
Doing being a Primary School teacher: Does Gender Play a Role? 

 

This project will examine the language used by male and female primary school teachers; an 
occupation traditionally seen to be feminine.  It will observe whether teaching styles are 
gendered and if so, what effect this may have on student’s perceptions of their future life 
trajectories. 

Discourse analysts have often focused on workplace discourse to examine how people 
perform their gendered and professional identity. This proposed study aims to explore the 
discursive strategies of male primary school teachers. Presently, only 12% of primary school 
teachers in the UK are male. Current debates highlight that girls often outperform boys in 
academia. Some argue this is due to the feminization of teaching, leaving boys without male 
role models at school. Furthermore, many male teachers self-claim to have a different 
teaching style to females, especially when teaching boys. Although previous research has 
examined ‘teaching’ as institutional talk, men’s linguistic behaviour in the classroom remains 
largely ignored. 

Men who teach often feel they do so differently than women, suggesting they can bring 
something distinctive to the role. Male teachers state they are more disciplinarian; use more 
‘masculine’ teaching methods (i.e. competitions); and are more direct in their teaching style 
in comparison to women who claim to take a more collaborative learning approach. 
Research has demonstrated that boys and girls from ages as young as 2-3 want to work in 
areas which are stereotyped as suitable for their gender (girls in domestic arena i.e. 
teaching, nursing; and boys in public i.e. business, engineering).  Such ambitions rarely 
change as children age and make the transition into secondary school.  Gender also has a 
notable effect on what students think they can achieve in certain subject areas such as 
English and Maths, which may explain the severe shortage of women in STEM subjects, and 
men in ‘caring’ occupations.  Confidence in school performance and perceptions of 
‘acceptable’ future occupation choices are engrained at an early age, and although parental 
influence is often a driving force, it is critical to examine the role that school and teachers 
play in laying such foundations.  

 

Aims /Objectives: 

This case study will be the first to: 

•Locate, describe and explain patterns existing between gender and linguistic variation in the 
classroom; 

•Investigate the extent to which male teachers construct, challenge or maintain a traditional 
masculine identity via language; 

•Examine whether teachers interact with boy and girl pupils differently and if they have 
gendered expectations of their pupils in terms of behaviour and school achievement.  

 

 



My research background and area of expertise is in linguistics.  My PhD examined the 
language of male nurses at work, and I have a substantial database of data of men’s talk in 
non-traditional occupations. This project would contribute greatly to this database and allow 
me to further my work in studying gendered language, identity and workplace discourse 
focusing on ‘gendered’ occupations.  

 

I have also worked in the field of education for three years which has provided me with a 
wealth of expertise with recruiting and working with schools, education systems and policies, 
teaching training at PGSE level, teaching strategies and styles, as well as establishing 
working links with teacher trainers, policy makers, and researchers within education in over 
20 Universities across the E.U.  I have recently completed a large scale E.U project involving 
8 countries that questioned over 6000 students aged 14-16 about their future life trajectories.  
In every country, students were found to have stereotypical notions of ‘acceptable jobs’ for 
their gender and in regards to what they will achieve in core subject areas. I aim to use this 
extensive database alongside the findings from the proposed study to put together a further 
programme of work supported by external grant application (i.e. ESRC, Horizon 2020).  This, 
combined with my knowledge and experience in linguistics, in particular workplace 
discourse, identity and gendered language, will result in a project that combines two 
established fields of work to create an innovative and exciting research domain with both 
education and linguistic implications, in which University of Hertfordshire will take the lead.  

 

 


