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ABSTRACT

The current chapter deals with male-teachers perceptions of the meaning of being a father,
in the teaching practice. The research is based on the reports of 43 Israeli teachers-fathers,
using semi-structured interviews. The participants ages ranged between their early 30°s and up to
60 years old. The age of their children ranges between children of a few months of age through
adult children. Findings indicate that the main interviewees' perception, sees fatherhood as a
significant experience regarding the teaching practice. The study presents 4 major ways these
male-teachers see the use of their parenthood experience in their practice as teachers: 1. Recognizing
different characteristics of their students; 2. Accomplishing better empathy toward the students;
3. Implementing parental personal-interaction experience with the students; 4. Understanding the
students'-parents point-of-view. Implications for teachers'-training and counseling are discussed.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Teachers who are Fathers — Research Trends

The current study focuses on a population, which in fact combines two separate
issues, that are being widely dealt with in the professional literature: Male-Teachers and
Fathers. The research that deals with male-teachers mainly focuses on Gender-aspects like
men in a feminine professional-occupation (Armstrong & Crombie, 2000; O'Neil, 2008;
White & White, 2006); Minority-majority relations (Kanter, 1981; Simpson, 2005);
or Different professional practices among male-teachers and female-teachers (Drudy, 2008;
Wharton, 1994). Another popular research direction is the shortage of male-teachers in
most of the public education-systems in the Western-world (Azman, 2013; Cushman, 2005,
2010). The research that deals with fathers and fatherhood mainly focuses on Traditional
fatherhood VS. The “New Fatherhood” trend (Beaupre, Dryburgh, & Wendt, 2010;
Carpenter, 2002; Coakley, 2006; Doucet, 2006), Work-Family integration in a fathers’
life (Cooper, 2000; Daly & Palkovitz, 2004; Miller, 2010; Marsiglio & Cohan, 2000;
Segal, 1990) and different parental practice fathers articulate (Griggs, 2012; Hall, 2005;
Lupton & Barclay, 1997).

2. BACKGROUND
2.1. Parenthood among Male-Teachers
Parenthood and professional-occupation are considered to be two of the most central

roles in life. Parenthood among teachers is particularly interesting: review of the missions
of the two practices, reveals a resemblance between them (responsibility for the
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socialization processes, developmental aspects, roll-modeling and caring for the well-being
of the child). Due to the intersection of these two missions, it is intriguing to understand the
meaning of their existence in the same person: a teacher who is a parent. Despite the
potential interest in observing two such crucial social-roles together; there are not many
research-papers on the subject. The studies which dealt with the issue, mostly focused on
female-teachers (Cinamon & Rich, 2005; James, 2010; Sikes, 1997; Thomson & Kehily,
2011; White, 2008), apparently because of the social-identification of the teaching
profession with the "natural” feminine tendency to care and nurture (Gieves, 1989; Sikes,
1997; Winnicot, 1964). Nevertheless, it is the fatherhood practice that is being increasingly
addressed by a growing number of studies. Research in this area in the past twenty years,
has been influenced by the transformation in the practice of fatherhood, among growing
numbers of men in the Western world. This phenomenon, which has been called the
“New Fatherhood", is characterized by the desire expressed by fathers to be significantly
involved in raising their children (Beaupre et al., 2010; Carpenter, 2002; Coakley, 2006;
Doucet, 2006; Griggs, 2012). From this point of view, the special characteristics of fathers
who are teachers provide a unique case-study. It is interesting to understand the way these
men, perceive the links between their similar tasks in these two different spheres. Do they
find this resemblance helpful in coping with the missions of the two roles or is it rather
confusing and laborious?

3. SAMPLE AND METHOD

The present study focuses on the perceptions that teacher/fathers have of their
parental practice and professional lives. The sample in this research included 43 fathers
who teach in junior high and high schools and live in the central region of Israel. The ages
of respondents ranged from 28 to 64 years, with an average age of 46.8 years. The average
number of children per respondent was 2.1. The teaching disciplines of the participants
were varied; two-thirds of them had additional positions within the same school
(professional coordinator, assistant to the principal, etc.). More than a third of the
respondents began teaching after having left a different profession; most of them are
military retirees.

The methodology chosen for the present study is qualitative and the research tool used
is in-depth, semi-structured interviews. It allowed us to get closer to the specific and unique
perspective the participants had regarding the issues we were interested in (Josselson &
Lieblich, 1996; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Maykut & Morehouse, 1994; Stake, 1995; Strauss
& Corbin, 1994). In the interviews, the participants were asked about their perceptions of
their professional lives, their perceptions of being fathers and possible interfaces between
the two areas. As expected in semi-structured interviews, some of the questions and issues,
raised from the individual context of the interviewee's life formed the interview and where
the issues we found to be relevant to the research. The interviews were recorded,
transcribed and analyzed according to content-analysis techniques. After the initial reading
of each interview, recurring themes were identified, defining the main themes of the study.
The next step was to classify the various attitudes of respondents to the various themes.
Once these attitudes were grouped and filtered, the categories that defined each theme were
set (Pidgeon, 1996). The final stage of research included a thematic analysis conducted as a
comparison, between the different aspects of the data, to find links, similarities or
differences between them. (Lindlof, 1995).
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4. RESULTS

The findings indicate that the main interviewees' perception sees fatherhood as an
important experience that contributes to the teaching practice and their professional
competence as teachers. The results are presented according to the 4 major ways in which
these male-teachers expressed the meaning of being a father in relation to their practice as
teachers:

4.1. Recognizing different characteristics of the students

In the eyes of the participants, one of the meanings of being “a teacher who is a
father” is an increased sensitivity to the diversity of needs among the students. From this
point-of-view, understanding the various characteristics (difficulties, different stages of
development et cetera) of their own children helped them recognize those of their students.

"l see in every child a whole world. Each and every one of them has its own needs
and requests, every one of my students is like my-own child and | feel as attentive to my
students as | am attentive to the different needs of my children."

"l am extremely sensitive to children with ADHD, much more than others...as | have
experience with the issue. I am much more flexible than other teachers because of my son.
You will never hear me shout, | will just tell the student to go and take a break of two
minutes outside the classroom...l look at my son and | wonder how many times a teacher
said a kind word to him..."

4.2, "If it was my child" - Accomplishing a better empathy toward the students

The name of the category is actually a quotation of several of the interviewees.
It means that sometimes thoughts about their own children formed the behavior of the
teacher. It was a very dominant and clear voice regarding this issue. It includes emotional
aspects such as the feeling that the fatherhood practice developed among the men
sensitivity, forgivingness and patience towards their students. Some of the interviewees
said that the experience as fathers enables them to be more responsible, understanding and
encouraging as teachers.

According to the interviewees, their fatherhood emotional-experience helped them to
establish a better emotional understanding (empathy) of their students. This empathy was
frequently used to make professional decisions (academic, organizational and disciplinary).

"I think that my private children made me softer...there is an interaction between my
fatherhood and being a teacher. | am different now. | make a special effort, | am sitting
with a student who is the same age my daughter is right now and | see that she is having the
same problems with her math-exam, | see how frustrated she is...exactly like my daughter,
so | could feel the need to help her once again™

4.3. Implementing parental personal-interaction experience with the students

Fatherhood was often described as an opportunity for a practice-field for
personal-interaction between adults and children. This gathered experience was used in
professional situations.

"I find myself many times during the day talking to students that | feel might need
it...I don’t have to do it, but | can see that something is wrong and | come to them and ask
them about it. | became much more sensitive and | have experience in doing that. I think
that | do it more because | have a son at home. | do not remember if | did things like that
before | became a father..."”
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4.4, Understanding the students'-parent’s point-of-view.

Another dominant voice expressed by the teacher-fathers was the way they feel that
their parental experience contributed to their ability to understand their student-parents'
point-of-view. Sometimes they felt that due to that experience, they can better advise the
parents on how to act with their children.

"When | interact with parents, | feel that | can see their point of view, | guess | can
see myself in their position... | made a call to a mother of a student who had some
discipline problems a while ago, and now she had started to get better, so | made that call,
and | cannot forget how surprised and happy she was. | was very glad for her and I think
that it is because of the experience | had with my own son this year. The same time | called
that mom, | had some problems with my son at school and than his teacher called us and
said that he is much better now. So | thought I might do the same..."”

In general, in some of the interviews, a few characteristics were mentioned as
significant to understanding the meaning of fatherhood in the teaching practice.

For example, the age of the children. The closer the age of the teachers-children was
to his students-age, the more he felt he can relate to his fatherhood practice as a useful
component in his professional activity. Another characteristic was the teacher's age and his
fatherhood seniority. Older and more experienced fathers were more convinced of the
contribution of their fatherhood to the teaching and educating field.

Other teachers felt the fatherhood practice has an influence upon their discipline of
teaching. Physical-Education teachers, for example, mentioned that watching their children
play in the play-yard or in youth sport-activities, demonstrated for them the social and
emotional importance of the Physical-Education classes.

5. CONCLUSION

A comprehensive view at the presented results, reveals a clear voice. The meaning of
fatherhood practices in the teaching-profession has been described as a “parental
compass”. This compass is guiding teacher-parents and helping them demonstrate empathy
for their students’ difficulties and needs as well as assisting them in making professional
decisions and serving as a basis for better understanding of their students’ parents. These
findings, regarding the contribution of fatherhood to the practice of teaching, join the
existing literature, describing the parenting experience as having a significant emotional
impact and being a practical catalyst for personal development in the process of maturing
and the consolidation of the various areas of a person’s life (Lupton & Barclay, 1997;
Palkovitz, 2007; Sikes, 1997). This thought can be taken into consideration in pre-service
teacher education and educational-counseling processes. Empathy is mentioned as an
important component in creating a positive interpersonal communication between teachers
and students (Cooper, 2010; Fresko, Reich, Sjoo, & Lonroth, 2013; Stoilescu & Carapanait,
2011). Empathy is also described as relevant to demonstration of coping skills among
teachers who have students with diverse needs (Bennett, 2008; Mowat, 2010; Washburn,
2008). Fresko et al. (2013) argue that consistent narrative-building activities, can contribute
to improving empathy and enhancing communication skills for teachers. Parenthood is
definitely a crucial component in a persons' narrative. From this perspective, it seems that
turning into the teachers or trainees "parental compass" can be important when he or she
needs to gain empathy towards their students’ situation or needs. This training of
professional intercommunication skills can be done in work-shop classes, during the
training processes for teachers. The current study also demonstrates the way the "parental
compass" helps teachers to better understand their students' parents. School-parent relations
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are widely mentioned in the last decade as a challenging practice for both sides
(Addi-Raccah & Ainhoren, 2009; Kikas, Poikonen, Kontoniemi, Lyyra, Lerkkanen, Niilo,
2011; Walsh, Harel-Fisch & Fogel-Grinvald, 2010; Yildiz, Yildirim, Ates & Rasinski,
2012). Hiatt-Michael (2006) proposed recommendations for future directions in
development of family-school-community involvement programs. Two of them focus on
explicitly incorporating family-community involvement knowledge, skills and values into
pre-service teacher licensing programs. The "parental compass” can be used as a
professional tool to establish better communication between teachers and parents.
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