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Series Editor’s Preface

This Series aims to provide a comprehensive space for an increasingly 
diverse and complex area of interdisciplinary social science research: gen-
der and education. Because the field of women and gender studies is 
developing rapidly and becoming ‘internationalised’ – as are traditional 
social science disciplines such as sociology, educational studies, social 
geography, and so on – there is a greater need for this dynamic, global 
Series that plots emerging definitions and debates and monitors critical 
complexities of gender and education. This Series has an explicitly feminist 
approach and orientation and attends to key theoretical and methodologi-
cal debates, ensuring a continued conversation and relevance within the 
well-established, inter-disciplinary field of gender and education.

The Series combines renewed and revitalised feminist research meth-
ods and theories with emergent and salient public policy issues. These 
include pre-compulsory and post-compulsory education; ‘early years’ and 
‘lifelong’ education; educational (dis)engagements of pupils, students 
and staff; trajectories and intersectional inequalities including race, class, 
sexuality, age and disability; policy and practice across educational land-
scapes; diversity and difference, including institutional (schools, colleges, 
universities), locational and embodied (in ‘teacher’–‘learner’ positions); 
varied global activism in and beyond the classroom and the ‘public univer-
sity’; educational technologies and transitions and the (ir)relevance of (in)
formal educational settings; and emergent educational mainstreams and 
margins. In using a critical approach to gender and education, the Series 
recognises the importance of probing beyond the boundaries of specific 
territorial-legislative domains in order to develop a more international, 



viii  Series Editor’s Preface

intersectional focus. In addressing varied conceptual and methodological 
questions, the Series combines an intersectional focus on competing – and 
sometimes colliding – strands of educational provisioning and equality and 
‘diversity’, and provides insightful reflections on the continuing critical 
shift of gender and feminism within (and beyond) the academy.

Yvette Taylor
University of Strathclyde, UK
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Toward the end of the twentieth century, girls’ education received a great 
deal of attention across the English-speaking world. While to some degree 
this focus was associated with feminist energy derived from what became 
known as the ‘second wave’ women’s movement, there were also pro-
found changes in the general understanding of the ways in which school-
ing prepared young people for working lives. Women’s infiltration of the 
labor force across the English-speaking world is widely recognized as the 
most profound social change of the late twentieth century. In the UK, the 
numbers of women in paid work rose from 59% in 1980 to 70% in 2008 
when the numbers of women at work became much closer to those of 
men. By 2008, 14.3 million women were in the UK workforce alongside 
16.9 million men. Comparable figures from the USA show that women’s 
presence in the labor force increased dramatically, from 30.3 million in 
1970 to 72.7 million during 2006–2010. In percentage terms women 
made up 37.9% of the labor force in 1970 compared to 47.2% between 
2006 and 2010 (US Census Bureau, 2012). While the numerous impli-
cations of this change for the ways in which lives are lived, domestically 
and professionally, are still being worked out in many lives, what is clear 
is that there is no possibility of a return to the traditional division of labor 
between men and women which placed men in the public world of work 
and women in the private world of the home.

The relatively sudden and rapid increase in the numbers of women in 
paid work quickly led to increased demands on schooling to better prepare 
girls for working lives. Whereas prior to 1975 parents were less likely to 
support daughters in education beyond the compulsory years than their 
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sons, the idea that girls were on the way to becoming wage earners meant 
that their education began to be seen as an investment. Coincidentally 
educational research uncovered the myriad ways in which schooling had 
typically constrained girls’ interests and capabilities to areas traditionally 
associated with home management and child rearing while at the same 
time providing opportunities for boys to make choices between a wider 
range of learning experiences leading to professional careers. Furthermore, 
for the years up until 1975 in Australia and the UK, boys were much more 
likely to complete schooling than were girls. Consequently, a significantly 
higher proportion of young men entered university and followed through 
to the professions. In the USA, where the tradition of secondary school-
ing was less strongly connected to university entrance, the situation of 
girls’ school experience as different from their male peers was not fully 
registered much before the 1990s when the Sadkers’ work (1994) roundly 
denounced American schools as failing girls in multiple ways. Across the 
globe, the idea of essential gender difference had been firmly embedded 
in educational arrangements and treatments, so much so that these dif-
ferences had continued for many decades earlier without attracting much 
notice.

In England and Australia, the 1970s and 1980s comprised a watershed 
for widespread educational change with respect to gender. While the ini-
tial studies had been based on large-scale surveys showing quantifiable 
gender differences in schooling outcomes, researchers gradually turned 
to investigations of life in schools in the effort to track the production 
of these divisions. Thus girls were seen not just as comprising a category 
distinguished by lack of achievement and school completion, but as pro-
duced as girls within this category by the ways in which schooling was 
organized. Investigations of schooling practice revealed pedagogical ten-
dencies contributing to gender differences in learning capacities and self-
understanding. By the early 1990s, schooling processes attracted numbers 
of micro studies of life in schools and classrooms. As Johnson (1993, 10) 
noted:

…we need to recognize how the interpellation [calling into being] of sexed 
subjects … does not occur in institutions like educational ones in a unitary 
way. The construction of gender goes on busily in the daily life of schools 
through a range of different processes. We need to study how such practices 
formulate and determine the terms of sexual difference in this setting and 
the range of ways in which this is done.
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Hence the rationale for this book in which we will attempt to show 
some of the ways in which gender construction occurs and how it has been 
understood by researchers and readers.

Following dramatic demonstrations of the ways in which girls were 
significantly less well served by schooling when compared to boys, con-
siderable amounts of time, research energy, and funding were devoted to 
investigating ways to improve girls’ education—popularly understood to 
mean to make girls’ education more like that of boys. Educational policies 
and practices were challenged to demonstrate they were gender inclusive. 
Gender differences in outcomes were subject to close scrutiny and height-
ened accountability with demands that gender be included as a category in 
all tables, listings, and audits describing schooling outcomes. As a result of 
research demonstrating girls being regarded as less important than boys, 
the very term ‘girl’ was challenged as being derogatory and educators 
were urged to adopt the term ‘young woman’ in any writing or reporting 
of female educational experience.

More recently, the term ‘girl’ has experienced something of a revival, 
albeit not always in a positive direction, as shall be explained in the follow-
ing chapter! In this work, we have deliberately adopted the term ‘girl’ as 
we want to signal the importance of the place of girl in educational writ-
ing and research. Whereas in previous times the idea of girl and woman 
was clearly defined in terms of expectations and behaviors and the role of 
girls was to live up to and within that clearly defined position, nowadays it 
seems that the space created for girls in widespread popular culture con-
tinues to be ambiguous and ill-defined, varying across contexts. We do 
not propose to produce a tight clear definition of the expectations placed 
on girls but rather to explore the ways in which adolescent girls interpret 
their place in terms of current conceptions and possibilities and the ways 
in which they envisage potential futures.

Of course, the old adage about boys needing to be boys is still around—
one local elite boys’ school proudly displays on its school fences and 
advertising material ‘we know boys!’—with the implication that theirs is a 
specialist knowledge uniquely appropriate to the task of boys’ education. 
Coincidentally a non-government girls’ school in the near neighborhood 
announces on its wall poster and media advertising materials ‘Our suc-
cess is in the woman she becomes!’ Obviously the subtext for both estab-
lishments is built around a concept of difference, but while the boys are 
apparently to be given the right to be boys (whatever that means), the girls 
are to be charged with the requirement to become something else—no 
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longer girls but women. It’s hard to avoid the idea that boys as boys are to 
be accepted and welcomed, whereas girls have to work on themselves to 
adapt and adopt the requirements for adult womanhood if they are to be 
accepted and celebrated.

This book will focus on adolescent girls as subjects at a time popularly 
associated with their active involvement, responsibilities, and freedoms in 
the context of late modernity. Rather than define girls as preoccupied with 
Havighurst’s developmental tasks in which one’s identity was supposedly 
permanently settled at adolescence (Havighurst 1948) as part of a mascu-
linized version of youth coming-of-age, we see girls as certainly engaging 
with a search for selfhood, but a self that is fluid and multiple and one 
which endures through several iterations as they seek to define themselves 
in a manner fitting with the mood of the times in order to achieve their own 
sense of individual self or subjectivity. In doing this they are engaging with 
the dominant discourses of late modernity which include a heavy emphasis 
on individualization (Beck 1992; Beck and Beck Gernsheim 2009; Rose 
1990) to be enacted through choice (Baker 2008) and taking responsibility 
for oneself (what Budgeon calls responsibilization (Budgeon 2001, 11)). 
It is important to stress the temporality of the effects of these discourses at 
this particular time within the girls’ lives which lends them an urgency but 
also a level of determination, rightly seen by the girls as both challenging 
and frightening. Coincidentally the term girl makes important claims on 
the topic as a move to freeze the frame, to concentrate on this moment in 
an effort to capture the ways in which girls’ vulnerability allows the analysis 
to entertain with the larger forces of the time. Consequently, we insist on 
the girlhood of our subjects in all its elusive changeability, its contrariness, 
and its potentiality in their headlong rush to become adult women.

Judith Gill
School of Education, University of South Australia,  

Mawson Lakes, SA, Australia

Katharine Esson
NSW Department of Industry, Darlinghurst,  
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    CHAPTER 1   

      A Whistling Woman and a Crowing Hen  
  Is neither good for God nor Men . (Anon: Folkloric rhyme)    

   INTRODUCTION 
 In this book, we look at the ways current girls and young women are 
responding to the unprecedented transformation of women’s lives from 
the traditional roles of earlier times to the still largely uncharted waters of 
the twenty-fi rst century. We begin with a sketch of the situation. 

 Not so long ago across the developed world, a general understanding 
of the accepted role of girls was so commonplace that it drew little atten-
tion from the general population. Generations of folklore such as in the 
example above, nursery rhymes, fairy tales, religious and moral stories, and 
even popular songs combined to preach a message of girls as fundamen-
tally different from boys and to warn of the dire situations anticipated for 
those who did not conform. 

 Traditionally, girls were understood to be primarily good, obedient, 
docile children, helpful to their mothers from whom they learned their 
domestic role. To be pretty was seen as an advantage (so long as it was not 
too sexy) but above all girls were destined to wait until they were chosen 
by a prospective husband. In English-speaking societies, the consistent 
message was of heterosexual coupling—not surprising because until recent 

 Who Are Girls in Current Times and Is 
There a Problem?                     



times, homosexuality was considered to be morally deviant and, in many 
places, legally outlawed. The overarching message, namely that boys were 
understood to have been born to be the actors and leaders and girls the 
followers, was reinforced by a multitude of cultural artifacts. Boys looked 
for adventure while girls looked, watched, and waited for their turn to be 
chosen. 

 In recent times, girls have shed the quiet image of being on the side-
lines and have emerged as fi rst-class students, top performers in school 
testing and examinations, credited with being reliable in school-related 
tasks such as homework, neat writing, excellent bookwork, along with 
being well behaved in class. Teachers routinely anticipate that girls will 
excel in reading and writing and their diligent work habits ensure that 
they achieve highly in end-of-school examinations. They are model pupils 
whose achievements are expected to lead into high-profi le positions and 
professions in any walk of life they choose. 

 Of course, the versions of ‘being girl’ presented above are themselves 
stereotypes—ways of seeing the world that refl ect some aspects of main-
stream thinking but which are not without exception. There have always 
been girls who did not conform to the good girl image and who chose not 
to be bound by the many limitations of those earlier eras. Nowadays, too, 
there are girls who resist the idea that you can do anything regardless of 
social imperatives. Some girls today hold to attitudes and values not very 
different from those of their grandmothers. Others aim for a fast trendy 
image, engage in ‘slut walks’ (protest marches against rape), and talk of 
wild experiences. Sexuality is ‘out there’, a part of the package, but expe-
rienced and lived in wildly divergent ways. In fact, it is harder than ever 
to generalize about girls in the present moment. Are they really players in 
a ‘female future’ or are they still preoccupied with what have traditionally 
been girl’s issues such as boyfriends, current fashion, looks, and style? 

 In the course of this book, we suggest that currently girls are faced with 
the diffi cult task of balancing features associated with traditional girlhood 
which are still seen as desirable with the challenges of contemporary life. 
Today’s adolescents are confronted with the need to sort out what matters 
for each individual from the range of potentially confl icting expectations 
held by signifi cant others including parents, siblings, friends, teachers, and 
of course the girls themselves. Today’s girls must try to work out, from 
the range of new possibilities for themselves as grown women, the way 
forward to living a productive and fulfi lling life. The familiar trite phrase 
‘having it all’ doesn’t begin to get to grips with the compromises and 
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concessions that form a constant dynamic in girls’ current plans and future 
visions. Hence the impetus for this book which will attempt to shed light 
on the processes involved. 

 We begin by analyzing the changes that have occurred in girls’ behavior 
and education in recent times.  

   A TIME FOR CHANGE 
 By the early twenty-fi rst century, the old certainties about the position of 
girls have all but disappeared. No longer are there the strict rules of behav-
ior that govern female decorum; gone too is the rigid division between 
public and private worlds which located most girls and women fi rmly in 
the home. Up until the mid-twentieth century, most girls across Western 
societies were seen as destined fi rst and foremost to be wives and moth-
ers and so their schooling was centrally involved with the development 
of domestic arts. Even those few who managed to secure enough edu-
cation to demonstrate academic ability were discouraged from showing 
their intellectual capacities. In many places, they were barred from access-
ing higher education, or else only allowed in as audit students, not really 
able to get a degree. Sadly, this discrimination was practiced fi ercely in 
even long established universities—at Cambridge, the highly prestigious 
British University, young women were not entitled to graduate with a 
degree until 1949. Those few who did pursue learning were labeled ‘blue-
stockings’ and became objects of social derision rather than being taken 
seriously. 

 Women’s involvement in paid work during two world wars began an 
irreversible trend that saw increasing numbers of women in employment 
outside the home. By the late twentieth century, the trend had become 
an almost universal expectation among women in the developed West that 
they would spend a signifi cant amount of their adult years in the work-
force. Furthermore, this development was to have important implications 
for the way education was conducted. Questions continue to be raised 
about issues of curriculum, school gender context (such as debates around 
coeducation or single sex schooling), career counseling, and work experi-
ence. The overarching question to be addressed here is how best to orga-
nize education for girls in the current era? 

 The global economy is frequently seen as the main driver of the change 
in the workforce, with particular reference to its gender composition. 
With increasingly large numbers of people moving around the world, the 
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