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ABSTRACT

HIGH SCHOOL MASCULINITY AND GENDER POLITICS: SUBMERGED
VOICES, EMERGING CHOICES

By
Michael Duncan Kehler

The problem of gender bias and sexism in high schools has had a long
history. The problem of young men dominating classroom conversations and
alienating girls in schools is well documented. And the problem of eliminating
sexism and gender bias in schools is likewise an ongoing concern. In this
dissertation | examine the problem not of sexism and gender stereotypes per se
but of high school masculinity, framed within gender and education research. At
the center of this study are four high school young men whose daily school
experiences reveal the choices they made to reject the stereotypically sexist
behavior of their peers and the gender stereotypes that hung over their
classmates.

This research challenges mainstream gender and education research on
several fronts. First, rather than accept "the boys" as a coherent and
undifferentiated group of young men | argue that high school masculinity is best
understood as a multiplicity of masculinities within a high school setting. | argue
that masculinity is socially constructed. All men do not necessarily accept
"scripts" of masculinity but instead negotiate ways of being young men. Second,
and somewhat overlapping with the first, | argue that masculinity is about making
choices between different ways of being a man in school. Through informal and

formal interaction young men learn and understand what it means to be a high



school young man. As such they define their masculinity in high school through
an array of expressions and social practices. Third, through daily interaction high
school young men convey a series of choices that reflect a connected set of
beliefs and attitudes, what | argue is their "gender politics." The beliefs of the
young men in this study in particular uncover the ability of some high school
young men to exercise a degree of human agency that rejects sexism and
gender stereotypes.

This research brings to the foreground an alternate view for responding to
sexism and gender stereotypes in high schools. In their list of forty
recommendations the AAUW (1992) suggested that reform and change to
eliminate sexism and gender steréotypes in education come from curricular,
financial, and administrative means. This research demonstrates that while these
are useful starting points to change the face of American education, the problem,
deep seated in the beliefs and expressed in the behaviors of young men, must
and can come from destabilizing what and how young men learn about
masculinity and gender stereotypes from their peers. Young men need to be
invited into a conversation for social change and accepted as allies who have the

potential to contribute through a progressive gender politics.
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Chapter One
In the shadows: Dissenting voices among high school young men

As the title of this chapter might suggest, in the shadows of our schools
exist some young men whose experiences have yet to be heard. Unlike
mainstream young men the individuals in the following study are high school
young men whose voices differ from the rest. There is no question that
historically "the boys" have been advantaged in education and "the girls," for all
intents and purposes, have been unfairly served. However, what past studies
have failed to acknowledge is the extent to which there are differences among
and across the school experiences of both men and women. Not all the boys
share common school experiences.

In the late nineteen-seventies | was a young man in my teenage years at
high school. | remember distinctly looking around and noticing differences
between many of my friends but particularly my male peers. They hung out with
other groups of guys, played football, basketball, went to the same parties, and
generally acted much the same around each other. But at the same time, from
where | stood they were all doing things different from me. | was on the outside
looking in. | was not one of the boys.

In grade twelve | decided | wanted to be like the rest. | wanted to be one
of the guys. They had privilege and social status. They had a place within our
school as athletes, student body members and the like. | walked away from my
primary group of friends, Susan, Karen, Carol, and Terry and instead sought to

be one of the boys. The problem was, | was not like the rest of the boys.



My views and beliefs about men and women in particular were different
from my male peers. These beliefs and attitudes, what Connell (1995) has
referred to as “gender politics” were imbedded in my daily interaction with my
peers, men and women. My gender politics were intricately woven to what it
meant for me to be a high school young man in the nineteen seventies.

| did not share the same high school experiences as many of my
mainstream male counterparts. This happened for two reasons. One, |
represented a competing version of masculinity. Among other things | did not
play any of the major sports at the school and | did not participate in school
politics. | was a young man whose position was not well defined by the standard
activities and events that typically brought young men together in high school.
Second, my gender politics conflicted with a hegemonic masculinity to which my
male peers belonged. That is to say that my views about men and women
differed significantly from those of my male counterparts. Even in light of these
competing views | nonetheless struggled to be a part, to be one of the boys.

During the last two years of high school | worked at being one of the boys.
| learned what it meant to be a high school young man. One version of
masculinity was largely adopted in place of another. | began hanging out in
different places, and going to events | had not previously attended. | observed
and eventually mirrored the actions and behaviors of many of my male peers. |
chose to be among the boys because of the privilege and status they had in my
high school. What | did not anticipate nor understand at the time was how my

own gender politics conflicted with what it meant to be one of the boys. And



though | experienced it, | did not understand the tensions that separated and
divided competing versions of masculinity. Instead | accepted these tensions as
part of being on the outside looking in.

Twenty years later the tensions between competing masculinities and
prevailing images of the boys in high schools remain largely unchanged. Until
recently, the very notion that the boys is a coherent group in and of itself has
gone unquestioned. The decisions | made as a young man growing up in the
seventies are similarly seen today embedded in the broader and more enduring
crisis of sexism and gender stereotypes that has colored the school experiences
of students, men and women, across America.

This study raises questions about a small portion of the student
population, namely high school young men who routinely make choices about
masculinity and gender politics during the daily interaction of their school lives.
In this dissertation | examine what | argue is a three pronged issue in which
masculinity is wedded to one's individual gender politics within a high school
setting. More specifically | explore the extent to which four young men oppose
sexism and gender stereotypes during their daily interaction in high school.

These young men represent a significant divergence from mainstream
high school masculinity. In certain comers of academia such as men's studies
and cultural studies research, young men such as these have been referred to as
"social allies" or "countersexist men." (see Connell, 1995; Messner, 1997) The
participants in this study were models of masculinity unlike the rest of the boys.

At the same time these young men were among the boys. They were delicately



positioned as young men negotiating not only their masculinity but also different
sets of gender politics which defined who they were as young men. This study
uncovers the repertoire of ways that four high school young men a) present
themselves as young men and b) reject sexism and gender stereotypes
commonly reported as the norm among high school young men. (see AAUW,
1992; Sadker & Sadker, 1994, 1986; Spender, 1989)

Submerged voices: Moving out from the shadows

The title of this dissertation refers to submerged voices and emerging
choices. As | have previously mentioned, this research sheds light on a small
disproportionate number of high school young men. My aim was to look beyond
the shadows of "the boys" and admittedly, to hear the voices of a few. Why, after
all the research that has convinced us of the aggression and domination
expressed by young men, should | look beyond them? If blame need be placed
and researchers want to reform education to create greater gender equity, then
clearly the light has rightly been cast upon these particular young men. This view
however is nearsighted. Unmentioned, unobserved, and unheard are the young
men who do not share the same school experiences, or express the same views
as those found in many mainstream studies of gender and education.

There are a variety of voices not being heard among high school students
and particularly among young men. The voices which | have captured in this
study are submerged in the sense that they have not been heard or at least not
clearly. To alarge extent they have been muffled. By acknowledging that there

are competing versions of masculinities within any given school context we also



acknowledge the fact that making choices among and between these versions is
often difficult for some young men. Boys respond to various social practices
which define masculinity "in active, selective and even oppositional ways, so the
effect of any discourse on the construction of masculinity is contingent, tentative
and unpredictable” (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998, p. 51). The choices young men
make about how and when they present and represent their masculinity
contributes to the degree to which their voices are heard or submerged among
their peers.

High school masculinity is not about one way of being a young man but as
I will argue, it is about multiple voices and multiple masculinities. The voices and
perspectives of some high school young men thus are submerged in a process
that gives power and credibility to some perspectives and less to others. The
opinion of a young man who is gay for example might be less valued and in fact
not heard in a classroom. The experiences of the young men in this study have
been submerged on the basis that they do not represent a more pervasive form
of masculinity generally accepted and legitimated in most schools. The
participants enact forms of masculinities grounded in social practices that
highlight the competing and contradictory ways of being young men in high
school. They also provide a much broader understanding about the basis upon
which some voices among high school young men become submerged.

Issues addressed in school assemblies and taken up in classroom
discussions include school violence, sexual harassment, and sexual orientation.

These are telling signs of the complicated lives students lead. They are also



indicative of a growing number of tensions within and across students, men and
women. They alert us to the competing social agendas that in no uncertain
terms have an affect of delineating students in addition to the already racially and
socially class based distinctions in American high schools.

The submerged voices captured in this study illustrate the possibility of a
progressive gender politics among high school young men. This study
documents the competing realities of being a high school young man unlike the
rest of the boys. In this case the young men are not negotiating their sexual
orientation, class, or race, but instead, the means by which they interact and
express their masculinity as well as their views of gender more broadly. Not
surprisingly what is largely intact is their identity as white, middle-class men.

The tensions in the lives of these students and their classmates stem from
competing views about masculinity and the assumptions that frame how high
school young men interact and express their views about gender as men.
Conceptually this leads to another key definition freely used through out this
dissertation. | will now explain more fully what constitutes opposition as a form of
response to the sexist behavior and gender stereotypes that have colored the
school experiences of these young men.

Opposition: Defining the terms of resistance

This study explores various forms of opposition to sexism and gender
stereotypes. | have used the term opposition to signify the act of positioning
oneself in contrast to pre-existing norms of masculinity. This study thus is anin

depth look at the various means and degrees to which four young men resist



long standing views of masculinity and gender relations. By examining the daily
interaction of the participants and their peers | illustrate how some young men
actively and intentionally move against the grain of mainstream definitions of
masculinity.

The term opposition in this study is a poignant reminder that the daily
action and inaction of students might also be interpreted as a powerful socio-
political statement. | highlight the various contexts within a school setting that
frame how and when young men are likely and less likely to express their gender
politics. The actions and words of these young men define competing social
agendas in the wider context of schooling. Messner (1997) highlights the
important position men can play in the process of contributing to movements for
social justice. It extends beyond the individual and bears a significant social
impact. In the closing comments to his text, Politics of Masculinities: Men in
Movements, he emphasizes that

in rejecting hegemonic masculinity and its rewards, we [men] also may

become more fully human. For | am convinced that the humanization of

men is intricately intertwined with the empowerment of women. (p.110)

It is also worth remembering that the positions these young men express are not
strictly those of the four participants. In fact they reflect on a much broader set of
competing agendas.

The stance these young men take with regard to gender and masculinity
in particular is defined in relation to other more familiar and deep-seated
agendas. The contrast in agendas and sets of beliefs are evident on an ongoing

basis. However, as this study shows, the distinctions between opposing gender



politics are overlooked and instead the attention is typically diverted toward the
most powerful and glaring examples that support and maintain mainstream
masculinity.

The lessons of time: Sexism and mis-naming "the students"”

American education has been witness to recurring problems of sexism
and gender stereotypes. During the seventies education was besieged by what
appeared to be a mainly feminist agenda for improved gender equity in schools.
Feminists rallied support arguing that education must provide greater
opportunities for girls which, up until then, had largely been reserved for the
boys. With increased political pressure at the time legislation enacted Title IX of
the Education Amendments of 1972. According to this act “discrimination on the
basis of sex is illegal in any educational program receiving federal funding”
(AAUW, 1992, p. 12). The battle for improved opportunities in education and
equity between boys and girls in school however was short lived. Decades later
educators, teachers, and administrators continue to struggle to eliminate sexism
and gender bias.

In subtle and not so subtle ways students, both boys and girls, have been
the victims of an education system that has responded to them in very different
ways. Gender has continued to make a difference in the type of education
students receive. In a highly touted report the American Association of University
Women (1992) roundly criticized current education debates in which “the
students” remained just that, the students. Their point was to make clear that this

lack of specificity about who these students were further “perpetuated the



invisibility of girls and compromises the education of our nation’s students”
(AAUW, 1992, p. 4).

The AAUW prompted renewed awareness that the progress made with
Title IX was not enduring. The rhetoric of the AAUW report along with a study by
Myra and David Sadker (1994) strongly suggested that girls remained on the
academic sidelines while boys dominated the fields. The argument stemming
from these reports is far reaching. Each report suggested that in education the
“current debate is short-changing not only our daughters but our sons as well”
(AAUW, 1992, p. 4). Issues of gender and sexism are deep-seated and
disturbingly evident in the daily lives of many students, both young men and
women. (AAUW, 1992; Sadker & Sadker, 1994)
Unraveling the lessons of old: Identifying the problem

Nearly a quarter of a century after Title IX was implemented the problem
of sexism and gender stereotypes in education remains. This dissertation
examines what | argue is a three-pronged problem. | will outline the various
elements of my argument. Following that | will provide further background that
connects the parts together in a larger picture.

Rather than rely on categorical differences that separate and divide young
men and women on the basis of sex, educators must re-examine gender as a
social construct. Past arguments captured by the familiar "gender gap" debate
have done little more than cement into place traditional notions of biological

differences between sexes. Barrie Thomne (1990) has aptly argued that a "two



world approach" such as this simplifies student lives and remains wedded to
assumptions about “the blues" and "the pinks."

Differences within and across young men and women have been denied.
Instead, attention has remained focused on the similarities. This research
reveals the tensions among and between masculinities. Past research has left
the boys and the girls as unquestioned and unchallenged conceptual
frameworks. A theoretical stance such as this fails to explain, for example, why
men accept masculine roles. At the same time it does not explain contradictions
within and across young men nor the possibility of rejecting traditional male roles
and attitudes. As | will show in this research high school masculinity is a
complicated process. This leads to the second prong of my argument.

Masculinity is fluid. Young men make choices about how and when to
represent themselves as men. In different contexts and with different people for
example high school young men express different elements of masculinity. In
other contexts the same young men might reveal a different version of
masculinity. This study sheds light on several versions of masculinity within a
common high school setting. It also deepens our understanding into the means
by which young men negotiate masculinities within and across their peers. This
research reveals how and when young men routinely make choices that define
what it means to be a high school young man. The third prong of my argument
extends this by illustrating the point that high school young men have human

agency.
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The final prong of this argument centers on human agency. This research
reveals the degree to which young men routinely express certain sets of beliefs,
attitudes, and behaviors that run counter to the prevailing norms of high school
masculinity. The participants in this study push a practical and theoretical
argument by demonstrating the power to reject and or accept competing versions
of masculinity in their school lives. As such their daily actions mirror specific sets
of beliefs and attitudes, namely their gender politics, that underscore who they
are as high school young men.

From theory to practice: The problem in context

The above mentioned reports revealed that sexism and gender bias is an
issue that shortchanges both boys and girls. Educators however need to be
clear about how and when students are affected by sexism and gender
stereotypes. In many ways broad categorical references to “the boys” and “the
girls” have set them apart as though their experiences were mutually exclusive
and never the two shall meet. This clearly is not the case. It is also not the case
that “the boys” and “the girls” share a collective set of common school
experiences. It is the case however that the boys have been a dominating,
alienating, and truly silencing force in many classrooms. (AAUW, 1992; Sadker &
Sadker, 1994; Spender, 1989) This point is not debated.

It is debatable however whether in fact all high school young men share a
common set of beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors that allow them to be
categorically lumped together as one of the boys. Some young men are not like

the rest. It is also debatable whether in fact the boys willingly accept what Myra

11



and David Sadker (1994) refer to as “timeworn scripts.” In other words it is
questionable to say that students act without agency. Popular literature and
mainstream research however has broadly cast an image of young women
“‘turned into educational spectators instead of players” while the boys remain the
dominating force on the educational field. (Sadker & Sadker, 1994, p. 13). The
students portrayed in much of this literature are denied any sense of choice in
their daily school lives. Sexism and gender stereotypes instead have become
symptoms or characteristics of an American education with a disturbingly
enduring history.
A familiar view: Boys being boys

Mainstream gender and education research has documented the high
school experiences of a relatively familiar group of young men often referred to
as “the boys.” To teachers and administrators they are a familiar group of high
school young men. The gender and education literature has described them as
un-expressive, dominating, aggressive, and attention seeking. (See AAUW,
1992; Sadker & Sadker; 1994; Spender, 1989) Teachers have described them
as disruptive and unruly. (Spender, 1989) They are the ones who take the lion's
share of attention in schools and alienate women in classrooms. Their behavior
and attitudes have been viewed simply as “boys being boys.”

Informal peer interaction among students is a particularly powerful arena
in which sexist behavior and attitudes have gone unchecked in schools. (AAUW,
1992, p. 128) Daily interaction among high school students thus offers a potent

sample of the type of behaviors and attitudes accepted and unquestioned within
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school settings. At the same time however it is in this arena that some young
men pose a striking contrast to the typically sexist behaviors of their mainstream
counterparts. Missing from the picture that has become so familiar to teachers
and teacher educators are the experiences of young men who reject sexism and
gender stereotypes. These are the young men in high school about whom
research in gender and education has given very little attention.

Among the many high school young men documented in school
ethnographies (see Connell et al, 1982; Foley, 1990; MaclLeod, 1995, 1987,
Weis, 1990;Willis, 1997) few if any have told of young men whose gender politics
have become a diverging point in their school experiences. Instead research has
focused on high school young men who have been easily identified and codified
as seemingly coherent and unified entities within schools. Categorical claims
have glossed over within group differences among “the students” and thereby
created what appear to be clear-cut divisions along lines of race, class, gender,
and sexual orientation. (see AAUW, 1992)

Both theoretically and conceptually mainstream gender and education
research has become complacent maintaining a simplistic and uncomplicated
picture of high school masculinity. Myra and David Sadker (1994) for example
have offered a very narrow view that is almost myopic in its field of vision. Central
to their research is the assumption that boys “grow up leaming lines and practice
moves from a time worn-script” (Sadker & Sadker, 1993, p. 220). This study
challenges this conceptual framework of high school masculinity by arguing that

it is fluid, complicated, and often times contradictory. (see Connell, 1995;
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Gutterman, 1994; Hearn & Collinson, 1994; Kaufman, 1994; Kimmel, 1994) This
research builds on men'’s studies in ways that problematize masculinity as a
construct as well as a contested terrain enacted in the daily experiences of high
school young men.

In this dissertation | examine how and when four high school young men
opposed sexism and gender stereotypes. The purpose of this study is threefold.
First, rather than assume that the boys are a homogenized group, | argue that
high school masculinity is complex and characterized by muitiple ways of being a
young man. Masculinity is not static but instead fluid. High school young men
negotiate within and among multiple masculinities. Second, this research
provides a different perspective from that already documented in the mainstream
gender and education literature. Unlike previous research, which has focused on
students, both men and women, as passive and willing recipients of “time worn
scripts,” this research conceptually refocuses attention on the human agency
demonstrated by high school students but namely young men. And finally, this
research extends to broader issues found within the context of schools and
specifically student culture. In this sense students, and not schools, teachers, or
the curriculum are the primary source for examining sexism and gender
stereotypes. Daily interaction between high school young men and women
become an arena in which to observe young men expressing their gender politics
while simultaneously negotiating between competing versions of high school

masculinity.



Responding to sexism: A renewed look at high school masculinity

For some time now mainstream gender and education research has
maintained its focus on the blatantly sexist behavior typically characteristic of
many high school young men. To a large extent teachers and schools have
been blamed for the sexism and gender stereotypes in American schools. (see
AAUW, 1992; Sadker & Sadker, 1994) Teachers and teacher educators have
been led to believe that sexism and gender stereotypes can be eliminated in
education by curricular and structural reforms. Curricular changes and new
staffing policies for example have become responses for ridding schools of
sexism and gender stereotypes. And at the school level, “equity programs
concerned with gender are mostly targeted on girls, as might be expected given
their ‘equal opportunity’ rationale” (Connell, 1998, p. 151). These approaches
however have only been marginally successful.

Sexism and gender stereotypes remain to be a problem in education.
Reform initiatives are but one step in the process for improving gender equity in
education. As Connell (1993) has pointed out “we are still far from having a well-
reasoned overall strategy in gender education, [one] within which the
countercurrents in masculinity could find a clear voice” (p. 206). This research
provides an opportunity for young men who hold non-traditional views of sexism
and gender stereotypes to be heard by both men and women, but particularly
other high school young men. By expanding research within and among high

school masculinities men'’s studies research opens up the possibilities of creating
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a broader basis from which to challenge and destabilize gender stereotypes and
sexism in education.

High school young men who oppose sexism and gender stereotypes are
an invisible minority among the boys. Both individually and collectively they have
been overshadowed by a louder and more dominant version of high school
masculinity, what Connell (1995) defined as a hegemonic masculinity. Past
research has been limited in its scope in a way that has kept other young men on
the margins. “One form of masculinity rather than others has been culturally
exalted “ (Connell, 1995, p. 77). Mainstream education and gender research has
cemented into place the notion of a hegemonic masculinity while excluding the
possibility of competing masculinities within a high school setting. Young men
who reject the daily practices and ways of being part of a culturally dominant
masculinity thus have been marginalised by mainstream conceptions of
masculinity in addition to being overiooked amidst the cultural landscape of our
schools.

An emerging field of research in men’s studies has recently begun to look
closely at high school masculinity in significantly more complex and penetrating
ways. (see Connell, 1998, 1995; Messner, 1998; Martino, 1997) Long-standing
beliefs about biological determinism and natural sex roles have been challenged
as flat and simplistic. Men's studies has offered a new lens for understanding
masculinity. As a social construct masculinity is being re-envisioned with greater

depth and breadth of understanding.
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Both conceptually and practically men's studies research has raised
questions that shift the focus from masculinity as a coherent and unified whole to
a vision of masculinity that is multi-dimensional and at times unsettling. (see
Connell, 1998, 1995, 1985; Mac An Ghaill, 1995; Messner, 1991; West and
Zimmerman, 1991) The conceptual and practical grasp on high school
masculinity has remained staid with a narrow band for identifying and
understanding high school masculinity. In Messner's (1997) words we must be
attentive to “the vast differences and inequalities among men” which in and of
themselves prevent us from “talk[ing] honestly about men as a coherent group”
(p. 9). This research broadens the field of inquiry in gender and education by
posing richer ways for seeing, hearing, and understanding muitiple masculinities
within a high school context.

The research that | conducted adds to the debate in education by using
the often dominant voices of the boys as a springboard for seeing within group
differences among high school young men. By interrupting the typically dominant
male voices in schools | attempt to bring to the surface what Canaan (1991)
referred to as “a textured and multivocal perspective on masculinity” (p. 123). In
doing so this research invites high school young men into a conversation that
critically interrogates high school masculinities by “not leaving the male voice a
privileged one” but instead, making room for it to be interrupted in education,
especially in their school lives (Weis, 1993, p. 245). This approach differs

significantly from school efforts mentioned above in which high school students,
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both young men and women, were denied any sense of agency in the process
toward gender reform.

Masculinities are negotiated and constructed through daily social
practices. Connell (1995) and Messner (1997) in particular have provided a
theoretical foundation from which to launch a more critical and insightful
exploration of masculinities. This research adds to men's studies and furthers the
debate by arguing that boys are not “blank slates onto which the values of
masculinity are imprinted “ (Messner, 1991, p. 63). Building on feminist and
critical studies, men’s studies research has argued that gender is socially
constructed. We need to continue questioning the belief that "masculinity is a
single, uniform, and innate form" (Hearn & Collinson, 1994, p. 108). And instead
make more explicit the tensions that exist for high school young men.

Educators must look closely at the very complex nature of what Connell
(1993) has described as a “heterosexual masculinity [that] is not homogeneous; it is
fissured, divergent, and stressed in many ways" (p. 205). Masculinity in and of
itself is complicated. The choices high school young men make during their daily
school interaction are a reflection of much deeper issues that underscore them. The
challenge for teachers and teacher educators is to be able to see and hear how
and when competing versions of masculinity are expressed in schools and most
importantly, to support different ways of being young men.

Being a young man in high school involves actively choosing from among
various and competing masculinising processes. Schools are but one site within

which young men are forced to make both formal and informal choices that

18



reflect more broadly on issues of masculinity. The choices these young men
made as active agents are not well understood in the gender and education
literature. It is imperative that these decisions are carefully critiqued in order to
develop a more robust and meaningful appreciation and understanding of what it
means to be a young man in high school.

Different versions of masculinity in a cultural context such as schools give
rise to relations of dominance and subordination among them. (Connell, 1998)
High school masculinity thus

must be seen as an active process of construction occurring in a field of

power relations that are often tense and contradictory, and often involving

negotiation of alternative ways of being masculine (Connell, 1998, p. 143).
In light of emerging research in masculinity and particularly in high school
masculinities it is becoming increasingly apparent that knowing and responding
to the boys poses a great deal more complexities but also a good deal more
possibilities than previously thought in gender and education research. Thus
while high school young men have historically detracted from the education
women have received (see Tyack & Hansot, 1990), more current research has
shed light on how young men are becoming agents of change invested in gender
progressive politics. (see Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; Kaufman, 1994, Messner,
1997)

History has left little doubt in education that generally young men have
been an ongoing concern as “unruly boys bent on causing trouble” but it is
increasingly clear that this is only part of the picture. (Spender, 1989) Young

men who reject sexism and gender stereotypes are admittedly a minority within
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high schools. Nonetheless they represent a growing number of men involved in
gender work grounded in social justice. (Kaufman, 1994; Messner, 1997)
Connell (1998) and Messner (1997), among others, have opened a dialogue that
invites young men as social allies in the move toward gender equity and social
justice.

Young men and particularly high school young men need to be seen as
potential conduits for promoting change. It is the seemingly invisible minority of
young men in high schools who “pass” as “normal” in Gutterman’s (1994) words,
and moreover have access to a group of men often excluded from conversations
of gender reform. In this capacity high school young men shielded by “cultural
presumptions of normaicy,” have various opportunities to “reveal the rewrites
they have made in the cultural scripts of masculinity, as well as encourage,
challenge, and nurture other young men to rewrite the scripts of their own
identity” (Gutterman, 1994, p. 230). Voices from among the boys but not of the
boys need to be heard and supported in ways that allow them to carve out a
niche in schools to promote non-traditional, non-sexist gender politics.

Related literature and research

This section outlines some of the research in the field of gender and
education. | begin this section with an overview of the lessons leamed primarily in
mainstream gender and education research. Next, | follow up by surveying some
of the research in men's studies. | lay the foundation for examining a particular
population of high school young men who, | argue, have been overiooked in past

research. | include in this section a review of previous studies for what they have
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and have not said about the agency of high school young men, specifically young
men who demonstrate counter-sexist beliefs through daily interaction at school. |
conclude this chapter with an overview of the following chapters in this dissertation.
Gender studies: What lessons have we leamed?

In gender and education studies, research has focused on identifying a
problem, namely how girls are "left on the sidelines" and then suggesting
responses that might eliminate gender bias in school. Very few studies have
examined how and when men may also be part of the solution rather than strictly
part of the problem. The following outlines the contributions of past research. The
studies themselves come from a variety of fields of inquiry but together provide a
sense of the issues related to gender bias in education. | begin with an outline of
how and to some extent why boys have been advantaged in classrooms. | follow
this by examining what the research suggests about boys and girls in schools. The
final part of this section provides a summative critique of this research by raising
questions about what is left unanswered in the current literature.

The AAUW report points to curricular, administrative, and financial steps that
need to be taken if we hope to move girls from "the sidelines to the center of
educational planning” (AAUW, 1992, p. 147). Myra and David Sadker (1994),
noted education researchers, have also published their findings of sexism in
schools. These studies have prompted national attention. Each of these studies
has shown how girls and young women are shortchanged in education through
"subtle and insidious gender lessons, micro inequities" and generally a "powerful

hidden curriculum that surfaced in the way teachers treat children and the way
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children treat one another” (Sadker & Sadker, 1994, p. ix). However, what these
studies have not shown and fail to attend to are the ways that students, boys, girls
or both, resist sexism. Instead, study after study has shown how girls in contrast to
boys, are failed, shortchanged, and robbed of a gender equitable education.

Day in and day out students are faced with an education system that better
responds to boys than it does girls. In an analysis of classroom interaction between
students and teachers, Spender (1989) outlines numerous problems and reasons
that contribute to a gender biased system of education. Most telling perhaps is how
some boys tend to respond to teacher's efforts to provide greater gender equity in
their classrooms. Consider for example cases in which teachers attempt to
distribute time equitably to boys and girls. In these cases the teachers found that
"many of the boys are against it, they make trouble and they get results" (Spender,
1989, p. 57). Boys felt that they were being neglected and moreover, they felt the
teachers were favoring the girls. In these cases the teachers had not reached
equitable time for boys and girls and ironically were still responding to the boys
more than girls. The fact of the matter is that the boys felt unjustly served. Such is
the case. Boys have traditionally occupied a dominant and central position in many
classrooms. (Houston, 1994) Attempts to alter the balance, or imbalance of power
as it were, have been met with resistance from boys.

Boys have historically dominated the curricular and extra curricular domains
in schools. The above example illustrates part of the difficulty encountered when
trying to challenge gender bias in schools. Currents that go against traditional male

dominance in the classroom are hard fought for those who take up the challenge.
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The history of males as central figures and primary subjects of study in school is
long-standing. (Hansot & Tyack, 1988) It is one in which "males are the authority
figures, males do the talking, and lessons are designed to cater to male interests
because, as most teachers acknowledge, if males do not get the attention they
want, they are likely to make trouble” (Spender, 1989, p. 54). In cases when males
do resist or call out for attention then, it is seemingly to be expected. That is, if
teachers and students accept traditional images of males as aggressive and
forceful, then they also accept and better yet, expect unruly and uncooperative
behaviors from males.

Young men who express the traditional beliefs, attitudes, and behavior
evident in the classes described above continue to be privileged in a gender biased
education. It is these voices of male dominance that researchers continue to
record and moreover, it is these voices which maintain and perpetuate a privileging
of males, especially young white males whose voices are uninterrupted in the
classroom. (Weis, 1993)

Men's studies: Theorizing masculinities

Age old debates that have drawn biological distinctions between the sexes
have faced growing opposition within the academy. Men's studies in particular
have made theoretical brakes that challenge the more static and fixed
conceptualizations of masculinity. (Connell, 1985, 1993; Coltrane, 1994; Hearn &
Collinson, 1994; Kaufman, 1994) While still considered a relatively new field of
research in the academy, several common themes are evident in men's studies.

One, the construction of masculinity in everyday life. Two, the importance of
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economic and institutional structures. And finally, the significance of differences
among masculinities and the contradictory and dynamic character of gender.
(Connell, 1995)

The basis of my research builds on a theoretical stance which argues that
not all young men share common experiences as men in school. That is to say,
there is within-group variation among men's experiences. Thus it is misleading to
say that one's gender, in this case being a man, means that all young men
participate equally or similarly in a set of common school experiences. In the past,
research about gender and education has inadvertently contributed to broad
overarching claims about the school experiences and attitudes of a// men.

Theoretically | draw from previous work in men's studies which uses a fluid
conceptualization of masculinity in contrast to that evident in mainstream gender
and education research. Connell (1985, 1993) and others have developed a
persuasive argument that contributes to a much more complex and dynamic picture
of masculinity.

My research builds on Connell's theoretical framework of masculinity. |
provide empirical evidence to bridge, what | see as a gap between, a theoretical
argument that acknowledges multiple masculinities and a mainstream perception
that suggests all high school young men act, behave, and subscribe to a shared set
of beliefs about gender arrangements. The former argues that there are
differences between masculinities while the latter relies on a singular masculinity
within a traditional view that all young men subscribe to and support a sexist and

gender biased form of education.
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The past decade has seen the emergence of research which has
problematized the traditional notion of a unitary and singular masculinity. Theorists
(see Coltrane, 1994; Connell, 1995; Gutterman, 1994; Heam & Collinson, 1994)
have developed a much richer and arguably more accurate picture of masculinity.
Monolithic notions and categorical claims about masculinity, such as that made by
Sadker and Sadker (1994) have been strongly criticized within men's studies.
Theorists have argued that categorical claims about “"the boys" oversimplify the
complex relationships between men and in doing so, deny the possibility of within-
group differences. With increased research into this field it has become more
evident that "there is no single masculinity or even one experience of being a man.
The experience of different men, their actual power and privileges in the world, is
based on a range of social positions and relations" (Kaufman, 1994, p. 152). The
experiences of high school young men are a developing field for research. As
Willis (1977), Connell (1982, 1985, 1995) and others have shown, high school
young men participate in what Connell refers to as "typology of masculinities”
(Connell, 1993). Research has only recently begun to explore and record the lives
of young men whose school experiences have been excluded from earlier studies
which have concentrated on a hegemonic masculinity.

The conceptual framework | use challenges certain mainstream research,
which | argue, has paid no attention to within-group differences among boys. The
result has been a general impression that maintains and perpetuates categorical
differences between "the boys" and "the girls." This study provides empirical data

that shows differences between high school young men including different
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expressions of masculinity and competing sets of attitudes and behaviors toward
sexism and stereotypical gender arrangements.

Schools are social institutions within which multiple masculinities exist and
co-exist. Some masculinities prevail and are legitimated institutionally while others
are suppressed, silenced or rejected. (Canaan, 1991; Connell, 1993, 1994, 1996;
Kessler et al. 1985; Mac An Ghaill, 1996; Peshkin & White, 1990; Weis, 1993;
Willis, 1977). The multiplicity of masculinities was perhaps best captured in a well
known ethnographic study by Paul Willis (1977) whose research revealed
competing and conflicting masculinities co-existing within a working class
secondary school in England.

Willis' study powerfully revealed how the "lads," a group of non-conformists,
challenged and opposed school authority. Willis also showed how within the same
milieu, a group of their peers, the "earoles," co-existed as compliant, submissive
receptors of school authority. In this study students participated in varying degrees
and through differing practices in ways which demonstrated a complex negotiation
of power relations among young men. In this case the high school young men held
separate and distinct beliefs but nonetheless co-existed within a common milieu.

Within a school setting the relationships between different kinds of
masculinities are complicated and often time contradictory. Schools are not neutral
institutions for the playing out of these competing masculinities. On the contrary,
schools operate in direct and indirect ways via curricular and pedagogical practices
that support, perpetuate, and legitimate some forms of masculinity over others.

(Luttrell, 1993; Mac An Ghaill, 1994; Messner, 1988; Spender, 1989) There
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emerge patterns of masculinity within schools and across varying class, race, and
ethnic student populations. According to Connell (1982) “the boys themselves
become the police of masculinity” (p. 95). Young men in secondary school are
involved in a "gender regime" (Kessler et al., 1985) or what Connell (1993) refers to
as "a process of demarcating masculinities” (p. 197).

The sense of competition between masculinities, that is men among men
vying for status and territorial rights within schools, is significant. In fact the
differences between young men are so striking that research has dedicated a
considerable amount of attention strictly trying to identify the various factions of
masculinities in schools. Earoles, lads, swots, wimps, cool guys, jocks and
burnouts are but a few terms used both by researchers and students to sort out the
various groups of students in schools. But these attempts to organize and codify
student groups is not enough. Researchers need to go beyond this. While we
need to "recognize diversity in masculinities” we must also "recognize the relations
between the different kinds of masculinities" (Connell (1995). Clear and distinct
"borders" separate masculinities in subtle and not so subtle ways. (Thome, 1993)
Often identified by appearance, physicality or geographical location in schools,
multiple forms of masculinity are visibly evident in school halls, lunch rooms, and
classrooms across the nation.

Young men experience power and privilege differently because of varying
social locations in high school. In a study by Connell et al. (1982) they examined
the varying relations between school, family, and social divisions. Competing

masculinities and femininities were evident in students’ everyday school
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experiences. This study, along with others that have examined men's relationships
of power, does not in any way deny that

men, as a group, have social power, or even that men, within their

subgroups, tend to have considerable power, but rather that there are

different forms of structural power . . . and that there is not a linear
relationship between a structured system of power inequalities, the real and
supposed benefits of power, and one's own experience of these

relationships of power. (Kaufman, 1994, p. 153)

High school young men often demonstrate their masculinity through formal and
informal means of expression. According to Kaufman (1994) we leam as
adolescents "that our peers are a kind of gender police, constantly threatening to
unmask us as feminine, as sissies" (p. 132). The threat posed by ones' peers
consequently leads many young men in high school to exaggerate or at least
routinely emphasize their masculinity through forms of expression that reveal
traditional rules, beliefs, and attitudes about masculinity. Traditional forms of
masculinity thus, not surprisingly, have remained center stage in much of the
research surrounding gender and education.

Men with countersexist beliefs: A window of opportunity?

The public has been lead to believe that school lessons are so engaging and
persuasive that students are unable to resist or challenge them. In essence
students are depicted as passive receptors. And even though Sadker and Sadker
(1994) themselves acknowledge the fact that students are aware of sexism and
gender bias in school, there is no mention of how students react or respond to
sexism in schools. The bulk of their research suggests that sexist lessons are

taught by teachers and accepted by students. 'They grow up leaming lines and

practicing moves from a time worn script" (Sadker & Sadker, 1994, p. 220).
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However, other research has shown that not a/l young men accept social
inequalities of gender with such complicity. Connell (1995) for example, has shown
that some men actively challenge gender inequities. Various forms of anti-sexist
politics among men in Canada, England, and the United States has demonstrated
the possibility that some men are willing to challenge sexist beliefs and behaviors.

The impact of modern feminism, such as the emergence of a "profeminist
men's movement" according to Kaufman (1994) has helped "focus on the social
and individual expressions of men's power and privilege" (p. 156). My research
contributes to feminist and critical traditions in education research by examining a
narrow piece of the debate surrounding multiple masculinities among high school
young men. Situated within critical and men's studies research (Connell, 1996,
1995, 1985; Messner, 1998, 1997; Thorne, 1993; West & Zimmerman, 1991,
Willis, 1977) this study problematizes masculinity as a social construct in addition
to re-envisioning men exercising human agency invested in a progressive gender
reform (Connell, 1995; Gutterman, 1994; hooks, 1998; Kaufman, Kessler et at,
1985; 1994; Messner, 1997). As Connell (1993) has pointed out, "if research has
shown anything, it is that heterosexual masculinity is not homogeneous; it is
fissured, divergent, and stressed in many ways" (p. 205).

Anti-sexist efforts of high school young men have not bean closely examined
as a point of inquiry in education research. There is no shortage of evidence to
indicate how and why young men oppress, silence, or alienate women through
schooling. However, there is very little research that sheds any light on how and

when some high school young men reject sexism in school. We have long since
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known of the evidence demonstrating why some young men reject schooling as a
social class institution. Willis (1977), for example, has shown that certain groups of
working class youth, namely "the lads," resist or reject schooling and all that it
represents because of what amounts to as ideological differences. 'The lads" defy
authority and reject all that resembles middle-class values and beliefs. MacLeod
(1987) likewise has shown how competing ideological beliefs in schools contribute
to social class tensions that further alienate working class students from a middle
class education. However, there is no evidence to explain how and why some high
school young men reject sexist beliefs and behavior that might be rooted in school
curriculum, interaction, or classroom practices.
Drawing lines: A field divided

The above illustrates the lines that divide the various camps of research in
gender and education. What appears most striking about this research is that none
of the studies have tackled how and when students, girls or boys, challenge
sexism. lronically, Sadker and Sadker (1994) only gave brief mention to a
seemingly powerful force, namely, "daughters [who] circumvent sexist gender
lessons [and] know the need for constant vigilance" (p. xi). Their study overlooks
the agency students have to promote change for gender equity in school. Rather
than call on students as agents of change, the alarum bell that has rung so often
has called to arms parents, teachers, school administrators, law makers and civic
leaders, "to transform our educational institutions into the most powerful levers for
equity” (Sadker & Sadker, 1994, p. 280). The following reviews several studies to

demonstrate how and why students mobilize themselves as human agents.
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The most apparent gap in these studies is the degree of human agency
expressed by many students but which has never been examined as a political
force per se, with regard to gender equity. Instead, in these cases student agency
has been framed by cultural differences, namely class and racial divisions. The
backbone of my study relies on students demonstrating their agency and political
commitment to social justice. Some may call me naive but | consider myself
optimistically hopeful. This section reveals the various forms in which students
have shown agency for class and race issues.

Popular literature has repeatedly created an image of students who appear
to be docile, passive, and generally complicit in a gender biased education. Other
research in education however has portrayed compelling images of students as
human agents, actively engaged in challenging contradictory ideologies of
femininity and masculinity. In fact, in a study of fifth grade children, Anyon (1984)
found that "most girls are not passive victims of sex role stereotypes and
expectations” (p. 44). In this case girls were involved in a form of resistance and
accommodation which, according to Anyon, powerfully conveys "a form of
organized responses—as organized non-conformity." (p. 43). Studies such as this
have shown the significant influence that schools, teachers, and peers, along with
various other institutions have in the lives of young men and women. Most striking
about these studies are the types of relations students have within and across
milieus.

A study by Connell et al. (1982) examined educational inequality by looking

at the various relationships secondary school students had in school, at home, and
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among their peers. Part of their findings showed how schools were implicated in
the production of a specific masculinity and femininity. Masculinising and
feminizing practices such as sport, for example, have been mainstays in many
schools for producing particular kinds of masculinities and femininities. Schools
thus are active agents in the construction of femininities and masculinities. (see
Hansot & Tyack, 1988) At the same time, it is worth noting that students, both
young men and young women, are likewise involved in accepting and rejecting
certain masculinities and femininities.

High school young men and women negotiate competing and conflicting
masculinities and femininities. Connell et al. (1982) have shown that while schools
produce a dominant pattern of masculinity, some young men struggle trying to
"make their own peace with the competitive, physically aggressive, space-
occupying form of masculinity which dominates their schools" (pp. 95-96). In
essence young men operate within a "hierarchy of masculinities” in which some
emerge as winners and some do not. We can take from this the fact that men, and
| suspect women, become akin to brokers in a gendered system of education. In
this sense the social relations men and women have in school are "organized in the
interests of some groups over-riding the interest of others" (Connell et al., 1982, p.
173).

Gender relations in secondary schools were problematized both
conceptually and practically in an Australian study by Kessler et al (1985). Their
research posed a significant challenge to conventional theories of masculinity

and femininity in terms of accepted roles and socialization. In their words
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role theory underestimated what it was up against. The schools are an
arena in which a complex, often contradictory, emotionally and sometimes
physically violent politics of gender is worked out. ( Kessler et al., 1985, p.
35)
Kessler et al (1985) examined the relations among students via various school
practices. In doing so they uncovered the messy and tense relations between
gender and education. Their research revealed the powerful ways in which the
school, as an institution,
is characterized at any given time by a particular gender regime. This may
be defined as the pattern of practices that constructs various kinds of
masculinity and femininity among staff and students, orders them in terms
of prestige and power . . . the gender regime is a state of play rather than
a permanent condition. (Kessler et al, 1985, p. 42)
In this context schools operate to legitimate some forms of masculinity while de-
legitimating others. Gender is a complex social structure which their research
clearly demonstrated involved "a complex differentiation of people around the
axes of masculinity and femininity" (Kessler et al, 1985, p. 44). This study, along
with Willis' research has contributed to an ongoing examination of school
masculinities and femininities. The neatly organized, arguably simplified
constructs of mainstream gender and education research have offered but one
lens for seeing gender in a school setting. Competing theoretical research
traditions have provided a much more robust and layered way for understanding
high school experiences of both men and women.
Mairtin Mac An Ghaill (1994) also captures the complicated matrix of
domination evident among daily expressions of high school masculinity. His

study of English high school Afro-Caribbean men revealed emerging tensions

evident in the social practices, beliefs, and self-representations of masculinity
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during their daily encounters at school. The "Rasta Heads" expression of anti-
authoritarianism was a response to underlying tensions in school curriculum.
Differentiated masculinities were grounded in assumptions about Afro-Caribbean
young men. This study powerfully showcased how multiple black masculinities
were formed within a school context. It adds significantly to the literature by
demonstrating that masculinity is a complicated process contextualized by a
series of racial, cultural, and institutional relations.

Through the various forms of rejection, acceptance or reshaping gender
identities, these studies shed light on a much more textured and muilti-vocal
perspective of student’'s school experiences than previously acknowledged. A
matrix of domination centering on race, class, and gender underscore the
multiplicity of relations simplified by mainstream education research. The
conceptual framework in each of these studies centers on a fluid notion of
gender. Second, they illustrate how masculinities are contextually grounded
within a school, in different locations, and in relation to differing curricular and
interpersonal interactions. And finally, these studies demonstrate the competing
ways in which high school young men enact their views and beliefs, which often
run counter to a prevailing set of beliefs about masculinity.

Kessler et al (1985) along with others (Connell, 1996, Messner, 1998;
Thorne, 1990) have developed a persuasive argument revealing how the
discussion about gender and education has been guided by & pervasive
determinism rooted in sex-role theory. These studies add to this dialogue by

suggesting that young men enact ways of being men that are not accurately
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captured by the broader more generalized pictures preserved in mainstream
literature and perpetuated in public media accounts.

The study | conducted focuses on what Connell (1995) refers to as a “project
of masculinity." This study will uncover the conditions under which a non-traditional
masculinity emerges as well as the conditions it produces. By looking more closely
at the non-sexist behavior, attitudes, and beliefs of four high school senior young
men, this study contributes to a growing field of education research that seeks to
eliminate sexism in our schools.

Social change will hopefully come from mobilizing students, both women
and men, in ways that contribute to a "new, more equitable kind of social
arrangement"” in schools. (Anyon, 1984, p. 46) With this as a motivating factor for
my research into gender equity in education, | hope to contribute by more rigorously
examining how some young men in high school are as Segal (1990) points out,
capable of change. Further research into the countersexist lives of young men and
women can hopefully bring about the fundamental changes needed in student's
attitudes and behavior regarding sexism. My primary reason thus for examining
these men's' lives, ones which | have argued have been silenced, is emphasized by
what Segal (1990) sees as a need to nourish a sense of social activism. As she
points out:

The stronger and more confident the pressures from women (and | would

add men!) for men to change, both at the personal level and through the

collective political struggle, the more the men will be forced to question the

unthinking presumptions and unexamined prerogatives of ‘masculinity’.
(Segal, 1990, p. 294).
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Summary

Historically boys have maintained a privileged position in the American
education system. And although boys have been variously disadvantaged, the sort
of systemic gender bias and sexism noted above is unparalleled in the school
experiences of most boys. Boys have received the greatest amount of in-class
attention. They have remained the central subjects of study in school. And they
are, unquestionably "the favored gender, heirs apparent to all society's rewards"
(Sadker & Sadker, 1994, p. 197). Overstated? Perhaps, but the point remains,
boys and girls receive different types of education. However, it is misleading, as
this study will show, to suggest that all boys are complicit in a gender biased
system of education.

Mainstream research has unjustly denied human agency to those affected
by gender bias in schools. Students, both boys and girls, have been relegated to
unquestioning automatons. "Sexist lessons transform girls into second class
students" while boys are destined to become "troubled men . . . unable to
communicate with women as equals” (Sadker & Sadker, p. 225, 1994). This study
challenges the assumption that all students, and for the purposes of this study
boys, are complicit in a gender-biased system of education.

Numerous studies have shown that multiple masculinities exist in the
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