responses were centered on an 
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essentialiszed idea: due to their female attributes, teaching young children was both a 

suitable and natural endeavor for women. The teachers raised conventional perceptions of 

a woman: as being a mother, as feeling more secure with children due to mothering 

experiences of motherhood, as possessing a mothering instinct, and as exercising more 

patience than a male.  

Linda explained that what a child care teacher does is related to the mothering 

activities. Referring to her role as that of “a second mother,” she said she provided 

physical care for children in addition to looking after their emotional well-being at 

school. For her, child care work was the same thing with what she did for her own 

children as a mother: “It’s some of the same mothering things that we’ve done probably 

for our own kids” (Linda, February 3, 2009). 

Grace described women as having “mothering instincts” and that teaching was 

more “natural” for women. Grace felt that many women work in the child care field 

despite the low wages because they were born to be mothers and well suited for nurturing 

children. Grace commented that child care was even more of a “progression” for women 

than it was for men:  

I guess just the mothering instinct and that’s the only thing I can think of. Eeven 
though pay is so bad, it just seems to be some, it’s just what we do. I guess it’s 
just more natural for us to kind of more of a progression for us than it is for men. 
That’s really the only thing I can think of and even when putting up with the pay 
being so bad and more so than men. (Grace, August 13, 2008) 

For Grace, a mothering instinct made it natural for women to engage in child care work. 

Natural ability is often the impetus to enter work that involves care work. Hence getting 

into child care work could be even more of a progression for women than it was for men. 

Carrie also spoke of natural capacity. She believed that women’s capacity for conceiving 

babies and giving birth to babies endowed them with a sense of security, a feeling of 

connectedness to children. It was thus natural for them rather than men to have the easiest 
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access to children. She said, “I think the women feel more secure, since they give birth to 

children. They feel more secure with the kids, working around kids than men do” (Carrie, 

September 4, 2008). 

Emily and Heather also supported this essentialized idea of female teachers. They 

believed that women possessed the appropriate temperament for working with young 

children. This provided a natural inclination to work with young children. Emily believed 

that since women had more patience than men, their domestic responsibility for rearing 

children was natural: “Men have patience, but in compared to women, I believe women 

are more patient. So it was the mom’s job usually to take care of the family and the men 

were always working outside” (Emily, October 3, 2008). 

Men are unable, according to Heather, to handle child care responsibilities, due to 

their lack of female qualities. She believed that men were tougher than women, which 

geared them to teaching older students. Women, with their mothering skills, were more 

apt to work with younger children. Heather confessed that she would never consider 

being a secondary teacher: 

Maybe men just can’t handle it. I don’t know… most a mothering thing… I mean 
we do spend most of our day with the children so and they do call you mom on 
accident…..For me, I’ve always wanted to be a teacher so you know that’s the 
only thing I even thought about doing so I don’t know. I think that might go back 
like with the patience. Some men don’t seem to have as much patience and they 
seem tougher so they’re more geared to teaching secondary. I would never teach 
high school. Never. (Heather, March 16, 2009) 

The teachers focused their accounts of men on how society had mistakenly 

considered men as inappropriate subjects for working with young children. Their 

descriptions of men seemed to contradict their views about women teachers. When the 

teachers were asked why they thought there were so few male teachers, they responded 

that men were social victims. Notably, they did not describe how men themselves were 

appropriate or not for teaching young children. Rather, they pointed out the social 
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structure and culture in which men were raised. Men were to be breadwinners within a 

family and were influenced by the discourse of gender roles. According to Carrie, men 

were not “secure enough to work in childcare”: 

Well, back in my days, when I was young, I think a guy thinks it’s a woman’s job 
to raise a child. So that’s why they’re not in it. Guys my age are not in child care 
because our culture says women raise the children and the men brings home the 
bread. So that’s probably why there’s not that many men in child care. Yeah, 
because of the culture I think. (Carrie, September 4, 2008) 

The teachers believed that the social system of labor division impose financial 

responsibility on men. As discussed in Theme One, most of the teachers agreed that men, 

as heads of a household, were required to make more money to serve their own family. 

Emily stated, “Because they are running the household. They have to make enough 

money to just take care of a family” (Emily, October 3, 2008). Stella spoke of the 

influence that tradition has on men choosing their job:  

Because tradition doesn’t have men in caregiver roles. It’s still rather uncommon 
in the United States to have a man being a home-caregiver. It doesn’t happen. It’s 
just much less frequent. I don’t think that many young men think of dong the job.  
They look at their fathers and they look at their grandfathers and they don’t think 
of caring for children as a job. (Stella, September 2, 2008) 

Linda and Emily talked about male teachers who were either accused or felt likely to be 

accused of being sexual predators. One male teacher, concerned about such issues, left 

the field. He reported feeling vulnerable to lurid accusations:  

I don’t know if they’re being few or they just chose to be few. If they made a 
choice that, “This is not the setting; this is not the predicament I want to put 
myself into. I can be vulnerable. I can be accused of some things that I know I’ve 
never had in my mind.” I can’t speak for them but I can only speak from when I 
used to have conversations with my assistant that left and he was a male. (Linda, 
September 12, 2008) 

Emily also maintained that a male teacher was open to suspicion: 

The man working at the childcare center are more [often] accused if something 
goes wrong. And I had the same problem. There was a gentleman who was such a 
good gentlemen and he was accused by one of the child, saying he went to the 
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bathroom. He went to the bathroom and he touched him but I cannot believe it. I 
went through because there was police involvement. They had to come talk to me. 
I think they are more suspected of to be just attacked because they are men. 
(Emily, October 3, 2008) 

The participants were clearly inconsistent in how they characterized women and 

men. Their views seem dualistic. Women were essentialized. They possessed traits that 

made them appropriate subjects to work with young children. Men were social victims 

whose social roles were construed falsely by society, culture, and tradition.  

The participants seemed compelled to rationalize female teachers’ engagement in 

child care work. At the same time they didn’t sanction men joining such a female-

appropriate profession. As justification, they ascribed to women innate qualities, such as 

maternal instincts, mothering skills, and patient and nurturing minds. They portrayed men 

as victims of a prejudiced social system. Men were burdened with being financial 

providers, appropriate male role models, and potential sex offenders. It seems that the 

teachers’ differentiation between men and women allowed them a desirable or 

advantageous condition, thereby justifying their engagement in the child care profession. 

 

Contradictory Ideas on Child Care Work as Women’s Work 

Two themes, Theme One and Theme Four, demonstrate how the teachers held 

paradoxical beliefs about their work. The first theme holdd that child care teaching is not 

gendered work. Theme Four explores the vulnerabilities of child care teaching. In 

particular, the subtheme, “femaleness hurts their professional work,” contradicts their 

negation that child care work was strictly women’s work. The subtheme offers their view 

on how femaleness brings defects, shortfalls, or deficiencies to the workplace 

environment. This subtheme also didn’t square with Theme Three, where participants 

valued the women teachers’ workplace culture. The teachers denied the notion that child 
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care teaching was women’s work. This idea was at odds with their emphasis on female 

teachers’ essentialist traits. They valued the female culture that imbued child care, yet 

they devalued their femaleness.  

Linda believed child care teaching was not gendered work. She argued it was just 

a preconceived notion that women were more nurturing. She pointed out public biases 

toward women teachers. Their experience with motherhood and childbirth engendered 

the preconception that teaching was women’s work. Linda maintained such thinking was 

nonsense. For Linda, child care teaching was anybody’s work and also professional in 

quality. Her female colleagues, she reported, were professional enough not to bring their 

private issues to work and not to manage work emotionally.  

Linda, on the other hand, conceded the mothering aspect of her work. Child care 

teachers engaged, according her, in the same work that mothers did. She defined herself 

as a second mother of the children she was working with. Linda also raised biological 

issues of women teachers, maintaining that female menstrual cycles negatively affected 

their work. She confessed that women’s periods made them emotional and “extra 

sensitive” and that it could sometimes “be a problem” causing misunderstandings.  

Emily and Grace also demonstrated many inconsistencies. Their essentialized 

perceptions of women teachers failed to align with their perceptions that teaching was not 

gendered work. For them, nurturing or patient dispositions primarily belonged to women. 

They reasoned that the predominance of female teachers was due to their biological 

appropriateness for working with young children. Teaching was more “natural” for 

women teachers. Emily stated, “Because of the patience that we have. They have more 

patience than the men. Men have patience but compared to women, I believe women are 

more patient” (Emily, October 3, 2008). Grace put it down to, “I guess just the mothering 

instinct. Because even though the pay is so bad it just seems to be some, it’s just what we 
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do. I guess it’s just more natural for us. It’s more of a progression for us than it is for 

men” (Grace, August 13, 2008).  

Emily believed “having patience was in [women’s] genes.” Nevertheless, for her, 

a teacher still needed education and training. Teaching was a job different from 

mothering. Being a good teacher was not innate; it required a lot of hard work:  

I think that mother experience is not just enough because it’s not enough really. 
You need to be trained in this area. You need to study. You need to learn really. I 
know some of the people probably have the patience in their genes because 
people are different. But really we’re not. I see so many good mothers, but they 
don’t really know how to keep it together. That’s why you hear of so many 
problems. You are a teacher. Mothers can say “Wow, you know, how can you just 
take care of this and that?” Or, “How can you do this or do that. I cannot do it at 
home.” This is something you need to learn really. (Emily, October 3, 2008) 

If teaching were natural for women due to their nurturing dispositions, then it 

should be easy and not require any hard work (Goldstein & Lake, 2000). For Grace, 

teaching was not easy work for female teachers even with the mothering instinct. Grace 

rejected child care teaching being women’s work. “I don’t think that there’s anything 

specifically that needs to be a woman doing it.” Teaching was, in her words, hard work 

that required “a lot of education” and “learning everything to be a teacher.” Here, 

contradicting her previous statements, teaching was not seen as a natural profession for 

women.  

In most accounts of her work, however, Grace consistently expressed an 

essentialist belief about women. Grace considered women teachers’ mothering instinct 

valuable to child care work. Their biological traits made child care work possible and 

natural. According to her, “caring, nurturing traits definitely belong to women because of 

the nine-month pregnancy” and the “mother nature” women teachers possessed. In 

contrast to the other teachers, Grace strongly believed that her child birth and mothering 

experiences affected her work not only in dealing with children but also in working with 
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parents. It gave her a different perspective, one that encompassed a mother’s and not just 

a teacher’s:  

Once you’ve had your own, just how important it is you’ve had that child in your 
body and then when you have that child, I just felt like it brought even more 
importance into my life in dealing with other children. It also helps you see the 
parents. You’ve been dealing with them for some time and now you’re able to 
deal with them as a mother. You’re mother-to-mother now. So you’re able to see 
and hear things from a mother’s point of view. (Grace, August 13, 2008) 

Nurturance is often linked to a maternal instinct that automatically allows women 

to rear and care for children (Nelson, 2001). This essentialist belief views women as 

genetically and biologically determined. Women are thus naturally nurturing and caring 

compared to men (Schneider, 2004; Cole at al., 2007). For Grace, therefore, women 

teachers’ mothering instinct was why they engaged in child care work in spite of the job’s 

low pay. As for the dearth of male teachers, Grace cited the “instinct” and the low wages 

of child care work. Grace believed that men had less of a mother instinct than women, 

which caused them to not want child care jobs. Women were willing to sacrifice 

themselves: “My husband even says, ‘I wouldn’t do it ever for the money.’ Men, ‘we all 

want to make more money’ but with us having a mother instinct, I just hope they would” 

(Grace, August 13, 2008). 

Stella appeared to negate and accept essentialized ideas about women. She held 

the idea that child care work was non-gendered work and men could be just as “nurturing 

or more nurturing than women” were. She was critical of our culture’s stereotypical ideas 

about men and women, asserting such notions were just “images” and “not real.” Stella 

spoke about why she thought people were not confident in male teachers: 

The stereotypical image of a female is nurturing and the stereotypical image of a 
man is more distant. That’s not correct but that’s the image. And then also there is 
the concern of impropriety which is equally ridiculous but it’s still what our 
society thinks, that a man left alone with children…. But our stereotype, our 
image in this country of him stands at that point. I’ve known many single fathers 
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that were as good or better parents than the single mother. They were very 
involved and very vested and very playful and nurturing and did all the things that 
any parent should do. I think that male, female roles are not real. They’re images. 
(Stella, February 19, 2009)  

Yet for all of these beliefs, Stella believed that a woman’s biology affected her 

work. She spoke of disharmony that arises between colleagues. Her role was a 

“peacekeeper.” The problems were rooted in women’s biology. “Hormonal cycles” could 

negatively impact collegial relationships.  

Nonetheless, Stella valued such cyclical tendencies. Since working with children 

itself was emotional, she felt being emotional was appropriate for these teachers. She 

further asserted that child care teachers “have to be emotional” because children needed 

it. For Stella, both children and women were emotionally connected to one another:  

We’re women and we’re hormonal. We do a very stressful job. It’s a very 
stressful job. So I do think it’s a very emotional job and we have to be emotional. 
If we were stoic all the time, it wouldn’t be healthy for the kids. So we are 
emotional people. I don’t think that anyone hired to work with children is stoic 
and emotionless. If they are, it’s not suitable for kids. So to hire people who are 
good to work with the kids, you’re hiring people who are emotional and it does 
mean that we’re going to have to deal with our emotions too…. Well children 
respond to strong emotions. If you’re too subtle with your emotions, children 
recognize it. So you ideally, people hired to work with children are very animated 
anyway. So we have that. We already have people who are highly emotional 
people. (Stella, August 26, 2008) 

Stella, too, contradicted some of her own positions. Stella stressed that in some 

ways male teachers were better suited than women to work with children. They tended to 

be more playful with and to enjoy more working with children. Female teachers were 

inclined to forget to play with the children since they viewed their work as a labor. Stella 

stated: 

Many female teachers forget to be playful. I think they get mired in and they get 
busy with what they do and they forget to play with the children. And the men 
that I’ve seen are more playful. I think the women, because it’s such a standard 
role for a woman, it’s just work. For many of them that it’s just work. (Stella, 
February 19, 2009) 
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Unlike other female teachers, Stella saw herself as “playful” and enjoyed it like a man 

would:  

For me, it’s play. I’ve worked in an outside industry and I realize the work world 
is not coloring. It’s not having the freedom to color with crayons or paint or get 
paint on your clothes and not worry about it. That’s freedom. In the business 
world, you don’t have that freedom. So I play with the kids and I see men play 
with the kids I think more than the women do because the women have this, “This 
is my job.” (Stella, February 19, 2009) 

Stella considered working with children to be liberating and fun compared to the “work 

world.” Stella apparently didn’t feel that working with children was as serious as working 

in the business world. When asked if she worked the same way as did other female 

teachers did, Stella characterized her style as “masculine”: “I’m more masculine in my 

job in the way I process my job than a lot of them do” (Stella, February 19, 2009). 

Heather supported the essentialist beliefs about women. Because of their 

mothering instincts, women were well-suited for working with children. The nature of 

child care work was closely related to mothering for her:  

Well I guess it’s because we, women have that kind of mothering instinct so I 
mean this is what we do best…. Maybe men just can’t handle it. I don’t know. 
I’ve thought about it. But I mean this is just a mothering thing. (Heather, March 
16, 2009) 

On the other hand, being a child care teacher, for Heather, was a matter of individual 

choice, not something determined by gender. Heather disavowed the idea that child care 

work was women’s work. She asserted that it was work for everybody and anybody who 

was qualified.  

Heather’s statements on the qualification for being a child care teacher focused on 

how individuals possess particular personalities, such as caring and nurturing minds, 

patience, and sensitivity. For Heather, being a child care teacher was conditional and 

restrictive for men. Only a man with the appropriate personality or disposition could be 

qualified: “There are some men that are caring and sensitive so I think if they tried, they 
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could do this kind of job.” “You need to have the patience and the caring and 

understanding and willingness to be with the kids” (Heather, March 16, 2009). 

The frequent presence of such inconsistencies makes us appreciate the 

complicated reality of this culture’s child care teachers. The teachers’ contradictory 

understanding of their work may stem from conflicting social expectations. A child care 

teacher works in an in-between space. Expectations of child rearing responsibilities are 

moved from a mother, working in the private realm of the home to a teacher, working in 

the public sector of a child care center (Dillabough, 2005; Saraceno, 1984). The teachers 

face contradictions between carrying out the professional work of teaching and 

performing care-giving activities. As Saraceno (1984) notes, within this context, “in order 

to maintain a professional image and to avoid the ‘feminine vocation trap’ evoked by 

working with young children and promulgated by employment policies, they stress their 

expertise and professional handling of children, focusing on more formally educational 

aspects of their work” (p. 20). 

 

Summary 

This theme laid out the participants’ contradictory and sometimes paradoxical 

accounts of men and women in the child care field. First, the participants demonstrated 

dualistic ideas in describing women and men. They essentialized women teachers and de-

essentialized male teachers. Women teachers, with their maternal instincts, were depicted 

as naturally equipped to work with young children. Men teachers were described as social 

victims who were “falsely considered by society” to be inappropriate for child care work. 

The teachers were influenced by two main social biases against men. A man must be his 

family breadwinner and he is, in a child care context, a potential sex offender. The 
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teachers appear to rationalize their engagement in the child care profession. It is seen that 

they construct and reconstruct their images of child care teachers. 

The participants also made paradoxical statements regarding female teachers and 

their work as women’s work. The statements are seen in Theme One, “child care teaching 

is not gendered work” and a subtheme of Theme Four, “femaleness hurts their 

professional work.” In the ideas that follow, these teachers both accepted and negated the 

notion that child care work was women’s work: female teachers possess natural abilities 

to work with young children, they possess maternal instincts and nurturing personalities, 

and they embody vulnerable aspects of femaleness, which are influenced by emotional 

and hormonal cycles. Their inconsistencies demonstrate the complexity of child care 

teachers’ reality, a reality where the teachers are expected to carry out two conflicting 

roles, such as teacher and mother, teacher and paid worker, and professional and 

babysitter.  
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Chapter Five: Discussion and Implications 

Child care is a gendered occupation and considered to be women’s work (Murray, 

1996). Gender has become an important factor, one worth paying attention to as we look 

at the situation of teachers and their work’ impact (Gannerud, 2001). Few researchers 

have studied child care and early childhood education in terms of its gendered nature. 

They have investigated how gender constitutes what women teachers bring to their work 

and how gender creates socially constructed relationships that are produced and 

reproduced through interactions between individuals and between individuals and 

gender-related structures in society (Murray, 1996, 1998; Gannerud, 2001). Interpretive 

approaches to studies on teachers’ work provide ways to understand how teachers make 

sense of what they do and how they understand and interpret their own and others’ 

actions and reactions (Acker, 1999).  

This study explored the ways child care teachers understand their work as 

gendered work. In addition, the study sought to understand how child care teachers’ 

experiences as women were connected to the larger issue of gendered teaching being 

embedded in culturally pervasive beliefs of child care teaching. How the teachers gave 

meaning to their work was examined from their own perspectives. From the analysis of 

interview data from six participants, six themes emerged: “child care teaching is not 

gendered work,” “child care work is identification of self,” “child care teaching is a way 

of relating to one another,” “vulnerabilities of child care teaching,” “child care work is 

hard work,” and “contradictions and paradoxes.” 

In this chapter, I provide answers to the research questions based on the findings 

presented in Chapter Four. The original research questions were: 1) What do child care 

teachers perceive about their work? 2) How do they conceptualize child care teaching as 
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women’s work? and 3) How do they describe the practice of their perceived work as 

women’s work? Then I discuss several implications for teacher educators, research 

limitations, and implications for future research in early childhood education.  

 

WHAT DO CHILD CARE TEACHERS PERCEIVE ABOUT THEIR WORK? 

Child care teachers provided reflections on their experience and practice in their 

accounts of their work. Teachers perceived the following in their work: gender-neutral 

work, self-identification, mutuality, vulnerabilities, and labor profession. The categories 

of teachers’ reflections emerged from the participants’ understandings of their work with 

children, parents, and colleagues and their perceptions of their work as women’s work.  

These categories reflect the various layers of these teachers’ understandings of 

how their perceptions are expressed and each category is interrelated.  

 

Gender-Neutral Work  

The study found that participants did not believe that child care was gendered 

work. Teachers conceptualized their work at an individual level, insisting that being a 

child care teacher was a personal choice rather than a gender-related societal issue. For 

these teachers, child care work was a profession that anybody could have access to if she 

or he so desired. The teachers believed their work was gender-neutral, simply denying the 

notion that child care was women’s work. 

For these teachers, gender seemed to be neither an important issue in their 

everyday life nor to be consciously recognized at a personal level. Gender, for them, was 

a social and cultural matter. It appeared that gender was only a concern at a collective 

level or social and cultural level. Child care was viewed as gendered work only because 

of the ways society and culture considered their work. The teachers were well aware of 
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how society stereotypes people based on gender and of how a particular social discourse 

influences the way people view child care work. Participants also realized how the family 

economic structures affected the way people value the care work of women. Teachers 

firmly believed that society’s view of child care work was just a “preconceived notion as 

women’s work.”  

On the other hand, teachers espoused romanticized ideas on this gendered issue of 

child care work. They had apparently not reflected deeply about how individual 

perceptions and decisions about careers are primarily related to structural constraints. 

Research on teaching and women have discussed how teaching, especially early 

childhood teaching, has been constrained by gender differentiation in society (Biklen, 

1995; Gannerud, 2001; Murray, 1996, 1998). Early childhood teachers’ work and its 

conditions are related to gendered aspects of the historical, regulatory, and political 

contexts that contribute to the marginalization of the profession (Acker, 1999; Ackerman, 

2006; Biklen, 1995; Lyons, Quinn, & Sumsion, 2005; Sumsion, 2007; Swartz, 2004).  

As Acker (1992) argued, “individuals have work histories, perspectives on the 

past and desired future, the capacity to make choices. Yet, at the same time, there is 

inevitably a structural dimension” (p. 142). The participants were conscious of the 

historical and cultural preconceptions of both male and female teachers working with 

young children. Respondents pointed out the public misconceptions of male teachers’ 

masculinity, the suspicion of potential sexual predation. Such points were raised in 

conversations about child care work being preconceived socially and historically as 

gendered work. These teachers, however, were not conscious of how an individual’s 

choices were limited by the social and cultural context where the dominant discourse 

prevails. The participants seemed unaware of the structural dimensions that influenced 
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their deciding on a career. These teachers naïvely conceptualized their work. Therefore, 

child care teaching was simply everybody’s work for them.  

 

Self-Identification.  

In describing their work, the child care teachers essentially described their selves. 

They identified three qualities of their selves in describing their work: the appropriate 

personality for being a child care teacher, a self with a feeling of job fulfillment, and a 

self that could negotiate between being a mother and a teacher.  

First, each teacher in this study defined herself as qualified enough to work with 

young children by pointing to her appropriate personality. According to Nias (1989), 

“The self is a crucial element in the way teachers themselves construe the nature of their 

job” (p. 13). An emphasis on teachers’ personalities is a pervasive historical tradition for 

the biological explanation of teachers’ individualism, and the personal qualities are 

thought to be the decisive factor in teaching effectiveness (Nias, 1989). Participants’ 

descriptions of their personalities were centered on their aptitude for nurturing and 

playing with children. Some teachers claimed that teaching children came naturally to 

them, which, even with their totally different backgrounds, made them decide to be a 

teacher. For the participants, being a child care teacher was an important part of being 

themselves and thus, personally meaningful. Possessing the emotional qualities of a child 

care teacher was also meaningful to them as it reflected a capacity to be effective.  

Second, since their personalities were well-suited for teaching, working with 

young children provided a sense of fulfillment. Teachers described their selves in terms 

of being gratified and satisfied with their job. Personal satisfactions came from the 

emotional rewards of their job; professional satisfaction came from pursuing the public 

good of teaching future generations. For teachers, child care work was not only 
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emotionally relaxing, enjoyable, and pleasurable, but also professionally satisfying when 

the good they did for children’s learning was confirmed by the children and their parents.  

Participants’ statements of who they were as teachers, as well as who they were as 

people confirmed previous research on teacher selves. Teachers in this study 

demonstrated that they incorporated their personal selves into professional selves or vice 

versa, negotiating two types of selves. Day, Kingtona, Stobartb, and Sammonsa (2006) 

argue that there are “unavoidable interrelationships between professional and personal 

identities” since teaching demands significant personal investment (p. 603). Researchers 

have noted that teachers’ identities are constructed from both technical aspects of 

teaching such as classroom management and pupil test results and emotional aspects of 

their personal lives (Nias, 1989, 1996; Hargreaves, 1994; Sumsion, 2002). They have 

also indicated that teachers shape their identities “as the result of an interaction between 

the personal experiences of teachers and the social, cultural, and institutional 

environment” (Day et al., 2006, p. 603). Nias (1989) found that a majority of elementary 

teachers make a connection between “being a teacher” and “being yourself.” Nias argued 

that teachers, over time, incorporate their personal images of self into the professional 

images of self. Nias’s findings are confirmed here. As found in this study, the findings 

also showed how teachers’ personal selves are interrelated with professional selves as 

child care teachers, and how teachers’ personal dispositions and emotions become the 

components of teacher identity.  

The third quality of their selves that the teachers pointed to was how they 

identified themselves as mothers, teachers, or something in between. For them such 

identification demonstrated that part of what they did was closely related to motherly 

work. It seems that in performing child care work they negotiated between a mother self 

and a teacher self (Jipson, 1995). According to their descriptions of their roles, 
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participants’ self identities were related to their performance of multiple roles: mother, 

second mother, nurse, provider, referee, disciplinarian, educator, or teacher. Respondents 

described themselves as mothers, insofar as sharing common situations with mothers: 

staying with children long hours; giving nurturance and love, providing physical and 

emotional care, and being able to be a biological mother. The teachers’ identifications of 

their selves as teachers were related to the gender-neutral terms, including disciplinarian, 

life coach, educator, and facilitator.  

It appears that the participants’ negotiation of the two roles is due to the nature of 

their care-giving labor that is conducted in the borderlands of family life. According to 

Murray (1998), child care teachers are “simultaneously a part of the families they serve, 

and are outside the dominant cultural ideology of what constitutes family. They are ‘like 

moms,’ yet remain outside currently acceptable models of motherhood” (p. 149). It seems 

that child care teachers’ experiences of making intimate relationships with families and 

children help construct their identities as pseudo-moms or pseudo-parents. This 

construction, according to Murray (1998), is “shaped by the gendering of child care as 

women’s work by the organizational processes found in child care centers, and by the 

positioning of paid child care in the everyday lives of workers, children, and parents” 

(Murray, 1998, p. 150). The teachers’ perceptions are created in this complex context. 

 

Mutuality 

Child care work creates various ways that teachers relate with colleagues, parents, 

and children (Acker, 1999). Teachers have discussed a variety of ways they relate with 

people around them in their work places. While the ways teachers make each type of 

relationship are different, a theme common to theme all is mutuality.  
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One type of mutuality found in this study was connectedness or relatedness. Some 

feminist perspectives celebrate ‘relational feminism’ and the notions of ‘relatedness’ and 

‘caring,’ associated with Carol Gilligan (1982) and Nell Noddings (2003a). Participants 

demonstrated that they have strong senses of collaboration, caring, and supportiveness in 

working with their colleagues and parents. The forms of relationships the respondents 

have among themselves are emotional as well as physical. Participants reported sharing 

with colleagues teaching resources, materials, and the ideas of teaching methods for their 

work. They worked collaboratively and shared overloaded work. And they encouraged 

one another emotionally, respecting each other’s personal boundaries in working 

together. The teachers recognized parents as friends or family members. They maintain 

personal relationships with the parents, working collaboratively with them to meet the 

children’s needs.  

A particular type of relationship in a community of women is known as women’s 

culture or women’s world. The values and experiences of women are characterized as 

“caretaking, nurturance, empathy, and connectedness” (Acker, 1999, p. 102). The 

teachers in this study clearly demonstrated this type of relationship. Participants valued 

connectedness and caring relationship in working with colleagues and parents.  

Another type of mutuality was found in the ways participants made relationships 

with parents and children reciprocal. Respondents divulged that it was emotionally 

rewarding and fulfilling to see parents recognize and be satisfied with what they did for 

their clients. The same was true for how children showed their growth and improvement 

in learning. Receiving feedback, affirmation, and a sense of trust in what they did from 

the recipients of their efforts was deeply meaningful for the teachers.   

These teachers devoted themselves to caring and teaching activities for children 

and parents, and wanted their devotion and commitment to be acknowledged and 



 140 

affirmed by the recipients. As discussed in Chapter Four, this mutual relationship 

demonstrates one of the ethics of care, “reciprocity,” conceptualized by Nell Noddings 

(2003a). Reciprocity is characterized as “what the cared-for gives to the relationship 

either in direct response to the one-caring or in personal delight or in happy growth” 

(Noddings, 2003a, p. 74). In the caring relationship, the engrossment of the one-caring is 

present and the role of the cared-for is central. It seems clear that the participants valued 

both how they devoted themselves to the relationships and how the caring recipients 

acknowledged and recognized their engrossment and efforts. The teachers’ ideas about 

their work is an example of the kind of thinking described by such feminist scholars who 

emphasize notions of relationships, caring, and reciprocity created within women’s 

culture. 

 

Vulnerabilities 

The participants were well aware of the limitations and constraints of child care as 

gendered work. They discussed the social devaluation of their work, the negative aspects 

of the work place culture that were the result of the female domination of the profession, 

and the lack of male teachers in the field.  

First, the participants recognized that child care teachers’ professionalism was 

easily devalued by parents. The teachers reported that they were considered as mere 

“secretaries” or “communicators,” charged with informing parents of their children’s 

physical well-being rather than being perceived as teachers or professionals. Their 

credibility as teachers was easily doubted. And parents oftentimes betrayed a lack of 

confidence in the teachers, ignoring their professional advice. The participants believed 

that the parents’ devaluation of child care work was due to the parents’ misconceptions 

about child care teachers’ qualifications and parents’ sense of ownership of the children.  
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Parents’ misconceptions about the teachers’ qualifications reveal a paradox about 

the structural hierarchy of the teaching profession: the older and more able the pupils, the 

greater the skills required of the teachers, resulting in teachers’ earning their status from 

the pupils they teach (Ackerman, 2006). Linda recognized that parents made a judgment 

of teachers’ qualifications based on the level of students that teachers worked with: 

“They figure we only know as much as the four and five year olds.” Linda was aware of 

the public perception that the younger the children, the easier to teach. In turn, a teacher 

would need to have relatively low qualifications. Many parents, according to her, wanted 

to go to a higher position or a director to discuss their children’s issues, preferring to 

ignore the advice and guidance of the teacher working with their children.  

In relationships with parents, the participants were well aware of the limitations of 

their roles, realizing the power differential that existed between parents and themselves. 

The parents’ sense of ownership and control of their children disempowered the teachers 

in dealing with children’s issues. The teachers believed themselves to be professionals 

knowledgeable of the children and confident in dealing with their issues. Nevertheless, 

they acknowledged that parents had more authority and the ultimate rights in disciplining 

their own children.  

Since teachers viewed parents as their customers, they may, according to Stella, 

have wanted to satisfy their clients by making them feel that they had “made a right 

decision to leave their child to the center,” rather than competing with parents. Although 

a gap exists between the way teachers view themselves and the way parents view 

teachers, it appears that the participants understood parents the way they were, knowing 

the limitations of the relationship with parents.   

The second vulnerability had to do with the predominance of female teachers in 

the field. The participants felt its negative influence on their work. They believed that a 
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female culture oftentimes creates among colleagues disharmony and misunderstandings. 

Respondents’ accounts of the femaleness involved what, in Western culture, are 

considered defects, inferiorities, or deficits (Nicolson, 1995). The vulnerable aspects of 

femaleness they reported involved having hormonal cycles, being sensitive, being 

emotional, being catty, being offensive, and personalizing issues.  

The teachers’ perceptions reflected “the dichotomous ways of thinking that have 

restricted Western thought” where fundamental dualisms are present, such as mind/body, 

nature/culture, private/public, and emotional/rational (Holland, 2006). Within the 

dualistic system of thought, one is considered predominant over the other. in Western 

society, for example, being rational is privileged over being emotional. For these 

participants, femaleness was problematic and related to creating troubles rather than 

producing positive outcomes.  

Finally, participants saw as another vulnerable aspect of their work the lack of 

male teachers. They all agreed that male teachers could contribute by offering themselves 

as good male role models. However, what these teachers believed to be an appropriate 

male role model was not traditional. The presence of male teachers was not to 

demonstrate their masculinity. Rather, it was to provide children with the chance to see 

that a male teacher could be equally nurturing and caring as a female teacher, to show 

them another way of being male. The teachers emphasized a soft and gentle image of a 

male teacher rather than his masculinity. Stella believed, for example, the caring male 

teacher could have a positive influence on children from abusive family environments. 

Participants also believed that the lack of male teachers in the field contributed to 

child care teachers’ persistent low salary. The teachers discussed that female teachers’ 

salaries were perceived as being a second income to the husband’s. Linda postulated that 

a significant presence of males would justify the need to raise salaries: “If there was a 
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bunch of men in there, they would feel they have to pay them a little bit more.” The 

participants, exemplified by Linda, were conscious of how society’s biases toward gender 

upheld the status quo.  

 

Labor Profession 

Child care is hard work. Participants reported that child care was overwhelming 

and demanding because it not only required both emotional and physical labor but also 

professional effort.  

First, the participants believed that child care was emotional labor due to the 

nature of the work dealing with young children. For these teachers, working with young 

children was emotionally draining. Children were emotional, dependent on caregivers, 

and had short attention spans. The teachers also reported that, compared to secondary-

level teachers, they had a greater responsibility for their pupils. Child care teachers, for 

example, had nine hours of responsibility for children whose attention span was very 

short. Secondary teachers had only 90 minutes of responsibility for students with longer 

attention spans and more mature levels of understandings. 

A source of the participants’ emotional hardship seems to be the “the mother-like 

intense attachments” to their children in a classroom (Acker, 1999, p. 59). According to 

Grumet (1988), early childhood teachers’ workplace replicates the structure in 

domesticity: a teacher spends a long time with “their” children in a classroom in isolation 

from adults just as a mother spends time in a kitchen. Research on the work of early 

childhood teaching has reported that teachers, like real life mothers, struggle with 

children. Yet working with children is reported to be the job’s reward as well (Acker, 

1995a; Murray, 1998). It is known that the performance of early childhood teaching, for 

the most part, involves caring, which is associated with a significant amount of emotional 
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labor. Isenbarger and Zembylas (2006) suggest that emotional labor is related to teachers’ 

professional stance about the role of caring in teaching. It seems that for these teachers, 

emotional labor was central to carrying on caring in their work.  

The teachers suggested two different ways to get over the emotional hardship of 

their work. Participating in workshops or training programs could be a way of refreshing 

teachers and avoiding burn-out. Linda believed that professional training was a way of 

keeping her mindset positive and refreshed. For some teachers, on the other hand, having 

the appropriate personality for working with young children was how they resolved 

emotional difficulties. Stella and Emily believed that having a “special nature of 

personality,” feeling of “a good connection with the kids,” and desiring to be with 

children all day long was more important to overcome the emotional hardship of their 

work.  

Second, child care work was physically demanding. The work load demanded that 

teachers devote extra time to it. The work load for most of the participants was too much 

to get done at the center. They took their work home. They worked on weekends and 

through holidays. They spent their personal money for class. The teachers gave several 

reasons for feeling the job was difficult: having to manage the curriculum for young 

children, feeling responsible for the children’s school readiness, and feeling underpaid.  

This sense of job difficulty is associated with their professional responsibilities 

for teaching and learning. Managing an unstructured curriculum, unlikely elementary or 

secondary teaching, required serious responsibility and created overwhelming work. The 

teachers reported that their work load included planning lessons with no textbooks, 

collecting materials for portfolios, printing out pictures, documentation, and creating lots 

of activities that relate to subject areas, such as math or science. They felt pressured by 

being responsible for children’s academic readiness. Another element of hardship was 
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their small salaries. Their frustration was aggravated by not getting paid what they felt 

they were worth. Linda attributed the high burnout and turnover rate to the low salaries.  

As Murray (1998) argues, however, child care “contains within it both the 

rewards and the cost of doing child care work” (p. 166). All of the participants reported 

job satisfaction in terms of its personal rewards and professional compensation. It seems 

that the teachers’ emotional fluctuations, the satisfaction and frustration with their job, 

accrued from the dual faces of their work: the rewards developed from the relationship 

with children and the costs from the labor of caregiving that requires emotional 

management. For these participants, therefore, child care work was not only “one of the 

most rewarding jobs” but also “one of the most frustrating and stressful jobs.”  

Last, participants perceived that child care work was hard work professionally 

because what they did was to teach and not just to babysit. The teachers talked about how 

their work differed from “babysitting” or “diaper changing.” In order to stress the 

professional aspects of their work, participants discussed their job, focusing on how they 

helped children prepare for the real world both developmentally and academically. 

Participants reported that they not only taught academic skills such as teaching basic 

concepts, numbers, and letters but also helped children develop positive personalities to 

grow into well-rounded adults.  

According to Saraceno (1984), “in order to maintain a professional image and to 

avoid the ‘feminine vocation trap’ evoked by working with young children and 

promulgated by employment policies, they [child care teachers] stress their expertise and 

professional handling of children, focusing on more formally educational aspects of their 

work” (p. 20). In discussing their professional work, these teachers emphasized the 

academic aspect of their work, offering two paradoxical statements. Teachers asserted 

that it was professional because child care was distinctive from elementary teaching. The 
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age of children that child care teachers worked with was important in defining their 

professional work. The teachers noted that the preschool age belonged to a critical period 

of learning. It was a time when a significant transition was taking place in a child’s life. 

Since what they did for children during this critical stage influenced a child’s entire life, 

their work was important and, thus, professional. Participants mentioned that it was also 

professional because their work was not so different from what elementary teachers did. 

Like elementary teachers, these teachers prepared children for school life. As Saraceno 

argues, it appears that these teachers tried to maintain their professional images as 

teachers by stressing the formal, academic aspects of their work.  

Leavitt (1994) identified the nature of child care work as “alienated labor” which 

is characterized as “workers’ lack of control over their labor, absence of pleasure and 

well-being in their labor, and lack of respect from society for their work” (p.63). As 

recipients of such low salaries, the participants in this study had to deal with mother-like 

drudgery work for children’s physical well-being and take care of heavy work load that 

requires extra working hours. The teachers are also isolated from adult society as children 

demand teachers’ constant attention to them (Grumet, 1988). The child care teachers’ 

emotionally draining and physically overwhelming work alienated them from their 

teacher selves. The work becomes a site of their painful feelings that they confront 

(Leavitt, 1994).  

It seems, nonetheless, that the teachers’ statements of their work are somewhat 

contradictory to Leavitt’s argument on the alienated nature of child care work. The 

teachers constantly reported job satisfaction and emotional rewards from their work with 

children. They also had a strong sense of professionalism in dealing with curriculum and 

academic aspects of their work. The teachers were well aware of what they did and had a 

sense of control over their work.  
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Thoughts about Categories  

Each category provided as answers to the first research question, “What do child 

care teachers perceive about their work?” is not isolated. The categories of participants’ 

conceptions of their work are interrelated and interwoven. They reflect layers of 

complexity of the participants’ understandings.  

While at an individual level participants perceived their work as non-gendered, at 

a collective, social, or cultural level, they conceptualized it as gendered. As seen in the 

second category, however, it appears that the teachers, when describing their 

personalities, also conceptualized their selves as gendered at an individual level. The 

participants using adjectives like nurturing, caring, and sensitive described their 

personalities in terms of being qualified to perform child care work.  

The participants’ perceptions of their work as gender-neutral work contradicted 

their beliefs in child care work as creating mutual relationships in the third category, their 

recognitions of vulnerabilities of the work in the fourth category, and their 

understandings of the work as emotional labor, which was related to their roles as 

mothers.  

These teachers’ identification of who they were as teachers in relation to their 

professional job satisfaction was associated with their perceptions of their work creating 

mutual relationships in the third category and their understandings of the work as a labor 

profession in the fifth category. Their professional self-identity stemmed not only from 

teaching children but also from their reciprocal relationships with the children and 

parents. One source of professionalism for these teachers was creating the kind of 

relationship derived from the “relational feminism.” 

 Participants’ reports of the vulnerable aspects of their work reflected the 

complexity of their understandings in the fourth category. These vulnerabilities were 
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primarily associated with the predominance of females in the field. Although these 

vulnerabilities were reported as problematic features and weaknesses of child care work, 

the negative aspects were also believed to be advantages and benefits of their work in the 

third category. For these teachers, the female culture had a negative influence on their 

work. This influence was due to their biological and hormonal aspects on the one hand, 

and believed as creating mutual, collaborative, and harmonious relationships, on the 

other. Female teachers’ being emotional and sensitive was considered beneficial to their 

collaborative work. 

Participants’ beliefs were also complicated by the lack of male teachers. Although 

they considered this lack to be a drawback of child care work, the teachers believed that 

male teachers ought to have the identical qualities and dispositions of female teachers as 

presented in the second theme. It seems that these teachers supported a single notion of 

child care being warm, caring, and nurturing. Nevertheless, their perception of a need for 

male teachers demonstrated the importance of diversity of performing gender for child 

care work.  

The participants’ realistic ideas of the vulnerabilities that attend child care work 

as a devalued profession were also related to their professionalism, seen in the fifth 

category. It appears that these teachers saw their professionalism where the public’s idea 

was that they were merely babysitting.   

The nature of child care that these teachers perceived and the professionalism that 

they had in the last category appear to be related to their identification of self as a mother 

and a teacher in the second category. The teachers’ emotional hardship comes from the 

work conditions, the mother-like conditions that demand care, concerns, emotions, and 

attachments. The participants’ physical and professional labor is related to their self 

identification as teachers not as babysitters. These teachers’ strong professionalism was 
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seen both in the descriptions of their roles as teachers in the second and fifth categories 

and in the statements of their work place culture, which, in the third category, they 

described as caring, empathetic, reciprocal, and collaborative.  

The categories of what these teachers believed about their work contain layers of 

the participants’ ideas and thoughts. These layers complicate teachers’ beliefs and reflect 

their complex understandings of their work.  

 

HOW DO THEY CONCEPTUALIZE CHILD CARE TEACHING AS WOMEN’S WORK? 

This study demonstrated various ways that participants conceptualized child care 

work as women’s work. Respondents perceived child care work as both gender-neutral 

and gendered. These teachers obviously created a particular type of workplace culture 

that could be characterized as collaborative, caring, and reciprocal, also known as 

women’s culture (Acker, 1995a, 1999; Noddings, 2003). Participants also acknowledged 

certain biological and emotional dimensions being a part of women’s culture.  

 

Conceptualization of Child Care Work as Non-Gendered 

The teachers believed that being a child care teacher, regardless of gender, was a 

matter of individual choice. The participants conceptualized child care work as non-

gendered by stating that child care work was everybody’s job that anybody could choose 

to do it if he or she simply wanted to. Stella even denied the notion that nurturing was 

women’s work. In addition, having particular personal dispositions was believed to be a 

necessary condition for being a child care teacher. For these teachers, being a child care 

teacher was a matter of individual personality. Participants related that anybody could be 

a child care teacher if she or he possessed a caring and nurturing disposition.  
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The teachers believed that appropriate teachers’ personalities included having a 

positive mindset and a nurturing disposition. Being playful, silly, open-minded, flexible, 

patient, nurturing, and caring were necessary qualities for a teacher of children of 

younger ages. All the participants firmly considered themselves, because of their 

personalities, to be appropriate subjects for working with young children. Even some 

participants believed that these characteristics came naturally to them and thus decided to 

be child care teachers in spite of having backgrounds unrelated to teaching. These 

teachers, therefore, believed that any man could be a teacher if he possessed the same 

caring and nurturing traits, since an individual’s personality was a determining factor.  

Although the participants gender-neutralized the nature of child care work, 

beneath their statements they seemed to genderize their work. The teachers stated that 

individual personality and personal choice were the only conditions needed for becoming 

child care teachers. Yet the teachers held a traditional conception of gender by 

emphasizing appropriate personalities for being a child care teacher. Western society 

considers such dispositions as patience, sensitivity, gentleness, or warmness to be virtues 

for a teacher of young children; such is the dominant image of proper early childhood 

teachers (Ryan, Ochsner, and Genishi, 2001). Participants’ beliefs that male teachers 

should exhibit the traditional feminine traits underscored their need for a single image of 

child care teachers. The teachers participated in producing and reproducing the traditional 

image of child care teachers. 

Recent critical theorists argue that the sole emphasis on early childhood teacher’s 

image as caring and nurturing prevents us from understanding teachers’ diverse roles in 

their classrooms and causes us to oversimplify child care work (Ryan, Ochner, & 

Genishi, 2001). These scholars argue that teachers’ actual practice should be an interplay 

of issues of gender, class, and cultural background in the interaction with children in their 
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classrooms. Critical theorists argue that early childhood teachers should develop critical 

lenses to make sense of children’s lives other than just being caring and nurturing (Blaise, 

2005).  

It seems that the participants still value the role of teachers in child-centered 

approaches to teaching young children that emphasize their role in facilitating children’s 

development (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009) rather than being conscious of alternative 

ways of interacting with children (Blaise & Andrew, 2005; Ryan, Ochsner, & Genishi, 

2001). Teachers in this study seem to adhere to a model of professionalism dominant in 

early childhood education where Developmentally Appropriate Practice defines particular 

roles of early childhood teachers for this professional work. 

Another way that these teachers conceptualized their work as non-gendered may 

be found in their accounts of professionalism where they stressed their roles as teachers 

not as caregivers. The idea did not come from responses to questions regarding child care 

work being a gendered profession. Nevertheless, the ways these teachers described their 

profession in relation to their roles and responsibilities for children’s learning were not 

seen as gendered. They emphasized teachers’ roles that focus on teaching and learning, 

children’s readiness for schooling, and children’s academic accomplishments required at 

preschoolers’ age level. Participants denied the public notion that child care work was 

mere babysitting.  

As presented in the previous discussion of participants’ emphasis on the academic 

aspects of their work, it appears that these teachers try to avoid their feminine images as 

caregivers or babysitters by describing their work that focuses on their expertise and their 

professional handling of children for their pupils’ learning and academic achievement 

(Saraceno, 1984).  
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Conceptualization of Child Care Work as Gendered 

While participants defined child care work in gender-neutral ways, the ideas 

underlying their statements may be seen as gendered. The teachers characterized their 

selves as patient, positive, playful, silly, and flexible; each possessed a self that was 

sacrificed for children not money; and a self that could be a mother, a teacher, or 

someone in between.  

 

Women Teachers’ Personalities Related to the Gendered Ideas 

Teachers’ identifications about their selves as having appropriate personalities for 

working with young children can be seen as gendered. As presented in Chapter Four, 

Grace, Emily, and Heather believed the primary quality for being a child care teacher was 

“patience.” These teachers believed that they were the right persons for working with 

young children because they possessed “tremendous patience.” Teachers further 

discussed how they fit the job by describing how they were born to be the way they were, 

having appropriate “genes” for being a child care teacher. Grace, Carrie, and Linda even 

claimed that teaching was what they were meant to do, that it just came naturally to them. 

This was why they became a teacher, changing from previous jobs unrelated to child 

care.  

The participants’ identification of self and their sense of self were deemed to be 

constructed by prevailing gendered notions of women and women teachers as nurturers, 

caregivers, and mothers (Jipson, 1995). What these teachers referred to as their 

personality that they believed made them fit to be a child care teacher grew from 

traditional ideas of what constitutes female identities and the essentialzed images of 

women (Dillabough, 1999).  
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The historically gendered division of labor, family and market, results in a 

dualistic construction. A family is considered as a site of love, relationship, and intimacy 

based on a mother’s personal commitment. The market is the site of the rational and the 

impersonal based on a male’s public productive work (Cannella, 1996; Tuominen, 2003). 

Consequently, feminine values and practices identify women as nurturing, affectionate, 

and caring.  

It should also be noted that another source exists for the image of the early 

childhood teacher being patient, nurturing, and caring. That source is the ideology of 

progressive pedagogy in which a teacher’s benevolence, love, and nurturance are 

required for children’s learning (Fendler, 2001; Walkerdine, 1986). According to Fendler 

(2001), under the discourse of developmentality and interactionism, teacher subjectivity 

is constructed as interactive, response-ready, and flexible in order to support children’s 

learning and their freedom. Walkerdine (1986) sees child-centered teaching as a trap for 

women teachers who are responsible for the children’s development of secure freedom 

and liberation and “for the freeing of each little individual and therefore for the 

management of an idealist dream” (p. 55). Therefore, a teacher’s role becomes self-

controlled and self-monitored; it is defined as flexible, stimulative, and playful for 

children’s active learning, where children are not necessarily ensured its emancipation 

and liberation as well.  

The way these teachers identified themselves does not seem to be irrelevant to 

this construction. This study found that participants idealized themselves as good child 

care teachers by defining themselves as patient, caring, positive, playful, and the like. 

Most participants in this study firmly believed in the importance of children’s play-based 

learning and the management of child-centered curriculum. These ideas are evident in 

respondents’ accounts of their work with children. As Fendler and Walkerdine argued, 
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being playful, silly, and flexible was important to these teachers. The way these teachers 

identified themselves was quite apart from the image of a teacher who is serious, strong, 

tough, or critical. Rather, they identified their selves as being capable of managing child-

centered curriculum possessing appropriate personalities. According to Cannella (1997), 

the essentialized, maternal images of a child care teacher as soft and warm have been 

historically, politically constructed to justify women’s unequal social position relative to 

men. Walkerdine and Lucy (1989) also argue that women identities are both constructed 

and constrained by essentializing images associated with irrationality and defects within 

male politics.  

The findings of this study suggest that these teachers conceptualized child care 

work as women’s work. It was women’s work in that by describing themselves as 

gendered-appropriate they were acceptable and desirable teachers. Yet, they 

unconsciously participated in constructing and reconstructing the dominant image of 

what it means to be a child care teacher. This study showed that the teacher “self” is 

constrained by dominant gender codes in social contexts where participants may or may 

not recognize it.  

 

Women Teachers’ Job Satisfaction without Monetary Desires 

Participants reported a preference for working with children, beliefs in the 

importance of caring for children, and altruistic motivations for teaching next 

generations. All the teachers claimed that their decision to stay in the field was unrelated 

to money. Rather it was based on satisfaction and gratification. For these teachers, child 

care work was relaxing, pleasing, and personally meaningful. For Grace, in particular, the 

child care work had become part of herself.  
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Empirical research studies on early childhood teachers’ perceptions of their 

working conditions consistently report that, regardless of their reported center quality or 

poor working conditions, such as low wages, poor benefits, and long working hours, 

teachers are generally satisfied with their jobs (Bollin, 1993; Cornille, Mullis, Mullis, & 

Shriner, 2006; Ghazvini & Mullis, 2002). This study’s findings confirm these previous 

studies. The participants provided personal and non-financial reasons for their job 

satisfactions. According to them, the internal rewards were the main benefit from 

working with young children (Helburn et al., 2002).  

While rationalizing their low salaries these teachers confessed that they still 

wanted better pay. They believed that they deserved it because of the hard work; they met 

demands for extra time and effort despite the physical and emotional exhaustion. For 

these teachers, child care work was as hard, or harder, as the work of elementary or 

secondary teaching. Their low pay was a source of frustration. 

 If the participants’ job commitment was based on the meaning they personally 

gave to their work and if their job satisfaction was related to the sense of self-fulfillment, 

financial rewards should not have been a concern for them. It appears that the conflict 

comes from a clash between pervasive social conceptions of child care work as motherly 

work and the reality of it as paid work. Ostensibly, child care work calls for women 

deeply concerned with children. In reality it’s a wage-earning job. Grumet (1988) notes 

that teaching, like mothering, has the expectations of “altruism, self-abnegation, and 

repetitive labor” that women sacrifice themselves with no monetary compensation (p.87). 

As Acker (1999) argues, the social expectations toward women’s caring work may “blur 

the distinction between labor and love” (p. 24). The associations of women with such an 

image not only creates tensions between “work” and “profession” but also generates 

conflicts between “work” and “non-work” (Acker, 1999).  
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It may be possible that the public images of a child care teacher and social 

expectations of teachers’ roles encourage participants to minimize their desire for better 

compensation. These teachers, however, were well aware that they were paid workers 

and believed that they deserved better pay. The teachers’ sense of self as loving children 

and the paradox of not caring about money and dissatisfaction with their pay demonstrate 

how the gendered nature of child care teachers’ work complicates shaping their identity 

as a teacher and a worker as well as a woman.  

On the other hand, it may be possible, as Shpancer et al. (2008) argues, that the 

way child care teachers magnified their emotional rewards reveals their attempts to 

resolve such cognitive conflict that result from the disparity between the societal, cultural 

value of and importance of child care and its incompatible compensation. These teachers 

justified their heavy commitment to their work, feeling compelled to amplify the value of 

the emotional compensation (Shpancer et al., 2008).  

 

Women Teachers’ Roles Associated with Maternal Roles 

This study demonstrated how teachers’ sense of self is shaped based on a 

gendered notion. When asked to describe their roles, the teachers identified themselves as 

both a teacher and as a mother or as someone in between. How they defined their roles as 

a teacher and a mother were distinctive. The roles as teachers were described in terms of 

cognitive, authoritative, and disciplinary figures. Their roles as mothers were 

characterized as being committed to mothering, such as providing caring support in 

response to children’s emotional and physical needs. The teachers embraced the two 

distinctive roles in the definitions of their roles. All participants avoided identifying their 

roles exclusively one way or the other between a teacher and a mother.  
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The teachers’ professional identities, they conceded, were seen as gendered. All 

of the participants agreed that what they did was closely related to what mothers do. They 

referred to themselves as “a mother” or “a second mother.” As a mother, the caring 

function of their role was important. It helped them meet their physical and emotional 

needs and provided family-like support. Teachers’ descriptions of their roles as a mothers 

were “associated with the notion of women doing natural, quasi-maternal caring” (Acker, 

1999, p. 19). 

 

Being a Mother as a Starting Point of Becoming a Teacher 

The mother-teacher connection was seen in how the participants chose their 

careers. Being mothers themselves seems to be associated with their deciding to enter the 

child care profession. Three teachers referenced their domestic roles as child-rearers as 

primary reasons. 

These three teachers engaged in temporary teaching as an assistant teacher, as part 

of mothers day-out programs or as family child care providers. The opportunities 

alleviated their child-rearing burden and lessoned their financial pressure, which thus 

caused them to choose to enter the profession.  

In particular, Stella’s accounts of her experience of being a family child care 

provider supported evidence of earlier research findings concerning why women enter 

child care profession (Helburn et al, 2002; Tuominen, 2003). Stella began family child 

care and provided care for others’ children in her own home when she was a stay-at-

home mom. Her decision to enter the profession was related to her economic decision to 

save on the child care expenses for her child. As Helburn et al. (2002) argues, child care 

work is attractive “for young mothers for whom the cost of child care is high relative to 

the pay they could command in the labor market” and their decisions are “rational 
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economic responses to market forces” (p. 533). In addition to their rational economic 

decisions, it was evidenced in this study that women’s child-rearing responsibilities 

contributed importantly to their career decision making.  

 

Conceptualization of Child Care Work as Creating Women’s Culture 

The participants’ professional work with colleagues and parents is seen as what is 

performed based on the rationale of collaboration, relationships, and care, which is 

known as women’ culture (Acker, 1999; Noddings, 2003a). Teachers in this study 

reported that they maintained collaborative relationships with colleagues while the 

relationships with parents and children were caring and reciprocal. The participants’ 

professionalism was also related to their responsibility for educating parents. Such a 

relationship could be viewed as hierarchical.  

 

Collaborative and Caring Relationships with Colleagues 

The participants in this study demonstrated involvement in creating particular 

types of relationships with their colleagues, namely collaborative and caring 

relationships. The teachers reported giving practical help to one another by exchanging 

ideas on and materials for teaching. They offered one another emotional encouragement 

and support, and by so doing, participated in creating a collaborative, sharing, and caring 

community.  

Research on female staff relationships in elementary schools reports that the ways 

women teachers make relationships among themselves and the ways they create culture 

among women staff are characterized as collaborative and caring (Acker, 1999, 

Gannerud, 2001; Nias, Southworth, & Yeomans, 1989). Collegial and collaborative 

relationships are of great importance in the everyday work of women teachers (Acker, 



 159 

1999; Gannerud, 2001). Nias and her colleagues (1989) found that elementary teachers 

maintained informal relationships with talk, humor, celebrations, and meetings among 

colleagues; they viewed themselves as team members. Acker (1999) also found that 

elementary teachers possessed a strong sense of community and togetherness. Teachers 

showed concern and compassion for one another, gave encouragement to one another, 

and shared celebratory moments. Her study reported the following: female teachers were 

willing to take over their colleagues’ duties in their absences; a head teacher showed care 

and concern for her staff and encouraged them and gave individual career advices; and 

teachers celebrated every event and individual birthdays in staffrooms and had informal 

gatherings among themselves.  

The participants in this study also demonstrated that they created a community 

where certain characteristics arose in female or mostly-female work groups. The teachers 

showed how they worked with care, empathy, cooperation, and connectedness. As 

Chapter Four showed, participants shared their practical knowledge of their teaching, 

emotionally supported one another, exchanged informal emails, traded jokes, shared their 

work load, and tried to maintain a harmonious community. Having reported all this, 

however, they also reported keeping their distance and respecting others’ personal 

boundaries. The teachers believed that respecting private boundaries was professional 

and a form of being “good team players.” What these female teachers demonstrated, as 

discussed by Acker (1999), belonged to the “values of relational feminism” that “the 

communal, caring culture seems more likely to occur in female-dominated work groups 

than in those with more than a token male presence” (p. 33). 

 

Mutual Relationships with Parents and Children 
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It was found that participants in this study had relationships with parents and 

children of a mutual and reciprocal nature. The participants reported that they valued 

relationships where the recipients of their service, parents and children, acknowledged 

the teachers’ care and efforts. According to Noddings (2003a), women have constructed a 

unique morality in their relationships with others. This morality is an outgrowth of their 

experiences as women, and “the ethic built on caring is characteristically and essentially 

feminine” (p. 8). In the caring relationship, reciprocity is characterized as the interaction 

between a person who gives care and the person who receives it. The caring encounter is 

completed when the person who is cared for recognizes and acknowledges the care he has 

received. In these relationships, the teacher is the “one-caring” and a child or a parent is 

the “cared-for” (Noddings, 2003a). 

Likewise, the participants in this study demonstrated this particular morality 

embraced by women and developed within women’s cultures. Their job satisfaction was 

primarily derived from acknowledgement coming from children and parents. Such 

acknowledgement gave meaning to the teachers’ efforts. As Noddings discusses, the 

responsiveness of the cared-for takes varied forms, whichever forms can be rewarding 

and play a powerful role for the one-caring. As Chapter Four presented, teachers reported 

various forms of acknowledgement. The teachers appreciated, for example, children and 

parents’ thanks/remarks on teachers’ hard work, parents’ trust in teachers, their decisions 

to give teachers responsibility of younger siblings, and they of course appreciated 

children’s confirmation of having learned. Teachers also noted that even the children and 

parents’ short statements regarding what teachers did for them made their work 

meaningful and valuable, which thus, became the impetus for continuing their caring 

(Goldstein, 2002). 
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Caring Relationship with Parents, but Hierarchical 

The types of relationships that participants had with parents were similar to those 

they had with their colleagues. The participants maintained caring and sharing 

relationships with their parents. These teachers reported enjoying friendly relationships 

with parents of sharing with them funny things that would happen in the classrooms, by 

having parties and small gatherings for children’s families, and by sharing personal 

issues. Participants also reported that they worked collaboratively with parents to work 

out children’s problems. They shared with parents things that happened to children and 

exchanged comments about children. The participants called parents, “good friends,” 

“family,” and somebody who was in “one big united work.” It appears that teachers tried 

to maintain an equal relationship with the parents, one characterized as being familial, 

relational, caring, and collaborative.  

The participants’ accounts also demonstrated, however, a rather inconsistent view 

of the relationships. They viewed the parents as unequal partners who needed to be 

educated and guided regarding the rearing of their children. The teachers defined their 

roles as those of “a mentor,” “a supporter,” “a provider,” “role model” or someone who 

helps parents learn how to work with children. The participants held a responsibility to 

educate parents. They believed that their job was to help parents understand and 

discipline their children, and thus help them learn how to become better parents.  

This unequal relationship between teachers and parents appears to be due to the 

professionalism that these child care teachers possess. According to McWilliam and his 

colleagues (1997), teachers who viewed families as ignorant and in need believed that 

they should take the initiative in the relationship with parents and educate them to meet 

the needs of children that they are responsible for. Professionals with this belief “have 

little faith in the family’s ability to make independent decisions about what would be best 
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for their child and family” (McWilliam & et al., 1997, p. 7). Therefore, the relationship 

between them is hierarchical. Teachers in this study viewed themselves as experts who 

were “more knowledgeable about raising children and about the family needs” (p. 8).  

The unequal relationship between teachers and parents, however, can be 

understood as a type of relationship innate to caring relationships. Noblit (1993) 

reconceptualized the power of caring relationship based on Noddings’s (2003a) ideas of 

caring. According to Noddings, the power of the caring relationship is derived from the 

apprehension of caring by the cared-for, which makes the cared-for subject rather than 

object. In the caring relationship the unequal relationship is natural. But the power in the 

relationship is neither oppressive nor competitive. Rather, it creates connection and 

construction that benefit both parties (Noblit, 1993).  

As discussed above, parents, the cared-for, made the relationship with teachers 

powerful through their reception and appreciation of the care provided by teachers, the 

one caring. The teachers, who have power and authority in the caring relationship, also 

made the relationship strong by sharing their ideas, knowledge, and thoughts regarding 

ways to discipline children, ways to interact with children, and ways to become a good 

parent. Therefore, the relationship was on an unequal footing, as well as being made 

powerful, by this unique power dynamics in the caring relationship developed from 

women’s experiences.  

 

Conceptualization of Child Care Work as Women’s Work as Stigmatized 

The child care teachers who participated in this study reported lots of problematic 

aspects of working with female colleagues. They discussed how feminine traits and 

dispositions negatively affected their work. They characterized women as hormonal, 

emotional, sensitive, and easily offended.  
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The teachers’ perceptions of female teachers being controlled by emotions, 

hormones, or biological traits reflect a long-standing belief in Western culture about 

gender and emotions (Citrin, Roberts, & Fredrickson, 2004). Feminist scholars have 

argued that “women have been assigned roles as emotional, irrational creatures ruled by 

passions and biological urges” (Collins, 1989, p. 747). Men on the other hand, are 

considered to be ruled by logic and rationality rather than emotion (Citrin, Roberts, & 

Fredrickson, 2004). The notion of being emotional or ruled by emotions has historically 

been associated with the irrational and quite opposed to the objective scientific pursuit of 

knowledge (Holland, 2006). 

Grace believed that women could be catty, gossipy, or offensive even in 

professional relationships. And she acknowledged its problematic nature. This aligns her 

with the discourse of femaleness in a male-dominant society that posits women under the 

influence of irrationality and emotions, in sharp contrast to men, characterized as logical 

and rational (Citrin, Roberts, & Fredrickson, 2004). It is argued that the understanding of 

gender difference in emotions is, in part, associated with deeply infused expectations 

regarding power and status of women in Western society. Since women, as opposed to 

men, are the lower status individuals in society, their greater tendency of expressing 

vulnerability, powerlessness, and irrational dispositions are considered appropriate for 

such status.  

The participants’ beliefs that women were “hormonal” indicates that the women 

culture was problematic. Directly referring to being hormonal as having “PMS” or their 

“monthly time,” the teachers acknowledged that female teachers were under the control 

of their biology. Their understanding of being hormonal was centered on the notions of 

women’s being miscommunicative or being extra sensitive to their official work.  
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It is a popular notion that pre-menstrual syndrome routinely adversely affects 

many women and is often related to “problems” (Nicolson, 1995). A mythological 

paradigm has existed in Western society. In this paradigm biological and physiological 

differences exist between men and women. Based on these differences, women’s 

traditional sex roles are assigned, roles that include reproduction and rearing children 

(Eagly, 1987; Nicolson, 1995). This paradigm holds that women are vulnerable to their 

biological cycles and “the range of physical and emotional changes associated with 

changes in women’s biology has grown so wide it defies credibility” (Caplan & Caplan, 

p. 79).  

Critical research on women’s menstrual cycles, however, argues: 

patriarchal science has a specific agenda through which male power is expressed 
and reinforced through the knowledge-claims of scientific research, and the 
‘deficit model’ of female psychology expressed through constant examination of 
menstrual vulnerabilities represents a set of vested interests rather than objective 
science. (Nicolson, 1995, p. 780) 

Under this discourse of femaleness, women’s reproductive roles being governed 

by their reproductive, biological cycles placed women in a weaker position than men 

(Nicolson, 1995). According to Sayers (1982), it is because women’s biological processes 

are generally construed as closer to nature than men’s are; theirs is considered to be part 

of the cultural realm. This biological determinism is used in Western societies to explain 

women’s social status as subordinates who are less than fully human, and thus, become 

objects rather than subjects.  

The participants’ statements about women teachers being under the control of 

emotions and biology, which negatively affects their work reflect this discourse of 

femaleness. This discourse creates images of women as being vulnerable, illogical, and 

irrational. The teachers unconsciously put themselves in a position where essentializing 

female teachers and their subordination was inevitable.  
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However, for one of the participants, Stella, working with women colleagues did 

not always have a negative influence on their work. As presented in Chapter Four, she 

believed that being emotional and hormonal allowed female teachers chances to 

understand and be sensitively aware of her colleagues’ emotional state. For Stella, 

women teachers’ being emotional and their sensitivity could rather make their work 

effective and their selves supportive in collaborative relationships. It appears that Stella’s 

demonstrates her recognition of the value of femaleness and an alternative idea to the 

dominant beliefs in female teachers’ biological traits.  

 

Thoughts about Teachers’ Contradictory Conceptualization  

As previously discussed in the section “Thoughts about Categories,” the ways 

these teachers conceptualized their work also reflected layers of their understandings. The 

two types of conceptualization between gendered and non-gendered conceptions are 

interrelated rather than contradictory or mutually exclusive. While participants clearly 

denied the notion that child care work was women’s work, how they conceptualized their 

work could be seen as gendered. While the teachers described their work with gendered 

ideas, it was also seen that these teachers recognized the reality of their work.  

For most of the time these teachers produced and reproduced the traditional image 

of child care teachers. They did so by stating that child care teachers needed personality 

traits that aligned with the dominant image of early childhood teachers; they did so by 

claiming job satisfaction without having expressive monetary desires; they did so by 

reporting their roles in relation to maternal roles, and by revealing that being a mother of 

their own children was a starting point for becoming a teacher.  

It appears that these teachers consciously and unconsciously justified themselves 

and their work by accepting the dominant discourse of what a good child care teacher 
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was and what their work meant. These teachers’ conceptualization seems to be something 

constructed and reconstructed based on the following: their experiences of both being a 

mother and a teacher, their experiences of engaging in both domestic unpaid duties and 

paid child care work, their experiences of how they are trained as child care teachers, and 

their experiences of how they have responded to gendered expectations in the context.  

Among the categories of participants’ conceptualization of their work as creating 

women’s culture, the “collaborative relationship with colleagues” and the “stigmatized 

women culture” are contradictory. This will be discussed in the following theme, 

“conflicting beliefs about women culture.” 

 

HOW DO THEY DESCRIBE THE PRACTICE OF THEIR PERCEIVED WORK AS 
WOMEN’S WORK? 

Paradoxical and Fluctuating Statements of Child Care Work as Gendered Work 

As presented in the themes, this study demonstrated participants’ paradoxical 

beliefs of their work as women’s work. Participants discussed the practice of their 

perceived work as women’s work in terms of both non-gendered and gendered notions. 

 

Negation and Affirmation of the Notion of Child Care Work as Gendered Work 

Teachers proclaimed that being a child care teacher was a matter of individual 

choice which they believed not related to the issue of gender. Nevertheless, the ways they 

described their work to support their beliefs could be seen as gendered.  

The participants’ statements about the conditions for being a child care teacher are 

gender-neutral. They argued that individuals had the power, irrespective of gender, to 

choose to be a child care teachers if they so desired. The teachers disagreed on the 

gender-specific role of women being nurturers. The participants perceived the notion that 
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child care work was women’s work was just a preconceived and biased idea prevailing in 

society. Teachers consistently reported, however, throughout the themes that particular 

conditions existed for being a child care teacher: teachers needed to be caring and 

nurturing. They believed that any man could be a teacher if he merely possessed the 

appropriate qualities for working with young children. A firm belief was seen underlying 

teachers’ statements: if a man brings his feminine traits to teaching, he may be an 

appropriate candidate for being a child care teacher.  

It appears that teachers possess universal, gendered ideas about women, that 

female teachers generally possess stereotypical feminine qualities that belong not to men. 

And child care teachers need these qualities. The “soft male” characteristics and the 

feminine traits, therefore, are important prerequisites that a man bring to child care work 

(King, 1998, p. 5). As King (1998) argued, when a man wants to be a teacher, the gender-

related social behaviors are primarily required. This idea presents the irony of a male 

teacher who is not welcomed for his masculinity but is accepted for his softness toward 

young children.  

The participants’ paradoxical beliefs are also seen in their statements of child care 

teacher qualification. The teachers’ gender-neutral beliefs are evident in their holding that 

teacher training and education were necessary, regardless of gender, to be a qualified 

child care teacher. They negated the notion that teachers’ mothering experience was 

beneficial in teaching young children. The teachers believed that working with children 

required professional training, totally different from working with their own children as 

mothers. They felt that teacher preparation, for both male and female teachers, through 

formal education and training was necessary to be qualified teachers. Such beliefs align 

with the dominant conceptions of teacher professionalism. 
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When it comes to training and education only, however, the teachers valued 

training rather than education or academic degrees, emphasizing the practical aspects of 

training for their performance as teachers. They viewed training as practice-based and 

experience-oriented rather than theory-oriented. For these teachers, training had the best 

practical implications since it provided them with new ideas they could apply. The 

participants firmly believed that training was associated with building their practical 

knowledge. Linda said that training helped you a teacher “think on your feet” and that 

“nothing happened by the book.” This statement exemplifies the participants’ beliefs in 

the importance of practice over theory. For these teachers accumulating classroom 

experience was even more valuable than having an academic degree or education. Based 

on how the teachers thought of their qualification in terms of education and training and 

on how they perceived of theory and practice, it seems that these teachers upheld a 

different type of professionalism than what constituted traditional professionalism.  

In the model of traditional professionalism, occupations are considered as an 

exercise of technical rationality, claims to specialized knowledge base, a need for long 

formal preparation, and demonstration of autonomous control over work process 

(Tabakin & Densmore, 1986). Feminist scholars express concern about the idea of 

professionalism in that its rational and instrumental notions often shape the “exploitative 

conditions of women teachers’ work” (Dillabough, 1999, p. 374). They are critical of this 

rational view of teacher professionalism, saying it functions as normative political ideals 

that keep women outside the domain of rationality and underestimate their emotionality 

and sexuality (Dillabough, 1999).  

Feminist scholars, such as Belenky and her colleagues (1986), Gilligan (1982) 

Lyons, (1983), and Noddings (2003a), however, celebrate gender differences and have 

discussed “women’s ways” to put women’s words and their experiences at the center of 
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their analysis. They assert that an ethic of care, connectedness, and relationships are more 

characteristics of women rather then of men. Feminist scholars have focused 

professionalism on “women’s ways” of performing teaching (Acker, 1995a; Davies, 

1996; Murray, 2006).  

Researchers have found that women teachers develop particular forms of 

professionalism different than what is defined in the traditional model of professionalism. 

Women teachers have been characterized as doing the following: they valued ways of 

making caring relationships with children and parents (Acker, 1995a); they developed a 

collaborative culture describing themselves as team members (Acker, 1999; Nias, 1989); 

and they created professional knowledge and pedagogies drawing on their experiential 

knowledge of the classroom where they worked with children (Murray, 2006). Women 

teachers, it seems, make sense of their practice and the modes of their learning through a 

grounding in their practice and experiences rather than in theories or research-based 

knowledge.  

Studies on early childhood teachers’ constructs about teaching argue that 

practitioners and teachers value their practice and experience rather than adopting 

theoretical concepts to their teaching. The ways early childhood teachers construct ideas 

about teaching contradict the ways academic authors or researchers make sense of theory 

and practice (Chafel & Reifel, 1996; Williams, 1996). Chafel and Reifel (1996) found the 

following: early childhood teachers theorize about practice; they search for the meaning 

of professional autonomy; they utilize tacit and implicit theories derived from their 

practice in teaching. Chafel and Reifel did not view, from a gendered perspective, the 

ways that practitioners approached their practice. Nevertheless, it appears, when we 

consider that the majority of participants in their study were women, early childhood 

teachers’ mode of learning is gendered. 



 170 

Nicholson’s (2008) empirical research on child care teachers’ perceptions of 

training experiences confirm and support it. Participants in her study reported that 

learning through their own experiences in classrooms and learning from their colleague’s 

next door were major sources for their professional development. These teachers drew on 

practical knowledge or experience-based knowledge for their teaching by sharing their 

experiences among themselves. In the current study, this knowledge appears to be in 

many cases gendered, based on ways that female teachers form relationships among 

themselves. 

Noddings (2003b), furthermore, claims to use the word, “practice” as an 

alternative concept to the notion of “profession” or traditional conception of 

“professionalism.” She believes that it is a way to emphasize teaching as relational 

practice that consists of care, concerns, responsibility, and commitment. “Teaching 

qualifies as a practice, if not a profession. If it fails to be a profession, it fails on the 

sociological criteria of control over selection and regulation, privilege and status 

hierarchies, autonomy and perhaps collegiality” (p. 247). Noddings believes that altruism 

or service and concern are fundamental elements to teaching as a practice. For Noddings, 

therefore, the notion of teaching as practice is not compatible with professionalism since 

the main external features of profession perceive altruism or service as a sign of 

weakness with respect to professional status.  

The teachers in this study were outspoken about the notion of child care, not 

being women’s work. Yet, the participants held gendered ideas and beliefs of their work, 

found in their statements on the conditions and qualifications for being a child care 

teacher. The teachers who participated in this study, all women, presumably hold a 

particular way of knowing found in the previous studies of women teachers that focused 

on “relational or cultural feminism” (Acker, 1995a, p. 22). It is clear that participants’ 
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perceptions are not aligned with the traditional ideas that privilege men’s experiences. It 

appears that the participants’ emphases on practice, valuing practical knowledge gained 

from training rather than theory from education degree, and stress on accumulating 

classroom experiences demonstrate that these teachers’ conceptions of their work were 

grounded on the ideas that put women’s experiences and their ways of thinking at the 

center of analysis.  

 

Contradictory Beliefs about Women Teachers’ Mothering Instinct in Relation to Child 

Care Work 

Fluctuations in the participants’ beliefs are also seen in their contradictory 

statements regarding women teachers’ mothering instinct and mothering experience 

related to child care work. The participants affirmed and negated their ideas about 

mothering instincts by essentializing and de-essentializing female teachers.  

As discussed in the theme “child care teaching needs education and training than 

having mothering experiences,” participants believed that teachers’ mothering 

experiences did not influence their work with young children. These teachers denied the 

idea that women teachers possessed a natural ability of rearing children, differentiating 

the role of a teacher from that of a mother. They also negated the association between the 

women’s biological experience of giving birth to a baby and their performance of child 

care work.  

All the participants agreed that child care was a professional performance quite 

different from mothering. These teachers did not support the essentialized ideas about 

women and teaching: the mothering instinct is not a natural quality for women; 

mothering experience does not provide them with any benefit for working with children; 

and women teachers do not naturally become child care teachers. Since working with 
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children as a teacher requires efforts quite apart from dealing with their own children as 

mothers at home, having their own children may cause an interruption of their 

professional work. For these teachers, therefore, training and education were imperative 

to gain professional knowledge for being a teacher of young children.  

On the contrary, a subtheme of Theme Five, “dualistic ideas on women and men,” 

demonstrated that participants supported the essentialist idea of a woman teacher. The 

essentialist system of thought views women as genetically and biologically determined 

and thus naturally nurturing and caring especially in comparison to men (Cole at al., 

2007; Schneider, 2004). The teachers in this study stated that a female was more suitable 

to working with young children due to her biological qualities, particularly, due to her 

natural mothering instinct. The teachers’ essentialist belief was also found in their 

statements that the reason for the female teachers’ predominance in the field was because 

of the women teachers’ possession of feminine biological traits, such as the mothering 

instinct, the ability of conceiving a child, and patience. Each teacher referred to herself as 

“a mother” or “a second mother,” in that she played a role similar to a mother.  

In addition, these teachers accepted biological aspects of female teachers. They 

maintained that women feel more secure with children for these reasons: their biological 

capacity of conceiving a baby; women’s predispositions of caring and nurturing easily 

lead them to being child care teachers; and the mothering instinct is the primary impetus 

for women teachers to work for children even with the small wages.  

It appears that the participants’ paradoxical beliefs about their work stemmed 

from their dualistic ideas about the qualifications of being a good child care teacher and 

their need to utilize the ideas to justify such qualifications. On the one hand, the teachers 

supported a traditional conception of professionalism that empathized formal training and 

education, specialized professional knowledge, and strict separation between private and 
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public realms for their professional work. It seems that by supporting this idea, 

participants wanted to gain authority as a teacher as the system required. On the other 

hand, these teachers espoused essentialized notions of women prevailing in this culture. It 

also seems that by acknowledging and accepting the benefits of women teachers’ 

biological ability, the participants wanted to be teachers regarded, by the public, as 

desirable. 

 

Conflicting Beliefs about Women’s Culture 

The participants demonstrated conflicting beliefs about their work and women 

teachers. They glorified and stigmatized women teachers’ work place culture. A 

subtheme from Theme Three “building caring relationships with colleagues,” was at odds 

with a subtheme from Theme Four, “femaleness hurts their professional work.” Child 

care teachers characterized their work place culture as sharing, supportive, collaborative, 

empathetic, relational, and professional. The teachers reported that they tried to create 

sharing and relational community through a number of means: by exchanging ideas, 

thoughts, and materials, by emotionally encouraging each other, by building supportive 

relationships, by recognizing their hormonal cycles that affect their work, and by 

professionally respecting personal boundaries while they were working together as team 

players.  

The participants also discussed how much they valued the reciprocal relationships 

with parents and children in their caring relationships. Their satisfaction was primarily 

derived from parents and children’s acknowledgement and confirmation about what 

teachers did for them. What these teachers appreciated was characterized as reciprocity, 

which Noddings (2003a) emphasized in her conception of caring relationships. As what 

reciprocity means in Noddings’ conception of it, teachers in this study considered parents 
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and children as the recipients of their caring and concerns. They valued the way the 

recipients appreciated and acknowledged what teachers did for them. The participants 

reported how their service recipients were responsive to their caring. This responsiveness 

involved parents’ confidence in them, parents and children’s appreciation of their efforts, 

feedback, and children’s presentation of what they learned from teachers.  

It seems that participants held values of “relational feminism” even though they 

did not call themselves feminists nor did they say anything related to feminism (Acker, 

1995a, p. 33). The communal and relational culture is believed to be found in a female-

dominated work group more than in a male-dominated work place and the ways 

participants in this study made relationships among themselves was associated with what 

is known as women culture. Nel Noddings (2003a) argues that there is a way of women’s 

knowing, which is distinguished from that of men, and emphasized an “ethic of care.” 

The ethic of care is characterized as relationships, connectedness, and reciprocity which 

are considered to be contradictory to the male ideology developed in society, an ideology 

based on the notions of rights and individualism (Acker, 1995a).  

While glorifying women teachers’ culture and the ways they relate to each other, 

participants stigmatized their work place culture, feeling vulnerable to their femaleness. 

The teachers problematized women’s emotional and hormonal traits that they believed 

negatively influenced their work. Some teachers pointed out that female teachers’ 

hormonal cycles might cause miscommunications. The teachers believed that the 

biological aspects of female teachers made the work place culture highly emotional and 

hindered their communication. Grace, as presented in Theme Four, characterized women 

teachers’ tendencies as being catty, being easily offended, gossipy, and to personalize 

things. Grace’s comment suggests how easily women teachers might become irrational 

and unreasonable in their relationships.  
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The teachers rationalized their work and empowered themselves as child care 

teachers by positioning themselves in the place where the dominant discourse about child 

care work and women was justified. The teachers confirmed and reconfirmed the image 

of a child care teacher by showing how they were more suitable for performing their 

work.  

 

Thoughts about Teachers’ Contradictory Beliefs 

The inconsistencies that participants in this study showed in their understandings 

present an opportunity to appreciate the complicated reality, in this culture, of child care 

teachers. The teachers’ contradictory understandings of their work may be due to 

conflicting social expectations and the positioning of child care teaching in society. A 

child care teacher works in an in-between space, where the expectations of child rearing 

responsibilities are moved from a mother, working in the private realm of the home to a 

teacher, working in the public sector of a child care center (Dillabough, 2005; Saraceno, 

1984). Teachers face contradictions between carrying out the professional work of 

teaching and performing care-giving activities. Within this context, Saraceno (1984) 

noted: 

To maintain a professional image and to avoid the ‘feminine vocation trap’ 
evoked by working with young children and promulgated by employment 
policies, they stress their expertise and professional handling of children, focusing 
on more formally educational aspects of their work. (p. 20) 

In addition, the six teachers’ inconsistent perceptions of their work were also due 

to the model of professionalism in early childhood education, shaped and reshaped by 

developmental psychology (Cannella, 1997; Ryan & Grieshaber, 2005). Findings show 

that the ways that these teachers see themselves as professionals were grounded in their 

knowledge of child development that they hold. All these teachers were working in 



 176 

schools accredited by NAEYC or NAC that adopt child development as a significant 

professional knowledge base.  

It is argued that developmentalism defines a particular way of early childhood 

teachers’ interaction with children as professionals. According to Fendler (2001), a 

developmentally appropriate pedagogy creates an image of a child as an active learner, 

who is expected to exercise her or his freedom to become a successful learner. To support 

active children’s learning, secure their freedom, and liberate the children, a child care 

teacher’s benevolence, love, and nurturance is necessary. As Walkerdine (1986) argued, 

child development is a trap for early childhood teachers which makes them unconsciously 

passive to active children and to serving children with a caring and nurturing mind. The 

participants’ essentialist beliefs regarding their work may be sustained by their belief in 

the developmental psychology as important professional knowledge.  

It is notable that the way these teachers understood teacher professionalism is 

based on the dualistic model of “polarized identity discourse”: “a teacher as a mother” or 

“a rational teacher” (Dillabough, 1999, p. 381). Teachers in this study, on the one hand, 

essentialized teaching by positioning themselves in a suitable place for taking care of 

young children. They differentiated teaching from mothering, on the other hand, by 

emphasizing professional aspects of their work.  

Critical feminist scholars have suggested that professionalism is constructed 

under Enlightenment thinking that privileges male theories: rationality versus 

irrationality, reason versus emotion, male versus female (Cannella, 1997; Walkerdine & 

Lucey, 1989). The participants’ stressing of the traditional conception of professionalism 

demonstrates their  understanding of the “institutionalized gender order” in the teaching 

profession as women are constrained and marginalized by essentializing images of 

irrationality (Dillabough, 1999, p. 382).  
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At the same time, however, these teachers upheld the dominant ideas about child 

care teachers being warm, caring, patient, and sensitive. This position seems to be aligned 

with an essentialized conception of women teachers. From a feminist post-structuralist 

point of view, such as those given by Ryan, Ochsner, and Genishi (2001), these teachers 

construct and reconstruct images of child care teachers by replicating stereotypical 

gendered images of child care teachers. According to MacNaughton (2000), individuals 

choose to perform actions in more desirable, valuable, and appropriate ways of being a 

certain gender in the context where they belong. People are confined by the context of 

where they live in performing gender. By defining child care teachers’ images as socially 

acceptable, desirable, and appropriate, the teachers in this study may have participated in 

creating and recreating child care teachers’ images and justifying what they do.  

Overall, these teachers’ contradictory ideas reflect how they negotiated dominant 

beliefs about what child care work means and what they bring with them to their 

profession based on their individual and collective experiences (Biklen, 1995; 

Dillabough, 1999, 2005; Murray, 2006; Ryan & Grieshaber, 2005). Each participant 

brought her own understandings of what teacher preparation means; what 

developmentally appropriate practice means in implementing their practice; what their 

roles were as teachers in relation to children, parents, and colleagues; what caring means; 

what their roles were as mothers of their own children; what child care work means; 

and/or what it means for them to work as women teachers.  

 

IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHER EDUCATORS 

This study demonstrates that the participants’ professional work is associated a 

great deal with creating women culture, including constructing rationalities of 

relationships, collaboration and mutuality as well as responsibility of an ethic of care. 
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Teachers in this study devote themselves fully to the children and parents by recognizing 

themselves as both mothers and teachers, by investing extra labor and time, and by 

valuing parents and children’s appreciation of what they did for their service recipients. 

These teachers appreciated their sharing and collaborative efforts among their colleagues. 

While the participants put themselves under great emotional and physical pressure in 

working with children, they also felt great demands of responsibility for children. The 

emotional relations with pupils and colleagues seem to be an impetus for women 

teachers.  

This study’s findings suggest significant implications for teacher educator. First, 

teacher educators need to utilize contemporary theories and lenses in particular ways that 

allow women teachers to make sense of their work. Feminist scholars such as Nell 

Noddings (2003a) and Carole Gilligan (1982) put the women’s way of thinking at the 

center of their analyses. We need to look at feminist understandings of women teachers’ 

work and make use of the feminist theories in preservice and inservice training programs.  

Gannerud (2001) argues that “skills connected with care often seem to be 

regarded as ‘natural’ or ‘feminine’ and are often devalued or invisible in organizational 

plans, especially if they are performed by women in occupational areas defined by 

feminine” (p. 66). Preservice and inservice teachers need to be informed that skills 

connected to care work or features considered to belong to females can be interpreted in 

totally different ways by valuing particular ways of female teachers’ knowing. 

Relationships, connectedness, collaboration, reciprocity, and emotions are significant for 

the development of their professionalism because, as found in this study, they take place 

everywhere and at every moment in women teachers’ work places. It is important for 

child care teachers to be given opportunities to deal with these issues with a feminist lens 

on the teacher education curriculum.  
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Second, teacher educators need to support preservice and inservice teachers in 

developing their ideas and understandings of the reality of their work. Teachers in this 

study were neither victims nor ignorant of public biases toward their profession. They 

were well aware of the possibilities and limitations of their profession as gendered work. 

We need to help teachers challenge and question social biases toward child care teaching 

and call for change in the standards and system child care teachers work within.  

In particular, the teachers’ inconsistent views of being a child care teacher as a 

woman suggest practical implications for early childhood teacher education. First, early 

childhood teacher educators need to focus on developing teachers’ ability to recognize 

and further criticize the politics of early childhood teachers’ work. Teachers need to be 

provided opportunities to understand that the current image of good early childhood 

teachers has been socially constructed by gendered ideologies. The essentialized, 

maternal images of a child care teacher as soft and warm have been historically, 

politically constructed to justify women’s unequal social position relative to men 

(Cannella, 1997). Therefore, developing teachers’ critical consciousness is important 

because it will help teachers problematize contemporary taken-for-granted issues of their 

work as women’s work and take a proactive, political stance, voicing opposition to social 

inequities such as low wages, low social status, gender biases, and unequal social, 

political systems.  

Second, the early childhood education curriculum needs to be organized and 

developed in ways that allow preservice teachers to identify the incompatibility between 

the idealized developmental knowledge and the contemporary social, political issues of 

teacher education. The current social and political context requires teachers’ ability to 

respond to diverse ways of knowing and learning in their classroom practices (Ryan & 

Grieshaber, 2005). In contrast, current teacher education programs largely emphasize the 
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technical qualifications of being a child care teacher, such as teaching nonpolitical 

theories of child development and curriculum and identifying strategic skills in shaping 

desirable behaviors of children. As Sumsion (2007) argued, however, curriculum for 

preservice teachers should involve criticizing “cultural biographies that highlight 

romanticized and depoliticized narratives of early childhood professionalism framed in 

gendered discourses of sacrifice and stoicism” (p. 322).  

By recognizing the limitations of apolitical notions of developmentally 

appropriate practice, teachers can develop ways of communicating with children across 

cultures, ways of interacting with children of color, and ways of actively intervening in 

children’s play rather than just being a warm, caring, supportive, and patient teacher. For 

example, recognizing culture as an issue of power and of whose voice is heard, rather 

than merely conceiving of it as an issue of difference, teachers may think about how to 

communicate with children of color and create environments for meaningful 

communication with them (Delpit, 2006), and may act as interventionists in children’s 

play in which children exercise power relations that reproduce the dominant gendered 

social order (Blaise, 2005). In addition, teachers may also think and rethink about ways 

of dealing with risky and challenging issues, such as hetero-sexual gender norms and 

sexuality in early childhood classrooms. This way, teachers can construct new images of 

what it means to be an early childhood teacher (Blaise & Andrew, 2005). 

Theories of child development serve as the predominant professional knowledge 

in early childhood teacher education, as seen in the accounts of teachers from this study. 

Preservice early childhood teachers need alternative theoretical tools in teacher education 

curriculum for scanning contemporary images of a good child care teacher and for 

possessing multiple, possible ideas on what it means to be a good early childhood teacher 

that differ from the unified, romanticized picture of a good teacher (Grieshaber & 



 181 

Cannella, 2001). By using an interdisciplinary lens and by dealing with contemporary 

issues critically in early childhood education, teacher educators may help preservice 

teachers gain insight into seeking diversity and multiple possibilities for shaping their 

professional identities.  

 

RESEARCH LIMITATIONS 

One of the limitations of this research is the lack of variation of its participants in 

terms of types of child care centers where they were recruited. In this study, the six 

participants belonged to three for-profit centers and two university-affiliated centers. 

Although the five centers are located in different areas serving different populations, the 

types of schools did not demonstrate diversity. The participants were recruited from two 

types of centers: University-affiliated centers and for-profit centers. Studies on teachers’ 

thoughts and beliefs show that their perceptions are influenced by the types of centers or 

schools where they belong (Gable & Halliburton, 2003). Having the various perspectives 

of teachers who work in diverse centers, such as public schools, state-financed 

prekindergartens, Head Start, or private early childhood education centers could 

contribute to finding commonalities and providing further insights into the nature of child 

care work. Because of the lack of variation of center types, participant’s perspectives and 

what they believed about their work may be limited. 

The other limitation of this study relates to the number of interviews and the 

number of participants. The original intention of this study was to gain in-depth 

information, through interviews, from five or six participants. Three interviews for each 

participant were conducted while data analysis and data collection were performed for 

their interplay. I expected that this process, through three interviews, would fill the gaps 

among emerging categories, develop themes, and saturate themes. I believe that through 
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this process categories and themes were sufficiently developed and saturated for analysis. 

Still it may be supposed that more interviews would have contributed to a possibility of 

attaining even more saturation. In addition, more participants may have provided an 

opportunity for conformability of this qualitative research.  

 

IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This study investigated child care teachers’ perceptions of their work as gendered 

and explored ways they made sense of their work as women’s work. Several 

considerations and implications for future research are suggested based on the findings of 

this study.  

First, research could delve further into the gendered meaning of child care 

teaching by focusing its analysis more on utilizing feminist perspectives. The primary 

intention of this study was not to conceptualize women teachers’ work from a particular 

feminist stance. Nevertheless, this study ends up dealing with many feminist issues. 

Many findings demonstrate how participants’ understandings of their work were related 

to cultural feminism: there was acknowledges of “women’s ways of knowing” and a 

valuing of an ethic of care and connectedness (Acker, 1995, p. 22). The theme “child care 

work is a way of relating to each other” shows how participants conceptualize child care 

work as creating women’s culture that is characterized by collaboration, relationships, 

and care. Nel Noddings’s (2003a) conception of reciprocity was also found in the 

teachers’ descriptions of their caring relationships with parents and children.  

Many themes could be analyzed from critical feminist perspectives that view 

issues in terms of power, equity, and justice. Participants’ statements regarding 

vulnerabilities and their understandings of femaleness were associated with how females, 

in Western society, are defined as emotional, illogical, and biologically controlled. From 
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critical perspectives on gender and sexuality I would argue that the discourses of 

femaleness have been erroneously developed based on biological determinism, 

essentialism, and stigmatization of femaleness. The discourse reflects a long-standing 

ideology pervasive in male-dominant societies to justify patriarchy, male dominancy over 

females, and women’s subordination to men (Cannella, 1997; Caplan & Caplan, 1994; 

Grumet, 1988; Nicolson, 1995).  

Cannella (1997), in particular, criticizes the system of gendered oppression and 

the power of patriarchal rules in early childhood education. She argues how patriarchal 

assumptions have influenced the feminization of teaching, creation of women’s 

submissive characteristics tied to children, a control of female teachers’ work, and the 

perpetuation of the social order.  

In addition, participants’ conceptualization of their work as creating mutual and 

reciprocal relationships with parents and children could also be criticized from critical 

perspectives. According to Hassan (2008), Noddings’s ethic of care is not appropriate for 

feminism because “it encourages traditional gender roles for women” as homemakers and 

care takers because “a woman is expected to be the one-caring in all situations, thus 

forcing her remain in the position of sole caregiver” (p. 161). The emphasis on care 

ethics, therefore, may perpetuate the unequal social status of women. If further research 

endorses and utilizes critical perspectives on gender, data from this study could be read 

and interpreted in terms of power relationships, marginalization, and social justice. 

Second, further research could investigate how early childhood teachers’ gender-

linked pedagogical teaching beliefs are associated with their definitions and perceptions 

of their work and the roles of a teacher in varied working contexts, building on the 

existing literature of teachers’ beliefs (Kagan, 1992; Nespor, 1987). How teachers 

understand the nature of their work is associated with their classroom practices, which 
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also have an effect on children (Berthelsen & Brownlee, 2007; Berthelsen, Brownlee, & 

Boulton-Lewis, 2002; Smith & Croom, 2000). The five centers in which the participants 

worked were for-profit child care programs accredited by National Association of 

Education for Young Children (NAEYC) or National Accreditation Commission for 

Early Care and Education Programs (NAC). The programs pursue the quality child-

centered approach to raising children with caring adults who are supposedly “nurturing, 

caring, supportive, and responsive to the needs and interests of individual children” while 

providing children with experiences of learning through play (Grieshaber, 2001, p.60).  

Teachers may, however, be located in a social context in which the 

implementation of their practice is not supported by the guidelines of or the approach of 

developmentally appropriate practice (Ryan & Grieshaber, 2005). Teachers working with 

children in diverse needs and varied backgrounds may need teaching beliefs and practice 

that are different from those supported by developmentally appropriate practice. 

Understanding the different meanings teachers apply in these social contexts may provide 

early childhood practitioners an opportunity to think about the possibilities and 

potentialities of alternative teaching practices.  

Third, the findings suggest that the current study needs to be extended by 

exploring how teachers deal with the tensions and contradictions in their practices that 

arise from the paradox between the social expectations about child care work and their 

own beliefs of their work. As already discussed, child care is one of the professions in 

which teachers work with professionalism individually but without professionalization 

systematically (Lindsay & Lindsay, 1987). Findings also suggest that teachers are at the 

center of their own practices and thoughts and they construct and reconstruct personal 

thoughts about what it means to be a good teacher through their ongoing practices 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1995; Williams, 1996). The ways child care teachers cope with 
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the conflicts and contradictions that arise from the disagreement between their devalued 

child care work as women’s work and their professional identity will provide possible 

models of reaction and empowerment of practices for child care teachers who face these 

tensions and want to incorporate these elements into their own practice.   

Fourth, findings indicate a need to further investigate how women teachers make 

sense of their experiences in relation to theories and how the ways they give their practice 

meaning are associated with gendered implications. Researchers found that early 

childhood practitioners make use of a bottom-up approach to theorizing their practice 

while academic authors prefer top-down theories in understanding teachers’ practice 

(Chafel, & Reifel, 1996; Schoonmaker & Ryan, 1997; Williams, 1996). According to 

Chafel and Reifel (1996), practitioners theorize about their practice, participate in 

searching for meaning and professional autonomy, and draw on explicit and implicit 

theories. Scholars, in contrast, believe that every experience is theory-laden and theory 

and practice are distinguishable though inseparable.  

The fact that most early childhood practitioners consist of women suggests a 

possible connection between ways teachers make use of the bottom-up approach to their 

teaching and gendered meaning of their practice. As found in this study, female teachers’ 

emphasized relationships, mutuality, emotions, and collaboration in their practice. It 

would be a contribution to existing studies on teachers’ constructs about teaching to do 

the following: explore the association of the ways women teachers theorize their practice 

through their experience with the ways the teachers conceptualize their work as gendered 

through relationships, mutuality, and collaboration. This research would, in turn, suggest 

a possible model for teacher education to utilize this connection.  

Fifth, future research may include observations of teachers’ practices or what they 

did in the context of where they worked. By observing the teachers’ practices, future 
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research may capture more of the complexity and grasp further subtleties of their work. 

According to Corbin and Strauss (2008), observation is an important option for 

researchers to consider when deciding on data collection because “persons may not be 

consciously aware of, or be able to articulate, the subtleties of what goes on in 

interactions between themselves and others. Observations put researchers right where the 

action is, in the place where they can see what is going on” (p. 30). Being directly 

involved in the setting and observing what went on in the context where teachers work 

with children, parents, colleagues, and other people would have provided creative 

insights into what was happening in the context (Patten, 2002).  

Finally, cross-cultural research on how child care teachers conceptualize gender is 

needed to examine the following: how child care teachers in different contexts 

conceptualize their work as gendered and what it means for them to be female child care 

teachers in a specific context. Teachers’ conceptualizations may vary based on their 

unique experiences in different cultural context.  

In a study of five Korean child care teachers’ understandings of their work, for 

example, Kim (2009) found that these teachers possessed strong professional identities as 

teachers rather than as caregivers. To reconcile the contradictions between what they 

believed about their work and how society viewed their profession, Korean child care 

teachers interpreted their caregiving activities as teaching. They focused on performing 

educational activities and utilized child development knowledge as their expertise. The 

teachers also planned to continue training and degree-seeking to raise their qualification 

as professionals. Kim discussed that these five Korean child care teachers’ strong 

professional identities as teachers not as caregivers were primarily related to how they 

were trained in their teacher education programs. In the dualistic teacher education 

system for kindergarten and child care teachers in Korea, these teachers were trained to 



 187 

be kindergarten teachers. Their teacher education programs focused on curriculum 

management, instruction, and teaching and learning rather than care, health, and nutrition 

in working with young children.  

Although Kim’s study did not focus on gendered conceptions of child care work, 

the study suggests that how child care teachers give meaning to their work and how they 

theorize about their work as gendered may be associated with and influenced by the 

cultural context and system of where they live. Further cross cultural research on gender 

in teacher thinking would suggest how child care teachers conceptualize their work as 

gendered work and how they make sense of their work is influenced by various factors in 

the particular context where they reside. 
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Appendix A: Introductory Letters for Child Care Directors and 
Teachers  

Dear Child Care Center Director, 
 
 
My name is Miai Kim and I am a doctoral student at the University of Texas at Austin. I 
am currently working on my dissertation, a study of child care teachers’ perceptions of 
their work as women’s work. I am looking for child care teachers willing to participate in 
my research. I plan to interview child care teachers and ask them how they perceive their 
work as women’s work. I am looking to interview teachers who have more than three 
years of teaching experiences and who are currently working in classrooms with three or 
four year olds.  
 
The study aims to understand the meanings child care teachers give to their work and to 
examine how child care teaching is culturally constructed. If teachers decide to 
participate in the study, they will have three or four interviews lasting 50-60 minutes 
each. Participants will be asked about their experiences and thoughts regarding their 
teaching practices and work. Interviews will be conducted at times and places convenient 
for the teachers, not interfering with the daily routines of your center.  
 
Teachers’ confidentiality will be protected. All the information provided by teachers will 
be used for the purpose of this study only and will be shared only with authorized persons 
from the University of Texas at Austin. Information collected will only be disclosed with 
the permission of the teachers.  
 
Although I cannot pay for the teachers’ working time, I do believe they will benefit from 
participating. For one thing it will give them chances to reflect on their job and what it 
means to them to be a child care teacher.  
 
Thank you for your time, interest, and consideration. If you have teachers that you think 
would be willing to participate, please give them a flyer. My phone number and email 
address are listed on the flyer: they can contact me directly to find out more about 
becoming a participant. If you have any questions about the research, please contact me 
at (512) 349-7363 (home) or email: makim@mail.utexas.edu or miaikim@gmail.com. If 
you have questions about the teachers’ rights as research participants, or if you have 
complaints, concerns, or questions about the research, you can also contact the Office of 
Research Support and Compliance at (512) 471-8871 or email: orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Miai Kim 
Doctoral student 
Dept. of Curriculum and Instruction 
University of Texas at Austin 
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Dear Child Care Center Teacher, 
 
 
My name is Miai Kim and I am a doctoral student at the University of Texas at Austin. I 
am currently working on my dissertation, a study of child care teachers’ perceptions of 
their work as women’s work. I am looking for child care teachers willing to participate in 
my research. I plan to interview child care teachers and ask them how they perceive their 
work as women’s work. I am looking to interview teachers who have more than three 
years of teaching experiences and who are currently working in classrooms with three or 
four year olds.  
 
The study aims to understand the meanings child care teachers give to their work and to 
examine how child care teaching is culturally constructed.  
 
If you decide to participate, you will sit with me for three or four interviews lasting 50-60 
minutes each. I will ask you about your experiences and thoughts regarding your teaching 
practices and work. Interviews will be conducted at times and places convenient for you; 
I will not interfere with the daily routines of your center.  
 
Your confidentiality will be protected. All the information you provide will be used 
solely for the purpose of this study and will be shared with authorized persons from the 
University of Texas at Austin. The information will be disclosed only with your 
permission.  
 
Although I cannot pay for your time, I trust that you will benefit from participating; for 
one thing it will give you chances to reflect on your job and what it means to you to be a 
child care teacher.  
 
Thank you for your time, interest, and consideration. If you think you would like to 
participate in my study or have any questions about my research, please contact me at 
(512) 349-7363 (home) or email: makim@mail.utexas.edu or miaikim@gmail.com. If 
you have questions about your rights as a research participant, complaints, concerns, or 
questions about the research, you can also contact the Office of Research and Compliance 
at (512) 471-8871 or email: orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Miai Kim  
Doctoral student 
Dept. of Curriculum and Instruction 
University of Texas at Austin 
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Appendix B Interview Questions 

 
1. Teachers’ Backgrounds 
 

a. How long have you worked as a child care teacher? 
b. What did you do before working as a child care teacher? 
c. What is your educational background? What teacher education program did you 

finish?  
d. What made you decide to be a child care teacher? Why did you choose this job?  

Why did you get into the child care field? 
 
2. General Questions about Child Care Work 
 

a. What do you do in the child care center on a daily basis? How do you spend most 
of your time at the child care center?  

b. If you categorized everything you did in the child care center, how would you 
want to categorize your work?  

c. What do you think about the nature of child care teachers’ work? 
 
3. Child Care Work with Children/Parents/Colleagues 
 

a. How do you work with children/parents/colleagues on a daily basis? What do you 
do with children at a child care center?   

b. What roles do you think you are playing when working with 
children/parents/colleagues as a teacher?  

c. What aspects of your everyday work with children/ parents/ colleagues do you 
feel tough and difficult? Why?  

d. What kind of work with children/parents/colleagues do you feel easy and 
comfortable with? Why? 

e. What kind of work with children/parents/colleagues do you dislike or feel 
uncomfortable with? Why? 

f. What aspects of your everyday work with children/parents/colleagues do you like 
or you feel satisfied with? Why? 

g. What do you think parents want you to do for them? For their children? This is 
not about what you think you should do for the parents as a teacher, but, based on 
the everyday relationships you have with the parents, what do you think they 
expect from you? 

 
4. Child Care Work as Women’s Work 
 

a. What comes to mind when you see that early childhood teachers are mostly 
women?  

b. Why do you think there are so few male teachers in this area? 
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c. Do you believe that child care work is women’s work? Have you ever thought 
about or questioned the issue that child care teaching is women’s work? Do you 
think or agree with the notion that child care teaching is women’s work? 

d. What are the primary qualities you think a child care teacher should have?  
e. Do you feel that people in general think that child care teaching is women’s 

work?  
f. Have you ever thought about or questioned the assumption that child care 

teaching is women’s work? 
g. What aspects of your job and your work make you think that this job should or 

should not be a woman’s job? Why do you think so? 
h. Since you have worked as a child care teacher, have you ever thought that you are 

or are not well suited for the job? Why or why not? 
i. Do you think that, as a woman, you have any benefits or disadvantages in 

working as a child care teacher?  
j. Do you think that some women’s experiences of being mothers, such as giving 

birth and raising children, are helpful or necessary for doing this job? 
 
5. Follow-Up Questions: Issues regarding Male Teachers (Examples) 
 

a. Do you find any differences between male and female teachers?  
b. In the last interview, you talked about male teachers. Can you elaborate your 

experience of working with male teachers? 
c. How would you feel if your little kids were working with a male teacher?  
d. Do you think the field needs more male teachers? Why?  
e. To have more men get involved in this profession, what do you think should be 

done? What needs to be done? 
f. What would change if there were more male teachers in the field?  
g. Other participants have said that male teachers also need to be caring and 

nurturing like women teachers when they work with young children. What do you 
think about that? Do you agree? Why? 
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