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Introduction

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to talk about a subject that I’ve been passionate about and committed to for most of my life: women and education, their aspirations and ambitions, and the opportunities and constraints they face in achieving, or trying to achieve, these.  I’m going to illustrate the many factors which influence and impact on women’s education by talking about and reviewing some of the ethnographic and case study research on gender issues which I’ve carried out over the last (nearly) 30 years, in which I’ve investigated and tried to explain and interpret the nature of girls’ and women’s relationships with education and learning, both formal and informal.  
Outline of lecture

Introduction
Girls and education in the 1970s and 80s
Girls’ friendships and attitudes to school
Women and higher education

Mature women student teachers
Conclusions and recommendations 

I shall draw on feminist and social constructivist theory to review two main areas of my research: firstly, ethnographic research with predominantly working class young women , including friendship groups, attitudes to school and aspirations; and secondly, studies of mature women student teachers, entering or returning to the academy, including the balance and relationship between personal and professional identities, intrinsic and extrinsic motivations to teach, levels of confidence and support. 

Within both these highly gendered spheres, transitions and boundaries are evident and of central importance: for example, transitions between childhood, adolescence and young adulthood; between school, college and university; and later, becoming a student, teacher and parent – often all at the same time. Boundaries often represent barriers: barriers of gender, class, ethnicity or age; but they can also give rise to boundary crossings, where the particular configuration of individual agency and what Heidi Mirza calls ‘educational desire’ (2008), in relation to other key factors, enables girls and women to achieve more than expected by others and themselves. The complex balance between aspirations and boundaries at times of transition will be drawn out in each area, with some brief historical perspectives compared with current situations. Finally, I shall draw out some important conclusions and recommendations for schools and universities.

Through my research I’ve attempted to illuminate the complex, often contradictory, inter-relationship between agency and structure, in particular the diverse interactions between individual identity and experiences of educational institutions (be it school, college or university), family and community, within particular social and cultural contexts, as illustrated in this model.


Fig. 1
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These interactions may be loosely linked or more closely interconnected, and formal and informal learning may take place in a number of arenas. I shall refer back to this during the talk.

Fig.2
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Girls’ aspirations and educational attainment in the 1970s and 80s
I shall start by looking at girls’ aspirations and educational attainment in the 1970s and 80s:
Though women’s participation in the educational process at all levels has increased in this century, this participation remains within marked boundaries.









(Dorothy Smith, 1978: 287) 

If we go back to the 1970s, when I first started teaching, we can see from Dorothy Smith’s quote that women’s participation in education was still limited, although markedly better than it had been at the start of the last century when women’s access to secondary education and higher education was severely restricted.  It was assumed that the widespread introduction of comprehensive education in the 70s would lead to greater opportunities for girls as well as boys, even though it was soon recognised by researchers such as Diana Leonard (2006) and others that class inequalities were being maintained through organisational structures such as streaming. However, although changing attitudes to gender led to legislation such as the Sex Discrimination Act in 1975, which made it illegal to deny access to services such as education or employment on the grounds of sex, the prevalence of different subject options offered to girls and boys in school – for instance, girls doing cookery while boys did woodwork - proved difficult if not impossible to shift (Measor & Sikes, 1992): one example of the marked boundaries that Dorothy Smith mentioned.  For example, these are the figures from government statistics for 1974, showing the numbers of school leavers with successful passes in O levels and CSEs in the following subjects. 
Table 1 Girls, boys and subject choice
	Subjects
	Boys
	Girls

	Physics
	76,074
	10,221

	Maths
	152,672
	142,801

	Technical drawing
	69,418
	860

	Metalwork & woodwork
	92,015
	553

	Domestic subjects
	5,524
	109,787

	Commercial
	10,031
	50,231

	French
	37,127
	59,492

	Biology
	35,261
	78,465


DES Statistics of Education 1974, School leavers, Table 3: 70
The table shows that boys predominated in physics, maths and technical subjects, whilst girls predominated in biology, French and domestic subjects. In addition, although academic results were low for both boys and girls, overall boys were out-performing girls at secondary school; girls only started to move ahead of boys with the introduction of GCSEs in 1988 (Bleach, 2000). A government report in the same year as the Sex Discrimination Act (DES 1975), Curricular differences for boys and girls, made it clear that girls and boys were being prepared for different roles and occupational choices, although it did not challenge this fundamentally or examine the factors which gave rise to those differences. Analysis of the underlying factors influencing this differential achievement and subject choice was needed. Dorothy Smith again:
In almost every area of work, we have had to resort  to women’s experiences as yet unformulated and unformed; lacking means of expression; lacking symbolic forms, images, concepts, conceptual frameworks, methods of analysis; more straightforwardly, lacking self-information and self-knowledge. 
(Dorothy Smith, 1979: 144)
In the 1970s and 80s, feminist researchers started to investigate the sexual divisions and inequalities that were still powerful determinants of girls’ academic attainment and future career choices. In spite of concerns about girls’ underachievement, this was an exciting time to be a feminist teacher, and the influence of studies such as these –
Feminist books on education
Just Like a Girl (Sharpe, 1976)

Some Processes in Sexist Education (Wolpe, 1977)

Schooling for Women’s Work (Deem, 1980)

Learning to Lose: Sexism in Education (Spender & Sarah, 1980)

The Missing Half (Kelly, 1981)

Gender and Schooling: Sexual Divisions in the Classroom (Stanworth, 1981) 

Invisible Women: the Schooling Scandal (Spender, 1982)
· to name but a few, was considerable on women teachers like myself who wanted to find explanations for classroom inequalities and bring about changes. These and other studies demonstrated the gendered nature of the curriculum, the sex-segregation of subject choice, the dominance of boys in the classroom and the preferential treatment given to boys by teachers. Intervention projects such as Girls into Science and Technology (GIST) (Kelly et al., 1984), Girls and Occupational Choice and Genderwatch (Myers, 1987) investigated gender differentiation and put forward practical strategies to counter it. However, although I welcomed the many studies of this area, my own experiences as a teacher at the time did not always accord with the often top down socialisation model being put forward, where girls were presented as passive victims of male - and female - oppression. The young people I was teaching were playing an active part in the learning process and constructing and reconstructing gender identities through interaction with each other as well as their teachers. In addition, I could see at first hand that there were limits to what schools could achieve alone: schools were only part of wider society and could not be expected to eliminate all inequalities if society and the labour market were not changing alongside.  

I was part of a Women and Education group in Manchester (which included Alison Kelly from the GIST project and other feminist academics), which encouraged me to start undertaking my own research into gender and education in the north of England, where I was an advisory teacher of drama, in order to document these positive aspects as well as try to explain the difficulties in bringing about change.  
Girls’ friendships and youth cultures
Building on Angela McRobbie’s influential work on working class girls and the culture of femininity (1997), I spent a year carrying out an ethnographic study in a mixed-sex comprehensive in West Yorkshire, focusing on girls’ peer groups through participant observation and interviewing:
Adolescent Girls and their Friends (1989)
A school-based feminist ethnography
Barnsdale High: working class community
106 12-13 year-olds (57 girls, 49 boys)
in particular:
34 12-13 year old girls (28 white, 4 Black-Caribbean, 2 Asian)
plus 16 15-16 year old girls (white) leaving school

All names have been changed in what follows and I shall review the findings in the light of more recent research on gender and education as well as studies at the time.
Barnsdale High School was in a council estate on the outskirts of a Northern industrial town. The area was economically deprived with high unemployment. The population was largely white working class, with a small but growing number of Black-Caribbean and Asian families. The pupils’ parents were skilled and unskilled manual workers, mainly at the local textile factories, or unemployed. Overall, this was a traditional, close-knit working class community, as the Headteacher Miss Jones explained:

‘It seems to be an area where people were born in Barnsdale, brought up in Barnsdale, married someone in Barnsdale, and still live in Barnsdale.’ 








(Griffiths, 1989: 103) 

Most of the pupils and their families had limited ‘cultural capital’, to use Pierre Bourdieu’s term (1977), as few had experienced higher education. In turn, few pupils went on to further or higher education: most went straight into work and apprenticeships; as Miss Jones said, they ‘grabbed’ what jobs they could. It might seem, therefore, that a simple process of social reproduction was taking place. I hope to demonstrate that the process was much more complex than this.
Barnsdale High was unusual in having a female Headteacher and Deputy Head. In other ways, however, the school was very traditional and highly stratified, with banding and setting by ability for many subjects, frequent divisions by gender, such as boys and girls lining up separately and generally low expectations of pupils. Teachers frequently told me, ‘You won’t find any interaction in my lessons’ when I explained I was looking for patterns of interaction between friends.  I was particularly interested in seeing to what extent girls could exercise any agency in lessons or interact with their friends. In practice there was extensive interaction and young women actively negotiated learning and relationships within the classroom, even with the strictest teachers.
In Carrie Paechter’s recent research (2006: 366) she argues that young women build their own ‘communities of femininity practice’ within the larger school or societal culture, and this was certainly evident here. Girls’ friendship groups at Barnsdale developed distinctive communities of femininity practice or ‘doing girl’ (ibid: 365) and different forms of interaction and resistance. Let’s look first at a large group of 8 white 12-13 year-old girls by way of illustration: 
The big group - Penny: ‘We’re brainy but not too brainy...We do us (our) work, we don’t mess around when we’re doing us work, we do us work, then if we’ve got time left we mess around then but we don’t mess around in lessons.’ (Griffiths, 1995: 120) 
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(The picture is a Working with Girls poster from the time.) This was a good example of Erving Goffman’s (1959) presentation of self and Judith Butler’s ‘performativity’ (1993). Penny’s remarks about the group’s attitude to work and behaviour in lessons sum up the fine balance and near-contradictory stance they exhibited in practice: ‘brainy but not too brainy’; doing work or messing around. ‘Having a laugh’ was central to their group culture, but their ‘identity work’ and performances as both able and popular were carefully maintained, as can be seen in this extract. 
Fieldnote extract: ‘Vicky calling in whispers to Penny while Mrs J checking work at Joe and Sam’s table. Then... Pam whispering to Karen, Karen making funny faces to Pam, Carol pushing Elaine right over to Dawn, almost on to floor. Not noticed by Mrs J.’ 







(Griffiths, 1995: 120-121)

In these respects, they were similar to girls’ groups in other studies at the time, such as Audrey Lambart’s ‘sisterhood’ (1976). They also have much in common with the academically able girls in recent research by Becky Francis and Christine Skelton (2009). The strategy was a largely successful one. The dominance of this group in their class and year group was a form of ‘hegemonic femininity’, which was unusual at the time. 
In contrast, a smaller, mixed-ethnic group of Black-Caribbean, Indian and white girls developed a much more oppositional stance to school, which took the form of open misbehaviour in lessons which they recounted with much delight afterwards:
The close-knit group: ‘Charleen recounts how Mrs Sharp told her to stop laughing in needlework earlier. Surinder tells tale of how she prodded Mrs Winter’s buns in Cookery. Martine joins in this anecdote. Much laughter.’
(Griffiths, 1995: 123)
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The girls were already being divided into traditional girls’ subjects such as cookery and needlework in the second year (Year 8). These incidents appear very minor misdemeanours, and at this stage their behaviour was not out and out resistance to school, like that exhibited by working class girls in Lynn Davies’ (1984) book Pupil Power, for example, but the girls transformed these events afterwards into major triumphs over authority and were more obviously disaffected with school than the big group. 
Part of this disaffection may have been to do with racism from some white pupils, which the group told me was a frequent occurrence, although I never witnessed such incidents myself. The term ‘black’ was often used as a form of abuse which the Black-Caribbean girls countered vociferously:

Charleen: ‘I say, when they say that (black...), I go, I’m proud of my colour.

When my sister were in this school, her friends wore beads in her hair, and one of t’teachers told her to tek (take) ‘em out, and she said no, so the teacher just got her hair and took them out and she just put them back in.’

Marilyn: ‘They don’t say owt to me.’



(Griffiths, 1995: 44-45)

Like the black-Caribbean girls in Mary Fuller’s (1980) study at the time, these young women were proud of their ethnic identity. Charleen and Marilyn were both born in Jamaica and had close family ties there. Rastafarian culture was a big influence. These young women had developed communities of both femininity and ethnicity practice within a largely deficit framing and academic marginalisation by teachers (Ward & Robinson-Wood, 2006), finding ways to ‘coexist within school while transforming the environment for their own purposes,’ as Heidi Mirza noted more recently about black girls in school (1992: 202). 

Overall, in the face of low expectations of all girls by teachers, the young women from Barnsdale were active participants in their own development, pushing the boundaries and claiming some measure of control in their lives, albeit within limited confines, as Jean Anyon also found in her research: 

Accommodation or resistance, even when it takes the form of turning away or withdrawal, is an active process... Girls are not passive victims of sex-role stereotypes and expectations, but are active participants in their own development. 






(Jean Anyon 1983: 33)

This is an example of Elaine’s out of school interest, the RAF club, and ambition:

‘You can go at rifle range, you can do engines, radar and radio...Airmanship, things you’re supposed to fly...You do all sorts of stuff. It’s a good laugh really.’









(Griffiths, 1995: 146-7)
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However, only nine girls from the entire year group went on to do A-levels at sixth form college, whilst most took Youth Training Schemes in traditional female spheres such as hairdressing, catering and childcare:
Table 2 Aspirations and post-school destinations (Griffiths, 1989)
           Aspiration 

Actual post-school

Surinder
Doctor


Sixth-form college 

Marilyn
Nurse


YTS nursery nursing 

Charleen
Nurse


YTS childcare 



Elaine

RAF


YTS hairdressing

Carol

RAF secretary 
YTS clerical

Vicky

Dancer

YTS clerical/ dance teacher
Dawn

Vet


Stable hand/ jockey




 

The low numbers attending further education seem shocking from the vantage point of today and there is no doubt that a higher number would have gone on to further and higher education in the current context. The school’s low expectations and lack of career guidance for girls were certainly a factor in this. The strength of the working class community, lack of social, cultural and economic capital in the young women’s families and the high risks involved in considering higher education, were also strong reasons for aspirations being lowered (Reay, David & Ball, 2005). However, the young women’s job choices were also highly pragmatic, often being based around combining work with future family commitments. They may also have been prompted by what Diane Reay (1998) describes as the desire for ‘authenticity’: loyalty to family and community was very strong and most young women found it hard to move away. 
We can see then that for these young women, the interaction between school, family and community was very close and interlinked: 
Fig. 3
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thus reinforcing barriers and constraints. However, the young women’s strong sense of agency mitigated these factors; as they created their own space both in and out of school, with formal and informal learning in both spheres, they pushed the boundaries as far as they could within the wider social structure of the time.
Young women, achievement and higher education 

We now turn to young women’s educational achievement from 2000 onwards and entry to higher education. Since my research on adolescent girls was conducted in the 1980s and early 1990s, girls’ educational achievement has improved considerably. Both girls and boys are now taking and passing more GCSEs and A levels, but girls’ results have improved overall faster than boys’. By 2007-8, girls were achieving more good passes than boys at both GCSE and A level. Perhaps ironically, this has given rise to a moral panic about boy’s underachievement – boys are the ‘new disadvantaged’:
The general assumption underpinning mainstream education commentary in Britain is that, as young women are outperforming boys at GCSE and A-level exams, and increasingly at undergraduate level too, they are clearly no longer a concern and we should redirect our attention and resources to meeting boys/young men’s needs.








(Becky Francis, 2006: 57) 

Becky Francis highlights how girls are often blamed for their perceived success at boys’ expense (Francis, 2006). Of course, boys’ educational achievement is important too and we need to be concerned if boys are doing less well. However, if we look more closely at GCSE exam results for last year, it can be seen that the picture is more complicated: not all girls are achieving well or all boys doing badly; class and ethnicity are also important signifiers as well as gender:

Table 3 GCSE results 2007-8, 5 A*-C (DCSF, 2008, Table A1)
	Girls
all 
	Boys
all 
	Girls non FSM 
	Boys non FSM 
	Girls 
 FSM 
	Boys FSM 

	68% 
	59% 
	72% 
	63% 
	45% 
	35% 

	
	
	White
	White
	White 
	White

	
	
	71%
	63%
	39% 
	30% 

	
	
	Indian
	Indian
	Black Caribb. 
	Black Caribb. 

	
	
	84%
	76%
	48% 
	39% 


For instance, this data shows that, although girls in all groups are achieving higher than boys in all groups (on the left), the greatest success is among middle class girls and boys (roughly equated to the non free school meals groups in the middle), particularly Chinese and Indian pupils, while Black Caribbean and white working class girls and boys, for example (on the right of the table), are still underachieving relative to others (Mirza, 2008). Feminist researchers such as Carrie Paechter (2006) and Christine Skelton (2009) continue to draw attention to structural inequities and demonstrate that many of the same gender and class divisions still exist in schools as they did in the 1980s. For instance, Diane Reay et al. (2005) point out that subject choices at A-level are still very gendered, with more girls now choosing biology and social studies, but boys still predominating in maths, physics, computing and economics.
If we look beyond school to higher education, there is no doubt that the number of women now going on to higher education has significantly increased over the last 30 years, and this has been happening worldwide: 
Women in higher education

Rapid global expansion of HE and women students.

Women represented over 54% of all students in 30 countries (OECD, 2002).

In UK, women represented 57% of UGs (HESA, 2008).
Women 24% of science & engineering subjects.

21% of all UG come from low-participation neighbourhoods (10% young, 11% mature) (HESA, 2008)
Although women represented 57% of all undergraduates in the UK by 2008, women still make up only 24 per cent of science and engineering subjects, so gender divisions by subject choice are still marked (Francis, 2006, Newman, 2008). You might ask why this matters, but such divisions impact strongly on employment patterns, which are still highly gendered, with few women in engineering, for example, and few men in childcare. Such gender distinctions can be seen right across the spectrum of employment patterns. As stressed by Becky Francis (2006: 61), ‘this occupational segregation is a central factor in the persistence of the gender pay gap.’ So although the discourse is about equality of opportunity for women, and more women are succeeding at university, we still do not have equal outcomes when it comes to the job market. 
Class is an important factor too, with only one fifth of all undergraduates coming from low-participation neighbourhoods, in spite of the widening participation agenda in higher education: there is still a big gap between the rhetoric and the reality, as Sarah Aynsley and Angela Jacklin (2009) point out in recent research on patterns of access into higher education. Diane Reay, Miriam David and Stephen Ball articulate very clearly in their book Degrees of Choice (2005) the complex classed and gendered factors behind higher education ‘choices’ and reasons why there are still fewer working class entrants to universities, with highly nuanced interaction between structural and individual issues, as we saw with girls earlier.
Mature women student teachers 
You’ll also see (at the bottom of the above slide) that 11% of first time entrants from low-participation neighbourhoods are mature students. I’ll now draw briefly on research on mature entrants to teaching to put some flesh on the bones of the statistics and to illustrate more clearly the complex interaction between individual agency and structure when it comes to higher education and training:
Women often have to embark on employment or training, where they would benefit from support and stability, at just the time when they are least secure emotionally and financially.






(Griffiths, 2002: 278)

Most of my research over the last 15-20 years has been in the area of teacher education and teachers’ professional development. I’ve been particularly interested in mature students and their trajectories through teacher education into the profession. Building on research that I carried out with Angela Jacklin and Carol Robinson into primary teachers’ early development, I have been researching mature entrants on postgraduate programmes and an employment-based route into teaching called the Graduate Teacher Programme:
Research on Graduate Teacher Programme
Study 1: 46 primary trainee teachers (43 f, 3 m) during and end of training.
Seacrest: working class community; south east coastal town
Study 2: 45 primary & secondary teachers (33 f, 12 m) trained on 4 GTPs, 1-3 years teaching.
Mixed urban, coastal & rural areas in south east
Age range 25-45; average age mid-30s.
The Programme was introduced nationally ten years ago to address problems with teacher recruitment and retention, particularly in areas of high economic deprivation, by recruiting mature career changers into teaching through largely ‘on the job’ training. Although this was not primarily a widening participation strategy, I have argued elsewhere that in practice this route has widened access to non-traditional learners, particularly women (Griffiths, 2007). Although it also attracts middle class returners to higher education, I shall focus here on the first time entrants to higher and teacher education. 
The research was carried out in a coastal town in the south east of England which, like Barnsdale in the north, is a traditional, predominantly white, working class community, with high levels of social and economic deprivation and unemployment. The Graduate Teacher Programme here was set up jointly by a local authority and a university, and it was decided to base the course at a teachers’ centre locally because it would be easier for the beginning teachers to attend. In this way, the university could be fitted into the structure of the women’s lives rather than the other way round.
There are many parallels between women entering teaching through the Graduate Teacher Programme and studies of mature women students by Judith Parr (2000), Diane Duncan (1999) and others. These show that women who enter universities through access routes or return to studying after a long gap often lack confidence in their abilities and face many structural barriers and constraints, although they may be highly motivated to succeed, and their experiences as students frequently lead to a radical change of identity and self-esteem. 
Most of the women in my research had completed their first degree just prior to starting teacher education, either through part-time or distance learning degrees, so that they could continue working. Training to teach through the Graduate Teacher Programme enabled them to learn on the job and keep earning; for most, giving up work to become a full time student was not an option. Most were already employed in schools as teaching assistants; many had started as parent helpers or other support roles. Their trajectory can be described as ‘planned progression into teaching’ (Griffiths, 2007) because of the way that they had moved through previous roles into teacher education. However, in most cases this would not have happened without the direct support and encouragement of the headteacher or other staff. This helped to give the women stronger social and cultural capital than they would have had alone, and the confidence to start what was for most of them a long learning journey.

For most of the beginning teachers, prior experience in schools contributed to their feeling of preparedness at the start of their training and their ability to cope with the transition to teaching (Griffiths, 2002). As Gill said, ‘As a TA, I could see the job from the inside. I had a lot of experience.’  However, although their previous work had given them skills in relating to children on an individual or small-group basis, the transition to a class teacher was a huge undertaking and they needed plenty of support to succeed, as research by Pat Drake et al. (2004) on teaching assistants moving into higher level roles also found. 
For Yvonne, for example, a white working class woman who grew up locally, the personal support provided by the staff and parents at the school in which she carried out her training was invaluable in helping her through the year:

Prior experience and support - Yvonne: ‘I could go in with eyes open … knowing how schools work. My school is so supportive of me—I’ve never had to cover other classes and they never leave me to flounder…There was a very tight supportive network of staff, there to give a mental ‘whack’ on a human level’.










(Griffiths, 2007: 114-116)

As a former lunchtime supervisor and parent helper, who had already made a huge transition to teaching assistant, she was well known by everyone in the school, and this helped her make a smooth transfer to a teaching role, although the change was a highly challenging one. Her description of the way the staff operated suggests an honest, direct approach but done in a caring way: Yvonne did not wish to be over-protected.

However, for Tess, a former teaching assistant of dual heritage who was not local, her experience in a different school was less positive. At the end of the first term she wrote:

Lack of support but learning - Tess: ‘I have been teaching practically 80% on my own. I have had to be the teacher as the school use me as the supply. My mentor and class teacher counted the cost of supporting me very closely and were not prepared to go beyond this. 



(Griffiths, 2007: 113-118)

Because Tess had been a teaching assistant at a different school before, the school misjudged her level of expertise and set too high expectations. Because of the unrealistic teaching load early on and the perceived lack of support, she felt ’very isolated’ and took a long time to ‘get a handle’ on things, as she put it. However, by the end of the year she could look back and see how much she had learnt and how well -organised the school was, particularly in comparison with the school where she was going for her induction year.
‘In the last week of term we were doing short-term planning, and had already done medium term plans—very professional and organised, very clear.’   









(Griffiths, 2007: 113-118)

Personal support provided by school and university tutors, and particularly by the other women in the group was valued highly, especially for those like Tess who had less support in school. Many of the women became close friends and helped each other through the difficult times; Yvonne regarded them as ‘vital for our sanity’. One of the main challenges facing the women was that of juggling work and family commitments, particularly on such an intensive course. Financial pressures and difficulties of organising childcare were problems that loomed large for most of the women. Support from family was identified as vitally important, as found in other studies of mature women entering teaching, such as Diane Duncan (1999) and Barbara Merrill’s (1999) research. The women had to be tough, resilient, determined and committed in order to succeed; they had strong ‘educational desire’ (Mirza, 2008) and were active participants in their own development:

Diane: ‘You have to be tough.’
Frances: ‘It was good for me - very hard work, with three young children. It was fantastic in an intense way. I feel I was contributing to school, not as an add on extra.’ 

Yvonne: ‘It’s served me very well. I’m very grateful for it. It’s enabled me - and people like myself - to move on. I wouldn’t have been able to take on a full-time course.’ 








(Griffiths, 2007 & 2009) 

They also had to be realistic about what they could and couldn’ t do, and balance new demands with existing ones, family with school commitments, a good example of what Duncan calls ’strategic pragmatism’ (1999).  As with the girls at Barnsdale, school, family and community were all interwoven, providing security, smooth transitions and boundary crossings. 
The women’s aspirations to become teachers could be fulfilled within their own community, almost bypassing becoming a student altogether, as the university dimension was brought to them. This echoes the examples given in Reay et al.’s research (2005), where working class students choose to stay near home to study, in order to save money, as well as minimise risk and maintain ‘authenticity’ (Reay 1988). Thus the women developed their own community of practice at a local level as well as belonging to communities of practice in school.

Fig. 4
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However, staying close could also be seen as a reinforcing of boundaries, as the women stayed for the most part in familiar surroundings and their professional and academic learning were therefore limited. In spite of early problems, Tess’s regular moves to other schools avoided this limitation, but difficulties which some of the women, including Yvonne, experienced two or three years later in teaching could be seen to have stemmed at least in part from this. On the other hand, all the women gained enormously in self-confidence as well as professional expertise. For beginning teachers like Yvonne and Tess, who had progressed from teaching assistant to teacher, the programme had provided access to teaching that they might not otherwise have had. They and others gained the confidence to move from their secure starting point to other schools where they continued to grow and develop as teachers.   
Conclusions

To conclude then, as we’ve seen, there have been substantial improvements in the educational attainment of young and older women in school and higher education over the past 30 years, alongside extensive changes in schools and society over this period. The picture is a highly complex one, with differences of class and ethnicity as well as gender. However, the narratives of young women and mature entrants to teaching show the strength of individual and collective aspirations and agency, in the face of often considerable barriers and constraints. There is much to celebrate. 

I want to finish by making some recommendations for teachers, academics and policy makers, but also by highlighting some new risks and boundaries which are emerging.  Firstly, in schools, recent research has shown that gender divisions and practices still exist in schools, thus perpetuating gender stereotypes. A return to some of the practices that were criticised in the 1970s and 80s underlies much of the recent work on boys’ underachievement, for example. If we want to enable girls and boys to develop their full potential in school, teachers need to consider the diversity of their needs and abilities, rather than respond to girls and boys differently on the basis of gender alone. Good practice acknowledges diversity and difference and involves developing a wide range of strategies and resources, which challenge and build on young people’s starting points, opening rather than narrowing choices.  
Secondly, in higher education, while we have seen a huge expansion of intake in recent years, with widening participation from previously under-represented groups, the recent introduction of top-up fees and prospective increase in these has potentially divisive consequences, while we are seeing increased differentiation between universities and greater stratification between courses.  We have to be careful not to set up deficit constructions of the ‘widening participation’ student, be they working class, minority ethnic or mature women students, and recognise that there is a wide range of differing experiences, strengths and needs within this overall group. Active strategies still need to be sought to maintain a balance of intake as well as retain non-traditional students. 

There is a powerful contradiction between the government’s expressed commitment to widening participation and recent funding changes which have severe exclusionary repercussions for working class students.

(Reay, David & Ball, 2005: 106)   

As a positive example, there is a strong track record here at Christ Church of widening participation over a long period, going back to the 1980s. It was one of the first universities to set up access courses and accept mature students with access qualifications. The University has planned its development strategically in order to enhance this wider intake still further, by opening new campuses in areas of high deprivation to give greater access to non-traditional students, such as women returners, and enable them to study in their local communities, similar to the example from my own research of mature women entrants to teaching.
However, even with such advances, in spite of legislative changes and women’s increasing visibility in the workplace over the last 30 years, there is still a long way to go. We’ve seen that career choices and the job market are still highly gendered, with a differential pay gap and some areas of work still largely exclusive to one gender. Promotional opportunities for women in many spheres of work, including universities, are still limited compared to men’s: the glass ceiling still exists. We have to be aware of what are still ‘deeply embedded inequalities and exclusion’ (Burke, 2006: 93) that continue to exist in our schools and universities, in the wider workplace and in the home, and challenge these by developing inclusive practices and policies. Only then can we hope to continue to create greater opportunities and choices for women in the future. Thank you for listening.
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