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1 Introduction 

This thesis examines the connection between teacher professionalism and not having chil-

dren. The written accounts from 12 female teachers who do not have children were ana-

lysed using qualitative data-based content analysis to find out how they viewed their pro-

fessionalism, and whether they experienced that not having children would have somehow 

been a relevant factor for the construction of their professionalism or in their work as 

teachers in general. The research questions of this thesis are: How is not having children 

perceived in society? How do the assumptions of care differ for women and men, and how 

does this relate to the teaching profession? How do teachers who do not have children see 

their professionalism, and the influence of not having children in their work? 

The process of arriving to my research topic was a long one. The topic is very personal to 

me, as my initial research interest sparked from personal experience: a conversation I had 

with my sister in the summer of 2012. She is also a teacher, and at that time was on mater-

nity leave. She was talking about how, before she had children, parents or colleagues 

would sometimes make the comment ‘You will understand once you have children of your 

own’ when discussing certain things that had happened in the school. This kind of argu-

ment struck me deeply: was this something that more teachers who do not have children 

had to deal with in their work? Is this going to be something I have to deal with once I start 

working as a teacher? This conversation also made me think of the conversations I had 

sometimes had with people when they found out that I was studying to become a teacher 

and did not want to have children of my own. To them this seemed odd, but I for one did 

not see how my personal preferences had anything to do with my professional choices.  

It seemed that there was an assumption behind all these comments that all teachers – if not 

indeed, all women – want to have children at some point in their lives. I had thought that 

the idea of a woman not having children would not have been anything out of the ordinary 

in today’s world, but apparently, at least when associated with the teaching profession, this 

was not the case. I found this very interesting, especially since teaching is a highly re-

garded profession in Finland and teachers have a Master’s degree. Still it seemed as if edu-

cation and professionalism did not amount to much when compared to the fact that these 

teachers did not have children. I wanted to know whether more teachers who do not have 

children have experienced that their professionalism would have been contrasted with not 
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having children, and whether this was something that both male and female teachers had 

encountered. 

Although both voluntary and involuntary childlessness have been studied a lot, there is not 

much research about teachers who do not have children. This is a significant aspect to the 

discussion because of the nature of the teaching profession. It links to certain aspects asso-

ciated with parenting: the teacher also is responsible for the wellbeing of the children in 

her or his classroom, and supports their growth and learning. This creates an interesting 

situation where the role of the teacher as the professional meets the role of teacher as the 

carer. Teachers who do not have children are in a central position when thinking about 

whether a teacher’s professionalism is somehow influenced by having – or not having – 

children. 

In society, the assumption that all women want to have children still exists. This can be 

seen in public discussion and political documents as well as in attitudes towards people 

who do not want to have children. These attitudes are especially pronounced towards 

women. In history women who did not become mothers were often seen as ‘unnatural’, or 

represented as child-hating or selfish. Similar attitudes can still be detected in discourses 

on voluntarily childless women, who are seen as deviants or child-like themselves. Female 

teachers who do not have children are in an interesting position in this discussion: although 

they do not have children – and some might never want to – they have still opted for a pro-

fession in which they work closely with children or young people. This opens up an inter-

esting perspective to the role of women in society and in the teaching profession, as female 

teachers might be more strongly associated with the assumption of care in education, and 

at the same time face societal pressures of having children more pointedly than their male 

colleagues. 

The structure of the thesis is the following: in the next chapter I will examine the research 

questions in more detail, and provide the definitions for the concepts used in this thesis. In 

chapter 3, I will move on to explaining the feminist framework in which I have constructed 

this thesis, as it has been highly significant both to the topic itself, as well as the way I 

have conducted the research. After this I will move on to the theoretical part of the thesis. 

To understand and explore the experiences of female teachers who do not have children, 

the attitudes and discourses surrounding not having children in society are discussed in 

chapter 4. To further understand how professionalism links to this discussion, the different 
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aspects of teacher professionalism are explored in chapter 5. This chapter includes an in-

troduction to the Finnish context of teaching to make the findings from the data more un-

derstandable to a reader who is not familiar with the Finnish educational system. After 

these theoretical considerations I will move on to describing the methodological considera-

tions in chapter 6, and the data and the analysis in chapter 7. The findings from the data are 

presented in chapter 8, which is divided into two parts: the findings linked to the teachers’ 

experiences on the construction of professionalism; and the teachers’ experiences related to 

not having children. In the final chapter I will connect the findings from the data to the 

wider societal and theoretical context to provide new insights on the issue. Issues related to 

ethical considerations and the reliability of the research are also discussed in the final chap-

ter. 
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2 Research interest and research questions 

 

The aim of this Master’s thesis is to map out the work-related experiences of teachers who 

do not have children. This is done by analysing teachers’ written accounts on the construc-

tion of their professionalism and their experiences of the influence of not having children 

in their work as teachers.  

I started my research on the area of teacher professionalism and its connection to not hav-

ing children already in my Bachelor’s thesis, in which I examined the differing expecta-

tions towards the professionalism of female and male teachers, especially with regard to 

the societal assumptions of care. This Master’s thesis builds on the work of the Bachelor’s 

thesis, but focuses on the experiences of teachers who do not have children by analysing 

the teachers’ written accounts. The empirical data of teachers’ experiences brings in a new 

aspect to the discussion, by giving the teachers themselves a voice in describing how they 

see their profession, and how they experience the possible influence of not having children.  

2.1 Research questions 

My research questions started to take form through considerations such as: Is not having 

children still considered to be something outside the norm? What are the experiences of 

teachers who do not have children? Why would not having children even be meaningful in 

the work of a teacher? What is the assumed added value of having children in the profes-

sion? Is there an assumption of care in the teaching profession, and does this apply to both 

female and male teachers? Is the professionalism of teachers questioned because they do 

not have children?  

To find out answers to these questions I decided to collect experiences from teachers who 

do not have children, and find out how they themselves experience the situation. To shed 

light on these questions it was also necessary to examine the societal assumptions related 

to having – or not having – children, and how these apply to women and men. To under-

stand how not having children might influence the work of a teacher, it was also important 

to examine the professionalism of teachers and what it is considered to consist of, and how 

the professionalism of female and male teachers might be perceived differently. 
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My research questions are the following:  

1) How is not having children perceived in society?  

2) How do the assumptions of care differ for women and men, and how does this re-

late to the teaching profession?  

3) And finally, how do teachers who do not have children see their professionalism, 

and the influence of not having children in their work? 

These questions are examined through the theoretical discussion on childlessness and 

teacher professionalism in an international context, although special attention is paid to the 

Finnish context as well. The empirical part of the research focuses on these questions only 

in the Finnish context. Because of the connection to the societal aspects of expectations of 

motherhood and care especially towards women, my research has been heavily influenced 

by feminist research, and I consider it to be the framework in which I construct my whole 

thesis.  

I would characterize my research as feminist research also because the principles of femi-

nist research have been influencing my view of my research topic from the very beginning 

– in fact, the whole interest in the topic started because I was looking at the phenomenon 

through my ‘feminist lenses’: ‘Were female teachers still expected to want to have chil-

dren? Do male teachers face similar expectations? What is the relationship between the 

professional and the personal?’ Since the teaching profession is segregated by gender both 

horizontally and vertically, and most school teachers are female in the primary school 

level, the research topic touches upon women especially. For this reason the link between 

motherhood, care and the teaching profession can best be examined and challenged 

through a feminist perspective. By giving a voice to the teachers who do not have children, 

I attempt to give them a chance to define their own professionalism and, if they so wish, to 

deconstruct the traditional assumptions related to motherhood and its relation to the teach-

ing profession. Like mentioned before, there is research done on both voluntary and invol-

untary childlessness, but not much research has been done of teachers who do not have 

children. This suggests that this research might have captured one of the features of femi-

nist research – a different perspective to asking questions (Harding, 1987, p. 7). I will 

elaborate on the features of feminist research in more detail in the next chapter. 
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2.2 Definitions 

Childlessness: The term childlessness carries many negative connotations, and I chose not 

to use it in my writing instruction or in the analysis of my data. I will, however, use it in 

the theoretical discussion on discourses on childlessness for the reasons of clarity: in re-

search childlessness is the term most often used, although most writers do acknowledge the 

pitfalls in the choice of wording (see for example Wood & Newton, 2006). Rich (1976) 

described the difficulty of talking about women who do not have children, because all 

word choices available linked the woman to motherhood somehow – whether the woman 

was seen as childless, unchilded or childfree.  In all of these terms the woman is defined by 

not having children – there is no word to describe a woman without children without link-

ing her to the absence of motherhood. (Rich, 1976, p. 249)  

Teachers who do not have children: Much like in the discussion of using the prefix ‘fe-

male’ in describing a profession – for example a female pilot – using the prefix ‘childless’ 

implies that there is an assumption of something else. Using the term female pilot reveals 

that the underlying assumption is that the pilot is a man, just like using the term childless 

woman implies that a woman is assumed to have children. For this reason I have chosen to 

use the awkward chain of words when describing teachers who do not have children. When 

something is prefixed to a word the prefix becomes to define the whole word following it, 

and I wanted to avoid that. Being childless or childfree is not something that defines these 

teachers; they are just teachers who happen not to have children for whichever reason. 

Many of the respondents in fact used the term ‘childless’ in quotes, as to put distance be-

tween themselves and the common use of the word.  

Professionalism: Professionalism in this thesis is used in two ways – in the theoretical part 

it is connected to the research tradition on professionalism and to the study of teacher pro-

fessionalism in particular. In the empirical part of the thesis professionalism is used as a 

translation for the Finnish word ammatillisuus which can be understood to encompass as-

pects linked to formal professionalism as well as to aspects of ‘everyday professionalism’, 

of behaving like a professional in the work, and to the multifaceted aspects of being a 

teacher. 

Gender in this thesis is used as a category which is culturally constructed and manifested 

in actions and ways of being – Butler (1990) saw gender as being performed. Gender be-

comes visible through these acts of performance (p. 33). This view of gender emphasises 
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the importance of culture, and the gender roles produced by this culture. Boys and girls are 

socialised into these gender roles still today. Gender is not to be confused with biological 

sex, which is determined by biological factors, and is by no means as simple as the sex-

dichotomy would have us understand. For the purposes of clarity I still refer to two sexes 

and genders – namely female and male – even though I do recognise that there are a lot of 

people who do not identify with – or even biologically simply fall in – either of these cate-

gories.  

Rearing: Throughout the thesis, but especially in the analysis, I use the term rearing (in 

Finnish kasvatus) to refer to the educational tasks of a teacher which are not directly con-

nected to any subject matter or content knowledge, but rather to growth as a person and a 

member of society – tasks which are often connected to behaviour, treatment of others, and 

the like. I chose to use this term instead of teaching, which I use when referring to areas 

related to subject matter and content knowledge, or the acquisition of new skills, or up-

bringing, which I regard as more closely connected to the continuing process of raising a 

child, which is usually done by parents. Education is used when talking about a more ho-

listic idea of education encompassing the whole system, not just individual acts of teaching 

or rearing. The terminology in this area differs to some degree between Finnish and Eng-

lish, and the words are not exact equivalents, and as I have had to interpret the nuances of 

the respondents’ choice of words, I felt it most clear to state my understanding and use of 

the words here. 

It should be noted that although the language of the thesis has been English from the start, 

the responses were collected in Finnish in a Finnish teachers’ magazine (Opettaja). The 

responses were never fully translated, as I felt that the meanings came through better in the 

original language. However, some of the key parts of the data were translated during the 

analysis. The process of translation is described in more detail in chapter 7.4.1. 
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3 Feminist framework 

 

As mentioned before, it was my personal experiences and interests that started the research 

process. In feminist research one of the crucial starting points is that the researcher does 

not try to hold on to the illusion of objectivity, but recognises that the cultural beliefs and 

practices of the researcher shape all research. No research can be objective or free from 

bias, because all researchers bring in their own background, own values and own assump-

tions, and interpret the data and findings through these lenses. Different researchers would 

find different things in the same data. (Harding, 1987, p. 9) 

For this reason, feminist research underlines the importance of making one’s standpoint 

visible to the reader; when the background and affiliations of the researcher are explained 

to the reader, the reader can be the judge of the ‘objectivity’ – or in this case, the ‘subjec-

tivity’ of the research. This increases the transparency of the research process, and gives 

the reader an opportunity to evaluate the choices made by the researcher, and be aware of 

the bias in the research. The researcher does not attempt to be an anonymous voice of au-

thority, but gives the reader the tools to evaluate the results of the research in the context of 

the interests of the individual researcher. (Harding, 1987, p. 9; Letherby, 2003, p. 6) This 

view of subjectivity increasing objectivity is known in feminist research as ‘strong objec-

tivity’ (Harding, 1991) or ‘theorized subjectivity’ (Letherby, 2003).  

3.1 The researcher 

As Harding (1987) explains in her analysis of feminist methodology and feminist research, 

to achieve a higher level of objectivity, many feminist researchers explicitly tell the reader 

about their background (p. 9). For this reason it should be said that I am a 27-year-old 

teacher student originally from Southern Finland, but now living in Oulu in Northern Os-

trobothnia. I am a white middle class female, with no strong affiliations with any religion, 

although I was brought up in a Christian family, and I am still a member of the Lutheran 

church.  

I am in my sixth year of studies in the Intercultural Teacher Education programme, which 

gives primary school teacher qualifications, and focuses on intercultural and global educa-
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tion. It is quite obvious from my choice of profession as well as the specialisation in it, that 

I find education extremely important – I think it is one of the few ways in which we can 

actually hope to address the inequalities in the world today. In the future my hope is to 

work as a classroom teacher in Finland or abroad. 

I do not have children, and at this point in my life, I do not wish to have children in the 

future. My research interest is thus self-centred to a certain degree – I am studying a phe-

nomenon which might very well affect me in my future career as a teacher. I have a back-

ground in gender studies having studied them in the University of Utrecht in the Nether-

lands, as well as University of Oulu. This gears my interest especially towards the societal 

aspects of my research topic, as well as the differences or similarities between the male and 

female experience.  

3.2 Understanding feminist research 

There is no one separate feminist methodology, and feminist research is carried out in dif-

ferent fields in different ways. What these different approaches have in common is that 

they all strive to expand on the shortcomings of traditional analysis, correcting the dis-

torted, biased and partial view of the world traditional research has produced. This is not 

just about adding something to research, but about fundamentally changing the way re-

search is done: which things are problematised and why, what is the purpose of research, 

and what is the role of the researcher. (Harding, 1987) Letherby (2003) drew attention to 

the political aspect of research – that all choices made by the researcher – whether with 

regard to the methods, choice of topic or anything else – are political in themselves. In 

feminist research, the product and purpose of research are seen as inseparable from the 

process of research. (Letherby, 2003, pp. 4-5) As Letherby pointed out, feminist research-

ers ‘not only acknowledge this but celebrate it’ (ibid. p. 6).  

Traditionally research was only conducted from, and focused on, men’s experiences. 

Things that men found meaningful or problematic in their lives were studied. The experi-

ence of women – or the experiences of non-white, non-middle-class men, for that matter – 

went unrecognised in Western research. What is one of the crucial aspects of feminist re-

search is that it focuses on women’s experiences. (Harding, 1987, p. 7) The need for femi-

nist research was also clear to thinkers like Dorothy Smith (1974), who saw that the way 

men research and conceptualise the world does not correspond to the experiences of 
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women. Women had to conceptualise their world through the experiences of men, conse-

quently feeling like their own experiences were not valid, because they were not reflected 

in research and theory (Smith, 1974, pp. 7-8). Feminist research introduced topics more 

closely related to everyday experience, and the experience of women in particular. This 

meant that women’s perspective was introduced to previously studied topics, but also that 

completely new topics for research were introduced – topics which would not have gained 

the attention of traditional research. (Harding, 1987, p. 7)  

One should still keep in mind that the experiences cannot be labelled as female or male 

experiences – there are differences within the groups as well, and the individual experience 

varies across different categories. Harding (1987) stresses the importance of keeping in 

mind that there is no one feminist research or feminist science. Experiences of women dif-

fer, and there is no one voice that would represent all women. The experiences of women 

of different race, class, religion, and generation, just to mention a few, are diverse and 

equally valid (Harding, 1987, pp. 7-8). For this reason, feminist research cannot really be 

simplified into one definition – in Harding’s words, there can only be ‘many stories that 

different women tell about the different knowledge they have’ (ibid. p. 188). I would ex-

pand this to referring to the stories of each individual – whether female or male or some-

thing outside those categories – and consider it important to respect the voice of whoever is 

telling their story or sharing their knowledge.  

These ideas have been the guiding principles in my research throughout the research proc-

ess. The influence of the ideas of feminist research can be seen everywhere in my thesis, 

and I will also draw specific attention to it when need be. The principles of feminist re-

search have influenced the way I formed my research questions and how I see the onto-

logical and epistemological issues related to my topic, as well as the take I have on the 

methodology and the specific method of qualitative content analysis. Also the process of 

analysing and interpreting the data has been guided by these same principles. The meth-

odological considerations and process of analysis will be explained in more detail in chap-

ters 6 and 7. I will now move on to exploring the theoretical bases of childlessness and 

teacher professionalism, which will shed light on the underlying assumptions behind my 

research questions – the assumptions related to having children, as well as the assumptions 

related to teacher professionalism.  
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4 Childlessness 

Research on the area of both voluntary and involuntary childlessness has been extensive. 

This connects tightly to how women are seen in society, and to the kinds of discourses that 

are prominent with regard to having children. In order to map out the different implications 

this has to especially women who do not have children, I will now examine the ideas sur-

rounding women and motherhood in history and in society today. I will examine the differ-

ent discourses on childlessness, and then examine how these considerations link to the po-

sition of the teacher. 

4.1 Motherhood and the female identity 

Historically, regardless of some exceptions, the general rule has been that women should 

have children. However, since the 20
th
 century, feminism has had a strong influence in how 

women see the choices available for themselves. The first wave of feminism in the 1920s 

emphasised the empowering aspects of motherhood to women, while the second wave of 

feminism in the 1960s gave start to the discussion on alternatives to motherhood. The third 

wave of feminism recognises motherhood as one important aspect of female identity, but 

does not regard it as necessary for the development of female identity. (Ireland, 1993, pp. 

1-6)  

Being associated with motherhood has long been the ‘natural’ role for women (Miller, 

1998, p. 66). Gillespie (2000) crystallised this thought when she wrote that ‘…the nurtur-

ance of children has historically been seen to be what women do, and mothers have been 

seen to be what women are’ (Gillespie, 2000, p. 225). This has for long been seen as the 

core of ‘normal’ female identity and a basis for what constitutes being a woman. Gillespie 

saw the construction of female identity around motherhood in Western societies as result-

ing from a number of different things, including the Judeo-Christian religious tradition, 

right wing politics with its emphasis on family values, as well as modern science and mod-

ern medicine with their focus on the female body and reproduction (ibid. p. 224). In this 

way, ‘motherhood can be seen to be drawn from, and enmeshed in powerful, hegemonic 

ideological doctrines’ (ibid. p. 225). It is thus no wonder that these traditional notions still 

persist in Western societies today. 
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Compared to motherhood, fatherhood has not reached a similar central position in defining 

the life and identity of the ‘typical’ male. As Ireland (1993) pointed out, because of the 

centrality of motherhood to adult female identity, ‘all women begin their pathway to adult 

identity by positioning themselves toward motherhood – either positively or negatively’ (p. 

14). As fatherhood is not a key reference point for adult male identity (Ireland, 1993. p. 7), 

it could be assumed that men, growing up, do not necessarily need to consider their posi-

tion towards fatherhood if it is not relevant in their lives. Because women are faced with 

pronatalist pressures more strongly than men, women still have to build their identities in 

relation to motherhood at least to some extent. Rich (1976) captured the position of women 

with relation to motherhood accurately: ‘Any woman who believes that the institution of 

motherhood has nothing to do with her is closing her eyes to crucial aspects of her situa-

tion’ (p. 252).  Even today, all women have to consider their stance towards the ideas and 

expectations of motherhood – whether they associate themselves with it or not – because 

regardless of their personal inclinations society still views them as potential mothers 

(Phoenix & Woollett, 1991, p.13).  

4.2 Discourses on motherhood and childlessness 

Ireland (1993) pointed out the interesting fact that in history women who did not have 

children – and thus were deviants to this ‘natural’ role of women – had certain roles re-

served for them, and these roles were often negative: witches were a prime example of this. 

The woman without a child was represented as selfish, often child-hating and ‘a threat to 

the institutions of society’ (Ireland, 1993, p. 7). Rich (1976) saw the persecution of ‘child-

less’ women resulting from the threat they supposedly posed for male hegemony, as they 

were not tied to the family and resisted the heteronormative assumptions of society (pp. 

251-252). Female teachers who are not mothers have an interesting position; they are in the 

very centre of a societal institution and could thus be seen as a threat in their ‘unconven-

tional choice’ – but at the same time, they have opted for a profession which involves 

working closely with children, and thus show some traits of the traditionally female char-

acteristics. Although we have come a long way since the time Rich wrote her book, a 

grown up woman who does not have children is still often considered as outside the norm. 

The reasons for not having children, however, strongly influence the discourses on the 

topic. 
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Gillespie (2000) drew attention to the fact that involuntary childlessness can be seen to 

exist within the traditional discourse on motherhood and femininity; women who want to 

have children but are not able to, are met with sympathy and support, whereas women who 

do not want to have children in the first place are considered to be deviants to the ‘natural’ 

role of women (p. 225). There have been studies, however, which reveal the negative por-

trayal of childlessness and its effects on women who suffer from involuntary childlessness 

as well (Woollett, 1991, p. 51). In general, it is still women who voluntarily do not have 

children that often feel that they are being negatively evaluated by others (Wood & New-

ton, 2006, p. 342).  

When focusing on the discourse on voluntarily childless women, Gillespie (2000) found 

three prominent discourses in this area: other people met the explanations of the voluntar-

ily childless either with disbelief, disregard or saw voluntary childlessness as deviance. 

The view that childless women will change their mind once they grow into the ‘normal’ 

adult female role, or once they ‘meet the right man’ was also visible in Gillespie’s study. 

The women in Gillespie’s study expressed the patronising nature of these types of com-

ments – as if they were themselves childlike and not capable of rational decision-making. 

(Gillespie, 2000, pp. 228-229) Even though Gillespie’s study was conducted in 1996, not 

much seems to have changed – I personally have experience of these types of comments, 

and have found them both frustrating and patronising. I also have personal experience of 

being a ‘deviant’ to the ‘natural’ role of women: I was quite recently told by a young man 

that I was ‘an amazing person, yet there’s this side of you’ when he talked about the ‘ab-

horrence’ of me not wanting to have children. In his mind all the good qualities I had were 

cancelled by the fact that I did not want to have children.  

With regard to working life, Wood and Newton (2006) described two approaches to child-

lessness: materialist and post-structuralist. Materialist approach sees childlessness as a so-

cietal issue resulting from discriminatory practices in the workplace, which either prevent 

women from having children or delay the decision for so long that having children is no 

longer possible. The post-structuralist approach gives more agency to women and allows 

for a view of childlessness as a valid choice and as a new way of being feminine. (Wood & 

Newton, 2006, p. 339) Both of these discourses can be detected in public discussion, and 

the individual situations of women are probably affected by aspects described in both.  
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It is quite obvious from these examples that discourses on childlessness are very value-

laden. The persisting assumption that all women do – and should – want to have children 

can be detected in the Finnish society as well.  One clear example of this is the Finnish law 

on sterilisation (Ministry of Justice, 1970). In Finland one can only be sterilised under cer-

tain conditions: 1) the person has three or more children, 2) is 30 years old, 3) pregnancy 

would compromise her health, 4) the person cannot use other means of birth control, 5) the 

children would have or develop a difficult physical condition, 6) the person has a physical 

condition which radically reduces their ability to take care of children, 7) the person is 

transgender (Ministry of Justice, 1970).  

It is important to note that the law only allows for sterilisation under strict and unlikely 

conditions related to health, or if the person already has more than three children. The mere 

wish to be sterilised is not reason enough until the person is 30 years old or older. Consid-

ering that 18-year-olds are allowed to drink alcohol legally, drive a car, join the army and 

vote in elections, it seems rather interesting that the decision not to have children can only 

be made when reaching the age of 30. This is a clear indication of pronatalist pressures in 

society: one’s body is not one’s own, or at least its reproductive ability is state business. 

This also links to Gillespie’s (2000) findings of childless women being viewed as incapa-

ble of rational decision-making, and to the idea that they will change their mind at some 

point (pp. 228-229). 

The pronatalist pressures in society can also be detected in a document by Statistics 

Finland (Tilastokeskus) on fertility rates in Finland, where increasing childlessness was 

described in very pronatalist terms:  

Even though the fertility rate in Finland is good by European standards, the 

increasing number of women who are completely childless is worrying. 

Women’s high level of education has its downside as well, as it is especially 

highly educated women who are left childless, either by choice or involuntar-

ily. (Tilastokeskus, 2006, own translation)  

Referring to childlessness as worrying, and as being left childless echoes the traditional 

assumptions that all women will – and should – become mothers at some point in their life. 

The choice of words here is by no means neutral – women who do not have children are 

described as being left childless, as if there would be something missing from their lives – 

a common conception of the state of childless women (see for example Gillespie, 2000; 
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Ireland, 1993; Miller, 1998; Rich 1976). The increasing number of childless women is de-

scribed as worrying – another example of how society views as women without children as 

outside the norm, and as something that should not be encouraged. The article also refers 

to the high education level of women as being at the root of the ‘problem’, thus echoing the 

materialist discourse of the delay in having children (Wood & Newton, 2006, p. 339), but 

now links it to the high education level of women rather than the practices of the work-

place.  

Despite these traditional discourses on motherhood, many studies have noted a slight trend 

towards more accepting attitudes towards motherhood and childlessness (Wood & Newton, 

2006, p. 338); this links to the wider trends of increasing diversity and the increase of dif-

ferent family models in society. This leaves room for ‘creative social imaginary’ on the 

ideas of femininity without the link to motherhood (ibid. p. 338). Childless women also 

construct this wider discourse on feminine identity by resisting traditional discourses 

where motherhood is central to femininity, and make room for a wider diversity of femi-

nine identity (Gillespie, 2000, p. 223). This was also one of the aims for my research: by 

giving a voice to teachers who do not have children they themselves had a chance to define 

their professionalism and teacher identity. 

4.3 Societal assumptions of care 

Caring is mostly seen as a feminine characteristic. Traditionally women and girls were the 

ones who were expected to care for their family, and the situation has not changed drast i-

cally to this day. Furthermore, women still continue to be the majority in ‘caring profes-

sions’ which involve looking after children, the sick, and the elderly. Different things are 

still expected from women and men, as well as girls and boys.  

In 1970s, Chodorow drew attention to the fact that social environment is different for boys 

and girls, and that girls are less individuated than boys, and define themselves more in rela-

tion to other people (as cited in Gilligan, 1979, p. 433; see also Gordon, 1990). This is still 

seen in the expectations of male and female behaviour as early as kindergarten level. Yli-

tapio-Mäntylä (2010) found in her study where Finnish kindergarten teachers reflected on 

the gendered practices in their work, that boys were not allowed to show emotions as 

openly as girls (p. 81). Boys and girls were also seen – and expected – to play different 

games; when a boy brought a doll to kindergarten it was seen out of the ordinary, although 
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the kindergarten teacher was careful not to show the boy in any way that his choice of toy 

would be somehow unorthodox (Ylitapio-Mäntylä, 2010, pp. 108-109). Girls are expected 

to play house, and have nurturing aspects in their actions, but caring is not expected from 

boys. It is thus no wonder that the same line of thinking seems to persist from decade to 

decade. However, like the example in Ylitapio-Mäntylä’s (2010) study shows, attitudes 

might slowly be changing, as teachers are becoming more aware of the influence of their 

actions and attitudes to the gender specific behaviour of children. 

Women are assumed to have empathy and care built into them, as if these traits would be 

innate and come naturally to them, but the same is not expected of men. Gilligan (1979) 

pointed out that even though relationships and care have become to be appreciated in the 

lives of men as well, the development of these traits in the life cycle of women have gone 

unstudied just because of this assumption of innateness (pp. 440-441). Rich (1976) referred 

to her own experience when arguing that the assumption of care and nurture being innate 

to women does not, in fact, hold true. She wrote: ‘We learn, often through painful self-

discipline and self-cauterization, those qualities which are supposed to be “innate” in us: 

patience, self-sacrifice, the willingness to repeat endlessly the small, routine chores of so-

cializing a human being’ (Rich, 1976, p. 37). Even though Rich, among others, challenged 

this myth already in the 1970’s, this view of care as innate to women persists in public dis-

cussions and everyday practices even today. Hochschild (2012) drew attention to how the 

supposed innateness of care in women shows also in the labour market, for example as 

different expectations of emotional labour for men and women. Especially in fields related 

to caring, women are expected to have an emotional connection to the work. (Hochschild, 

2012, pp. 150-151) Work related to caring is thus not considered merely in terms of work: 

a deeper connection to the work is assumed – if not in fact, expected – to exist. 

Teaching is a profession which links to the notion of care quite strongly: a teacher is re-

sponsible for the wellbeing of the children in her or his classroom, supports their growth 

and learning, and also disciplines them when needed. All these aspects of the work require 

a certain level of care. Care in this regard is usually related to the traditional notion of care 

as a female domain, although different notions of care in the work of a teacher have been 

brought forward for example by Noddings (2005, 2003) (see also Laursen, 2004; Skinnari, 

2000).  
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Female teachers are in an interesting position with regard to the assumption of care in 

schools, since societal expectations of care are associated more strongly to motherhood 

than fatherhood, and thus to women in general. This leads to a situation where female 

teachers, regardless of their personal inclinations, might face the assumption of care even 

more pointedly than their male colleagues. I will next examine the perceived differences in 

the professionalism of female and male teachers, and link this back to the societal assump-

tions of care. 
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5 Teacher professionalism 

When studying the possible implications of having or not having children for a teacher’s 

professional identity or working life, it is important to explore the different aspects of 

teacher professionalism. In this chapter I will first give background to the Finnish context 

in which teachers operate. In Finland teachers are highly educated professionals who enjoy 

a relatively high status. Still, the idea of teachers as professionals does not seem to prevent 

the assumption that having – or not having – children would somehow influence a 

teacher’s professionalism: it was examples of these incidents that sparked my research in-

terest in the first place. After describing the background of the Finnish context of teaching, 

I will outline the general views on the development of teacher professionalism, and then 

move on to examining the perceived differences in the professionalism of female and male 

teachers. 

5.1 The Finnish context 

Teachers in Finland hold a different position compared to teachers in many other countries. 

To be able to understand the nature of the teaching profession in Finland, it is important to 

look at how the teaching profession developed, the place teachers hold in society, and how 

the educational system works today. The fact that teachers in all levels of education – start-

ing from kindergarten – have a university degree speaks for the view of the importance of 

education in the society. Teachers on different school levels work in very different situa-

tions however, and to be able to understand the contexts in which the respondents of this 

research work, the structure of the educational system and the nature of the teaching pro-

fession in different school levels are also described. Teaching is also a highly segregated 

field of work, and this aspect of the Finnish context will be examined as well. 

The professionalisation of teaching in Finland has its roots in the University of Helsinki 

and its training of educated workforce for public offices in the 19
th

 century. Secondary 

school teachers, who were initially considered as a part of the clergy, were a part of this 

group. The rise of the nationalist Fennocist movement gave rise to the teaching profession, 

as educating the common Finnish people was seen as important. (Konttinen, 1996, pp. 55- 

57) Simola pointed out that this link to the clergy as origins of the teaching profession ex-

plains why teaching was for a long time closely associated with the idea of calling and vo-
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cation (as cited in Konttinen, 1996, p. 70). This idea of ‘calling’ still persists today, and is 

often offered as a reason for the relatively low salaries of teachers, reflecting the attitude 

that money would not be a relevant factor for teachers as they are fulfilling their ‘calling’. 

During the 19
th
 century, university education became an important factor in separating be-

tween the classes, and having university education became a symbol of belonging to the 

gentry. The value Finnish people put on higher education still today can be seen to trace 

back to these times. (Konttinen, 1996, pp. 61-64) The elevation of primary school teachers 

to university education was initiated in 1968 by a committee rethinking the organisation of 

the comprehensive school. The committee recommended that all teachers from primary 

school level upwards should have a university degree in education. In 1971 the Teacher 

Training Act and following legislation transferred all teacher training to universities and to 

Master’s degree level. (Kivinen & Rinne, 1996, pp. 86-87)  

Today the Finnish educational system consists of basic education lasting nine years, of 

which first six are considered primary education, while the following three years make up 

lower secondary education. After completing basic education students can choose between 

upper secondary school or vocational school, and later continue to universities or universi-

ties of applied sciences if they wish to do so. In Finland all teachers in basic education, 

from kindergarten teachers to upper secondary teachers go through university education: 

kindergarten teachers have at least a Bachelor’s degree while primary school teachers and 

lower and upper secondary teachers have a Master’s degree.  

This high level of education required from teachers combined with the notion of teachers 

as professionals creates an interesting situation where highly educated professionals work 

with young children in tasks which in some other countries are done with much shorter 

education. The tasks of a teacher link closely not only to education and learning, but also to 

upbringing and rearing. The primary school teacher does not only teach subjects, but is 

responsible for the holistic growth of the pupil as a person and as a member of society 

(Finnish National Board of Education, 2004, p. 12). Primary school teachers in Finland 

usually teach almost all of the subjects to their class. In general, the primary school teacher 

teaches her or his class for a year or more, although in many schools the first grades are 

taught by teachers specialised in early childhood education. Some primary school teachers 

acquire the qualifications to teach certain subjects in lower secondary or upper secondary 

level as well.  
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Subject teachers, who typically teach in lower secondary and upper secondary level and in 

adult education, usually have a Master’s degree in the subject they teach, and often acquire 

the qualifications for teaching other subjects as well. Teaching qualifications are acquired 

through pedagogical studies and teaching practices at the university. Subject teachers in 

lower and upper secondary level teach their subject to multiple classes, and do not have a 

class of their own, although they can work as a homeroom teacher for a class. Typically 

subject teachers do not have extensive interaction with any class in the same way a primary 

school teacher does, for example. 

5.2 Gender segregation in the teaching profession 

Teacher education is a very popular field of education in Finland. It is also a very competi-

tive field: only about 12 percent of applicants were accepted into programs for primary 

school teachers in 2010 (Finnish National Board of Education, 2010, p. 25). This reflects 

the position of teachers in the Finnish society, and the popularity of teacher education to-

day shows that being a teacher is still a desired profession. Many countries suffer from low 

status of the teaching profession which is reflected in the lack of applicants, but this is not 

the case in Finland. 

The teaching profession is, however, highly segregated by gender especially at the level of 

basic education. In a survey done for the Finnish National Board of Education [FNBE], in 

Finland in 2010 over 74 percent of primary school teachers and pre-primary teachers were 

women, but only 43 percent of the headmasters were female (FNBE, 2010, p. 40). The 

situation is similar in most European countries. A study by Eurydice compared the gender 

differences in education between different European countries, and found that in all Euro-

pean countries except for Turkey, female teachers were in the majority in primary school 

level: in some countries a striking 98 percent of teachers were female. The younger the 

children are, the more female teachers there are. Teachers in lower secondary level are still 

mostly female, although the difference is not as clear as in primary level. In upper secon-

dary level differences have levelled out much more. (Eurydice, 2010, pp. 89-90) 

A crucial aspect to examine is the division of tasks within the teaching profession, espe-

cially managing positions. This gender difference within a profession is called vertical seg-

regation, and refers to what in public discussion is often referred to as the ‘glass ceiling’ 

(Eurydice, 2010, p. 14). In Bulgaria, France, Iceland, Poland, Slovakia, Sweden and the 
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United Kingdom, over 70 percent of headmasters in primary schools are women. (Eury-

dice, 2010, pp. 89-90) The difference here is quite striking: like mentioned before, in 

Finland the percentage of female headmasters is 43. The percentage of female teachers in 

these countries is higher than in Finland – ranging from Iceland’s 79,9 percent to Bul-

garia’s 93,3 percent, but mostly between 80-85 percent. In Finland the percentage of fe-

male teachers is 74. Although the percentage of female teachers is higher in these countries 

than in Finland, it would not seem to explain why the difference in the percentage of fe-

male headmasters is so great. The headmasters in Finland have rather a high status and 

better salary; consequently there are more male than female headmasters – a situation 

which is reflected also at university level when comparing professors and other staff.  

In Finland the same pattern exists in all levels of education. In upper secondary education 

66 percent of teachers and headmasters were women, but again when looking only at 

headmasters, the percentage is 35. Although the percentage of male teachers grows when 

moving from primary school level to lower and upper secondary level, men dominate the 

managing positions in all levels of education. (FNBE, 2010, pp. 9-11) The type of con-

tracts teachers have seems to be also segregated by gender to some extent. 74,4 percent of 

female teachers had a permanent contract, while for male teachers the percentage is 77,9. 

(ibid. p. 42) The difference here is not great, but still confirms the commonly held belief – 

at least among teacher students – that it is easier for male teachers to be employed. If this 

really is the case, it might be explained by male teachers’ specialization in subjects; many 

specialize in physical education where boys and girls are usually separated, as well as 

technical work, which is a subject that is still stereotypically seen as boys’ subject. Since 

most teachers in primary school level are female, teachers for boys’ P.E. as well as techni-

cal work are often sought after.  

In her study of German teachers, Horstkemper (1999) found that many teachers work part-

time: 47 percent of teachers worked part-time in primary schools in 1998. A very large 

majority of these teachers were women. In Germany, working part-time has been consid-

ered one of the reasons for the lack of female teachers in managing positions 

(Horstkemper, 1999, p. 57). In Finland it is not common to work part-time as a teacher at 

least in primary school level, so the same argument does not seem to apply here. However, 

in Finland, as in so many other countries, women are still mostly responsible for taking 

care of the children and often stay at home taking care of their children for multiple years 

at a time despite vast possibilities for paternity leave. This could be seen as one of the rea-
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sons why women do not hold managing positions as often as their male counterparts. Still, 

teaching is often seen as a ‘woman-friendly’ choice, as it allows for security while having 

children. It is considered quite common that after securing a permanent teaching job, many 

young women start their families as they do not need to fear for losing their job. Hilary 

Burgess pointed out in the 1980s that teaching was a good job for a woman, but a career 

for a man (as cited in Coffey & Delamont, 2000, p. 44).  

Wood and Newton (2006) had similar results in their study of men and women in man-

agement, and concluded that a career in management still seems to be enabled by having 

someone at home taking care of the needs of the family – and usually this responsibility 

falls on the wife (Wood & Newton, 2006, p. 346). When this idea is translated into teach-

ing, it would seem that many female teachers do have families, which might account for 

the lack of females in management in the field of teaching. Men do not experience this 

‘burden’ of the family in their careers, as they usually have someone at home to take care 

of family responsibilities. The social understanding that women are – and should be – the 

most loyal to the institution of the family is still reflected in research and everyday life 

(Wood & Newton, 2006, p. 345). Some research has shown, however, that domestic and 

family responsibilities are starting to be divided more equally, and that the working life of 

both men and women is affected by family (Maume, 2006, p. 860). This development 

could pave the way for getting more women in management positions. 

Gender is thus visible in the field of education in many ways, and the results and reasons 

are not necessarily straight-forward. For example, the distribution of female and male 

teachers in teaching different age groups might result from many things. The traditional 

notions of women taking care of children might influence career choices even on a subcon-

scious level, and direct men away from choosing a career which involves working with 

young children. The choices of women can also be influenced by these traditional notions. 

In public discussion the lower pay and lower status of teaching at lower levels has also 

been speculated to be the reason for the lack of male teachers for example in kindergarten 

level. However, in the kindergarten level an explanation for the lack of male teachers can 

also result from the fact that it was only in 1968 that men were accepted into kindergarten 

teacher education programmes in Finland (Kinos & Laakkonen, 2005, p. 141) – which of 

course again reflects the traditional notion of care of young children being a female do-

main. Over forty years have passed since the first male kindergarten teacher graduated, so 

to me it seems quite surprising that these traditional notions still sit so tightly in society.  
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The association between women and teaching younger children undoubtedly links to care 

and nurture that young pupils need, and as the idea of care is still quite closely linked with 

women, it begs the question: are different things expected from male and female teachers? 

This connects to the idea of whether male and female teachers face different assumptions 

also with regard to having a family; whether having a family is considered a part of a fe-

male teacher’s professionalism, but not a part of a male teacher’s.  

5.3 Development of professionalism 

Before looking at the development of teacher professionalism, it is important to note that 

there has been much discussion about whether teachers can be considered professionals. 

This requires defining what professionalism is seen to consist of. Squires (1999), for ex-

ample, identified seven different views on teacher professionalism: 1) teaching as a com-

mon sense activity – in which case training would be unnecessary; 2) teaching as an art – 

in which case training would be impossible as teaching is a gift; 3) teaching as a craft – 

whereby it could be analysed; 4) teaching as an applied science – which would see teach-

ing as based on theoretical knowledge; 5) teaching as a system – in which case specific 

goals would be set and evaluated; 6) teaching as a reflective practice – in which case the 

work would be constantly developed through reflection; and 7) teaching as a competence – 

which would link it to the real-world context (pp. 3-17). Teaching, depending on one’s 

perspective and the particular situation would seem to entail many of these aspects at the 

same time. Features of most of these views can be detected also in the data of this research. 

According to Day (1999), the key proponents of teacher professionalism include expert 

knowledge of subject, pedagogy, and students, as well as having a degree of autonomy in 

the work. Day argued that even though teachers do not typically have autonomy over the 

standards of their profession – which is usually seen as a component of professionalism – 

they still have a degree of autonomy over their practice in the classroom. (Day, 1999, p. 5) 

In Finland teachers typically have quite a high degree of autonomy in their work, as the 

national core curriculum only provides a broad framework of learning objectives (Finnish 

National Board of Education, 2004), and it is up to the regions and schools to create a more 

detailed curriculum. Since the teachers often take part in the development of the curricu-

lum in their own school, it could be seen to increase the level of autonomy in their work. 

Teachers also choose the teaching methods and materials with which they work, which can 
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again be seen to increase autonomy. Day, however, points out that there is a trend towards 

decreasing autonomy in the teaching profession, which can be seen to result from de-

creased resources and increased external monitoring (Day, 1999, pp. 6-7). The same trend 

is visible in Finland also, where resources are cut from education, and at the same time 

there is an increasing enthusiasm towards different ranking lists – the PISA results being a 

prime example of this. 

The development of teacher professionalism has been discussed a lot, and the elements of 

the discussion vary depending on the context, but some common features can be found. 

Tahkokallio (2014) described the general view on teachers’ professional development as a 

multifaceted phenomenon: it is usually seen to entail aspects of the life history and per-

sonal development of the teacher, the knowledge related to her or his subject area and the 

working environment, as well as the more general socio-political context in which she or 

he works (p. 3). Teacher professionalism is thus an area which consists of many different 

aspects, and the unique situation of each teacher shapes their professionalism in a different 

way. 

Tahkokallio (2014) pointed out that professional development is increasingly seen as a 

continuous process, which is not necessarily a linear progression, but a more flexible proc-

ess which can be influenced by multiple things (p. 9). Kelchtermans (2004) pointed out 

that sometimes the influential things can be events that trigger a change in a teacher’s pro-

fessionalism: a problematic situation challenges routine behaviour, and the teacher feels 

‘forced to react by reassessing certain ideas or opinions’ (Kelchtermans, 2004, p. 225). 

Kelchtermans called these events critical incidents (ibid. p. 225).  

Kelchtermans (2004) also pointed out the specific aspect of teaching compared to other 

professions: the personality of the teacher influences the work a lot, and cannot be sepa-

rated from the work quite as easily as in other professions (p. 220). The development of 

professionalism is thus not only connected to subject knowledge, but indeed has a lot to do 

with one’s development as a person as well. In the case of teachers of small children, the 

birth of one’s own child has been seen as what could be considered a critical incident in 

the development of one’s professionalism (Tahkokallio, 2014, p. 10). This is definitely a 

significant notion when thinking about teacher professionalism in general. Since a 

teacher’s professionalism is quite closely tied to the teacher’s personality, it would be fair 

to conclude that becoming a parent shapes one’s personality, and thus also one’s profes-
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sionalism. Yet, what I would like to ask is whether having children really increases a 

teacher’s professional competence. 

In order to develop their professionalism, teachers need to be actively involved in the proc-

ess. It is through reflection of one’s own work, as well as in cooperation with colleagues 

that one is able to change and develop the premises on which one works. (Tahkokallio, 

2014, p. 19) The importance of reflection for teacher professionalism has been emphasized 

by many researchers (e.g. Schön, 1987; Day, 1999; Kelchtermans, 2004). 

5.4 Perceived differences between male and female professionalism 

The perceived differences between the professionalism of female and male teachers have 

been studied quite a lot. The whole origins of the discussion on the ‘feminisation’ of the 

teaching profession are linked to the underlying assumption that there would be a differ-

ence in how women and men are as teachers. As I see it, the stereotypical assumptions of 

male and female professionalism persist also in the minds of teachers themselves. I will 

now examine these assumptions and the research conducted in the area more closely. 

5.4.1 Feminisation of the teaching profession 

As discussed before, in Finland, as in many other countries, female and male teachers are 

distributed unequally in different levels of education. Teaching is a largely female domi-

nated field, especially in primary school. This has lead to discussions about the school sys-

tem being more adapted to the needs of girls, and the call for increase in the number of 

male teachers has surfaced in public discussion time and time again. Finland is among few 

European countries where the feminisation of the teaching profession has been considered 

a problem also on a political level (Eurydice, 2010, p. 91). Lahelma (2000) pointed out that 

in Finland the discussion on the feminisation of the teaching profession was topical espe-

cially in the 1980s as a result of abolishing male quotas in primary teacher education in 

1987. The discussion continued through the 1990s as the percentage of male teachers was 

decreasing. (Lahelma, 2000, pp. 173-174) The same discussion still persists today.  

Horstkemper (1999) also examined the different attitudes towards feminisation of the 

teaching profession. Feminisation is often either seen as a negative thing for the teaching 

profession, which, in her words, ‘prevents its development into a fully-qualified profes-
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sion’ (Horstkemper, 1999, p. 55). This position is opposed by one where female teachers 

are seen to bring more ‘humane’ aspects to education. Both of these positions assume that 

there is a difference in the way male and female teachers perceive and practice their pro-

fession. Horstkemper argued that this juxtaposition is unnecessary and even harmful, but 

that gender hierarchy should rather be examined and deconstructed. (ibid. p. 55)  

Public discussion seems to brush over these kinds of arguments, and often shows the sim-

plified view of female and male teachers, which relies heavily on traditional and stereo-

typical notions, and does not attempt to move beyond the gender dichotomy. The same can 

be seen also in the way teachers themselves see female and male professionalism. I will 

now examine the assumed ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ qualities of teachers, after which I 

will focus on whether female teachers can be seen to have some advantages in the profes-

sion. 

5.4.2 The need for ‘male’ characteristics in schools 

Lahelma (2000) studied Finnish lower secondary level students’ perceptions of their teach-

ers, and also the perceptions of the teachers themselves. Her research showed that teachers 

often take the supposed need for male teachers for granted, and justify it by the need for 

male role models in schools especially for boys, but for girls as well. Teachers argued that 

‘male characteristics’ are needed in schools and the teachers’ lounges, and having more 

men would raise the status of the profession. (Lahelma, 2000, pp. 173-174) Yet, when the 

students reflected on their relationship with their teachers, and the kinds of teachers they 

liked or disliked, the teacher’s gender was not relevant. Both male and female students 

valued similar qualities in male and female teachers – such as fairness and sense of humour 

– but did not regard these traits as either ‘male’ or ‘female’, and found them in both male 

and female teachers. (ibid. p. 175) 

The ‘male characteristics’ that teachers argued were needed in schools reflected their view 

of male teachers as more relaxed and having a better sense of humour. Quite contradicto-

rily, however, the teachers also argued that male teachers would be needed in schools in 

conflict-situations. Female teachers were seen as more thorough and conscientious, but 

traits that were regarded ‘female’ often had negative connotations. (Lahelma, 2000, p. 175) 

Similar results have surfaced in other studies. The Finnish context was also studied by 

Levomäki and Keskinen (2005), who found that male kindergarten teachers considered 
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male teachers to be more relaxed, and to allow more freedom and choice for the children 

than female kindergarten teachers. Female kindergarten teachers saw the differences be-

tween male and female teachers along the same lines, but not as pronouncedly as the male 

teachers. (Levomäki & Keskinen, 2005, p. 120) However, Levomäki and Keskinen found 

in their study that male kindergarten teachers actually used more verbal and active man-

agement than female kindergarten teachers, which goes against the initial idea the teachers 

had about male teachers allowing more freedom for the children than female teachers (ibid. 

p. 126, 135). Similar results were also found in a German study by Flaake in the late 1980s 

on how male and female teachers viewed their profession. In this study, male teachers were 

found to put more weight on official school structures and focus more on competition and 

achievement than their female colleagues (as cited in Horstkemper, 1999, p. 60).  

Despite some contrasting evidence, the myth of the relaxed male teacher still seems to be 

present everywhere. Lahelma (2000) suggested a reason for this; in her studies students 

liked teachers who were not too strict and did not give too much homework, but who still 

were competent teachers and made sure that the students did their work. Lahelma argued 

that it is often the teachers of less academic subjects who can be more flexible and not give 

much homework – and teachers of less academic subjects are often male. Lahelma also 

argued that this reflects the common situation at home, where fathers do the more ‘fun’ 

things with children whereas mothers make sure that the child has done her or his home-

work, for example. (Lahelma, 2000, pp.178-179)  

5.4.3 The perceived advantages for female teachers 

Kaiser saw that being socialised in a gender-specific way would give women an advantage 

in schools because teaching could be seen as a ‘housework-like profession’ (as cited in 

Horstkemper, 1999, p. 59). Händle also saw that taking care of the domestic sphere as well 

as the professional, would give women a ‘double qualification’ (as cited in Horstkemper, 

1999, p. 59). That women are still socialized more into care behaviour still holds true to-

day, but whether this would make them better teachers is debatable. 

In Finland where teachers are highly educated professionals, it does not seem plausible to 

call teaching a ‘housework-like profession’. With the high level of professionalism, it 

would also seem a contradiction to regard a role in the domestic sector as a ‘qualification’. 

And further – would this apply to male teachers with families also, or would it still be as-
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sumed that in their families, the domestic responsibilities would be on the wife? Studies 

show that this is often still the case (see for example Dempsey, 2002). It is important to 

note here that all these studies seem to take for granted that all families are heterosexual, 

and comprise of two parents. This assumption undermines the care work done by many 

single parent fathers, as well as fathers in same-sex relationships – not to mention hetero-

sexual fathers who take on the responsibility of care equally to their spouse, or even more 

so.  

The assumption of the more ‘humane’ approach to education of female teachers is backed 

up by some studies. Schümer, for example, analysed data from 1988 to find out what kind 

of ideas German male and female teachers had of their teaching (as cited in Horstkemper, 

1998, pp. 58-59). The answers the teachers gave varied within both groups, and there was a 

lot of overlapping of attitudes and behaviour. Interestingly, age was more important a fac-

tor than gender in explaining the differences in answers. In general the analysis revealed 

that men tended to base their lessons more on the textbook whereas their female colleagues 

emphasized the social and emotional aspects of learning, but the differences were not 

great. The same analysis found that female teachers cooperated more with their colleagues 

than male teachers did. (as cited in Horstkemper, 1998, pp. 58-59) Similar results were 

found by Minor, Onwuegbuzie, Witcher & James (2002) in their study of the perceptions 

American preservice teachers had of effective teachers. These findings seem to suggest 

that there might be some truth in the assumption of female teachers emphasising social 

aspects more in their work.  

A study by Flaake from the late 1980s found that both male and female teachers consid-

ered the most important aspect of their work to be interaction with the students (as cited in 

Horstkemper, 1999, p. 60). Horstkemper (1999) saw the importance of relationships in 

teacher’s work as one of the reasons for regarding ‘feminine’ traits as assets in teaching – 

building and taking care of relationships has traditionally been seen as a female domain, 

where feminine skills such as empathy play a big role (p. 60). Whether this kind of behav-

iour and skills are expected from female teachers, or indeed, from all teachers, is a good 

question. Teaching has moved on from the traditional way of emphasizing performance 

and competition to a more rounded development of the individual at least in Finland, so it 

could be argued that a more holistic way of teaching and meeting the individual pupil is 

expected from all teachers regardless of gender (cf. FNBE, 2004).  
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In Flaake’s study, male teachers, even having themselves emphasised the role of relation-

ships, still used the teacher’s position of dominance to keep distance from the students, 

whereas female teachers’ relationships to the students were more personal (as cited in 

Horstkemper, 1999, p. 60). This would again speak for female teachers’ softer approach to 

teaching. This point is relevant also in the Finnish context, where relationships between 

teachers and students are comparatively informal – the teachers are often called by first 

name, and there is no formal dress code, for example. These things might seem trivial, but 

are evidence of the non-hierarchical nature of the Finnish educational system. The infor-

mality of teacher-pupil relations in Finland is visible especially in primary school. It could 

be argued that since the Finnish educational system does not support strict hierarchies or 

the teacher’s position of dominance as strongly as the educational systems in some other 

countries, both male and female teachers would be able to form a close personal relation-

ship with the students.  

Although some studies do suggest that there are differences in how female and male teach-

ers perceive their profession and how they conduct their work, in reality, the most impor-

tant aspects of teaching seem to be the same for both female and male teachers, as was 

found for example by Flaake (as cited in Horstkemper, 1999, p. 60). Even though teachers 

seem to think there are differences in how male and female teachers work, and what they 

are like as teachers, these assumptions are not necessarily carried out in the everyday life 

of the school. Teachers are personalities, and ‘female’ and ‘male’ characteristics can be 

equally present in both male and female teachers. This links back to the idea of teacher 

professionalism as being very tightly connected to one’s person.  

The ideas on teacher professionalism and how it links to the traditional notions of gender 

stereotypes have now been examined. I will now move on to describing the methodological 

choices I have made, and then move on to describing the analysis of my data. The findings 

from the data are presented in chapter 8. In the final chapter of this thesis I will link the 

findings from my data back to this discussion on teacher professionalism, as well as the 

discourses on childlessness in society.  
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6 Methodological considerations 

To get to the core of why not having children might be seen as influential for teacher pro-

fessionalism, I collected written data from 12 female teachers who do not have children, 

and work in different school levels from kindergarten to upper secondary and adult educa-

tion. After much consideration, I chose hermeneutic phenomenology to be the methodol-

ogy of my research. As my data was in the form of written responses, I chose to analyse it 

with qualitative content analysis, and data-based content analysis (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 

2009) in particular. In this chapter I will describe the journey of choosing my methodol-

ogy, the way it shapes my research, and the background of my method. 

6.1 On the methodological choices 

The initial starting point for the research was to look at the work experiences of teachers 

who do not have children, and specifically whether they had ever experienced that their 

professional competence had been questioned because they were not parents. I wanted to 

collect the accounts of teachers’ experiences as widely as possible in order to map out 

whether the phenomenon existed in the first place, since there is not much previous re-

search on the topic. For this reason collecting written accounts seemed to be the best way 

forward. I assumed that the attitudes towards not having children could vary quite a lot 

depending on the area – I could imagine, that not having children might be a more contro-

versial issue in more religious regions, for example. For this reason it was important not to 

focus only on a certain area. 

Since the interest was on the experiences of teachers, it geared my research towards phe-

nomenology with its focus on people’s lived experiences (Creswell, 2007, p. 78). This re-

stricted the collection of data to a certain extent, because I could not know whether the data 

collected by the writing instruction would be substantial enough to allow for phenomenol-

ogical analysis. For this reason I decided to include the option for a follow-up interview in 

the initial data collection phase. 

To test out my writing instruction, I conducted a small scale pilot study before sending out 

the actual writing invitation. The main part of the data was collected through a writing in-

vitation in the Finnish Teachers’ Magazine (Opettaja). After receiving the responses I real-

ised I would have needed more extensive data to be able to do a thorough phenomenologi-



31 

 

 

cal analysis of it. For this reason, I decided to focus on the written responses, but decided 

to do a qualitative content analysis on them, to see what teachers in different school levels 

had to say about the phenomenon. Hermeneutic phenomenology, however, still remained 

the wider methodology within which I placed my research. 

This complex path during which I moved back and forth in my decisions regarding meth-

ods and the collection of data means that my ideas on the research have been influenced by 

many different paradigms. As the influence of the feminist framework on my own research 

was already discussed in chapter 3, I will now move on to describing the ontological and 

epistemological starting points for my research. I will then describe the features of herme-

neutic phenomenology, and pay special attention to the role of the researcher, as it some-

thing that is considered central both in feminist research and in hermeneutic phenomenol-

ogy. I will then move on to mapping out the process of qualitative content analysis. 

6.2 Ontological and epistemological starting points 

In social sciences, it is important to make the ontological and epistemological starting 

points for research visible. Drawing on previous theories on the topic, Cohen and Manion 

(1994) outline the different assumptions about social reality in terms of ontological and 

epistemological questions. They separate two opposing views of social reality in the lines 

of the nominalist-realist debate, where the nominalist view sees social reality as something 

which is created in the consciousness of individuals, whereas the realist view sees reality 

as something that exists outside individuals and is not dependent on them. (Cohen & Man-

ion, 1994, p. 6) My own view of social reality follows the lines of the nominalist view. 

Similar lines of thought hold also when thinking about the epistemological questions which 

have to do with the nature of knowledge; if we take it that reality is something that exists 

outside the human being, it follows that knowledge of this reality can be obtained by 

measuring it somehow. This would lead the researcher to be the objective observer who 

finds out the ‘truth’ that exists somewhere out there. This stance towards the nature of 

knowledge has also been called the positivist view. If, on the other hand, one sees reality as 

something that is constructed and negotiated between people, and has different meanings 

to each individual, the researcher recognises her or his own subjectivity, and rejects the 

idea that knowledge of the world could somehow be obtained objectively. (Cohen & Man-

ion, 1994, p. 6) My view on knowledge has for years now been very strongly influenced by 
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feminist research and its starting points, and it is thus very anti-positivist and highly at-

tuned to the influence of the researcher and the partiality of all knowledge. 

The starting point for social sciences and research in the anti-positivist tradition is the same 

one which is emphasised in feminist research: the researcher cannot be an objective by-

stander, who just observes ‘reality’ as it happens (Cohen & Manion, 1994, 26). However, 

whereas anti-positivist research gives room for this kind of idea of science as well but links 

it to positivist research tradition, feminist research questions the ideas of ‘objectivity’ in 

any research – it is simply not possible to achieve, since researchers are all people, and 

their research is influenced by their own view of the world at all times. Even in the ‘hard’ 

sciences or natural sciences – which often are thought of as the world of ‘facts’ – these 

‘facts’ are shaped by the ideas and preconceptions researchers have of the world. Martin 

(1991) for example pointed out how societal assumptions can sit so tightly that they end up 

distorting the results of research, and the illusion of objectivity can be used to strengthen 

stereotypes and promote certain value systems.   

This links back to my questioning of the ideas of objectivity. In my view, in all research, 

the research process and the research subject cannot be separated from the surrounding 

society and the language to which it is tied. These factors shape the way the data is inter-

preted and the ways in which the results are presented. For this reason, complete ‘objectiv-

ity’ cannot ever be achieved. It can be strived for, however, but this should be done by 

bringing forth one’s own assumptions and starting points for the research. This would al-

low for the interpretation of the research results in the light of the subjectivity of the re-

searcher, not the objectivity.  

6.3 Hermeneutic phenomenology 

The methodological basis for my research is in hermeneutic phenomenology. Like men-

tioned before, phenomenology is interested in people’s lived experiences (Creswell, 2007, 

p.78). However, experiences do not just exist, they are assigned meaning. It is this meaning 

that is under examination in phenomenology. One crucial aspect of phenomenology is that 

the relationship an individual has with the world is considered to be intentional – we give 

meanings to things all the time, and these meanings are shaped by our intentions, likings, 

beliefs, and so on. (Laine, 2001, p. 27)   
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6.3.1 Constructing meaning 

People construct meanings every day as they negotiate through social situations. Cohen 

and Manion (1994) outlined how this everyday experience is crucial in phenomenology. 

Meanings are understood in our everyday life through the lenses we have developed 

throughout our lives, and thus social context becomes important in giving meaning to ex-

periences. Cohen and Manion drew attention to how knowledge of the world is different 

for each individual, and our ability to understand other people and their view of the world 

varies depending on whether our realities meet. (Cohen & Manion, 1994, p. 30) This 

means that as a researcher I need to be attuned to the meanings the respondents give to 

their experiences, and not try to see them through my own experiences. This is where the 

idea of ‘bracketing’ – a concept central in phenomenology – comes in. The researcher 

brackets or puts aside the knowledge she or he thinks she or he has on the subject, as well 

as her or his attitudes, preconceptions and expectations, and tries to be open to the mean-

ings manifested in the experiences (Lindseth & Norberg, 2004, pp. 147-148).  

In my research it is not only about me as a researcher trying to understand the meanings 

the respondents give to their experiences – the respondents themselves have to negotiate 

between the meanings of their experiences in different contexts. Within the scope of the 

research topic, the respondents have to think about how two different worlds – personal 

and professional – come together in their own life. The focus of the research is on the pro-

fessional and working life of the teachers, but they need look at it from the perspective of 

something very personal: the fact that they do not have children. Having or not having 

children is a topic that comes very close to an extremely personal area of our lives, and 

thinking about what kind of meanings this personal topic takes on in the professional envi-

ronment is the crucial question here. The topic thus demands a lot not only from the re-

searcher, but also from the respondents.  

The meanings individuals assign to their experiences are not acquired in a vacuum; the 

way we give meaning to experiences is shaped by our social context (Laine, 2001, p. 28). 

This means that the context becomes very important in understanding the phenomenon 

under study. It links more broadly to the ideas of being a woman and a mother, and the 

societal assumptions regarding it. The context of being a teacher is a very important also; it 

is important to examine the different expectations facing teachers in general and female 

and male teachers in particular. The examination of the social context of teaching is also 
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interesting because it does not only touch upon the social context we live in now, but the 

social context we raise other people in as teachers.  

6.3.2 Understanding and interpretation 

Because phenomenology examines the meanings assigned to experiences, understanding 

and interpretation are crucial in this examination. Hermeneutics gives tools for the inter-

pretation. (Laine, 2001, p. 29) Instead of striving for the ‘correct’ interpretation, I recog-

nise that my interpretation is only one of many possible interpretations, and focus on giv-

ing the reader the tools to evaluate the interpretations I have made, and decide for her or 

himself whether they consider them to be valid.  

Every researcher has some kind of understanding of the research topic already before con-

ducting the research. This pre-understanding is what everyday life is based on. When the 

way the respondent experiences her or his everyday life is examined by the researcher, the 

researcher tries to go beyond this pre-understanding. In an ideal situation the respondent 

does not analyse her or his experiences, but just describes them as they were. The re-

searcher then tries to make sense of the meanings given to the experiences by reflecting 

and conceptualising them. (Laine, 2001, p. 30)  

I do not know whether it is possible for a respondent to only describe her or his experi-

ences without analysing them or reflecting on them, since reflection takes place all the time 

when we think about our experiences – let alone describe them to someone else. There are 

also things that we choose not to share with the researcher, and this omission is also a re-

sult of reflection. The idea that the researcher would be able to make sense of the meanings 

better than the respondent is questionable in my view. In fact, as Lindseth and Norberg 

(2004) pointed out, since the respondent makes sense of her or his experiences through her 

or his own pre-understanding, and I, as a researcher, try to interpret the respondents’ ex-

periences through my pre-understanding, there is a lot of room for misunderstanding 

(Lindseth & Norberg, 2004, p. 152). Since my data was collected by written responses and 

I did not have further contact with the respondents, it was my responsibility as a researcher 

to constantly be on guard and check whether my initial understandings were valid, and 

look at my interpretations from the perspective of the questions: Is this what the respondent 

meant? Is this what they were trying to convey? 
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To minimise the chance of misinterpretation, in my writing instruction I already asked the 

respondents to reflect on whether not having children had been influential in their profes-

sional development and working life. I felt that this type of reflection was necessary be-

cause of the method of data collection; in an interview it would have been easier to have 

respondents just describe the different experiences they have had and I could have made 

inferences. I could have also asked the respondents to clarify the meanings and check the 

validity of my interpretations. This was not possible when collecting written responses. For 

this reason the instruction needed to have some guidelines in order to be approachable and 

maximise the chance of receiving meaningful responses.  

Laine (2001) emphasised that it is the shared meanings of the researcher and the respon-

dent that enable understanding (p. 31). I, however, have doubts about whether I can actu-

ally truly understand another person as our life experiences, beliefs and attitudes can be 

very different. Could it be that I, as someone who does not want to have children, under-

stand someone’s experiences related to not having children differently than a person who 

wants to have children, for example? This area of experience is very value-laden, and I 

cannot even be sure I understand the experiences of others even if I knew them very well. 

For this reason it is important to recognise that when the respondents’ experiences are be-

ing interpreted by the researcher, the experiences stop being the sole property of the re-

spondent. The researcher looks at the experiences through her or his ‘filter’, and thus 

makes them her or his own.  

Understanding someone else’s experiences still has to be strived for. The idea of stepping 

out of one’s own perspective is crystallised in the idea of the hermeneutic circle, which 

consists of the ’dialogue’ between the researcher and the data. The data gives start to initial 

interpretations, which are then examined and questioned by the researcher. After this initial 

phase, the researcher returns to the data and tries to see it with an open mind to discover 

new things that went unnoticed during the first phase of analysis, or which went against the 

initial interpretations. This process continues and deepens the understanding until the re-

searcher feels that she or he has come to the most likely interpretation of what the respon-

dent meant. (Laine, 2001, pp. 34-35) This is what I tried to achieve in my own analysis of 

the data as well. I went back to the data on multiple occasions during the process; first to 

make sure that I had gotten all the impressions from the data that I could, and then again in 

the later phases of analysis to make sure my interpretations were still the valid. This proc-

ess is described in more detail in chapter 7.3. The researcher should employ self-criticism 
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throughout the research process and constantly evaluate and re-evaluate her or his assump-

tions. This task is then complemented by the reader’s critical view, examining the choices 

and interpretations made by the researcher. For this reason I have described my process of 

analysis as clearly as possible, so that the reader could follow my thought-process, and 

evaluate the choices and interpretations I have made. 

6.4 Qualitative content analysis 

I chose to analyse my data using qualitative content analysis. The use of qualitative content 

analysis as opposed to using quantitative content analysis, as presented by Neuendorf 

(2002), for example, stems from the demands of my research questions and data: the goal 

of my research is to find out what kind of experiences teachers who do not have children 

have, and how they make meaning of these experiences, which requires a deeper interpre-

tative analysis than quantitative content analysis could offer. My data is also quite limited 

in number, which again speaks for the use of qualitative content analysis in order to gain a 

deeper understanding of the data rather than making generalizations from a larger body of 

data. 

Content analysis has been understood and used differently by different researchers. My 

view of content analysis is based on the ideas presented by Krippendorff (2004) on the 

general view of content analysis as a method, as well as Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2009) with 

regard to the specific steps of applying qualitative content analysis. Krippendorff (2004) 

outlined three main approaches to content analysis as a method, and the definition of con-

tent in each. The first approach regards content as something that is inherent to texts, and 

can be extracted from them. The second approach regards content as something that is cre-

ated by the source of the text in relation to its intended recipient, not acknowledging the 

analyst’s own influence in the reading of the text. The third approach regards content as 

something that is created in the reading and analysis of a text in a certain context. (Krip-

pendorff, 2004, pp. 20-21) Krippendorff based his view of content analysis on the third 

approach, which is what I – giving the emphasis I place on the influence of the researcher – 

see as the basis of my take on content analysis as well. Although Krippendorff’s take on 

content analysis is mostly based on the analysis of texts which are not produced specifi-

cally for the research – unlike in the case of my research – certain principles of Krippen-

dorff’s content analysis still apply to my research as well. 
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Krippendorff (2004) highlighted some important features of texts which are crucial to con-

tent analysis. In his definition, texts do not have qualities or meanings that would exist 

independently from readers and their interpretations. There is also no need for consensus 

over the different meanings different readers find in texts – the context of the reader as 

well as the context of the text influences the interpretations one makes. Analysts are not 

different in this regard: they look at texts in the light of their own context and the context 

of their research questions. The process of analysis is just more structured and systematic 

than the process of analysis done by an ordinary reader (Krippendorff, 2004, pp. 22-25). 

This view of content analysis and the emphasis on the influence of the researcher in inter-

preting the texts links to my view of the role of the researcher in general, as it highlights 

the fact that the interpretation of the analyst is only one of many possible interpretations.  

For the actual process of analyzing my data, I will rely on the views of Tuomi and Sara-

järvi (2009). They listed some main phases of the analysis of data as follows: First the re-

searcher searchers the data for things of interest in the light of the research questions. 

These findings are separated from the rest of the data, and are further categorized accord-

ing to theme or type or any other classification the researcher sees fit. Coding can be used 

in the classification process to help in locating and comparing the findings. In the process 

of analysis the data is organised according to different themes, which can then be looked at 

in relation to one another. The researcher can also look at the data under each theme and 

try to find typical features. These ‘typical’ features can be used to make generalizations of 

certain themes. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2009, pp. 92-93) The goal of content analysis is to 

organise the data in meaningful ways in order to make inferences, and create a description 

of the phenomenon in question. The data is divided into pieces, conceptualised, and then 

reassembled to make up a logical whole. Analysis and interpretation is applied in all stages 

of the process. (ibid. p. 108) 

Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2009) and Krippendorff (2004) all discussed the different ways of 

making inferences from the data. These are often divided into three different types: making 

inductive inferences from the particular to the general; making deductive inferences from 

the general to the particular; and making abductive inferences from the particular to a par-

ticular of another kind, backed up by contributing conditions. Krippendorff saw making 

abductive inferences the most useful in content analysis, but Tuomi and Sarajärvi offered a 

different perspective for analysis: they based their view on Eskola’s (2001; 2007) approach 

to analysis (as cited by Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2009, p. 95). Eskola divided analysis of data 
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into three types: data-based analysis, theory-led analysis and theory-based analysis. In 

data-based analysis, the data is not analysed according to preset principles - the units of 

analysis rise from the data. Theory guides the analysis only so far that the methodological 

bases and principles are stated and guide the process of analysis. Although data-based 

analysis is strived for in the hermeneutical phenomenological tradition for example, Tuomi 

and Sarajärvi (2009) drew attention to the difficulties in this approach: since the starting 

point for every research is based on certain theories and assumptions, can any analysis 

truly rise from the data? The researcher always influences the analysis and makes infer-

ences according to her or his own interests. This is why it is critically important that the 

researcher be open about her or his own assumptions and understandings of the phenome-

non, and be conscious of these during the process of analysis as well. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 

2009, p. 96) 

In theory-led analysis the units of analysis are chosen from the data, but the analysis is 

guided by previous research and theory. The purpose of analysis is not to test a previous 

theory, however, but to expand on the theory. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2009, pp. 96-97) In the 

case of my research this approach was not possible, as there is no previous research on the 

topic of teachers who do not have children, and thus no ready concepts or units of analysis 

which I could have made use of in my own analysis. Theory-based analysis is most com-

mon in natural sciences, where a research is conducted to test out a known theory (ibid, p. 

97). Although some aspects of theory-led analysis could have worked in my analysis of 

teacher professionalism, I decided to use data-based analysis in my research because the 

primary focus is on the experiences related to not having children.  

Based on previous theorists, Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2009) described the process of data-

based analysis. Firstly, the researcher finds expressions that link to the research interest in 

the data. These expressions are then simplified. These simplified expressions are then 

grouped together with similar expressions, forming categories. Tuomi and Sarajärvi con-

sider the process of categorising the most crucial one, since this is where the researcher’s 

interpretation shows: the researcher decides which expressions fall into the same – or dif-

ferent – category. These categories are then grouped together with similar categories, mak-

ing new, more comprehensive categories. These main categories are then grouped together 

under one, all encompassing umbrella term. These different levels of categories are utilised 

when answering the research questions. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2009, p. 101) I will go 

through these phases in the analysis of my own data.  
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Before the analysis, the researcher should have decided what will be the unit of analysis in 

her or his research (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2009, p. 110). Since my approach is hermeneutic 

phenomenology with its importance on the meanings given to their experiences by the par-

ticipants, the natural unit of analysis for me is centred on meaning. My unit of analysis was 

thus any group of words or sentences that carry the meanings that I was looking for. 
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7 Data and analysis 

7.1 Data collection 

For my research I collected written responses from teachers who do not have children. I 

collected data in two ways: some of the data was collected via email in the spring of 2013 

while testing my writing instruction in a pilot study, and the rest of the data was collected 

through a writing instruction in the Finnish Teacher’s Magazine in early summer 2013 (see 

appendix A). The formulation of the writing instruction proved to be a very time consum-

ing task, since I wanted to consider all the aspects and possible problems before sending it 

out. One of the challenges I faced was with wording and the concepts I was using – I did 

not want to talk about ‘childless’ teachers for its negative connotations – the use of the 

word childless implies a lack of something (Rich, 1976, p. 11).  Finding a neutral way of 

referring to the issue was thus important for me as discussed in chapter 2.  

The formulation of my writing instruction was influenced by Moustakas´s (1994) view on 

data collection in phenomenology: the participants are asked broad questions to get to their 

experiences; the kind of experiences they had had, and what kinds of situations or contexts 

these experiences were typically linked to. These guidelines helped me to shape my ques-

tions so that I would not narrow them down too much, or ask questions that were too spe-

cific and actually already assume a certain answer. I also wanted to get responses from 

teachers who felt that not having children had had no impact on their professional identity 

and had not had experiences of this phenomenon and thus might feel like they would give 

an ‘empty’ response. For this reason I broadened the scope of the research, and included 

questions about professionalism in general, so that all teachers who did not have children 

felt that there were questions for them to answer as well. I also felt that by first getting the 

teachers to think about their ideas on professionalism, it might be easier for them to con-

tinue to consider whether not having children had been influential for them in their work. I 

do not know whether it was because of this possibility to give a broad response to the 

topic, but I did get many responses where teachers said that they did not feel that not hav-

ing children would have been influential for them in their profession.  

Another aspect I considered was getting responses from both female and male teachers. I 

considered spelling out ‘male and female teachers’ in the title, so that it would catch the 
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attention of male teachers as well. It was my initial feeling that male teachers might not 

identify with having or not having children as strongly as female teachers might. In the 

end, I decided to simply use the title ‘Are you a teacher who does not have children?’ 

Whether it was because of the omission of the ‘male’ in the title, or for some other reason, 

I did not get any responses from male teachers. One reason for the lack of male respon-

dents could also be that male teachers might not be as willing to write about such an inti-

mate topic. 

Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2009) discussed the assumptions the researcher has about the partici-

pants of the research (p. 73). Since I collected my data via a writing instruction, I assumed 

that respondents can analyse and interpret the meanings they give to professionalism, and 

that they can analyse the experiences they have had with regard to their professional work 

and not having children. I chose the method of data collection to be a writing instruction 

because I wanted to give as much privacy and freedom of choice to the respondents as pos-

sible: this way the respondents could think about the topic in their own terms, and write 

about the topic the way they wanted to. 

My data consists of 12 responses written by teachers who do not have children. This is not 

a problem when it comes to generalising the findings, as the purpose of qualitative research 

is not making generalisations to begin with (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2009, p. 74). Instead, in 

the case of my research, the purpose is to understand a phenomenon, and thus it was im-

portant to find respondents who had experience of the studied phenomenon. The impor-

tance of choosing suitable informants was also emphasised by Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2009, 

p. 86). I looked for my informants by placing a writing instruction in a teachers’ magazine, 

which comes to all teachers who are members of the Trade Union of Education in Finland. 

I saw this as the best channel to reach all kinds of teachers from different parts of the coun-

try. I wanted to make the writing instruction as open as possible in order to get responses 

from as many teachers as possible, therefore I did not make the writing instruction so de-

tailed it would be a deterrent to possible respondents. For this reason the responses I got 

varied much in length, from a few sentences to many pages. In total the data consists of 

approximately 5000 words. 
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7.2 The respondents 

Initially I received 13 responses, but one response was only a couple of sentences long and 

did not offer any meaningful information on the topic, so I decided to disqualify it. This 

left me with 12 responses. Four of the responses were gathered during the pilot study, 

while the rest came through the teachers’ magazine. I decided to include the responses I 

got in the pilot study, because the instruction did not change almost at all: for two respon-

dents the writing instruction was one sentence shorter than the actual writing instruction I 

used in the magazine. The other two respondents from the testing phase read the exact 

same writing instruction that was in the magazine (see appendix A).  

The ages of the respondents varied between 29 and 62 years, although one respondent did 

not disclose her age. Most respondents were between 29 and 48 years of age. Five of the 

respondents were primary school teachers, while six were subject teachers. One respondent 

was a kindergarten teacher. Most of the respondents live in Southern Finland, although 

there were a few exceptions. The work-experience of the respondents varied from a couple 

of years to almost twenty years. The respondents worked in a wide range of teaching posi-

tions from pre-primary teaching to primary, lower and upper secondary education as well 

as adult education. The experiences of the respondents were thus very varied, but some 

patterns or common topics emerged.  

It is important to keep in mind that not all the teachers in this study are voluntarily ‘child-

less’ and thus would have opted for that identity – some teachers might have identified 

with motherhood but for some reason could not have children, have not had children, or 

have lost their children. In this way some respondents might be at a crossroads of negotiat-

ing identities between involuntary and voluntary childlessness. Individual situations are 

often not as simple as theory would have us understand. Some of the teachers who partici-

pated in this study might still have children at some point in their lives, so they might look 

at the questions differently – not only as teachers who do not have children, but also as 

potential parents.  

7.3 Steps of analysis 

In my analysis, I followed the structure of analysis as suggested by Tuomi and Sarajärvi 

(2009, p. 109), which is portrayed in figure 1.  
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Figure 1 The process of analysis 

 

Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2002) stressed the importance of giving a detailed description of the 

steps taken during the research process, so that the reader can better understand how the 

researcher has come to the results (p. 138). This is also important in helping the reader 

judge the validity of the procedures and the choices made by the researcher, as was dis-

cussed in the previous section on methodological considerations. The researcher’s own role 

in questioning one’s own assumptions is also crucial for achieving understanding. This is 

enabled by analysing the data in phases, so the initial interpretations are not the ones that 

would automatically persist (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2009, p. 113). My process of analysis is 

shown in figure 1, where each phase has been gone through and returned to multiple times 

for this exact reason. It is important to note that my process of analysis started already in 

spring 2013 when I started to receive the responses. I returned to the responses many times 

during autumn 2013, but started the systematic process of analysis in January 2014. 

In the actual process of analysis I first printed out the individual responses and read them 

and familiarised myself with their content. I made notes on the margins about my initial 

impressions as I read through them. I wanted to familiarise myself with the content of the 

individual responses, but also to get an overall picture of the data as a whole. After reading 

all the responses, I read through them again very carefully, testing whether my initial im-
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pressions still held, and paid attention to things I might have missed during the first read-

ing. Again I made notes on the margins. After this close reading I printed the responses out 

again, this time for starting the actual analysis. The ‘actual’ analysis refers here to the 

phase where I started coding and following the steps of analysis as proposed by Tuomi and 

Sarajärvi (2009) more closely.  

I printed the responses out again. This time I assigned each response with a letter of the 

alphabet (A-L) to be able to break the data down to expressions. I also assigned a different 

colour code to the three main questions in my writing instruction (see Appendix A) to 

separate expressions related to each question in the data. I once again started a close read-

ing of the responses, underlining expressions relevant to my research questions and used 

the colour coding for this process. During this process I also made suggestions for simpli-

fied expressions in the margins. All the while I was re-reading and rethinking my previous 

comments and notes, trying to see whether my interpretations were still valid. 

After this third reading I went through the data one more time, and wrote down each sim-

plified expression to a separate card, which I then coded with the colour referring to the 

question in the writing instruction, as well as the alphabetical code indicating the respon-

dent. I wanted to be able to refer back to the original text in case I needed to check some-

thing later on. I chose to write down each expression to a separate card to be able to move 

them around manually as I tried to find similarities and differences in them. This enabled 

me to see them all at the same time and keep the bigger picture in my head the whole time. 

It could be compared to trying to put together a big puzzle – and not quite knowing where 

to start, or what the outcome would be.  

The next step was to combine the similar expressions and create categories for them. The 

categorising process and the categories I created are described next. A more thorough de-

scription of the findings is provided in chapter 8.  

7.4 Categorising of the data 

My process of categorisation followed the steps proposed by Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2009) 

as described previously. In the coding phase I had coded the expressions according to the 

three main questions in the writing instruction. In the categorising phase I decided to han-

dle the two first questions on the construction of professionalism on a general and on a 
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personal level together, as many of the respondents did not distinguish between these two 

perspectives in their texts, but rather treated them as one question. The similarities in the 

responses regarding the two questions also suggested that treating them as a combined 

category was justified. Thus the analysis of my data is two-fold: first I analysed the aspects 

regarding the construction of professionalism, and then the aspects regarding the influence 

of not having children. 

7.4.1 Construction of professionalism 

I found 98 simplified expressions regarding the construction of professionalism in the data. 

I used the coded cards to group expressions together with similar expressions and thus be-

gan to form the categories. I tried many different groupings before settling with the ones I 

thought organised the data in the most meaningful way. I made notes during this process, 

and tried different names for the categories which I also wrote down on cards in order to 

better visualise them. This is also the phase where my initial coding which was done in 

Finnish started to change language, as I started to think of English translations for the 

names of the categories. I ended up dividing the data into 15 different categories (see Ap-

pendix B).  

Translation of the concepts and expressions used is by no means a simple task. In the trans-

lation process one automatically makes selections, and chooses one translation over an-

other. The reasons behind these choices can be manifold, and many even subconscious. 

The process of translation is one where the researcher emphasises certain things over oth-

ers, which makes translation a fine act of balancing between what the respondent tried to 

say, how the researcher understands and interprets it, and what the languages in question 

allow. I have done all the translations myself, and am very aware of the problems in trans-

lation having studied translation and interpretation of the English language. I thus have 

some experience in translation, and this has made me attuned to the difficulties in it. But, 

since the whole process of analysis is about interpretation – even when done in one lan-

guage only – I do not see the translations as an overwhelming problem. As the researcher 

works through the data, she or he by necessity ‘translates’ the respondents’ expressions 

into her or his own. For the reader who understands both Finnish and English, I have in-

cluded the initial categorising in both languages (see Appendices B & C).  My style of 
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making notes and trying different names for categories is also visible in those initial cate-

gories. 

After creating the 15 categories, I took the cards with the names of the categories and went 

through a similar process of organising and reorganising them in different groupings to 

find similarities in them. I created 4 main categories (see figure 2): 1) ‘Formal’ profession-

alism, 2) Experiences that shape, 3) Values, and 4) Personal involvement. These categories 

are grouped under the umbrella concept of ‘Teachers’ experiences of construction of pro-

fessionalism’. After this, I started to work my way down from the main categories, and 

organise the findings within the categories by using the simplified expressions as a point of 

reference. I also used the coding to locate the exact expressions used by the respondents in 

their original responses – although the quotes I use are translations and cannot thus be con-

sidered completely ‘original’. I will describe my findings more closely in chapter 8. 
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Figure 2 The 15 subcategories, 4 main categories and the umbrella category of construc-

tion of professionalism.  
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7.4.2 The significance of not having children 

The process of categorising the second part of the data follows the same steps as the cate-

gorisation of the first part. I found 80 simplified expressions regarding the question of the 

influence of not having children in the respondents’ work as teachers and for their profes-

sionalism. I divided the expressions into 10 different categories (see Appendix C) and then 

further into 3 main categories (see figure 3): 1) Influence on the work, 2) Feelings of inse-

curity or difference and 3) General attitudes towards not having children. The main catego-

ries are combined under the umbrella concept ‘Experiences related to not having children’. 

The findings from these categories will be discussed in chapter 8. 

 

 

Figure 3 The 10 subcategories, 3 main categories and the umbrella category of experiences 

related to not having children.  
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8 Findings 

The findings are presented in two parts. First, in chapter 8.1, I will present the findings 

regarding the question about the construction of professionalism. In chapter 8.2 I will pre-

sent the findings regarding the teachers’ experiences related to not having children. The 

findings will be linked to theoretical considerations in chapter 9. 

8.1 Teachers’ experiences of construction of professionalism 

The first part of the data consisted of the expressions teachers who do not have children 

used in describing their experiences and views of the construction of professionalism on a 

personal as well as on a general level. This chapter is organised by main categories, and I 

discuss the findings under each subcategory. 

8.1.1 ‘Formal’ professionalism 

Under the main category ‘‘Formal’ professionalism’, are the subcategories of 1) Theory 

and content knowledge, 2) Views on learning, 3) Developing professional competence, and 

4) Teacher education. These are all subcategories that deal with the more theory-related or 

intellectual aspects of the work. In this category the respondents conceptualised their ex-

periences in the terms of their education and learning experiences, and saw themselves as 

professionals who consciously evaluate and develop their own competence. The ‘formal’ 

in the title is in quotation marks because it refers more to this type of intellectual work 

done by the teacher, rather than formal education only. 

Theory and content knowledge 

Some respondents considered theory and content knowledge to be an integral part of their 

professionalism. The importance of theory was seen as the basis for pedagogical knowl-

edge and application, whereas the importance of content knowledge was more visible in 

subject teaching. The responses in this area were quite interesting; most respondents did 

not explicitly mention the importance of theories or content knowledge for their profes-

sionalism at all. Theory and content knowledge can be seen to be linked tightly with the 
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category of ‘Teacher education’ or the category of ‘Developing professional competence’, 

as in both categories the idea of theoretical knowledge is implied. 

Views on learning 

Views on learning also link to theoretical knowledge to some extent, although in the data it 

was represented more as a personal trait. One teacher wrote that one thing that has been of 

utmost importance in the development of her professionalism is ‘the belief that every pupil 

has the ability to learn in some way’. She also linked this to the general view of construc-

tion of professionalism, where she mentioned ‘ideas on learning, knowledge, and of the 

human being’ as shaping how a teacher’s professionalism develops. These fundamental 

ideas on how a teacher perceives the world are reflected in the responses of the other 

teachers as well – although not as explicitly. The ideas on how the teacher perceives the 

pupils for example, can be seen to be directly reflected in the category of ‘Meeting the in-

dividual’ (see chapter 8.1.4 on personal involvement).  

Views on learning were not discussed by most respondents, which is rather interesting. The 

views on how people learn are at the core of teaching – when planning a lesson or any 

other kind of learning activity the teacher bases the activities on some model of learning 

whether this is a conscious contemplation or not. The lack of references to the ideas on 

learning in the data could reflect the fact that these assumptions might have become so 

internalised and automatic that they do not surface immediately when thinking about one’s 

professionalism.  

Developing professional competence 

 In the category of ‘Developing professional competence’, two different approaches were 

visible. Some respondents wrote about actively developing their professional competence, 

while in some responses more emphasis was put on more formal ways of developing pro-

fessional competence: there were mentions of in-service training, supplementary courses 

and the like. Some respondents mentioned both aspects, and many remarked something 

along the lines that professionalism also continuously develops throughout one’s career, 

almost automatically through experience. Some respondents also mentioned the changing 

demands of the work as propelling professional development. Developing one’s profes-

sionalism was seen not only as something one wants to do in the job, but also as something 
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necessary for being able to do the job. The differences in the emphasis came through al-

ready in the choice of words; some respondents wrote about developing their competence 

while some wrote about the development of competence (in Finnish ‘kehittäminen’ cf. ‘ke-

hittyminen’). Many respondents expressed the idea that ‘a teacher’s professional develop-

ment is never complete’.  

The respondents who put an emphasis in actively developing one’s own competence re-

ferred, for example, to having to work very hard especially early in their career to be able 

to feel confident in teaching a class or meeting parents. The development of working skills 

was seen to develop other aspects of professionalism as well – a respondent wrote that af-

ter becoming more able to see the ‘big picture’, she has been able to develop her vision of 

the purpose of education, and develop the planning and evaluation of her work. This idea 

of consciously developing one’s own work and being critical of one’s own actions and 

competence came through in other responses as well. It seems that these teachers continu-

ously employ self-criticism and try to become better at their work. This can have its down-

sides as well however, as became clear from the response of a teacher who wrote that her 

own enthusiastic attitude about developing her own professionalism and becoming better at 

her work lead her to work very hard, and caused a burn-out. Similar experiences were 

shared by other respondents as well. In the data this seemed to link to the holistic nature of 

the teaching profession, which will be discussed in more detail in chapter 8.1.4 on ‘Per-

sonal involvement’.  

The respondents who put more emphasis on the ‘formal’ side of professional development 

wrote about the influence of in-service training or other kinds of courses, or the acquisition 

of new skills in developing their competence. Some respondents had studied further and 

acquired new qualifications for example in special education. In-service training and other 

forms of education were seen to give inspiration and new ideas for the work, as well as 

provide an opportunity to expand on one’s professional skills. What the views on the de-

velopment of professionalism had in common was that a teacher was seen to be able to 

develop her or his own professionalism in multiple ways in everyday life and through spe-

cial training, and this development is something that will continue throughout one’s career. 
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Teacher education 

Many of the respondents also mentioned their education as influential in the construction 

of their professionalism. As the respondents have different type of education depending on 

whether they are kindergarten teachers, primary school teachers or subject teachers, they 

have had a different combination of subject studies and pedagogical studies during their 

education. For the purpose of clarity I will refer to all this education as ‘teacher education’, 

as all of the respondents have gone through some education which consists of teacher edu-

cation.  

Although many of the respondents mentioned teacher education as being a part of the con-

struction of their professionalism, many also point out that it was only the beginning for 

their professional development. Many of the respondents wrote that while teacher educa-

tion gave tools for teaching and the actual organising and conducting a lesson, teacher edu-

cation did not prepare for the other aspects of the work of a teacher – the increasing re-

sponsibility for rearing or the social aspects of the work of a teacher, such as home-school 

cooperation and multiprofessional cooperation. One respondent even wrote that she some-

times wished that she could ‘just concentrate on teaching’. Other respondents pointed out 

the lack of preparation in teacher education for the rearing responsibility of the teacher.  

While most respondents who mentioned teacher education did see the influence of educa-

tion for their teaching abilities, one respondent also described the time of her studies as 

being more influential for her personal growth, and providing the opportunity to really re-

flect on her values and the kind of teacher she wants to be. This experience of contemplat-

ing teacherhood and the kind of teacher one wants to be during teacher education studies 

was shared by another respondent as well. All in all it could be said that the respondents 

had experienced their studies as a time for growing and acquiring new skills for teaching, 

but they did not feel that their education provided them with all the skills for the work, but 

rather that their professionalism started to be constructed mostly in working life. This was 

expressed quite pointedly by a respondent who wrote that her studies gave the basis for the 

construction of her professionalism, and she ‘imagined being well prepared for working 

life, but the illusions shattered once she started working and had to start everything almost 

from scratch’.  
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8.1.2 Experiences that shape 

The main category ‘Experiences that shape’ consists of many different aspects. At first I 

considered naming the category according to some aspect of social relations, but realised 

this concept was not broad enough – not all the aspects described by the respondents as 

shaping their professionalism had to do with social contacts. This was the thought that 

gave the name to the category: it was about experiences that had shaped the respondents as 

teachers. Under this main concept are the subcategories of 1) Work and life experience, 2) 

Different classes, 3) Colleagues and work community, 4) Experiences of teaching and rear-

ing, and 5) Life outside work. 

Work and life experience 

The category of ‘Work and life experience’ is the biggest one under the umbrella category 

‘Teachers’ experiences of construction of professionalism’ as expressions related to work 

or life experience were used by 8 out of 12 respondents. Work experience was mentioned 

as the most influential thing in the construction of their professionalism by most respon-

dents. Many remarked that the actual development of their professionalism only started 

once they started working. One respondent described the work as ‘shaping how you will 

become as a teacher’. Many also emphasised the role of work experience in building con-

fidence in oneself as a teacher, and becoming more secure in one’s actions and choices. 

One respondent described it as constructing professionalism by ‘doing the job’. What came 

through in the responses was the idea that one constructs one’s professionalism every day 

by learning on the job. 

Some respondents also emphasised the influence of life experience and age. One respon-

dent wrote about how her life experiences have shaped her as a person, and thus shaped the 

way she is as a teacher as well. She also wrote that her own versatile life experiences help 

her in empathising with the different life situations of her students. Like is seen in the rest 

of the data also, being a teacher is something that is seen very holistically (see chapter 

8.1.4 on personal involvement) and as something that has to do with one’s personality. 

Thus it is quite natural that life experiences are seen as something important to one’s pro-

fessional identity also. 
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Different groups of students 

The influence of teaching different groups of students was also expressed many times in 

the data. The relationships between the pupils/students and the teacher was seen as a two-

way street: the pupils also taught the teacher. The reference to experiences with different 

classes in shaping the professionalism of the teacher did not only include the pupils or the 

students, but also their parents or guardians – one respondent mentioned having discus-

sions with parents about views on rearing, for example. The emphasis on teaching different 

kinds of classes was visible in the data. The teaching experience is always different with 

each class; one respondent described the shock of moving from teaching a specialised class 

for several years to teaching a first grade – suddenly almost all the aspects of the work 

were new. She called this transition a ‘leap’.  

Two of the respondents described the importance of teaching one’s own class from inter-

esting perspectives: one recalled the amazing feeling of having her own class for the first 

time, and having the pedagogical freedom to teach them as she wished – she described this 

as a ‘wonderful opportunity to grow professionally’. Another respondent who is a subject 

teacher and thus does not have one class of her own described how the experience of being 

a homeroom teacher and a tutor teacher had strengthened her identity as a teacher. Having 

a class of one’s own or having similar responsibilities can thus be seen as an important 

experience in identifying with being a teacher. 

Colleagues and work community 

Many respondents also emphasised the influence of their colleagues and different work 

communities in the construction of their professionalism. As mentioned previously in the 

section on teacher education, the social aspect of teaching was considered something that 

one only learns in the work. This again emphasises the importance of social relations in the 

work of a teacher. Discussions with colleagues as well as working together more closely 

with a colleague were among the things that were mentioned in the data. One respondent 

also mentioned the negative impact of a work community which does not offer support in 

the work.  

Colleagues were seen as important in many ways. Learning from one’s colleagues and dis-

cussing different aspects of the work with them was seen as important. Some respondents 
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also mentioned working closely together with a colleague, for example when teaching par-

allel classes, as a great resource and learning opportunity. One respondent described this as 

being very important for her especially in the start of her career when teaching her first 

class, but mentioned that the colleague had also told her that she had gotten a lot of energy 

from a newly graduated teacher. This example shows that cooperation with colleagues is 

valuable for all teachers, not just early in the career. 

The importance of the work community especially for a newly graduated teacher was em-

phasised in some responses. The work community was seen as valuable in teaching the 

practicalities of the new environment and the work to a new teacher. Mental support along 

with practical support was seen as valuable especially for a new teacher – it was seen as 

important that even a newly graduated teacher feels appreciated and supported in the work 

community. Different work communities with different atmospheres vary greatly as work-

ing environments, and thus they also teach a lot about the work. One respondent recalled 

having negative experiences of a work community where the atmosphere was not good and 

she did not get to know her colleagues. The respondent felt that this was a hindrance in the 

construction of her professional identity. She wrote that her professional identity started to 

fully develop only after she switched her workplace. 

Experiences of teaching and rearing 

A few of the respondents mentioned their own experiences of teaching or the teachers they 

had had as something that had shaped the way they are as teachers, or what they consider a 

good teacher to be like. One respondent drew attention to the fact that her own upbringing 

has influenced her views especially on rearing. This is probably true for many respondents 

although they did not say so explicitly, as being a teacher was seen by most respondents as 

something that links to the way you are as a person. Some respondents also connected the 

way in which one looks at the world to the way one is as a teacher. From this respect it is 

quite a safe assumption that most respondents would agree that their own upbringing has 

shaped their personalities, and thus the way they are as teachers. 

The respondents who mentioned experiences of teachers or successful teaching situations 

as something that had shaped their teacherhood described these experiences quite vividly – 

it seemed like the situations had made a lasting impression on them. One respondent also 

pointed out that memories of one’s own teachers are something most people probably 
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have, and that these memories link to the way we see good or bad teaching. In fact, while 

some respondents described memories of good teachers, some remembered teachers they 

did not want to be like. Experiences of one’s own teachers thus act as a reference point; 

there are teachers we strive to be like, and there are those we definitely do not want to be 

like. One respondent described a wonderful teacher as a reason why she herself wanted to 

become a teacher in the first place. 

Life outside work 

The respondents described a variety of different things also outside their work as having 

had an impact on their professional development. The profession of a teacher is interesting 

in the respect that all of your personal capabilities can be an asset in your work also. Espe-

cially in Finland, where the teacher has a lot of freedom in deciding how she or he teaches, 

personal interests can often be made use of. One respondent touched upon this aspect of 

the work when she described her hobbies as being useful in her work and professional de-

velopment. She wrote that she could develop her personal characteristics through her hob-

bies, and thus develop herself as a teacher as well. The example she gave was the devel-

opment of her creativity. A similar line of thought was also expressed by a respondent who 

described the influence of work experience from other fields for her professional compe-

tence as a teacher. This again underlines the versatility of the teaching profession, and the 

many abilities that can be utilised in it. 

Other things that respondents mentioned were the experiences with, and contact to, young 

people outside school – the interaction with young people outside work was seen to give 

tools for understanding their lives better as a teacher also. Life outside school can influence 

the work negatively as well. One respondent described how a difficult situation in her own 

life reflected in her work – she put all her energy in her work and ended up working too 

conscientiously, which later resulted in a burn-out. This experience again links to the idea 

of personal involvement (see chapter 8.1.4) and teaching being a profession that requires a 

lot from the teacher. Being a teacher was often presented in the data as a very complete 

way of being, and thus can easily lead to the immersion of oneself in the work.  
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8.1.3 Values 

The importance of values came through in many of the responses, sometimes explicitly, 

but even more often implicitly. As mentioned before, teaching was seen by the respondents 

as work which involves the whole personality of the teacher, and thus cannot be separated 

from how the teacher is as a person. Values – whether personal or more connected to the 

work – thus become central in being a teacher. Under the main category of values are the 

categories of 1) Own values, and 2) Purpose of the work. 

Own values 

Many respondents wrote about how their own values influence the way they are as teach-

ers. These values were discussed in relation to many different things. Many respondents 

expressed the importance of active contemplation of their own values, especially with re-

gard to how they want to be as teachers, the kinds of values they want to promote in their 

work, and the values they want to live by in their work. Some respondents linked this pe-

riod of contemplation especially to teacher education or further education. 

The contemplation of values is not always only a private exercise, however. One respon-

dent wrote that the subject she teaches requires a lot of contemplation of values, and cannot 

be separated from her own personality and worldview. This is an interesting situation, be-

cause most subjects can probably be taught without the subject touching too much upon the 

teacher’s personal values and beliefs. The way one is as a teacher of course touches upon 

values, but the subject usually does not – at least not so expressively.  

Purpose of the work 

Many respondents also mentioned that the way they see the purpose of their work has been 

influential in the construction of their professionalism. One respondent wrote that ‘it is her 

job as a professional to help pupils learn’. She saw this as the key aspect in her work, 

which she connected both to learning goals and to practicing studying skills. She also men-

tioned rearing as one of the key purposes of the work.  

The importance of rearing was mentioned by many respondents, and it was seen as one of 

the most important aspects of being a teacher. One respondent described the development 

of her professionalism in this regard – she wrote that in the beginning of her career she 
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focused more on the learning goals and content knowledge, but with time, the emphasis in 

her work switched more to rearing and helping students develop abilities which will help 

them cope in ‘real life’. This respondent still saw learning goals and content knowledge as 

important, but the importance of rearing had taken priority. 

One respondent saw the contemplation of the wider meaning or purpose of her work as 

important for her professionalism. She linked this to her views on the meaning or purpose 

of life in general, which for her was the maximising of good. This was something she con-

sidered to guide all her actions as a teacher from how she interacted with her class to how 

she planned her work, to how she saw the profession in general. It was this idea of guiding 

principles in her own life that guided her professional life as well.  

8.1.4 Personal involvement 

The idea that the teacher is present in her work completely and utterly came across in many 

of the responses. A teacher’s personality was seen as a tool in her or his work, and there 

was a certain demand of authenticity and genuine involvement in the work. Being a teacher 

was described almost as a way of being, which makes the division between the personal 

and the professional quite hard to distinguish. Many different aspects of professionalism 

were discussed with relation to how a teacher should be, and how a teacher should interact 

with her or his pupils. I contemplated different names for the category, which had mostly 

to do with social interaction or human relations, but decided on ‘personal involvement’, 

because the fundamental assumption behind all aspects of interaction seemed to be that a 

teacher needs to be genuinely involved and invested in the work. Under the main category 

of ‘Personal Involvement’ are the subcategories 1) Own personality, 2) Sensitivity, 3) 

Meeting the individual, and 4) Rearing. 

Own personality 

What came across from the responses was the strong emphasis on how being a teacher has 

a lot to do with one’s personality and way of being. Two different perspectives emerged 

from the data in this regard: firstly, the importance of one’s personality and personal char-

acteristics, and secondly, the need for ‘giving’ in the job. Teachers were expected to com-

mit fully to the job, and be willing to invest a lot in it. 



59 

 

 

The importance of one’s personality was emphasised in many of the responses. Like dis-

cussed before, teaching is a profession which allows for a lot of personal, and it is often 

seen that teachers can only work through their own persona – one’s own persona could be 

seen as the most useful tool in the profession. This same idea was reflected in the data: 

respondents emphasised the importance of personal qualities such as sense of justice and 

sympathy. Good self-esteem was also mentioned as a personality trait which is useful in 

the work. Self-knowledge was also seen as important, and as something that could be de-

veloped in order to develop professionally as well. The importance of one’s own attitudes 

and feelings both towards the job and in the job were mentioned as well. All in all being a 

teacher was seen as something that connects to one’s own personality, identity, and per-

sonal life very strongly.  

What was also common in the responses was the idea that a teacher should commit to the 

work fully. One respondent wrote that ‘you cannot do the job if you don’t really want to do 

it, or do it haphazardly’. Another respondent wrote that keeping the joy in the work is cru-

cial, and that ‘a gloomy teaching robot is a travesty of professionalism’. These types of 

comments reflect the demands towards the teacher: a teacher is expected to give a lot from 

her/himself in the job, and do the job with joy and love. Teaching thus demands a lot more 

personally than many other jobs. One respondent referred to this when writing about the 

importance of finding a balance between the demands of the work and taking care of one’s 

own wellbeing. This seems to be very important in the light of the data as well, as more 

than one respondent described their experiences of being burned out in the job. One re-

spondent summarised the ideas about teaching presented in the data quite well when she 

wrote that ‘the most important thing in the work is the genuine will to do it’.  

Sensitivity 

Many of the responses emphasise the need for a teacher to be sensitive in many different 

aspects. One of the most common aspects that surfaced with regard to this was the need for 

people skills in social interactions. These included the ability to relate to people and put 

oneself in their position, as well as the ability to ‘read between the lines’. This was seen as 

important in dealing with the pupils or students: a teacher needs to sense whether the pu-

pils are doing alright to be able to support their wellbeing.  
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The need for being able to ‘read between the lines’ was also considered important when 

dealing with parents: one respondent described this as ‘being attuned to things that might 

be behind a parent’s answers, and try to get to the core of the issue somehow’. All in all it 

was seen as important that the teacher is sensitive towards issues that might be troubling 

pupils and parents alike, and is empathetic towards them. Sensitivity and empathy were 

also considered to be things that can be developed and practiced.  

Meeting the individual 

Another topic that surfaced in many responses in connection to empathy and being able to 

put oneself in another’s position was the idea of meeting each pupil as an individual. Lis-

tening was something that many respondents emphasised in this regard. It was considered 

important the teacher is actually present in the situations and listens to the pupil. The im-

portance of listening was also mentioned with regard to parents. Listening was linked to 

the idea of showing respect towards parents and pupils, as well as a way of knowing more 

about the pupils and being able to do the job better. 

The idea of seeing one’s pupils as individuals was also reflected in the idea of knowing 

one’s pupils. Knowing one’s pupils was something that was regarded as affecting the eve-

ryday work tremendously; when the pupils and the teacher all know each other and each 

other’s way of working, teaching and learning are enabled in an effective way. However, 

one respondent emphasised the importance of drawing lines in the interaction with the pu-

pils: she was clear not to ask personal things from the pupils even though she ‘took an in-

terest in them as people’. This respondent saw the need for teacher to take a personal inter-

est in the pupils, but still remember the role of the teacher. 

Many respondents emphasised the importance of ‘people skills’ with regard to knowledge 

of human nature. These skills were seen as something that develop during time and experi-

ence with different people and different individuals. One respondent wrote that ‘the devel-

opment of my knowledge of human nature helps me to develop as a teacher and a profes-

sional also’.  



61 

 

 

Rearing 

Rearing was also seen as one aspect of interpersonal relations with the pupils. Rearing (in 

Finnish kasvatus) can be seen to entail many things; it links to discipline and rules, but also 

to a larger view of supporting the pupils in their growth. The teacher is responsible for the 

wellbeing of the pupils, as well as guiding them and supporting them both academically as 

well as personally.  

Some respondents pointed out the fact that rearing seems to have increasingly become the 

responsibility of the school instead of being the responsibility of the home, and this was 

seen as a new challenge for teachers as was discussed also in the responses regarding the 

influence of teacher education in section 8.1.1. Many respondents considered rearing as 

one of the most important tasks of the teacher, but did not specify what their ideas on rear-

ing are, or how they see rearing in practice. One respondent saw rearing as being based on 

‘common sense’. Another respondent wrote that her views on rearing are based on the rear-

ing and upbringing she herself had experienced when growing up, which might link to the 

same idea of experiencing rearing as something based on ‘common sense’. Of course there 

is no agreement on what this ‘common sense’ is, and it probably means very different 

things to different people depending on their experiences – it would have thus been inter-

esting to find out more about the kinds of thoughts or notions teachers had of rearing. Now 

it remains more a universally accepted idea, but which might mean very different things to 

different people.  

8.2 Experiences related to not having children 

The second part of the data consisted of the expressions teachers who do not have children 

used in describing their experiences as teachers. The teachers described many different 

kinds of experiences of how not having children had – or had not – influenced their work 

as teachers. Although most teachers described their professionalism as not having been 

influenced by the fact that they did not have children, all still shared some perspectives on 

how not having children had still been influential in their working life in different ways. 

This section is again organised by main categories, and I discuss the findings under each 

subcategory, just as in the previous section. 
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One of the things I needed to consider after receiving the responses was how I defined ‘not 

having children’. I had considered this aspect already before when trying to describe who 

were suitable respondents for my research purposes. I had been asked questions about 

whether gay teachers, or teachers with adopted children, or teachers who were step-parents 

could take part in my research, and I had always responded that as long as a teacher does 

not have children or regard her/himself as a parent, they can take part. One of the responses 

I received, however, was from a teacher who had had children, but whose children had 

died at a young age. This situation required considering what ‘having children’ or ‘parent-

ing’ is. It cannot be defined by having given birth, as fathers do not give birth and still are 

parents, and some women may give birth but not be parents for many different reasons. 

Did raising children have something to do with it? Could someone who has taken care of 

or practically raised their younger siblings considered to be parent? (See Rich, 1976). After 

contemplating on the issue, I decided that I would of course include this response, since the 

respondent defined herself as ‘not having children’. For the purpose of this research it was 

most important that the teachers themselves identified with ‘not having children’ and 

looked at their work experiences and professional identity from that perspective.  

8.2.1 Influence on the work 

The respondents described many different experiences regarding being a teacher who does 

not have children. Many described actual experiences in the work, but all also contem-

plated their own ideas on how they felt about being a teacher who does not have children, 

and how they saw the possible effects of this in their work. Some mentioned that this was a 

difficult aspect of professionalism or teaching to consider, as they did not have experiences 

of being a teacher who has children – how would they know whether they would be differ-

ent as teachers if they did? These respondents mentioned the difficulty of being sure 

whether something is the result of not having children or whether it just comes down to 

personality. These considerations are very valid, and show that since having children is a 

very holistic experience that influences not only one’s life situation but often also one’s 

personality, it is difficult to predict its impact on being a teacher – which also has been 

described in personal and holistic terms. Under the main category of ‘Influence on the 

work’ are the subcategories of 1) Influence on professionalism, 2) Relations with pupils, 3) 

Resources, 4) Employment, and 5) Personal life. 
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Influence on professionalism 

Most of the respondents wrote that they did not feel that not having children had had an 

impact on their professionalism – one respondent wrote that she felt that the qualities im-

portant for professionalism are shared by all teachers regardless of whether or not they 

have children. One respondent did write that the fact that she did not have children had 

been influential in shaping her personality, and by implication the way she is as a teacher 

as well. Another respondent wrote that she has children and young people in her life al-

though they are not her own, and felt that this contact to children helped her to ‘keep track’ 

of what is happening in the lives of young people.  

The wordings respondents used when describing the influence of not having children were 

significant; some wrote that they did not feel like their not having children was a problem 

in their work; some wrote that it had not been meaningful in their work; and one respon-

dent even wrote that not having children ‘had not been meaningful in any way whatso-

ever’. The tone in which the teachers wrote about the issue seemed to be loaded with 

meanings. These meanings will be discussed in more detail in the section 8.2.3 about gen-

eral attitudes towards not having children.  

Relations with pupils 

Relations with pupils were something that was visible in the data with regard to the influ-

ence of not having children. Some respondents drew attention to the fact that there are a lot 

of differences in teaching young children compared to teaching youngsters. A respondent 

who is a subject teacher described some difficulties in teaching primary-school-aged chil-

dren as she mostly taught in lower and upper secondary level. She wrote that she is some-

times uncertain in dealing with practical issues with primary school children; she does not 

know when to call the parents for example, or does not worry if a pupil is absent from 

class. The respondent wrote that she had later realised that primary school teachers seem to 

look after the children more – she felt that her carefree attitude might be because she is not 

used to teaching in primary school level, or the result of not having children.  

One respondent also wrote that because she has not had experience with young children, 

she has had to study and educate herself on the needs of a small child. She emphasised 

both the physical and psychological needs of a child from this perspective. The respondent 
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wrote that she was surprised by ‘the physicality of a small child’ which was something she 

felt she had not been prepared for in her education. 

Many respondents speculated on how their not having children might show in their every-

day work. Interestingly, most of them referred to things related to discipline and classroom 

management: some felt that they would be stricter if they were parents, while some felt the 

exact opposite – that because they did not have children they were stricter and gave more 

responsibility to the pupils. One respondent mentioned that she felt she was more impartial 

in issues regarding rearing because she did not ‘have a basis for comparison at home’. She 

wrote that she felt like sometimes her colleagues with children expected different things 

from their own children compared to the children they taught. Also when contemplating on 

these issues, respondents expressed the ambiguity in knowing whether they behave or 

think in a certain way because they do not have children, or because of some other reason.  

Resources 

Many respondents wrote about the positive aspects of not having children for their work. 

This was something that took be my surprise when I first read the responses. It made me 

realise that I had had the preconception that not having children would be regarded mainly 

in negative terms. This will be discussed further in section 8.2.3 on general attitudes to-

wards not having children. 

Most of the comments on the positive aspects of not having children regarded having more 

time and energy for the work. The respondents mentioned things such as having more time 

for themselves to relax and unwind, getting more sleep, not having to miss work because 

of a sick child, and not having certain worries related to having children. One respondent 

wrote that not having children of her own allowed her to ‘focus on the growth of her pu-

pils’.  

Some respondents also wrote that they took more responsibility for the ‘extra’ tasks in the 

work, such as organising student council activities, or being more involved in the devel-

opment of the school. One respondent wrote that a colleague who has children often used 

them ‘as excuse to decline any task that was the least bit voluntary’. This might suggest 

that the idea that teachers who do not have children have more time for the work is shared 

by all teachers with or without children. 
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Employment 

Two of the respondents also mentioned not having children as having been influential in 

their employment – especially in the situation of applying for a job. Both of these respon-

dents were young teachers, around 30 years of age. One wrote that the principal of the 

school she worked in had asked her about her plans for starting a family when discussing 

the teaching posts for the upcoming year. The other respondent wrote that she felt that the 

fact that she does not have children had disadvantaged her in the labour market. She wrote 

that ‘it is often thought that it does not make sense to hire a childless 30-year-old teacher 

for a permanent position – she will be on maternity leave in no time’. She felt that this kind 

of attitude has influenced her position in the labour market. In Finland it is illegal for an 

employer to ask questions regarding starting a family in a job interview, but like the ex-

periences of these respondents show, this does still happen. What is more, this kind of ‘pre-

emptive thinking’ in hiring young women is widely considered to disadvantage women in 

the labour market. Teaching has been considered to be different in this regard as most 

teachers are women, and it has been considered the norm that they will at some point be on 

maternity leave. The experience of this respondent indicates that this ‘pre-emptive think-

ing’ influences in the field of education as well, and might disadvantage female teachers 

who do not have children. 

Personal life 

The influence of personal life on one’s work as a teacher was only clearly expressed by 

one respondent, but I decided to make it into a category of its own, because I considered 

the experiences to be something that are probably shared by many teachers who did not 

take part in this research. It might even be that many teachers for whom not having chil-

dren was a painful experience did not want to take part in the research at all. 

The experiences of this respondent are related to a situation where not having children was 

a painful experience. She wrote that she has processed her own life situation through her 

work, and also has been able to mourn through her work – sometimes even subconsciously. 

She gave an example of a situation where the not having children had quietly crept into the 

contents of her teaching, for example through the texts she chose for students to read. This 

was a subconscious decision, and as soon as she became aware of it, she modified the con-

tents of her teaching.  
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The link between the personal and the professional was clear in this respondent’s text, 

where she wrote for example that she tried to achieve a sense of accomplishment in her 

work which she felt she had not been able to feel in her personal life. She also wrote that as 

she did not have children of her own, she had invested a lot in her students, and celebrated 

their successes and the landmarks in their lives as she would those of her own children. 

Her response can be considered to show that one’s own feelings towards not having chil-

dren might be highly significant in how not having children influences – or does not influ-

ence – one’s work as a teacher.  

8.2.2 Feelings of insecurity or difference 

Many of the respondents did express some feelings of insecurity at some point in the career 

caused by the fact that they did not have children. Some respondents also linked this to 

having been newly graduated, or without experience. These feelings of insecurity were 

most often connected to dealing with parents, but arose sometimes in other situations as 

well. Under the main category of ‘Feelings of insecurity or difference’ are the subcatego-

ries of 1) Relations with parents, 2) Work community, and 3) Lack of experience.  

Relations with parents 

Many of the respondents mentioned having been insecure about the attitudes of parents or 

guardians towards a teacher who does not have children. The respondents wrote about hav-

ing feelings along the lines of ‘who am I to give them advice on what to do’. These 

thoughts were especially linked to parent-teacher meetings or to communicating with the 

parents regarding their child. One respondent recalled feeling very insecure and nervous 

about holding a parent-teacher conference, and being afraid of the attitudes of the parents 

towards a young, childless teacher. The respondent wrote that she later realised that these 

thoughts were only a reflection of her own insecurities. Another respondent wrote about 

having her colleagues who had children read through some messages ‘through the eyes of a 

parent’ to be able to make sure that her messages were received the way she meant them 

to. The respondents wrote that these types of thoughts and insecurities had faded with ex-

perience, as they ‘now have confidence in that they know what they are talking about’. 

Interestingly, one respondent wrote that she had never felt insecure in her relations with the 

pupils. As the relations with pupils were not discussed from this perspective by any other 
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respondent either, it could be assumed that the feelings of insecurity are related especially 

to dealing with parents or other adults, not the pupils. 

One respondent wrote that she had been thinking about her relationships to parents, and 

wondered whether they would be different if she herself was a parent. She wondered 

whether she would regard the relations with parents as more important being a parent her-

self – now she did not consider the relations to parents as central, and did not for example 

meet all parents if there was no specific need for it. The respondent is a subject teacher, so 

this might also reflect on her thoughts. In primary school level home-school cooperation is 

considered much more central in schools, and primary school teachers thus work with par-

ents a lot more closely than subject teachers typically do.  

Work community 

The respondents also talked about different kinds of feelings in the work community 

stemming from not having children. One respondent wrote that she was nervous about the 

attitudes of colleagues towards a teacher who does not have children; the respondent linked 

these thoughts especially to the time before graduation. Another respondent wrote that she 

acknowledged the different premises from which she worked, and acknowledged the fact 

that her ideas on rearing and discipline were often different from the colleagues who had 

children. One respondent also wrote that she sometimes had feelings of being an outsider 

in the work community when others talk about their families for example, but emphasised 

that these feelings were her own, not created by the work community. 

Some respondents also wrote about the negative feelings they had experienced in the work 

community which related to their own life situations. One respondent wrote that because 

not having children was painful for her, it was difficult for her to be happy for colleagues 

who had become grandparents for example, and join in on their joy. Another respondent 

wrote that she had experienced feelings of envy when a colleague started her maternity 

leave – although she did point out that these feelings of envy were related to the break 

from work, not to having children. This connects to what the respondents wrote about re-

sources – teachers who do not have children might have more time for their work, but they 

also do not get a break from work like their colleagues with families sometimes do. 

Whether this is even a consideration of course depends very much on the individual 

teacher and her or his life situation. 
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Lack of experience 

The idea of lack of experience influencing one’s work as a teacher can be seen in two ways 

in the data. On the one hand it can be seen as lack of teaching experience which links to 

insecurities about not having children and its possible effect on one’s professionalism. On 

the other hand it can be seen as lack of personal experience in parenting, and its relation to 

teaching about topics regarding the development of young children, for example. Both as-

pects can also be seen to be linked to dealing with parents, as described previously.  

One respondent who described the lack of parenting experience as influential in her work 

teaches a subject which content-wise is tightly connected to having children or being a 

parent. The respondent described incidents where she had been actually afraid of ‘losing 

face’ in front of her class of young adults if they found out that she did not have personal 

experience on the matter. As some of her students had children already, the respondent felt 

that her own authority would be jeopardised, and her theory-based knowledge would not 

be enough to convince the students that she knew what she was talking about. In this situa-

tion she felt that personal experience would have been valued more than knowledge based 

on theories. This respondent described not having experience on what she teaches as a 

weak point, and as a possible threat to her professional competence.  

The extent to which these demands for experience are required in other subject areas is a 

worthwhile question. Of course we all feel more confident in talking about something we 

have experienced firsthand, but whether this is a requirement for competence is another 

issue. This same consideration was present in the respondents’ comments with regard to 

dealing with parents about issues involving their children. In these situations the experi-

ence in teaching was described as giving the respondents more confidence in their compe-

tence as they knew that they ‘know what they are talking about’. This idea was also ex-

pressed by the respondent who mentioned her insecurities with parents as stemming from 

her own insecurities about being a teacher; maybe it could be seen that overall experience 

as a teacher helps to overcome insecurities in other areas as well, or that insecurities from 

other areas stem from not yet having confidence in oneself as a teacher. Either way, ex-

perience seems to be the key here. 
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8.2.3 General attitudes towards not having children 

Many of the respondents wrote about the attitudes the writing instruction had evoked in 

them, and how they feel the subject of not having children is usually dealt with, or the gen-

eral assumptions and expectations related to it. The respondents described their own atti-

tudes as well as those around them, and the experiences they have had as teachers. Under 

the main category of ‘General attitudes’ are the subcategories of 1) Attitudes and expecta-

tions and 2) Not having children as a topic of discussion. 

Attitudes and expectations 

Five of the respondents mentioned that when the topic of a teacher not having children 

emerges, they feel like they have to defend their own professional competence. They also 

expressed the idea that a teacher not having children would be generally thought of only as 

a negative thing. This is something I also caught myself assuming; when I received the first 

responses, I was surprised at the amount of positive things teachers connected with not 

having children – only then did I realise that I had also expected them to only describe the 

negative experiences they had had.  

This hidden assumption of mine might have somehow come through in the writing instruc-

tion especially in the question of whether anyone had ever questioned the respondents’ 

professional competence – this might have given the respondents the feeling that they had 

to ‘defend their professionalism’. Some of the respondents also mentioned that their own 

attitude towards not having children influences the way they see the issue, and how they 

experience things related to it. One respondent wrote that in her personal life she ‘has got-

ten used to people’s reactions’, and that this had prepared her for the attitudes in the work 

environment as well.  

Another respondent wrote that she felt that her not having children was not considered out 

of the ordinary because she was still young, but that colleagues had sometimes hinted to-

wards the issue of starting a family, and thus assumed that she would want to have children 

at some point – which, in fact, was not the case. One respondent wondered whether this 

kind of assumption is more often directed at female teachers rather than male teachers. 

This was one of the main questions I also had in mind when I began to collect my data, but 

this question still remains only a topic for speculation.  
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Not having children as a topic of discussion 

Most of the respondents commented on whether or not their not having children had ever 

been brought up in the work community or elsewhere, and what their experiences were 

like. Most wrote that their professional competence had never been questioned because 

they did not have children. Some respondents, however, seemed to be anticipating these 

kinds of comments. One respondent for example wrote that her ‘professional competence 

has not been questioned – yet’.  

Some respondents wrote that pupils or students sometimes ask about their children, and 

clearly expect them to have children. Sometimes when the pupils hear that the teacher does 

not have children, they have wondered why, but usually left it at that. These questions from 

the pupils were experienced as friendly curiosity, and not as negative in any way.  

Some of the respondents, however, did have experiences of situations where their profes-

sional competence had been questioned. These experiences were quite different in nature. 

One respondent described her experiences in the exact same words as my sister when she 

described the situations which sparked my whole research interest – ‘you will understand 

once you have children of your own’. The respondent had heard this sometimes from a 

parent or a colleague in situations where she had wondered about a practical thing relating 

to a pupil’s behaviour or forgotten homework, for example. Another respondent who 

teaches young children described experiences with parents where she had had to defend 

her professional competence as a teacher without children. She had mainly referred to her 

education in these situations, and justified her decisions by their pedagogical side, which 

had in most cases resolved the issue. The respondent wrote that her professional compe-

tence had been questioned ‘only a few times’ – the assumption thus seemed to be that this 

would happen more often. 

One respondent had an experience of a situation that took place in an in-service training 

course: an unknown female teacher had come up to her and told her that ‘the fact that you 

do not have children does not affect your teacherhood’. The respondent felt puzzled that 

‘for some reason she felt the need to tell me that’. Having children or not having children 

seems to be some kind of an open ground; many women expecting a baby have described 

their annoyance at people touching their bellies without permission; parents of young chil-

dren describe the experiences of strangers commenting on their rearing methods in public 

places; and now, a teacher who does not have children described her experience of a 
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stranger commenting on her professional abilities, albeit positively. It seems that this topic 

is a very value-laden area, and people have different assumptions and attitudes towards it. I 

will discuss all these findings with regard to larger societal phenomena and the view of the 

profession of the teacher in the next chapter. 
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9 Discussion 

In this chapter I will look at my findings both in relation to the theoretical discussion sur-

rounding teacher professionalism as well as the discourses on childlessness. After examin-

ing the findings in the light of theory, I will look back at my research process, evaluating 

the reliability of it, and consider the ethical aspects of the research. Finally, I will look at 

some implications for further research based on this study. 

9.1 Reflections on the findings 

In general the respondents’ experiences of the construction of their professionalism fol-

lowed the general ideas on teachers’ professional development (see chapter 5.3). What 

could be seen in the data was that the respondents saw the construction and the develop-

ment of their professionalism as a very multifaceted phenomenon, connected to their work-

ing environments as well as their own life contexts (see Tahkokallio, 2014). The respon-

dents also emphasised the active development of their own professionalism through train-

ing as well as constant reflection of their work (see Day, 1999; Kelchtermans, 2004; 

Schön, 1987; Tahkokallio, 2014).  

The respondents also strongly emphasised the link between the personal and the profes-

sional, and the importance and influence of one’s own persona in the work of a teacher. 

Same was emphasised for example by Kelchtermans (2004) when pointing out the specific 

nature of teaching compared to other professions: the great influence of the teacher’s per-

sonality to the work. What is also interesting in the descriptions of professionalism in this 

data is the emphasis on personal involvement in the work – in the Finnish context this 

could be seen to link to the historical link to ‘calling’ in the discussion of the teaching pro-

fession, as discussed in chapter 5.1. The emphasis on the personal involvement in the work 

also seemed to require an emotional connection to the work from the teachers. Lauriala 

(1997) also found similar emphasis of personal involvement of Finnish teachers who, ac-

cording to her ‘seemed to invest themselves in their work in a very personal way’ (p. 118).  

Hochschild (2012) drew attention to the expectation of women working in care professions 

to have an emotional connection to the work (pp. 150-151). As all the respondents in this 

study were female, it is difficult to tell whether male teachers would have emphasised the 

aspect of personal and emotional involvement as much as the female respondents in this 
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study seemed to. In other studies teachers in general are seen to be personally involved in 

their work (see chapter 5.3), but as teaching is a dominantly female field, it would be inter-

esting to see whether the difference between male and female teachers in this respect has 

ever been paid attention to. 

The general lines of the construction of teacher professionalism in the data can thus be said 

to follow the existing theories in the area. What is more interesting in the findings of this 

data are the teachers’ experiences related to not having children. Since the area has not 

been explored much, these accounts are especially interesting and bring new insights into 

the situation of teachers who do not have children.  

One of the most significant aspects in my view were the teachers’ descriptions of attitudes 

and expectations regarding not having children. Many of the respondents drew attention to 

the feeling that the assumption was that they want to have children, which is in line with 

the discussion of traditional expectations towards women in society still today (see chapter 

4). Some of the respondents also mentioned that they had the feeling that not having chil-

dren would be regarded negatively (cf. Wood & Newton, 2006), and felt that they had to 

defend their professionalism.  

In section 8.2.3 I already discussed how the writing instruction might have caused these 

types of feelings in the respondents. Ribbens (1998) described the feelings of being judged 

often experienced by mothers, and pointed out that this feeling might easily carry over to 

research situations. She speculated that mothers might detect moral overtones easily in 

research situations as well, and not trust the researcher or the public not to judge them 

(Ribbens, 1998, pp. 33-34). Similar feelings could have been experienced by the respon-

dents in this study also, as not being a mother is also an area where feelings of being nega-

tively evaluated are quite common.  The worry of being judged might have influenced the 

kind of answers the respondents gave, and thus might have influenced the whole data. This 

will be considered in more detail later on in this chapter in the section on reliability.  

Many of the respondents considered not having children to have considerable positive con-

tribution to their professionalism and work, and mentioned having more resources at their 

disposal in their work as an example of this. Day (1999) considered autonomy to be one of 

the key components of teacher professionalism, and resources – such as time and energy – 

to be some of the most important things in increasing autonomy (p. 6). It could thus be 
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argued that in not having children these respondents might have, if not more, then at least 

different, assets for their professionalism. 

There were also negative feelings related to not having children. Many of the respondents 

mentioned occasions at some point in their career where they had felt insecure because 

they did not have children. It seems quite expected that most of these feelings were con-

nected to dealing with parents, as dealing with parents is something all teachers probably 

sometimes feel nervous about as it is often a very value-laden area. Moreover, only one 

respondent expressed having been insecure in encounters with pupils. The rest of the re-

spondents did not seem to be insecure in their relationships with the pupils almost at all – 

one respondent even drew specific attention to this. It could suggest that the respondents’ 

feelings of insecurity were not connected to knowing how to deal with children, but rather 

to how they were perceived by others. This could be seen to connect to the wider phe-

nomenon of having, or not having, children being a very sensitive issue, and thus very 

open for criticism. Since both mothers and childless women alike, according to some stud-

ies, describe feeling judged and negatively evaluated by others, it could suggest that these 

feelings of insecurity might have more to do with the personal than the professional (Rib-

bens, 1998; Wood & Newton, 2006). 

One thing that struck me as particularly critical in the data was the experiences related to 

employment. As two teachers out of 12 mentioned feeling that the fact that they did not 

have children had been influential in their employment, it implies that their experiences are 

probably shared by other female teachers as well. This connects to the situation of part-

time work discussed in chapter 5.2. Male teachers have permanent contracts more often 

than their female counterparts, and this ‘fear’ for maternity leave could explain this situa-

tion to some extent. Not only do female teachers carry the ‘burden’ of the family to a larger 

extent than men, which might hinder their career development – female teachers who do 

not have children are also disadvantaged by the assumption that they will have families at 

some point and stay at home taking care of their children. Because the societal assumption 

of care is still largely directed at women, female teachers thus seem to be disadvantaged 

whether they have children or not. This shows that there is still a lot of work to be done 

both at the level of attitudes but also at the level of practical work policy. 



75 

 

 

9.2 Reliability and ethical considerations 

The ideas about the position of the researcher and giving the reader the tools to evaluate 

the decisions and interpretations made by the researcher as discussed in chapters 3 and 6 

are all connected to the reliability of the research. Being open about one’s own background 

and interests in the research is important for the transparency of the research (Harding, 

1987; Letherby, 2003). Since the topic is very personal to me, I have tried to be as open as 

possible about my own affiliations with the topic, as well as my own standing with regard 

to it. Because I have a strong personal interest in the topic, it might be that it is very diffi-

cult – if not entirely impossible – to get rid of all my personal bias with regard to what I 

consider to be important and what not; this is, however, what I have tried to do. Further-

more, I have aimed at giving the reader enough information on my own attitudes and 

thought-processes so that she or he can evaluate the bias in the research. 

Of course it is not just the reader that is responsible for this. I, as the researcher, have a 

responsibility to be self-critical, and constantly question my own assumptions (Tuomi & 

Sarajärvi, 2009, p. 113). In situations where I have not been successful in this, instead of 

brushing over my initial error, I have tried to be open about it, and brought it to the atten-

tion of the reader also. This was the case for example when I was surprised to read all the 

positive accounts of how not having children had influenced the work of the respondents. 

The fact I had not anticipated this shows that I had certain expectations as to what kind of 

answers I would be getting. The positive aspect of this situation was that I did not overlook 

or ignore the positive things the respondents were describing, but instead became aware of 

my own assumptions. 

In this study the reliability might be weakened by the fact that I knew two of the respond-

ents from the pilot study personally. The reliability in this kind of study depends on wheth-

er one can trust the respondents to give truthful answers, or whether they might give an-

swers that they think the researcher wants to hear, or answers that show them in a good 

light. When talking about things such as professionalism, and about a very personal issue 

such as having or not having children, it might be difficult to give completely honest an-

swers to a researcher, especially if the researcher is someone you know. However, the re-

spondents also discussed insecurities and other vulnerable things, so the fact that they 

knew me does not seemed to have prevented them from talking about negative things as 

well. This consideration was one of the reasons I decided to include the answers from the 
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pilot phase in the analysis, but collect the main part of my data through the writing instruc-

tion in the teachers’ magazine.  

The ethical considerations of my research are mainly to do with the nature of the research 

topic, as not having children can be a painful issue for some respondents. Most respondents 

could choose whether to respond to the writing instruction or not. The issue is more com-

plicated with the respondents who were approached via email in the pilot study. Since I 

contacted the respondents directly via email, I made them think about the issue at least to 

some extent, whether they wanted to or not. I tried to take this aspect into consideration 

when writing the emails and the instruction itself, and be very clear that I talk about teach-

ers who do not have children, not teachers who cannot have children. When I was thinking 

about to whom I would send the emails, I eliminated some people because I knew this 

could be a painful topic for them. I contacted only people who I did not suspect of having a 

very emotional or painful relationship to the issue.  

As this study was so small in scope, it cannot be said to very representative or 

generalisable. However, the findings do offer interesting insights into how teachers who do 

not have children describe their experiences, and how they see the connection between 

their professionalism and the fact that they do not have children. The findings also raise 

fruitful considerations for further research. One of the most intriguing questions is whether 

male teachers who do not have children have similar experiences as their female col-

leagues, or whether, in fact, they have had to consider this issue at all.  

In further research it would be interesting to examine a larger body of data from both fe-

male and male teachers, and include in-depth interviews with the teachers. It would also be 

interesting to focus on teachers of a certain school level. I, personally, would find studying 

primary school teachers most meaningful, as their position is between the more care-

intensive position of the kindergarten teacher and the more knowledge-centered position of 

the subject teacher. Primary school teachers work closely with children and parents, and 

have to constantly balance between the demands of content knowledge and studying skills 

as well as the aspects of care and rearing in their work. It would thus provide a more spe-

cific perspective to the research questions of this thesis. 
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APPENDIX A 

The writing instruction placed in the teacher’s magazine 

 

Are you a teacher who does not have children? 

In your experience, has the fact that you do not have children been influential with regard 

to your professionalism? I am conducting a Master’s Thesis research on the professional 

experiences of teachers who do not have children. I ask you to write freely about your ex-

periences especially with regard to the following questions: 

Which are the things you feel are important for the construction of a professional identity 

on a general level? 

Which are the things you consider to have been especially important in the construction of 

your own professional identity? 

Do you feel that the fact that you do not have children has been influential in your work as 

a teacher or in the construction of your professional identity? What kind of situations are 

these experiences connected to? Has your professional competence ever been questioned 

because you do not have children? 

Please include in your writing your age, location, sex, profession (kindergarten teacher, 

primary school teacher or subject teacher), as well as the school level which your experi-

ences took place in. You can send your response via email as an attachment or directly in 

the message section. 

I will handle the responses confidentially and anonymously, and the respondents cannot be 

identified in my research. Please include in your response whether you are willing to par-

ticipate in a possible follow-up interview. I am happy to answer to any questions regarding 

the research. 

Leena Kaartinen, University of Oulu 

email.address 
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APPENDIX B 

Initial categorising of the things the respondents found important in the construction of 

professionalism (both personally and in general). Numbered in order of frequency (how 

many respondents mentioned the topic – varied between 8-1) 

12)Työn ulkopuoliset 

asiat (harrastukset, 

kokemukset nuorten 

kanssa, muun alan työt, 

henk. koht. elämänti-

lanne) 

 

Life outside work 

9)Kasvatus 

 

Ideas/views on rearing 

The importance of 

rearing 

 

Rearing 

4)Ammattitaidon ke-

hittäminen / kehitty-

minen 

(oma aktiivinen kehit-

täminen & itsekritiikki 

cf. jatkokoulutus) 

 

Developing profes-

sional competence 

5)Koulutus (valmiuk-

sia opettamiseen, ei 

niinkään kasvattami-

seen) 

 

Teacher education 

1)Kokemus (työkoke-

mus ja toisaalta elä-

mänkokemus & ikä) 

 

Work and life experi-

ence (work experience 

plus life experience) 

7)Kollegat & työyh-

teisö (keskustelut, 

yhteistyö, erilaiset 

työyhteisöt – myös 

negatiiviset kokemuk-

set) 

 

Colleagues and work 

community 

/workplace 

8)Luokat & oppilaat 

(ja sitä kautta van-

hemmat) (erilaiset 

luokat) 

 

Different classes, 

students (and their 

parents) 

14)Teoria 

/sisällönhallinta 

 

Theory / content 

knowledge 

10)Oma pohdinta / 

arvot (millainen opetta-

ja haluan olla) 

 

Own values 

11)Näkemys työn 

merkityksestä / tarkoi-

tuksesta 

 

Purpose of the work 

15)Käsitykset oppimi-

sesta 

 

Ideas/views on lear-

ning 

13)Aiemmat koke-

mukset opettajuudesta 

& kasvatuksesta (mil-

lainen opettaja haluaa 

/ ei halua olla) 

 

Experiences of 

teaching and rearing 

2)Oma persoona työvä-

lineenä/työssä (koko-

naisvaltaisuus, itsensä 

likoon laittaminen, 

itsestään antaminen, 

omat tunteet) 

 

Own personality / 

Committing to the 

work 

3)Kuuntelu, yksilön 

kohtaaminen (ihmis-

tuntemus, läsnäolo, 

toimintatavat) 

 

Considering / meeting 

the individual, ac-

tions, presence? 

 

Meeting the indivi-

dual 

 

6)Empatia, herkkyys, 

people skills (rivien 

välistä lukeminen, 

ihmistuntemus) 

 

People skills, empa-

thy, attitudes? sensi-

tivities? 

 

Sensitivity 
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APPENDIX C 

Initial categorising of experiences of teachers who do not have children. Numbered in or-

der of frequency (how many respondents mentioned the topic – varied between 10-1) 

8)Epävarmuuden 

kokemukset, 

kokemuksen 

puute 

 

Feelings of inse-

curity, lack of 

experience 

 

Lack of experi-

ence 

4)Suhteet van-

hempiin, van-

hempien asen-

teet 

 

Relations with 

parents, pa-

rents’ attitudes 

 

Relations with 

parents 

 

5)Yleiset asenteet 

ja odotukset 

 

General attitudes 

and expectations 

 

General atti-

tudes 

7)Kokemukset 

työyhteisössä 

 

Work communi-

ty /experiences 

in 

 

Work commu-

nity 

3)Käytännön suh-

teet oppilaisiin 

 

Relations with 

pupils /students 

 

Relations with 

pupils 

6)Työhön 

panostaminen 

/aika 

 

Resources / time 

 

Resources 

10)Oman 

elämän 

käsittely työn 

avulla 

 

Own life expe-

riences, chan-

neling to work 

 

Personal life 

 

2)Vaikutus am-

matillisuuteen 

 

Influence on pro-

fessionalism 

 

Influence on 

professionalism 

9)Työnhaku/ 

työnsaanti 

 

Employment 

 

Employment 

1)Se että ei lapsia 

puheenaiheena / 

kyseenalaistaminen 

 

Not having chil-

dren as a topic of 

discussion 

/questioning pro-

fessionalism 

 

Not having chil-

dren as a topic of 

discussion 

 





 

  

 


