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GENDER PERSPECTIVE:
A CHALLENGE FOR SCHOOLS
AND TEACHER EDUCATION

Abstract
This article discusses gender issues in Finnish teacher education and schools. The historical
and contemporary position of  male and female students in teacher education is analysed and
the recurrent worry concerning the female majority in the teaching profession is challenged.
The focus in the second part of  the article is on the contents of  teacher education from a
gender perspective. I will suggest that it has turned out to be difficult to include contents that
provide gender sensitivity to teaching practices, or results of  gender studies into the knowledge
base of  teacher education. The importance of  such knowledge is suggested in the article.

Introduction
After having been permitted to participate, Finnish girls and women have been
active in education. They have also been known to achieve well, as long as
gendered measures of  achievement have been available. Finnish girls are
celebrated as superiors in PISA tests.1  Today women form a slight majority

ELINA LAHELMA

1 According to some school authorities and media, girls are �too� good, because they achieve,
on average, better than Finnish boys; even if  the latter also scored excellently, the worry about
boys� poor achievement was noted (see Lahelma 2005).
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(55-60 per cent) in upper secondary schools, polytechnics and universities. The
figures are not changing quickly, however, and many other countries have moved
ahead in terms of  women�s participation in education. Gender segregation in the
fields of education and the labour force in Finland is especially strong, and also
the EU has perceived this as a problem. Although the level of  education of
young and middle-aged women is higher than that of  men, women�s salaries
remain lower; they earn on average just over 80 per cent of  the earnings of  men.

This is a very short list of  the statistical facts that suggest that gender equality
in Finland has not been achieved, and this is the opinion of  the majority of
Finnish people as well (Melkas 2004). However, the myth of  Finland as a country
of  gender equality is strong. It is also repeated for young people in school
textbooks and during lessons. For example, in a discussion of  women in another
culture a teacher addressed the girls in the class: �Girls, you should be happy because
you live in Finland, because here we have gender equality.�2  This extract also suggests
the position of  women as a source of  national pride. This pride exists as long
as women are willing to remain a small step behind men, but becomes shame
when women surpass men � as is argued to have happened in relation to school
achievement.

My aim in this article is to discuss gender issues in contemporary Finnish
teacher education. I begin by presenting a brief  historical background and a
survey of  the current situation in teacher education. In the second part of  the
article I suggest why teachers need knowledge on gender issues and the results
of  women�s studies.

Men and Women in Teacher Education
The first primary teacher seminar that opened its doors in 1863 was a sign of
the progressive political thoughts of  the period. It was opened for both sexes
at the same time, although with various differences in objectives, educational
tasks and curricula for male and female students. Whilst teacher education has
changed dramatically after this first seminar, Vappu Sunnari (1997, 2003) suggests
similarities in gendered processes between the first seminar and the new teacher
education that was organised in the universities in the 1970s; although teacher

2 This extract draws on an ethnographic study in secondary schools (e.g., Gordon, Holland &
Lahelma 2000, see Lappalainen 2004 in relation to preschool education).
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education then became gender neutral and co-educational, this formal neutrality
did not eliminate gendered processes in, for example, student teachers� choices
of  subjects to study or their tendencies to react to girls and boys as pupils
(Sunnari 2003, 223-224). There is no evidence about changes after 1970. Studies
conducted among teachers suggest prevalent gender differences in teaching
subjects and fields of  specialisation, and teachers, both male and female, tend
to have stereotypical expectations about male and female students (e.g., Lampela
& Lahelma 1996, Lahelma & Öhrn 2003).

One of  the recurrent discussions in teacher education has been the female
majority in the field. After the first seminar, new seminars for primary teacher
education were established separately for men and women. When teacher
education moved to the universities into co-educational institutions, male quotas
of  about 40 per cent were included in the criteria. This meant that male
candidates with lower credits than their female peers were accepted to this
highly competitive field of  master studies. Strangely enough, this was not
generally regarded to be problematic or unfair at that time. The quotas were
abolished because the Act of  Equality (1987) judged them to be unlawful. This
provoked media discussion and displeasure among some professionals; worries
were expressed about the anticipated feminisation of  the whole profession
and its potential disadvantages for teachers and pupils (especially for boys),
and its effect on the prestige of  the profession. These worries were generally
shared by teachers whose opinions we sought in questionnaires and interviews
in the late 1990s. We have analysed the arguments used in this discussion and
suggested that they are based on inconsistent and stereotypical assumptions on
gender differences (Lahelma et al. 2000). Moreover, young people did not seem
to share this worry; the female majority in the teaching profession is more a
problem for adults than for boys or girls (Lahelma 2000). As an adult problem,
it should be regarded in relation to the gender segregation in professional life
in more general terms. It should be added that in Finland feminisation of  the
teaching profession has not taken place as evidently as in some other countries.
Still almost 30 per cent of  primary school teachers are male, and so are the
majority of  head teachers.

One of  the obvious effects of  the presupposed �need� for more male teachers
is that males are getting hidden support in every step towards and within the
teacher profession. Female teachers and student teachers � even if  they agree
with the yearning for more male teachers � often have the feeling that their
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male colleagues are favoured in the processes of  application to teacher education,
during the education, in applying for jobs and in the staff rooms (Sunnari
1997, Huhta 2004, Lahelma et al. 2000).

The Obligation to Promote Gender Equality
Meets Teacher Education
More important than the gender composition in teacher profession is the kind
of  understanding that student teachers � male and female � receive about
gendered structures and cultures, and how they learn to use pedagogy that
supports girls and boys on their way to gendered adulthood. For teachers,
promoting gender equality is not a question of  opinion, but an obligatory
responsibility. The �Act on Equality between Women and Men� of  1987 has
stated the purpose to �prevent discrimination on the basis of  sex and to promote equality
between women and men, and, for this purpose, to improve the status of  women particularly
in working life� (§1). The Act also delineates concrete responsibilities for
educational authorities: �Authorities, educational institutions and other bodies arranging
training and education shall provide equal opportunities for education and occupational
advancement for women and men and ensure that the instructional material being used
promotes the implementation of  this Act.� (§5)3  Accordingly, the Act does not limit
the responsibilities to giving equal treatment and equal opportunities to girls
and boys within the school walls only, but the target is in their future.

In the 1980s, when the legislation to support gender equality was new, school
authorities were aware of  its mandatory character and the Ministry of  Education
financed a Commission to commit work to scrutinise education and teacher
education from a gender perspective. The rapport included concrete suggestions
that were based on research and experience from initial experiments and from
other countries (Ministry of  Education 1988), but changes in relation to teacher
education that took place after the report were a few sentences in some
documents. One example is the work of  the Commission of  Teacher Education
that launched its report in 1989 (Ministry of  Education 1989). The Commission
was specially obliged by the Ministry of  Education to pay attention to the
fulfilment of  the aims of  gender equality. In the report gender equality was

3 Translation: Ministry of  Social Affairs and Health, Finland, Serie F: Brochures 1/1990.
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mentioned twice, without any suggestions for changes in teacher education.
The capacity to promote gender equality was defined as if  it was a personal
trait of  a good teacher, not a theme that should be included in the curricula of
teacher education (Lahelma 1992).

The ideas for gender reform in schools and teacher education were initiated
from outside the field rather than from professionals. Through Nordic co-
operation in the early 1990s, several projects with the aim to include gender
sensitivity to schools and teacher education developed, supported by extra
resources from the Nordic Council of  Ministers (e.g., Arnesen 1995, 1998;
Sunnari 1997). In 1995, when Finland became a member of the European
Union, the number of  various projects with the aim of  supporting equality
increased, and European money was granted 2001-2005, for example, for a
large program with the aim to unwind gender segregation in the working life
(www.womenit.info). The main focus was to try to increase girls� interest to
study technological subjects,4 but the program also included some projects in
teacher education. In one such project a curriculum of  gender equality was
provided, starting from the central concepts of  feminist studies. Teacher
educators at the University of  Oulu have been active in both programs.

Linked to the Woman-IT program, 300 gender equality projects in education
and working life were scrutinised. Projects on gender equality generally arouse
enthusiasm and a feeling of  solidarity among participants, but the common
finding is that the results tend not to be sustainable (Brunila, Heikkinen &
Hynninen 2005). When the extra money granted by the project is finished, it is
not easy to continue the new practises � partly because of  lack of  support or
open hostility from some colleagues (see also e.g., Kenway & Willis 1998). One
can question whether the small amounts of money (in relation to resources
given to projects with more trendy aims) that are granted to equality projects is
for the donors a cheap way to show political correctness, without any worries
for real changes taking place.

Sustainable changes have not, accordingly, taken place in curricula or practises
in Finnish teacher education in relation to promoting gender awareness. In the
currently renewed curricula, it is not easy to find concrete items, courses or

4 Reforms that promote technological knowledge, with the aim to provide help for women have
sometimes been criticised for strengthening the dominance of masculine values and reinforcing
what many students already know, that those subject areas most associated with the masculinity
are to be valued over those most associated with femininity (Kenway & Willis 1998).
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text books that suggest that results of  women�s studies will be presented to
forthcoming teachers or taken for granted assumptions about gender will be
problematised.5  When I asked some teacher educators about the evidently
lacking gender perspective in the curriculum, they replied that gender perspective
is there, permeating in several courses, and students often choose themes for
their projects that have to do with gender issues. The same answer was given by
teacher educators twenty years ago (Ministry of  Education 1988), and in the
late 1990s (Huhta 2004). There is not much evidence that this permeating actually
takes place. Teacher educators, as well as teachers, tend to regard gender equality
as an important issue, but an issue that is not a problem in schools (e.g., Huhta
2004; Lahelma et al. 2000). Whilst gender differences in school achievement
and classroom behaviour, for example, are matter of  course backdrops of  which
every student teacher is aware, the results of  research that has analysed these
patterns and questioned the simple gender dichotomies are not studied in teacher
education. When gender is not considered an issue, the behaviour of  girls and
boys is easily regarded as a self-evident consequence of  �natural� gender
differences: boys are wild and girls are submissive.6

The Need for a Gender Perspective in Teacher Education
A general result of  gender projects in education and teacher education is that
the concepts around gender are so familiar that it is challenging to reflect them
from a new and critical perspective. Gender goes through the structures and
cultures, as well as subjectivities, and is difficult to grasp. It is not easy to convince
teachers or teacher educators about the importance of  the perspective, but a
general finding after any gender courses in education is characterised by a
comment from one participant: �This kind of  course should be obligatory for every

5 The curriculum of  teacher education at the University of  Lapland, however, presents obligatory
courses and texts on gender and education, and the professorship of  women�s studies is
situated in the faculty where teacher education is provided. Also at the University of  Oulu,
the unit of  women�s studies is situated at the Department of  Education. Gender-perspective
is included in some parts of  the curriculum, and some student teachers take courses or a
minor degree in women�s studies. In both universities, some members of  the staff  have
conducted sustainable work from feminist perspectives.

6 A remarkable project of  the National Board of  Education in 2004 started with a question:
�Is gender difference a threat to gender equality?� (Vitikka 2004). This way to address the
issue easily takes gender dichotomy for granted.
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teacher.� 7  In the limited space available, I will present just a few perspectives in
order to suggest, why teacher education needs a gender perspective.

At school, young people live through a period when they constantly build,
negotiate, test, challenge and perform their identities as male or female. Their
understanding about what is possible, expected or forbidden for a girl or for a
boy is learned by repeated small hints that they receive from teachers� reflections,
contents of  teaching as well as from their peers. If  the school environment,
teaching materials and teachers� attitudes repeatedly suggest that male and female
fields of  knowledge or behaviour form a dichotomy, and that the male spheres
are more valued than the female spheres, it does affect young people. This is
often the case in Finland. For example, studies suggest the centrality of  male
experience in the contents of  literature that is read at school (Palmu 2003). Another
example is that high achieving girls are regarded as �only� hardworking, whilst
boys� achievement is more often discussed in terms of  talent (Lahelma & Öhrn
2003). The priority of  masculinity in the culture is so unquestioned that gender
bias is not easy to recognise unless teachers become sensitised to the issue.

Teachers or teacher educators who suggest that gender is not a problem in
schools, might in the next moment express a general worry about the poor
achievement of  boys. The wide concern about boys� lack of  achievement that
currently travels from one country to another (e.g., Epstein et al. 1998; Francis
2000; Lahelma 2005) tends to provoke �intuitive� strategies that actually may be
counterproductive. Pedagogy that draws upon assumptions about boyish negative
attitudes towards school can easily seek solutions that allot more time for
competitive sports or media products that some of  the underachieving boys are
expected to enjoy, even though they may include violent, sexist or racist elements
(Francis 2000, see e.g., Palmu 2003 for Finnish examples). This kind of  �pedagogy
for boys� actually emphasises the kind of  masculinity that contributes to these
boys� underachievement. Moreover, it does not improve the learning environment
for girls or for other boys. Underachievement is not a problem of  all boys and
not a problem for boys only; strategies to combat it should focus on underachieving
girls as well; they currently face more difficulties than boys with poor results. A
theoretical understanding of  the construction of  masculinities and femininities
is important for teachers in order to deconstruct gender polarity.

7 This was just one of  the feedback comments from my own course, repeated in different ways
in my colleagues� courses.
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It is important to remember that the aim is not only to promote gender
equality in education, but also through education. According to the Act of
Equality, education should improve the status of  women particularly in working
life. This means that teacher education should provide student teachers with
the capacity to understand the gendered processes that reproduce inequalities
in terms of  economic resources and power in the society. Teachers can find
measures to analyse the society from a gender perspective and use gender
sensitive pedagogical methods in their daily practices with girls and boys only
with knowledge that gender studies has provided.

It is obvious that the opportunities for schools to succeed in affecting
gendered structures and cultures in the society are limited. The idea of  the
gender-neutral comprehensive school (Lahelma 1992) suggested a political
willingness to promote equality. However, there is evidence of  various small
but persistent structural and cultural patterns in contemporary Finnish schools
and educational structures that actually reinforce gender segregation and male
dominance in the society. For example, gendered subject choices are not
challenged, if  the teachers draw from self-evident cultural assumptions. This is
the case in an extract from a teacher interview in which I asked about the
gendered choices of  textile and technical handicraft: �We must accept this biological
difference that girls like different things than boys.�8  Another example is students�
selection to university and vocational education: mathematic and scientific areas
of  knowledge are most valued in the criteria even in fields were languages and
humanities should be more important (see further, Lahelma 2005).

What is needed is gender sensitivity, as originally defined by Barbara Houston
(1985). This means challenging stereotypical assumptions and sensitivity to take
gender issues in the agenda when necessary. Gender sensitivity is essential, for
example, when gendered prejudices seem to affect some young people�s choices,
or when sex-based or homophobic harassment takes place in the school. Gender
sensitivity also means that teachers should not regard girls and boys as opposite
groups, but also recognise differences within the group of  boys and the group
of  girls. Sensitivity is needed also in relation to ambivalences and contradictions
in the processes of  gender and sexual identification of  each young person.

It is important to add that knowledge about gendered injustices sensitises
teachers also to inequalities based on other differences. Gender sensitivity, or

8 See the footnote 2.
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sensitivity to other differences, is not a personal trait that teachers should have.
Theoretical knowledge on gender, in relation to other dimensions of  differences,
is needed, as well as practical pedagogical training.

Conclusion
This book, as a whole, suggests the high quality of  Finnish schools and teacher
education. I appreciate the democratic goals and educational policies that have
led to comprehensive school and investment in high-standard teacher education
� the achievements that are currently in danger because of  the new liberal
ethos. However, I suggest that there constantly are blind spots in Finnish teacher
education, and gender is one of  them. Gender is intimately and often
unconsciously ingrained within people�s psyches and behaviour and deeply
inscribed within school cultures and educational systems. Therefore, the aim to
include in teacher education discussion that challenges the taken for granted
assumptions and gendered hierarchies often provoke complex and unexpected
reactions. This might be especially so in Finland, where the persistent myth of
gender equality suggests that it is an aim already achieved.
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