
Sex Education, Vol. 3, No. 2, 2003

Interrupting Discourses Around Gender
Through Collective Memory Work and
Collaborative Curriculum Research in
Middle School

KIRAN D. PUROHIT & CHRISTOPHER WALSH, Columbia University
Teachers College and Manhattan Academy of Technology, New York, USA

ABSTRACT Many schools in recent years have implemented curricular projects to ‘deal
with’ homophobia and sexism as problems that affect adolescent students and make
schools unsafe. The ways in which we, as teachers and researchers, confront such
problems, however, depends upon how we view their power within schools. When viewed
as discursive elements of a generally heteronormative school environment, gender and
sexuality norms become more complicated and subtle, as they are a part of systems of
language, actions, and expectations that can be difficult to problematize with students
and teachers. Drawing on feminist post-structuralist theory related to normativity and
discourse analysis, our research looks at two middle-school projects aimed at interrupt-
ing heteronormative thinking by including students in the process of analyzing and
re-creating school discourse. In one project, a whole class looks at gender identity
formation through analyzing collective memory works collaboratively with the teacher.
In the second project, a smaller group of girls works to re-think ways that the
science/math curriculum could be more responsive to girls, in the end also analyzing the
work that comes out of the collaboration. Together, the projects raise important
questions about the effectiveness of such curricular projects, the power of school
language around ‘adolescence’, and the potential for addressing gender normativity on
the level of discourse, especially in the face of such powerful ideas of gender/sexuality
in the middle grades.

Introduction

In the middle school where we work, we have been aware for some time of ways in
which expectations about gender roles and gender norms have been a part of the informal
discourse among students in our classes. Moreover, we have also noticed the ways in
which work in our classes—math/science and humanities—has ignored or failed to
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address adequately the concerns we ourselves had regarding students’ ideas about
‘normal’ gender traits, and ways these ideas came across in general school discourse.

Because we look at gender expectations on the level of school discourse—including
conversations in the classroom, discussions among students, and the language of written
school documents—we want to look here at the teaching we do around issues of gender
as discursive as well. That is, the work teachers can do in the classroom really only
contributes to the discourses found in school—supporting school discourse around
gender, working against it, troubling the categories students are used to, or interrupting
the usual school discourse. It is this last situation we are interested in most, for the
purposes of this paper.

In this paper, we explore two curricular interruptions that have helped us to
conceptualize some problems with addressing gender issues with middle school students,
as well as some possible directions. In one ‘interruption’, students write and analyze
collective memory works, in order to look at gender normativity in their own discourses.
In the second, students work to analyze interactions that create gendered expectations in
math and science. Both fit into a methodology that draws on discourse analysis to
confront normative gender issues in school.

Some Theories Around Gender in the Classroom

A significant body of work around gender issues in classrooms approaches the position
of students in terms of opportunities. That is, the quality of the educational situation has
much to do with the ‘opportunities’ presented to under-represented groups. We see this
‘opportunity’ language at play especially in fields like math and science, which typically
have fewer female and minority students at the secondary and college levels. The
opportunity language, in short, positions those who have been left out of certain fields
as being responsible for getting themselves back in. Often, it implies that the only thing
preventing girls/women from succeeding in certain fields is a lack of access or
opportunities to succeed (see, for example, Rosser, 1997).

In contrast to a language focused on opportunities, we are interested in looking at how
the discourse of different fields—particularly fields like math and science—might in fact
work to construct the subject matter and the students in ways that exclude girls. Given
this position about discourse and students’ identities in the subject areas, we are
interested in theories that might help with understanding how different discourses play
into the larger school culture around gender. We have been interested in how feminist
and post-structuralist theory might not only contribute to a more complex understanding
of the discourses around gender identity that we see in our middle school classes, but
also provide some insights for research methodologies.

Part of understanding the constructed nature of discourse around gender requires
looking at the ways in which gendered constructions are fluid and malleable. Often, this
is taken to mean simply that gender identity is affected by culture, and that the two work
to influence a person’s participation in the world. But just as important, and perhaps
more relevant to this discussion, are the ways in which expectations and discursive
demands of certain subjects in school affect and mediate gender identity. This goes
beyond simply recognizing that science and math are ‘hard’ and therefore more
masculine, while the humanities and the arts are ‘softer’ and feminine—or that boys are
naturally better at math because they have a better sense of spatial relationships. Instead,
we have to question how those categories have developed to the point that they are taken
as ‘natural’ (Bank, 1997, p. 7). Kenway and Willis (1998) show how this understanding
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of the differences between math/science and the humanities often obscures a real
discussion of the gendered discourses in those subjects:

According to a great deal of the policy and advice literature of the past decade,
what girls, in particular, need to know is more mathematics, science and
technology and what they also need to know is why they need to know more
mathematics, science and technology. If one were to accept the advice of that
same literature, an important strategy for encouraging girls into and in these
fields is to learn from the more pleasurable pedagogies adopted by those fields
in which girls presently predominate, particularly the arts and humanities.
(pp. 68–69)

So since the subjects (disciplines) themselves do not come into question as historically
and socially constructed realms, the conversation in math and science is not about
changing how girls/females relate to the discourse, ultimately playing into a somewhat
essentialized notion of girls and girls’ ‘needs’. Similar forms of essentialism are evident
in liberal feminist science texts, and even in policy documents about equity in science
education (Oakes et al., 2000).

In some similar ways, the literacy instruction in which students have been participat-
ing for years also establishes certain gendered expectations; the emphasis on student
choice in independent reading and writing workshop often allows students not to
question assumptions about gender. Instead we are proposing an approach to reading and
writing instruction focused on involving students in an analysis of the discourses in
which they participate through their writing (Kamler, 2001; Unsworth, 2001).

In both math/science and the humanities, then, ‘curricular interruptions’ would be
events that call aspects of the subject’s discourse into question, in order to problematize
actions, words, and beliefs. Doing this work with middle school students is based on a
critical perspective towards ‘adolescence’. Given that identity is complicated, privileging
the significance of ‘adolescence’ as the sole force in students’ lives would seriously limit
our work. A great deal of literature about gender and sexuality, however, does privilege
the impact of adolescence—almost as a biological phase—perhaps because it seems
reasonable to attribute the development of sexuality and ideas of gender most directly to
this time in people’s lives. Instead, we draw on the idea that sexual identity and gender
identity are constantly evolving and changing throughout our lives, along with our
awareness, understanding and needs.

Confronting the Adolescence Myth

Regarding students as capable of understanding and analyzing discourse requires that we
resist viewing students as naive in the way they are often positioned to be. So although
we have more experience and more access to theory, it is important that we regard
student knowledge as valuable. This is about not only hearing students’ voices—which
in many contexts just means co-opting their ideas—but also helping them to determine
the ways their voice has power and meaning in different contexts.

Unfortunately, a major portion of middle school literature works against this view by
emphasizing the tenuous nature of adolescence. Many reports (Carnegie Council on
Adolescent Development, 1990; Ames & Miller, 1993) and studies have stressed the
need for creative, active instruction and innovative pedagogy in the middle grades,
pointing to how crucial early adolescence is. Ironically, these socially constructed
notions about adolescence—as a liminal period, stuck between childhood and maturity—
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which have created small schools like ours also have negative consequences for
assumptions about curriculum and knowledge. They create a zero-sum situation in which
‘we’ (adults) are fundamentally different from ‘them’ (students) because of the depth and
certainty of our knowledge. As Jonathan Silin (1995, 2001) has expressed in his own
work, we are troubled by the positioning of young children, adults, and teachers as fixed
in knowledge/lack of knowledge. This is a position that is fundamental to a post-struc-
turalist approach to education research, as identity becomes a fluid, changing articulation
among different discourses. Such a position has important implications for how we then
choose to teach students and introduce or acknowledge questions around identity in the
classroom.

The issue of multiple identities is even more pronounced when it comes to the
literature about immigrant and non-English-speaking students (such as those we work
with in Chinatown), as they are seen as even more obviously balanced between identities
(see, for example, Lee, 2001). The kinds of expectations surrounding immigrant
adolescents are pervasive in the bilingual education literature (Fu, 1995; Karp, 1998;
Young, 1998), and often go unexamined when it comes to students who are usually
expected to be part of the ‘model minority’. It is significant to avoid problematic
positions that assume immigrant adolescents are somehow even more tenuous—largely
because it marginalizes this experience as something that happens to the ‘other’ (the
immigrant, the young adolescent, the non-English speaker).

Addressing taken-for-granted notions about identity (adolescence, immigration status
etc.) and attempting to look these notions through discourse is a process we are calling
‘collaborative discourse analysis’. It is a post-structuralist approach to data collection and
analysis similar to the type of ‘ethnography’ Britzman (2000) is talking about when she
explains, ‘The ethnographers might explore the relations between pleasure and the
making of knowledge.. . . Making knowledge both strange and familiar is the work of
learning and teaching’ (p. 51). On a practical level, what has to happen in a classroom
for students to conduct inquiries into their own knowledge, epistemologies, and discur-
sive practices?

Methodology: collective memory work (Chris)

I believe that gender is inevitably and intricately woven throughout the discursive
practices the students take up in their ‘personal’ school writing. I chose to employ a
social constructionist and feminist research method known as collective memory work,
because I wanted a way students could come to understand that they participate and
maintain certain gendered discourses in the ways they write and position themselves.
Collective memory work, also characterized as disruptive fiction writing (Haug et al.,
1987), seemed easier to carry out in a classroom setting, compared to methods offered
by other feminist theorists (Miller 1992; Fredman 1992; Davis 1994; Brodkey 1996).
This method would draw on students’ writing workshop experience, but would also be
a good starting place to collectively discuss and identify the common social implications
of their different experiences. When they could acknowledge the discourses operating in
their work, then we could begin to make these discourses visible, and thus interrupt them
through re-writing the memories.

Students wrote the memory pieces and analyzed them over three months. In phase
one, students had to write six separate memories, most from when they were very young.
In phase two, I analyzed the memories collectively with the students, developing theories
so students could come to some common understanding of the socially constructed
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aspects of the memory. In the third phase, students re-wrote the memories, after group
discussions where they challenged some ‘common sense’ assumptions of the memories.
This gave students a chance to rewrite outside of the discourse that was available at the
time they wrote and lived out the conversations or experiences described by the memory
work.

This is a list of guidelines I assigned for the collective memory work. I adapted this
outline from the work of Haug et al. (1987) as well as Onyx and Small’s (2001)
descriptive piece on the method of memory work.

• Write 11
2 to 2 pages about six separate memories.

• Write anonymously in the third person.
• Write in as much detail as possible recalling what people said, what they were

wearing, where you were, the time of day, smells, even if it does not seem that
important to you now.

• Only describe what happened; do not interpret or attempt to explain why certain things
happened the way they did.

The memories were organized and printed in two books, one for each eighth grade class.
When the students finally received the books, they were excited about reading the texts
because they were anonymous, about their lives, and in a published form. As Haug et
al. (1987) wrote,

Writing is a transgression of boundaries, an exploration of new territory. It
involves making public the events of our lives, wriggling free of the constraints
of the purely private and individual experiences. From a state of modest
insignificance we enter a space in which we can take ourselves seriously.
(p. 36)

The complete set of memories had huge potential in terms of looking at gender
discourse. Here I am going to discuss one example of a discourse analysis, around
students’ memories of their oldest recollection of what they wanted to be in the future.
As the teacher I was able to see the students’ desires about what they wanted to be as
constructed out of particular gendered discourses. But the struggle was to try to figure
out how to get the students to see the same thing. First, I gave them a handout that asked
them to list the ideas males and females had about their futures, based on the memories
they had read. They were also asked to answer what they noticed about the differences
between males and females’ responses. On the second sheet, they pulled out direct
quotes from different memories. It did not come as a surprise that many boys wanted to
be policemen, firemen, and superheroes, while the girls wanted to be teachers, ballerinas,
and other typically ‘feminine’ jobs. Looking closely at quotations from the male and
female students’ memories side by side made it apparent that their participation in
particular discourses about what they wanted to be was a result of their being gendered
subjects and using the normative language available.

Students agreed that it seemed like the ‘boys were more interested in the exciting
things’ while girls were interested in ‘less violent’ and ‘calm’ jobs. A majority of
students recognized that ‘the responses were influenced by things they saw in the movies
and on TV’. On the sheet I had asked them to try to figure out specific reasons why boys
and girls had different aspirations for the future when they were younger. Then in mixed
gender groups they shared what they wrote and responded in the following ways:

• girls see their mothers and learn from influence;
• girls are calm and peaceful;
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• parents have different expectations of boys and girls;
• girls see role models like their mothers and teachers;
• girls think they can’t do that kind of job;
• girls might think that boys are stronger;
• boys might think they are more aggressive than girls;
• girls like shopping so they need money to buy things;
• boys have to show power and be more active;
• boys can’t show that they’re punks, they need to be brave;
• girls like fame, money, and popularity;
• guys want to hurt people, get cute girlfriends, and get money.

I believe this reading activity helped them to ‘recognize’ that they were writing a certain
memory because they were influenced by a myriad of external forces—such as the media
and their parents. Students were reading for ‘alterity’ because they became aware of how
their memories were socially constructed, not just subjugated knowledge. I also saw this
as a moment in the curriculum where we interrupted normative thinking.

As this discussion transpired, I was thinking about what I could do to help students
examine the split between recognition and misrecognition so that the students could
begin to think of ways to write outside of the gendered discourse that emerged from their
analysis. I saw their work as writing to examine the split between writers and
co-researchers in a larger sociopolitical linguistic project (Kamler, 2001), which includes
them, but will hopefully extend beyond them as they begin to break down and write
against the binary oppositions of male/female.

Out of 60 students in the two eighth grade classes, 50 students noted that they
probably would have desired to be something else in the future if they knew they had
more options open to them. Out of 28 girls who responded, 24 stated they probably
would have chosen a different occupation while 7 out of 22 boys said they would choose
something different and 15 boys said they would not change their minds. Here are some
typical examples:

If I knew what I know now, I would want to become a person in the military.
I wanted all action stuff & if I had options, I would be a military person. I
would not make the same choice I did long ago. (Girl)

I could be a Russian Spy doubling as an agent of the CIA, trained to be a
super-assassin!!!! (Girl)

I would want to be a scientist. I could make medicine and cure people … .
Also I could make a potion so that if I want to vanish I could or if I want to
cure my health … . Also if I make myself vanish, I could kick somebody’s ass
and scare people. (Girl)

Maybe a firefighter. I want to save people’s lives and try my best to make a
difference. I would still want to be a firefighter after 9/11. (Girl)

I would love to be a race car driver because love cars … . I like how they are
designed and how fast they go. I’m the first girl in my family to think about
that stuff. (Girl)

I want to be a basketball player or something else athletic … because I have
played basketball and football and it is fun. (Girl)
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I might choose a job that can be done by me and not have to fight crime or
I could be an animator and create my own cartoon. (Boy)

If I could have changed my mind … I might have choose a dancer or a singer,
but sometimes I feel relaxed when I listen to these stuff. (Boy)

I think that I might chosen something more calm when I was little. I might
wanted to do something more calm because it might be more fun, I might want
to be a veterinarian and care for animals like puppies. (Boy)

I would do ballet or gymnastic if people did not pressure. I could be those
things. I would love to be a dancer, I am too old to do those things. I am not
flexible. (Boy)

In following the approach Britzman (1999) proposes, I asked the students to rewrite their
memories outside the gendered discourses we had identified. I saw this as a chance for
them to ‘create new storylines, new metaphors, which position women and men
differently’(Davies, 2000, p. 153). I saw this as a post-structuralist practice because the
students ‘examined the writing they produced, its process of production, and the possible
reading positions it offered’ (Davies, 2000, p. 153). They also engaged in a dialogue with
self and others where they began to question, via an argument or refusal, whether their
intentions of the author were perhaps controlled or dictated by the discourse and
influences available at the time the memory was written.

Methodology: collaborative research (Kiran)

Collective memory work provides an interesting kind of data for discourse analysis work
with young people. Similar kinds of data can come out of other collaborative projects,
in which the experiences and texts of the project offer insights into the discourse and
language of the school community. Coming from this perspective, I have been working
to design a framework for middle school girls to discuss, question, and analyze the
discourses that make up their lives in school.

I developed a discussion group with some eighth grade girls. The idea behind this
group was that by working together we could collaboratively develop some theories
around the gendered nature of work we do in math and science, with the intention of
working together to create new spaces in the science classroom. This model of research
draws on ideas of collaborative research with students (SooHoo, 1995), and also on
feminist post-structuralist versions of discourse analysis. That is, I am thinking about the
implications of working together with students to research classroom interactions, but I
think it is important to guide the research in such a way that we can begin to look beyond
the typical categories and fixed assumptions that might not necessarily be addressed in
collaborative work. My position towards students in particular draws on the questions
about adolescence we brought up earlier in this paper, in that a collaborative project
rejects the notion of young people as naive and incapable of analyzing their situations.

In planning a collaborative approach to conducting research in the middle school, I
have been thinking about some contributions and drawbacks of culturally relevant
pedagogy. Based on work looking at how Latino students respond to teachers from a
similar background, Darder (1993) points out how a ‘strong relationship exists among
bicultural identity, critical social consciousness, and the development of bicultural voice’
(p. 202). Working from a similar premise that we can learn from the practice of
successful African-American teachers, Ladson-Billings (1995) explains how ‘a culturally
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relevant pedagogy is designed to problematize teaching and encourage teachers to ask
about the nature of the student-teacher relationship, the curriculum, schooling, and
society’ (p. 480). Both Ladson-Billings and Darder, however, also point out the import-
ance of avoiding the inclination to use ‘cultural relevance’ as an excuse to essentialize
about cultural and even gender identity.

Along these lines, I am interested in the way Britzman (1993) reconceptualizes the
notion of ‘role models’ for certain groups of students by problematizing the essentialist
and reductionist view of identity implicit in the identification of ‘role models’. She notes,
‘educators seem to be rolling the controversy out of these essential folks. Neglected in
this simple version is the fact that idealized identities do not lend insight into the mobile
and shifting conditions that make identity such a contradictory place to live’ (1993,
p. 25). This essentialized/idealized idea of identity is a trap that is easy to be caught in,
since some of the most interesting and consuming similarities between my experiences
and those of my students are related to the pull between different cultures. They talk
about being torn by certain demands of Chinese-American culture—to read and write
Chinese better, to date Chinese boys, to respect traditional limits on their behavior and
such—especially to the extent that they see these conflicting with ‘American’ culture. I
can of course relate to these demands, but at the same time, simply seeing myself and
my students in terms of this binary—American or not—does little to construct an
approach that recognizes all the multiple locations of our identities.

A post-structuralist model for collaborative research would also demand that we delve
into the complicated ways that identity works and affects prevailing classroom dis-
courses, through techniques used in ethnography and discourse analysis. Making students
into ethnographers of their own experiences in science would mean not disposing of the
categories that typically characterize how girls—particularly Chinese-American girls—
are positioned in science, but understanding those categories in relationship to the girls’
own thoughts and experiences. It would require an inquiry into how we (teachers)
participate in either the construction or transformation of situations like girls’ silence in
class, passive participation in hands-on activities in science, or diligent deskwork.
Moreover, it would require an inquiry into whether students take on these concerns or
understand that this is how they are typically discussed in the context of schools.

I met regularly with a group of girls during lunchtime at school. Even though I
explained the purpose of this group from the outset in what (I thought) were clear terms,
it was a challenge for us to develop a cohesive sense of direction. On the first day we
met, as I tried to start a discussion about topics for this group to address, one girl
suggested we could talk about ‘how hot David [another 8th grader] is!’ I take this
comment as an indication of the kinds of things these girls were actually thinking would
be within the range of normal topics of discussion for girls/women meeting together.
This was surprising; at the same time, it gave me a welcome, clear sense of direction for
the project. First, we needed to think about what we have in common and what we might
hold to be priorities, other than our (assumed) fixation on boys. I decided to write a letter
that would help to explain my purpose more concretely. In part that letter read:

I have been thinking about what it might be like for us to be researchers on
our own school and classroom … . People (science teachers, math teachers,
scientists etc.) talk about why many girls don’t do well in science and don’t
go on to study science in high school and college. Obviously, I’m interested
in these questions because I love science and I think it’s important to study it..
Are there things going on at MAT (or outside MAT) that make people not do
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well in science? Can we think about ways to make the science class ‘work’
better for girls?

We talked about the letter, and the girls discussed some of their interests. After that
letter, we continued to meet at lunch and have different discussions, about any topics that
came up—projects in school, conflicts with students and teachers, and so on. All of this
did not seem particularly ‘productive’ in the way I would have hoped for it to be. At the
same time, more girls wanted to join the group, and girls who were already in it wanted
their friends to join. When I asked why, they just told me it was because they thought
it was great to get a chance to talk—this even from girls who would come to these
meetings and not talk.

I want to look at one particular conversation, one of the latest discussions we had in
this group, and its implications for an approach to discourse analysis. During this
meeting we were discussing students’ frustration with one particular interdisciplinary
project that everyone was supposed to be working on after lunch each day. Some of the
students were explained that they were tired of doing collaborative work. If you want us
to do collaborative work, one girl pointed out, can’t we do something fun? Several
examples came up: we could play games; we could read fun things together. One girl
suggested that we should assign students to partners with whom they would be given the
responsibility of caring for an egg for some allotted period of time, as though the egg
was their baby. This is a project I have heard about many times, and it was definitely
familiar to all of the girls. They were really enthusiastic about it. We’ll learn responsi-
bility! We’ll learn not to want to get pregnant in high school! We’ll learn to think twice
about having sex! We’ll get to figure out who’s a good parent, while caring for
something!

My reluctance to get enthusiastic about this project was evident immediately, and this
posed an interesting dilemma. I decided to explain my ambivalence. What is the point
of this? Is it really to teach you responsibility? If so, why is parenting the best example
of responsibility you (as a group of girls) can think of? And is potential parenthood
really an issue among the students in this eighth grade class? Does this project really get
you to think about your own lives and relationships, or does it re-confirm the idea that
families have to look a certain way, that everybody has to have one mommy and one
daddy in order for things to work out, and that girls need to learn how to be good
mothers?

Interestingly, it was this last question that students grabbed onto the most. This
sparked one of our first discussions about larger questions around gender-normative
discourse in the curriculum that I had been hoping to discuss from the outset: How does
the curriculum reflect our own lives and the kinds of science questions that are relevant
in our lives? Some of the girls talked about how this project might make it possible to
consider the relationships that exist in different kinds of family arrangements—single
parents, same-sex parents, heterosexual couples, and so on. We also talked about how
this could contribute to a more significant consideration of science learning. What if we
took care of plants, or something else that was actually living? How might observation
and inquiry change the demands of this project?

I want to look at this incident more closely, since I think it provides insight for future
work. First, it is significant that students had to begin to think about how science, and
schooling in general, might be heteronormative. Especially since science is perceived to
be a neutral, rational subject, it can be very difficult to talk about the discourses of the
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subject—particularly which kinds of knowledge are tacitly understood to be out of
bounds or off limits.

This work also shows how easy and natural it can be to follow the usual patterns and
types of interaction typical in projects that include ‘women working with girls’. Gilligan
(1993) has written about these kinds of groups, and I find the assumptions about
knowledge and innocence disturbing: the older women are positioned as being wiser and
more knowledgeable, while the girls are akin to initiates in the society of these women.
This seems to me to be problematic on many levels, yet I felt the talk and direction of
the group falling into that pattern frequently, being influenced by that discourse of
experience and innocence.

One way I tried to interrupt this binary, of course, was through the letter, and I think
that in the future having all of us reflect on the work we are doing might help even more
in this regard. This is of course quite difficult, which I discovered yet again as we got
started on this plant project. It was quite difficult to find ways to avoid just going along
with all of the girls’ ideas about the project, instead offering them different ways to think
about assumptions around care, women’s work, and the school curriculum.

Several examples of these difficult spaces came up when the plant project started. As
they worked on organizing the activities in the project, coming up with some kind of
assessment, and putting other students into groups, I watched so many gendered norms
play out in the interactions between students. Girls who were planning the project slowly
fell away from what I had thought was the plan, to focus on the kinds of work that would
keep the plant alive, and how that work was communicated in different groups. Instead,
it got to be about ‘couples’ and ‘single people’, and how well they were caring for their
‘babies’. In other words, the project once again just re-inscribed this assumption that
what was most important to the girls was a rather ‘feminine’ desire to care for
something. This played out as well in the reactions of different students to their partners
or groupings. We heard speculations about different groups regarding who was to be the
‘wife’ in the relationship, or who was not going to make a good ‘father’. Such strong
reactions highlighted the depth of assumptions around gender and different activities, and
the challenge of interrupting them in the classroom.

Problematizing Curricular Interruptions—We’ve Been Here Before

Given that this project is about analyzing and interrupting discourse in collaboration with
students, it would be problematic to talk about ‘outcomes’ especially in terms of the
project’s success or failure. On the level of discourse, this project cannot be about
observing immediate changes. What has come to our attention, however, is the feeling
that we as teachers have been here before, and so have the students. Without noticing,
we slipped at various moments into traditional ways of thinking about gender and about
changing the position of girls in school. For example, in spite of the discursive work they
had done, girls fell into the typical ‘I can be anything’ rhetoric in their discussions of
the collective memory work. As they named typically ‘male’ jobs they felt able to do,
how were they reflecting a more serious understanding of the power and nature of gender
discourse? Similarly, in the collaborative group with the girls, the role of the teacher
really seemed to recapitulate liberal feminist ideas of the value of girls together, rather
than pushing them more and providing the analytical tools at the beginning so that
students could inquire into discourse. In the collective memory work analysis, as he tried
to get students to look at discourse, the teacher’s very assignment re-stated the
male-female binary by getting students to look at the texts in these terms.
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These examples only show the difficulty in crafting a feminist post-structuralist
curricular agenda. For so long we have been part of humanist, liberal programs that have
such different—yet on the surface quite similar—objectives for changing the educational
outcomes for girls [and boys]. As a result, it seems to be very easy to be hailed back
in these same discourses that students and teachers have grown accustomed to.

One aspect of a traditional liberal discourse that was evident in students’ writing and
our teaching had to do with ‘opportunity’, meaning ‘girls can do anything’. The
prevalence of this perspective towards gender opportunity makes it almost painful to
resist, like thinking the unthinkable. But it is important to note that by doing collective
memory work and collaborative research we are really not providing opportunities.
Instead, we are providing ways of looking at the world, tools for analyzing discourse.
This implies a different set of expectations, a very different sort of ‘agency’ that Kenway
and Willis talk about:

It seems to us that a sense of agency in girls is the real strength of many of
the programmes which seek to broaden girls’ post-school options, but the
knowledge they need is the kind which will help them to understand how their
choices come to be the way they are and to articulate the constraints—material
and social, real and perceived—on their choices. It is the kind of encourage-
ment that will enable them to understand that, while actions are socially
constrained, they are not socially determined, and to develop strategies for
changing the things they want to, and can change. This is clearly a rather large
agenda but, in the absence of such education, exhortations to ‘broaden your
horizons’ and ‘reach for the sky’ are dishonest and often even cruel. (p. 46)

It seems to us that discourse analysis provides an important way out of this, as part of
the learning might include a deconstruction of that very discourse of ‘opportunity’ and
‘horizon-broadening’. This is a way of thinking about gender that came up so easily in
both curricular interventions we have discussed, and for this reason it is important to
continue thinking about how to interrupt it. One way is to involve the students
continually into an examination of how the theories and analyses they have devised are
‘holding up’ under the use in our practice.

Another example of the liberal, humanist discourse around gender/identity that
pervades schools comes from the collaborative research project, in which girls and boys
in the grade re-played a very familiar sort of discourse about ‘fairness’. There are many
times in school when only certain students receive extra things to do—such as attend the
math after-school program, participate in a short play, go on a certain trip as a class, and
so on. Nonetheless, there was an extremely strong reaction from the boys in this project
to the girls’ getting to do something alone. How is this fair?! The fact that fairness even
came into it, even was part of the discourse at any time, is significant. This indicates how
strong the discourse is around a certain kind of fairness and justice. In writing about
racism, Rizvi (1993) points out how ‘ … racism does not have some essential form. It
is continually changing, being challenged, interrupted, and reconstructed, in the actual
practices in which people engage.’ (p. 129) ‘Racism often articulates with other forms
ideological discourses and with other forms of exclusion and oppression, often in ways
that are contradictory’ (p. 132). Although the implications for racism and sexism—taken
as two different categories—could be seen to be totally different, we are interested in
how language about fairness or opportunity can in effect mask the persistent gender
normativity at school.
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