
  AN ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION OF 

Charles C. Edwards for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Counseling presented on 

April 15, 2013. 
Title: The Gendered Experience of Professional Practice: A Phenomenological Study of 

the Lived Experiences of Male Elementary School Counselors.  
 

Abstract approved: 

 

 

Stuart F. Chen-Hayes 

 

This qualitative study explored the gendered professional experiences of male elementary 

school counselors.  The participants or co-researchers were twelve men of varied ethnic 

and racial backgrounds between 25 and 60 years old. They lived and worked in five US 

states in urban, suburban and rural settings. They provided school counseling program 

services to students from 4-12 years old. All co-researchers had graduate degrees in 

counseling and state certification as school counselors. Their professional experience 

ranged from 2-20 years.  The research utilized phenomenological methodology to 

uncover the “essence” of their experiences as male elementary school counselors. Co-

researchers were interviewed up to three times for at least 45 minutes total. The 

interviews of all participants were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and then analyzed at 

four levels. First, a textural analysis of all relevant statements to the experience of being a 

male elementary school counselor was done. Second, a structural analysis was done to 

identify important contextual factors that helped to shape the experiences. Third, a 

textural-structural analysis was done to explore the connection between structural factors 

and the actual experience of being a male elementary school counselor. The final level of 

analysis produced a composite textural-structural analysis in arriving at the “essence” of 

the gendered experiences of male elementary school counselors. Strengths, limitations 



and research implications were included. This study highlighted literature relevant to the 

study of a nontraditional career choice for men and literature on the “feminization of 

education.” The study and its findings highlighted the importance of considering sex and 

gender in school counseling and professional school counselor-student relationships. 

Implications of sex and gender on social-emotional and educational outcomes for 

elementary school students are discussed.       



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© Copyright by Charles C. Edwards 
  

April 15, 2013 
 

All Rights Reserved 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Gendered Experience of Professional Practice: A Phenomenological Study of the 

Lived Experiences of Male Elementary School Counselors  

 

 

by 

Charles C. Edwards 
 

 

 

 

A DISSERTATION 
 

 

 

 

Submitted to 
 

 

 

Oregon State University 
 

 

 

in partial fulfillment of  

the requirements of the  

degree of 
 

Doctor of Philosophy 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Presented April 15, 2013 

Commencement June 2013  



Doctor of Philosophy dissertation of Charles C. Edwards presented on April 15, 2013. 
 

APPROVED: 

 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Major Professor, representing Counseling 

 

 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Dean of the College of Education 

 

 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 
Dean of the Graduate School  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

I understand that my dissertation will become part of the permanent collection of Oregon 

State University libraries. My signature below authorizes release of my dissertation to 

any reader upon request. 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Charles C. Edwards, Author   



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
  

There are many individuals who should be duly acknowledged here. The fact that 

I have completed this process means that I owe so much to those who have inspired, 

encouraged and believed in me. I had many doubts throughout this process and there 

were times I felt alone. At this stage of the journey I have come to realize that I was never 

alone. I know now that I carried with me the hopes and dreams of those who saw promise 

in me even when I could not see it in myself.   

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to Professor Stuart Chen-Hayes and 

Professor Deborah Rubel, my supervisors, for their guidance and encouragement in 

helping me throughout this study. To Professor Rubel, there were times that your ideas 

and insights helped to move the process towards completion. To Professor Chen-Hayes, 

my dissertation chair, I cannot fully express how grateful I am for you to have agreed to 

guide me on this journey. Throughout the process I felt your support and I felt that you 

believed in me. Our stories are now forever linked and I am forever grateful. 

I would like to thank the Counselor Education Department at Oregon State 

University. I have learned and grown from professors who are dedicated to positively 

impacting the lives of those they come across. Special thanks to the members of my 

dissertation committee who dedicated their time and effort throughout the process as well 

as provided critical feedback that guided the study.  

I am also grateful to my family and friends who did not always understand what I 

was doing or why I was doing it, but accepted that it was something that I wanted to do. 

Special thanks to my friend and classmate Gilonda Butler, who provided immense 

support. One of the most important benefits of this process is that I have found a friend 



for life. I would also like to thank a dear colleague, Stephanie Lomax who provided 

enormous motivation in the final stages of the study. Her daily encouragements gave me 

the extra push that I needed to complete this research.   

Finally I wish to thank my mother and father for a lifetime of support; their belief 

in the liberating powers of education lives on in me. My father is no longer alive, but I 

feel his presence every day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

               Page 

 

Chapter I: Introduction .........................................................................................................1 

Rationale ..............................................................................................................................1 

Methodology ........................................................................................................................5 

Population ............................................................................................................................6 

Consent Process ...................................................................................................................7 

Data Collection  ...................................................................................................................8 

Data Analysis .......................................................................................................................8 

Ensuring Trustworthiness.....................................................................................................9 

Summary ........................................................................................................................…11 

Overview of Remaining Chapters  .................................................................................…12 

 

Chapter II: Literature Review ............................................................................................13 

Introduction ........................................................................................................................13 

Nontraditional Careers  ......................................................................................................13 

Feminization of Education and Male Student Underachievement ....................................15 

Professional School Counseling  .......................................................................................19 

School Counseling as a Nontraditional Career for Men ....................................................24 

Gendered School Systems..................................................................................................26 

Sex, Gender, and Related Constructs  ................................................................................29 

Theories of Gender Development  .....................................................................................43 

Theoretical Perspectives: Gender and Career Choice  .......................................................47 

Men Who Choose Nontraditional Careers .........................................................................50 

Summary and Conclusion  .................................................................................................62 

 

Chapter III: Methodology ..................................................................................................65 

Introduction  .......................................................................................................................65 

The Qualitative Approach ..................................................................................................66 

Philosophical Basis of Qualitative Research .....................................................................67 

Phenomenological Research ..............................................................................................68 

Core Constructs of Phenomenological Research ...............................................................70 

Methods and Procedures ....................................................................................................72 

Research Questions and Topic ...........................................................................................73 

The Role of the Researcher ................................................................................................74 

Epoche................................................................................................................................76 

Researcher’s Disclosure and Reflection on Autobiographical Significance ......................77 

Population .....................................................................................................................….81 

Ethical Considerations .......................................................................................................81 

Interview Questions ...........................................................................................................83 

Data Collection ..................................................................................................................84 



TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

               Page 

 

Data Analysis .....................................................................................................................85 

Ensuring Trustworthiness ..................................................................................................86 

Conclusion .........................................................................................................................89 

 

Chapter IV: Participant One ..............................................................................................91 

Textural Analysis  ..............................................................................................................91 

Structural Analysis .............................................................................................................96 

Textural-Structural Analysis  ...........................................................................................100 

 

Chapter V: Participant Two .............................................................................................109 

Textural Analysis  ............................................................................................................109 

Structural Analysis ........................................................................................................... 114 

Textural-Structural Analysis  ........................................................................................... 116 

 

Chapter VI: Participant Three ..........................................................................................126 

Textural Analysis  ............................................................................................................126 

Structural Analysis ...........................................................................................................143 

Textural-Structural Analysis  ...........................................................................................146 

 

Chapter VII: Participant Four  .........................................................................................161 

Textural Analysis  ............................................................................................................161 

Structural Analysis ...........................................................................................................169 

Textural-Structural Analysis  ...........................................................................................171 

 

Chapter VIII: Participant Five .........................................................................................179 

Textural Analysis  ............................................................................................................179 

Structural Analysis ...........................................................................................................187 

Textural-Structural Analysis  ...........................................................................................190 

 

Chapter IX: Participant Six ..............................................................................................203 

Textural Analysis  ............................................................................................................203 

Structural Analysis ...........................................................................................................215 

Textural-Structural Analysis  ...........................................................................................217 

 

Chapter X: Participant Seven ...........................................................................................233 

Textural Analysis  ............................................................................................................233 

Structural Analysis ...........................................................................................................242 



TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

               Page 

 

Textural-Structural Analysis  ...........................................................................................244 

 

Chapter XI: Participant Eight ..........................................................................................255 

Textural Analysis  ............................................................................................................255 

Structural Analysis ...........................................................................................................266 

Textural-Structural Analysis  ...........................................................................................268 

 

Chapter XII: Participant Nine  .........................................................................................287 

Textural Analysis  ............................................................................................................287 

Structural Analysis ...........................................................................................................295 

Textural-Structural Analysis  ...........................................................................................296 

 

Chapter XIII: Participant Ten ..........................................................................................310 

Textural Analysis  ............................................................................................................310 

Structural Analysis ...........................................................................................................329 

Textural-Structural Analysis  ...........................................................................................332 

 

Chapter XIV: Participant Eleven .....................................................................................350 

Textural Analysis  ............................................................................................................350 

Structural Analysis ...........................................................................................................365 

Textural-Structural Analysis  ...........................................................................................367 

 

Chapter XV: Participant Twelve  .....................................................................................383 

Textural Analysis  ............................................................................................................383 

Structural Analysis ...........................................................................................................398 

Textural-Structural Analysis  ...........................................................................................400 

 

Chapter XVI: Composite Textural Structural Description ..............................................420 

Chapter XVII: Conclusion ...............................................................................................444 

Discussion  .......................................................................................................................444 

Significance......................................................................................................................449 

Research ...........................................................................................................................458 

Implications and Recommendations ................................................................................464 

Summary ..........................................................................................................................468 

 

Bibliography ....................................................................................................................470 

 



TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

 

               Page 

 

Appendices  ......................................................................................................................480 

 

Recruitment Letter of Introduction  .................................................................................480 

Recruitment Email Sent to Potential Participant  ............................................................482 

Participant Consent Form  ...............................................................................................483 

Male Elementary School Counselor Participant Information Form  ...............................486 

Script: Initial Contact with Potential Participants  ...........................................................487 

Participant Interview Questions  ......................................................................................488 

  

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dedication 

 

To my mother and father, Clarabelle and Franklin Edwards, you have instilled in me the 

value of hard work and perseverance.



1 

 

Chapter I 

 

Introduction 

  

This research produced a description of the gendered professional experience of 

male elementary school counselors. Their gendered professional experience encompassed 

all their school counseling professional interactions in which masculinity and femininity 

assumed significance (Smith & Chen-Hayes 2004; Chen-Hayes, 2001).  Male elementary 

school counselors were co-researchers in this process and developed a partnership with 

the researcher that supported a thick and rich description of their lived experiences 

(Creswell, 2007, Merriam, 1998; Moustakas, 1994).  Consistent with Martino’s (2008) 

call for an increase in the number of studies that look at the experiences of male teachers, 

this study attempted to produce “a more nuanced analysis of the impact of gender 

relations on male teachers’ (counselors’) lives and professional identities” (p. 191). This 

chapter includes a rationale for the study, a description of the research methodology, and 

an overview of remaining chapters. 

Rationale 

A phenomenological study of the gendered professional experiences of male 

elementary school counselors was important for the following reasons: 

1. Gender plays a significant role in human social interactions. Stromquist 

(2007) described gender as an important “organizing principle in all social 

institutions” (p.5). In order to better understand human social interactions 

within social systems, researchers are using gender as an analytical tool.  

Reeves and Baden (2000) defined gender analysis as “the systematic 

gathering and examination of information on social relations in order to 
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identify, understand and redress inequities based on gender” (p. 2). I 

sought to join with male school counselors for an in-depth and systematic 

description of their experiences.  Their ability to use gender as an analytic 

tool was critical in this process. 

2. Division of labor based on sex and gender has had a long history in human 

social interactions (Wood & Eagly, 2010).  Of the many factors that may 

influence career choice, gender is an important component (Brannon, 

2010).  This study acknowledged the significance of gender in the 

nontraditional career choice of male elementary school counselors. The 

study also sought to understand the continued impact of gender on their 

professional experiences.   

3. Understanding the nature and impact of gender is often described as 

difficult. The concept has either been ignored or misunderstood in 

everyday interactions and within social scientific inquiry. Feminist 

theorists introduced the concept of gender to mainstream social scientific 

research (Haig, 2004; Lorber, 1994; Muehlenhard & Peterson, 2011). 

Lorber (1996) stated that studies looking at gender have been done by 

postmodern feminists and queer theorists who have uncovered sex and 

gender inequities in social systems. This research study acknowledged the 

difficulties posed by gender as a social construct and sought to better 

understand them. 
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4. Major theories that explore occupational choice do not sufficiently account 

for the influence of gender (Gottredson, 1981). This research study added 

to the literature on the influence of gender in career choice and 

professional experience. 

5. Studies about males entering female-dominated careers are rare; much of 

the research on nontraditional careers instead focused on females entering 

male-dominated occupations.  Empirical research documenting the 

experiences of males in nontraditional careers is insufficient (Dodson & 

Borders, 2006; Lease, 2003; Galbraith, 1992; Chusmir, 1990).  

6. Many nontraditional careers for males have yet to be explored by 

researchers. Prior to this study, Dodson and Borders’ (2006) research was 

the only study that looked at elementary school counseling as a 

nontraditional career choice for males; more research is needed. 

7. Studies of nontraditional career choices have noted important social 

justice implications. Perrone (2009) connected nontraditional career 

choice to an individual’s right to choose. Heppner and Heppner (2009) 

cited studies reporting men in nontraditional careers were viewed in 

negative and disrespectful ways. They also shared that the sexual 

orientation of men who chose nontraditional careers was often questioned 

and that there was suspicion of them as pedophiles. This research 

acknowledged the connections between male sex-role stereotypes and 
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social inequalities, including heterosexism and fear of men as violent 

perpetrators who may be sexually attracted to children. 

8. The “feminization of education” debate has focused on the causes and 

consequences of numeric disparities between male and female teachers. 

This debate has focused on male teachers but has ignored other male 

professionals (counselors) in schools. This study included male 

elementary school counselors in the debate and explored their unique role 

within school systems. 

9. School counselors play a critical role in school systems. They are 

primarily responsible for leading school counseling programs and services 

that address the academic, career, college readiness, and personal/social 

needs of students. Additionally, they work as collaborators and consultants 

providing leadership and advocacy within schools (ASCA Code of Ethics, 

2010; Chen-Hayes, Miller, Bailey, Getch & Erford, 2011; DeVoss & 

Andrews, 2006; Dimmitt, 2010). Little has been written on the impact of 

gender on school counselor professional practice. Major organizations 

such as the American School Counselor Association, the Education Trust’s 

Transforming School Counseling Initiative, the National Office for School 

Counselor Advocacy, and the Center for School Counseling Outcome 

Research and Evaluation have not addressed the impact of sex and gender 

disparities among students, school counselors and school systems.  
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Methodology 

This research used qualitative methodology. Corbin and Strauss (2008) noted that 

a research question and choice of method reflects a qualitative researcher’s effort to 

frame his or her interest in a way that lends itself to qualitative inquiry. 

 My interest in the lived experiences of male elementary school counselors was 

answered best by qualitative research design. A qualitative or human science research 

design takes a holistic stance on human social experiences placing value on the 

importance of context (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 1998). The search for meanings and 

essences also connects with the overall aim of qualitative research (Moustakas, 1994). 

Qualitative methods emphasize that these meanings are best obtained through first-hand 

formal or informal interviews. Qualitative methodology also allows the formulation of a 

question of personal interest and for the researcher to be explicit about his or her 

connection to the topic (Moustakas, 1994). The recognition that the researcher becomes 

an instrument in an inductive process is also critical. Core ideas related to the social 

construction of reality and an appreciation for the layered and complex nature of human 

experiences were also critical in the selection of a qualitative research design. Here, 

social constructionism relates to the idea that there is no objective reality and that what is 

often accepted as reality is constructed through human social interaction. Additionally, 

social constructionists assert that the meanings individuals assign to social events and 

experiences are subjective (Creswell, 2007).   

Of the differing forms of qualitative research methods, this study used a 

phenomenological research methodology. Phenomenological methods were chosen for 

their specific focus on arriving at the essence of shared human experiences. There is also 
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an extensive outline regarding the procedures for arriving at this essence. Moustakas’ 

(1994) integration of Edmund Husserl’s (1859-1938) philosophy of phenomenology with 

social scientific methods impacted the methodology used in this study. Edmund Husserl's 

philosophical writings were important in developing phenomenology. Moustakas (1994) 

used these writings to develop his own method of phenomenological research. In this 

study, the focus was producing a description of what it means to be a male elementary 

school counselor. The description was described by Moustakas (1994) as the essence of 

the phenomenon. A detailed exploration of the philosophical foundations of this research 

method is found in the methodology chapter.    

Population 

Participants or co-researchers in this study were current male elementary school 

counselors. Since participants needed to reflect on their own experiences, a minimum of 

two years of experience was required. Participants were selected based on those best 

suited for this study and the development of a description of the essence of the shared 

experience and outcomes of being a male elementary school counselor. Male school 

counselors who worked in public or private elementary schools across the United States 

were suitable candidates. The small size of the population studied required efforts to 

recruit participants from many regions of the United States. Purposive sampling strategies 

were utilized to identify potential participants. Creswell (2007) stated that purposeful 

sampling identifies participants who will best maximize the information sought by the 

researcher. Ideally, participants represented various geographical regions, racial 

groupings, ethnic groupings, and other demographical categories within the United 

States. There were 12 participants. 
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The participants were solicited via CESNET, a listserv for counselor educators, 

and through the American School Counselor Association (ASCA) and state school 

counselor associations. The solicitation was posted several times.  Potential participants 

were asked to contact the researcher via email or phone and then emailed information 

about the study. They were asked to pass on the information to other potential male 

elementary school counselors.  The researcher asked school counselor education faculty 

and school counselors to pass on the study information to suitable participants.  Once the 

potential participants were identified, they were sent information about the research and a 

consent form. When participants responded and agreed to be a part of the study, an 

appropriate date, time and place was arranged to conduct the first interview. 

Consent Process 

All potential participants were sent an informed consent form after they contacted 

the researcher and expressed an interest in participating in the study.  The consent form 

was provided when the researcher approached them about participating in the study. The 

consent form stated that by signing the document the participants understood the purpose, 

risks and potential benefits of the research. Prospective participants were given the 

opportunity to ask any questions about the research prior to committing to participate. 

They were informed that their participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw 

from the study at any time without penalty or loss of benefits. When participants agreed 

to the study conditions, an appointment was made to conduct the first interview in order 

to obtain informed consent. These interviews were conducted over the phone and were 

tape recorded.  
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Data Collection 

Phenomenological research collects data from multiple individuals who have 

experienced a particular phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). The data collection process 

begins after all necessary Institutional Review Board applications were approved, 

participants identified, and the consent process completed. Participants in this study were 

current male elementary school counselors with at least two years of experience.  

Interviews lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. After interview completion, all 

interviews were transcribed verbatim.  In addition, a reflective field journal was used to 

document thoughts and observations associated with the interviews. In describing 

methods and procedures for conducting phenomenological research, Moustakas (1994) 

stated that a follow-up interview with participants may be needed. He, however, did not 

specify the purpose of this interview. For this research, follow-up interviews were done to 

have co-researchers examine the fidelity of the transcripts and the initial textural and 

structural description of the phenomenon (McGlasson, 2011). 

Data Analysis 

After interviews were conducted and transcribed, data were analyzed. The researcher 

used Moustakas's (1994, p. 122) modified version of the works of Stevick (1971), 

Colaizzia (1973) and Keen (1975) to do a systematic data analysis. This approach, in the 

specific order of analysis, is outlined below: 

1. Using a phenomenological approach, I obtained a full description of my 

own experience of the phenomenon. 

2. From the verbatim transcript of my experience I completed the following 

steps: 
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a) Considered each statement with respect to the significance of the 

description of the experience. 

b) Recorded all relevant statements. 

c) Listed each non-repetitive, non-overlapping statement to capture the 

invariant horizons or meaning units of the experience. 

d) Related and clustered the invariant meaning units into themes. 

e) Synthesized the invariant meaning units and themes into a description 

of the textures of the experience and included verbatim examples. 

f) Reflected on my textural description. Through imaginative variation, I 

constructed a description of the structures of my experiences. 

g) Constructed a textural-structural description of the meanings and 

essences of my experiences. 

3. From the verbatim transcript of the experience of each of the other co-

researchers, I completed the above steps, a through g. 

4. From the individual textural-structural descriptions of all co-researchers’ 

experiences, I constructed a composite textural-structural description of 

the meanings and essences of the experience, integrating all individual 

textural-structural descriptions into a universal description of the 

experience representing the group as a whole (p.122). 

Additionally, the data analysis process relied on critical transcendental 

phenomenological concepts such as meditative reflection or “epoche”. Epoche was used 

as a technique and practice to clear the researcher’s mind of any blockages that might 

cloud understanding of the data (Moustakas, 1994). Paying close attention to 

trustworthiness was important at this stage. To assist in the data analysis process the 

researcher continued to utilize a journal to reflect on the process. 

Ensuring Trustworthiness  

Researchers often have concerns about the quality of their research findings and 

the methods and procedures used. This concern for quality addresses whether or not the 

researcher accurately described or arrived at an accurate understanding of the topic 

studied. Creswell (2007) highlighted that controversies often arise when these issues are 
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discussed. He pointed to the divergence in approaches to quality that ranged from a 

rejection of the need for validation to a total adherence to quantitative or positivistic 

approaches to validation.  Efforts to utilize qualitative concepts such as credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability instead of quantitative constructs such 

as validity and reliability are attempts by qualitative researchers to forge their own 

identities while acknowledging the importance of producing “good” research. Morrow 

(2005) identified similar terms used to assess the quality of qualitative research and the 

controversies surrounding these approaches. This research used the concept of 

trustworthiness recognizing the progress of qualitative researchers in forging an identity 

independent of quantitative methods. Morrow (2005) suggested criteria for achieving 

trustworthiness across different research paradigms. These criteria included:  

1. Social validity addresses the question of the social value of the research 

being conducted. It takes into consideration ideas of prevention and social 

justice. 

2. Subjectivity and reflexivity address the need to embrace the position of the 

researcher as co-constructor of meaning and are integral to data 

interpretation. The importance of bracketing or self-monitoring is 

highlighted to allow researchers being explicit about their biases or 

connection to the phenomenon being studied. 

3. Adequacy of data does not simply relate to the number of participants but 

includes adequate amounts and variety of evidence, interpretive status of 

evidence, adequate disconfirming evidence, and adequate discrepant case 

analysis. 
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4. Adequacy of interpretation relates the ability of the researcher during the 

data analysis phase to take important steps to ensure trustworthiness. This 

includes continuous immersion in the data throughout the research 

process. This immersion allows for a deeper understanding of the data as a 

whole and in its component parts. Adequacy of interpretation also seeks a 

balance between the researcher’s interpretation and the interpretation of 

the participants as supported by quotations. (p. 256)    

This researcher accepted the importance of ensuring trustworthiness in the procedures 

and outcomes of the study.  The above principles and strategies outlined by Morrow 

(2005) were observed in ensuring trustworthiness.  

Summary 

The lived experience of male elementary school counselors is under-researched. 

This study established a partnership with twelve male elementary school counselors in 

describing their gendered professional experiences. Phenomenological research methods 

as described by Moustakas (1994) provide an avenue for systematically studying their 

experiences. The central question asked in this research was: What is the essence of the 

lived experiences of male elementary school counselors? While individual and contextual 

differences were recognized, the central desire was to determine the shared aspects or 

essence of their experiences and outcomes. The co-researcher’s personal interest in 

making meaning of their experiences and outcomes as male school counselors was also a 

critical element. 
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Overview of Remaining Chapters 

 

Chapter Two provides a comprehensive review of relevant literature focused on 

identifying research on the school counseling profession, “the feminization of education” 

debate, and male nontraditional career choice. This chapter explores relevant theoretical 

and conceptual perspectives related to sex, gender, and gender identity development. 

Chapter Three provides a detailed outline of the research design and methodology 

including a summary of key features of qualitative research and transcendental 

phenomenological methods and an outline of the methods and procedures for data 

collection and analysis is also included. Chapters 4-15 present four levels of analysis of 

the participants’ experiences. First, a textural analysis of all statements related to the 

experience of being a male elementary school counselor was produced in the form of a 

narrative for each participant. Second, a structural analysis was done to identify important 

contextual factors that impacted and helped to shape the experiences. Third, a textural-

structural analysis was done to explore connections between structural factors and the 

actual experience of being a male elementary school counselor. Chapter 16 looks at the 

participants as a whole and presents a composite textural-structural analysis of their 

experiences. This chapter sought to uncover the essence of the gendered professional 

experiences of male elementary school counselors. Chapter 17 concluded the study by 

exploring findings, implications and recommendations.      
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Chapter II 

Literature Review 

 Introduction 

This chapter reviews literature related to the gendered professional experience of 

male elementary school counselors. Key concepts such as sex, gender, and gender 

identity are explored. Theoretical frameworks related to gender identity development and 

male nontraditional career choice are explored and discussed. A special focus is the 

“feminization of education” debate, which addresses the causes and consequences of 

numeric disparities between male and female professionals in K-12 schools. To provide a 

broader context, there is a review of literature that describes male nontraditional career 

choice in general. Finally, there is a review of studies of male elementary teachers and 

school counselors; their shared numeric minority status within elementary schools 

provides important background for the study.     

Nontraditional Careers 

The U.S. Department of Labor Statistics (2009) defined nontraditional careers as 

occupations where one gender comprises twenty-five percent or less of those employed. 

Interest in the male elementary school counselor lies in his scarcity compared to females. 

In 2009-10 of the 12,342 masters level graduate degrees conferred in counselor education 

and school counseling, 84 percent were female while 16 percent were male (Source: U.S 

Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2010). Considering 

this data included school counseling and other graduate counseling degrees such as 

mental health counseling, the numbers of males in school counseling may be even lower. 

This highlights the fact that the numeric disparity between males and females exists 
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across all counseling profession specialties. Additionally, The American School 

Counselor Association reported a total membership of 29,000, of which 300 (1%) are 

male elementary school counselors according to ASCA Membership Director Stephanie 

Wicks (personal communication, May 15, 2012).  

Nontraditional occupations are identified based on numeric differences between 

males and females. The classification is not static and therefore, over time an occupation 

that is identified as traditional for men may move towards greater numeric equity or may 

become a nontraditional occupation. Richardson and Hatcher (1983), for example, 

highlighted the transformation of the teaching profession in the United States during the 

nineteenth century from a profession dominated by males to a profession dominated by 

females. 

Researchers looking at nontraditional careers often use terms such as gender 

segregation, sex-role stereotyped, male/female dominated, or gender imbalance to 

describe this dynamic (Martino & Kehler, 2006; Chusmir, 1990; Stenberg & Dohner, 

1992; Perrone, 2011). Initially, the study of nontraditional careers largely focused on 

females entering male-dominated careers. Heppner and Heppner (2009) made important 

connections between the second wave of feminism in the late 1960s and the increased 

number of studies documenting the efforts of females entering male-dominated careers.  

Feminist theory provided an understanding of patriarchy, female oppression (sexism), and 

gender segregation within the context of work and the wider society. Nontraditional 

careers for women were promoted as a means of social mobility and financial 

advancement (Heppner & Heppner, 2009).  



15 

 

Scholars looking at males who enter female-dominated careers have highlighted 

the lack of empirical research documenting the experiences of men in nontraditional 

careers (Dodson & Borders, 2006; Lease, 2003; Galbraith, 1992; Chusmir, 1990).  

Heppner and Heppner (2009) noted that many articles on male nontraditional career 

choice were “thought pieces,” with no data collection either quantitative or qualitative; 

they also noted that several articles were based on interviews that were not analyzed 

through standard qualitative methodology (p. 51). The review of literature looked at 

quantitative and qualitative research that studied men who work in nontraditional careers. 

Additionally, relevant theoretical and conceptual frameworks related to gender 

development and male nontraditional career choices were reviewed.  

Dodson and Borders (2006) noted that not all nontraditional careers for men have 

been studied by researchers. They were the first to identify and study elementary school 

counseling as a nontraditional career choice for males. Nontraditional careers reviewed in 

this chapter included nurses, elementary teachers, and consumer science educators 

(Bough, 1994; Hansen, 2005; Hansen & Mulholland, 2010; Rentzou & Ziganitido 2009; 

Sternberge & Dohner, 1993; Werhan, 2010).  

Feminization of Education and Male Student Underachievement   

         Interest in the male elementary school counselor also revealed important 

connections with the longstanding “feminization of education” debate. This debate 

concerns the reduction in numbers of male teachers in schools and has been studied and 

documented in the United States, Canada, Greece, Australia and the United Kingdom 

(Martino, 2008; Rentzou & Ziganitido, 2009; Hansen & Mulholland, 2010; Carrington & 

Mcphee, 2008). Collectively, these studies are important to understand the experiences of 
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male elementary school counselors. Special focus was placed on male elementary school 

teachers because they worked in similar settings as school counselors. The literature 

review also focused on the larger body of literature on men who chose nontraditional 

careers. 

Current concerns about the educational underachievement of boys and questions 

of whether schools have become feminized to their disadvantage have connected the 

issues of sex, gender, and educational outcomes (Heppner & Heppner, 2009). Jha and 

Kelleher (2006) presented a cross-country analysis of male student underachievement and 

noted that gender disparity in education is an old phenomenon. They pointed out that the 

historical disadvantages experienced by girls continue today in many parts of the world. 

They provided an explanation of recent concerns about the underachievement of male 

students: 

 …a number of countries, many of them in the Commonwealth, have 

 also made tremendous progress in girls’ education in the last one to three 

 decades. As a result, gender disparities are narrowing in many parts of the 

 globe. At the same time, a new phenomenon has emerged in certain countries 

 where gender disparities in education are turning in favor of girls, and 

 therefore against boys, both in terms of participation and performance (p. 3).  

 

The authors highlighted two significant trends related to male and female student 

performance.  

 Girls tend to perform better than boys in countries where they have equal 

access to the school system, irrespective of the income levels. In countries 

where girls are disadvantaged in terms of access, gender differences in 

achievement are generally small or insignificant, implying that girls do not 

usually underperform even when they are under-participating. 

 

 Girls are usually more confident and perform better in reading as compared 

to boys. The gender differences are usually not high in performance in 

mathematics but girls feel less confident of performing well against boys (p. 8). 

 

In reference to trends in the United States the authors pointed out that school life 
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expectancy (SLE) or the average number of years of schooling that individuals can 

expect to receive in different regions was almost two years higher for female than male 

students.  The authors also recognized the emotional sentiments connected to the debate 

and pointed to three myths that were fueling the concerns about male student 

underachievement. The author identified the following myths: 

1. Myth one is that this is about ‘boys versus girls’. It is not. The Millennium 

 Development Goals (MDGs) agreed by all Commonwealth governments in 

 2000, commit States to eliminating gender disparities in education. That means 

 addressing the needs of whichever gender, girls or boys, is falling behind in 

 either in access to education or in achievement.  

 

2. Myth two is that boys’ underachievement results from ‘a war of the sexes’, and 

 that somehow girls and maybe female teachers are responsible for boys falling 

 behind. The roots of girls’ exclusion from education lay in discrimination, 

 whereby girls in some places were banned from education, or more school 

 places were provided for boys than girls. There is no such suggestion here that 

 boys’ underachievement is a result of any similar formal discrimination.  

 

3. Myth three is that boys’ achievement at school should be measured against that 

 of girls. To further demonstrate that this is not a war of the sexes, both boys’ 

 and girls’ achievement at school should be measured against objective education 

 standards for all children at that stage of education (p. xiii).  

 

By identifying the myths associated with male student underachievement the authors 

were seeking to present a more objective and balanced analysis of the phenomenon. 

Public awareness of disparities between females and males has led to what Martino 

(2010) described as “moral panic” in the public domain with calls for increased male 

presence in schools. He described connections being made between the “feminization of 

education” and male underachievement. The single sex education movement that 

advocates separate classrooms for boys and girls to improve academic outcomes is an 

effort that connects sex, gender, and educational outcomes (Glasser, 2008). 
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This research sought to connect the role of sex, gender, professional experience, 

and educational outcomes. The male elementary school counselor is a professional 

working within a school system designed to support each student’s learning and growth, 

including academic, career, college readiness, and personal/social competencies. The goal 

of this research was to link and explore the constructs of gender, professional experience, 

and educational outcomes including the closing of achievement and opportunity gaps. 

There is also an interest in the field of counselor education with a specific focus 

on the preparation of school counselors as advocates able to identify and address 

inequities and disparities within schools (ASCA Code of Ethics, 2010; Trusty & Brown, 

2005). Given the impact of gender on social institutions such as schools, questions about 

how best to prepare school counselors may be relevant. This study looked at gender, 

education, school counseling, counselor education, and nontraditional occupational 

choices.     

While a number of academic disciplines have addressed the social significance of 

gender, this research has relied largely on sociological, psychological, and educational 

writings. These disciplines have sought to determine the importance of sex and gender in 

human social interaction. Lindsey (2010) noted that gender has emerged as one of the 

most important trends in sociology in the twentieth century. Additionally, psychologists 

Stewart and McDermott (2004) noted the importance of gender as an empirical tool in 

understanding human behavior (p. 519). Glasser and Smith (2008) noted the significance 

of gender in understanding teaching and learning in the field of education. Ongoing 

concerns have led to increased connections between the lack of adult males in schools 
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(feminization of education) and male students’ academic underachievement. These 

connections are explored in the section that looks at male elementary school teachers.    

 Professional School Counseling 

A brief description of recent trends in the school counseling profession provides 

important context for this study. School counselors function within complex educational 

systems that are in constant flux (Rowley, 2000).  The school counseling profession 

continues to undergo transformation and change to meet the challenges of the 21
st 

century. These challenges include career and college readiness as well as helping to close 

the achievement and opportunity gaps (ASCA, 2010; ASCA, 2012; Dahir & Stone, 2012; 

Martin & Robinson, 2011).   

One of the major challenges for school counseling as a profession is the disparity 

between what is advocated as the role of professional school counselors by scholars and 

professional school counseling advocacy organizations and the actual duties and 

functions that they perform (Lambie, 2004). Researchers have highlighted the ambiguity, 

conflict, and stress that result from the disparity between professional aspirations and 

actual job realities (Lambie, 2004; Jackson, 2000; Burnham & Jackson, 2000; Sears & 

Nevin, 1983).  The efforts to develop a unified professional identity with consistent roles 

and responsibilities are challenged by school counselors’ roles and responsibilities 

varying by school, district, region, and state. Lambie (2004) highlighted the failure to 

reduce the number of non-school counseling functions that counselors perform and the 

resistance to change from school systems as key hindrances to the development of a 

unified professional school counselor identity. 
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Despite challenges, professional school counseling has seen significant changes 

over the years. Writers have mentioned historical events such as the industrial revolution, 

the socioeconomic challenges of post-World War II society, and the USSR’s launching of 

the world’s first satellite, Sputnik, as significant historical developments influencing the 

school counseling profession (Cobia & Henderson, 2007; Dahir & Stone, 2012; DeVoss 

& Andrews, 2006; Herr & Erford , 2011; Schmidt, 2003). The school counseling 

profession evolved in response to social, economic and political factors (Lambie, 2004).  

Additionally, the profession has incorporated other changes, including a focus on social 

justice and multiculturalism and greater specificity in legal and ethical decision-making 

in schools (ASCA, 2010; Cobia & Henderson, 2007). The educational reform movement 

of the past few decades has influenced the school counseling profession. Widespread 

concern about declining educational outcomes among American students forced public-

policy makers to examine the role of all professionals within school systems. The need to 

respond to these current challenges has made it necessary for school counselors to focus 

on achievement for all students by working to close opportunity and attainment gaps 

(Cobia & Henderson, 2007; Dahir & Stone, 2012; Herr & Erford, 2011; Martin & 

Robinson, 2011; Holcomb-McCoy & Chen-Hayes, 2011).  

Significant developments in the school counseling profession have been 

implemented by the American School Counselor Association (ASCA). ASCA has tried to 

provide a unified response to the demands of American society. When ASCA was 

established in 1952, the organization defined school counseling as a separate profession 

from teaching (DeVoss & Andrews, 2006).  The first attempt to unify the profession came 

with the publication of the ASCA National Standards for Students, which outlined nine 
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national standards with multiple accompanying student competencies and indicators in 

three domains; academic, career, and personal/social (Campbell & Dahir, 1997). Further 

developments led to the introduction of The ASCA National Model: A framework for 

school counseling programs, which outlined a common vision and role for school 

counselors nationally. The model encouraged school counselors to implement school 

counseling programs that served the academic, career, and personal/social needs of all 

students K-12 (ASCA, 2012, Cobia & Henderson, 2007; Hatch & Bowers, 2003).  The 

ASCA National Model infused the ASCA National Standards (Campbell & Dahir, 1997); 

the comprehensive school counseling program research of Gysbers and colleagues 

(2001), the writings of Robert Myrick (2003) on school counselor accountability, and the 

skills from the Transforming School Counseling Initiative (Hatch & Bowers, 2003; 

ASCA, 2012).   

In 1990, ASCA Executive Council recommended a change from guidance 

counselor to school counselor. While this term had been used to identify the profession 

since the 1950s, the recommendation was both a symbolic and practical effort to further 

transform the profession and to address some of its struggles with identity (DeVoss & 

Andrews, 2006). In 2010, ASCA published the revised Ethical Standards for School 

Counselors. Cobia and Henderson (2007) described the entire process as the movement 

towards “professional consensus” and the establishment of school counseling as a distinct 

profession (p.7). Herr and Erford (2011) described these developments as a response to 

the changing demands of American schools (p. 43).    

Additionally, the establishment of the Council on the Accreditation of Counseling 

and Related Educational Programs (CACREP, 2009) impacted how school counselors 
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were educated by requiring additional coursework that included practicum and clinical 

supervision (DeVoss & Andrews, 2006). The revised CACREP National Standards 

(2009) further strengthened school counseling as a specialty area and included a focus on 

advocacy and leadership, directly influenced by the work of the National Center for 

Transforming School Counseling. 

These changes represented a collective movement towards greater uniformity in 

school counseling roles and outcomes in K-12 schools (DeVoss & Andrews, 2006; Herr 

& Erford, 2011). Many of these changes have been in response to the education reform 

movement and closing achievement and opportunity gaps (ASCA, 2005; ASCA, 2010; 

Holcomb-McCoy & Chen-Hayes, 2011).   Cobia and Henderson (2007) noted that the 

concerns about educational outcomes of the American education system influenced 

changes in the school counseling profession. These changes reflected “a shift from a 

service/activity approach practiced by counselors... to a programmatic approach” (p.8). 

Consistent with these changes was the proposal of a new definition of the school 

counseling profession. ASCA (1999) proposed a new definition of school counseling that 

is outlined below: 

The professional school counselor is a certified/licensed educator trained in 

school counseling. Professional school counselors address the needs of the 

students through the implementation of comprehensive, standards based, 

developmental school counseling program. They are employed in elementary, 

middle junior and high schools and in postsecondary settings. Their work is 

differentiated by attention to age-specific developmental stages of student growth 

(p.1). 

 
The definition above is consistent with the shift towards a comprehensive and 

programmatic approach to school counseling and is also consistent with efforts to 

emphasize school counseling as a distinct profession. The need to respond to the demands 
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for change and to address the issue of accountability has led to another definition of 

school counseling that is worth mentioning. Herr and Erford (2011) identified the work of 

the Education Trust’s Transforming School Counseling Initiative (TSCI) in focusing on 

systemic barriers to student’s success (p.9). This initiative placed special emphasis on the 

school counselor’s role in promoting academic achievement and closing achievement and 

opportunity gaps, particularly for students whom the educational system in the United 

States has not served effectively:  students of color, poor and working class students, 

students with disabilities, and bilingual students (ASCA, 2010). The Education Trust 

(2003) defined school counseling as follows:    

a profession that focuses on the relations and interactions between students and 

their school environment to reduce the effects of environmental and institutional 

barriers that impede student academic success. School counselors foster educa-

tional equity, access, and academic success in a rigorous curriculum to ensure that 

all students graduate from high school ready to succeed in college and careers. 

 

The College Board’s National Office for School Counselor Advocacy (NOSCA) has also 

sought to address the issue of school counselors’ preparedness to develop college and 

career readiness competencies for all students K-12. The organization’s mission is to  

“…endorse and institutionalize systemic school counseling practice that advocates for 

equitable educational access and rigorous academic preparation, and for the achievement 

and attainment necessary for college and career readiness for all students” 

(http://nosca.collegeboard.org/about). The organization has played a critical role in 

highlighting the importance of school counselors in education reform.  

Counselor Education programs across the United States are responsible for 

educating future professional school counselors who will assume key roles within school 

systems.  School counselors are expected to serve as leaders, advocates, collaborators, 

http://nosca.collegeboard.org/about).%20The
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consultants and team players in support of students’ academic, career, college readiness, 

and personal/social development (DeVoss & Andrews, 2006; Hatch & Bowers, 2005).  

The process of educating future school counselors has been informed and influenced by 

organizations such as The American School Counselor Association (ASCA), The Council 

for the Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP), The 

National Center for Transforming School Counseling (NCTSC), and the College Board’s, 

National Office for School Counselor Advocacy (NOSCA). Collectively, these 

organizations have led the redefinition of the school counseling profession, redirecting 

their focus to meet current and future challenges (Herr and Erford, 2011).  

One important challenge that is not represented in studies that look at the school 

counseling profession is the role of sex and gender on professional experience and 

student outcomes. ASCA, NCTSC, and NOSCA have not given sufficient attention to the 

issue of sex and gender disparities within public school systems. The implications of the 

numeric disparity in student outcomes and the goals of the profession remain unexplored.  

Scholars have not made sufficient connection between issues such as the “feminization of 

education,” underrepresentation of males in the profession, male student 

underachievement, and overall student outcomes.       

School Counseling as a Nontraditional Career for Men 

When the history of school counseling is looked at from a gendered perspective, it 

has emerged as a female-dominated profession and a nontraditional career choice for 

males. Adams (2003) noted that leaders of female-dominated professions have to grapple 

with a gendered system of professions that targets women and girls for discrimination.  

The nature of the system has led many female leaders to identify and challenge the 
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gender inequalities and sexism inherent in the professions (p. 34).  Yet, in 2009-2010 only 

18 percent of graduate degrees awarded in counseling (mental health and school 

counseling) were awarded to male students (U.S. Department of Education, National 

Center for Education, 2010). In New York State for example, 23.6 percent of school 

counselors are male compared to 76.4 percent females and there is no data on school 

counselors who identify as transgender and are outside the gender binary (New York 

State Department of Education, Information Reporting and Technology Sources, 2010). 

The numeric disparity between male and female counselors is more pronounced at the 

middle and elementary school levels. The data suggests that school counseling is a 

female-dominated or nontraditional career for males. Nontraditional careers are identified 

as occupations where one gender comprises 25% or less of those employed (U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2009). Research on nontraditional careers for men have focused on 

careers such as nursing, social work, early childhood education and family and consumer 

science teachers (Dohner, 1992, Werhan, 2010). While these are collectively identified as 

female-dominated careers, one can expect variations in the experiences of the men who 

work in these professions. 

While there is a growing body of literature looking at males who enter female-

dominated professions, there was only one prior study that looked at male elementary 

school counselors. The consideration of gender and professional practice raises questions 

about the outcomes of their work for closing achievement and opportunity gaps for boys 

in the school counseling programs. The consideration of diversity, cross-gender alliance 

and gender competence assume special significance in counseling relationships (Rayle, 

2005; Wisk & Mahalik, 1999; Zlotnick, Shea & Elkin, 1998). Zlotnick, Shea & Elkin 
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(1998) noted that studies looking at gender and counseling is under-researched but 

represents an emerging area of interest. 

Most of the studies on men in schools have focused on male teachers in 

elementary school settings (Brookhart, 1996; Hansen and Mulholland, 2010; Martino, 

2008; Rentzou and Ziganitidou, 2009; Roulston and Mills, 2000). These studies are 

important sources for understanding the experiences of male elementary school 

counselors. The differences between school counseling and teaching are significant, 

hence the need for studies that look exclusively at the gendered experiences of male 

elementary school counselors and the outcomes of their work on male, female, and 

gender-variant students.   

 Gendered School Systems 

The profession of school counseling is practiced within schools and educational 

systems. Systemic approaches to school counseling encourage school counselors to 

conceptualize and practice in schools as systems (Martin & Robinson, 2011). This 

systemic approach may encourage school counselors to view the schools they work in as 

functional systems with different parts that work together to meet the goals and missions 

of schools and districts in educating students (Wood & Rayle, 2006). The ASCA National 

Model (2012) highlighted school counselors’ roles as developing the academic, career, 

and personal/social competencies of students within schools. At the same time, school 

systems are gendered institutions where students learn about masculinity and femininity 

(Stromquist, 2007). This process of learning about gender in schools may impact the 

academic outcomes of male and female students (Glasser, 2008; Stromquist, 2007). 
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School counselors are directly and indirectly affected by all issues that impact 

schools and the wider education system. These issues include: achievement and 

opportunity gaps based on ethnicity/race, ability/disability, social class, language 

background, and gender; school dropout rates, school violence, and budget shortages 

among other issues. School counselors are often required to position their work in light of 

these issues. This positioning has implications for school counselor professional identity, 

roles, and tasks (ASCA, 2010, Wood & Rayle, 2006). 

For example, male school counselors may face a unique challenge because of 

their sex and gender. The discussion surrounding male students’ underachievement and 

the lack of adequate male role models in schools creates special challenges for male 

elementary school counselors and teachers who may be expected to directly address these 

challenges. Being an adult male in a school often places special duties and 

responsibilities regarding how a male counselor should address the underachievement of 

male students. This is linked to the “feminization of education” and what some writers 

claim are its consequences. Carrington and Mcphee (2008) stated the academic 

underachievement of boys was often seen as a consequence of the reduction in the 

number of male professionals in schools. Additionally, they pointed to the belief that 

increased numbers of female teachers meant that schools were better organized to serve 

the academic needs of female students. A central concern relates to the absence of male 

role models for male students in schools and this could contribute to reduced academic 

achievement by boys (Rentzou and Ziganitido, 2009).   

Male teachers, school counselors, and other male professionals in schools often 

find themselves at the center of this controversy. Questions related to how they should 
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respond are often raised. The idea that a male’s sex and gender should positively impact 

boys in schools is common. A strong theme has been a public sentiment that male 

professionals in schools have a special role to play in addressing the “boy problem” 

(Martino, 2008).  Martino further described this theme as the “politicized function of the 

male role model discourse” (p.189). In addition, he described concerns about the 

decreased numbers of males in schools as irrational and questioned the validity of male 

student underachievement. On the other hand, Rentzou and Ziganitido (2009) pointed to 

research suggesting children benefit from seeing males and females in caring roles as a 

challenge to sex-role stereotypes. 

Martino (2008) stated the declining number of elementary male teachers was 

caused by social structures of “hegemonic masculinity” that dictated consequences for 

men who do “women’s work.” Consistent with the research focus on the gendered 

experience of male school counselors, Martino (2008) encouraged a redirection from the 

male role model discourse to provide “a more nuanced analysis of the impact of gender 

relations on male teachers’ lives and professional identities which link the macro or 

localized dimension of their everyday experiences and negotiation of masculinities in 

school communities with a broad macro and historical analysis about the status of 

elementary teaching as “women’s work” (p. 191). This requires positioning male 

elementary teachers and school counselors as key agents and experts in informing this 

discourse. Therefore, the lived experience of male elementary school counselors within 

school systems is the central focus of this study.      
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Sex, Gender and Related Constructs 

Definitional Challenges  

Researchers who look at the impact of gender on human social interaction are 

confronted with definitional and conceptual challenges. A major concern relates to the 

appropriate usage of the terms sex and gender. Pryzgoda and Chrisler (2000) described 

the terms sex and gender as “deceptive” as they appear simple concepts but pose real 

conceptual challenges (pp. 553-554). Collectively, writers have presented a rich and 

interesting history of these terms in which they have outlined continued challenges when 

the terms are used in both academic and public discourse (Muehlenhard & Peterson, 

2011; Haddock, 1998; Haig, 2004; Wood & Eagly, 2010; Udry, 1994). Haig (2004) stated 

while the terms sex and gender have been distinguished within academic literature, there 

are instances where researchers use the terms inappropriately. In laying the foundation for 

research that explores sex and gender it is important to understand how the concepts are 

distinct and connected. Researchers have highlighted this as an important and difficult 

task.  Haig (2004), for example, likened the challenge of distinguishing and connecting 

sex and gender to the age-old nature versus nurture question. Glasser and Smith (2008) 

also pointed to the lack of “definitional consensus" on sex and gender (p. 344). They 

further stressed that "researchers cannot understand how gender affects teaching and 

learning (and elementary school counseling) without greater attention to clarifying what 

the terms mean in their conceptual framework and resulting analyses” (p. 344). This 

study acknowledges the challenge and explores both concepts. 

Studies of nontraditional careers for males and females focus on sex and gender 

as important constructs. These two constructs, despite their connection, are independent 
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(Haig, 2004; Lorber, 1996; Wood and Eagly, 2010). However, their association may be 

linked to how societies and cultures have sought to create and enforce norms to dictate 

appropriate behaviors through gender stereotyping (Lorber, 1996). In this section, the 

history, usage, and definition of sex and gender are explored including how the terms 

connect and disconnect. Additionally, terms such as gender role, gender stereotyping, and 

gender identity and expression are explored for a synthesis of definitions to guide the 

research process.     

Sex 

The American Heritage Dictionary of English Language (2011) defined sex “as 

the property or quality by which organisms are classified as male or female on the basis 

of their reproductive organs and functions” (p.1270). The review of the scholarly 

literature showed consistency in defining sex as a biological construct (Chen-Hayes, 

2001; Smith & Chen-Hayes, 2004; Lindsey, 2010; Wood and Eagly, 2010). United Nation 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (2003) defined sex “as the 

biological differences between men and women, which are universal and determined at 

birth.”  Lindsey (2010) furthered the binary when he defined sex as “the biological 

characteristics that distinguish between male and female. This definition emphasizes the 

difference between chromosomes, anatomy, reproductive systems and physiological 

components” (p. 1-19). 

 Wood and Eagly’s (2010) definition of sex allows an appreciation of the 

complexity that may be involved in categorizing an individual as male or female. The 

authors noted the following: 

Sex is defined in the chapter by the common language meaning of male and 

female as categories (e.g., “into which human beings and most other living things 
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are divided based on reproductive functions”; (Oxford English Dictionary, 2009). 

These two groups are based on biological reality of differing chromosomes and 

associated hormonal and reproductive differences. Yet this classification in daily 

life is a social act based on personal assessments or observers’ judgment of 

maleness and femaleness. (Kessler & Mckenna, 1978). Visible cues of sex can 

sometimes contradict chromosomes. And the classification has to be expanded 

beyond two categories to include individuals who are intersexed and thus possess 

both male and female biological characteristics or are transsexual and have 

undergone surgery or hormone therapy to change their biological sex. (pp. 630-

631) 

 

While recognizing the importance of biological differences in determining the 

sex, the authors were careful to state that classification of male or female was bounded by 

language and everyday observation of external features. Reproductive organs, 

chromosomes, and hormones are not visible features and may be inconsistent with 

“visible cues” often used to determine a person’s sex. Also important is the need to 

expand the classification beyond the two categories of male and female to include 

intersex individuals. The trend towards increasing the sex categories and challenging 

conventional ideas about sex were evident in Chen-Hayes’ (2001) definition of sex. 

While acknowledging the importance of biological features present at birth in 

determining one’s sex, Chen-Hayes challenged the view that sex was fixed or ascribed. 

He defined biological sex as “a person’s genetic composition and physical body including 

genitalia and secondary characteristic at birth and later in the life cycle, developed 

through the use of hormones or surgical procedures” (p. 37). Chen-Hayes (2001) 

provided an inclusive definition of the term sex consistent with social justice principles. 

Glasser and Smith (2008) stated that the terms sex and gender are constructs used to 

place individuals into categories. Problems arise where individuals do not agree with or 

don’t want the categories in which they have been placed (p. 344). Additionally, some 
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individuals are left out of only two sex categories. Lorber (1996) identified the polarizing 

effects of this binary categorization and sought to deconstruct ideas of sex, gender, and 

sexuality to reveal several other categories beyond those typically identified. 

The desire to create a more inclusive definition of sex has resulted in some 

authors (postmodern feminists and queer theorists) collectively challenging conventional 

definitions and understandings of sex, gender, and sexuality (Chen-Hayes, 2001; Smith & 

Chen-Hayes, 2004; Glasser & Smith, 2008; Haig, 2004; Lorber, 1996). Muehlenhard and 

Peterson (2011) cited the work of Etaugh and Bridges (2010) who suggested the 

existence of more than two sexes. Muehlenhard and Peterson noted that this served to 

further problematize the issue of sex (p. 797). The authors cited definitions that classified 

sex in terms of biological, physical, anatomical, and hormonal characteristics. These 

characteristics included differences in genitalia, chromosomes, and procreative or 

reproductive organs. 

The study anticipated that the male elementary school counselors who decided to 

participate represented individuals classified as male based on everyday presentations, 

self-identification as male and assumed presence of biological features related to being 

male. 

 Gender: History and Definition 

The term gender is a conceptual and analytic tool. Consistent with Stromquist’s 

(2007) assertion of the influence of gender on all social institutions, human social 

experiences can be viewed or understood from the perspective of gender. Stewart and 

McDermott (2004) therefore stated that gender is a powerful conceptual and analytic tool. 

They stated psychologists have looked at gender in three ways:  
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1. In sorting individuals into males and females and exploring the ways in which 

differences in behavior, performance and characteristics are associated with that 

individual difference, (whether the hypothesized causal mechanism is biological, 

socialization, or social location). 

 

2. In understanding how gender might relate to individual difference among men and 

women. 

 

3. In understanding how gender structures social institutions within which men and 

women operate. (p. 522)  

 
  In the current study, gender is a conceptual tool used to explore the lived 

professional experiences of male elementary school counselors. The conceptual 

framework outlined above bears special importance for my study as I research the 

experiences of male school counselors in the social context of elementary schools. 

Stewart and McDermott (2004) highlighted the significance of gender when they cited 

work of historian Joan Scott (1988) that demonstrated the “idea of gender” could be used 

to examine multiple aspects of social interactions and other categories of analysis (p. 

526). 

 Reeves and Baden (2000) defined gender analysis as, “The systematic gathering 

of information on gender differences and social relations in order to identify, understand 

and redress inequities based on gender” (p. 2). Their definition points to the intentionality 

or social justice implications of studies that look at gender. The gendered nature of school 

systems requires analysis that may inform efforts to redress recognized inequities for both 

male and females (Stromquist, 2007). Marino (2009) suggested the importance of fully 

understanding the nuances gender relations within school systems before seeking to 

address real or perceived inequities.     

The analysis in this study involved engaging male elementary school counselors 

as co-researchers to present a description of their experiences from a gendered 
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perspective. The research studied the interplay between sex, gender, and professional 

experience. 

 The emergence of gender as an important analytic tool is linked to the term’s rich 

and compelling history. Haig’s (2004) efforts to chronicle the history of gender showed 

studies exploring gender were uncommon prior to the 1980s.  A central theme that has 

emerged surrounds the lack of separation for the terms sex and gender. Haig (2004) 

noted, “Gender has come to be adopted as simply a synonym or euphemism for sex by 

many writers who are unfamiliar with the terms recent history” (p. 95). Haig provided a 

history of the term with an effort to clarify appropriate usage. In documenting the history 

of gender Haig (2004) noted, “Prior to the late 1960s, nongrammatical uses of the term 

were exceedingly rare” (p. 89). Haig identified the sexological article written by John 

Money in 1955 as the first to use the term gender in a nongrammatical sense. In an article 

that addressed the condition of hermaphroditism (now intersex) Money (quoted in Haig, 

2004) introduced the concept of gender role “to signify all those things that a person says 

or does to disclose himself or herself as having the status of boy or man, girl or woman 

respectively. It includes, but is not restricted to sexuality in the sense of eroticism” (p. 

91). Haig (2004) noted that in 1955 Money had introduced the term gender role to 

describe “hermaphrodites or intersexes” (p. 92).  The desire was to find ways to account 

for how intersex persons described themselves as male or female given the presence of 

having both sets of genitals. Haig (2004) noted that Money described intersex persons as 

important in developing the concept of gender. 

 Haig (2004) identified the role of psychoanalysts Stoller (1964) and Greenson 

(1964) in developing the term gender. Haig noted that Stoller distinguished sex from 
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gender by identifying sex as biological and gender as social and psychological (p. 93). 

Gender comprised behaviors learned through culture. The importance of rewards and 

punishments in the gender socialization process were emphasized. Haig (2004) credited 

Stoller and Greenson as the writers who introduced the term gender identity. Greenson’s 

definition of gender identity focused on an individual’s awareness of being male or 

female and belonging to only one gender. For Stoller, gender identity operated at both a 

conscious and an unconscious level beginning with the knowledge and awareness of 

belonging to one sex and not the other (p. 93).  Stoller (1968) saw gender role as the 

“overt behaviors one displays in society.” (p. 93). Money and Ehrhardt (1972) accounted 

for the connection between gender identity and gender role when they identified gender 

role as “the public expression of gender identity and gender identity as the private 

expression of gender role” (p. 93).      

Haig (2004) noted the contribution made by feminist scholars in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s in the popularization of the term gender. He cited Unger (1979) who 

defined gender in terms of its sociocultural characteristics (p.94).  Haig noted that 

feminist usage of gender converged on the idea that sex was biologically determined 

while gender was socially constructed in advocating for separation of the terms. 

Muehlenhard and Peterson (2011), in documenting events that lead to the separation of 

sex and gender, identified the efforts of other writers such as Gayle Rubin, who asserted 

sex differences had been exaggerated and that similarities between men and women had 

been undermined leading to the convergence of the terms sex and gender (p. 793). 

Muehlenhard and Peterson (2011) and Haig (2004) noted that the shift from the term sex 

to gender involved the work of Unger (1979), who argued for the separation of the terms 
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to eliminate the idea that male and female differences were biologically determined (p. 

797).  The authors also described a process where journal articles and textbooks began to 

shift from using the term sex to gender in the 1970s and 1980s.   

The convergence around the idea that sex is biologically determined and that 

gender is socially constructed is not without contestation.  Wood and Eagly (2010) 

grappled with situations of interplay between culture and biology. The authors described 

the interconnection of sex and gender or biology and culture as the “Gordian knot of 

complexity.” In making their point about the complex interplay between sex, gender, 

biology, and culture, the authors noted the following: 

The biological and social causes of sex differences are closely interlinked in their 

effects. This presents a Gordian knot of complexity, with the thread of the knot 

representing the intertwined biological and sociocultural influences. To 

disentangle these causes, researchers do not have the mythical power of 

Alexander the Great who with a single cut from his sword sliced the Gordian knot 

into two. Yet, some psychologists do continue to apply simple, unitary 

explanations that they hope will allow them to master the complexities of sex and 

gender. Such accounts focus exclusively on hormones and other biological 

processes, and fail to acknowledge how these processes depend on sociocultural 

factors. Others focus exclusively on sociocultural factors, such as the social 

construction of gender and do not recognize how these are grounded in biology.   

(p. 630) 
 

In offering a definition of gender Wood and Eagly (2010) connected both social and 

biological factors that impact gender. The authors defined gender as “the meaning 

societies ascribe to male and females--meanings that rest on biology in which most 

human possess the standard XX or XY chromosomes.” This definition of gender is 

challenged by writers who argue that the term is not an offshoot of biology and instead is 

an independent construct. Glasser and Smith (2008) for example, argued that gender 

should not be seen as something added to biology but should be viewed as an 

independent entity.   
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While acknowledging the complex interplay between sex, gender, biology, and 

culture, the current research aligns with the feminist and social constructivist perspective 

on gender. Gender is a phenomenon created or constructed within the social and cultural 

realm. While biological sex may be recognized as a factor that influenced (and continues 

to) how societies make sense of differences between males and females, the construction 

of gender within the context of human cultures is sufficiently elaborated/differentiated to 

warrant being studied as an independent entity, not simply a derivation from biological 

sex. 

   Haig (2004) noted that increased usage of the term gender was associated with the 

decrease in the use of the term sex. Haig concluded that the popular use of sex as a 

synonym for gender represented a misunderstanding of the technical use of the term by 

feminist writers and may have also been used as a euphemism for sex by researchers who 

were unfamiliar with the history of the term. 

Lindsey (2010) included a psychological dimension when he defined gender as: 

… those social, cultural and psychological traits linked to male and females 

through particular social contexts. Sex makes us male or female gender makes us 

masculine or feminine. Sex is an ascribed status because a person is born with it, 

but gender is an achieved status because it must be learned. (pp. 1-19) 

 
Lindsey’s reference to cultural, social and psychological factors recognized three 

key elements that impact gender. However, his reference to sex as being ascribed or fixed 

did not consider medical procedures that may change one’s sex (Chen-Hayes, 2001, 

Smith & Chen-Hayes, 2004).  Lindsey’s definition was not inclusive.    

Gender, as used in this study, highlights the sociocultural component of being 

male or female. Lorber (1996), identified gender as an “overarching category - a major 

social status that organizes almost all areas of social life … (gender) is a social institution 
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that establishes patterns of expectations for individuals, orders the social processes of 

everyday life, is built into the major social organizations of society, such as the economy, 

ideology, the family and politics and is also an entity in and of its self” (p. 146). This 

social constructionist view of gender was common throughout the studies reviewed. This 

perspective challenged sociological inquiries that assumed that each person has one sex, 

one gender, and one sexuality congruent with each other for life (Lorber, 1996, p. 143). 

 Two other important concepts that require definition are gender expression and 

gender role. Chen-Hayes (2001) defined gender expression as the outward presentation of 

one’s gender identity in a sociocultural context. He defined gender role as “related to how 

a person is expected to act in terms of their social behavior in a culture based on 

masculinity, femininity or a combination of multiple gender identities” (p. 37). 

 Brannon’s (2011) definition of gender described the complex interplay or 

connection between sex and gender. Brannon (2011) described gender as “behaviors and 

attitudes that relate to (but are not entirely congruent with) biological sex.”  Her 

definition acknowledged the relationship between sex and gender whilst avoiding the 

tendency to equate both concepts. 

The social constructionist perspective of gender presented by Lorber (1996) 

allows for recognition of the social factors that shape gender and gender identities. Lorber 

(1996) and Brannon’s perspectives however, do not account for the individual’s role in 

processing or internalizing these social factors and influences that impact gender identity. 

The social constructionist view of gender may not entirely serve the phenomenological 

approach of this study. This approach highlighted the importance of the meanings 

individuals make of their experiences. Chen-Hayes (2001) provided a definition of 
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gender consistent with phenomenological research methods.  He defined gender identity 

as “...a person’s internal, subjective experience of how they feel and express themselves 

as a ‘gendered’ person in terms of gender roles, attitudes, and behavior” (pp. 34-48). This 

definition accounted for the subjective component of gender identity consistent with 

phenomenological research methodology seeking participants’ lived experiences of a 

particular phenomenon. The subjective meanings and experiences male elementary 

school counselors have regarding their gender and professional experiences were the 

focus of this study. 

Ann Colley (1998) acknowledged the complex interplay between cultural and 

biological differences in influencing gender role in society. Lorber (1996) stated biology, 

physiology, and sexuality do not add up to gender despite their interconnections. 

Common explanations of the division of labor and sex-role stereotypes point to 

differences in males’ and females’ reproductive roles where women assume more 

nurturing roles and men assume the role of providing resources; independence and 

aggressiveness were attributes necessary for males while nurturance was necessary for 

females (Colley, 1998). 

Social learning theory involves a process of socialization and social construction 

where gender identities may develop. Ideas of what it means to be male or female 

become internalized as a part of one’s self-concept. This process may involve gender-role 

stereotyping, which involves the internalization of stereotypes associated with being male 

or female.  In general, the social expectation is for the male child to be masculine and the 

female child to be feminine. Masculinity may involve such attributes as self-reliance, 

individualism, ambition, dominance, and the ability to lead. Femininity involves such 
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attributes as kindness, being affectionate, being eager to soothe hurt feelings, and 

reflecting expressiveness (Colley, 1998.  This is often referred to as process socialization 

in keeping with cultural and contextual expectations of what constitutes masculine and 

feminine roles.   

When the significance of sociocultural factors in the construction of gender are 

explored, the process may also result in binary and polarizing approaches to sex and 

gender that influence social scientific inquiry (Lorber, 1996). This binary or polarizing 

approach assumes the existence of two sexes; to be male means that one is masculine and 

to be female means that one is feminine.  The social and cultural context where the child 

is raised will determine the construction and expectations of gender identity. This 

constructed identity is often organized dichotomously as masculinity and femininity. 

Lorber (1996) challenged these polarizing categories related to gender by stating, 

“…when sex, sexuality and gender are deconstructed it reveals many possible categories 

embedded in social experience and practices” (p. 143). Lorber (1996) opened possibilities 

for the exploration of multiple femininities, masculinities, and gender identities. 

Additionally, Moran (2010) focused on the fluid and changing nature of gender. She 

stated gender is constantly constructed and reconstructed throughout a person’s life. The 

focus on the male elementary school counselor requires an understanding of the interplay 

of ideas of sex and gender in his career choice and professional experiences and also the 

further construction or reconstruction of his gender identity. Chen-Hayes’s (2001) focus 

on the individual’s own internalization of his or her “gendered” self is also important for 

understanding the construction of gender occurs at an individual and an internal level. It 
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is this individual construction of gender that allows for diversity, fluidity, and change 

(Jacob, 1992). 

The complexity that Lorber (1996) referred to requires viewing the career choice 

of the male elementary school counselor as characterized by a complex process, or that 

the counselor himself may be a complex individual with a rich narrative reflected in his 

career choice.                                  

Sex, Gender, and Biology   

There is an interesting body of research that looks at “biologically based cognitive 

influences on occupational choice” (Govier, 1998, p. 14). These findings are cited 

because of the conclusions the researchers arrived at upon completion of their research. 

Through the use of brain-scanning and cognitive assessments, the researchers explored 

the relative abilities and skills of males and females. Researchers described relative 

advantages that one sex may have over the other in areas such as perception, mental 

rotation, and spatial visualization. The researchers, however, concluded that it is best to 

see masculinity and femininity on a spectrum or continuum not necessarily tied to a 

person’s sex or the stereotypical roles that are often expected. Researchers concluded 

that, “human beings are not just male and female but are instead somewhere along a 

dimension characterized by extreme femininity at one pole and extreme masculinity at 

the other” (Govier, 1998, p. 14). This connects with ideas of multiple, changing, and fluid 

gender identities (Chen-Hayes, 2001; Moran, 2010). 

Researchers looking at biological differences between males and females made a 

direct connection between occupational choice and gender. Within the sociocultural 

construction of male and female roles there are ideas of what constitutes an appropriate 
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occupational choice for men and women. There are also ideas of what constitutes an 

appropriate choice of academic subject or degree major. The authors looked at polarity 

between the choices of high school and undergraduate male and female students in their 

subject choices and majors (Colley, 1998; Holdstock, 1998). Again, the researchers 

arrived at similar conclusions regarding the influence of social factors on gender and 

occupational choice. They highlighted the importance of exploring multiple masculinities 

and femininities as well as looking at these constructs as occurring on a continuum 

(Lorber, 1996; Govier, 1998). 

Major Developments in the Study of Sex and Gender 

Glasser and Smith (2006) summarized important developments in the use of the 

term gender in research. In their review of the major contributions made to gender 

research, the authors identified ten key theoretical and conceptual frameworks as a guide 

when doing research on gender. These principles serve as a guide throughout this 

research process. The authors outline the following principles: 

1. Gender and sex are not synonymous 

2. There are multiple masculinities and femininities that exist 

3. Gender comparisons need not be sex comparisons 

4. Gender is performative (it is what we do) 

5. Gender is not something that is added to biology 

6. Gender norms and individuals' genders are constantly changing 

7. Gender norms are context-sensitive 

8. Gender is inherently subjective 

9. Gender norms are created, enforced, and maintained by groups 

10. People are active in the construction of their gender (pp. 1-6) 

 

The focus on the gendered experiences of male elementary school counselors 

encompasses the concepts of sex and gender.  Reference to male school counselors is 

based on biological sex. Reference to his gendered experiences acknowledges sex and 

gender are not synonymous. This research study creates a space open to the existence of 
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multiple masculinities and femininities among the participants or co-researchers. This 

research is also open to the subjective, contextual, and changing nature of gender as 

reflected in experiences of male elementary school counselors. The male elementary 

school counselor’s role in the active construction and performance of gender in the 

context of school systems is acknowledged. The idea that gender is performative, or what 

people do, is important. Asking male elementary school counselors to describe their 

professional experiences involved a description of their actions or performances (Butler, 

1999; West & Zimmerman, 1987). Also important, and maybe conflicting, is a 

recognition that male elementary school counselors function in school systems and a 

wider society that creates, enforces and maintains gender norms.  These norms may not 

be acknowledged or validated in elementary school systems. 

Theories of Gender Development 

This section reviews theories of gender development. Social learning, cognitive, 

and schemata development theories collectively provide an important foundation for 

understanding the development of gender roles and identities. Collectively, these theories 

look at psychological and psychodynamic factors influencing gender development. They 

are important as they provide a developmental framework for understanding gender. 

These theoretical perspectives lay a foundation for studies of nontraditional careers and 

my specific interest in male elementary school counselors.     

Social Learning Theory   

Social learning theory of gender development suggests that gender roles are 

learned. According to Brannon (2011), social learning theory, “…predicts a process of 

learning gender roles that results in gradual matching of gender related behavior to the 
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culturally prescribed patterns through modeling and reinforcement of gender appropriate 

behaviors” (p. 123). The process of “learning one’s gender” involves various agents of 

socialization such as a family, peers, teachers, and media. Through the utilization of 

concepts such as operant conditioning and applying reinforcements and punishments, 

behaviors related to gender may be encouraged or discouraged based on the cultural 

norms and patterns of a given society. An individual’s career choice is among the wide 

range of learned behaviors. 

According to cognitive- developmental theorists, children’s gender-related 

behavior is part of their cognitive development (Brannon, 2011). This is consistent with 

Jean Piaget’s cognitive development theory, which sees gender development as a process 

of increasing cognitive abilities and a focus on the role children play in shaping their own 

thoughts (Brannon, 2011, p. 119). Key concepts for cognitive development theorists are 

gender labeling and gender constancy. Gender labeling relates to the cognitive ability of 

children to absorb and reproduce constructs of self and gender. Gender constancy relates 

to the ability or inability of children to recognize gender as a permanent construct. 

Gender constancy is essential for the development of gender identity as children begin to 

develop a gender identity based on a classification of self and others as irreversibly 

belonging to one gender or the other (p. 119).  Brannon (2011) noted that cognitive 

developmental theorists make references to children’s failure at gender labeling and 

gender constancy. These constructs become important measures of children’s gender-

related cognitive development.  Here ideas of gender and sex constancy or irreversibility 

conflict with the changing or fluid nature of sex and gender, which Jacobs (1992) and 

Chen-Hayes (2001) discussed in their definitions of these constructs.   
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I found the theory useful for my study of male elementary school counselors 

because it pointed to earlier cognitive developmental processes that might be involved in 

influencing gender identity. It is also helpful in understanding the earlier impact of 

gender stereotyping or sex-typing that results in numerical imbalance in school 

counseling and other nontraditional careers. Also worthy of consideration is the process 

of “learning one’s gender,” which may assume special significance for elementary school 

children. 

Brannon (2011) highlighted two key criticisms of cognitive development theory; 

the first related to its over-emphasis on gender constancy as the primary force of 

influence on gender development, and second, the tendency to treat gender the same as 

other cognitive abilities (p. 121). Cognitive development theory should not be read as a 

critical theory; it presents gender development as it is rather than how it ought to be. A 

critical theoretical approach would have resulted in writers actively challenging the status 

quo, which constrains individuals based on their race, class, or gender.  Cognitive 

development theories fail to account for how the process of learning gender is shaped by 

oppressive social institutions that serve to restrict rather than to liberate individuals 

(Creswell, 2007).                                       

Gender Schemata Theory 

Gender schemata theory is an extension of cognitive theories of gender 

development and an effort to address its inadequacies. It differs from cognitive theories 

as it asserts that gender-related behavior results from children learning gender schemata 

and not from general cognitive development.  Brannon (2011) cited Sandra Bem’s (1981) 

definition of schemata as “a cognitive structure or a network of associations that 
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organizes and guides an individual’s perceptions” (p. 121). Gender schemata theory 

allows for an appreciation of social factors that influence a wide range of human social 

behaviors. Brannon (2011) stated gender schema theory operates on the premise that 

children develop gender-related behavior because they develop schemata that shape their 

behaviors. 

Gender schema theory emphasizes culture in gender development to the extent 

that existing culture informs the schema. Children’s development involves the acquisition 

of schemata used to encode and organize ideas of gender.  A connection was also made 

between children’s gender schema and the development of self-concept or self-schema 

(Brannon, 2011, p. 121). Gender schema provides an overall map for how children and 

individuals assess self and others in terms of masculinity and femininity. The theory also 

predicts the cognitive changes that accompany schema formation and lead to changes in 

behavior.  It also predicts that developing gender schemata increases accuracy and 

memory of gender-consistent information compared to gender-inconsistent information. 

Gender stereotyping may be the result of children ready to interpret information in 

terms of gender. Brannon (2011) described gender stereotyping as the exaggerated and 

narrow concept of what is acceptable and appropriate for each gender--both positive and 

negative. Gender stereotyping is a natural outgrowth of using gender schemata (p.123).     

Gender Identity Development 

Brannon (2011) distinguished between the concepts of gender identity and gender 

role; where gender identity refers to identifying and accepting the self as male or female, 

gender-role behaviors are typically associated with being male or female (p. 129). It is 
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therefore possible for children or adults to behave in ways that are atypical for their 

gender yet have a clear gender identity. 

The development of gender identity begins during infancy. Gender identity 

development requires individuals to have some understanding of the categories of male 

and female. These categories may relate to characteristics, applicable labels, and 

activities for each gender. The process begins in early infancy, is developmental, and 

occurs in stages. The stages begin with little or no ability to distinguish between genders 

to the gradual development that ultimately leads to gender constancy. Brannon (2011) 

cited research that indicated infants 7, 9, and 12 months were able to distinguish between 

male and female faces.  By 9 ½ months, infants showed signs of gender differences in 

communication or gestures. However, by 24 months children showed differences in 

gender-related vocabulary. Throughout the process children may fail at different gender-

related tasks; for example, toddlers at eighteen months fail at gender labeling to identify 

males and females. Additionally, at age three, children lack gender constancy; they do not 

understand that being male or female is a permanent and unchangeable feature (p. 130). 

Gender constancy is described as an important concept that consists of two components. 

The first is gender stability or the knowledge that gender is a stable personal 

characteristic and the second is gender constancy or the belief that people retain their 

gender even when they adopt behaviors or superficial physical features associated with 

the other gender (p. 131).   

Theoretical Perspectives: Gender and Career Choice 

In Gottfredson’s (1981) article, Circumscription and Compromise: A Theory of 

Occupational Aspiration Gottfredson placed gender as a central factor in explaining 
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career development and choice. Gottfredson (1981) presented a developmental theory 

that began from preschool and lasted through the college years. Consistent with previous 

career development theories, she acknowledged the importance of self-concept and 

personality in explaining career choice. She, however, contended that factors such as 

social class, gender, and intelligence have been undermined in existing theories. Instead, 

there has been greater focus on “weaker” variables such as values and the interests of 

parents and children. Additionally, Gottfredson (1981) stated that critical factors such as 

self-concept and personality are influenced by an individual’s gender identity.  

Gottfredson (1981) also sought to account for how environmental factors may steer 

people into careers irrespective of their wishes (p. 546). 

Gottfredson (1981) identified four stages a person passes through in choosing a 

career. Orientation to size (ages 3-5) describes the first stage where young children grasp 

the concept of being an adult versus a child. Orientation to sex role is the second stage 

(ages 6-8) where gender self-concept is consolidated.  Orientation to social valuation 

(ages 9-13) is the third stage where abstract self-concepts of social class and ability have 

greater importance on social behaviors and expectations. Orientation to the internal 

unique self (14 and up) is the fourth and final stage and involves adolescents beginning to 

develop increased abilities to deal with abstract self-concepts and the emotional stress of 

adolescence. They become more connected to their internal feelings and unique 

capabilities. Young children have a positive view of all occupations that they are aware 

of; however, this changes with age and development of self-concepts (p. 549). 

This theory attempted to account for the fact that not all desired occupations are 

attainable. In adolescence, there is a narrowing of personal interest based on emerging 
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sophistication in self-concept. Adolescents become more sensitive to particular jobs most 

readily available to them; preference and accessibility should be balanced. Over time 

people will not necessarily implement the “better bets” or ideal jobs but instead take 

advantage of the opportunity to obtain satisfactory jobs (p. 549). 

Among the many factors that influence male nontraditional career choices are 

incomplete training, limited job opportunities, and location. Each factor may result in 

individuals having to choose between sacrificing compatibility according to interests, job 

level, or masculinity/femininity. This theory argues that sex-type interests are the last to 

be sacrificed. This has important implications for men who choose nontraditional careers 

including male elementary school counselors. According to Gottfredson (1981), such 

occupational choices represent huge compromises and a sacrifice of prestige. She noted 

that a person’s gender remains a critical and decisive factor throughout the career 

development process.   

Gottfredson’s theory identifies important concepts that influence career aspiration 

and decision.  Occupational image represents a generalization made about a particular 

occupation. For Gottfredson (1981), this term corresponds with occupational stereotype. 

These generalizations include ideas of appropriate jobs for different genders. A cognitive 

map of occupation allows individuals to judge the similarities and differences of 

occupations on certain criteria. These include sex type (masculinity/femininity), level of 

work, and field of work. Occupational images are therefore organized into a more 

structured view or map of the occupational world. A cognitive map is a generalization 

about occupations that links the individual images to each other into a more coherent 

whole (p. 547). 
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  Also important is the concept of occupational preference, which defines a 

person’s likes and dislikes and includes a range of most to least desired careers. These 

preferences are not connected to reality; they are wishes (p. 548). Perceived accessibility 

of occupation refers to the obstacles or opportunities in the social or economic 

environment that affects one’s chances of getting into a particular occupation. These 

perceived obstacles may require individuals to come up with occupation alternatives: 

Preferences that have been tempered by how realistic those choices are; these alternatives 

occur when compromise is made between job-self compatibility and accessibility. 

Gottfredson (1981) asserted that each individual develops a social space or zone of 

acceptable alternatives, i.e., a range of occupations a person considers acceptable 

alternatives although some may be better alternatives than others. There may be one 

occupation identified as the individual's best alternative at any time. What is significant 

about this theory is that gender continues to influence career development and choice. 

The pervasive influence of gender may allow us to assume that gender influences 

selecting and working at a particular occupation. Dodson and Borders (2006) explored 

levels of job satisfaction of male elementary school counselors focused on the influence 

gender stereotyping had on occupational experience. Their research revealed high job 

satisfaction for male elementary school counselors.   

Men Who Choose Nontraditional Careers 

Overview 

Studies exploring nontraditional occupational choice in men look at their career 

choices individually and collectively. This section explores efforts to understand male 

nontraditional career choices across different careers including nurses, dental hygienists, 
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family and consumer science (home economics) educators, and early childhood 

educators.   

Chusmir (1990) provided a comprehensive research review for male 

nontraditional career choices across different occupations. He examined the research on 

“…men who chose nontraditional careers in an effort to determine specific personality 

and background traits that may help identify and predict their occupational 

choices”(Chusmir, 1990, p. 11). Referring to studies conducted by Hayes (1986), the 

author mentioned four broad categories explaining male choice of nontraditional 

occupations. The explanations included: (a) more freedom and options, (b) the ability to 

pursue personal abilities and self-fulfillment not available in many sex-typed jobs; (c) 

increased stability and upward mobility, and (d) interaction with the opposite sex 

(Chusmir, 1990, p. 12). 

Chusmir (1990) highlighted empirical evidence that refuted theoretical claims that 

the discrepancies between gender identity and occupational stereotyping should produce 

stress and frustration in men. He identified research (Snavely and Fairhurst, 1986; 

Kadushin, 1976) that showed male nurses and social workers experienced minimal 

frustration related to their occupational choice (p. 12). Such results may indicate benefits 

that men experience due to nontraditional career choice.  Chusmir (1990) noted that 

identification of factors that influence male choice of nontraditional occupation was a 

complex process involving numerous factors. After reviewing the work of varied authors, 

Chusmir (1990) presented his model of male nontraditional career choices. He identified 

three categories: a) personal influences, including one’s background, birth order, parental 

characteristics, race, age, and education; b) family influences; and c) societal influences. 
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Chusmir (1990) identified a number of characteristics that distinguished men who 

chose nontraditional occupations from other men and from women with whom they 

shared the occupation. The personal influences on male career choice included 

characteristics such as age, having social (liberal) and esthetic values, being more 

nurturing, altruistic, noncompetitive, tender-minded, capable of demonstrating emotional 

sensitivity, possessing adequate self-concept, ego strength, self-esteem, male sexuality, 

and being intrinsically motivated.  Family influences included such characteristics as: 

power relations in the family (female- versus male- dominated), attitudes towards family 

role, children, and relationship and marital status.  Societal influences cited included such 

factors as: peer influences, media influences, gender identity, gender role, self-concept 

and prevailing norms regarding gender and occupations (p. 13). 

         Stenberg (1992) looked at the influence of having mentors on the career choices 

of home economic educators-in-training. She found men who choose nontraditional 

occupations must overcome both societal and personal barriers. Stenberg (1992) saw 

parallels in the experiences of male nurses and referenced Heikis (1991), who in his study 

of nurses stated that their nontraditional career choices were seen as a “deviation from the 

culturally mandated notion of masculinity” (Stenberg, 1992, p. 29).  Werhan (2010), in a 

similar study, found it is the content of family and consumer science that results in its low 

status. 

In addition, the stigma associated with being labeled gay were challenges to 

overcome that may have discouraged men from making nontraditional career choices. 

Stenberg (1992) highlighted the importance of social status within the process and 

pointed out that nontraditional career choices in men represent a decision to choose an 
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occupation of a lower social status. Mentoring was presented as a tool to counter the 

difficulties involved in making nontraditional career choices. Werhan (2010) noted the 

importance of providing assistance in the development of career goals, obtaining 

employment, and serving as a positive role model for men who make nontraditional 

career choices.   

Male Elementary School Teachers 

The “feminization of education debate” is relevant to my interest in the lived 

experiences of male elementary school counselors. The “feminization of education” 

denotes changes that began with mass education where the number of female teachers 

compared to male teachers rose to the teaching profession becoming female-dominated 

(Carrington & McPhee, 2008).  Richardson and Hatcher (1983) noted teaching was 

transformed from a male-dominated occupation to largely the domain of females. This 

has been more pronounced at the elementary level, which represents the focal point of the 

debate. The debate has occurred for decades but in recent years there has been renewed 

interest (Carrington & McPhee, 2008; Johnson, 2008; Martino, 2008; Smedley, 2006; 

Martino & Kehler, 2006; Lingard & Douglas, 1999). 

Widespread explanations for the “feminization of education” often focused on the 

use of women to provide cheap labor, which displaced more expensive male teachers.  

The National Education Association (2010) reported that 76 percent of American teachers 

are female while 24 percent are male. The numeric disparity between male and female 

participation in teaching is more pronounced at the elementary level where less than 4 

percent of the teaching staff is male (National Education Association, 2010). The debate 

has occurred in public and academic circles and often highly political and controversial. 
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Somewhat absent from this debate and research is the role of other male professionals 

who work in schools: social workers, school psychologists, and school counselors. 

Studies that have looked at the “feminization of education” have focused on the male 

elementary school teacher because of the numeric disparity between him and his female 

counterparts (Hansen & Mulholland, 2005; Miller, 1998; Penelope & Lee, 2003; Rentzou 

& Ziganitido, 2009). The declining numbers of male teachers is an indicator of the 

“feminization of education.” 

 The public believes boys’ underachievement is linked to the absence of men in 

classrooms. Additionally, there is the belief that schools have become feminized and 

organized to support female achievement and restrict the academic achievement of boys 

(Martino, 2008). Increased male participation in education is often seen as increasing 

academic engagement and performance of boys, providing role models within schools, 

assisting with discipline, and countering gender stereotypes (Carrington & McPhee, 

2008). Attached to beliefs about the benefits of men in schools are efforts to recruit more 

male teachers. Such beliefs and actions have been challenged. Johnson (2008) described 

efforts to recruit male teachers as “pro-male backlash or recuperative masculinity politics 

(organized by) those who enjoy the power by virtue of gender and are disquieted by the 

increase in female participation and are therefore seeking to rescue masculinity from the 

clutches of feminism” (p. 234). 

         Martino (2008) highlighted the lack of conclusive research findings to support 

advocates for increased male presence in schools. Rather critical of such efforts, Martino 

(2008) described the concerns as a “moral panic” and pointed to the anxieties or 

irrationality surrounding the issue. He noted that these responses were about the “status 
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of culturally accepted versions of masculinity in the dominant culture, which then results 

in the failure to address the gender politics and dynamics of sexuality that are implicated 

in the devalued status attributed to doing, “woman’s work” (Martino, 2008, p. 190).  

Martino sought to place the issue on a broader plain by highlighting the significance of 

gender and politics. He asserted that educational policy failed to address the significance 

of “men doing woman’s work that refutes discourses about the supposed detrimental 

influences of the feminization of elementary schools.” He sought to connect the 

significance of “men doing women’s work” to the existence of societal homophobia, 

compulsory heterosexuality and hegemonic masculinity” (p. 189). 

         Researchers of male elementary school teachers have also sought reasons for their 

low numbers; these explanations may help understand similar low numbers of male 

elementary school counselors. Researchers have pointed to beliefs and perceptions that 

have served to prevent men from choosing to work with young children. These included 

questions about men as potential sexual abusers, low wages, low status of the profession, 

stereotypes about childcare being women’s work, labeling of male caregivers as gay or 

not real men, and socio-cultural beliefs that men are less able to care for and educate 

young children (Rentzou & Ziganitidou, 200 9, p. 272). The belief that women because of 

their mothering instincts are ideally suited for working with young children seems to be 

the overarching principle that is internalized by society and males who would potentially 

consider teaching as a profession (Cunningham, 2002; Neugebauer, 1994; Kennedy, 

1991). Cunningham (2002) noted sex-role stereotypes may result in men who work in 

schools being viewed as disciplinarians, playground managers, or substitute custodians. 
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         On the other hand, supporters of male participation in schools highlight their 

potential as role models. Rentzou and Ziganitidou (2009) highlighted research that 

suggested children need to see men and women in caring roles to challenge the stereotype 

that caring is women’s work. Additionally, the significance of male presence for early 

childhood development and the importance of allowing men to take responsibility for the 

care of young children are reasons cited for supporting increased male presence in 

schools. Many of the arguments advanced for and against the presence of male school 

teachers help in understanding the male elementary school counselor. The shared 

experiences of both groups of men relate to shared work with young children in schools 

in female-dominated occupations. These shared professional experiences justify careful 

attention to the research on elementary male teachers in the absence of sufficient research 

on male elementary school counselors. 

         To understand the numerical minority status of men in teaching and related 

controversies, researchers have utilized concepts such as feminization of education, “the 

boy problem,” re-cuperative masculinity, hegemonic masculinity, gender politics, re-

masculinization, and defensive masculinity. Collectively, these concepts provide a context 

considering the male school counselor and in one way or another they highlight the 

connection between sex, gender, and societal systems of male dominance. Recuperative 

masculinity addresses the efforts of the system of male dominance to regain real or 

perceived loss of power and control. Hegemonic masculinity addresses the continued and 

pervasive control based on cultural normative ideas of masculinity that may serve to 

oppress women as well as men. Hegemonic masculinity embraces traits such as 

homophobia, compulsory heterosexuality, and aggression. A central feature of hegemonic 
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masculinity is its focus on the ideological subordination of men and women. Defensive 

masculinity addresses efforts to protect and maintain existing social, cultural, political, 

and economic systems that benefit certain groups of men (Connell & Messerschmidt, 

2005; Martino & Kehler, 2006). 

Given the similarities and shared experiences of both groups of men, we can place 

the male school counselor in the context of schools, the educational system, the 

“feminization of education” debate, and wider social factors such as gender, politics, and 

culture.  

The actual qualitative experiences of male elementary school teachers assume 

special significance for this study. Here the effort was to assess how their experiences 

shed contextual light on the realities of male elementary school counselors. 

Male Elementary School Counselors   

  While the studies that addressed male elementary school counselors were limited, 

the work of Dodson and Borders (2006) provided an important exception and a 

foundation. This was the only study that looked at elementary school counseling as a 

nontraditional career for men. Dixon (2005) looked at male and female counselors’ same-

gender and cross-gender experiences with male and female students; this bears 

significance to the male elementary school counselor. 

         Dodson and Borders (2006) conducted a quantitative study that compared two 

groups of men involved in traditional and nontraditional careers. Participants in the 

research were school counselors (n=100) who represented men who had entered a 

nontraditional or female-dominated career and male engineers (n=100) who had entered a 

traditional male career.  The researchers were interested in identifying factors that 



58 

 

influenced the choices of men who entered nontraditional careers against men who chose 

traditional careers. In comparing their participants the researchers looked at gender-role 

attitudes, gender-role conflict and job satisfaction. 

The researchers highlighted the small number of studies focused on male 

nontraditional career choices compared to studies of nontraditional career choices for 

women. The researchers referenced past research surrounding the possible value of male 

educators serving as role models in schools. Additionally, they highlighted the value that 

such research could have on efforts to encourage male participation in female-dominated 

professions such as elementary education.  In justifying their research, Dodson and 

Borders (2006) referenced past writers who had pointed to the need for a better 

understanding of the male nontraditional career choices (Jome & Toker, 1998; Lease, 

2003). As a theoretical source for their research Dodson and Borders (2006) relied on 

Gottfredson’s (1981) theory of career choice because of its inclusion of gender as a social 

factor that influenced career choice. The authors contended that while Gottfredson’s 

theory did not specifically address the issue of nontraditional career choices in men, it 

however, did emphasize that ideas of gender and sex-role stereotypes influenced career 

choice. From their review of Gottfredson (1981) the researchers were able to arrive at a 

working hypothesis regarding why men choose nontraditional careers; the researchers 

theorized that: 

…men who have less constricted ideas about their own gender and gender-related 

characteristics of nontraditional occupations would be more willing to choose a 

nontraditional career than would men with more strongly held traditional gender 

related beliefs (Dodson & Borders 2006, p. 284) 
 

The researchers were able to draw on supporting research that traditional career 

men have more traditional gender role attitudes, and nontraditional career men reported 
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lower masculinity and higher androgyny scores, had fewer traditional gender role 

attitudes and more liberal social attitudes (Lemkau, 1984; Hayes, 1989; Lease, 2003). 

The researchers highlighted the findings of Jome and Takar (1980), which showed 

contrasting attitudes of traditional career men, who were described as more homophobic 

and endorsed traditional masculinity ideology (Hayes, 1989 in Dodson & Borders, 2006). 

         Researchers asked participants from the two groups of men to complete surveys 

requesting demographic information related to their age, education, ethnic group, 

educational level, years of employment, socioeconomic background and parents’ 

socioeconomic and occupational backgrounds. In addition, the researchers administered 

four scales; The Jobs in General Scale that measured job satisfaction, The Occupational 

Choice Dilemma Inventory, which measured the extent of a participant’s compromise 

regarding his career choice, The Male Role Norm Scale, which measured the extent to 

which a participant had internalized ideas of masculinity based on social and cultural 

norms and finally, the Gender Role Conflict Scale, which measured the role conflict that 

occurs when “rigid sexist or restrictive gender roles learned during socialization results in 

personal restriction, devaluation or violation of others or self” (O’Niel , 1990, p. 25 

quoted in Dodson & Borders, 2006, p. 287). 

The researchers’ findings were consistent with previous research that compared 

men who worked in traditional and nontraditional occupations. They found that in 

general, mechanical engineers reported more traditional attitudes, choices and beliefs 

than elementary school counselors (Dodson & Borders, 2006, p. 290).  Additionally, 

engineers in the study tended to choose sex types over prestige when making 

compromised choices. Researchers noted that they however, wavered or struggled with 
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their choices when it came to sex type occupations with low prestige. Researchers also 

noted the contrasting preferences of male school counselors for prestige over traditional 

sex-typed occupations. 

         Dodson and Borders’s (2006) research can be seen as groundbreaking to the 

extent that it ushered the male school counselor into the wider debate and research 

regarding gender, career choice and nontraditional occupations. My struggle with Dodson 

and Borders’s (2006) research has to do with methodology; somewhere within the 

findings of the research there was a longing to hear the stories, experiences, thoughts, and 

feelings of the actual participants. There was a sense that a reality had been superimposed 

on these participants in the form of scales and measures that had been pre-designed to be 

administered to them. There was a need for the depth and richness that is associated with 

qualitative methodologies.       

         Rayle (2005) looked at male and female middle school counselors’ same-gender 

and cross-gender working alliances with male and female students. She sought to 

understand how the counselors’ interactions with students were influenced by gender 

differences. Rayle's research is important to the extent that it focused on gender 

differences and how it affects therapeutic interactions. It also brings into focus gender 

differences as an aspect of diversity by exploring how it might influence student- 

counselor interactions.  The researcher highlighted the unique challenges faced by middle 

school counselors in equally supporting both male and female students given research 

evidence that suggested the same-sex and same-race preference by high school students. 

Additionally, the researcher mentioned the tendency for early adolescent middle school 

students to seek help from adults of the same gender. 
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         Rayle’s research represented the first attempt to explore the issue of gender and 

working alliances between students and counselors at the middle school level. It could 

also be seen as an effort to explore the issue of multicultural competence in terms of 

gender differences. Using qualitative research methodology, Rayle (2005) conducted 

interviews with 22 middle school counselors in their own work settings. The counselors 

were asked to talk about their same-gender and cross-gender student-counselor 

experiences. Participants were also asked to reflect on if, or how they approached female 

and male students differently in individual counseling. 

         The result showed that all counselors did experience and acknowledge challenges 

in their cross-gender, student-counselor interactions. Female counselors expressed the 

greater willingness of female students to engage in individual counseling versus male 

students. In terms of working alliance, female school counselors reported different 

experiences when working with male students. These experiences ranged from high to 

low levels of engagement.  In co-ed situations there were equal levels participation for 

both male and female students. Additionally, female counselors felt a natural affinity to 

working with female students for whom they could serve as role models. 

         The experiences of male school counselors were similar to those of female school 

counselors in terms of cross-gender and same-gender counseling experiences. All male 

counselors spoke about having more challenges when working with female students. 

Additionally, male counselors noted that they took special precautions when working 

with females individually. There were also difficulties in cross-gender interactions when 

it came to female students exploring specific issues related to personal concerns. Male 
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school counselors also mentioned that they found it easier to identify with same-gender 

students. 

By focusing on cross-gender and same-gender alliance the researcher 

demonstrated the significance of gender in the experiences of school counselors. The 

author was also keen to mention the importance of considering legal and ethical issues in 

cross-gender interaction. Rayle’s (2006) research is important for my intended focus on 

the gendered experiences of male school counselors to the extent that her findings 

highlight the importance of gender. Here the importance of gender for students as well as 

counselors should be noted. The researcher pointed to the need for future investigations 

in this area. Her use of qualitative research methods gave greater voice to counselors in 

defining their own experiences. 

Summary and Conclusion 

The findings of the research literature review allows for a limited understanding 

of the lived experiences and outcomes of male elementary school counselors. This 

limitation is due to the fact that not much has been written about the experiences and 

outcomes of elementary school counselors. Gaps within the data allow for the creation of 

strategies to address the weaknesses.  In this section I explore the implications of the 

research findings for the emerging understanding and interest in the male elementary 

school counselor.  It is important to connect with the body of literature when looking at 

men who pursue nontraditional occupations. The underlined significance of gender and 

politics operating at a macro level should be acknowledged as factors that influence the 

nontraditional career choice of men in general. It is, however, important to recognize 

dissimilarities in the experiences of different occupational groups of men. It might be 
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useful to consider that sex-role stereotypes might have different consequences for 

different nontraditional occupations for men. Gender segregation may also be viewed as 

occurring on a continuum as is relates to different nontraditional career choices for men 

where some careers may have greater degrees of sex- role stereotype than others. It might 

be useful to consider that one nontraditional career group may have different experiences 

from another, given differing levels of sex-role typing. Male nurses, therefore, may have 

different experiences from elementary school teachers and male elementary school 

counselors. The possibility of differing experiences and realities points to the need for 

increased research to address specific groups of nontraditional occupations for men. 

The literature reviewed provides a useful tool to shape an understanding of the 

male elementary school counselor. One may develop a number of curiosities regarding 

his career choice and professional experience. His experience of satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction, justice or injustice, advantages or disadvantages, his interactions within 

school systems, his cross- and same-gender alliances, and more importantly the meaning 

he makes of his professional experiences are worth considering. Developing an 

appreciation for the complex interplay between biology, sex, gender, personality, and 

sociocultural factors was important in this process (Colley, 1998). The underlined 

controversies and contestations that often emerge when the issue of gender is explored 

were also anticipated (Martino, 2008; Martino and Kelher, 2006). The male school 

counselor works within school systems and this has contextual significance in his 

experiences of others and others of him. The wider debates concerned with the 

“feminization of education,” the underachievement of male students, and the role that 
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male professionals in schools should play in addressing the issue assumes some relevance 

in this study.   

 The elementary school counselor is a man who works with young children in 

society where the duties and tasks associated with his job are usually reserved for 

women. The fact that he works within an educational system in the capacity as a 

counselor is also significant; issues related to cross-gender and same gender therapeutic 

alliances are important. The wider debate regarding public education and the special role 

that he plays in that process is also important. Providing a context and a systematic 

process that allows the elementary school counselor to reflect on his own experiences is 

critical.  Finally, given the little attention received by the elementary school counselor in 

research, in many ways this review has not quite ‘located’ or developed sufficient 

understanding of his gendered professional experiences. While providing us with an 

important start, Dodson and Borders’s (2006) quantitative inquiry did not give sufficient 

voice to the male elementary school counselor. Collectively, the researchers 

acknowledged the need for increased research on nontraditional career choices for men 

(Dodson & Borders, 2006; Lease, 2003; Galbraith, 1992; Chusmir, 1990). Interest in the 

male elementary school counselor has meaning and social significance on a number of 

levels. The exploration of gender, occupational choice, professional experience and its 

connection with the wider concerns regarding public education justifies a special focus on 

the male school counselor. The desire is to provide empirical data that moves beyond the 

rhetoric and unsystematic approaches that Heppner and Heppner (2009) pointed out in 

their research.   
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Chapter III 

 Methodology 

Introduction 

The research methodology lays the blueprint of an intended study; its careful 

consideration is important for the entire research process. In outlining the methods and 

procedures the researcher seeks to make clear the path he intends to take in answering a 

question or exploring a topic of interest. The researcher makes a number of choices 

throughout this process. These choices may relate to the topic of the study, sampling, data 

collection, and data analysis, as well as the presentation of findings (Creswell, 2007). 

This chapter outlines the methods and procedures that will guide the entire 

process. I will make all efforts to maintain clarity while seeking to appreciate the 

complexity involved in the process. My interest in the gendered profession experience of 

male elementary school counselors is best answered by using a qualitative research 

methodology.  My research question is best read as, “What is the gendered professional 

experience of male elementary school counselors?”  Here, the word “gendered 

professional experience” denotes all social interactions within the context of work that 

may be understood as, connected to, or influenced by one's internal experience of one's 

masculinity/femininity and is not simply connected to being male or female (Chen-

Hayes, 2001). Professional experience will encompass all interactions, activities and 

tasks related to the performance of his job as a school counselor. This may include, but is 

not limited to interactions with students, teachers, parents, school administrators, local or 

regional school board personnel, community organizations, other school counselors, pupil 

personnel and all other staff working within school systems. 
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I sought to write a composite description of the phenomenon best described as its 

essence. To achieve this objective I utilized a transcendental phenomenological approach. 

I primarily relied on the methods and procedures provided by Moustakas (1994). 

The Qualitative Approach 

Merriam (1998) described qualitative research “…as an umbrella concept covering 

several forms of inquiry that help to understand the meaning of social phenomena with as 

little disruption of the natural settings as possible” (p. 5). Here, Merriam’s description of 

qualitative research pointed to the plurality of methods associated with it. Each researcher 

has to choose among these methods while understanding how their choice connects and 

varies with other methods of qualitative inquiry. 

Merriam (1998) identified common features of all qualitative research methods.  

These features are critical to my understanding of qualitative research and have also 

influenced my choice of this methodology. Merriam first identified that qualitative 

research methods collectively seek to understand the meanings people construct about 

their experiences while striving to obtain a deeper understanding. Secondly, it is 

recognized that the researcher becomes an instrument in the process. The implication of 

this for the quality and depth of data as well as bias on the part of the researcher were 

noted. The third feature mentioned was that the qualitative research process was 

inductive; the process begins with the researcher first collecting data that is then used to 

build concepts or theories. This is contrasted with the deductive process, which seeks to 

test a hypothesis. The fourth feature of qualitative research Merriam (1998) highlighted 

related to its ability to produce a rich description of the phenomenon being studied.   This 
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rich description is contrasted with the results of quantitative research, which tends to 

focus on statistics and numbers. 

Philosophical Basis of Qualitative Research    

Creswell (2007) first acknowledged difficulties with defining qualitative research 

before proposing his own definition. He asserted that “qualitative research begins with 

the assumptions, worldviews, the possible use of theoretical lens and the study of 

research problems inquiring into the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to social and 

human problems” (p. 37). Here, Creswell (2008) pointed to the importance of researchers 

understanding the connection between qualitative research methodology and the 

philosophical assumptions on which it is based. My decision to do qualitative research 

assumes an ascription to the philosophical assumptions that inform qualitative research 

methods. 

Creswell (2007) placed philosophy as a key determinant of a researcher’s choice of 

methods. These philosophical assumptions are related to ontology, epistemology, 

axiology, rhetoric and methodology. These philosophical assumptions and paradigms 

influence my choice of qualitative research and impact the entire process. In regards to 

the nature of reality (ontological), qualitative researchers believe that it is subjective and 

therefore dependent upon the different participants within the research. There is an 

assumption of the existence of multiple realities. Therefore, even before I begin this study 

my ontological orientation allows me to say that elementary school counselors have 

multiple realities. My choice of phenomenological research methods allowed me to also 

say that despite these multiple realities there is an ‘essence’ to what it means to be an 

male elementary school counselor. 
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Creswell (2007) noted that the qualitative researcher’s epistemological orientation 

results in a desire to “lessen the distance between him and the researched” (p. 17). This 

requires collaboration and partnership with research participants. In phenomenological 

research participants are regarded as co-researchers; this requires researchers to treat 

them as equals in the process of seeking to understand a phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994).   

According to Creswell (2007), the qualitative researcher’s axiological orientation 

requires acknowledgement that “the research process is value laden and that biases are 

present” (p. 17). In phenomenological research the process of “epoche” seeks to lessen 

the effects of pre-existing beliefs that may hinder the researcher from arriving at the 

essence of the phenomenon being studied.  Additionally, Creswell highlighted that 

language or rhetoric is critical to the process; the use of personal pronoun and emphasis 

on personal voice connects with my explicit ownership of my topic and subjective stance 

regarding my research. 

Consistent with Merriam (1998), Creswell (2007) noted the importance of viewing 

the researcher as an instrument in the research process; the idea of emergent design or the 

inductive methodology as well as the general constructivist orientation of qualitative 

researchers was also noted. 

Phenomenological Research 

Writers on phenomenological research methods often identify Edmund Husserl 

(1859-1938) as its founding father or most influential contributor (Coloizzi, 1978; Giorgi, 

1985, 1997, 2006; Moustakas, 1994; Phillips-Pula, Strunk & Pickler, 2011; Wertz, 2005). 

Other earlier influences on phenomenology identified were Kant (1724 – 1804), Hegel 

(1770 – 1831), and Bretano (1838-1917). Groenewald (2004) provided a context for 
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understanding the emergence of phenomenology at the end of World War I (1914-1918).  

He described a period of ideological crisis when the social order of European capitalism 

had been significantly challenged. Groenewald (2004) cited Eagleton (1983) who 

asserted that Husserl, in response to this post-war turmoil, “Sought to develop a new 

philosophy that would lend to absolute certainty to a disintegrating civilization” (p. 3). 

Groenewald (2004) further pointed out that Husserl “rejected the belief that objects in the 

external world existed independently or that information about these objects is reliable” 

(p. 4). Citing the writing of Eagleton (1983) and Fouche (1993) Groenewald noted that 

Husserl felt that human beings could only be “certain about how things appear or present 

themselves to their consciousness” (p. 4). Certainty Husserl required one to ignore 

anything outside of immediate experience. The external world therefore becomes, 

“Reduced to the contents of personal consciousness with realities being treated as pure 

phenomenon and the only absolute data from where to begin” (p. 4). Phenomenology 

therefore became “the science of pure phenomenon, with the aim being to return to the 

concrete” (Groenewald, 2004, p. 4).      

Phenomenological research methodology is rooted in philosophy and therefore 

requires researchers to grasp its philosophical underpinnings. The challenges and 

contestations associated with phenomenological research are in part because of its 

connection to philosophy. Creswell (2007) for example, noted that Husserl’s constructs 

are abstract and that this becomes the source of problem for later writers who are trying 

to understand this philosophy and method of inquiry. Further, Giorgi (2010) pointed out 

that “…many examples of phenomenological research become ambiguous and perhaps 

even faulty because the scientific procedures followed were not consistent with 
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phenomenological scientific criteria” (p. 4). Giorgi (2010) further asserted, “There is a 

gap between phenomenological philosophy and scientific research practices which 

requires the articulation of a phenomenological theory of science” (p. 4). This 

underscores the importance for researchers to have a sufficient grasp of the philosophical 

basis of phenomenology and its required research methods.      

Despite the variations in approaches to phenomenological research, the writings of 

Creswell (2008), Merriam (1998) and Findlay (2009) summarized common features 

listed below:   

1. It describes the meaning of several individuals of their lived experience of  

a concept or phenomenon. 

 

2. Phenomenological researchers place focus on the shared experiences of  

 participants despite their subjective realities and meanings. 

 

3. Phenomenological researchers hold the view that there is an essence to all  

            shared experiences. Their focus is to arrive at a description of this shared  

 experience that participants and the researcher himself have of a particular  

 phenomenon. 

 

4. Phenomenological researchers seek to produce rich and complex  

 description of the phenomenon they study.  The desire is to produce  

 descriptions of phenomenon as they are, “concretely lived” (Finlay, 2009,  

 p. 6).   

 

5. Phenomenological researchers acknowledge and seek to further  

            understand the relationship between themselves, the phenomenon being  

         studied and their co-researchers. 

 

Core Constructs of Phenomenological Research 

Phenomenological research is rooted in philosophy and key philosophical 

constructs. Wertz (2005) identified key construct such as “epoche,” “intuition of 

essences,” “intentionality” and “the life-world” (p. 168). “Epoche” is “the abstention 

from influences that could short circuit or bias a description.” Wertz referred to 
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“intuition of essence” as the effort to “delineate the invariant characteristics and 

clarify the meaning and structure of subject matter” (p. 168).  He described a 

formalized procedure that was developed by Husserl to provide rigor in knowing 

essences, also called “free imaginative variation.” He noted that the researcher would 

begin with a concrete phenomenon of which he or she wished to grasp the essence. 

The researcher then “imaginatively varies” it in every possible way in order to 

distinguish essential features from those that are accidental or incidental (p. 168). 

In the case of “intentionality and intentional analysis,” Wertz (2005) pointed out 

that in his writings Husserl radicalized Brentano’s concept of “intentionality.”  In 

reference to “intentionality” Wertz notes the following: 

“…consciousness is consciousness of something (independent of consciousness 

itself). I see a blackbird, think two and two is four, hallucinate a pink elephant, 

speak my mother’s name open a door or resent an insult. In these examples my 

mental life involves transcendence, that is, a relation to something (an object) 

beyond itself that means something to me” (pp. 167-168). 

 
For Wertz (2005), intentional analysis provided knowledge of “human situations, 

their meanings, and the process that generates those meanings and reflectively explicates 

the experiential process through which the situation is lived” (p. 169). Wertz (2005) 

identified the concept of the “life-world” or “lived world” (Libenswelt) as a central theme 

in Husserl’s work: 

Intentionality of human life is not an isolated ray illuminating a single subject; 

intentionality includes its relational context as it illuminates a “world.” The life-

world manifest itself as a structural whole that is socially shared and yet 

apprehended by individuals through their own perspectives….the life world as a 

whole…(represents) every situation in it and every moment of our psychological 

lives… it entails various forms of sociality as parts of its essential structure. 

Language also pervades the meanings of our surroundings and forms part of what 

makes the life-world more a collective place than the product of an individual 

isolated subjectivity….A person must not be reduced to his or her facticity or 

actuality because as long as a person is alive he or she holds greater potential for 
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activities and meaningful relations to the world, which means that the future 

remains and indeterminate ground of possibilities for becoming (p. 169).     
 

Here Wertz (2005) acknowledged the complex interplay between one’s subjective 

experiences and one’s shared experiences. It is the shared aspect of human experience 

that allows phenomenological researchers to go in search of “essence” while recognizing 

the existence of subjectivity. 

Methods and Procedures 

Giorgi (1985) highlighted several different approaches to phenomenological research. 

Additionally, he noted significant controversies concerning what constitutes good or 

appropriate phenomenological research. I acknowledged the challenges and contestation 

associated with this method and sought clarity in choosing Moustakas’s (1994) outline of 

procedures for conducting transcendental phenomenological research. The writings of 

Creswell (2007), Wertz (2004), and Giorgi (1995) added clarity and depth. Moustakas’s 

(1994) procedures are outlined below: 

1. Discovering a topic and question rooted in autobiographical meanings and 

values as well as involving social meanings and significance. 

 

2. Conducting a comprehensive review of the professional and research  

 literature. 

 

3. Constructing a set of criteria to locate appropriate co-researchers. 

4. Providing co-researchers with instructions on the nature and purpose of  

the investigation, and developing an agreement that includes obtaining  

informed consent, ensuring confidentiality and delineating the  

responsibilities of the  primary researcher and research participants,  

consistent with ethical principles of  research. 

 

5. Developing a set of questions or topics to guide the interview process. 

6. Conducting and reporting a lengthy person-to-person interview that  

focuses on a bracketed topic and question. A follow-up interview may also  

be needed. 
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7. Organizing and analyzing the data to facilitate development of individual  

Textural and structural descriptions, a composite textural description, a  

composite structural description, and a synthesis of textural and structural  

meanings and  essences (Moustakas, 1994, p. 103). 

 

Research Question and Topic 

Moustakas (1994) recommended the selection of a topic that has autobiographical 

significance. This topic can also be referred to as a phenomenon, which he defined as 

“that which appears in consciousness” (p. 26). He also noted that the term phenomenon is 

from the Greek word phaenesthai, which means to flare up, to show itself, or to appear. 

What appeared in my consciousness and became a topic of study was the idea of being 

male and being an elementary school counselor. Moustakas (1994) asserted that a 

phenomenon represents a suitable point for an investigation. With this in mind the 

research topic or phenomenon was “The Gendered Experience of Professional Practice: A 

Phenomenological Research Study on the Lived Experience of Male Elementary School 

Counselors.” The question guiding this study was: “What is the ‘essence’ of the lived 

professional experience of male elementary school counselors in terms of gender?” 

The autobiographical connection to this topic is that I am a male school counselor 

who has worked in various school systems from elementary school through university for 

fourteen years. While I never worked as an elementary school counselor, I shared with 

my co-researchers being male and being a school counselor. My lived experiences as a 

student, teacher, and school counselor within school systems were also important 

autobiographical details and facts explored later in this chapter. 

The “gendered” experience addresses the sum of all professional experiences that 

may be connected to or influenced by one's internal experience of one's 

masculinity/femininity and not simply connected to being male or female. I am therefore 
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looking at how the male school counselor, given his internal experience of 

masculinity/femininity (Chen-Hayes, 2001), makes meaning of his lived professional 

experiences.  

The school counselor’s professional experience was the context of the 

phenomenon studied and referred to all interactions, activities, and tasks related to the 

performance of his job. This included interactions with students, teachers, parents, school 

administrators, local or regional school board personnel, community organizations, other 

school counselors, school social workers, school psychologists, and all other school 

personnel working within the school system. The research question addressed the desired 

outcome of the research and was consistent with phenomenological research 

methodology. Determining the essence of the phenomenon relates to saying what 

participants have in common in their shared experience of the phenomenon. This is the 

process of identifying the “essential or invariant structure of the phenomenon” (Creswell, 

2007, p. 62).     

The Role of the Researcher 

A key feature of qualitative research is that the researcher becomes an instrument 

within the process. Through collaboration with participants the researcher is actively 

involved in shaping the entire research process (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009; 

Moustakas, 1994). 

Moustakas (1994) noted that the personal history of the researcher is connected to 

the focus of the research. I am a male school counselor studying the lived experience of 

male elementary school counselors. This fed my passion for the topic and at the same 

time pointed to my possible biases. It was therefore important for me to unpack the 
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meanings and understandings of being a male school counselor that I brought to this 

research. Not practicing school counseling in an elementary school gave me some 

distance from the specific phenomenon being studied, but it did not lessen the importance 

of unpacking other biases I brought to the process. 

The personal or autobiographical connection to my chosen topic therefore 

provided insight on both pitfalls and opportunities at the same time. The personal 

connection allowed for sustained drive and curiosity while harboring the possibilities of 

blockages that could have hindered my ability to arrive at the essence of the 

phenomenon. Efforts to address possible shortfalls required an integration of epoche as an 

important part of the research process. Epoche provides an avenue through which this 

process of deep reflection and unpacking occurred. By putting prior biases in check 

before starting the study, epoche is a process of fine-tuning the researcher as an 

instrument (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 1998). 

Qualitative research and phenomenological methods require the researcher to be 

explicit about his or her values or relationship to what he or she is studying. The process 

of epoche or “bracketing” involved my conducting a self-interview designed to make my 

own relationship clear by taking a connection or subjective stance towards the 

phenomenon I studied. 

In outlining his research process, Moustakas (1994) recommended that the 

researchers first find a question rooted in autobiographical meanings and values as well 

as involving social meanings and significance (p. 103).  
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Epoche 

Moustakas (1994) highlighted the importance of epoche or bracketing in the 

research process. Moustakas (1994) identified epoche as Greek word meaning “to refrain 

from judgment, to abstain from the everyday way of perceiving things” (p.33). Epoche is 

contrasted with the natural tendency of human beings and researchers to trust in their own 

perceptions or reality. Epoche requires the researcher to set aside his or her subjective 

understandings regarding a phenomenon. The phenomenon is returned to and looked at 

“freshly and naively in a wide open sense with a pure or transcendental ego” (p. 33). The 

process of epoche allows for transcendental phenomenological reduction which, “... 

moves beyond the everyday to the pure ego, in which everything is perceived freshly.” (p. 

34). 

Moustakas (1994) noted that Husserl regarded epoche as a freedom from 

supposition. Here judgments, biases, and preconceptions about things are set aside (p. 

85). Moustakas was careful to mention that epoche does not eliminate everything from 

the researcher’s mind. He noted that there is an acknowledgement of the reality of 

everything, but a denial or awareness of the “biases of everyday scientific facts, the 

knowing of things in advance from an external base than from internal reflection and 

meaning” (p. 85). 

Moustakas (1994) saw epoche as a preparation for deriving new knowledge and a 

new experience. When effectively done, epoche “allow things, events and people to enter 

anew into consciousness and to be able to see them as if for the very first time.” 

Moustakas was careful to note that the process of achieving epoche could be difficult. He 

mentioned, “…it requires unusual sustained attention, concentration and presence” (p. 
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88).  “The process involves clearing the mind of various influences through a process of 

deep reflection and concentration” (p. 87). 

Epoche in some ways highlighted the importance of the researcher as instrument. 

Moustakas (1994) mentioned that all else is put aside excluding the researcher who 

practices epoche. The researcher's transcendental consciousness allows him or her to see 

and experience a phenomenon for what it is. “The self-evidence that I (the researcher) am 

capable of knowing in the Epoche is available to me. I know that I see what I see, feel 

what I feel and think what I think” (p. 87). 

Finally, Moustakas (1994) connected the process of epoche to the central 

objective of phenomenological research; that of arriving at the “essence” of a 

phenomenon. In reference to epoche he noted the following: 

“When practiced wisely, realistically, and with determination to let go of our 

prejudices I believe the actual nature and essence of things will be disclosed more 

fully, will reveal themselves to us and enable us to find a clearing and light to 

knowledge and truth” (p. 90). 

 

Researcher's Disclosure and Reflection on Autobiographical Significance 

  

In this section I reflect on the autobiographical significance of my research topic. 

I have always had a deep interest in school systems. My fascination lies in how these 

schools function as a system to serve student needs. I have spent the last fourteen years 

working in various school settings and systems from elementary through university. I 

realize now that my decision to locate my study within a school setting is not by accident. 

The connection between education and gender is an important theme in my personal 

history. A high school education in Jamaica was a privilege that required students to 

demonstrate academic ability at an early age. It was an educational system dominated by 

single-sex institutions at the high school level. This reality was often controversial and 
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dominated the consciousness of the wider society. I attended one of the most prominent 

single-sex high schools for seven years and after graduating from university returned 

there as a teacher.    

Additionally, I have a deep interest in the influence of gender and gender identity 

on human social interaction.  I was born and raised in Jamaica, and for humble working-

class Jamaicans, education was the most important tool to get out of poverty. I had 

fourteen brothers and sisters all born to the same parents. What always fascinated me was 

that only the male children achieved college degrees and that none of my seven sisters 

moved beyond a high school diploma. Ideas of privilege and oppression within the 

context of my own family were some of the explanations for why this occurred. Boys 

were favored over girls. In time I realized that my third eldest sister was effortlessly the 

smartest child of my parents. She never had a chance and the only reason was because 

she was a girl. I remain saddened by this and have internalized my own sisters’ traumas 

around the oppressive nature of their upbringing. In retrospect I believe I developed a 

heightened sensibility and sensitivity around issues of sex, gender, masculinity, 

femininity, and the interconnections with privilege and oppression. 

After teaching in Jamaica for four and half years, I migrated to the United States. 

I was recruited to teach within the New York City public school system. The school that I 

worked in for the first six years had classes from universal pre-K through eighth grade. I 

initially taught sixth grade and was later asked to teach at the eighth-grade level. Within 

the first few days of work I remember seeing a male teacher with a universal pre-

kindergarten class. I recall being surprised and curious; it had struck me as an anomaly. 

He was the only male pre-kindergarten teacher in the school and the first I had seen either 
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in the United States or Jamaica. My curiosity was left hanging because after a few weeks 

I did not see him anymore; he had left his position. I taught for six years within this 

school and later came to realize that it had a higher percentage of male teachers than 

similar schools. The popular explanation offered was that the principal made a concerted 

effort to recruit male teachers. 

There was also fear connected to the experience of teaching in an elementary and 

middle school setting. I remember within days of starting the job, a senior male teacher 

came into my room and warned about being careful about being alone with students, 

especially female students. It was a fear planted within me and it remained throughout 

my time at that school. When I reflect upon my experiences within this school I realize 

the issue of gender impacting experience was always present. In some ways my decision 

to leave teaching and become a school counselor was connected to these experiences. I 

wanted to experience greater safety in the context of work. Being a male teacher working 

in an elementary school comes with this implicit notion that because of your sex you pose 

a potential threat to students. I did not feel alone in this, for in many ways my fears were 

passed on to me by more experienced male teachers. 

When I decided to return to graduate school to become a school counselor, the 

curiosity and questions about gender dynamics within the school system persisted. I had 

questions about what my experience as a male school counselor would be. I contemplated 

whether I would work in an elementary, middle, or high school. These contemplations, at 

some level, took the issue of gender into consideration. At one point I remember asking 

one of my professors a question about the connection between the gender of a school 

counselor and professional practice. The question was met with a blank stare and I do not 
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recall getting a response. I can recall no occasion when the potential significance of 

gender and professional experience was addressed in class. I felt dissatisfied because the 

issues of sex and gender felt so important; I could not imagine why it was never 

addressed throughout my entire program. In some ways I am seeking to answer those 

questions that have remained with me. 

I work as a school counselor in an alternative school setting with students with 

disabilities. I feel I have developed greater sensitivity to the important role that gender 

plays in my professional experience. I often ask myself questions regarding how 

effectively I serve the needs of all my students. I have concerns about cross-gender and 

same gender alliances as well as attaining multicultural competence. Interest in how I am 

perceived within the school system by teachers, students, parents, and community 

agencies is constant. These experiences come in different ways; it may be my principal 

expressing surprise that a female student communicated her history of sexual abuse with 

me or the tendency of students to ask if I were the dean of the school instead of the 

school counselor. I recall my conscious efforts to ward off projections of being a school 

dean or in some ways in charge of discipline or punishment. I recall one instance when a 

male student with whom I felt I had a relatively good working alliance said to me he felt 

my way of communicating was feminine. I remember smiling and replying that I agreed 

and that it was probably because I am a counselor. Since then I have come to learn and 

accept that my own internalized experience of masculinity/femininity connects with my 

choice of career and also impacts my experiences and effectiveness as a counselor. While 

I have numerous experiences where it appeared that gender was a significant factor that 

influenced my professional interactions, I still do not understand fully the nature of its 



81 

 

impact.   As an instrument of research I am still without conclusions regarding the 

essence of my own experience as a male school counselor. 

Population 

Participants in this research were licensed or certified male elementary school 

counselors who worked as school counselors for at least two years. All participants had 

graduate degrees in school counseling or related fields and a certification or license by 

their home state to practice school counseling. The participants expressed willingness and 

motivation to share their experience of being a male elementary school counselor.   

Ethical Considerations 

This research adhered to all relevant ethical principles related to the treatment of 

participants, the data gathered from the interview, and the uses of the results.  Walker 

(2007) identified beneficence and non-malfeasance as two important concepts to consider 

when conducting research. The careful consideration whether one is doing good or harm 

to participants should occur throughout the research process in the planning, execution, 

and presentation phases. An assessment of the potential risk to participants was done and 

it was determined that this research posed minimal risk to participants. Walker (2007) 

also recommended providing sufficient information about the research to participants. 

These include all information about the research and its aims, its intended purpose and 

potential benefits. Walker highlighted the importance of using the informed consent to 

provide information about the potential risks and benefits of the research as well the right 

of participants to withdraw from it.      

Other important factors highlighted by Walker (2007) that were observed in this 

research included a consideration of the context for the collection of data and providing 
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participants with information about the length of interviews and level of commitment 

required (p. 39). Walker mentioned the importance of researchers considering the 

sensitivity of the material and extended self-disclosure. The literature review suggested 

that participants may reveal sensitive information and therefore there were efforts to 

acknowledge this while monitoring for levels of distress. 

Polit and Hungler (1999) noted that informed consent means that participants 

have adequate information regarding the research, are capable of comprehending the 

information and have the power of free choice, enabling them to consent or to decline 

participation in the research voluntarily. Here the principle of autonomy on the part of the 

participants is emphasized. 

Maintaining ethical principles in the treatment of participants involved efforts to 

maintain confidentiality and the full disclosure of the nature and requirements of the 

research. Efforts were made to gain permission from The Human Subject Committee of 

Oregon State University. In an effort to maintain ethical standards, the following 

principles were observed: 

1. The right of participants to withdraw from the study at any time. 

2. Provision of participants with a clear outline of the purpose of the study  

 and the procedures to be used in data collection. 

3. Outlining a clear policy regarding the confidentiality of all participants. 

4. A statement about the potential risks associated with participation in the  

 study. 

5. A statement regarding the possible benefits of participating in the study. 

6. Securing the signatures of participants agreeing to participate in the  

 research. 
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Interview Questions 

Colaizzi (1978) highlighted that phenomenological research questions are most 

effective when they touch on the lived experiences of participants. With this in mind, 

participants were asked to respond to the following questions: 

1. What has been your experience of being a male elementary school  

 counselor? 

2. What special challenges or opportunities are presented by being a  

 male elementary school counselor? 

3. Can you recall significant events, experiences or incidents where being a  

 male elementary school counselor stood out for you? 

4. As a male elementary school counselor what has been your experience  

 working with young children? 

5. Describe your experience working with parents/guardians and families as  

a male school counselor. 

6. What has been your experience working with teachers? 

7. Describe your experience as a male school counselor working with school  

principals and other administrators. 

8. Describe any other incident (s) where you felt being a male school  

counselor may have influenced your interaction or experience with any  

member of the school community. 

In addition, participants were asked a short series of demographic and contextual 

questions during the interview; these questions related to education, gender, ethnicity, 

years of experience and context in which the experience occurred. These questions 

included: 

1. What is your age? 

2. What is your sex? 
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3. How many years have you been a school counselor? 

4. How many years have you worked as an elementary school counselor? 

5. How many years have you worked at this school? 

6. What is your racial identity? 

7. What is your ethnicity? 

8. Are you a licensed or certified school counselor? 

9. How long have you been practicing as a school counselor and when did  

 you graduate with a master’s degree in school counseling? 

10. What is your geographic region? 

 

Data Collection 

Phenomenological research seeks to collect data from multiple individuals who have 

experienced a particular phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). The data collection process 

began after all appropriate IRB forms were approved, participants were identified, and 

the consent process was completed. Participants in this study were present or past male 

elementary school counselors who have practiced or worked as school counselors for at 

least two years. The following recommendations of Moustakas (1994) were observed 

during the data phase: 

1. The researcher creates a climate in which the participant and co-researcher  

 will feel comfortable and will respond honestly and comprehensively. 

 

2. A reliance on in-depth interviews in which data related to the topic of  

study is collected. 

 

3. Questions designed to evoke a comprehensive account of the participants  

 experience will be prepared in advance.    

 

4. Questions may be varied, altered or not used at all when the co-researcher  

 shares  the full story of his or her experience of the phenomenon. 

 

5. The phenomenological researcher may begin the process with a social  

 conversation or meditative activity aimed at creating a relaxed and trusting  

 atmosphere. 

 

6. Asking the co-researcher to take a few moments to focus on the  

experience as well as moments of particular awareness and impact, and  

then describe the experience fully (pp.114-119). 
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Interviews will lasts between 45 and 60 minutes. After completion all interviews will 

be transcribed.  In addition I will use a reflective field journal to document observations 

of the work environment of the male elementary school counselors. Moustakas (1994) 

recommended that follow-up interviews be done with participants. For this research 

follow-up interviews will be done to have co-researchers examine the fidelity of the 

transcripts and the initial textural and structural description of the phenomenon 

(McGlasson, 2011). 

Data Analysis 

All interviews will be transcribed and sent to co-researchers for verification 

before data analysis begins. The data analysis phase will be critical for the entire process 

for it is at this stage that I will be seeking to arrive at the essence of the lived experiences 

of male elementary school counselors. To do this I used Moustakas’ (1994) modification 

of Stevick (1971), Colaizzia (1973) and Keen’s (1975) systematized approach to data 

analysis. This approach, in the specific order of analysis is outlined below: 

1. Using a phenomenological approach, obtain a full description of my own  

experience of the phenomenon. 

 

2. From the verbatim transcript of my experience I will complete the  

following steps: 

 

a) Consider each statement with respect to significance of description of 

the experience. 

b) Record all relevant statement. 

c) List each non-repetitive non-overlapping statement. These are the 

invariant horizons or meaning units of the experience.  

d) Relate and cluster the invariant meaning units into themes. 

e) Synthesize the invariant meaning units and themes into a description of 

the textures of the experience. Include verbatim examples. 
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f) Reflect on your own textural description. Through imaginative 

variation, construct a description of the structures of yours experience. 

g) Construct a textural-structural description of the meanings and essences 

of your experience. 

3. From the verbatim transcript of the experience of each of the other co- 

researchers, complete the above steps, a through g. 

 

4. From the individual textural-structural descriptions of all co-researcher’s  

 experiences, construct a composite textural-structural description of the  

 meanings and essences of the experience, integrating all individual  

textural-structural descriptions into a universal description of the  

experience representing the groups as a whole (pp. 121-122). 

 

In addition, I used a number of strategies to support my efforts to effectively 

analyze the data. These strategies included the use of journaling, continued revision and 

practice of “epoche” as well as continued collaboration with co-researcher to verify the 

emerging textual-structural composite description of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 

1994). 

Ensuring Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness relates to the quality of the methods, procedures and findings of 

qualitative research methods. This research sought to achieve trustworthiness following 

key principles and methods outlined by Morrow (2005) in her assessment of other 

qualitative methodologists such as Guba and Lincoln (1994), Patton (2002) and Lincoln 

(1995).   

Morrow (2005) identified trustworthiness as the term that is associated with 

constructivists/interpretivist research, which contrasted with the postpositivist qualitative 

research approach. The latter utilizes constructs such as credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability. This study will be framed in 

constructivists/interpretivists tradition and will seek to achieve a standard of quality of 
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trustworthiness through a focus on fairness, authenticity and meaning. Morrow (2005) 

summarized Guba and Lincoln’s (1994) “authenticity criteria” for achieving 

trustworthiness in constructivist research.  The “authenticity criteria” included the 

following:  

1. Fairness demands that different constructions be solicited and honored. 

2. Ontological authenticity seeks to ensure that each participant's constructions 

are improved, matured, expanded and elaborated. 

 

3. Educative authenticity requires participants’ understandings of and 

appreciation for the constructions of others are enhanced. 

 

4. Catalytic authenticity relates to the extent to which action is stimulated (p. 

252). 

 

Morrow also cited the work of Patton (2002) who pointed out the importance of 

reflexivity in providing an opportunity for the researcher to understand how his own 

experiences and understandings of the world affect the research process. Additionally 

Morrow highlighted Patton’s focus on praxis, integration of theory and practice as well as 

verstehen, which implies an enhanced and deep understanding. The importance of 

dialogue between among various perspectives was as stressed.  

Morrow (2005) suggested criteria for achieving trustworthiness across different 

research paradigms. These criteria included:  

1. Social validity addresses the question of the social value of the research being 

conducted. Ideas of prevention and social justice also assume significance. 

 

2. Subjectivity and reflexivity addresses the need to embrace the position of the 

researcher as co-constructor of meaning and integral to the interpretation of 

data. The importance of bracketing or self-monitoring is highlighted as a way 

of allowing researchers to be explicit to themselves and others, about their 

biases or connection to the phenomenon being studied. 

 

3. Adequacy of data does not simply relate to the number of participant but 

includes having adequate amounts of evidence, adequate variety in kinds of 
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evidence, interpretive status of evidence, adequate disconfirming evidence and 

adequate discrepant case analysis. 

 

4. Adequacy of interpretation relates the ability to the researcher during the data 

analysis phase to take important steps to ensure trustworthiness. This includes 

continuous immersion in the data throughout the research process. This 

emersion allows for a deeper understanding of the data as a whole and in its 

component parts. Adequacy of interpretation also seeks a balance between the 

researcher’s interpretation and the interpretation of the participants as 

supported by quotations (p. 256).    

 

This research accepts the importance of ensuring trustworthiness in the procedures 

and outcomes of the study.  The above principles and strategies outlined by Morrow 

(2005) will be observed in ensuring trustworthiness. This study will also consider other 

strategies aimed at conducting quality research and producing findings.  Creswell (2007) 

considered validation/trustworthiness strategies for all qualitative research and also 

suggested strategies for specific research methods. These strategies are outlined below:  

1. Clarify researcher bias from the onset of the study so that readers can 

understand the researcher’s position and any biases or assumptions that 

may impact the inquiry. In the case of the phenomenological researcher, 

“epoche” allows for the exploration of the researchers own personal 

connection to the phenomenon being studied and should uncover personal 

biases. 

 

2. Member checking is the strategy that involves the researcher seeking the 

views of the participants regarding the credibility of findings and 

interpretations. 

3. The production of thick and rich descriptions is seen as a strategy that 

allows readers to make a decision regarding transferability based on 

shared characteristics (pp. 208-209).    

Creswell (2007) noted that phenomenological research methods do not explicitly 

address the issue of validation. He referred to questions that Polkinghorne (1989) 

suggested for researchers to ask themselves. This research paid close attention to these 

questions: 

1. Did the interviewer influence the content of the participants’ descriptions  
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in such a way that the descriptions do not truly reflect the participants’  

actual experience? 

 

2. Is the transcription accurate and does it convey the meaning of the oral  

 presentation in the interview? 

 

3. In the analysis of the transcriptions, were there conclusions other than  

 those offered by the researcher that could have been derived? Has the  

 researcher identified these alternatives? 

 

4. Is it possible to go from general structural description to the transcriptions  

and to account for the specific contents and connections in the original  

examples of the experience? 

 

5. Is the structural description situation specific, or does it hold in general for  

the experience in other situations (p. 215)? 

 

 Both Creswell (2007) and Morrow (2005) identified the importance of the researcher 

demonstrating knowledge of the philosophical tenets of phenomenology. Questions 

relating to whether or not the topic of study constitutes a clear ‘phenomenon’ or if the 

study follows phenomenological data analysis procedures are also posed as a useful 

strategy.  The ongoing use of reflexivity through “bracketing” or “epoche” as well as the 

need for the researcher to question his interpretations was highlighted.  

Conclusion 

The methods and procedures outlined in this chapter served as a guideline for the 

intended study. Male elementary school counselors became co-researchers with whom I 

established partnerships aimed at producing a composite description of their lived 

professional experiences and outcomes. Throughout this process efforts were made to 

strengthen my understanding of the interconnections between the philosophical and 

methodological basis of phenomenological research. The idea that I am an instrument of 

the research and that I am researching or co-researching my own lived experience was 

critical. The awareness of the autobiographical, philosophical, and ideological 
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implications of what I chose to study is also important. The act of documenting or 

outlining one’s methodology therefore is not static but requires constant sharpening and 

fine-tuning where necessary. Ongoing consideration of issues such as ethics, validation, 

and trustworthiness were critical.   

Chapters 4-15 present the participants’ responses to the research questions. In 

these chapters, the transcriptions of all 12 participants were used to produce narratives or 

textural descriptions of their gendered professional experiences as male elementary 

school counselors. In addition, a structural analysis of all participants’ narratives looked 

at contextual factors that impacted their experiences. Chapter 16 looks at the experiences 

of all participants and produces a composite textural-structural analysis. This chapter 

aims to uncover the essence of the gendered professional experience of male elementary 

school counselors. Chapter 17 concludes the study by exploring findings, implications, 

and recommendations.     
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Chapter IV 

Participant One 

Textural Analysis 

I would describe my experience as a male school counselor as very positive. It has 

also been challenging, but challenging in a manageable sense. I think that all my years as 

an elementary teacher have helped me enormously. As a counselor and a male school 

counselor I feel I am at the center of the school; I am at the heart of the school culture. 

Being a male elementary school counselor is not something that I spend a long time 

thinking about or looking at, at all. It's kind of tricky when I think about how gender has 

affected my experiences. I think being a male school counselor has naturally separated 

me from the rest of the staff. I feel like if I were female I would be more a part of the 

community.  I would feel more like I fitted in.  I am thinking in terms of fitting in with 

female the teachers here. 

Even though I feel a little more removed as a male elementary school counselor, it 

has in some ways actually helped me; it has actually been a positive or a plus. I believe 

this because when a counselor is working at the heart of so many different populations 

you need to remove yourself.  You need not feel like you are a part of any one group 

because what school counselors need to do is balance and facilitate open communication 

between the different populations they encounter.  I think in order to do that it is best to 

be a bit removed, something I am able to do because I am a male. Being male and being 

different works to my advantage because typically in an elementary school there are a lot 

more female teachers, so if you’re a female there may be a tendency to want to assimilate 

and become a part of the teacher community and there is a disadvantage if this happens.  
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It is a disadvantage because counselors want to remain a bit distant or to be perceived as 

someone who is objective within the school community. You want to be seen as someone 

who is there to help everyone and not someone who is a part of a group or someone who 

has blended in with the mostly female teaching staff. I am not condoning too much 

distance because you may be seen as being off on your own little island and that is not 

what I would want. I want to be connected but also to be somewhat removed in order to 

facilitate and bring groups together. I think that is a huge advantage of being male in an 

elementary school. 

I see myself as a role model for the boys in school because they have many, many 

more females around them. I want to say that it is also important to have male role 

models for girls. We naturally focus on the boys because they are boys and they need 

someone of their same gender to identify with. In the case of girls they also need a male 

role model. It is a good thing for boys and girls to have a male who is more affective in 

his approach, more feeling oriented and who is open to talking about feelings. I think 

when I am able to do these things I am actually shattering the stereotypes for both boys 

and girls.  They are not used to this behavior from males so I am happy to be the male in 

their school community who is modeling that for them. 

When I think of some of the challenges, I have to say that because of the 

stereotypes, I think that children may be a little bit more wary of me in the beginning. 

They may not open up as easily to me because they're so use to opening up and 

expressing their feelings with women, causing them to be a bit reluctant at first. Maybe 

I'm just imagining this, or maybe it is because I'm an older person. 
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I think being an older male may be significant because I can remember when I 

was 25 or 35 years old, a time when children would really love the youthful quality in 

me. I think that children really gravitate towards those who more youthful, younger 

adults in many ways. I have noticed that it takes them a little longer to warm up to me 

than it used to be. I think if I were a young female it would be the easiest. If I were a 

young male it would be a little harder, but still easier for children to warm up to me. I 

have also noticed that differences in the interactions or reactions of boys versus girls all 

depend on the temperament of the boy or the girl. I do not think it is necessarily a gender 

thing. 

When I think of my experience working with teachers and parents I think they 

would open up to me more easily if I were female. I sense that because I am male they 

are a little more removed. I mentioned before that being removed can be an advantage, 

but as we see here it can also be a disadvantage. There is also something interesting that I 

have observed about working with teachers. There're a lot of younger female teachers at 

my school and I imagine that they see me a little bit more authoritatively and I am not so 

sure if that is due to gender or age. I am actually finding it hard to tease out gender and 

age, but I feel I am perceived as a little more of an authority figure than I ever thought I 

would be. I have to keep reminding them that I am not administration. And then the other 

interesting thing was when we got to the point in the year where we asked teachers to 

make referrals of students to me and nine out of ten times they asked me to work with 

their boys. I hardly got to see a girl. I noticed this quite suddenly when I looked at the list 

of children I was working with and saw they were all boys. It is now June and the first 

time that I am working with a girl this school year. I think there is a lot of meaning in that 
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and it’s usually the younger female teachers who make the suggestion. I wonder if they 

were male teachers if the same thing would have happened. It is interesting and I'm not 

quite sure what the answer to that question would be. 

Of all the populations in schools parents are the easiest for me to connect and 

communicate with, and I am not quite sure why. Again, I am uncertain of the variable. Is 

it because of my wealth of experience where I am so use to working with parents, given 

the quarter of a century of work with them? The idea of them coming to see me to talk 

about issues is like sleepwalking. Maybe it is because I did so much of it as a teacher, or 

maybe I'm male and they haven't challenged me as much as they would a female in my 

profession. There are people who would say that it's because I am an older male and I am 

a little removed and authoritative, so they do not mess with me, so to speak. 

As far as being an authoritative figure, I do not see myself as one at all. I really 

believe my approach is calm and inclusive. I want to simply allow people to open up and 

share; that is my approach. I think once they get past the male presence kind of thing their 

experience of me is very much that of a counselor. I don't think that if you were to 

interview anyone after spending time with me you would find someone who would say 

something like, "Don't mess with him." Even in working with me in counseling and 

seeing how I am not authoritarian with them it seems the male thing is always running 

through them. I don't know, maybe it is always there. It's kind of like this hurdle that’s 

daunting because I'm male. They may get over it a little, but there is the little strand still 

running through the experience, even though it's diminished somewhat because of my 

counseling approach, which I believe is probably very female. When I hear myself saying 

that, it seems it opens up a whole other conversation where it may seem as if I am 
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stereotyping counseling approaches. I don't know, but I think I am very cushy, warm and 

gentle and I guess those are female traits. As I have said before, I don't think about gender 

very much; it doesn't enter my picture. It is actually very interesting for me to spend time 

with you talking about this. It is allowing me to reflect on things that I haven't reflected 

upon before. 

In terms of my interaction with the school administration I do believe my being 

male entered the hiring picture, though it wasn't the only factor. I do believe that if they 

had found a competent female or if I didn't have the experience that I have they would 

not have hired me. But being male did enter the picture because they were looking to 

increase male presence. In terms of administrators, we have a head and an assistant; the 

assistant is male. He is great and I have had a wonderful time with him. It has really been 

the best year in terms of rapport. I think we bonded easily because of the fact that we 

were both males and we shared similar experiences in terms of coming into a 

predominantly female school. Here we have two men, kind of the token men in some 

respect. What I mean by token men is not in terms of token like, "Look everybody! We 

have men now." I don't feel that that is going on; this is a school of substance. When I 

reflect on what I have just said, I am a little startled by my choice of the word token.   

In terms of my experience with the school head, who is female there is definitely 

a feeling of respect. She is definitely the head of the school and she makes it clear, but I 

feel respected. I am wondering if it has to do more with gender, age or experience.  

There is a very interesting anecdote that I must share.  I think it really relates to 

the discussion about me being a male school counselor. So the school graduation will be 

on Friday and there is all this scrabbling around to find a driver. They needed someone to 
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drive a van in the city. A couple of weeks back the business manager, who is also male 

(one of the few men in our whole community) emailed myself and another staff to say 

that he is the one who usually drives the bus, but he can't, so he was wondering if either 

of us could. I was already thinking that he should have put out a message to the entire 

community asking if anyone could drive the van weeks ago instead of merely asking the 

two males.  It gets even more interesting, so the assistant principal says, "Sure, I'll take 

this; I'll do this." As it turned out, he was not able to do it, so I got a call asking me to 

drive the van. I said, "Absolutely not! I can't.” I do have a driver’s license but I hate and 

can't stand driving in the city. Never do; never will. So I asked them to find somebody 

else. 

I hung up the phone and started thinking to myself and I started feeling a little 

emasculated, which is something that I rarely if ever, ever, ever feel. But at that particular 

moment I did feel a bit emasculated. It’s like feeling as if I was not man enough. There 

was a piece of me that felt that refusing to drive the van was like compromising or not 

living up to my maleness. Somehow they were valuing me in this way and I was not able 

to give them back what they were giving to me. There was a piece of me that felt badly 

about it for a moment. I thought, “Oh gosh, I really let them down. What kind of a man 

do they think I am now?” This thought lasted for maybe five minutes and after that I 

couldn’t care less. I am thinking that I could use this as a teachable moment at my school. 

I really found my reactions interesting. 

Structural Analysis 

        P-1 had spent over twenty years as an elementary school teacher. He was quite 

familiar with the elementary setting and attributed some of his positive experience as a 
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school counselor to his previous role as an elementary school teacher. His experience as a 

teacher allowed to him to interact with teachers, administrators, parents and young 

children within elementary school settings. P-1 therefore mentioned that his prior 

experience as a teacher might explain why he has found parents to be the easiest group to 

work with as a school counselor.  He therefore credited his success with parents to having 

previously worked extensively with them as a teacher. His prior experience as a 

schoolteacher may have eased his transition into the position, despite the differences that 

exist between being a male school counselor and a male teacher in an elementary school. 

    

Structurally, P-1 works in a female dominated setting; in addition to being the 

only school counselor he is one of only two males at his school.  In addition to the setting 

being female dominated, there is also the idea that there is a shortage of males. P-1 

therefore may be required to think of his roles and duties in relation to these facts. A 

female dominated setting creates feelings of difference, separation and distance from the 

largely female staff. His duties and tasks as a school counselor are often delineated by his 

numeric minority status. He is a school counselor, who is also male in a female 

dominated setting. His experiences are therefore influenced by societal stereotypes 

regarding sex and gender roles. As such, sex-role stereotypes exist as a structural factor 

that influences his experiences. P-1 therefore mentioned that students may be a little more 

wary of him in the beginning and that they may not open up to him as they would with a 

female counselor. He also mentioned that younger female teachers might perceive him as 

more authoritative than he perceived himself. P-1 identified the advantages and 

disadvantages that may result from sex-role stereotyping. Being male increased the 
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possibility that he might be seen as objectivity among a female dominated staff.  Sex-role 

stereotypes also placed role expectations on P-1; because he was one of two males in the 

school, he was expected to drive the school van to graduation. P-1 identified this as an 

honor that was being placed on him that he was not able to deliver on. The brief feelings 

of emasculation that he felt after he refused to drive the van pointed to ways in which 

sex-role stereotypes may place sanctions on individuals who do not conform to the role 

expectations. P-1 at some level had internalized the notion that men should be drivers 

even though in his refusal he was challenging that stereotype. P-1 has often had to 

challenge sex-role stereotypes in the process of doing his job as a school counselor. In 

response to being seen as an authoritative figure P-1 pointed out that all he wanted was 

for people to open up and share or to get past the “male presence kind of thing.”         

P-1 was able to speak freely about his gendered experiences as a male elementary 

school counselor despite being a school counselor for just over a year. P-1 was able to 

describe his counseling style as being more feminine and relate an instance where he felt 

emasculated. The relative ease at which P-1 was able to explore these issues as well as his 

capacity to laugh at his gendered self may be in part the result of his prior experience as a 

male teacher working in a female dominated elementary school setting. P-1’s long 

experience of such “gendered setting” may have provided opportunities for him to 

develop insights and sensibilities around issues of sex and gender. P-1 described himself 

as being at the center of the school as well as being the heart of the school. These feelings 

can in part be linked to structure of elementary schools and the role played by school 

counselors. P-1 was the only school counselor employed at his school. His duties and 

functions required him to interact with teachers, administrators, students, parents other 
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school staff members and community agencies. P-1 was the only school counselor among 

a staff that was largely composed of teachers. The difference in the roles and functions 

that he performed versus the roles and functions of the teachers served to set him apart as 

well as create in him a feeling of being at the center or heart of the school culture. There 

were functions such as counseling that only P-1 could perform in his school. The 

performance of these functions would require interaction and collaboration among many 

groups within schools, therefore increasing feelings of centrality that P-1 talked about. 

These feelings of centrality existed however, with feelings of being set a part from 

the community. P-1 identified this as having some advantage given the nature of his role 

as a school counselor. P-1 pointed out that working with diverse groups, individuals 

within schools may require counselors to remove themselves. This removal of self allows 

him to create “balance” within the school and facilitate “open communication” among 

different groups. P-1 also added that “distance,” allowed him to be perceived as being 

objective within the school community. He contrasted this perception of objectivity with 

being perceived as being too ‘blended” with the mostly female staff. 

These feelings of being apart or distant may be structurally linked to the nature of 

the roles and functions of P-1 within his school. P-1 was the only school counselor within 

a school that was largely comprised of teachers and students. His duties and functions are 

different; he occupies an office versus a classroom and he has more mobility and 

autonomy because he is not tied to a teaching schedule the same way that teachers would 

be. P-1 however, added that gender differences intensified these feelings of distance or 

being set apart. He described that being one of only two males working at his school in 

addition to being the only school counselor were two factors that serve to set him apart 
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from the rest of the school community. P-1 acknowledged the complexity or difficulty 

that may result in being too distant or too connected. He cautioned against being seen 

being off on one’s own island. He is therefore conscious of the importance of maintaining 

the right balance that will allow him to carry out his role as a counselor.      

     P-1 was over 55 years old at the time of the interview. Throughout his reflection 

he had to process how the factors of age and gender intersected to influence his 

experience. He imagined that students would gravitate towards more youthful and 

younger adults.  Participant one felt he had to deal with social attitudes toward his age 

when he interacted with teachers as well. He identified the younger female teachers as 

seeing him as an authoritative figure, which contrasts with his perception of himself. P-1 

carefully pointed out that in these instances where age seemed to be a factor influencing 

his interactions. The factor of gender may also be simultaneously at play. He identified 

the difficulty of teasing out the influences of age and gender in his interactions.  

Textural-Structural Analysis 

Making Sense of Gender  

P-1 was engaged in a reflective process that required him to look at the impact of 

gender on his professional experience. Early in his narrative P-1 shared that he had not 

spent a lot of time thinking about being a male school counselor:  

Being a male elementary school counselor is not something that I spend a long 

time thinking about or looking at, at all. It's kind of tricky when I think about how 

gender has affected my experiences. 

 

Despite this initial statement, P-1 was able to produce a narrative that included thoughts, 

feelings speculations and specific instances where he felt that sex and gender impacted 

his experience. For P-1, it appears that not actively thinking about the ways in which 
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gender impacted his experiences was not an indication that he had not developed 

opinions, ideas or meanings about gender. The reflective process also became an 

exploration as well as a discovery of his gendered professional experience. 

As I have said before I don't think about gender very much; it doesn't enter my 

picture. It is actually very interesting for me to spend time with you talking about 

this. It is allowing me to reflect on things that I haven't reflected upon before.   

 

P-1was able to access or describe his gendered experience with varying levels of 

clarity; some experiences and meanings were easily accessed while others came to him as 

a surprise. At one point he referred to the assistant principal and himself as the “two 

token males” in the school and then expressed surprise at hearing himself say that. With 

reflection P-1 was able to access his gendered experiences. P-1’s narrative was an effort 

to make sense or meaning of his professional experience using gender as a key factor. He 

continued throughout his narrative to “tease out” gender. He also described this process 

as tricky and found that he had to take into consideration that gender as well as being an 

older male had impacted his professional experiences. 

Maybe I'm just imagining this or maybe it is because I'm an older person. I think 

being an older male may be significant because I can remember when I was 25 or 35 

years old and children would really love the youthful quality in me. I think that children 

really gravitate towards those more youthful, younger adults in many ways. I have 

noticed that it takes them a little longer to warm up to me. I think if I were a young 

female it would be the easiest. I think if I were a young male it would be a little harder, 

but still easier for children to warm up. 

P-1's ability to make sense of his gendered experiences required him to be open 

imagine what his experiences might have been if he were female school counselor. P-1's 
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ability to imagine himself as a female as well as an awareness of his own gender identity 

allowed him to assess the relative advantages and disadvantages of being a male versus 

female. 

I think being a male school counselor has naturally separated me from the rest of 

the staff. I feel like if I were female I would be more a part of the community.  I 

would feel more like I fitted in.  I am thinking in terms of fitting in with the 

female teachers here. Even though I feel a little more removed as a male 

elementary school counselor, it has in some ways actually helped me; it has 

actually been a positive or a plus. 

 
  For P-1, the process of making sense of his gendered professional experience has 

not always been certain or conclusive; it is sometimes speculative. It means that 

sometimes he was not quite sure of how gender had impacted a specific experience. He 

therefore speculated that female teachers and parents would open up to him more if he 

were a female. He also imagined what it would be like if he were a younger male school 

counselor.   

Making sense of gender required P-1 to explore his own masculinity and 

femininity within the context of his interactions. P-1 demonstrated an understanding of 

his own gendered self. His reflection required him to assess his internal experience of his 

gendered self as well as how other members of the community experienced him as a 

male. P-1 struggled with female teachers’ perception of him as an authoritative figure, 

which contrasted with his own internal experience of himself. He described this struggle: 

As far as being an authoritative figure, I do not see myself as one at all. I really 

believe my approach is calm and inclusive. I want to just allow people to open up 

and share; that is my approach. I think once they get past the male presence kind 

of thing their experience of me is very much that of a counselor.   

 
 In a further exploration of his gendered self, P-1 described himself and his 

counseling style as very cushy, warm and gentle; traits he identified as being female. P-
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1’s ability to serve as a professional counselor was being hindered by some members of 

the school community’s inability to see and experience him as he experienced himself. P-

1 understood that this interaction was being impacted by sex-role stereotypes. Members 

of the school community internalized those stereotypes as a part of their own process of 

making sense of him as a male school counselor. The expectations that he should drive 

the school van, to be an authority figure as well as the slowness of children to warm up to 

him were informed by sex-role stereotypes.   

Finding Positive Meaning in the Experience 

 P-1 described his experience as a male school counselor as great and positive. His 

description of his experience can be read as a description of his feeling both as a school 

counselor and as a male school counselor. He was careful to note that this positive 

experience has also “been challenging in a manageable way.” Despite the challenges he 

has been able to find positive meaning in his experiences. P-1 expressed that as a male 

school counselor he felt he was at the center of his school and that he was the heart of the 

school community. The school counseling position does require counselors to fulfill key 

or central roles as professionals who interact with various parts of the school community. 

P-1 one would therefore be required to interact with teachers, parent, students, and school 

administrators on a regular basis. These interactions may help to explain P-1’s feelings 

about being the center of the school as well as being the heart of the school culture. P-1 

was not just the school counselor; he was a male in a female dominated setting, a factor 

that may have intensified the positive feelings associated with being at the center or heart 

of the school community. P1’s positive experiences are reinforced by his actual 

interactions within the school. Being male allowed him to be more removed and 



104 

 

objective; he is therefore able to “facilitate open communication between all the different 

populations,” within the school. 

P-1 saw himself as a role model for boys as well as girls. He expressed, “It is a 

good thing for boys and girls to have a male role model. It is good for boys and girls to 

have a male who is more affective in his approach.” P-1 found positive meaning in being 

that type of male for students. He described that he found special meaning in being a 

positive role model for boys because there were, “So many, many more females around.” 

Additionally, P-1 also found positive meaning in his interactions with parents, whom he 

described as the easiest population for him to work with. He described working with 

parents as something comfortable as sleepwalking and credited his success to his many 

years of experience as a teacher. P-1 also described positive experiences with school 

administrators. He described having a great working relationship and bonding with the 

male assistant principal saying, “He is great and I have had a great time with him. It has 

really been the best year in terms of rapport.”  

P-1’s interaction with different groups within the school was positive, which 

impacted his overall impressions as a male elementary school counselor. Having one 

other male on staff to interact with provided an opportunity to develop a bond based on 

sex and gender. This may also have helped to lessen feelings associated with being 

separate or different from the largely female staff. 

Balancing Identity and Sex-Role Stereotypes 

P-1 was aware of how sex-role stereotypes impacted his experiences. These 

stereotypes were internalized by school stakeholders, and many of his interactions were 

affected. P-1 was often involved in balancing his identity as a male school counselor 
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against the existing sex-role stereotypes. His understanding of his feminine self and style 

of counseling was not readily understood by members of the school community who 

expected him to be an authoritative or traditional male. P-1 therefore understood that in 

performance of his role as a male school counselor he was challenging stereotypes 

surrounding sex and gender. 

It is a good thing for boys and girls to have a male who is more affective in his 

approach, more feeling oriented and who is open to talking about feelings. I think 

when I am able to do this I am actually shattering the stereotypes for both boys 

and girls.  They are not used to this behavior from males so I am happy to be the 

male in their school community who is modeling that for them.   

P-1 found positive meaning in shattering sex-role stereotypes and expresses 

comfort in his own gendered self, which does not conform to those stereotypes.  P-1 was 

able to identify how sex-role stereotypes served as a disadvantage for him when he 

worked with teachers, students and the wider school community. The basic expectation 

for him to play the role of a traditional authoritative male figure did not help in his efforts 

to build relationships as a counselor. His triumph is in his ability to surpass or transcend 

these stereotypes, to assert his own identity and build that support of his professional 

identity. P-1 however had to contend with the pervasive nature of these stereotypes: 

Even in working with me in counseling and seeing how I am not authoritarian 

with them it seems the male thing is always running through them. I don't know, 

maybe it is always there. It's kind of like this hurdle that’s daunting because I'm 

male. They may get over it a little, but there is the little strand still running 

through the experience, even though it's diminished somewhat because of my 

counseling approach, which I believe is probably very female. 

 

For the most part P-1 identified himself as challenging sex-role stereotypes. He 

demonstrated comfort in his own gendered self and identity as a school counselor. He 
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was however, able to identify a moment when he internalized some of these stereotypes. 

After refusing to drive the school van, P-1 described his brief reaction: 

I said, "Absolutely not! I can't.” I do have a driver’s license but I hate and can't 

stand driving in the city. Never do; never will. So I asked them to find somebody 

else. So I hung up the phone and I started thinking to myself, I started feeling a 

little emasculated, which is something that I rarely if ever, ever, ever feel. But at 

that particular moment I did feel a bit emasculated. It’s like feeling like I was not 

man enough. There was a piece of me that felt that refusing to drive the van was 

like compromising or not living up to my maleness. Somehow they were valuing 

me in this way and I was not able to give them back what they were giving to me. 

There was a piece of me that felt badly about it for a moment. I thought like, “Oh 

gosh, I really let them down. What kind of a man do they think I am now?” This 

thought lasted for maybe five minutes and after that I couldn’t care less. 

 

P-1’s reaction showed the strength and pervasive nature of sex-role stereotypes. It also 

showed his own insight into his gendered self and efforts to balance his identity against 

forces that may serve to challenge it. These stereotypes often characterized many of his 

interactions within the school and required him to perform by their dictates.  His ability to 

first refuse to drive the van, to recognize his feelings after refusing and then to let go of 

those feeling are symbols both of his vulnerability and his strength. 

P-1 speculated about the privileges or benefits that he may have received by being 

male. He recognized that sex-role stereotypes came with some advantages. P-1 felt that 

there was an advantage because he was male and not female because being male set him 

aside from the largely female staff and allowed him to assume the professional distance 

required to serve different members of the school community. 

The idea of them coming to see me to talk about issues is like sleepwalking. 

Maybe it is because I did so much of it as a teacher or maybe I'm male and they 

haven't challenged me as much as they would a female in my profession. There 

are people who would say that it's because I am an older male, I am a little 

removed and authoritative, so they do not mess with me so to speak. 
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  Here P-1 continued his effort to “tease out” gender against other factors. He 

speculated that being perceived as a traditional male may result in the tendency for 

parents to not challenge him as they would a female school counselor. P-1 however 

described that he never quite accepted or delighted in these advantages and in some ways 

he actually saw them as hindrance to the performance of his duties as a professional 

school counselor.   

Responding to Low Male Presence 

 P-1 was aware that he one of only two males who worked at his school. He 

occupied a numeric minority status within his school and this impacted his experiences. 

Questions regarding what role he should play given the low male presence arose and had 

to be addressed. P-1 described that his hiring was connected to him being male: 

In terms of my interaction with the school administration, I do believe my being 

male entered the hiring picture, though it wasn't the only factor. I do believe that if 

they had found a competent female or if I didn't have the experience that I have 

they would not have hired me. But being male did enter the picture because they 

were looking to increase male presence.   

 
The apparent shortage of males in elementary schools had impacted his hiring process. P-

1 therefore had to in some ways respond to this shortage. He had to play a special role in 

the lives of the boys in his school. P-1 described his special duty as a role model: 

I see myself as a role model for the boys in school because we have so many, 

many, more females around them. I also want to say that it is also important to 

have male role models for girls as well. We focus naturally on the boys because 

they are boys and they need someone of their same gender to identify with. 

 

P-1’s described a practice that had a special focus on boys because of his belief 

about their developmental needs and the fact that he was one of only two males in the 

school. His professional practice had been forced to place special focus on boys given the 

shortage of male presence within his school. 
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His experience was also impacted by the sex-role stereotypes held by other adult 

professionals within the school. These stereotypes affected role expectations and the 

actual tasks he performed. The role he played in the lives of the girls within the school 

community was therefore limited. P-1 described that he came to the realization that his 

ability to serve the needs of girls had been negatively impacted by stereotypes held by 

teachers: 

I feel I am perceived as a little more of an authority figure than I ever thought I 

would be. I have to keep reminding them that I am not administration. And then 

the other interesting thing was when we got to the point in the year where we 

asked teachers to make referrals of students to me nine out of ten times they asked 

me to work with their boys; I hardly got to see a girl. And all of a sudden, I 

noticed, I looked at the list of children I was working with and they were all boys. 

It is now June and the first time that I am working with a girl this school year. I 

think there is a lot of meaning in that and it’s usually the younger female teachers 

who refer them to me. 

P-1 felt that female teachers were operating on the assumption that a male school 

counselor could not or should not counsel young females. By referring mostly boys to see 

him they were acting based on stereotypes about a male’s inability or unsuitability to 

counsel young females. It appeared that teachers had come to view his presence at the 

school in terms of serving the needs of male students, given the shortage of adult males 

within the school.    
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Chapter V 

Participant Two 

Textural Analysis 

 

When I think of myself as a school counselor, I see it as a role where I am a male 

working with a younger population from pre-K through age five, which is basically the 

ages of four through eleven. I see myself as a role model, something along the lines of a 

good parent or a good father figure. This was my motivation for choosing to work in an 

elementary school.  I had the choice when I first started to work in secondary or elemen-

tary, and I actually did both at the beginning, but I decided that I liked the elementary 

part better.  I felt that the younger kids needed a male presence in that capacity, some-

body serving in the role of a helpful person. I mean, of course, teachers are helpful, but 

that's more academic and a different kind of approach with children.  I felt that there was 

a need for a male presence and I noticed also that it wasn't prevalent. I think at the time 

that I started there might have been three of us in the district and now I'm the only one. I 

really think that all kids at that age need that kind of male presence or reference. Many 

don't have a father regularly in their lives or even an older adult male relative. Many chil-

dren are raised by a single female parent. In this school most children have a father fig-

ure, but some don’t. In a female dominated school setting, many children, even if they 

have fathers at home, do not see many males. As the children get into the higher grades 

there are more male figures, especially in high school.  So that's the kind of perception I 

had - I thought, “Why not have that kind of presence in elementary school?” I am think-

ing about the kind of presence where as a man, I can function in a kind and caring capaci-

ty, where I am not the dean or a disciplinarian, though I do enforce the rules at times. It 
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doesn’t have to be a female playing that role all the time, a male could be just as nurtur-

ing, not in the same exact ways of course but it's still nurturing in the same ways a father 

is supposed to be. 

Being a male school counselor presents more as an opportunity than a challenge 

at the elementary level, being that there are so many females in this role.  Being a male is 

sort of welcomed rather than seen as a disadvantage or something unusual. I mean it is 

unusual in a way but it depends on how you approach it. The way I as a counselor ap-

proach it is to see it as more of a positive. Just because it's a different gender, it's a differ-

ent role and different kinds of qualities. If the adult caretakers or providers in the school 

are all females then basically that is just that. It's just sort of a one-track kind of experi-

ence.  However, being a male and being one of the few males in any capacity in the 

school, it's seen more as a welcoming kind of opportunity. It is not seen as a negative or 

even punitive thing. Just because you're male doesn't mean that you're the bad guy, so 

that's what I mean by more opportunities rather than challenges. 

 As a male school counselor I have never had an issue in my interactions with par-

ents. This is despite the fact that everybody else they speak to regarding their child may 

be a female then; all of a sudden the guidance counselor is a male. It has never been a 

roadblock for me, not even when working with different cultures. There are some cul-

tures in the district where the female-male contact is expected to be minimal or it is not 

encouraged. Even in those cultures me being a male school counselor has not been an is-

sue. The families know that this has to do with their child's education and they somehow 

adjust, even if it's a male that they have to deal with. 
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I would say that being male has never been an issue when working with children. 

The guidance counselor role or school counselor role is such that it's highly visible. It re-

quires us to be very involved in all school functions and activities. I'm here five days a 

week; all of the students know or see me every day and they're aware of my presence. 

And if they don't know who I am they still know that I work here because they see me all 

the time, but then as they get older they know who I am and then even if I don't have di-

rect communication with each one they still know who I am and what my role is based 

on. They might also receive information from their friends. And sometimes they even ask 

me, "What do you do here?"  They know my name. They see me every day, but they 

don't always know what I do.  They know that kids come and see me. They know that 

sometimes those kids say, "Well, sometimes we play games with the counselor." So 

they're aware of who I am and in most cases they know why I'm here and it has never 

been an issue. 

 I have never had specific comments from staff or parents based on the fact that I 

am a male school counselor. Nothing has ever been specifically mentioned or communi-

cated directly. In my interaction with students sometimes, based on how they see and re-

late to significant adult males in their lives, they may see my role as authoritative, even 

though that is not my role. I recognize that all adults in the school are in a position of au-

thority, but I'm not like an administrator.  I don't make the rules although I do enforce 

them.  I'm not the disciplinarian, but I think little kids based on their experiences would 

tend to see a male as more of an authoritative figure versus a female. I guess it is like the 

phrase, "Wait until your father gets home" so he makes the final decision or he has the 
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final authority.  There are certain stereotypical perceptions of males and that persists, es-

pecially with little kids.  

This reaction on the part of kids usually changes over time with trust.  If I work 

with them personally, the trust factor is important and then they know firsthand that I'm 

not there to get people in trouble. They know that they don't come to me, to the counse-

lor, because they’re in trouble and even if they are in trouble they know that I am still not 

a disciplinarian.  As to those students who may not know exactly what my role is, they 

may think that I'm just an authority figure, but that perception would change once they 

actually interacted with me in an official capacity. 

I think people in general who don't know you personally but just know what your 

position is might think two different things. Their thinking may be based on ideas about 

traditional male and female roles. This may be different in high school where there are 

more male school counselors than in elementary schools. Even in my personal life when I 

tell friends and relatives what my job is they have said things like, "Oh, well, I never had 

a guidance counselor in elementary school. I only had one in high school." And there are 

far more male counselors in the upper level and it’s more accepted or more common. 

In terms of working with teachers there are times when the interaction has nothing 

to do with my position as a counselor, but perhaps it’s because of my gender. Sometimes 

people may have personal biases or personal perceptions that have nothing to do with the 

actual job or job performance maybe based on people's personal issues or opinions re-

garding me as a person or me as a male rather than having anything to do with me as a 

male counselor.  If I was a teacher and I was a male, there'd be the same kind of issues or 

non-issues. It's hard to describe. Some people have their own issues about males in gen-
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eral or their relationships with males or their own perceptions and their own opinions 

about males. Their opinion was based upon who I am as a male person, and not as a male 

counselor. I am sure some kind of stereotyping happens all the time, everywhere, any 

time, any situation, in any occupation and it's not different here so it's a personal kind of 

thing. It's universal and it works the other way around too. Males have certain issues with 

females or certain perceptions, certain biases, so it works both ways.  I know on the other 

hand, especially in elementary schools, it's traditionally a more female than male staff, so 

that could have something to do with the projections one receives. If you're one of the 

few males in a certain environment and most of the other staff members are female, may-

be some of them will project their problems or whatever onto you. I have had this experi-

ence but I do not think that I need to share it and must say it had nothing to do with my 

role as a school counselor. 

I have had very positive experiences working with principals and administrators.  

As a matter of fact, there may be some advantages. I don't know if I would even call it 

advantages.  I've worked in ten schools throughout the 20 years, this being my tenth. I 

think sometimes I'm relied upon to fulfill certain kinds of duties based upon being a male.  

I get that feeling, but I do not necessarily think it's a negative thing. I think that might be 

the reasoning and also it's hard to say whether it's that alone or whether it's a combination 

of being trusted with those kinds of responsibilities based upon the administration's 

judgment/opinion. I guess if they didn't feel like I could do it then they wouldn't ask me 

to do it, whether I was male or female.  I tend to look at it as confidence and for me that 

is a positive thing. If I'm entrusted with that responsibility, then I feel that it's because of 

my ability, my knowledge, and my experience.  I guess it's also, for the lack of a better 
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word, a luxury for an elementary school to have some males on the staff and depending 

upon what their positions are then those responsibilities are assigned. I'm sure that that's 

part of it because I know if there were no males those responsibilities would have to be 

assumed by females. So that’s what I mean by luxury and maybe the administration feels 

that certain things would be good for one of the male staff members to do.  For example, 

at all NYC schools there is something called the Building Response Team and I serve as 

the team leader in ours.  Now, every school has a building response team and I think most 

of them are headed by assistant principals, whether they're male or female, but in my case 

I am the team leader and we do have an assistant principal.  She's female, so I think that 

has something to do with it. 

Structural Analysis 

P-2’s professional experience was shaped by the fact that he was a male school 

counselor working among a predominantly female staff at his elementary school. He was 

hired to serve in a role that had been previously occupied by females. This factor 

significantly shaped his experiences and impacted the role he played within the school. P-

2 felt welcomed by the school community. He expressed with satisfaction that he was 

well known and played a central role within the school. Here the idea of being central or 

known within a school may be connected to the nature of the school counseling 

profession where counselors in carrying out their duties are required interact with various 

parts of the school community. Being one of the few males in the school increased P-2’s 

visibility or centrality. In generalizing about the profession he pointed out that the duties 

and functions as a school counselor required involvement in all school functions and 

activities. 
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Working in a predominantly female environment had some implications for roles 

and duties that he performed as a school counselor. P-2 was therefore assigned certain 

tasks because there were so few males in the building. He identified for example that the 

role he has played on the school’s safety committee may have been due the fact that he 

was male and that it is “luxury for an elementary school to have some males on the staff.” 

P-2 also speculated about the impact his many years of professional experience may have 

had on some of the duties he was assigned.   

Despite feeling welcomed, he acknowledged that he worked in a context where 

sex-role stereotypes existed and impacted his experience in various ways. P-2 understood 

that by practicing as a male school counselor that he was challenging sex-role 

stereotypes. He understood sex-role stereotypes as a cultural force that could be 

challenged and overcome.    

In overcoming stereotypes about gender P-2 identified time as a significant factor. 

By building relationships of trust with students and staff over time P-2 was able transcend 

some of the limitations of stereotypes and serve the community as a school counselor. 

Spending time to work through issues of trust was important for P-2.  He would have 

required more time to build trust, given existing stereotypes about gender and what it 

means to work with young children. 

P-2 shared also that not all his interactions within schools were able to go beyond 

stereotypical beliefs about gender. He pointed out that gender bias is universal and that he 

had interactions with a female staff that may have been influenced by her biases and prior 

experiences with men.   
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P-2 was also working in a school community where there was an acknowledged 

shortage of male presence. The shortage meant that he may have had to perform certain 

duties and tasks aimed at addressing this shortage. The school community felt that boys 

were more negatively affected by the shortage of adult males at the school than girls. P-

2’s professional practice was therefore in part geared at addressing the needs of male 

students in the school. He therefore served as a role model for male students. His function 

as a role model was intensified by the strongly held beliefs that there was a shortage of 

male presence in the lives of students. P-2 shared that many of the children did not have 

fathers or male relatives in their lives. These factors created more urgency for P-2 to play 

a special role in the lives of male students and shaped the nature of his experience and 

practice.        

Textural-Structural Analysis 

Making Sense of Gender  

 P-2 made a conscious decision to work at an elementary school serving students 

between the ages of four and eleven. He believed that school settings needed to have 

males serving in the capacity of role model for young children. P-2 felt that a male 

performing in the capacity of a helpful person was especially important for kids 

developmentally. 

I see myself as a role model, something along the lines of a good parent or a good 

father figure. This was my motivation for choosing to work in an elementary 

school.  I had the choice when I first started to work in secondary or elementary, 

and I actually did both at the beginning, but I decided that I liked the elementary 

part better.  I felt that the younger kids needed a male present in that capacity, 

somebody serving in the role of a helpful person.   
 

By choosing to work in an elementary school P-2 sought to address what he felt was a 

shortage of male presence. He was expressing his belief about sex, gender and children’s 
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developmental needs. He believed in the importance of children seeing males and female 

performing diverse and nontraditional roles within school settings.   

I am thinking about the kind of presence where as a man, I can function in a kind 

and caring capacity, where I am not the dean or a disciplinarian, though I do 

enforce the rules at times. It doesn't have to be a female playing that role all the 

time; a male could be just as nurturing, not in the same exact ways of course but 

it's still nurturing, in the same ways a father is supposed to be.  

 

 P-2 described that sex and gender roles were determined by sex role stereotypes 

that exist within wider society. He understood that sex-role stereotypes awarded varying 

sanctions or posed advantages and disadvantages for individuals. While his presence as a 

male elementary school counselor ran counter to sex-role expectations he was able to 

describe advantages and opportunities: 

The way I as a counselor approach things is to see it as more of a positive. Just 

because it's a different gender, it's a different role and different kind of qualities. If 

all the adult caretakers or providers in the school are female, then basically that is 

just that. It's just sort of a one-track kind of experience, however, being a male 

and being one of the few males in any capacity in the school is seen more as a 

welcoming kind of opportunity. 
 

P-2 described his presence in the school as a novelty. He was a male in a school that had 

a predominantly female staff and he was also a male performing the role of a school 

counselor. These factors, combined with the shortage of male presence within the school 

may help to explain the opportunity or advantage that P-2 felt he had within the school 

community. 

In making sense of sex and gender P-2 had clearly developed a sense of his 

gendered self, which he described throughout his narrative. This gendered self was at 

time consistent with traditional sex-role expectations and at other times ran counter to 

them. When P-2 made reference to serving as a father figure or a good parent in the lives 

of children, this may be considered consistent with role expectations. However, he also 
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envisioned the role of being the caring and nurturing male, which would run counter to 

role expectations. P-2 described his understanding of this challenge: 

It doesn't have to be a female playing that role all the time; a male could be just as 

 nurturing. Not in the same exact ways of course but it's still nurturing, in the  

 same ways a father is supposed to be. 

   
 P-2 had developed a sense of how individuals within the community were making 

sense of him as a male. These interactions may have been influenced by varying levels or 

intensities of the sex-role stereotype held by members of the school community.   

 P-2 mentioned that gender has never been an issue when working with parents 

and children. He described that this has been the case even when working with families 

of cultures where male-female contact was expected to be limited. He shared that gender 

was never an issue. What he means is that gender has never hindered his efforts to deliver 

services to families. P-2 identified the families’ desires to have their children educated, as 

well as his visibility as a professional school counselor as factors that lessen such issues. 

 P-2 described ways in which sex-role stereotypes impacted his experience with 

young children. He shared that children would often see him as an authority figure, 

perhaps similar to how they viewed their own fathers. This meant that he had to work on 

building trust and on getting the children to understand his professional and gender 

identity. 

Finding Positive Meaning in the Experience 

By choosing to work in an elementary setting P-2 was fulfilling a purpose and a 

need. By locating his practice in an elementary school he was seeking to provide male 

presence at the elementary level. He felt that there was a shortage of males at this level 

and that young children needed to interact with caring and nurturing males. P-2 spoke 
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passionately about this need and felt that he had in some ways served to fulfill this need 

for over twenty years as a school counselor. 

 P-2 had worked in other school settings and had made the decision to work at the 

elementary setting. His presence in an elementary setting was one of choice and not by 

chance or the mere availability of a job. 

This was my motivation for choosing to work in an elementary school.  I had the 

choice  when I first started to work in secondary or elementary, and I actually did 

both at the beginning, but I decided that I liked the elementary part better. I felt 

that the younger kids needed a male present in that  capacity, somebody serving 

in the role of a helpful person.  

 

 The passion with which P-2 approached his job was borne out of a belief that 

many of the children that he served lacked male presence in their lives. This is the case in 

their homes as well as at school. P-2 found positive meaning in being able to serve as a 

role model. He described his role as being more like a father figure or a good parent. 

 P-2 found positive meaning in his ability to be a certain kind of male within his 

school community. His purpose was to serve in a caring capacity versus being seen as a 

dean or a disciplinarian. P-2’s ability to perform duties that were believed to be only 

appropriate for a female was an important part of his motivation. P-2 therefore found 

positive meaning in challenging sex-role stereotypes. The stereotypes that he was able to 

challenge existed within the wider society, within the school and in his interactions with 

individual students. In his work with students he was able to describe that they too 

usually held stereotypes about what males and females should do. P-2 took pride in being 

able to work through these stereotypes and build positive relationships with students.   

 P-2 took pride in the fact that he occupied a visible and central role within the 

school. Being one of few males within a school system that lacked male presence made 
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him feel welcomed. P-2 described having positive experiences working with school 

administrators. He shared that in some ways he may have had an advantage because of 

his twenty years of working in ten different schools. He took pride in the fact that he has 

often been entrusted with special responsibilities. He spent some time trying to describe 

why he had been given these special responsibilities: 

I've worked in ten schools throughout the 20 years, this being my tenth. I think 

sometimes I'm relied upon to fulfill certain kinds of duties based upon being a 

male. I get that feeling; I do not say whether it's that alone or whether it's a 

combination of being trusted with those kinds of responsibilities based upon the 

administration's judgment/opinion. I guess if they didn't feel like I could do it then 

they wouldn't ask me to do it, whether I was male or female. I tend to look at it as 

confidence and for me that is a positive thing. If I'm entrusted with that 

responsibility, then I feel that it's because of my ability, my knowledge and my 

experience. I guess it's also, for lack of a better word, a luxury for an elementary 

school to have some males on the staff and depending upon what their positions 

are, those responsibilities are assigned. 
 

Despite the fact that he struggled to explain the reasons why he was given these 

responsibilities P-2 found positive meaning in the trust and respect the school 

administration gave him. 

 P-2 described that he was given the responsibility of heading the school’s building 

response team. This position would traditionally be assigned to an assistant principal and 

it therefore raised questions for P-2 regarding whether or not the assignment was based 

on his sex. P-2 described other possible explanations for the assignment; these included 

his experience and abilities. Taking on a role traditionally assigned to an assistant 

principal may be symbolic of his acceptance of the role of authority figure. This is a role 

that he had fought hard to resist in the performance of his other duties as a school 

counselor. This may be difficult to determine given the experience and skills that P-2 

possessed and the often-diffused nature of tasks and duties performed by school 
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counselors at the elementary level. In an elementary setting it is not unusual for 

counselors and teachers to play a number of different roles because of staffing issues. 

Teachers and counselors may therefore be coaches or band directors as well.       

Balancing Identity and Sex-role Stereotypes  

P-2 described a shortage of male presence in elementary schools and felt this was 

a result of sex-role stereotypes. P-2 was seeking to challenge these stereotypes and to 

provide what he felt was important professional services at the elementary level. He 

believed that students should have a counselor performing in the “role of a helpful 

person.” The helpful, caring and nurturing male that P-2 sought to become in elementary 

schools represented a challenge to prevailing sex-role stereotypes. He envisioned being 

able to function in a nontraditional role within schools, which would contrast with 

traditional role expectations of males. P-2 described his vision: 

I am thinking about the kind of presence where as a man, I can function in a kind 

and caring capacity, where I am not the dean or a disciplinarian, though I do 

enforce the rules at times. It doesn't have to be a female playing that role all the 

time; a male could be just as nurturing, not in the same exact ways of course, but 

it's still nurturing in the same ways a father is supposed to be. 

  
 P-2 described a desire to be a male within this school who did not take traditional 

male roles that are associated with power and authority. He wanted to be a man who 

performed roles that were traditionally assumed by women within elementary schools. He 

described an awareness of sex-role stereotypes and sought to challenge the ideas of what 

men can and cannot do. He sought almost to justify the right for men to perform 

nurturing roles by likening it to what fathers traditionally do. P-2 can be seen as engaged 

in a process of balancing his identity against existing stereotypes, which questioned his 

role as a school counselor. This balancing process occurs throughout his narrative and 
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often involved P-2 describing the relative benefits of being a male versus a female 

counselor. 

The way I as a counselor approach it is to see it as more a positive. Just because 

it's a different gender, it's a different role and different kind of qualities. If all the 

adult caretakers or providers in the school are all females then basically that is just 

that. It's just sort of a one-track kind of experience, however, being a male and 

being one of the few males in any capacity in the school, is seen more as a 

welcoming kind of opportunity. 
 

 P-2 described that his numeric minority status presented opportunities for him 

within his school. He felt that he brought diversity or difference to the “one track” kind of 

experience that existed within the school. The school however, had different ideas about 

the meaning of the difference that he brought to the community. The expectations for him 

to perform traditional male roles in some ways conflicted with his desire to serve as a 

school counselor. P-2 did not want to be the authority figure that members of the school 

community were expecting of him based on their own internalization of sex-role 

stereotype. He rejected attributes such as power control and authority. These qualities ran 

counter to his gender identity and his effort to practice as a school counselor. P-2 

expressed that he should not have to be “the bad guy” just because he is male. 

 P-2 described a struggle to practice a profession that was consistent with his 

gender identity. The community within which he worked experienced him differently. 

Being male meant that he was an authority figure, a disciplinarian or a punisher. These 

expectations were based on stereotypes about gender roles held by staff members. P-2 

highlighted that his effort to build relationship with students has also been affected by 

their own internalization of sex-role stereotypes. 

I don't make the rules, I mean I may enforce them but I don't. I'm not the 

disciplinarian,  but I think little kids based on their experiences would tend to see a 

male as more an authoritative figure versus a female. I guess it is like the phrase, 
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"Wait until your father gets home," so he makes the final decision or he has the 

final authority.  There are certain stereotypical perceptions of males and that 

persists, especially with little kids. 
 

 Being male affected P-2’s ability to do his job. He was able to counteract these 

challenges working to build relationships with students. At some level these relationships 

would seek to transcend sex-role stereotypes or help students to better understand him as 

a male school counselor. 

This reaction on the part of kids usually changes over time with trust.  If I work 

with them personally, the trust factor is important and then they know firsthand 

that I'm not here to get people in trouble. They know that they don't come to me, 

to the counselor, because they’re in trouble and even if they are in trouble they 

know that I am still not a disciplinarian.   
 

P-2 spent time building relationships with students in order to counter their initial 

reactions to him. P-2 described that these initial reactions were based on the children’s 

stereotypical understanding of sex and gender roles. Spending time to build these 

relationships with students was balancing his identity against the existing sex-role 

stereotypes.  

P-2 described an interaction where he felt that a female staff member’s personal 

sex and gender biases impacted his experience. P-2 described this experience as a kind of 

sex-role stereotyping that takes place on a personal level: 

Sometimes people may have personal biases or personal perceptions that have 

nothing to do with the actual job or job performance, maybe based on people's 

personal issues or opinions regarding me as a person or me as a male rather than 

having anything to do with me as a male counselor.  If I was a teacher and I was a 

male, there'd be the same kind of issues or non-issues. It's hard to describe. Some 

people have their own issues about males in general, their relationships with 

males or their own perceptions and their own opinions about males. Their 

opinions were based upon who I am as a male person, and  not as a male 

counselor. 
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P-2 described a relationship that had ruptured even before it started because of what a 

male represented for his female co-worker. P-2 speculated about her personal history with 

men as well as stereotypes she may have held about men. While not sharing too much 

detail about his interaction with the female teacher P-2 had clearly been affected by it. 

The experience and interaction that he described with his female co-worker was a 

challenge to his gender identity.  Her reaction to him was based on her own “personal 

issues” with males.  

Responding to Low Male Presence 

P-2 was aware that as a male he was numeric minority within the school that he 

worked. He had worked as a school counselor for twenty years and at the time that he 

started he estimated that there might have been three male counselors in his school 

district. At the time of the interview he was the only one left. He shared that early in his 

career he realized that there was a need for male presence. P-2 described that there was a 

significant shortage that he personally sought to fill. He had a special interest in serving 

at the elementary level where he felt the need for male presence was greatest. This 

knowledge and awareness significantly impacted his experience as a male school 

counselor. The low male presence within the school also manifested itself in the wider 

society. P-2 noted that many of his students did not have fathers or males around. 

Many children are raised by a single female parent.  In this school most children 

have a father figure, but some don’t. In a female dominated school setting, many 

children, even if they have fathers at home, do not see many males. 
 

Questions arose about the role he should play given the existing realities. P-2 made a 

choice to work in elementary schools to address these realities. He described the reasons 

for his choice:  
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So that's the kind of perception I had. I thought, “Why not have that kind of 

presence in elementary school.” I am thinking about the kind of presence where as 

a man, I can function in a kind and caring capacity, where I am not the dean or a 

disciplinarian, though  I do enforce the rules at times. 
 

P-2 responded to the low male presence within his school by serving as an example of a 

caring and nurturing male figure within the community. He felt that young children 

needed to have such a person around. This also meant challenging stereotypes about what 

men should or should not do.  P-2 envisioned a practice where he could function “in a 

kind and caring capacity, where would not be the dean or the disciplinarian.” 

 P-2 two experiences certain challenges in his efforts to respond to the lack of male 

presence in his school. He struggled to promote an identity as a male school counselor 

who could develop caring and nurturing relationships with students. P-2 described this 

conflict: 

I recognize that all adults in the school are in a position of authority, but I'm not 

like an  administrator. I don't make the rules. I mean I may enforce them, but I 

don't. I'm not the disciplinarian, but I think little kids based on their experiences 

would tend to see a male as more of an authoritative figure versus a female. I 

guess it is like the phrase, "Wait until your father gets home" so he makes the final 

decision or he has the final authority.  There  are certain stereotypical perceptions 

of males and that persists and especially with little kids. 
 

P-2 was seeking to provide a specific kind of male presence that he felt was missing in 

the school and generally in the lives of his students. In his attempt to do this he would 

often have to deal with the stereotypes held by the students themselves. P-2 was able to 

build relationship of trust with students over time. These relationships of trust came after 

students had come to an understanding of the identity of the school counselor. Building 

relationship became a process of working towards congruence between P-2’s experience 

of his gendered self and the student’s own views of him as a male.    
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Chapter VI 

Participant Three 

Textural Analysis 

 

I have a lot to speak about on the topic of being a male elementary school 

counselor.  First I will say that it’s been enlightening yet validating, in terms of some of 

the preconceived notions I’ve had about what goes on at the elementary school level.  It’s 

no secret that at the elementary and middle school levels there’s not a lot of male 

presence.  I had a hunch or a hypothesis that was validated and confirmed when I went 

into the profession. The hunch was that more females worked at this level because it’s 

more of a maternal kind of feel and it’s actually highly emotional with the students.  So 

my hunch was that it’s a highly emotional and I’d say also volatile environment. I use 

that word volatile sarcastically, but it’s an emotional commotion that most men don’t 

have. We don’t have the resilience and we don’t have the heartiness for it.  We don’t have 

the tolerance for emotional flairs, but women do. I have this quote that I kind of put out 

there, and I don’t mean this in an insensitive way at all, but I say that all students are 

females until puberty. What I mean by that is they display typical traditional female 

characteristics; they tend to be overly emotional and very needy. They need attention and 

validation. They’re very cliquey and they have to be in groups.  They can also be hot 

tempered if they don’t get what they want.      

These are all things that women have a great tendency to tolerate more than men 

can.  So my hunch is that the elementary school kids tend to be more emotional and most 

females are cool with sitting in emotional settings where the mood changes and it could 

get very personal.  Most men don’t really care about the personal stuff.  We’re more task-
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oriented, results oriented and we don’t always want to linger. Even if you’re a counselor, 

you don’t always want to linger on the problem.  I have a colleague who is female and we 

work very well together.  We’re like yin and yang and she would linger on the process by 

asking the student what happened, wanting to know more or wanting to know how it felt 

versus working quicker on the actual next steps, to get to the solution.  I realized that as a 

male I do the opposite; I’ve gotten better at lingering in the process but the male side; it’s 

so hard to fight the task-oriented, goal-oriented side. 

I’ve actually gotten better in the sense that I came to realize that this is the 

environment that I work in and also this it is what the students need.  So elementary and 

middle school counseling is very much emotional; it’s very much emotionally based. It is 

less results oriented because kids are still developing so they can’t quite grasp the concept 

of what the results should look like and what you should be working towards.  For them it 

is more the process and the journey because we can’t, as elementary counselors, expect 

them to get it immediately.  We as adults can see it, but it wouldn’t be enough to say to a 

student, “Why don’t you just ignore her?” This would simply be ignoring that the student 

is developing. 

In terms of working with students, I think it’s harder, as a male. There are more 

difficulties that we run into working with young girls because we can’t really connect as 

much with them in terms of what they need. Male counselors may not have the tolerance 

to hang in there and to coach up or to meet their needs emotionally.  I keep harping on 

that because I think it’s huge.   If I can’t meet their needs emotionally or I’m not hitting 

the target, then I can’t get to the point where I can help them with their issues.  I realize 

that I have to take care of that first, but I can’t just take care of it by saying the words 
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because women are more energy and emotionally driven. Women are able to read you, so 

I have to actually believe it and deliver it genuinely in order for her to feel safe and 

secure to then tell me what she needs to say next and to progress forward. That’s not easy 

for a male to do, especially a single male that doesn’t have kids. Most fathers are going to 

fall into that role easily because it becomes part of their brain chemistry, but for me, I had 

to learn it.  So working with females and being a young male counselor, that’s the hardest 

part.  And in realizing that for females, little girls, you know, relationship and 

communication is huge to them and to guys we’re just like, “Just go outside and play.  

Let’s just run and play some sports.”   

It is difficult for a man to grasp when a girl would continue going into a ritual 

cycle of poor relationships where she’s being bullied, being talked about or being picked 

on. It is difficult for a man to grasp that she doesn’t want to leave the pack or she’d rather 

be in an insulting pack than be alone because we’re just like, “Yeah, just leave him alone.  

Just go find new friends.”  I see my female counterpart, my colleague; she gets it, which 

is why it’s an advantage for her counseling females because she can be there.  She’s like, 

“Oh that must feel so lonely.  You must feel so…” She can describe the feelings that she’s 

actually feeling, and be on par with the student, but for me it is different. I have to take a 

guess.  On the other hand when I’m counseling males I can be present.  I can definitely 

say, “Oh well, you know, that must have been a blow to how you looked in front of your 

boys.” Therefore, I think in terms of gender it can be difficult connecting with girls. 

I experience something interesting; the staff has a tendency to send boys to a male 

counselor, so even they kind of discriminate and I don’t use it in a negative way but they 

kind of discriminate and say, “Well, she’s a girl so we need her to talk to the girl 
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counselor.”  The staff tends to think that I always have a rough edge.  And so being a 

male and a black counselor, no matter how nice and how soft you may try to present 

yourself to be, women still have a preconceived notion that you wouldn’t understand 

what she’s going through or what she needs.  They’re partially correct, but they’re also 

very much hung up to the extent that they won’t give you a chance. I’ve been lucky that a 

lot of girls have come to me now because I’ve worked so much on understanding 

females. So now teachers have no problem sending girls to me and girls have no problem 

coming into my office.  But I took two or three years of really working at it. I can only 

imagine what it is like for the counselors who don’t work on it.   

I can imagine what could happen in a scenario where you’re the only male 

counselor, where the teachers feel like they have to counsel the girls, so then they feel 

they’re doing a counselor’s job.  I imagine a teacher saying, “I’ll just talk to Suzie 

because she’s having a tough day today.” And even though they’re not the counselor and 

it’s great that the teachers want to counsel, they then take it on and end up discriminating 

by saying, “You just won’t understand.” The male counselor therefore does not even get a 

chance to work with the female student.  In terms of interaction with staff that’s one of 

the biggest discriminations we get. 

The school administration may also behave in a similar way as the staff. They 

may believe that because we’re male we’re expected to be more disciplinarians and more 

in roles of correction than counseling.  I work for females also at the administrative level 

and I also work with teachers and they expect that when you come in their classrooms 

that you should be very stern or very paternal.  And even parents would expect you to act 

similarly because you’re a male; they may say, “You should just rough them up and 
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challenge him.  Just go ahead and smack him around.” They expect that, but it is very 

unlikely that they would tell a female counselor to do the same.   

I’ve learned from being here and also from being in grad school that 

unfortunately; you can’t get the perfect set-up. So even though I would rather not do bus 

duty, lunch duty and other non-counseling tasks, but it does happen at the elementary and 

middle school level.  They force you to wear more hats than you have to.  So one of the 

biggest hats they let you wear is lunch duty, and this year it was written out of my 

contract, but because I’m a male and I’m black and I service this community in the Bronx 

and our other teachers are females and they’re blonde haired, blue eyed; they feel that we 

have more control over the kids. There’s no data backing up these practices; it’s just 

purely a feeling.  They think that because you’re a male, you’re physically built, have a 

barreling voice when you need it, and you’re also a coach, that you should be in the 

cafeteria.  I may say, “Well, you hired a bunch of new staff.  When I first came on I 

signed on to do cafeteria duty because it was in my contract.  I’ve been here a couple 

years now; I’d like it to be removed.”  And they were like, “Well…” and I would say, 

“You have all these new people that just got hired, new women and new men; why can’t 

we write it into their contracts?”  “Well, we just feel that you should be up there.”  So 

they didn’t have a real backing as to why, but it was clear; when I looked around, I saw 

who the attendants were in the lunchroom during recess; they were African-American 

males who had strong builds, and then the little females that they had were doing smaller 

tasks like scanning kids in and serving them food while the males were supposed to be 

moving around, having kids sit down and monitoring transitions.   



131 

 

So this is from the administrative level and in some cases the teachers, if you go 

into a classroom and they don’t figure that you’re there to support them and maybe even 

do a quick calm-down.  The teacher would just be like, “Just handle them.”  There were 

many times that I have tried to educate administrators and teachers about my role and the 

dangers of doing disciplinary type duties. I try to let them know that it puts me in a tough 

spot if I’m yelling at a kid once for disciplinary reasons and then I may have to counsel 

them a day or two later. Kids have a small world and they will hold on to that grudge.  So 

now I’m trying to counsel them about what happened at home and now they must trust 

me as the counselor even though I yelled at them yesterday. 

It is important for me to clarify that it’s more common at the middle and 

elementary school levels because they are smaller systems.  They may have one 

counselor, one assistant principal, one principal and not too many support staff members.  

If you go to the high school level, the bigger the high school is, the bigger the staff.  They 

may have a huge office for administrative staff, seven or eight guidance counselors and 

maybe four or five assistant principals so that the tasks are now split up. In terms of 

numbers, most elementary schools and middle schools are like 500 or less compared to a 

high school with 2,000 to 3,000 students and the larger the number of students the bigger 

the staff.  So when you have a smaller staff in the elementary school, the principals tend 

to wear more hats; they tend to be the operations and they tend to do the management.  

So if they can pawn things off to other people they will.  So they’ll pawn it off and they 

usually have one assistant principal, but they have things to do also.  The assistant 

principals are either the ones that are in charge of discipline and coaching the teachers, so 

if they could pawn off discipline to someone else they will. As it turns out, discipline is 
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usually wrapped up into the curriculum or into the guidance office. We usually work 

hand-in-hand with the assistant principal or with the dean and that’s where we get kind of 

buried and we lose our identity. We try so hard to split from it but then they really use us 

as right-hand people and then you walk the halls with two personalities.  The students 

fear you because you’re a friend to the Dean and the principal, the disciplinarians. 

The students may still need someone to talk to, but they see discipline before they 

see comfort and it’s even worse when you’re a male.  A female can at least have a smile 

on their face or put on a nice pretty colorful dress that makes them more appealing.  I’m 

just saying it could make the kids have a warm feeling even if you yelled at them the day 

before.  As a male, when you walk with a certain posture, you wear a tie and a shirt; you 

remind them of their dad, that authoritative figure. 

I have had experiences where the reality of being a male school counselor really 

stood out for me. There was for example a situation where an older female student was 

having problems at home with her stepfather; he had allegedly molested her.  I was her 

designated counselor, so she was therefore on my caseload.  When the principal found out 

that this student was a female, he felt it would be right for the female to talk to the female 

counselor, even though the girl was not on her caseload.  His direct words were, “Well, 

because she’s a female we think she should talk to the female counselor.”  That was the 

only reason given.  Up to that point I had had a great relationship with this student and 

she would talk to me also, so that was blatant and that’s happened a couple times. It also 

happened even with a female principal. I did give into their request to have the girl speak 

to a female counselor. I said, “Well, I’m still busy and I’ll let her take it.”  I did not take it 
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sensitively as to imply that they were questioning my abilities to investigate this situation 

or provide counseling.  I tried my best to be a team player. 

In other situations it may be a girl who is going through her period or 

menstruating and the response would be, “Oh well, don’t talk to the male counselor about 

that, go talk to the female counselor.”  So, you know, it’s very blatant.  It’s almost like it’s 

comical even; it really is. Sometimes I’ll kind of joke around with them or I have to kind 

of move along with it, but then the girls end up continuing to learn to go to a female 

whenever they have certain issues because they’ve been taught don’t go to a male when 

you have these issues. What they need to be taught is the distinction between a male and 

a professional helper.   

When I actually work with young girls, as a school counselor, I mainly deal with a 

lot of conflict resolution.  The thing with conflict resolution is that it’s two words; it is 

conflict and it is resolution.  When you work with elementary kids it becomes one word; 

just conflict because the resolution is ongoing.  You would like to say that you have an 

end date to reach a resolution.  You may even draw up resolution contracts but, as we 

know, emotionally and psychologically girls are still invested in it.  So I like to look at it 

as ongoing and I actually use that in my terminology now.  I don’t even say, “Look, this 

is it.  You signed the contract.  No, no more.  You can’t do this.  You can’t do that.”  It is 

because I understand that at age six, seven, eight, nine or ten it is difficult to do or 

understand, especially if you’re having a bad time at that specific moment, it is virtually 

impossible.  So I know that when a case is opened with a conflict that it’s going to be 

ongoing, so I kind of put it out there to them.  I may say, “You know, Barbara, I know 

you and Jenny aren’t doing well right now and, you really don’t like her.  You hate her 
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and this and that.”  But, I may continue by saying, “You may hate her today.  You don’t 

want to talk to her.  You don’t want to look her in the face.”  And I would continue, “But 

I’d like you to keep an open mind, Barbara that maybe next week she may be wearing a 

nice dress and you may compliment her and then you guys may start talking again.  You 

know, just be mindful to keep the door open and know that it’s okay when you people 

start talking again; it’s okay if you want to be friends with her again.  You can be mad 

today; you can be mad the rest of the week, but I’m asking you to at least be open to the 

fact that you guys might be friends again.”  I find myself putting that thought in their 

heads instead of at the end being all, like, “ You signed this contract, you said you’re 

going to stay away from each other; don’t ever do it again.” It’s impossible for kids and 

you shouldn’t do that because they should learn that you do fight and you do come back 

together.  It may not be until they get older, in high school or older, that they can start 

making concrete judgments like, “I want nothing to do with that,” but until then, at a 

young age, it’s such a grey area with friendships and emotions and feelings. I counsel 

within emotions and being cognizant, especially with our girls that cannot stay away from 

the drama. I don’t tell them to completely avoid it.  I have to give them tips on how to 

manage it and make better decisions when they’re tempted to do it. I will try to tell them 

to stay away from it, but I know it’s like telling a hungry person not to eat.  So I’ve got to 

give them realistic goals and realistic things that they could work on; chips instead of 

chunks.  So when I am working with females and little girls on conflict resolution, I like 

to give them air time.  So a lot of my conflict resolutions with girls are really spent 

talking and listening. 
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I find that as a male, if you don’t understand how the female world works then 

you’re way off base in your counseling and you think you’re being effective because you 

sound good in your head, but you have to look at it as if you are actually being effective.  

And it’s hard for a male to do.  We can do it with boys because we were once boys.  

When I work with boys, I deal with loyalty, sports and just trying to be connected with 

what it means to be like a male. I may also be dealing with doubts about confidence and 

bravery, anger, tantrums and academic stuff.  We all know the statistics about how we’re 

losing our boys to failing grades. They get frustrated with work and when they get 

frustrated with work they don’t know, unlike women and girls, how to express their 

frustration in a very targeted way, so they do it just very openly; tantrums, walking out, 

being disrespectful or swearing.  So, for boys, I spend a lot more time teaching them 

about how to open up and use feelings.  I teach boys how to be girls and girls how to be 

boys. 

I am able to learn from watching and observing the female counselor who I work 

with.  She has great skills for working with girls. When I was in my internship my 

supervisor was a twenty-five year veteran and she had the same approach too; she was 

very loving and genuine, so I learned a lot from her.  I remember I was very straight and 

direct; I had empathy but I was very much solution oriented.  I learned from her the 

importance of adding softness to my counseling and the effectiveness of it. I have a 

history of being able to study a female counterpart just from my internship and taking 

lessons from her and learning; she has learned a lot from me and I have learned a lot from 

her.  So now, when I’m practicing, it’s a no-brainer to me.  She has studied and learned 

from me also, but not as much as I have observed and learned from her.  I don’t look at 
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her in a creepy way; I just kind of take things in, indirectly and directly. I choose to do 

that.  I’ve seen other colleagues or other friends of mine who work with women in their 

department, but they don’t want to learn from them.  I’m taking advantage of being with 

my female colleagues because I want to be an all-around helpful counselor. 

When I think about my interaction with parents I have to go back to my 

colleague; she’s been here longer than me; she’s been here seven years and I’ve been here 

three and a half years. She has had a longer history with a lot of our students.  We’re 

going from K to the 10
th

 grade next school year so she also has a longer history with a lot 

of the parents.  So I come in as the new counselor and I get a fresh start with parents. I’ve 

also had a couple experiences where they've had a sour taste with the female counselor 

because she was either very direct, or she was like, “You guys aren't getting done what 

needs to be done” and so they come to me.  I realize that I had a fresh slate and I have 

been able to connect with both moms and dads, but I connect with dads more. 

 I have been able to compare the difference in the relationship between parents 

who have worked first with my female colleague and then with me. I have seen a clear 

difference in the relationships. I am aware of some of the parents’ tendencies to be pushy, 

assertive, ignorant or lazy, but I still approach them in a very calm, yet stern and 

respectful manner. I try to meet them where they are at.  When I interact with fathers, I 

first have to give off more as a male; I have to give that personality of an expert and a 

confident person. I know how males are; I know how they can feel when another male, 

“alpha male” is in their presence. They may buck up, they may feel challenged, they feel 

like you're about to challenge them or may feel like you're being condescending to them.  

It's a very dynamic balance in terms of how I deliver information. It has to be stern, clear, 
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explicit and direct, yet in a very neutral, unemotional, and noncompetitive tone. In 

situations such as this even body language, even my eyes, my emotions, and even how I 

sit in my chair are very important.  I'll sit really laid back in my chair, as if I'm submitting 

to a father and his male authority, but I'm also yelling at him for not doing what I asked 

him to do. Fathers may become very confused as to how they should approach me, so 

they eventually just give up and agree with me on how to work together. For example, I 

may say to a male parent, “Mr. So And So you know, last time we spoke, you said you 

were going to take Johnny to the clinic to get evaluated, and I'm going to have to let you 

know, Mr. So-And-So, if we can't complete this process, if you don't take the next step of 

taking him to the clinic, he's your child.” This is me submitting, and I would continue, 

“He's your child, you're the parent, you're going to do what you need to do; I'm going to 

be on board but I'm going to let you know the right thing you need to do. In order for us 

to give him the services he needs, you've got to get him evaluated.” 

 I can deliver the same message in a very assertive way, and then they turn on their 

firing triggers. It is the same with the mothers. I don’t mind allowing females to use me 

as a dumping ground. I am the counselor, so they'll come in with a hair trigger pin, and 

they're ready to fire at me, and I let them get it out; I think it's good for them and I say 

this in a gender way; they see a male, and I am either representing a boyfriend that they 

are mad at, or a baby daddy that left, or just another male trying to control them.  I am 

fully aware of these tendencies and what they may look like. What I've found out is, 

being a male counselor, is that you're never criticizing their kids; you're criticizing their 

parenting. That's how they feel it, you know. They feel they're failing as a parent, the 

more bad news you give them. So I'm very aware of that even if I'm talking about their 
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child, they take it personally. I find that both female and male parents take it personally 

whenever I'm delivering news to them about their kid, I have to be very careful, 

especially in an urban setting, you're usually more educated than they are and it's not very 

common to find a black male that's educated with a degree and is in a professional 

position. So you automatically get that clout. I get even more respect being an educated 

black male than I see my colleague does, and she's a Latina. I think that's even culturally, 

most Latina women don't even respect them, because they're a woman and Latina, so she 

has more stereotypes to fight. When a male parent walks in, he's like, “Oh nice, a dude 

that I can click with and he'll understand me.” When a female parent walks in, she may 

be like, “A dude. I don't know if he'll understand me, but he's dressed in a tie, he looks 

respectable and he looks like an expert.” I think that as a male, we do tend to get more 

visual credibility than females do. 

In terms of working with teacher and being a male counselor I find that female 

teachers can be “standoffish.” Male teachers tend to use less language because we have a 

male understanding that men just need less language to understand the situation. It 

doesn't mean it's always right. Sometimes women tend to give more information, more 

details, and some males feel like they don't need that detail, but I can't say that. So when 

dealing with male teachers, and of course we don't have many, we tend to have more 

abridged conversations about what's going on or what happened. We hit the high points 

with fewer choruses in the middle. 

Working with females, they tend to be a little bit intimidated at first because 

you're a male. This may come from their own personal histories with their fathers, their 

boyfriends or their husbands. If you're a strong counselor in posture, in how you carry 
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yourself, it can be even more intimidating. If you're a meek counselor, overly nice, more 

toward the feminine side, a female can feel they can gel with you, or push you around 

and then they're received better. I tend to or seem to be the more confident counselor 

because I'm about the profession, so when I approach them, their posture changes, they 

get a little bit more uptight, they get a little bit more intimidated, and there's a little bit of 

nerve going on, even when I'm just asking for information. 

 I got really interested in gender roles and gender relations when I was in grad 

school. My professors introduced me to Helm, who wrote about Interracial Professions. I 

am therefore able to take the concept of gender and understand gender roles at a 

biological level, social and cognitive level. I am able to predict how kids are going to act 

next or how my staff is going to react to me. If I know I am coming off as intimidating to 

a staff member, I have to soften myself. I may know that I need to be sterner with 

someone because they're not listening. Others may allow me just to be baseline and be 

themselves. So I am always aware of gender, even in how I write emails. My emails may 

be very informative, detail oriented and specific. My emails are not the fluffy stuff, so the 

responses I get are like, " That's quite a detailed email." I realize that as a male they won't 

read my email because they may get a feeling of intimidation or that there is a higher 

expectation. 

 I have to work harder as a male on public relations. I find myself spending time in 

the staff lounge with my colleague even with recess duty. I have to spend time with the 

kids where I am showing the fun side of myself. I have to be on guard so as to lessen the 

blow of being a male counselor who is kind of the, “no non-sense person.” I do this to 
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keep good relations with my co-workers and my kids. I have to go out of my skin, out of 

my personality or deny my gender. 

In terms of my experience with principals, I would say that I have had some major 

issues as a male school counselor. First I had a male principal who was a lawyer. He was 

a micromanager but I respected the fact he allowed his employees to do what they were 

skilled to do. I didn’t mind the fact that he micromanaged because at least he did it to 

everyone and he would let you do what you needed to do. He eventually left and two 

female principals took over. I tried to think the best, that it would be good because they 

would kind of leave me alone and I would be able to put these programs in place. I really 

felt that because they were female that they would leave me alone. I was thinking they 

wouldn't mess with the male counselor. I had the opposite experience. I was between both 

principals, one that served as principal for the lower academy and the other that served 

the upper academy. I feel I am a progressive person who asks permission for things and 

gets things going. I tried to bring things to the table and I tried to provide the best service 

that I could. It's not always successful but I am a thinker so I became a threat to the 

female principal. So she began asking to see everything; she started being in my business. 

It went from me being left alone to being constantly asked about what I am doing. She 

wanted to see my schedule on a more frequent basis because when we were in meetings I 

would say certain things like, “We should look at this file or we should add this to the 

school or we need a centralized file. I would say things that I thought made common 

sense as far as the future growth of the school. I felt that because she didn't say it first I 

got on her target list. 
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  The more respect I gained from my colleagues, the more it became a problem for 

me.  I was doing effective work with executing all the ideas that I had, but I would get on 

her target list. If she tried to call me out on certain things I always sent an e-mail back to 

clarify the situation or set the record straight. The relationship was not the best, and it was 

purely because I was that male counselor, that male person that's able to say and do 

things within my skill set and profession. If I didn’t believe in something, I could say it as 

a counselor and not as a personal jab. I would say for example that I didn’t think that a 

plan would work for a particular person, and I would give reasons why. I think I should 

be allowed to say that, because we're in a professional context. But like I said before, 

elementary and middle schools are highly emotional places. Therefore, if you say 

something like that it comes off as a personal attack, especially to females. That is why 

when I'm not affected by when someone says something like that they look at me with 

surprise, “Wow! We didn't get him.” For me, I don't need the emotions because we are 

just talking; it’s not personal.    

 So this principal got terminated and then came on a new administrator. I had three 

female bosses; the two assigned to the upper academy were in charge of me. I figure, all 

right, this could be a little better. The new administrator appeared to respect me as far as 

my profession, and she knew that I was a stronger employee; the kids liked me, they saw 

me as a leader, a disciplinarian and so on.  So I was thinking that maybe they would let 

me do my job as a counselor and respect my opinions. I was hoping to talk freely, within 

the professional contexts. It started off that way, and then a couple of months into it, the 

same dynamic with previous administrators re-occurred; because of my ethics and being 
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male I was outcast. If some of the things I said were said by a female it probably would 

have been experienced differently. 

This was what placed the nail in the coffin for me. They hired a new principal in 

January, so he's our principal, who acts like a female. He's an older male, but he had 

female tendencies and even he became threatened by me. I am not returning here to the 

school, but my co-worker, the female counselor, she will be. She will admit to you in a 

second that she doesn't do half the work I do. She would vouch that she comes to me with 

a lot of questions. She's been here longer, but because she doesn't rock the boat, or speak 

up to that level, she was offered a contract back. I was being ethical; it was because I 

whistle blew on a teacher that cheated on the state exam that I was helping to proctor. 

When I told this to the administration, they investigated, found it was true, and released 

the teacher. But then they said, “We don't know if we can trust this guy.” 

 The decision to let me go was clearly a personal one. Their excuse was that I 

didn’t throw 51, the 50 yards that I had thrown was not enough, so they had to let me go. 

It was strictly because I was a male and an ethical male. My female coworker, the other 

counselor with whom I have a great friendship and I love got scared that her contract 

would not be renewed if mine had not.  She said this because she knows she doesn't do 

half the things I do.  So news of my leaving was coming out and half the staff was also 

leaving the school because of administration. I kept it quiet, because I didn't want to tell 

the students. I didn’t want the children to start focusing on it. I wanted just to end the 

school year.  
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Structural Analysis 

 P-3 described himself as one of a few professional males working among a pre-

dominantly white female staff. He further described himself as one of a few black 

professional males who worked at his school. His numeric minority status and racial 

identity were factors that contextualized his professional experience.     

Being one of a few males in school impacted the nature of the duties and tasks 

that he was assigned both formally and informally. P-3 talked about his struggles to have 

lunchroom duties written out of his contract. He also expressed that he was often 

expected to function as a disciplinarian in his work with students. He shared that the 

expectation for him to function as a disciplinarian was linked to the fact that he shared 

racial identity or ethnic minority status with the student at his school. P-3 was able to 

identify that many of the nonprofessional male staff members who worked in the 

cafeteria were men of color, physically built, and were expected to maintain order in the 

lunchroom. He contrasted the racial identity of the ancillary staff in the cafeteria with the 

largely white female professional staff members, who were not required to perform 

disciplinary functions. Sex, gender and race were important factors that impacted P-3’s 

professional experience. 

  P-3 worked in a charter school that had been open for nine years. P-3 described a 

number of challenges that the school was experiencing. The school was established to 

service grades 1-12. It began with a first grade and continued to add an additional grade 

each school year. By the time P-3 had gotten to his fourth year at the school they had 

students from grades 1-9. P-3 served both elementary and middle school students. P-3 

described the school as having a high staff turnover for both teachers and principals. P-3 
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worked in a non-unionized charter school where individual employment contracts were 

negotiated, renewed or discontinued annually without the benefit of collective bargaining. 

P-3 described an atmosphere of low morale, low trust and little job security. 

  P-3 shared that he was required to take on tasks and duties not consistent with a 

professional school counselor. He experienced role diffusion where he was expected to be 

a disciplinarian and take on lunchroom duty while carrying out the responsibilities of 

being the school counselor. The experience may again be connected to the absence of 

collective bargaining. P-3 also described that the many tasks he was given was linked to 

the structure of elementary and middle schools. He shared that because these school 

systems tended to have small, non-teaching staff, both males and females had to assume 

several different roles.   

  At the time of the interview, P-3 had already learned that his contract would not 

be renewed for the following school year. P-3 described longstanding conflict with the 

school administration, conflicts that often continued with new principals. P-3 described 

these conflicts as stemming from a number of issues related to sex, gender, personality 

and race. P-3's narrative can in part, be understood within the context of systemic 

challenges of his charter schools as well as his ruptured relationship with the school 

administration. P-3 was very critical of the school’s leadership. He described that his 

experience within the school was connected to his sex, gender identity, race and 

personality 

  P-3 worked in school located within an urban area. He shared that after graduate 

school he decided to work in an urban school because of the challenges he associated 

with this type of school. High levels of poverty, attendance issues, and high levels of 
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externalizing social emotional behaviors were some of the challenges that he faced. P-3 

extensive description of his efforts to work with girls on relational issue is link to 

behavioral and social emotional challenges that characterized his school. 

 P-3 had graduated from a school counseling program that had formally introduced 

him to the concepts of sex and gender. He shared that this prior experience allowed him 

to use gender as an analytic tool in processing his experiences within the school. He was 

able to share his personal attitudes, theories, hypotheses and biases where gender was 

concerned. P-3 was able to be very intentional regarding the issue of gender. This 

intentionality was seen in his interaction with students and parents. P-3 demonstrated his 

understanding of power relations when working with fathers. He described how sex, 

gender, and ego may impact his interactions. P-3 shared that he had previously reflected 

on the issue of gender; this coupled with formal educational introduction to gender 

provided for one of the most comprehensive reflections. P-3 had insight into his gendered 

self. This was perhaps linked to his formal training in issues of gender and diversity. P-3 

described an understanding of the impact of vocal tone, height, weight and his personal 

history as a football player helped to shape his experiences. He shared that he was 

expected to do lunchroom duty because he was a male and had a barreling voice, was 

physically built, 235lbs and was black.  His description of his experience was shaped by 

these factors.  

P-3 was not the only school counselor at his school. He shared an office with a 

female counselor. The presence of another counselor who was female impacted his 

experience. P-3 described that he would often observe her practice and that he was able to 

compare her counseling and relational style to his. P-3 described that he was able to learn 
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by observing her practice. His effort to improve his competence with young girls was in 

part from his being able to watch her practice.  

The presence of two counselors, both male and female significantly shaped his 

professional experience. He described reactions of the community to having counselors 

of both sexes. P-3 shared that he experienced biases because a female counselor was 

present. He shared that female students were taken off his caseload because the 

administration felt that he was not competent, as a male to address the students’ issues. 

The presence of the female counselor had provided the school administration with the 

opportunity to practice and reinforce sex-role stereotypes. P-3’s experience may have 

been different had he been the only counselor at his school; having a female counselor 

provided numerous opportunities to describe ways in which sex and gender impacted his 

professional experience.  

Textural-Structural Analysis 

Making Sense of Gender  

P-3 began his narrative by stating that he had a lot to share about being a male 

elementary school counselor. He had already begun making sense of sex and gender long 

before the interview. His narrative contained personal theories, hypotheses and opinions 

about sex, gender and his professional experience. 

I had a hunch or a hypothesis that was validated and confirmed when I went into 

the profession. The hunch was that more females worked at this level because it’s 

more kind of a maternal kind of feel and it’s actually highly emotional with the 

students.  So my hunch was that it’s highly emotional and I’d say also volatile. I 

use that word volatile  sarcastically, but it’s an emotional commotion that most 

men don’t have. We don’t have the resilience and we don’t have the heartiness for 

it. We don’t have the tolerance for emotional flairs, but women do.   
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 Long before he had started working as an elementary school counselor he had 

begun a process of making meaning of gender. He described that he used his experience 

to test previously held beliefs about sex and gender. P-3 had developed his own sense of 

what it meant to be a typical female or male. Ideas about female emotionality versus male 

rationality were fairly consistent throughout his narrative. P-3 made an effort not to 

present either character traits as superior or more desirable than the other. In this instance 

he recognized that the elementary setting may require the ability to tolerate high levels of 

emotionality. This belief was based on an assumption about sex, gender and child 

development. 

I have this quote that I kind of put out there, and I don’t mean this in any 

insensitive way at all, but I say that all students are females until puberty. What I 

mean by that is they display typical traditional female characteristics; they tend to 

be overly emotional and very needy. They need attention and validation. They’re 

very cliquey and they have to be in groups. They can also be hot tempered if they 

don’t get what they want.   
 

 The evidence of a developed opinion about sex and gender were seen throughout 

P-3’s narrative. He often spoke with confidence about the conclusions and meanings he 

had arrived at. His theorization of childhood characteristic might have been seen as 

consistent with sex-role stereotypes had he not used the terms traditional and typical. By 

doing this he acknowledged that not all young children would demonstrate these 

characteristics. He also used the terms typical or traditional in his description of female 

and male characteristics. 

P-3’s process of making sense and meaning of gender was greatly influenced by 

the presence of a female counselor at his school. He described being able to observe her 

practice and learn from her in the process: 
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I am able to learn from watching and observing the female counselor who I work 

with. She has great skills for working with girls. When I was in my internship my 

supervisor was a twenty-five year veteran and she had the same approach; she 

was very loving and genuine so I learned a lot from her.  I remember I was very 

straight and direct, I had empathy but I was very much solution oriented. I learned 

from her the importance of adding softness to my counseling and the effectiveness 

of it. I have a history of being able to study a female counterpart just from my 

internship and taking lessons from her and learning; she has learned a lot from me 

and I have learned a lot from her. 
 

 His understanding of the limitations of being “straight and solution oriented” in 

his work with students was critical. His interaction with his female co-worker and 

graduate internship supervisor allowed him to learn new skills. He therefore described 

that his ability to soften his counseling style allowed him to be more effective with young 

girls at his school. 

 While P-3 had clear ideas about gender when he started working as an elementary 

school, the process of making meaning of gender continued. His position as an 

elementary school counselor provided ongoing opportunities to explore the impact of sex 

and gender. P-3 described how he was able to learn from this experience: 

I find that as a male if you don’t understand how the female world works then you 

are way off base in your counseling and you think you are being effective. You 

sound good in your head but you have to look at it as if you are actually being 

effective. 

  
 His experience allowed him to develop a better understanding of his own 

gendered self. P-3 outlined his extensive efforts to provide effective service for girls at 

his school. This process involved him becoming more aware of his gendered self, often 

assessing the ways in which it hindered his effectiveness with girls. Making meaning of 

his gendered self and learning to be effective as a male school counselor were at times 

synonymous. 
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I’ve been lucky that a lot of girls have come to me now because I’ve worked so 

much on understanding females. So now teachers have no problem sending girls 

to me and girls have no problem coming into my office. But it took two or three 

years of really working at it. I can only imagine what it is like for counselors who 

don’t work on it. 
 

 P-3 continued to make meaning of gender as an elementary school counselor. The 

process involved him learning about himself as well as the ideas and beliefs of those he 

worked with. His experience of bias at the hands of those who held stereotypical beliefs 

about sex and gender roles was an important aspect of his learning. He shared that 

teachers had also come to recognize that they could send girls to work with him. The two 

or three years of work that he described involved a process both making meaning and 

operationalizing ideas about sex and gender. P-3 and the community within which he 

worked were all engaged in this process.  

 P-3’s ability to make sense of gender was influenced by his formal introduction to 

the topic of gender. He had been introduced to the topic of gender in graduate school. 

This formal introduction provided him with tools with which he could make sense of his 

experience as a male school counselor. Many of his own individual theories and concepts 

were influenced by his formal exposure to gender roles and gender relations.  

I got really got interested in gender roles and gender relation when I was in grad 

school. My professors introduced me to Helm, who wrote about Interracial 

Professions. I am therefore able to take the concept of gender and understand 

gender roles at a biological, social and cognitive level. I am able to predict how 

kids are going to act next or how my staff is going to react to me. If I know I am 

coming off as intimidating to a staff member, I have to soften myself. I may know 

that I need to be sterner with someone because they're not listening. 

   
 P-3 described a connection between his formal introduction to gender studies and 

his actual behavior or practice as a school counselor. His understanding of gender and its 

impact on different situations allowed him to predict and alter his own gendered self to 
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achieve his professional objectives. P-3 therefore described that he was able to adjust his 

behaviors in terms of masculinity/femininity depending on the specific context.  This 

understanding of the performative nature of gender was seen in P-3’s reference to his 

ability to “soften” himself in his interaction with students. It was also seen in his decision 

to submit to fathers of or “to give them male.” 

 Throughout his narrative P-3 made references to his personality and its 

connection to sex and gender. The process of making meaning of gender required him to 

describe the inter-connections among these factors. At different points P-3 described 

himself as a traditional male, an alpha male, goal and task orientated solution focused, 

and confident. These were aspects of his personality that were typically identified as 

masculine character traits that are typically exhibited by traditional males. These traits 

contrasted with the high levels of emotionality or “emotional flairs” that typified 

elementary settings. P-3 therefore shared that his gender identity and personality were 

initially inconsistent with the needs of elementary school settings. Additionally, he felt 

that the needs of young children especially girls were best served by women whose 

personality styles includes, softness, being highly emotional, the ability to linger in the 

counseling process and the ability to tolerate emotional flairs. P-3 noted that these were 

typical female and male personality structures and therefore not all males or females 

acted in ways consistent with these schemas. He therefore identified a principal who was 

more on the feminine side in terms of his personality external gender presentation.   

 The compatibility between P-3’s personality and the elementary setting required 

him to change or alter aspects of his personality or gender identity.  P-3 described a 
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conscious awareness of the need to change in order to effectively perform the roles and 

duties of a professional elementary school counselor.       

 P-3 was an African-American male; at various points within his narrative he tried 

to make sense of the interconnections between race, sex and gender. His description of 

the division of labor within the cafeteria showed a connection between the assignment of 

duties, race and sex. 

….when I looked around I saw that the attendants in the lunchroom during recess 

were males who were African-American and had strong builds and then the little 

females they had were doing smaller tasks like scanning kids in and serving them 

food while the males were supposed to be moving around, having the kids sit 

down and monitoring transitions. 

 
P-3 was one of the African-males that he described in the cafeteria. He highlighted that 

the duties they performed in the lunchroom were based on their physical build and the 

fact that they were males. Additionally, the female worker performed duties based on 

their physical build and their sex. His reference to the “little females” was a reference to 

their bodies. P-3 felt that being African-American and a male with a strong built were two 

factors that prevented him from having cafeteria duties written out of his contract at his 

school. His description of the assignment of duties in the lunchroom showed additional 

sex and race based on division of labor. 

So one of the biggest hats they let you wear is lunch duty, and this year it was 

written out of my contract, but because I’m male and I’m black and I service this 

community in the Bronx and other teachers are females and they are blond haired, 

blue eyed they feel that we (I) have more control over the kids. 
 

P-3 described also that his shared racial identity or ethnic minority status with the 

students of the Bronx impacted the duties that he was asked to perform. He described that 

the factors of sex and race had impacted the decision to have him perform lunchroom 

duties while other staff members had been excluded for the same reasons.  
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     P-3 described interconnections between sex, gender and the body.  His 

interactions within the school were impact by how those around made sense of his 

physical presence. P-3 shared that his concerns at having to do cafeteria duties were in 

some ways linked to his physical build. He stated, “They think that because you’re male, 

you’re physically built, have a barreling voice when you need it and are also a coach that 

you should be in the cafeteria.” P-3described other males performing disciplinary roles in 

the cafeteria as having a strong physical build. For P-3 being male as well as having a 

strong build created an expectation for him to perform certain duties and tasks that were 

not necessarily in line with the role of a professional school counselor. Therefore, his 

physical presence was seen by the administrators as useful in maintaining discipline 

among the students. P-3 identified this as a struggle that prevented him from being an 

effective school counselor. He noted that it is the nature of small elementary and middle 

schools that do not have assistant principals to therefore rely on school counselors, both 

male and female to perform disciplinary functions with the students. While he 

acknowledged that female school counselors are faced with the challenge, P-3 expressed 

that being male as well as his physical presence placed him at a disadvantage in doing 

discipline and building relationships with students. He described this disadvantage: 

The students may still need someone to talk to, but they see discipline before they 

see comfort and it’s even worse when you’re a male.  A female can at least have a 

smile on their face or put on a nice, pretty, colorful dress that makes them more 

appealing.  I’m just saying it could make the kids have a warm feeling even if you 

yelled at them the day before.  As a male, when you walk with a certain posture, 

you wear a tie and a shirt, you remind them of their dad, that authoritative figure.   

  

P-3 highlighted that his physical presence along with differences in posture and 

dress are factors that impact his experience. The young children he served were also 

making sense of his sex and gender identity along with his physical presence.  He shared 
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that performing disciplinary functions created greater challenge for him than his female 

counterpart when he tried to build or repair the relationship with the young person who 

he may have had to discipline the day before. The reference to physical build, posture and 

body throughout his narrative highlight the significance of considering how the physical 

body impacts interactions within schools. P-3 along with members of his school 

community had to make sense not only of the fact that he was African-American, male or 

young, but also his physical build.    

Finding Positive Meaning in the Experience  

When P-3 shared his narrative he was already aware that his contract would not 

be renewed by the school administration. He described significant conflicts with the 

school administration in his efforts to perform the duties of a professional school 

counselor. These conflicts stemmed from his personality, gender identity, age, and race. 

Despite these challenges, P-3 was able to find positive meaning in his experiences as a 

male elementary school counselor. 

 P-3 found intellectual satisfaction in his experiences as a male elementary school 

counselor. His experiences served to validate previously held ideas of sex, gender and the 

elementary school system. He therefore described his experiences as “enlightening” and 

“validating” in terms of some of his own preconceived notions about what goes on at the 

elementary level. At some level P-3 was able to find satisfaction in being able to 

intellectualize his experiences as a male school counselor.  He also placed value on being 

able to learn and grow from the experiences. 

 Positive meaning for P-3 came out of his struggle to be effective at providing 

counseling and support services to young children in an elementary school setting. This 
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setting had not been his original choice because he felt it was incompatible with his 

gender identity. P-3 described himself as a traditional male who was goal and task 

oriented. His style was therefore incompatible with the requirements of elementary 

settings that were characterized by high levels of emotionality. For P-3, working with 

young children required a certain skill set that was not easily acquired by traditional 

males such as himself. 

So my hunch was that it’s highly emotional and I’d say also volatile. I use that 

word volatile sarcastically, but it’s an emotional commotion that most men don’t 

have. We don’t have the resilience and we don’t have the heartiness for it.  We 

don’t have the  tolerance for emotional flairs, but women do. 

   
P-3 felt that the tolerance for “emotional flairs” was desired characteristic in order to be 

an effective elementary school counselor. When he started his profession he did not have 

these skills. He described satisfaction in being able to increase his competence with 

working with young children and a largely female staff. This process of learning how to 

be effective in an elementary setting was assisted by the fact that P-3 worked alongside a 

female counselor whom he was able to observe and learn from. P-3 expressed satisfaction 

in being able to develop the skills to be effective with female students. He described 

being able to tolerate or “linger in the process” when working with female students.  P-3 

described at great length, the difficulties that males have when they provide counseling 

services to female students. His satisfaction was being able to learn new skills in order to 

be effective with them. 

So working with young females and being a young male counselor, that’s the 

hardest part. And then realizing that for females, little girls, you know, 

relationship and communication is huge to them and to guys we just feel like, 

“Just go outside and play. Let’s just run and play some sports.”       
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P-3 went on to highlight the difficulties that men experience when trying to grasp “the 

ritual cycle of poor relationships where she’s being bullied, being talked about or being 

picked on.” The triumph and satisfaction of P-3 was in his ability to learn how to be more 

effective when providing counseling services to young females. P-3 described positive 

changes that occurred in his practice: 

I have been lucky that a lot of girls have come to see me now because I have 

worked so much on understanding females. So now teachers have no problem 

sending girls to me and girls have no problem coming to my office. But it took 

two or three years of really working at it. 

   
 P-3 was able to find positive meaning in his ability to manage sometimes difficult 

interactions with parents. In his interactions with fathers he shared his understanding of 

the interconnections of sex, gender and power. He described, “When I interact with 

fathers I have to give off more as male. I have to give that personality of an expert and a 

confident person. I know how males are; I know how they can feel when another male, 

“alpha male” is in their presence.” 

 P-3 described also being able to submit to the power of fathers in an effort to 

achieve his objectives. He shared with pride his ability to work with fathers in supporting 

the needs of their children.  In addition, he shared his ability to work with mothers, 

sometimes serving as a “dumping ground” for their misplaced aggression based on their 

prior or current experiences with other men in their lives. P-3 found positive meaning in 

being able to navigate these gendered interactions with both male and female parents. 

These experiences served to confirm or reinforce his understanding of sex and gender 

relations. 

 

 



156 

 

Balancing Identity against Sex-role Stereotypes 

P-3 understood and accepted that as a traditional male he was not expected to 

work in an elementary school setting. He described an acceptance of the sex-role 

stereotypes that dictated this reality and felt that they were logical and consistent with 

what it typically meant to be a male or a female. P-3 shared that prior to working in an 

elementary school he had a hunch that more females worked at that level because it was 

“more kind of a maternal kind of feel and it’s actually highly emotional with the 

students.” This hunch is consistent with sex-role stereotypes that suggest that the care of 

young children is performed best by females. P-3 worked in a context where he had to 

negotiate his roles and functions within the school in relation to existing sex-role 

stereotypes. He identified himself as a traditional male whose masculine personality traits 

were inconsistent with the high levels of emotionality associated with elementary 

settings. P-3 shared that he recognized this disparity and worked on making adjustments 

to his gender identity in an effort to be effective as a school counselor. Establishing 

counseling relationships with female students was difficult compared to the ease with 

which he was able to interact with male students.  

 P-3 was a traditional male working in a school where he was a numeric minority. 

The challenges he had with establishing cross-gender alliance or providing effective 

counseling with female students were also seen in his interactions with the members of 

staff who were largely females. He expressed that his posture, confidence, and strong 

male presence was experienced negatively by the largely female staff. 

Working with females, they tend to be a little intimidated at first because you’re 

male. This may come from their own personal histories with their fathers, their 

boyfriends or  their husbands. If you’re a strong counselor in posture, in how you 

carry yourself, it can  be even more intimidating.     
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 P-3 pointed to the possibility of being the victim of misplaced aggression from the 

females he worked with. This coupled with his strong male personality created challenges 

for him as a male school counselor. The initial reaction to him as an intimidating person 

continued with the relationship with the principals he worked with. He first described a 

male principal who micromanaged but allowed the staff to do what they were skilled at 

doing. He then described having a female principal as a supervisor with whom he had 

significant conflicts. P-3 shared that the assertiveness and confidence he demonstrated in 

meetings was seen as a threat to the female principal. 

 Throughout his narrative P-3 described a fixed understanding of what it meant to 

be male and female. This understanding of the personality structures of males and 

females was consistent with sex-role stereotypes. Ideas of the fluidity and contextual 

nature of gender identity was not present in the ideas he shared about gender, though it 

was evident in his own ability to make adjustments in his interaction with female student 

and parents. 

      At some level, P-3 described his own acceptance or internalization of sex-role 

stereotypes or what it meant to be female and male. His own classification of himself as 

being a traditional male is challenged by his own ability to transcend such a classification 

and develop feminine or soft skills to be able to work with young children. His ability to 

learn these skills within three years points to fluidity of gender identity and challenges 

fixed categorizations of traditional versus nontraditional male identities. Many of P-3’s 

understanding of the differences between male and females were consistent with sex-role 

stereotypes regarding sex and gender differences. P-3 however, understood that these 

differences did not hold for all males or females. His references to male and female 
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characteristics were often punctuated by the words typical and traditional, suggesting at 

some level an understanding that these stereotypes do not hold for all individuals. In his 

reference to young children P-3 did allude to the fluidity of gender identity when he 

stated that at a certain point all children, both boys and girls are female.  

P-3 was able to describe a practice that sought to develop the required “soft skills” 

(feminine) in order to serve young children, especially female students.  He was able to 

develop these skills despite his self-identification as a traditional male. 

P-3 was at times involved in a process of challenging sex-role stereotypes in his 

school. He described an incompatibility between his gender identity and the nature and 

needs of elementary schools. P-3 shared that there was an expectation for him to play the 

role of disciplinarian because he was male. He shared that teachers expected him to be 

stern and paternal with students. P-3 described that he spent time trying to convince and 

educate the staff of his role and duties as a professional counselor versus a disciplinarian. 

He stated, “There are many times that I have tried to educate administrators and teachers 

about my role and the dangers of doing disciplinary type duties. I try to let them know 

that it puts me in a difficult position to have to counsel them a day or two later.”  

 P-3 also described the tendency for teachers to send male students to a male 

counselor and female students to female counselors. He described an incident where a 

school administrator took a female student off his caseload because he felt that the 

situation would be handled best by a female counselor. He described other gender 

sensitive situations where female students would be steered away from him. P-3 

experienced these actions by staff and administrators as personal biases or discrimination 

based on the fact that he was a male. He agreed that there was some logic in the teacher’s 
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assumption that female counselors would best understand female students; he however, 

felt that strict adherence to this belief does not give him a chance to develop his own 

skills. His interactions with his supervisor and principal were also experienced as 

discrimination; he felt that her reaction to him was because he was an assertive male. The 

assignment of his duties, in particular lunchroom duty and disciplinary functions were 

based on sex-role stereotypes. He was therefore involved in an ongoing struggle to assert 

his gender and professional identity against the existing sex-role stereotypes within the 

school community. 

Responding to Low Male Presence  

P-3 worked in a school where he was a numeric minority; the staff was largely 

female. Teachers and administrators expected him to respond to low male presence in 

school in ways that he did not agree. The expectation of him to serve as a disciplinarian 

in classroom and cafeteria settings was not what he expected to do as school counselor. P-

3 actually felt that these tasks conflicted with the role of a professional counselor.  

 The presence of a female counselor at the school allowed the community to 

practice sex-role stereotypes in ways that they could not have if P-3 were the only school 

counselor present. P-3 therefore experienced problems maintaining female students on 

his caseload when sensitive issues arose. He described this challenge: 

There was for example a situation with an older female student was having 

problems at home with her stepfather; he had allegedly molested her.  I was her 

designated counselor, so she was therefore on my caseload.  When the principal 

found out that this student was a female, he felt it would be right for the female to 

talk to the female counselor, even though the girl was not on her caseload. His 

direct words were, “Well, because she’s a female we think she should talk to the 

female counselor.”   
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P-3 described that he had developed a counseling alliance with the female student; 

however, this was not taken into consideration. The presence of a female counselor 

allowed the school administrators to reinforce sex-role stereotypes. P-3 shared that this 

did happen “a couple of times” and that he did not protest. The fact that he did not protest 

may suggest some level of internalization of stereotypes surrounding a male ability to 

understand the needs of females, especially in cases of sexual abuse. 

 P-3 described no challenges when providing counseling services to male students. 

He shared that when he was counseling male students he was able to be present in ways 

that he would find difficult if they were female. P-3 did not spend extensive amounts of 

time sharing about his work with boys but simply expressed the ease with which he was 

able to do it. The tendency of female teachers to send male students to him, the 

expectation of him to do discipline as well as the removal of female students from his 

caseload supported the idea that he was expected to direct his services to boys as well as 

to take on disciplinary roles. The school community recognized a shortage of male 

presence, however their idea of what should be his role in addressing this shortage 

differed from his. P-3’s insistence on developing appropriate skills to address the needs of 

his female students was an effort to challenge sex-role stereotypes and to function as a 

professional school counselor performing all the duties and functions associated with his 

profession. The school community expected him to address low male presence by 

performing duties more consistent with a traditional male. This meant that being a 

disciplinarian in the cafeteria or within classrooms was acceptable, while counseling 

female students, especially on sensitive issues was unacceptable.  
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Chapter VII 

Participant Four 

 

Textural Analysis 

 

I have had a great experience working as a male school counselor at the 

elementary level. I have never had a negative comment made regarding my being a male 

school counselor. Obviously, not being a female, I don't have anything to compare it to. I 

don't feel that I have been treated differently from my predecessor, who was female. I 

don't feel I am looked upon differently because of my gender. In my interactions I never 

get comments like, "Well, you're a man, so you don't understand."   I have gotten that 

when I worked in a high school from an administrator. I had an administrator who would 

make that type of comment before, but the elementary school where I work now, I don't 

get it at all. We have several male teachers at the elementary building even though it's 

mostly female. When I think of my experience as a male elementary school counselor, I 

cannot think of any challenges that I have had. I am treated well and I am respected. 

There has never been any negativity towards me based on my gender. 

I do not see any difference working with boys or girls. I see equal numbers of 

boys and girls. For this year we have been working hard on bullying, so I have become 

the person that they come to first to report incidences. I see equal numbers of female 

students coming to me so I don’t feel that they don't feel comfortable coming to a male 

and I myself don't feel uncomfortable when they come to me, especially with bullying. I 

get girls coming to me about girl-to-girl interactions. I think they do so as freely as they 

probably would do with a female. I think it's all about trust and rapport with kids. It 

doesn't matter what sex, whether it's a boy or a girl; if you build trust with them as a 
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counselor then they will open up to you. I have seen this at the high school all the time; 

females will come to you, or males will come to you. It’s all about trust. It's not about 

your gender and that's been my experience. 

  I go about building trust with the upper level students by getting them to know me 

by being in the classroom, maybe doing a lesson or maybe in the hallways or other places 

in the school. I joke with them so they can understand that I am not a stern figure, but 

instead I am actually a person they can relate to. Over the years I have tried to keep 

myself informed about the television shows that students watch, so that I could start a 

conversation. With elementary kids I find myself trying to find out what's on the Disney 

Channel so I can have something to talk about with them. If someone were to say 

something to me about "iCarly," I would know what it was. So it is about me informing 

myself about what they are interested in.  I also believe that being able to relate and talk 

to the students will allow them to understand and trust you when they get to know you 

first as somebody else other than just a counselor. 

  Obviously you are going to deal with a male versus a female in a different way. 

But it is going to be a different way based on who they are, not based on their gender. I 

can't look at a child and say, "Okay, this is a male, so I am going to have to act 

differently, or have a different rapport or do different therapy than with a female with the 

same issue. When we do that we are hurting ourselves as well as the children. 

  You can have the most masculine boy in high school and you got to relate to him 

as well as the least masculine boy in high school or elementary school. The same goes for 

girls. I have a girl in the second grade who dresses as a boy does and has a traditional 

boy's haircut. I have not treated her any differently than I would the other girls in the 
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classroom. To be honest with you other girls and boys in the class don't think of her as a 

boy, they think of her as a girl because they know she is a girl; based on her name they 

know she is a girl.  And they treat her as anybody else. When I went to elementary school 

the boys were on one side of the school in the morning and the girl would be on the other 

side. We tended to play and interact with our own sex than the other. It is different now 

because kids are coming having play dates with other kids of the opposite sex, they are 

playing games together and having many more interactions with each other. I think this 

may be because we are a small town; we are not big enough to have our own separate 

girls softball or boys baseball leagues at a young age. Therefore, some girls have played 

on coed baseball teams. There have also been some girls who have played on the football 

team. There has not been many, but over the last fifteen to twenty years there has been 

girls intermittently playing on the football team.  So I think the older stereotypes of girl 

roles and boy roles have changed and it has filtered through with kids as well as us adults. 

I am not looking at working with them based on their sex, but based on who they are. For 

example, I am not naïve enough to think that over the years several of the male students 

that I have had at the high school level weren’t gay or that I thought they were all straight 

and even so, that that was what their orientation was going to be. It may also be a case 

that they were feminine-acting, but that didn’t mean that they were gay. The same holds 

for the opposite sex. I am not naïve enough to think that I didn’t have gay students. I 

would certainly never treat them any differently because of their sexual orientation, or 

because of the way they presented themselves; that would be a disservice to them as well 

as me. They are treated with the same openness and acceptance as anyone else.         



164 

 

 So when I work with a student it is the person and the problem that I am dealing 

with, not their gender. I have sometimes had to talk to kids about negative comments 

made about someone else based on stereotypes. It may relate to whether the person is 

masculine or feminine. I would always say to students that the student that they are 

treating differently has two eyes, two ears, a nose, a mouth and they have feelings. This 

treatment could also have been based on a person’s color or origin and has the effect of 

causing harm. I therefore look at all students as human beings and human beings have 

feelings; everything else is secondary. 

As far as working with parents and the community, I don't see anything there. I 

have not had any questioning or anybody ask that their child not see me because I am 

male. I think we are a small community and I have worked in the community long 

enough for them to know me. Many of the parents with whom I interact were my students 

in high school. They know who I am; they know me, and that they can talk to me about 

anything. They feel comfortable having their kids come and talk to me, given the 

interactions we’ve had. Therefore, it is kind of unfair to compare me to someone who 

may not have had as many years of experience. I live in the town and I have been a 

counselor for twenty years and prior to that I coached little league baseball or soccer, so if 

I didn’t have the parents as a student in school, I may have had them as a coach. All this 

took place in a small town; we have a combined school district, which serves a 

population of about eight thousand people. 

In terms of my interaction with teachers I don’t think that I have ever had a 

negative experience based on my gender. I don’t think that any teacher has brought me a 

male student and said or implied that because I was male I would be the better person to 
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handle that. I feel that when they bring students to me they were bringing them to work 

with me based on the issue and not because of their perception of the gender of the 

student or my gender. 

As I mentioned earlier, my experience as a male school counselor at the high 

school level was different. I worked for a female administrator who I felt was very biased 

against me. We had three counselors; two of us were male and one was female. The 

administrator was very biased against the males and the teachers felt the same way. 

Sometimes she would make comments like, "Oh, that's a man thing." Or, " You’re a male, 

you wouldn't understand." These were comments that would just incense me when she 

would make them. I feel it wasn't about the quality of the job that I did, it was the gender 

that mattered. No matter how good a job I did, I was overlooked because of my gender. It 

was as if she felt that I could not do the job as good as a female would. There was one 

female counselor and two male counselors and we both felt that the principal was biased 

against us. 

When I moved down to the elementary building and the other male counselor 

retired we were both replaced by females. I think the replacement was significant in 

terms of gender. When you have a school of over four hundred high school students 

grades nine through twelve and you’ve got three counselors, you would think that at least 

one of them should have been a male. There are going to be children who are 

uncomfortable talking to a female about certain things, especially when it comes to 

orientation or sexual issues. The school should at least have an avenue for them to share 

or express themselves. That avenue does not exist for boys now because the two males 

have been replaced. And it is not that I do not feel that female counselors cannot do this 
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for boys, but the boys may not feel comfortable enough to go to the female counselors. 

This may also relate to a male or female student who has to relate to a counselor of the 

opposite sex; until they learn to trust the counselor then damage can be done. We are not 

focused on our perceptions as adults or counselors; it is the children’s perceptions that 

matter. So I think that gender should be taken into consideration when hiring counselors 

and when possible, they should hire counselors of both sexes. 

Initially, before coming to the elementary school, I was worried because I am 

older; I am actually fifty-five. I thought my age would have an impact where the students 

would think I am too old. However, on a whole I have not gotten that from the children. I 

have had a couple of autistic kids refer to my grey hair and say, "Your old," but this is 

something that an autistic kid would typically say without having the filters that regular 

non-autistic kids would have. I can also remember a couple of parents at the start saying 

something about me not being able to understand what it is like for kids to live in this day 

and age. So I thought that being older would have impacted my experience at the 

elementary school even more than gender, but that hasn't been the case. My experience 

here could have also been influenced by the leadership. It could be because he is male, 

but it might also be because he doesn't have the biases that the female principal did. The 

leadership may have set the tone for my experience at the school. 

The older teachers still have an old stereotype of the school counselor. They still 

think of that guidance counselor that is there for career and college preparation, and they 

don't understand the value of the personal counseling, social skill building and things like 

that. I've seen that and then I've seen from the younger teachers, it’s almost a lack of 

respect because they don't understand what it is that we're all about and what we're doing.  
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I can remember one high school teachers who was upset. I had a child whose parents had 

just separated the night before in my office upset and was talking about it. The chemistry 

teacher left her class and came knocking down on my door and said, "So and So needs to 

be in class right now. They can't learn if they're down in guidance." That kind of stuff 

would happen a lot. That would happen a lot and typical as you're learning when you're 

going through any kind of counseling program it is because of confidentiality you can't 

tell the teacher what's going on and they want to either know or get a darn good reason 

why the child's not in their class, which you can't tell them. 

There was no doubt that my high school experience was based on my gender. I'm 

more sensitive to it than probably others are because I like to treat everybody, as most 

counselors do, as a person and not based upon their gender, and I didn't get that from the 

principal. I was very much aware of the gender bias based on comments that were made 

and assignments that were given. My role became that of a disciplinarian because I had 

the rapport with the kids. When they were acting up and pulling senior pranks, if she as 

the administrator wasn't able to handle it then she would come over to me and I felt it was 

because I was a male. She didn't ask the female to do it. She would come to me and ask 

me, "Can you go and talk with those kids and get them to do so and so."  There was one 

time that they took phones off the wall, they took the things out, and they laughed. The 

principal came to me and asked, "Can you find where they're at and have them return all 

of those phone pieces?"  That was one example; at another time a laptop was stolen as a 

prank. There was a group of 30 or 40 students who could have potentially taken the 

laptop, so she (principal) sent me to go and talk to the boys about it, not all the students. 

It was the boys I had to talk to. So that kind of stuff happened; I worked for the lady for 
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six years and that kind of stuff happened all the time. My present administrator is a male 

and I have never felt that because I'm a male he's asking me to do something. I felt like 

it's because I'm a person that he trusts and respects.  He acts like another supervisor that I 

had that was a female. They both treated me the same way so I'm going on those two 

experiences that I had versus the third female administrator that I'm talking about who 

didn't respect me and I really felt, and still do, that it was based upon my gender. 

 In terms of my experience as an elementary school counselor working within the 

community I remember having to go to cross-systems training. Cross-systems training is 

a program that a lot of states have going on where you're actually using different agencies 

to solve issues with families or with children. At this training I was asked to be on the 

initial training program to train all of the people within the agencies of the county as a 

school official and I was the only male on that, but I guess I did see why they didn't 

assign me any of the duties that had to be done when we were planning the training 

programs and stuff. All of the duties were given to the females and I was just there 

basically maybe to be the token male or maybe it was because I was a school official and 

they were all outside agencies, (mental health, probation and others) or if it was because I 

was a male. I don't really know 100% for sure why I was never assigned any duties. I had 

volunteered to do different things and then they'd say, "Oh, no. Well, So and So can do 

that or this one could do that." 

Sometimes it is difficult to determine if it is gender or some other factors and this 

was definitely one because in all of the planning meetings I had been to, and there were 

plenty, quite often there were negative attitudes towards the schools and so I don't know 

if it's because I was the only school official there, that it was more a reflection on their 
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thought processes about schools or if it was because I was a male. I'm not really quite 

sure which it was. Indeed sometimes it is hard to tell and I too am not the typical male. I 

will cook or I will bake. My wife and I share duties around the house, she mows the lawn 

as well as I do and we both cook. I was brought up in that type of household and my 

children were brought up in that type of household.   

 There were times when I would bake something and bring it to work and the 

former administrator I had would say, "Oh, he bakes just as well as a woman does" or 

“He bakes better than most women do." So I am probably a little more sensitive to things 

like that than maybe somebody else might be because I've been a victim of it and I kind 

of pick up on it maybe quicker than other people will because of my experiences. Now I 

am down at the elementary building and I baked something the other day because it was 

somebody's birthday and nobody made any negative kind of comments like that. They 

talked about how good the food was, not that it was made by a male. I have to be honest. 

I have not felt it; I have not seen it in the elementary setting, and I really expected it. I 

expected the parents to speak up. There was a female here who had been here since they 

first created the position of an elementary counselor probably ten years ago and it had 

always been a female, and so I was expecting parents to say, "Isn't there somebody else 

my daughter could talk to?" or something like that. I was expecting those types of things 

and I didn't get it. 

Structural Analysis  

 P-4 worked in an environment where he was one of few males providing 

educational, counseling and support services to young children. He was also the only 

school counselor in his school. This meant that all counseling services were delivered by 

him. These factors meant that he occupied a central and visible position within his school. 
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He described having equal amounts of boys and girls coming to see him for various 

issues. 

 P-4 acknowledged the existence of the sex-role stereotype within the wider 

society as well as in schools. Early in his narrative he however, pointed out that he had 

never experienced these stereotypes in his interactions at the elementary school that he 

worked. He shared that he had never heard any negative comments related to his sex and 

inability to do his job. He described an experience free of sex-role stereotype. This 

experience should however be understood in the context of his experience as a high 

school counselor. P-4 shared that when he worked at the high school level he experienced 

the effects of sex-role stereotype at the hands of a female principal. P-4 was careful to 

note that teachers at the school shared his belief that the principal was biased against the 

male counselors. This indicated that the negative experience was specific to his 

interaction with the principal. He also shared that patterns of hiring and re-hiring 

reinforced the ideas of sex-role stereotypes and biases on the part of his former high 

school principal. 

 P-4’s experience of sex-based discrimination preceded his job at the elementary 

school and it apparently impacted how he made sense of the professional experiences that 

followed.  He shared that he had anticipated challenges based on sex-roles stereotype; 

this however was not his experience. P-4 shared that he was not able to identify any 

challenges associated with being a male elementary school counselor.  

P-4's experience at the high school level contrasted significantly with his 

experience at the elementary level. In describing the experience he tended to refer to the 

absence of negative comments as an indication of what was great about it. The negative 
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gendered experience that he had at the high school level provided an important context 

and backdrop for his positive experience at the elementary school. 

     P-4 described that his experience as a male elementary counselor should be 

understood in terms of his age, years of professional experience and history within the 

community. P-4 was a 55 years old male who worked in a small town as a school 

counselor for twenty years. He lived in the district where he worked and was well known. 

P-4 shared that he had a long history of working with the community. He shared that 

many of the parents with whom he interacted with were his former high school students. 

P-4 shared that he should not be compared with someone who had not had the experience 

and background that he had within his town and its schools. This experience and 

background of working within the community may have allowed P-4 to escape some 

challenges associated with sex-role stereotyping. His long professional history within the 

community may have assisted in the higher levels of confidence and trust he was able to 

enjoy at the elementary level. 

Textural-Structural Analysis 

Making Sense of Gender 

P-4 shared that sometimes it can be difficult to determine if it is gender or other 

factors that impacts an experience. Throughout his narrative he made references to age, 

years of professional and community experience along with sex and gender as factors that 

combine to influence his experience. These ideas were based on over twenty years of 

experience as a school counselor working at the secondary and elementary levels. P-4 

was over fifty years old and had a long history with the community that he served. He 



172 

 

described a professional experience that seemed to have transcended the expected 

limitations of sex and gender. P-4 acknowledged the uniqueness of his experience. 

They (parents) feel comfortable having their kids come and talk to me given the 

interactions we’ve had. Therefore, it is kind of unfair to compare me to someone 

who may not have had as many years of experience. I live in the town and I have 

been a counselor for twenty years and prior to that I coached little league baseball 

or soccer, so if I didn’t have the parent as a student in school, I may have had 

them as a coach. All this took place in a small town; we have a combined school 

district, which serves a population of about eight thousand people. 

  

P-4’s long history of involvement in the community in part allowed him to function as a 

professional school counselor. He described a practice that saw equal amounts of male 

and female students.  He described being treated as a school counselor rather than a male 

within the school. 

  P-4’s ideas and opinions about sex and gender were influenced by his experience 

at both the elementary and the secondary schools that he served as school counselor. He 

recognized the limitation of using sex to guide one’s interaction with another person. He 

described the complex and changing nature of gender. He shared that he did not interact 

with students simply on the basis of their sex but instead based on who they were as a 

person. P-4 shared that simply being male or female does not indicate who a person is or 

what their needs are. He did not deny the differences between his male and female 

students based on sex; he however, emphasized the importance of getting to know them 

as individuals. 

Obviously you are going to deal with a male versus a female in a different way. 

But it is going to be a different way based on who they are not based on their 

gender. I can’t look at a child and say, “Okay this is a male, so I am going to act 

differently, have a different rapport or do different therapy than with a female with 

the same issue.    
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 P-4 described a practice that moved away from gender stereotypes when he 

interacted with students and staff members. He embraced ideas of the fluidity and 

changing nature of gender identity. P-4 described his observation of the changing nature 

of gender within his community and the wider society. He shared that stereotypical ideas 

about what it means to be male, female, masculine or feminine are now being challenged 

and are not valid based on his experience.   

When I went to elementary school the boys were on one side of the school in the 

morning, and the girls would be on the other side. We tended to play and interact 

with our own sex more than the other. It is different now because kids are coming 

home having play dates with other kids of the opposite sex; they are playing 

games together and having so many more interactions with each other. 
 

 P-4 further shared that he believed the older stereotypes of girl roles and boy roles 

have changed and that it has filtered through with kids as well as us adults. In addition, P-

4 pointed to variations in levels of masculinity and femininity seen in his students 

whether male or female. He also speculated about variations in sexual orientation and 

varying degrees of masculinity and femininity of students that he has known over the 

years. 

 P-4 described his own gendered self in his narrative. He shared that he was not a 

typical male, that he and his wife shared domestic chores and that they both cooked. He 

also shared that they were both brought up in similar households as the one they had 

created.  It was P-4’s nontraditional gender identity that resulted in some of the personal 

biases he experienced at the hands of a high school principal. P-4 recalled sexist 

comments that were made in reference to the fact that he cooked and baked. 

 P-4 was the only counselor at his school and therefore was solely responsible for 

the delivery of counseling services. He shared that he saw equal amounts of male and 
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female students for counseling. He emphasized the limitations of using sex as the basis 

for interacting with students, though acknowledged the necessity where possible to have 

school counselors of both sexes. In referring to his experience at the high school, he 

mentioned that when he and the other male school counselor left the position they were 

replaced by two females. P-4 pointed to difficulties that male students were experiencing 

because felt they could not relate to female counselors. P-4 felt that the necessity of 

having counselors of both sexes related to the developmental needs of the students.       

There are going to be children who are uncomfortable talking to a female about 

certain  things, especially when it comes to orientation or sexual issues. The 

school should at least have an avenue for them to share or express themselves. 

That avenue does not exist for boys now because the two males have been 

replaced. 
 

P-4 described the difficulties that male students at his former high school experienced 

because they did not have a male school counselor to interact with, especially on 

sensitive issues. P-4 emphasizes the important of considering student social, emotional 

and developmental needs in making hiring decisions. He shared his belief that 

opportunities for same sex interactions within schools are necessary as it allows the 

students a certain amount of comfort.  

 Finding Positive Meaning in the Experience 

 

P-4 shared that he had a great experience as a male school counselor. His 

experience at the elementary school came as a relief and contrast to his experience as a 

high school counselor. P-4 described an almost ideal work environment where sex-role 

stereotypes did not impact his experience. He described interactions that were 

characterized by trust and respect. There was an absence of negative comments or actions 

from parents, teachers or principals. He was also able to see equal numbers of male and 
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female students. He shared, “When I think of my experience as a male elementary school 

counselor, I cannot think of any challenges that I have had. I am treated well and I am 

respected. There has never been any negativity towards me based on my gender.” 

 P-4 was fully aware of how negativity and bias could impact a male school 

counselor’s professional experience. He had actually anticipated that he would have had 

some problems prior to working at the elementary school. He described that he had 

previously worked at a high school where he had experienced bias because he was a 

male. There was a sharp contrast between his experience at the high school and the 

elementary school. This contrast is important in understanding his overall narrative. His 

experience as a school counselor at the high school was so negative that it impacted how 

he assessed his interactions at the elementary school. For P-4, finding positive was 

directly connected to the absence of the negative experiences he had at the previous high 

school that he had worked. His ability to explore his gendered experience was also 

affected. There was an underlined expectation that the intent of the study was to explore 

negative experiences. 

 P-4 found positive meaning in his interactions with school staff. He shared that he 

has never been treated differently from his predecessor, who was a female. He described 

being able to work in a school setting where there were no differences in his work with 

male and female students. He shared that he never felt that he was treated differently 

because he was a male or that sex was used to determine the tasks that he performed. 

 P-4’s experiences can be best understood based on his experience with the school 

district and the community in which he worked. He had worked as a school counselor for 

twenty five years. He had coached softball within the community and was an older male 
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of 55 years old. P-4 shared that in some ways his experience cannot be compared to 

another male that did not have the experience he had within the community. The trust and 

respect that he received from the staff and wider community allowed him to almost 

transcend sex-role stereotypes and avoid the biases he had encountered at the high school. 

I live in the town and I have been a counselor for twenty years and prior to that I 

coached little league baseball or soccer, so if I didn’t have the parents as a student 

in school, I may have had them as a coach. All this took place in a small town; we 

have a combined school district, which serves a population of about eight 

thousand people.  

 

P-4 described and presented a discrepant narrative of his professional experiences. His 

narrative is discrepant to the extent that the wider societal stereotypes related to sex and 

gender did not seem to impact his experience as a male elementary school counselor. His 

experience at the high school level contrasted significantly with his experience at the 

elementary level. P-4 described how the factors of age, experience, personal and 

professional history within the community provided him with an ideal context where he 

could fully serve as a professional school counselor.    

Balancing Identity and Sex-role Stereotypes  

P-4 was aware of the existence of sex-role stereotypes and the negative 

consequences of having to deal with a principal who had internalized these beliefs. His 

experience at the elementary school did not involve a struggle to balancing his gender 

identity against sex-role stereotypes. He described relationships that were devoid of 

stereotypes or biases. He was aware of his gender identity within the elementary school 

and identified himself as a nontraditional male. He described that he was able to function 

within the school without any challenges. P-4 shared that he was able to share his 
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cooking with co-workers without his gender identity being challenged. This contrasted 

with his experience at the high school: 

There were times when I would bake something and bring it to work and the 

former  administrator I had would say, "Oh, he bakes just as well as a woman 

does" or “He bakes better than most women do." So I am probably a little more 

sensitive to things like that than maybe somebody else might be because I've been 

a victim of it and I kind of pick up on it maybe quicker than other people will 

because of my experiences. Now I am down  at the elementary building and I 

baked something the other day because it was somebody's birthday and nobody 

made any negative kind of comments like that. They talked about how good the 

food was, not about the fact that it was made by a male. 
 

 P-4 had expected to have problems with stereotypes and possible challenges to his 

gender his identity before coming to the elementary school. His experiences at the high 

school had left him with those expectations. P-4 shared that he expected some amount of 

opposition within the school community to his appointment. He was also aware that as a 

male he would be occupying a position that he was not expected to be in. He expected 

that his identity would have been challenged in ways similar way to the way it had been 

challenged at the high school level. 

I expected the parents to speak up. There was a female here who had been here 

since they first created the position of an elementary counselor probably ten years 

ago and it had always been a female, and so I was expecting parents to say, "Isn't 

there somebody else my daughter could talk to?" or something like that. I was 

expecting those types of things and I didn't get it. 

 

 P-4’s fears did not materialize; he theorized that his over twenty years of personal 

and professional history with the community allowed him to transcend the limitations of 

sex and gender. He described an experience where his duties were not based on the fact 

that he was a male and he was able to deliver counseling services as a professional school 

counselor. This contrasted with his prior experience where he was often expected to 
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perform disciplinary functions or he might be told that he could not understand a female’s 

perspective because he was a male. 

Responding to Low Male Presence in Schools 

 P-4 was aware that he occupied a numeric minority status in his school district. 

He shared that while there were other males at his school, the majority were female.  The 

structural context of his experience meant that he did not feel a need to provide special 

services to male students in response to low male presence at the school. He worked in a 

context where he was not merely expected to address the needs of male students simply 

because he himself was male.    

I don’t think that any teacher has brought me a male student and said or implied 

that because I was male I would be the better person to handle them. I feel that 

when they brought students to me they were bringing the student to me to work 

with based on the issue, not because of their perception of the gender of the 

student or my gender. 
 

 P-4’s narrative perhaps serves as an example of what it takes for a male 

elementary school counselor to transcend sex-role stereotypes. The experience he 

described suggested that sex and gender were factors that did not impede his ability to 

provide counseling and support services to students.  P-4 recognized the uniqueness of 

his experience and shared that a long history of personal and profession history within the 

community had allowed him a unique and different experience. P-4’s experience may 

have significantly altered his ability to see his experience through fresh lenses. His 

narrative was a comparison of the two experiences and therefore did not go beyond 

looking at the experience through negative or positive lenses. P-4 therefore was not able 

to provide a more nuanced account of his gendered experience.   
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Chapter VIII 

Participant Five 

Textural Analysis 

 

I don't know what necessarily being a male elementary school counselor is like; 

my experience as an elementary school counselor is one where I was sort of thrown into a 

place or I guess hired into a position, and there wasn't a lot of guidance given.  I sort of 

had to make up a lot as I went on; I had to figure out and define what it meant to be 

successful. I think that being a male played into this process and that it was probably the 

reason I got interviewed in the first place. I knew that different schools were looking for 

male counselors, especially elementary schools. I think that maybe since I've been here 

because I am a male more of the male kids are sort of sent my way and people have 

maybe higher expectations about what happens when I work with the male students. 

People may think that I should know what to do with the male students as opposed to the 

success I should have with the female students. 

When I came to this school there were maybe three males in the building out of a 

total of 60 or 65 staff members. However, among the students there is about a 50/50 split 

of male versus female students. I think they were just looking to bring the ratios up or to 

have more male role models that students could look up to. I think male elementary-

school counselors are pretty hard to find, so when I was applying to this district or this 

county, I was probably sort of snatched up and put to the forefront for the interview 

process to be able to go into one of the schools. My principal wanted a male, so she 

interviewed me and sort of signed me spot-on in a way. 
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In my work with students the biggest thing for me has been that I'm white and I 

work in a school where the majority of people are African-American and it's sort of 

coming to terms with it or not coming to terms with.  I would say it has been a process of 

understanding differences in culture of not only of the students but their parents. I've been 

working through that a lot and I would say that I've been pretty successful with a lot of 

the students. In working with a lot of the kids who have some emotional and behavioral 

needs and I've been able to break through some barriers with them. I have been able to 

get them on track educationally and emotionally to where they're more of a student in our 

school as opposed to a person who is just coming to school because they have to go to 

school. I have also had success on a classroom basis; I feel that my lessons are usually 

very successful. They are usually entertaining and full of positive energy. I feel it trumps 

everything, and so kids really enjoy and get a lot from my lessons.  My lessons have 

allowed me to form relationships with a lot of the kids because they sort of see me in this 

very positive light and then they're willing to come and talk with me more. 

I think both boys and girls who don't have fathers tend to gravitate towards me 

and some of the other male staff members.  Sometimes I see boys who are more looking 

for a coach or mentor-type person and girls just looking for someone to love. Well, I 

guess they're both looking for someone to love them but in different ways. Generally, I 

feel like I probably treat boys a little bit differently than I do girls. I do this in the 

traditional way of thinking that boys are tough or it is simply assumptions that I make 

about basic gender roles. I have bought into it a little and I don't know if that's a good 

thing or a bad thing. I think I maybe expect more from boys and maybe I give girls a little 

bit more excuses sometimes than I should, though I'm definitely not doing that as much 
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as I did in my first year. This last year I'm sort of realizing that I think I'm treating girls a 

little bit unfairly, and treating boys a little bit unfairly in that case as well. 

Dealing with boys and girls has been an area of growth for me; with girls I have 

had to deal with a lot of social issues related to their interaction with each other. I used to 

sort of brush it aside and say it's not as big a deal as compared to a fight between two 

boys, but in reality it causes just as much damage and I think even more and it lasts over 

a longer term. I have tried and I continue trying to take that more seriously and work 

through a lot more with the girls as opposed to earlier in my career. 

When I think of specific experiences that I have had with students, I recall one 

day when I was in a third grade classroom and was just sort of walking around and 

looking at some students' work. I went to the back of the room and a student came up to 

me and started asking me something. And then all of a sudden, another student came up 

to me, then another student came, and I looked around and I had four or five students 

around me. I knew all of them personally through individual or group counseling for the 

past couple of years; they were students who had extra needs.  I was trying to see what do 

all these students have in common and what it came down to was that none of those 

students, for the most part, had a father-figure in their life or a father-figure in their life 

that paid them much attention.  I saw in my mind what was happening was that I was that 

male adult in their lives and they wanted as much attention as possible from a male when 

he was in the classroom. I think that maybe if a female would have gone in there, I think 

she would have gotten attention too, but I think because it was a male that I probably got 

the attention of more kids.  I feel it was just a cry for attention; that's really what it was. 

All the other kids were on task, sitting down and doing their work as they were supposed 
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to be doing. The ones who came up and were coming up and just sort of vying 

vehemently for my attention were the ones that lacked that father-figure in their lives. 

  When I think of the challenges that I have had as a male school counselor I'm 

always very, very aware that for an adult male at any time being with a young girl, there 

could be suspicions that arise. It could be the simplest or the smallest thing or nothing 

could have happened, but I just feel like I always have to be aware of what I'm doing, 

especially with young girls. What I mean is that I always want another adult to be able to 

see me. My office has shades on them, and I want to have my shades open and my door 

open; I want to be where I can be seen. I think this can be a challenge that female 

counselors may have with male students, though I think it's intensified with a male 

counselor and female students. I think it is societal; there are news stories everywhere. I 

feel like once every two or three months you hear about a coach with a young girl, and I 

just don't want to put myself in a position where there could even be a suspicion.  I don't 

think that would be a good move for me in terms of being able to work with kids. It just 

would not be good. So I think it's just a societal suspicion. I think in graduate school and 

early on with my first principal that point was raised with me just as something to be very 

aware of because you just don't want to have any suspicions arise at all. 

 I protect myself and, you know, even if one kid were to say something to another 

kid and start a rumor that is not even true I could be “Candidate Number 5.”  If one of the 

kids were to say, “Candidate 5 was in the office, and he looked at me sort of strange." If 

one kid was to say that to another kid and then that sort of went around the school, and 

maybe nothing happened, but even with that, I could have a bunch of kids who don't want 

to talk to me or don't want to be near me because they're afraid that I may look at them 
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strangely too and they're afraid to be with me and then I wouldn't be able to do my job as 

successfully as I'm able to now. So it is about protecting yourself and your ability to do 

your job. 

I think that being a male role model in a school can be a challenge and an 

opportunity at the same time. It can be a challenge in that there are so many kids who 

need a male role model that my time is very valuable, and it's impossible to give it to 

everyone who needs it. I've tried, but I just can't; there's not enough time in the day.  But 

being a role model is an opportunity at the same time because for the ones that I am able 

to reach, it can be a good relationship and can help to make positive gains with that 

student. 

 In terms of specific interventions with students we have behavior charts. Some of 

these are focused on disrespectful behaviors while some are focused on positive 

behaviors we see from students. These positive behaviors may focus on homework or 

other classroom related behaviors. I have noticed that some kids will want one of their 

goals to be turning in more work or turning in all their homework, and what they'll want 

as a reward is to play football, soccer or basketball with me. I think that this happens 

because I'm a male. I think that's sort of what kids want to be able to do with me. This has 

mainly been with boys, at least for the boys that do like sports. A lot of the boys don't like 

sports, and like reading a book or doing other things as a reward, but for the ones that do 

like sports, I think they sort of look to me potentially as a cool playmate in some ways. 

 I am aware that each boy is different and each girl is very different, and each one 

of their needs and desires are very unique. What's interesting, though, is that the ones 

who do like sports a lot of times tend to be the ones who have or can be ones who do 
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have behavior issues, whether that is classroom-behavior issues or work-related behavior 

issues. So I don't know if there's a physical aspect to that; just that need to be up moving 

and what not. 

In terms of working with parents one thing that has stood out is when fathers talk 

about their daughters with me. I feel like there's almost more respect in some ways. This 

is not to say that other people aren't respectful, but there's more of like a special respect 

that those fathers give me. For example, if something happens with a daughter at school 

and I talk with a father about that, I think the father is more thankful and pleased; I think 

he feels respected in some ways and therefore shows me respect. I haven't quite figured 

out what that is, but that's something that I've noticed that's been a little bit different. I 

think that maybe that goes back to what I was saying about how during my first year I 

would treat girls a little bit differently. So I guess maybe there's a way that for some 

males with daughters, they got treated or handled a little bit differently than, say, sons 

would by their fathers. I think the two things may be connected, but I'm just not quite 

sure what it is. 

 Another thing that I have experienced when talking to moms with no males in the 

lives of their kids is that a lot of the time it is mentioned, and they almost put that 

expectation on me that they need something extra that I am going to be able to give 

because I am a male. I experienced this with one of our families from Bangladesh where I 

think the father was deported, or I don't quite know what happened with the father. So 

there was the mom, a son who was in the fourth grade, a daughter who was in first grade 

and some other family members living with them. The son had recently been having a lot 

of trouble at home, not at school, but doing stuff at home like beating up his sister, not 
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listening to his mother, and all this stuff.  So the mom, I think because I'm a male, and I 

had talked to her before, had been saying to her son, "Don't hit your sister or I'm going to 

tell the school counselor on you," or "I'm going to tell the school counselor," which to me 

sounds eerily similar to, "Don't hit your sister or I'm going to tell your father." It got to 

the point where she did call me and let me know this and now she wanted me to play a 

role in disciplining him at home, which is quite interesting because a counselor is not 

really supposed to discipline and a school counselor is not supposed to really go to the 

home. The focus of the school counselor is more on school and working on school even 

though the home is definitely part of that. I thought that was just an interesting little 

experience. I think it's also a cultural thing. It made me laugh, not at that time, but 

thinking about it after made me laugh.  

 In terms of my work with teachers, it has, in general been a growing process.  The 

teachers and I have had to develop trust. I think the hardest thing with teachers as well as 

kids is that there's so much need and there's so much that has to be done and there's just 

not enough time to do it. So it's hopefully letting the teachers see that I am doing my 

absolute best and trying my hardest to be able to work with all the different kids in the 

school. We have about 600 kids in our school, and it's just me as the counselor. I think in 

a lot of ways that I've earned that trust through guidance lessons. They were able to see 

how I interacted with the kids during the lessons, they were able to see how I interacted 

with the kids one-on-one and that kids responded to me. So I think I've earned that trust. 

 As a male I think I feel like when I first got to this school the teachers expected 

that I would almost work miracles with the boys. Probably one of the first things that 

someone ever said to me was, "Oh, great! We have a male counselor. This will be great 
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for our boys!" And maybe I'm adding, "We'll work miracles with the boys."  It just really 

seemed like that was sort of the expectation coming in, that I would work miracles with 

the boys.  Three years ago, there were a group of boys that were pretty tough. They've 

since graduated, or have been promoted, but I don't really see that as much anymore. I 

think teachers have recognized maybe who I am and recognized that I'm going to have 

struggles with boys and I'm going to have struggles with girls. I'm going to have 

successes with boys and I'm going to have successes with girls, just like they will. 

 I try to maintain a professional relationship with all staff members; I don't have a 

whole lot of time to talk with people personally. I feel like I'm on the same level with the 

males as I am with the female staff members at the school. I think the reason that I got a 

job, especially right after my interview, was because I was a male. I think my principal 

was looking for a male school counselor. I think my interview went really well, but I 

think what got me the interview was that I'm a male and that was sort of what pushed me 

over the edge.  For the high school that I interviewed at, it was sort of the same thing; the 

principal said it very bluntly to me, "You know, we're looking for a male school 

counselor," so that definitely helped. Since then, I've had a change of principal. We've 

had the same vice principal and then two different principals. They’re all females and I 

have worked well with all three of them.  I have had to work very closely with them all 

the time and have had a great professional relationship with them. I trusted them and I 

feel that they trusted me to get work done, make good decisions and do what was best for 

the kids. I'm just not aware that being a male has helped or hindered those professional 

relationships. 
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 I mentioned earlier that when I came to the school there wasn't a whole lot of 

guidance and that I had to figure out what I was doing and what my job was on my own 

in a lot of ways. I was given some basic guidelines but there were a few things that I had 

to do. The things I created were based on what I thought were the needs and what the data 

showed were the needs of the students and the school.  I think that helped my reputation 

in a lot of ways and helped me develop those relationships where I had the trust and 

respect from teachers and administration that allowed me to continue to do other things. 

Now, maybe there was gender bias in what I created and why I created it. I don't know, 

but I definitely think gender played a role in helping me to get the job, but not in me 

being able to keep or do the job.  I think if I were doing my job poorly I would not have a 

job, and just because I'm a male I wouldn't be able to hold onto it. 

Structural Analysis 

 P-5 shared that he was a white male working in a suburban school setting serving 

a predominantly African-African student body. His shared that his initial concern was 

coming to terms with the racial difference between himself and his students. He described 

success in working through these cultural differences. He described experiences where 

his sex was the dominant factor impacting his interactions. He shared one occasion when 

he entered a class and a number of students; whom he identified as not having an adult 

male in their life, were vying for his attention in ways that were both practical and 

symbolic. P-5 identified the vying for his attention as indicative of a wider shortage of 

male presence within the society. He identified that there was a shortage of male presence 

in young children's lives within families and the community. P-5 connected this shortage 

to his experience as a male school counselor; he shared that many of the boys and girls 
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who gravitated to him and other male staff members were the ones who did not have 

fathers or father-figures in their lives. The recognition of the shortage of male presence in 

the lives of his students impacted the nature of his experience as a male school counselor; 

there was a sense that he had to adjust his practice to address this need. He therefore, had 

to play the special role as a mentor for the students, especially males, who were “crying 

out for male attention.” 

 P-5 worked in a sub-urban school; he shared that many of his minority students 

had social, emotional and behavioral challenges that he had to address.  His experience as 

a school counselor was impacted by these factors. P-5 shared that when he took the job as 

a school counselor there was not a lot of guidance regarding what he should do. He 

shared that he felt that he was sort of thrown into a position where there was not a lot of 

guidance. He therefore had an opportunity to try and explore different things. He was 

able to describe this as a positive because it allowed him to grow as a counselor. The lack 

of professional guidance may also be linked to the nature of the school counseling 

profession where school systems are often not clear in identifying the duties and 

responsibilities of counselor. This usually requires counselors to define their own practice 

and take initiatives. P-5 shared that he relied on his graduate school education in this 

process.  

 P-5 was one of a few male school counselors who worked at his elementary 

school. He shared that there may have been three males working at his school out of a 

total of 60-65 staff members. He was also the only school counselor at his school; he was 

therefore solely responsible for the delivery of counseling services to students. P-5 spoke 

of an existing shortage of males within schools and that his hiring was a conscious effort 
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to increase male presence. He speculated that he was probably snatched up and placed at 

the front of the interview process because he was male. This suggested that the urgency 

to increase male presence may have influenced his hiring and continued to impact his 

actual experience as a male school counselor. This may also have fed into higher 

expectations for him to address the needs of male students at his school. 

 P-5 was highly visible and central within his school. This visibility and centrality 

were linked to his style of practice, the nature of the school counseling profession and 

what school counselors are required to do.  As a school counselor P-5 would be required 

to interact with many groups within his school. His was able to describe interactions with 

students, parents, teachers and administrators. 

 P-5 worked in a context where a man was not expected to assume the role or 

position as an elementary school counselor based on existing sex-role stereotypes. These 

stereotypes impacted his various interactions and relationships within the school. He 

therefore shared his awareness that a male counselor working with a young girl may raise 

suspicion. In another instance he described getting more respect from fathers because he 

was male, or that mothers expected him to play a greater role in the lives of their sons 

because he was a male. 

 P-5 identified time as a factor that impacted his experience. He shared that there 

would usually be an initial reaction to his presence, which often changed over time. This 

initial reaction was often based on stereotypes people held about sex and gender roles. He 

shared that initial reactions would often change over time, which provided an opportunity 

to build relationships based on trust or allowed the school community to view him as a 

professional school counselor and not just a male. 
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Textural Structural Analysis 

 

Making Sense of Gender 

 

 P-5 had unique challenges when he took the school counseling position. He 

shared that he was “thrown into a place or hired into a position and there was not a lot of 

guidance given” to him. His process of making sense of gender was in part shaped by 

these factors. He was also aware that he was hired in part because he was a male and that 

this impacted how he viewed his position and how he was viewed by the school 

community. P-5 sensed that he had come into a position where there was an expectation 

for him to serve a special role in the lives of male students The ideas and feelings that he 

brought to his new position was shaped in part by these factors: 

I think that maybe since I've been here because I am a male more of the male kids 

are sort of sent my way and people have maybe higher expectations about what 

happens when I work with the male students. People may think that I should 

know what to do with the male students as opposed to what should happen or the 

successes I should have with the female students. 

 

 P-5 was one of a few males working at his school and was also the only school 

counselor. His numeric minority status, and the perceived shortage and need for male 

presence at his school were factors that impacted his experience. He theorized that his 

school community had concerns about the male-female ratio within the school and that 

there was a need for diversity.   

When I came to this school there were maybe three males in the building out of a 

total of 60 or 65 staff members. However, among the students there is about a 

50/50 split of male versus female students, so I think they were just looking to 

bring the ratios up or to have  more male role models that students could look up 

to. I think male elementary-school counselors are pretty hard to find, so when I 

was applying to this district or this county, I  was probably sort of snatched up and 

put to the forefront for the interview process to be able to go into one of the 

schools. 

   

 P-5’s perception of being “snatched and placed at the front” impacted how he 
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approached his position, how he made sense of sex, gender and his overall experience as 

a male school counselor. The awareness of the context and purpose of his hiring was seen 

throughout his narrative.  

 P-5 described his understanding of the social emotional and developmental needs 

of young students to be able to interact with adult females and males. He connected the 

behavioral and academic challenges of some of his students to the shortage of adult male 

presence in their lives. P-5 five identified that both male and female students needed to 

interact with adult males. He tried to identify specific ways in which they needed him as 

a male school counselor: 

I think both boys and girls who don't have fathers tend to gravitate towards me 

and some of the other male staff members.  Sometimes I see boys who are more 

looking for a coach or mentor-type person and girls just looking for someone to 

love. Well, I guess they're both looking for someone to love them, but in different 

ways.      

 

P-5 had ideas of sex and gender differences that impacted the ways he interacted with 

female and male students. He shared that some of his interactions with students were 

based on a stereotypical understanding of sex and gender roles.  He described his own 

internalization of sex-role stereotypes when he talked about his initial tendency to be 

tougher on male students versus female students. P-5 recognized this tendency in his 

practice and sought to make changes.  

 P-5 described concerns about the possible impact of his racial identity on his 

experience. He was a white male working in a school where the majority of people were 

African-American. For P-5 it involved a process of him “coming to terms with it, or not 

coming to terms with it.” For P-5 coming to terms with it “has been a process of 

understanding differences in culture not only of the students, but also the parents.” He 
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shared that he has had some successes in this area. P-5 did not elaborate on what he 

meant by not to coming to terms with racial differences between himself and his students; 

he however, shared that the process of developing cultural competence was ongoing. He 

shared interactions with students where his sex, and not his race, was the significant 

factor impacting the experience. He described an experience when he had gone into a 

classroom where students were “vying for his attention.” He shared that all these students 

did not have significant male figures in their lives.  

 P-5 had developed ideas around children’s developmental needs to have both 

sexes in their lives. From his experience he theorized, that the boys and girls who don’t 

have fathers tend to gravitate towards him and other male staff members. P-5 had 

acknowledged that there was a shortage of male presence that existed in the lives of these 

students and was also reproduced in the school. He also acknowledged the social 

emotional and behavioral consequences of the absence of fathers in the lives of students. 

He identified how the absence of fathers in the lives of male and female students have 

produced different types of social and emotional needs that he may have to fulfill in his 

practice as a male elementary school counselor. 

I think both boys and girls who don't have fathers tend to gravitate towards me 

and some of the other male staff members.  Sometimes I see boys who are more 

looking for a coach or mentor-type person and girls just looking for someone to 

love. Well, I guess they're both looking for someone to love them, but in different 

ways. 

 

 P-5 was working through ideas of sex and gender based on differences between 

boys and girls through traditional binary lenses. His ideas of the needs of female versus 

male students were never conclusive, but instead a process of making sense of perceived 

differences. P-5 acknowledged differences in his approach to male and female students. 
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In doing so he also acknowledged that these differences were consistent with existing 

sex-role stereotypes that he had internalized.  

Generally I feel like I probably treat boys a little bit differently than I do girls. I 

do this in the traditional way of thinking that boys are tough or simply 

assumptions that I make about basic gender roles. I have bought into it a little and 

I don't know if that's a good thing or a bad thing. I think I maybe expect more 

from boys and maybe I give girls a little bit more excuses sometimes than I 

should, though I'm definitely not doing that as much as I used to in my first year. 

This last year I'm sort of realizing that I think I'm treating girls a little bit unfairly, 

and treating boys a little bit unfairly in that case as well.   

    

P-5’s interaction with his male and female students is consistent with stereotypical ideas 

surrounding the need to treat boys with toughness while being gentle or soft with girls. 

He however, shared that this practice had changed and that he realized that both male and 

female students are disadvantaged by the assumptions. This indicated an evolution in P-

5’s ideas and practices related to sex and gender. It also demonstrated the interconnection 

between assumption or ideas about gender and how they influence practice.  

Dealing with boys and girls has been an area of growth for me; with girls I have 

had to deal with a lot of social issues related to their interactions with each other. I 

used to sort of brush it aside and say it's not as big of a deal as a fight between 

two boys would be, but in reality it causes just as much damage and I think even 

more and it lasts over a longer term. I have tried and I continue trying to take that 

more seriously and work through a lot more with the girls as opposed to earlier in 

my career.  

 

P-5’s own gender identity had hindered him from being able to address the social 

emotional needs of his female students. The insight that he developed allowed him to 

acknowledge limits in his competence around issues of sex and gender. His process of 

making meaning of sex and gender was tied to his practical interactions with students. 

 P-5 described possible dangers or personal safety issues involved in providing 

counseling services to his young female students. He expressed fear and the need to take 

necessary precautions as a male school counselor when working with female students. 
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When I think of the challenges that I have had as a male school counselor I'm 

always very, very aware that for an adult male at any time being with a young girl, 

there could be  suspicions that arise. It could be the simplest or the smallest thing 

or nothing could have happened, but I just feel like I always have to be aware of 

what I'm doing, especially with young girls. What I mean is that I always want 

another adult to be able to see me. My office has shades on them, and I want to 

have my shades open and my door open; I want to be where I can be seen.  

 

The precautions taken by P-5 seemed to have emerged out of a wider societal context of 

suspicious and concerns for the safety of young females. P-5 described his awareness of 

these ideas and of the need to take precautions even before he became a school counselor. 

He shared that these issues had been raised in graduate school and by a former principal. 

P-5 therefore found himself responding to societal stereotypes and fears regarding adult 

males and the safety of young females.   

I think this can be a challenge that female counselors may have with male 

students, though I think it's intensified with a male counselor and female students. 

I think it is societal; there are news stories everywhere. I feel like once every two 

or three months you hear about a coach with a young girl, and I just don't want to 

put myself in a position where there could even be a suspicion.  I don't think that 

would be a good move for me in terms of being able to work with kids. It just 

would not be good. So I think it's just a societal suspicion.  

   

 The fears of what could happen impacted his interactions with female students 

and the school community. His process of making sense of sex and gender has meant that 

he has had to come to grips with societal fears and anxieties regarding a male who 

worked with young females. P-5 described a strong need to protect himself: 

I protect myself and, you know, even if one kid were to say something to another 

kid and start a rumor that is not even true I could be “Candidate Number 5.”  If 

one of the kids were to say, “Candidate 5 was in the office, and he looked at me 

sort of strange." If one kid was to say that to another kid and then that sort of goes 

around the school, and maybe nothing happened, but even with that, I could have 

a bunch of kids who don't want to talk to me or don't want to be near me because 

they're afraid that I may look at them strange too and they're afraid to be with me 

and then I wouldn't be able to do my job as successfully as I'm able to now. So it 

is about protecting yourself and your ability to do your job. 
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P-5 described a fear of the victimization that could result from such high levels of anxiety 

related to the safety of young girls and the possible dangers posed by males.    

 P-5 had to come to terms with how he was being received within the school as a 

male school counselor. The community was simultaneously making sense of, or 

processing his gender identity as he processed their reactions towards him.  P-5 was able 

to identify different patterns in his interactions with male and female parents. He shared 

that when fathers talked to him about their daughters he received more respect. When he 

worked with single mothers he described a tendency for them to have greater 

expectations for him to address their children’s needs because he was a male.  

 P-5’s interactions with parents were at times impacted by wider societal 

stereotypes around what men should do and what women should do. His interactions with 

single mothers allowed him certain privileges and challenges as a male. Some single 

mothers therefore saw him as an authority figure and gave respect accordingly. He also 

described that they sometimes had unrealistic expectations of his ability to address 

behavioral problems in their children. P-5 described one instance in which a female 

parent asked him to address a problem that she was having with her son at home. In an 

effort the stop her son’s aggressive behavior towards his sister at home the mother 

responded to her son by saying, “Don’t hit your sister or I am going to tell school 

counselor on you.”    

 P-5 was actively engaged in a process of making sense of sex and gender. He was 

also aware that the school community was also making sense of his gender identity. He 

came to the position with ideas about sex and gender and continued to evolve and change 

based on his experiences. There was an interconnection between his idea of gender and 
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his practice. His practice with female students showed this interconnection where he was 

able to modify his preconceived notions and make adjustments to his practice with them. 

He actively assessed his role within the school both as a school counselor and as a male. 

He was also aware that students, teachers and parents in various ways were making 

similar assessments of his role in terms of sex and gender.  

Finding Positive Meaning in the Experience  

 P-5 described positive experiences associated with his three years of experience 

as a male school counselor. He described challenges that he was able to overcome. Early 

in his narrative he shared that when he started his position he was concerned about the 

racial and cultural differences between himself and the families he served. He shared that 

despite the initial concern he has had success:  

In working with a lot of the kids who have some emotional and behavioral needs 

I've been able to break through some barriers with them. I have been able to get 

them on track educationally and emotionally to where they're more of a student in 

our school as opposed to a person who is just coming to school because they have 

to go to school. I have also had success on a classroom basis; I feel that my 

lessons are usually very successful. They are usually entertaining and full of 

positive energy. I feel it trumps everything, and so kids really enjoy and get a lot 

from my lessons.  My lessons have allowed me to form relationships with a lot of 

the kids because they sort of see me in this very positive light and then they're 

willing to come and talk with me more. 

 

P-5 felt positive about the outcomes that he was able to observe in students given their 

initial educational and emotional challenges. The barriers that he referred to were also 

cultural; as a white male he was able to connect with students who were largely African-

American. P-5 described that he used classroom guidance lessons to develop relationship 

with his students. He was able to find positive meaning in students’ responses to these 

lessons. His delivery of guidance lessons in classrooms also added to his visibility within 

the school and assisted in his ability to build counseling alliances with students. 
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 P-5 found positive meaning in his ability to serve students given the shortage of 

male presence within the school and wider society. He identified that he served as a role 

model for male and female students. He however had to contend with the challenge of 

addressing a very huge need.  

I think that being a male role model in a school can be a challenge and an 

opportunity at  the same time. It can be a challenge in that there are so many kids 

who need a male role  model that my time is very valuable, and it's impossible to 

give it to everyone that needs it. I've tried, but I just can't; there's not enough time 

in the day.  But being a role model is  an opportunity at the same time because for 

the ones that I am able to reach, it can be a good relationship and can help to 

make positive gains with that student. 

 

P-5’s duties as a role model seemed to be an additional function that he performed in 

response to the needs of the students. Performing this role became a challenge because of 

the high demand that existed among the students he served. P-5 was however, able to use 

this function to build relationships with students and felt that students with whom he 

interacted benefitted greatly.  

            P-5 has found positive meaning in his ability to build relationships of trust with 

other members of staff. He shared however, that the process of building and earning trust 

has had challenges and took some time. The challenges result from the amount of work to 

be done with students and his limits, as the only school counselor in the building. P-5’s 

ability to deliver services to students despite challenges earned him the respect of his 

colleagues. 

We have about 600 kids in our school, and it's just me as the counselor. I think a 

lot of ways that I've earned that trust has been through guidance lessons. They 

were able to see how I interacted with the kids during the lessons, they were able 

to see how I interacted with the kids one-on-one and that kids responded to me. 

So I think I've earned that trust.  

 

P-5 identified that his delivery of guidance lessons was an important part of the trust he 
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has earned from teachers. These lessons would often be delivered in classrooms, were 

similar in structure to academic lessons and were often delivered in the presence of a 

teacher. P-5’s visibility within the school would have increased because guidance lessons 

were delivered in classrooms and to all students. Teachers were able to see him deliver 

services to students in a form similar to teaching. He shared that initial unrealistic 

expectations for him to “work miracles with the boys” had evolved into a more realistic 

understanding of his role in relation to male students. P-5 described changes in teachers’ 

expectations of him over time: 

I think teachers have recognized maybe who I am and recognized that I'm going 

to have struggles with boys and I'm going to have struggles with girls. I'm going 

to have successes with boys and I'm going to have successes with girls, just like 

they will. 

 

The change in the teachers’ understanding of his role in relation to students is indicative 

of the trust that that has emerged. Teachers are able to see him essentially as a 

professional similar to themselves who is trying to provide educational and counseling 

services to students who may have significant social, emotional and educational needs. 

 P-5 enjoyed similar trust and respect from school administrators with whom he 

worked. He shared that he was aware that he was hired in part because he was a male. He 

therefore came into the position knowing that there was a need for him. P-5 described 

having great professional relationships with school administrators. He shared that he felt 

he was trusted, “…to get the work done and to make good decisions and do what’s best 

for kids.”  

 P-5 had entered into a situation where he felt he had not been given significant 

direction regarding the role of a school counselor. He was able to find positive meaning 

in being able to use data to create and deliver services for students. He believed that what 
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he created helped his reputation and allowed him to earn the trust and respect of teachers 

and administrators.       

Balancing Identity and Sex-role Stereotypes  

 P-5 was a male providing counseling and support services to young children and 

at some level he was not expected to occupy the position that he did. He shared however, 

that there was a need for male presence within the school that had influenced the decision 

to hire him. P-5’s experience as a male elementary school counselor was influenced in 

many ways by existing sex-role stereotypes. He described that he was always aware of 

the suspicion that could come about when he worked with young female students. He 

identified that these suspicions were based on societal stereotypes regarding the safety of 

a child and the potential harm that could be caused by a male. P-5 realized that his 

identity as a school counselor did allow him to escape the stereotypes associated with 

being a male. He therefore has to balance his identity and monitor his actions in relation 

to the existing stereotypes.  P-5 therefore found himself involved in a process of taking 

precaution and balancing his identity with existing sex-role stereotypes.   

My office has shades on them, and I want to have my shades open and my door 

open; I want to be where I can be seen. I think this can be a challenge that female 

counselors may have with male students, though I think it's intensified with a 

male counselor and female students. I think it is societal; there are news stories 

everywhere. I feel like once every two or three months you hear about a coach 

with a young girl, and I just don't want to put myself in a position where there 

could even be a suspicion.  I don't think that would be a good move for me in 

terms of being able to work with kids. It just would not be good. So I think it's 

just a societal suspicion. 

 

 Professional school counselors are expected to be able to do counseling with 

students in privacy. P-5 was not allowed this professional privilege because of existing 

stereotypes related to his being a male. His reference to the challenge as being “societal” 
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is a direct reference to sex-role stereotypes, which dictate norms related to the safety of 

the young child and the possible harm that could come from a male.   

 P-5 struggled to explain why he got more respect when he worked with fathers, 

especially on issues related to their daughters. This additional feeling of respect that he 

received from fathers may also be explained by existing sex-role stereotypes that tend to 

give males privileges.  P-5 shared that he had not quite figured out why he got more 

respect from fathers, without the presence of a female counselor to compare he would not 

have been able to identify his own privilege as a male.  

 P-5 enjoyed privileges in his interactions with mothers who expected him to 

exercise more power and control over their children. He felt that single mothers tended to 

have extra expectations of him. He was given the power, authority and respect usually 

given to men in the wider society. These privileges were the result of sex-role 

stereotypes, which offers both advantages and disadvantages to the individuals whose 

lives they impact. In his interaction with teachers he shared that initially the teachers 

expected that simply because he was male he was supposed to work miracles with the 

boys. This expectation was an example of sex-role stereotyping, which assumes that the 

problems of male students are solved best by adult males. P-5 was involved in an ongoing 

process of balancing his identity as a male and as a school counselor, with the 

expectations of the school community. These expectations were often based on sex-role 

stereotypes and sometimes conflicted with P-5’s gender and professional identities.   

Responding to Low Male Presence in Schools  

 P-5 occupied a numeric minority status as a male in the school that he worked. He 

shared that he was aware that his hiring was in part based on him being a male. P-5 also 
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worked in context where there were concerns about the low male presence in the lives of 

students. The shortage of male presence existed at the wider societal level; it impacted the 

school and ultimately P-5’s experience as a counselor. He described an instance where 

this awareness became clear to him. He described an experience when he was visiting a 

classroom when students started competing for his attention: 

I knew all of them personally through individual or group counseling for a couple 

of years; they were students who had extra needs.  I was trying to see what do all 

these students have in common and what it came down to was that none of those 

students, for the most part, had a father-figure in their life or a father-figure in 

their life that paid them much attention.  I saw in my mind what was happening 

was that I was that male adult in their life and they wanted as much attention as 

possible from a male when he was in the classroom. I think that maybe if a female 

would have gone in there, I think she would  have got attention too, but I think 

because it was a male that I probably got the attention of more kids.   

 

 P-5’s experience as a male in a school setting was in part a response to low male 

presence in the lives of his students. Teachers and parents had an expectation for him to 

address the social emotional and behavioral needs of students who had little or no contact 

with their fathers or had no father figure in their lives. He described the teacher’s initial 

reaction to him when he arrived at the school: 

As a male I think I feel like when I first got to this school the teachers expected 

that I would almost work miracles with the boys. Probably one of the first things 

that someone ever said to me was, "Oh, great! We have a male counselor. This 

will be great for our boys!" And maybe I'm adding "We'll work miracles with the 

boys."     

 

P-5 shared that teachers eventually modified their expectations of his role in relation to 

boys. This however, did not lessen the challenge of serving all the kids who lacked 

adequate male presence in their lives. He shared that it would be impossible to serve all 

the kids who need a male role model. P-5 felt that both male and female students needed 

male role models in their lives. He also identified the special ways in which boys needed 
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his attention. Sports became a tool through which he connected with some students. He 

also made connection between boys who liked sports and those that had behavioral 

issues.  

 P-5 was hired in part to address the shortage of male presence at his school and 

the lack of male presence in the lives of students. He estimated that he was one of three 

males on staff and that there was an expectation for him to address the needs of boys. 

While performing the duties of a role model is not a specific task of a school counselor, 

the context in which he was hired as well as the needs of his students impacted the 

direction of his practice.       
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Chapter IX 

Participant Six 

Textural Analysis 

  

In the last two years, I've worked at two different schools.  The first school that I 

worked at was in the capital of Salem.  I was then laid off because of budget cuts, and 

then this past year, I was hired as a temporary employee under the auspices that I would 

continue next year.  However, I got bumped from my position because a former 

counselor, who is serving as president of the education association did not get re-elected, 

and so she was entitled to a position back in the district.   I was bumped without having 

any opportunity to reapply.     

I feel like I can only describe my own experience because I wouldn't know how to 

compare it to anything else. I feel that principals find it valuable to have a male 

elementary counselor on staff because elementary is a preventative age group, and boys 

at that age are known to struggle because of the social-emotional development changes 

and challenges at that age group. When you’ve got classes of thirty kids, typically, the 

boys are the ones who are going to pop out behaviorally. I've seen it firsthand, and I've 

seen that in the research boys from kindergarten through third grade developmentally 

need to be a lot more physically active and need to move more.   And because classrooms 

are such highly structured environments we end up seeing more behaviors that some 

people would call impulsive behaviors. Some boys may be described as lacking social 

skills and basically not being able to attend to adjust to certain behavioral expectations, 

which ends up being destructive to the classroom.  And so I think teachers like having a 

male counselor there because they just think it's nice for boys to be able to interact with a 
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male. I have actually heard other people say this too.   This does not mean that interacting 

with the female would not be valuable, but there's something that female teachers have 

always said and that is that they've appreciated having a male counselor around to talk 

with the boys.  In terms of the upper grade, I think that boys at that age group perhaps 

based on the way they interact with female counselors might look different because that's 

when I think boys, in particular, and girls, are kind of coming into their own, and are 

more skeptical; they're starting to realize that there's a more complex system going on. 

They may be a little bit more intentional about why they do certain things that they do.  

And so for the older age groups, I think, again, speaking just in terms of boys, I think that 

having a trusted male, who they know is just going to be there to listen, is comforting.  I 

also know a lot of the kids need male school counselors because of the disintegration of 

the nuclear family system. In many cases male adults aren't as active or as present in their 

lives because of divorce or because of the job situation.  Therefore, having a male to 

interact with is a very nice and comforting thing for them. It also provides more support 

because their biological father or even their stepfather might not be available for 

whatever reason. 

In terms of working with the girls, that was probably something that I thought 

about. I kind of wondered for example how it would play out in certain scenarios such as 

running girls' friendship groups.  I was wondering also about the reactions of some staff 

as well, given that elementary counselors were usually expected to be female and in a lot 

of other fields, males are starting to get into that were predominantly female positions.  I 

was wondering if some staff, particularly female staff, and probably male staff, too, 

would be skeptical of how a male could interact with young girls. 



205 

 

My experience so far has been awesome.  The children and staff just seem to be 

very open, caring, loving, and wanting of my support. I feel that they just really enjoy 

being around a male who is caring, and supportive, and kind.  I just see that evidenced by 

just walking in the classroom, and them saying my name and I can see they're excited that 

I am there to do a guidance lesson or that I am there to pick them up or to grab kids for 

group or whatever.  They really appreciate that, and so based upon my gut and based 

upon my interactions with them, working one on one or in groups, I would say that a lot 

of them, and I'm speaking for them, obviously, feel very comfortable with a male 

counselor.  But, again, I think that just depends on the male individual; being a male 

doesn't make it automatically a close relationship and being a female doesn't either, but I 

just think it just depends on how safe that child perceives you to be. 

 I think that building trusting relationships should be a priority if you're going to 

be successful working with students, staff, families and your superiors.  Trust is 

ultimately the most important piece to being able to connect with people and make 

growth.  I remember that the importance of building rapport in relationships was 

something that was hammered in very well during my time in graduate school. I have 

come to realize that it is probably the most critical component when you walk into a new 

school situation, which for me has been two times now, not including internships.  In 

terms of working with staff I really try to either formally or informally get to know them 

and make some kind of personal connection with them. I have been very successful at 

being able to do this.   

 In terms of working with students, I think it's just being a new guy and doing a 

fun activity where we play a little true and false game, where I share with them some 
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experiences that I may or may not have had in life. For example, I've done skydiving, so 

the game is they've got to guess if I've actually done that; is it true or false. The kids 

enjoy that kind of a game; they find out that I have gone skydiving and that I've played in 

a band before.  So I think basically, it's an opportunity to share who you are and some 

things that are kind of cool about you and you're not just another person.  They can make 

a connection either thinking, "Oh, that's cool or I know someone who did that," or they 

may want to know more about it.  You always got to find a way to hook the kids in a way 

that's authentic and genuine, and I've found that that's worked for me. Someone termed it 

as building social capital with kids and that this will allow you to do the relationship 

piece in the future.  All the interactions you have with them will not be smooth; there's 

going to become moments where you might have to be “consequencing” them, which I 

try not to put myself in, but if you see something wrong, then you have to speak up 

because it's not okay. It could be a kid having a blow-up and you might have to restrain 

them or have to do something that they're not going to like. But having built up that 

social capital, it's at those moments when you cash in on them and then you know that the 

relationship going to survive because you've built up enough capital.   

In terms of the challenges of being a male school counselor, I think perhaps with 

kids they're not used to interacting as much with males as they are with females.  I think 

again, it's part of building that trust with kids and getting them to know because they get 

a lot of messages from society about what men do and what women do, and how men are 

and how women are, and how boys and girls are.  For some kids these nudges have been 

more entrenched in their minds.  So you have to kind of work with that in mind, as you're 
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working with them, in order to break some of those boundaries that society creates 

around roles.   

 In terms of staff, I think that those who have been around for a long time might 

not be used to having a male counselor there.  In the back of their minds, they're 

wondering how is this guy actually going to be able to connect with these little girls and 

so forth. I think that those are some of the challenges that may be present because of the 

messages that folks have gotten, whether it be staff or kids. It’s almost as if you're going 

to have to just do your thing, and they'll see over time that you can do a good job, and do 

a good job in certain ways that maybe a female counselor might not necessarily be able to 

do.  So they'll see the advantages after a while.   

I think when there is a male in a historically female role it can provide an 

opportunity for personal growth for everyone involved. It's an opportunity for kids to see 

that men can be caring, kind, thoughtful, loving, and be open emotionally to meet them 

where they're at.  The same thing applies to female staff and even other male staff. They 

are able to see that we’re all human beings here; we all have a capacity for these ways of 

being, whether it is to show kindness, to be thoughtful, or to be caring and loving. And so 

I think it just sometimes ends up being not only a personal growth opportunity for me to 

be those things, but an opportunity for other people to see that men can be that way too. It 

also challenges some of the stereotypical roles, and that allows them to be more 

accepting, or allows certain men to feel more comfortable to be a way that they're not as 

accustomed to being because there's an underlying discomfort or fear.  It could in some 

ways normalize some type of roles and behaviors and it changes the behaviors of those 

involved in the interaction.   
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This year was my first year taking a crack at running a girls' group for fifth 

graders and sixth graders. I thought that it would be real challenging because of those 

ages. At 11, 12 and 13 years old they're starting to see boys differently, and so they're 

seeing men differently.  I thought that being able to talk about their own experiences with 

a man would have been uncomfortable. I feel I was successful in that I started off the 

group by saying, "Look, obviously, I'm a guy.  I'm not going to have the same 

experiences as you have had.  Obviously, there are certain things you might not want to 

talk about with me, but here are ways in which we are also similar.  And here are the 

similar types of experiences that both men and women and boys and girls have.  We all 

have problems with our friendships. We get messages from the television, our family and 

our friends about how we're supposed to be. Both men and women, boys and girls get 

those kinds of messages about how to be.” So I would kind of lay out the purpose of the 

group. The kids would know that we were going to talk about how you deal with personal 

conflicts. We also ask important questions related to their future goals, values and 

friendships. So for me that's across the board; it doesn’t matter if you're a boy or a girl. I 

think framing it like that is really helpful. I think it’s just the way you talk with them. I 

think in order to meet kids where they’re at, you've got to pay attention to them or you're 

going to be on a different page from them. 

 It’s really just how you interact with them and also being careful with your choice 

of words, particularly working with girls. With girls you may need to be more 

conservative and make sure you're not saying anything that they could say like, “Oh that's 

weird!” At that age many girls are starting to think that boys and men are kind of weird, 
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creepy or different in other ways so you've got to be real and thoughtful at the same time; 

it came naturally enough for me.  

I think both groups were very successful. I think we had some real good 

conversations and I think if anything I planted a seed.  I asked them at the end of the 

group to tell me about one thing that they learned and all of them were able to articulate 

something around peer pressure or about the messages they get or how to navigate when 

they’re having an argument with a friend. The group experience really stood out for me 

and I think it was great.  

I feel very honored and accepted by my supervisor and the members of our 

specialist group meetings in that gender was never an issue. I was a male going to a 

meeting with the special education teacher, the speech pathologist, the reading 

intervention coach and the principal.  It was all women and I was there as the only male. 

Walking into the meeting at first I had this assumption that women know children better 

than men.  It’s a stereotype and there's some truth to it and so I kind of wondered how 

that kind of stereotype might play into my role when I’m working with others.  I 

wondered how it might play out when we’re talking about plans for kids or interventions 

for the school.  Though I wondered about all these things I however, didn't feel that I was 

patronized or that my views were not respected in any way. They always showed full 

confidence in my ability to be able to be a part of things, and I felt valued. It worked out 

well and I think that I was just seen more as an individual than as a male. They saw me as 

someone who was competent, first off, but secondly, as someone who they knew they 

could trust and was able to do the work. I think that if you're pretty much good at what 

you do, there's going to be less chance for those kinds of assumptions or stereotypes to 
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even come into play.  I’m assuming for example that if there’s a woman in the business 

world who’s walking into a corporation that has been male dominated, if she’s very 

competent, very gregarious, gets along with people really well, then that whole thing 

(gender stereotype) is not going to come up. On the other hand if she was not doing as 

well at her job and kind of having a hard time interacting with people, then you might 

start seeing or hearing some people taking little jabs about her being a woman, and not 

being able to hold her own.  I believe that regardless of your gender if you're able to 

demonstrate great communication skills and you're competent at your job, I think there’s 

less likelihood for those stereotypical things to pop up. 

In terms of my experience working with parents I must say that it depends on the 

parent.  I’m going to be kind of judgmental starting off in saying that, you might have 

some parents who you might perceive to be kind of more old-school or traditional in their 

views. It may be for example, a father who worked at a factory or was a businessman, 

and then there is mom; she may work or stay at home in more or less a traditional family.  

When they see you at the school you can tell at first they’re sort of wondering or 

questioning I guess. They may be like, “This younger guy, what’s his deal?” Truth is that 

I’ve never heard anything explicitly, but I’ve just kind of caught a few times an initial 

reaction where these traditional parents might be thinking or saying, “Why is this young 

guy here working with little kids?” And so for people who come from more traditional 

backgrounds and roles, there’s kind of this initial thing. Despite this, I think I do a pretty 

good job working with them and I think it comes back to the fact that once you start 

working with the families and they see you and they see what you're able to provide 

based on your skill sets, then the initial reservations often subside. 
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 The initial reactions from traditional parents are based on stereotypes that say that 

women should be the ones working with kids; they’re the ones that know how to nurture 

and do those kinds of roles. It is a sensitive issue and I think there's this underlying 

assumption too that some people, if they’re coming from a more traditional based 

background, might see a male in that position and think that they’re gay or that they’re 

bisexual or whatever. 

 The principal of the first school where I worked at told me that because he had 

worn an earring, some people were asking him, or he had heard hearsay about people 

asking if he was gay or not. So some people might see an earring and make some 

stereotypical assumptions about males working in education with primary aged kids. I 

think that for some people, there's going to be that kind of automatic kind of knee jerk 

reaction where they ask, “Is this guy gay or what?” or, “Why is he working with little 

kids?”  Some people may have questions regarding why this guy is working with little 

girls and may think that it is weird.   I don’t think it’s so much of like this guy is creepy 

or whatever, but all kind of those extreme assumptions come into play for some parents.   

On the other hand there are other parents who are pumped and excited to see a 

male counselor there. This is particularly the case with moms of households where dad’s 

not around.  I hear from parents sometimes who are single moms or even just biological 

parents with a stepfather there.  I think they’re very excited to see you in the school. Their 

children love hanging out with me and love spending time with me, particularly if they 

have boys and they’re just really happy to see this happening.  I’ve heard parents and the 

principal say a few times that he’s happy that there’s a male person here for children and 
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boys to interact with at school.  So they see you as an asset and are thankful that there's a 

male influence in their school life. 

Generally it’s been great working with teachers. Again, in terms of noticing a 

theme there’s kind of an initial reaction for people who have been in education for maybe 

a long time. While there’s been a male teacher here, a male counselor is somewhat new. 

For some staff who have been in education a long time, to see a male counselor, 

particularly a younger guy, they’re just kind of like, “What’s this guy’s deal?” And so 

they’re curious about you being a male counselor because obviously it’s still a female 

dominated field. As far as what judgments might come out of that I’ve never experienced 

any kind of explicit comment, reaction or action that I could say was concerning.  If there 

were such a negative reaction it would be implicit and so implicit that I didn't notice.   

Despite that I think teachers love having a male counselor here. I mean teachers 

are aware that when you look at behavioral data, it’s usually going to be the boys who are 

highly represented. These behavioral challenges are linked to the social, emotional and 

physical development of boys. They are often in tight classrooms, being asked to be at 

their desk and churn out work. This may result in boys starting to act or display 

aggressive behaviors. So teachers love having a male counselor there because I think they 

feel that the male counselor has a way of interacting with boys that is going to have a 

certain type of effect that they think is going to help that male student. And obviously it is 

not that they think a female can't help, but I think that there are some assumptions they’re 

making that a male counselor, just by the nature of being a male, will interact better with 

boys, which I think is true to some extent.  So teachers appreciate having you around and 

for me rapport and relationship building are huge. I’ve always been very intentional about 
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getting to know people, finding a common denominator on a personal or professional 

level and just getting to know people, whether you're male or female. I’ve just found the 

teachers to be very comfortable and appreciative.   

 There may be something about being not just male but being a young male and I 

would even go beyond that. I’m not married and I don’t have any kids. So this could start 

some parents wondering, “This guy, he doesn't even have any kids; like how is he going 

to…” or they may say, “This guy, he’s so young; he doesn’t even know what he’s talking 

about.” So there's age and you know, discrimination is a strong word, but there’s age, 

there’s not being married and there is not having kids.  These are all possibly negative 

influences; however, I feel like in the end that still hasn’t mattered at all; again it comes 

back to whether or not you're competent and you’re ability to collaborate and 

communicate with families. When you are able to work with families they will come to 

trust you and see you as an ally. Many of the stereotypes that could have impacted your 

ability to work with the parents and their kids will go out the window when you are able 

to build relationships with them.   

 So just being able to do your job good is what is important. I haven’t had to say it 

yet, but if there had come a moment where I knew a parent was uneasy or had said 

something like, “Look, you're just a young guy.” Or like, “How do you really know how 

to work with kids if you don’t have your own kids?”  My almost scripted reaction to this 

would be like, “ Hey well you know you're right; I don’t have my own kids but I do have 

the skills, training, and background; I’ve gone through a graduate program; at the same 

time, at this point, I’ve literally worked with several hundred kids so I feel like I know 

kids very well. I’ve had a lot of opportunities to work with them and so with my skills 
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and experiences, along with you knowing your kids and about being a parent, together 

we’re going to be able to put together something that's going to really be helpful.” But I 

haven’t had to use it yet, but it’s the truth. I think that whenever you're speaking from the 

truth and you’ve thought things out, you can always battle through the fear of whatever it 

is because the truth might be uncomfortable sometimes, but as I do with the girl’s group 

that I run I just have to put it out there and just be like, “Hey look, there’s nothing wrong 

here. Everybody’s got their strengths; let’s work with what we’ve got.” 

In terms of my experience with principals, I have worked in two different schools, 

so I’ll speak to each of them a little differently because the first school I worked at I had a 

male principal and the second school I had a female principal.  Working with the male 

principal was actually very good; he was actually a former winner of the State Teacher of 

the Year award, so he was very competent.  We got along great; I mean there was 

something very comfortable admittedly, about having another guy there.  It was just a 

certain level of comfort, and you only notice that because you're around so many women.  

Being around another guy you just notice that the energy feels different and there’s a 

certain level of comfort to that.  I guess it’s like what book talks about, “Why are all the 

Black Kids in the Cafeteria, sitting together?”  It’s the same sort of thing. There’s a 

comfort in it. It doesn’t mean that they’re necessarily uncomfortable of being around 

white kids or in my case, uncomfortable being around a female, but there’s a certain type 

of comfort about having a male administrator that I really enjoyed. I enjoyed just the 

informal talks or just working with him because I still do believe that men and women do 

communicate differently to some extent. I don’t know what it is; obviously it depends on 

the individual, but I don’t study those things; I don’t know.  But there's a certain level or a 
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type of comfort to having a male that I appreciated and it didn't make my job any easier 

or any harder; it was just because that person was good at what they did; we 

communicated well and collaborated well.   

Now in terms of the female principal I had, she was very awesome too, very 

competent, very open, a very loving kind of person, just good energy in general as 

opposed to someone who is kind of more closed off and overly structured or semi 

intimidating. My point is that I had a great working relationship with her too; I felt 

comfortable with her.  Again it wasn’t that I was comfortable with one over the other. I 

think it’s just a different type of comfort that you don’t even think about comparing but 

you just feel comfortable and I did my job with her as I most likely would have done with 

my male principal because it’s hard to say; I could have done exactly the same thing; I 

don't know but there was that level of comfort.  I felt respected; I felt valued and it 

worked out great in both situations. In terms of my interactions within the wider 

community I didn't experience anything explicitly, and if there ever were anything it 

would have been so implicit or just behind my back; I wouldn't have even known that it 

happened. 

 As counselors we want to know we’re doing a good job and we’ve got to prove 

we’re doing a good job and not just to save our own butts. I think that obviously saving 

your job is a big part of it, but I think more so that the people who are probably doing a 

good job are the people who are able to find healthy ways of doing better and improving. 

Structural Analysis 

 P-6's experience as a school counselor was affected by budgetary cuts, which 

affected his position at the school. He shared that in the last two years he had worked at 



216 

 

two different schools. This impacted his ability to build sustained relationships with 

students and staff within the schools that he worked. He described being hired, then 

bumped because of budget cuts, then rehired by the district. At the time of the interview 

P-6 was working on a temporary contract and was uncertain about continuing in the new 

school year. 

 P-6’s position as a school counselor required him to interact with various groups 

within the school community. He described the importance of building relationships with 

students, staff, families and his superiors. P-6 described working with several specialist 

groups that included individuals such as administrators, special education teachers, 

speech pathologists and the reading intervention coach within the school. This added to 

his visible and central role within the school. 

 P-6 described that his experience as a male school counselor was impacted by 

sex-role stereotypes. These stereotypes dictated that adult females and not males were 

best suited to take care of young children. P-6 shared that some of the children he worked 

with were perhaps not as used to working with males as with females. He further shared 

that these ideas or 'nudges' were entrenched in the minds of children. He also speculated 

on possible questions raised by staff regarding his ability to connect to little girls. Within 

this structure and context P-6 intentionally worked on building trust, "breaking some of 

the boundaries" that had been created by society. 

 P-6 was the only school counselor at his school. This meant that all school 

counseling roles and duties were performed by him. The absence of another school 

counselor, who in many cases would be female, meant that the school community did not 

have the opportunity to practice sex role division of labor by dividing some tasks based 
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on sex. P-6 therefore ran the girls group and provided other counseling services to all 

students. Being the only counselor in the school meant that he represented the entire 

counseling department and delivered all its services. This also increased his visibility and 

centrality with the school community. P-6 did not have the benefit of collegial support or 

the benefits of being able to observe another counselor’s professional practice. 

 P-6 occupied a numeric minority status in the school that he worked. He described 

being in meetings where they were all females and he was the only male present. P-6 

described an absence or lacking in male presence both within his school and in the wider 

society. He described the benefits of working with a male principal, one of his few 

interactions with a male staff. He referred to effects of being around all females and then 

having the opportunity to work with and bond with another male. He described the 

experience as providing comfort in ways that working with a largely female staff could 

not. Being one of a few males at his school could have also increased his centrality and 

visibility within the school. 

Textural-Structural Analysis 

Making Sense of Gender  

 P-6 believed that there were differences between male and female students. P-6 

described a data driven practice that took into consideration the developmental challenges 

and needs of male students. He highlighted that the social, emotional and behavioral 

challenges of boys are in part developmental and connected to the way in which schools 

and classrooms are organized. 

When you’ve got classes of thirty kids, typically, the boys are the ones who are 

going to pop out behaviorally. I've seen it firsthand, and I've seen that in the 

research, where boys  from kindergarten through third grade developmentally 

need to be a lot more physically active and need to move more. And because 
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classrooms are such highly structured environments we end up seeing more 

behaviors that some people would call impulsive behaviors.   

 

He believed that the developmental needs of boys for physical activity conflicted with the 

structured nature of classrooms. He identified a causal relational between the structure of 

classrooms and behavioral problems in boys. These ideas about sex and gender 

influenced how P-6 approached his position as a male school counselor. P-6 shared that 

other school staff recognized the special behavioral challenges of boys and therefore 

appreciated his presence in the school. P-6, along with other school staff, shared the idea 

that the challenges of male students were best addressed by a male staff member. The 

school community had a need for him as a male. He was needed in part to address the 

behavioral and developmental needs of male students. P-6 pointed out that the 

developmental needs of male students change as they grow older and their need for 

interaction with older males increases. 

In terms of the upper grade, I think that boys at that age group perhaps based on 

the way they interact with female counselors might look different because that's 

when I think boys, in particular, and girls, are kind of coming into their own, and 

are more skeptical; they're starting to realize that there's a more complex system 

going on.  They may be a little bit more intentional about why they do certain 

things that they do.  And so for the older age groups, I think, again, speaking just 

in terms of boys, I think that having a trusted male, who they know is just going 

to be there to listen, is comforting. 

 

P-6 mentioned the word comfort more than once in his discussion of the developmental 

need of boys to have males in their lives. He implied that as boys grow older there is an 

increased chance of discomfort when working with female counselors. His justification of 

the need for a male counselor to work with male students resulted from his own 

understanding of their needs. He asserted that as students grow older they become more 

skeptical or even uncomfortable with individuals of the “opposite” sex. P-6 was also 
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making the point that same sex interaction is important to girls as they grow older the 

same way it is important for boys. In the case of boys, P-6 does not envision just any kind 

of male contact; he highlighted the need for a “trusted male.” 

 P-6 seemed rather secure in his role with male students; he however struggled to 

make sense of his role in relation to his female students. He was also the only counselor 

at his school and therefore had to provide counseling and support services to both male 

and female students. P-6 experienced some uncertainty in defining his responsibilities to 

his female students. He wondered about how it would work out if he were to run a girls 

group and wondered about possible reactions from staff to him working with young 

female students. P-6's uncertainty was based on an awareness of sex-role stereotypes 

regarding an adult male working with a young girl. Despite this uncertainty P-6 shared 

that he did “take a crack at running a girls group for fifth and sixth graders” at his school. 

He was aware of existing sex-role stereotypes but did not allow himself to be constrained 

by them. Getting to the point where he was able to run a girls group actually took some 

time and it involved a process of planning and figuring out his place as a male school 

counselor.     

 P-6 shared his understanding of similarities between males and females. He was 

able to acknowledge that males and females are both different and similar in various 

ways. He used the similarities between males and females to build counseling alliances 

with the young females he worked with in groups. He described his initial interactions 

with the group:  

"Look, obviously, I'm a guy.  I'm not going to have the same experiences as you 

have had. Obviously, there are certain things you might not want to talk about 

with me, but here are  ways in which we are also similar.  And here are the similar 

types of experiences that both men and women and boys and girls have.  We have 
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problems with our friendships or we get messages from television or our own 

family or our friends about how we're supposed to be this way or that way. Both 

men and women, boys and girls get those kinds of messages about how to be.” So 

I would kind of lay out the purpose of the group. 

 

P-6 was the only school counselor at his school. He was a male who had to provide 

counseling services to both male and female students. There was a sense that competence 

with boys was something that he already had and that the challenge was in his work with 

girls. This challenge was linked to his gender identity and existing sex-role stereotypes. 

He described a process of building relationships and being intentional about how he 

communicated: 

It’s really just how you interact with them and also being careful with your choice 

of words, particularly working with girls. With girls you may need to be more 

conservative and make sure you're not saying anything that they could say like oh 

like that's weird. At that age many girls are starting to think that boys and men are 

kind of weird, creepy or different in other ways so you've got to be real and 

thoughtful at the same time; it came  naturally enough for me.  I think both 

groups were very successful. I think we had some real good conversations and I 

think if anything I planted a seed.   

 

P-6 demonstrated his understanding of the importance of looking at sex and gender 

through developmental lenses. The age of the girls he worked with in groups impacted 

the experience and his interventions. He also made a connection between this process and 

the need for the appropriate use of language and communication. 

It’s really just how you interact with them and also being careful with your choice 

of words, particularly working with girls. With girls you may need to be more 

conservative and make sure you're not saying anything that they could say like oh 

like that's weird.  At that age many girls are starting to think that boys and men 

are kind of weird, creepy or different in other ways so you've got to be real and 

thoughtful at the same time; it came naturally enough for me. 

 

P-6 took great care in his effort to provide counseling and support services to girls given 

their developmental needs and his understanding of ways in which they differed from, or 

were similar to males. He walked a tightrope in his efforts to be effective with female 
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students. P-6 described having challenges with older girls and suggested that the older 

students internalize sex-role stereotypes more. P-6 also described developmental 

differences that he noticed when doing counseling with five or six year old versus ten or 

eleven year old female students.   

 P-6 described his own internalization or acceptance of sex-role stereotypes. One 

such stereotype related to the idea that the needs of young children are best served by 

adult females. His partial acceptance of this stereotype resulted in an initial lack of 

confidence before going into a meeting with a mostly female staff. 

It was all women and I was there as the only male. Walking into the meeting at 

first I had this assumption that women know children better than men.  It’s a 

stereotype and there's some truth to it and so I kind of wondered how that kind of 

stereotype might play  into my role when I’m working with others. I wondered 

how it might play out when we’re talking about plans for kids or interventions for 

the school.   

 

P-6 shared his belief that the stereotype had some truth to it; this belief would have 

served as an initial challenge to his confidence. His actual experience in meetings with 

his female coworkers did not reinforce those stereotypes as his opinions were received 

with respect. He was therefore able to modify his ideas of his own competence as a male 

school counselor. He shared, “I believe that regardless of your gender (sex) if you're able 

to demonstrate great communication skills and you're competent at your job, I think 

there’s less likelihood for those stereotypical things to pop up.” P-6 arrived at an 

understanding that one can actually transcend gender (sex) stereotypes through the use of 

effective communication and relationship building.  

 P-6 described his understanding that being male and being young impacted his 

experience. The community that he served was arriving at different meanings based on 
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his age as well as his sex. P-6 implied that these interactions may have been different had 

he been an older male: 

When they see you at the school you can tell at first they’re sort of wondering or 

questioning I guess. They may be like, “This younger guy, what’s his deal?” Truth 

is that I’ve never heard anything explicitly, but I’ve just kind of caught a few 

times an initial reaction where these traditional parents might be thinking or 

saying, “Why is there like this young guy here working with like little kids?” And 

so for people who come from more traditional backgrounds and roles, there’s kind 

of this initial thing.   
 

P-6 shared that nothing was explicitly said; he had imagined the thoughts of parents 

based on their nonverbal reactions towards him. Their questioning of his motives was 

consistent with societal fears regarding the safety of young children and the need to 

identify potential threats. P-6 shared that these were initial reactions, which points to the 

idea that stereotypes are often activated at initial interactions with members of the school 

community. He shared that these were initial reactions that tended to subside when 

parents were able to see what he could do for their children.   

 P-6 was engaged in a process of grappling with the existing sex-role stereotypes 

that impacted his interactions with members of the school community. He was aware of 

these stereotypes and imagined how they would impact his experiences. He observed and 

assessed the manifestation of these stereotypes in his interaction with staff. P-6 identified 

traditional parents as individuals who tended to demonstrate intolerance to his presence 

within the school. His categorization to the group of parents indicated an effort to 

distinguish different reactions to him as a male school counselor. P-6 however, mentioned 

that the passage of time usually allowed himself and these parents to work through their 

initial reactions to his presence as a male school counselor.       
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 P-6 had to come to terms with his own need to interact with and bond with 

another male. The fact he was one of few males at this schools meant that most of his 

interactions were with the mostly female staff. This created a longing for same sex 

interaction. P-6’s description of his relationship with a male school principal highlighted 

this need: 

Working with the male principal was actually very good; he was actually a former 

winner of the State Teacher of the Year award, so he was very competent.  We got 

along great; I mean there was something very comfortable admittedly, about 

having another guy there.  It was just a certain level of comfort, and you only 

notice that because you're around so many women.  Being around another guy 

you just notice that the energy feels different and there’s a certain level of comfort 

to that. 
 

P-6's mention of comfort is significant to the extent that he used the same word to 

describe the needs of male and female students to have adults of the same sex to interact 

with. He pointed out that he was able to feel comfort with the female staff that he worked 

with, however, there was a “certain kind of comfort” that was different that he 

experienced with another male staff member. P-6 described a male bonding experience 

that occurred between the male principal and himself. He struggled to make sense of the 

“comfort” that he experienced and shared that he would not have noticed it had he not 

had the chance to work with another male. He described effortlessness in the interaction 

that allowed him to speak and exist informally with the male assistant principal in ways 

that he did not with the female principal or other female staff. 

 P-6 described his own personality in terms of how it impacted his experience as a 

male elementary school counselor. He had to come to terms with his own gendered self.  

At various points in his narrative he described himself as a loving, caring, kind and 

trusting person. He also described himself as focused on building relationships and 
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making sure students felt comfortable around him. He understood that these character 

traits were not consistent with existing sex-role stereotypes. P-6 therefore shared that his 

presence in the school “was an opportunity for kids to see that men can be caring, kind, 

thoughtful, loving and being open emotionally to meet them where they're at.” 

 Throughout his narrative P-6 was involved in a process of making sense of sex 

and gender. He was aware that his career choice was nontraditional and that the societal 

sex-role stereotypes did not expect him to work with young children. He believed that his 

presence at the school challenged existing beliefs about sex and gender roles.  

Finding Positive Meaning in the Experience 

 P-6 found positive meaning in his experience as a male school counselor knowing 

that his presence was needed. Male students presented a behavioral challenge for the 

school, which the school community felt would be best addressed by an adult male. P-6 

generalized about the value that principals placed on having a male school counselor: 

I feel that principals find it valuable to have a male elementary counselor on staff 

because elementary is a preventative age group, and boys at that age are known to 

struggle because of the social-emotional development changes and challenges at 

that age group. 

 

P-6 described positive working relationships with the male and female principals he 

worked with. He described relationships in which he felt the respect and trust of his 

principals. He used the word comfort to describe his interactions despite sharing that 

there was a different type of comfort based on sex and gender differences.   

 P-6 also shared that teachers valued having a male counselor around for male 

students to interact with. P-6, therefore, found positive meaning in working in a school 

where his services and presence were needed.  He described his experience as a male 

school counselor as awesome and felt that he was welcomed by the school community.  
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My experience so far has been awesome.  The children and staff just seem to be 

very open, caring, loving, and wanting of my support. I feel that they just really 

enjoy being around a male who is caring, and supportive, and kind.  I just see that 

evidenced by just walking in the classroom, and them saying my name and I can 

see they're excited that I am there to do a guidance lesson or that I am there to 

pick them up or to grab kids for group or whatever.  They really appreciate that, 

and so based upon my gut and based  upon my interactions with them, working 

one on one or in groups, I would say that a lot of them, and I'm speaking for them, 

obviously, feel very comfortable with a male counselor. 
 

P-6 spoke with pride at being able to build relationships with students and staff. He 

highlighted the importance of communication and relationship building skills in 

countering negative reactions to being him a male.   

 P-6 found positive meaning in his ability to learn and grow from his experience as 

a male school counselor. He shared that it was even a greater benefit for the school 

community to see that men can perform the duties of school counselor by being, “caring, 

kind, thoughtful and loving.”  P-6 took pride in being able to challenge sex-role 

stereotypes surrounding what it meant to work with young children. He felt that his 

presence in the school had served to change stereotypical behaviors and attitudes. P-6 

experienced personal satisfaction from being able to challenge these stereotypes.      

 P-6 found positive meaning in his ability to move beyond feelings of uncertainty 

and actually run a girls group. He had imagined the possibility of skepticism regarding 

him working with young female students. He shared with pride his success at being able 

to provide this service to female students: 

This year was my first year taking a crack at running a girls group for fifth graders 

and sixth graders. I thought that it would be real challenging because at those 

ages, 11, 12 and 13 years old, they're starting to see boys differently, and so 

they're seeing men differently.  I thought that being able to talk about their own 

experiences with a man would have been uncomfortable. But I feel I was 

successful in that I started off the group by saying, "Look, obviously, I'm a guy.  

I'm not going to have the same experiences as you have had.  Obviously, there are 
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certain things you might not want to talk about with me, but here are ways in 

which we are also similar. 

    

P-6 was able to design an intervention that involved talking directly about sex and gender 

differences and similarities. He took pride in his ability to connect with female students 

while developing sex and gender competence. Additionally, P-6 was able to find positive 

meaning in the successes he has had with a number of students. He described a school 

counseling practice that served students’ social-emotional and educational needs. He 

shared with pride his ability to make a positive impact on the school community: 

The children and staff just seem to be very open, caring, loving, and wanting of 

my support. I feel that they just really enjoy being around a male who is caring, 

and supportive, and kind.  I just see that evidenced by just walking in the 

classroom, and them saying my name and I can see they're excited that I am there 

to do a guidance lesson or that I am there to pick them up or to grab kids for 

group or whatever.  They really appreciate that, and so based upon my gut and 

based upon my interactions with them, working one on one or in groups, I would 

say that a lot of them, and I'm speaking for them, obviously, feel very comfortable 

with a male counselor. 

 

P-6 described positive responses from the school community.  The reaction of the school 

community towards him was based on his ability to be a male who was “caring, 

supportive and kind.”  His delivery of guidance lessons would have increased his 

visibility among the students and teachers.  The care and support that he had given to the 

school community was being returned. 

Balancing Identity and Sex-role Stereotypes  

P-6 was aware of existing sex-role stereotypes and how they may affect his 

experience as a male school counselor. Despite his convictions that he was needed in the 

school he still speculated about possible reactions to him as a male school counselor: 

In terms of working with the girls, that was probably something that I thought 

about. I kind of wondered for example how it would play out in certain scenarios 

such as running girls' friendship groups.  I was wondering also about the reactions 
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of some staff as well, given that elementary counselors were usually expected to 

be female and in a lot of other fields, males are starting to get more into what 

were predominantly female positions. I was wondering if some staff, particularly 

female staff, and probably male staff, too, would be skeptical of how a male could 

interact with young girls. 

 

P-6 had to contend with sex-role stereotypes surrounding what it meant for a male to 

work with young girls. He was aware that elementary school counseling was for him, a 

non-traditional choice that went against sex-role stereotypes. His identity as a male 

served as a restriction in the services he could provide within the school. While it was 

appropriate for him to work with male students he was aware of skepticism when it came 

to him working with female students. P-6 often shared his imagined sense of how parents 

and teachers may react towards him. He carried with him an imagined voice of the sex-

role stereotypes as he understood them. He therefore wondered and imagined how 

teachers would react to him working with young female students. He also imagined what 

parents would say about him being a young unmarried male without children. P-6’s 

awareness of these stereotypes was very present throughout his narrative despite the fact 

that nothing was ever explicitly said to him.   

 P-6 saw himself as challenging sex-role stereotypes. He understood the social and 

historical context of the role he occupied and felt that there were benefits that the school 

community would have from his presence. 

I think when there is a male in a historically female role it can provide an 

opportunity for personal growth for everyone involved. It's an opportunity for 

kids to see that men can be caring, kind, thoughtful, loving, and be open 

emotionally to meet them where they're at.  The same thing applies to female staff 

and even other male staff to see that we’re all human beings here; we all have a 

capacity for these ways of being, whether it is to show kindness, to be thoughtful, 

or to be caring and loving. And so I think it just sometimes ends up being not only 

a personal growth opportunity for me to be those things, but an opportunity for 

other people to see that men can be that way too. It also challenges some of the 

stereotypical roles, and that allows them to be more accepting, or allows certain 
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men to feel more comfortable to be a way that they're not as accustomed to being 

because there's an underlying comfortableness, discomfort or fear.   

  

 P-6 was able to place his experience and presence as a male school counselor in 

context. He understood that his presence challenged existing stereotype. He was however 

able to identify the benefits that could be derived from this experience. His presence will 

allow the school community to experience him displaying character traits not typically 

understood to be possessed by a male. His ability to perform these tasks successfully 

would challenge existing stereotypes in practical and tangible ways.   

 There were points in P-6's narrative when he shared his own internalization of a 

specific sex-role stereotype. He shared the belief that the care of young children was best 

done by females. P-6 described his thought process on one occasion before a scheduled 

meeting with female staff members: 

It was all women and I was there as the only a male. Walking into the meeting at 

first I had this assumption that women know children better than men.  It’s a 

stereotype and there's some truth to it and so I kind of wondered how that kind of 

stereotype might play into my role when I’m working with others.  I wondered 

how it might play out when we’re talking about plans for kids or interventions for 

the school.  Though I wondered about all these things I however, didn't feel that I 

was patronized or that my views were not respected in any way. 

 

His internalization or acceptance of the stereotype was in part responsible for the lack of 

confidence he felt when was he was first entering into meetings with a largely female 

staff. His belief had caused him to lessen the value of his contribution to the discussions 

about children. This was despite graduate training as a school counselor. 

 This was one of few instances when P-6 demonstrated an internalization of sex-

role stereotypes. His overall narrative reflected an awareness of sex-role stereotypes and 

efforts to challenge them. His depiction of his experience with parents showed great 
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awareness and sensitivity to sex-role stereotypes. He demonstrated an ability to pick up 

on nonverbal cues of individuals who hold stereotypical beliefs about sex-roles. 

When they (parents) see you at the school you can tell at first they’re sort of 

wondering or questioning I guess. They may be like, “This younger guy, what’s 

his deal?” Truth is that I’ve never heard anything explicitly, but I’ve just kind of 

caught a few times an initial reaction where these traditional parents might be 

thinking or saying, “Why is there like this young guy here working with like little 

kids?” And so for people who come from more traditional backgrounds and roles, 

there’s kind of this initial thing. 

 
P-6 noted that there were never any specific negative comments made about him being a 

male school counselor. He had developed sensitive to nonverbal communications of 

disapproval. He was careful to note that these were initial reactions that would change 

with time and actual interaction. 

The initial reactions from traditional parents are based on stereotypes that say that 

women should be the ones working with kids; they’re the ones that know how to 

nurture and do those kinds of roles. It is a sensitive issue and I think there's this 

underlying assumption too that some people, if they’re coming from a more 

traditional-based background might  see that male in that position and think that 

they’re gay or that they’re bisexual or whatever. 

 

P-6 elaborated on the various ways in which traditional parents may view his presence in 

schools. He highlighted that the core issue surrounded the fact that he had chosen to work 

with young children. His career choice was nontraditional, and therefore this opened him 

up to all kinds of assumptions including questions about his sexual orientation.   

 P-6 recognized that children learn about sex and gender as they develop and some 

of this learning could be learning about stereotypes. The discomfort that he described that 

older children have when they work with a counselor of the other gender can be as a 

process of them learning and internalizing sex-role stereotypes. 

In terms of the challenges being a male school counselor, I think perhaps with 

kids they're not as used to interacting as much with males as they are with 

females.  I think, again, it's part of building that trust with kids and getting them to 
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know because they get a lot of messages from society about what men do and 

what women do, and how men are and how women are, and how boys and girls 

are.  For some kids these nudges have been  more entrenched in their minds.  So 

you have to kind of work with that in mind, as you're working with them, in order 

to break some of those boundaries that society creates around roles. 

  

P-6’s mention of “nudges” that are entrenched in children’s minds is recognition that they 

grow up to internalize and accept sex-role stereotypes. The extent to which female 

students internalize these stereotypes negatively impacts a male school counselor’s ability 

to easily build relationships with them. Learning about sex and gender for children may 

be synonymous to learning sex-role stereotypes. As children grow older ideas of 

differences and the need for distance between the sexes may increase. P-6 therefore had 

to work hard at building trust with female students. This effort to build trust was a 

counter to the mistrust that was contained in sex-role stereotypes that they had 

internalized.   

Responding to Low Male Presence in Schools 

 P-6 believed that schools had to respond to societal dysfunctions that have 

affected the growth and development of students. These dysfunctions existed in the 

quality of family relations and required schools to respond. P-6 felt that male students 

were uniquely affected by these dysfunctions. 

I also know a lot of the kids need male school counselors because of the 

disintegration of the nuclear family system. In many cases male adults aren't as 

active or as present in their lives because of divorce or because of the job 

situation.  Therefore having a male to interact with, I think, is a very nice, 

comforting thing for them and provides more support because their biological 

father or even their stepfather might not be available for whatever reason. 

Low male presence existed in various societal institutions; it existed in the families, 

communities and in the schools. P-6 felt that all kids were affected negatively by this 

void; he, however, felt that male students because of the corresponding absence of males 
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in their lives were more vulnerable. P-6 accepted some responsibility in addressing this 

need and in part used his practice to respond to it. He also understood that his principal 

expected him to play a role in responding to low male presence in the lives of students, 

especially male students. He therefore shared, “... principals find it valuable to have a 

male elementary counselor on staff because elementary is a preventative age group, and 

boys at that age are known to struggle.” 

 P-6 came into a school community that had acknowledged low male presence at 

various levels of the society. There was also a sense that male students who lacked adult 

male interactions were specially affected. P-6’s hiring process took place in this context 

and there was an expectation that as a male and school counselor he would be able to 

address the needs of boys. P-6 described the special roles that single mothers expected 

him to perform: 

And then there are other parents, who are pumped and like excited to see a male 

counselor there, particularly like moms of households where dad’s not around.  I 

hear from parents sometimes who are single moms or even just biological parents 

with a stepfather there. I think they’re very excited to see you in the school. Their 

children love hanging out with me and love spending time with me, particularly if 

they have boys and they’re just really happy to see this happening.  I’ve heard 

parents and the principal say a few times that he’s happy that there’s a male 

person here for children and boys to interact with at school.  So they see you as 

like an asset and are thankful that there's a male influence in their school life. 

P-6 pointed out that his mere presence as a male was seen as a positive for male students. 

There was a basic value being placed on the opportunity for students, especially males, to 

simply be able interact with an adult male. His presence as school counselor in some 

instances appeared to take less significance than the fact that he was a male. In this 

capacity he is therefore expected to take on the duty of a role model for students, 

especially male students. 
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 P-6 was also expected to address the social-emotional and behavioral challenges 

of boys. There was a belief that low male presence in families was in part responsible for 

these problems. P-6 described teacher expectations of him as a male school counselor: 

I mean teachers are aware that when you look at behavioral data, it’s usually 

going to be the boys who are highly represented.  For reasons having to do with, 

social, emotional, physical development; boys being in a tight classroom, being 

asked to be at their desk and churn out work will start acting out as well as 

displaying aggressive behaviors. So  teachers love having a male counselor there 

because I think they feel that the male counselor has a way of interacting with 

boys that is going to have a certain type of effect that they think is going to help 

that male student. 

P-6 would be able to address these problems because he was a male and there was an 

existing belief that the behavioral problems of male students are best addressed by a 

“trusted” adult male. The low presence of males that existed in families was also existed 

within the school. P-6 was therefore expected to make up for some of this shortage 

separate and apart from serving as a school counselor. Teachers and other staff therefore 

had an expectation that having a male school counselor would lead to positive social-

emotional and behavioral outcomes for boys.  P-6 pointed out that the assumption that 

was being made was just by the nature of him being a male he would be able to interact 

better with boys. P-6 shared that he agreed with this assumption and therefore accepted 

the special role that he had to play in the lives of his male students. His duty as a role 

model for students was an additional service that he performed.     
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Chapter X 

Participant Seven 

Textural Analysis 

I would say that as a male school counselor, at times they want me to take on a 

little bit more difficult caseloads. Sometimes I may be asked to work with more difficult 

or older students. The younger children they’re okay; sometimes they get attached to you 

like an older parent figure.  They do get very much attached, but they respect and listen to 

you a lot.  They want to come to counseling and if they see you in the hallway, they will 

call to you and say hi. They also want you to pick them up from their classes for 

counseling. 

The boys, they want to be cool, they want to say hi to you a when they see you in 

the hallways. They may say, “Hey Mr. G.” or something like that depending on the 

individual student. The students know when I see them walking in a straight line they 

should not say anything, so sometimes the kids see me and maybe they want to say hi.  I 

would just put my finger on my lip. I give them a wink and a finger over my lip, as if to 

say, “Keep walking, I’ll see you after.” Or I may say to the teacher, “Your class is 

walking real nicely; keep up the good work students.” 

Sometimes a counselor or teacher may call parents and they just go for it. They 

may say to a parent that your kid is being bad, your kid has been suspended from the bus 

or your kid did this or did that. My approach is different I would tell a parent that their 

child demonstrated unruly behavior and I would add that I talked to your child about how 

hard you guys work. I really stroke the parents’ egos and I would tell them I have told 

their child how fortunate they are to have good parents who work hard to provide for 
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their needs. I would talk to parents about how kids sometimes just expect things instead 

of appreciating them.   They expect to have these videogames at home, but a lot of kids 

don’t have those videogames at home. I would continue with parents by saying to them 

that a lot of times the kids don’t appreciate all the hard work that they’re doing. I would 

in turn say to the kids that I see that a lot of you are well mannered and clean cut and you 

are basically trying to demonstrate what you see your parents do and not what they see on 

TV, or in video games, or see out in the community or hear something outside. I tell the 

kids that they should try and demonstrate the behaviors of their parents.  So when I’m 

stroking a parent’s ego and I’m giving them compliments and trying to work together 

with them, they tend not to give you a big problem. 

I had a female parent once who was very angry; she wanted her kid to do 

something, but he had not earned it.  So I said to her, “I understand that you’re angry, but 

unfortunately your son will not be able to participate in that activity; however, next time 

your son will definitely be able to if he does this, this, and this.” She still got all upset and 

nasty, but at the end of the day I didn’t lose any sleep over it.  I’m not going to get bent 

out shape for that type of stuff.   

There are a lot of people with whom you got to keep your professionalism at all 

times.  All the time the parents say they need a positive male role model for their kids.  

They always say, “You guys pick that up. Thank you.”  They say things like as a male 

counselor they really like you as a positive role model for their children. It happens 

especially with the older, urban boys.    

I have found many of the teachers that I have worked with to be cool. I find that 

they like working with me.  A lot of teachers want to work with you, but they want you to 
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do the extra work and sometimes there’s not a teacher doing extra work. When I say extra 

work I mean in terms of dealing with difficult student behaviors. I may have to use more 

positive reinforcements and things like that. I don’t know too many other male counselors 

but most of them don’t really complain about too much. 

All the principals are nice and cool with me.  A lot of times they know that you 

will not get too emotional about things, so they may ask you to go to a meeting or do 

other things because of this. When I say that I don’t get emotional I mean that I am able 

to keep my cool and be professional unlike others who sometimes get bent out of shape 

or get upset. They lose their cool or they get very frustrated. Sometimes a parent or 

student may be very high energy, or sometimes the staff member may be high energy. In 

these situations someone needs to stay tranquil. Somebody has got to stay cool and 

collected.  I feel like people come and go daily; kids come and go so you should not 

allow yourself to get emotional or to lose it. There is nothing new under the sun; the 

issues are often the same, so you don’t need to get overly upset over certain things. So 

principals appreciate the fact that I don’t get emotional when different situations come 

up.   

As a male school counselor working with boys and girls I think professionalism is 

important; it goes without saying.  There’s always professionalism; however, sometimes 

the young men and me can focus a little more on sports and not that women can’t identify 

with sports.  When working with boys sometimes they may use certain slang that they get 

from music or technology, slangs that I do not use myself. When this happens I don’t get 

upset. I just tell them it’s cool, but I would say, “You got to be versatile.  You can’t talk 
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this way if you’re going for a job interview or if you’re talking to your parents or people 

you respect; you have to conduct yourself a certain way.” 

 When working with young ladies I find that you have to emphasize to them that 

they should conduct themselves like young ladies.  I often tell them that if you want to be 

viewed as a young lady rather than to label yourself based on a lifestyle that they see in 

videos then you have to conduct yourself differently. Certain lifestyles may appeal to 

young ladies, but I tell them that they should conduct themselves like professional young 

ladies rather than some video girl or some girl in the community that people are looking 

at. I just try to keep it super real with them; I try to understand their language but at the 

same time let them know there’s a lot more out there in society than what they are 

subjected to or what they’re aware of.  There’s a lot more to society.  It’s a world full of 

politics, a world full of ups and downs, crisis, and good stuff.  I try to be pretty much 

straightforward with both boys and girls 

 Sometimes some of the boys are a little bit more “street” and talk a little bit 

rougher, even more than 50 Cent or Jay-Z.  I let the boys know that these guys (50 Cent 

and Jay-Z) are businessmen who are selling themselves as a product or as merchandise.  

They want you to fit in with them on a social level or they may be presenting a certain 

image, but they don’t live that lifestyle.  They live luxuriously but at the same time they 

live political.  They’re businessmen.  I tell the kids that they’re just selling a certain type 

of lifestyle to them. 

In terms of attraction to the opposite sex I tell young ladies sometimes that they 

may have a crush on a bad guy but that’s not the guy that they should want for 

themselves. Sometimes I tell them, “As you get older sometimes the bad boy looks like 
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he’s having the most fun and seems to be very cool but at the same token that’s the kind 

of guy that gets in trouble a lot, so you don’t really want to put so much praise on 

somebody who has delinquent behaviors.” I let the girls know that these guys don’t care 

about certain things.  They just have a certain charisma about them that some people find 

attractive. I pretty much emphasize to all young ladies that that’s not attractive.  So I will 

ask the girls why if they’re trying to be an A student, would they want somebody in your 

neighborhood who is dropping out of school or in a newspaper for shoplifting or selling 

something. I let them know that that’s the kind of things that you want to stay away from.   

It was not too difficult to do because I pretty much just like to keep it 

straightforward.  I always tell them that education is a necessity. I tell them that having 

morals are a necessity and I also emphasize to them that having a good time is a 

necessity. So I tell them there is education, common morals, and entertainment; I sort of 

put everything into those four categories.  I let them know that sometimes they may be a 

little bit brighter in one category than another but overall they should just try and have a 

nice balance. It doesn’t make sense for somebody to be highly educated and have a good 

heart and then want to deal with somebody who doesn’t care about education and 

somebody who wants to mess around all the time. Or it may be somebody who’s super 

athletic and super physically fit and they want to be around somebody who’s always out 

of shape or somebody who’s always trying to do the opposite of what they’re trying to 

do.  So it’s pretty much like birds of the same feather flock together.  So if you’re 

positive, you want to be with positive people.  You don’t want to be with people who are 

going to bring you down or try to manipulate you to do something wrong. 
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In terms of strategies I have used sports and current event to engage students in 

these conversations. It may be urban social communication, it may be political, 

something on TV or something related to a celebrity.  Sometimes I look at the education 

news; I look at colleges, trade schools and high schools. There are certain junior high 

schools that the kids want to go to, and if you get a group of kids going to let’s say IS 61, 

they are usually encouraged to play high school football or basketball.  For young ladies 

there is the LPN program that allows them to get their nursing license in high school. I 

am able to say to a student that in order to make it to the program, they need to have a 

certain GPA. 

 In terms of working with staff, I believe that they see me as a person who is 

capable of addressing all the issues with both boys and girls. A lot of times teachers want 

to work with me, which is a good thing. I find that sometimes, you got to have a balance 

to make a difference. So if you're assigned to a certain class, sometimes you may have to 

give assistance to students who are not on your caseload because they're still part of the 

school community. So you may have to give them more encouragement, or give them 

positive reinforcements. You have to be actively involved as a man in the school 

community. 

I seem to address everything with female students. I have young ladies with older 

problems and I just call the parents, and I'll tell them that their child won't participate in 

gym. And I'll say, "You know, what happened is those kids are not babies anymore, and 

we hate to see them grow up, but they're getting older, and they need deodorant or 

whatever, they need to have certain products to assist them with their hygiene, in addition 

to showering and doing laundry." I try to put the parent into the situation. I sort of get the 
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parent involved and I may say, "You know what? As a student, whether it's a male or 

female, after they shower, you should make them help you do chores. Let them assist you 

with the laundry. Let them assist you in folding the clothes." So I try to involve the 

hygiene with the daily skills that they should be doing at home. 

I try to make it parent-friendly all the time. So the parents usually, nine out of ten 

times agree. So when a kid smells bad, I say, "Look, your son or your daughter is very 

active in sports and gym. Good athlete." I always tell them a positive before I give them a 

negative. I say, "Look, your son or daughter is super active in gym, they're a good athlete. 

However, you know, being that they're getting older, and their body is sweating, what 

happened is that they need to put deodorant on, or they need to use powder, or they need 

to wash their clothes." When they wash their clothes, I also say, "You work hard all day 

and when you come home, you have a ton of chores to do." I would continue, "Your kid 

is not a baby anymore. They should help you. They should be helping you to do chores 

also. So while you're fixing dinner, why can't they take the bag of clothes and put it in the 

washer, and the detergent. Or why when you wash the clothes, can't they fold the clothes 

to help you out?" And the parents would say, "That's a good idea." 

So I get very, very positive feedback because I'm never attacking. I'm never going to 

attack. I'm not going to be emotional about it. Even if it’s somebody who I know is 

limited, but they mean well, sometimes I got to cut them some slack. If they're limited, 

but they have a good heart, they mean well, you find ways of assisting them and their 

child.  So if the parents are not good with helping with homework, I will tell the kid, let a 

paraprofessional help them with their homework, or that the kid should try harder. And 

then I give them the ultimate praise for trying or attempting to do the work.  I give the 
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parent encouragement for communicating with me. I may say, "Thank you for calling me, 

or thank you for responding." Or I'll say, "You're one of the better parents I've ever dealt 

with during my 12 years of working in the school system. You're extremely useful and 

you're involved."  I do this pretty often with parents. When I’m working with parents and 

their children, if something ever happens I would often say, "I know you're doing your 

part. I know you're doing your part. But you know, this kid happened to get suspended 

from the school bus. And I'm not saying he doesn’t know better because you work with 

me, and I work with you, and we work together for his emotional and academic progress. 

And he just dropped the ball, but I think that he can make it better once he gets back on 

that school bus."   And I'll say to the student, "You know, I don't expect you to be perfect, 

but you have to try to make better decisions." 

 Sometimes the parent comes in here hot, and they're really angry. And I'll say 

something like, "I know you're upset. I know that you're antagonized. However, you 

know, we're doing this for the betterment of the student. One day when they're a 

successful adult, we're going to look back and laugh at this. And you're going to have 

some stories to tell on Thanksgiving." And I also say, "Look, you're wonderful. I'm on 

your side. You want what's best for your kid. I want what's best for your kid. But 

sometimes your kid has got to want what's best for them too. They got to make better 

decisions. This is helping them make better decisions because for everything that you do, 

there's some kind of consequence, or outcome, whether it's a good outcome or a bad 

outcome. You know, now if they did something bad, it's a bad outcome. They have to 

learn from their mistakes because if there's no outcome, they're going to keep doing 

something, or they're going to do something worse. So I'd rather them get in trouble now, 
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while it's a little boo-boo, than something big and monstrous and out of our control that 

falls in the government's hand." 

I speak to fathers but I speak to mothers more. I think this is because you have 

many single parent households.  When I speak to the father sometimes and I have noticed 

that they may sometimes want to say things like, "Yeah, you know how we (men) were." 

And I don't want to say go along, but I often respond by saying, "Yeah, I understand that, 

but there's still rules and regulations."  When they do this, the fathers are pretty much 

emphasizing the belief that "boys will be boys," or "kids will be kids." And I would 

respond by saying, "Yeah, we're just trying to get them to go in the right direction, you 

and myself, so we’ve got to guide them in the right direction, because there are a lot of 

things out there that's not all the right direction." 

I never really felt pressured because I am male when working with teachers or 

parents. For example I'm 6'4" tall so sometimes somebody may need something, and a 

box will be put back high. I'm like 230, and this box is like 300-and-something pounds, 

so they need something heavy lifted and so I'll just lift it. And the response may be, "Oh, 

thank you. Thank god you're here. They're always like, ice outside, there's a snowstorm, 

and I help somebody move their car, you know, chop the ice up. It's just part of the 

territory; it’s just something you do.  It’s like if there's a guy who's really bright with 

math, then people will naturally come to him for certain mathematical situations, or it 

may be sometimes somebody's extremely bright with. For example at this school we had 

a guy who was extremely bright with workshops and seminars and things like that, so if 

there's a blood-born pathogen or something, they'll go to him for those things. Or 

somebody who's good with clothing, they'll ask them questions about clothing. I have 
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been asked for workout tips by parents. And the response was, "Oh, thank god, you know, 

it's good to work with you. You're a good role model." It’s just one of your gifts or 

resources, I guess. 

In terms of my experience as a male school counselor working in the wider 

community I just always stay pleasant and professional. I see kids walking down the 

block when I’m in my car or I see them on the corner when I’m waking and I always 

make sure to interact with them. I give them a five, a piece of gum or something. I may 

tell them, "Be good. Don't cause any trouble. Get on that bus, go home and do your 

homework."  If I see a parent at school, or if I see former students, or former students' 

parents, I always try to stay pleasant. You say, "Good morning," or "Good afternoon," and 

ask how they are doing.  I pretty much try to be professional, calm and polite at all times. 

 In terms of my experience and the profession, I just wish two things. I wish 

sometimes that there were more guys. It's a camaraderie type thing, there are other guys 

here such as the physical education teachers, but I think it's good for the young men and 

young ladies to see a diversity of people in different professions. 

Structural Analysis 

 P-7 was one of a few males who worked at his school either as a school counselor 

or a teacher. He worked in school that was largely staffed by females and therefore 

occupied a numeric minority status. He shared that as a male he felt he had to be actively 

involved in the school community. This need for active involvement was against the 

shortage of male presence in the school. P-7 also expressed a desire to have more males 

in the school counseling profession. He felt that this would provide more camaraderie and 

also allow student to experience both males and females in different professions. 
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 P-7 worked in an urban public school providing counseling services to elementary 

age minority children. He worked in a school district that was designed to serve students 

in need of special education services. P-7 had to address social emotional effects of 

poverty and living in an urban setting with his students. Throughout his narrative he 

makes constant references to his communication and interaction with urban youth. He 

described in detail his efforts to address what he saw as critical needs of his students.  

 Sex-role stereotypes that existed in the wider society impacted P-7’s professional 

experiences. Early in his narrative he mentioned that as a male school counselor he would 

sometimes be assigned more difficult or older students. While acknowledging this 

tendency P-7 was somewhat accepting of it. It appeared that at some level he had 

internalized stereotypes about males needing to have more difficult or challenging tasks 

than females. There was also kind of a defense against complaining about having to work 

with more difficult students as a male counselor. He therefore mentioned that while he 

did know many other male school counselors, most of them did not complain about too 

much. He also did not recognize possible efforts, consciously or not, to divert him from 

working with younger children within his school. 

 P-7 worked in a school where he was not the only school counselor; there were 

female counselors with whom he could compare his own practice. While not always very 

explicit throughout his narrative, he made comparisons or references to female counselors 

who worked at his school. When he mentioned that he would get older and more difficult 

caseloads this was a comparison in relation to the female counselor. Additionally, when 

he mentioned he and other male counselors would not complain, this can be seen as a sex 

based comparison. It also indicated that he may hold some stereotypical ideas about 



244 

 

female counselors. He also mentioned that his principals liked the fact that he would not 

get too emotional about things; this ability to control emotion was seen against the 

inability of his female counterpart to control her emotion in certain situations. Having 

both male and female counselors also may have allowed the school community to 

practice sex-role stereotypes in ways that they would not have been able to had P-7 been 

the only school counselor. Administrators therefore could ask him to deal with situations 

that required emotional control; they could also assign to him children that are older and 

have more behavioral challenges.   

  P-7’s experiences were impacted by the sense of a shortage of positive male role 

models within the society and a shortage of male presence within his own school. Some 

of the work was involved in addressing this apparent need. He shared that many times the 

parents, largely female, would say that they need a positive role model for their kids and 

would ask him to pick up this task. His effort to address the absence of positive role 

model for boys and girls could be seen throughout his narrative. He spoke extensively 

about his communication with both boys and girls in relation to decision-making, peer 

relations, and educational and career choices. With girls he addressed sensitive issues 

such as attraction to the opposite sex as well as what it meant to be a young lady living in 

an urban setting and having to process urban media images. His practice and experiences 

were shaped by an urban environment where he and his students lived. 

Textural-Structural Analysis   

Making Sense of Gender  

P-7 provided a very descriptive account of his experience as a male elementary 

school counselor. He outlined his specific practice and interactions with students that he 
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considered important. His process of making sense of gender can be found in the value he 

placed on his experience at the school that he worked. Through his narrative P-7 

communicated the basic idea that boys had a desire to see adult males in schools. The 

idea was seen in his description of the boys’ responses to him within the school. P-7 

described this response:    

The boys, they want to be cool, they want to say hi to you a when they see you in 

the hallways. They may say, “Hey Mr. G.” or something like that depending on 

the individual student. The students know when I see them walking in a straight 

line they should not say anything, so sometimes the kids see me and maybe they 

want to say hi.  I would just put my finger on my lip. I give them a wink and a 

finger over my lip, as if to say, “Keep walking; I’ll see you after.” Or I may say to 

the teacher, “Your class is walking real nicely; keep up the good work students.” 

 

There seemed to have been eagerness on the part of the boys for social contact with P-6.  

The need to associate or identify with an adult male would have intensified given the low 

number of male staff present at this school. This also gave P-6 greater visibility within 

the school. P-6, in his response to the students seemed to identify the need and attempted 

to satisfy it while showing respect for the teacher.    

P-7 had come to the realization that as a male school counselor there were greater 

expectations placed on him by staff. He worked in a school where there were other 

counselors and therefore was able to compare differences in role expectations for him 

versus female school counselors.  

A lot of teachers want to work with you, but they want you to do the extra work 

and sometimes there’s not a teacher doing extra work. When I say extra work I 

mean in terms  of dealing with difficult student behaviors. I may have to use more 

positive reinforcements and things like that. I don’t know too many other male 

counselors but most of them don’t really complain about too much. 

P-7 made a connection between his sex and his role expectations within the school. There 

were assumptions being made about his ability as a male to take on a more difficult 

caseload. These assumptions were consistent with other sex-role stereotypes, which 
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expect males to be disciplinarians in the lives of children. Nowhere in his narrative did P-

7 make specific comparisons between himself and female counselors. There were a 

number of comparisons but no specific reference to female counselors. There seemed to 

have been a defense against doing this as well as a defense against complaining. P-7 

shared that he did not know many male school counselors and those he does know do not 

complain. This represented a generalization about male personality traits. The apparent 

defense against complaining was inconsistent with his gender identity. To complain may 

have been a sign of weakness, which is not consistent with sex-role stereotypes of how 

males should be.  

P-7 had to make sense of how the school wanted him to function as a male school 

counselor. There was an understanding that being male would impact how he served the 

community. This was connected with the idea that as a male he possessed certain 

character traits that could be useful in certain situations. His ability to control his 

emotions was one quality that the community found useful. 

A lot of times they know that you will not get too emotional about things, so they 

may ask you to go to a meeting or do other things because of this. When I say that 

I don’t get emotional I mean that I am able to keep my cool and be professional 

unlike others who sometimes get bent out of shape or get upset. They lose their 

cool or they get very frustrated. 

 

P-7 shared that the school community and more likely the administrative staff valued his 

ability to maintain control over his emotions. This ability or character trait is connected to 

him being a male. The “others” who P-7 referred to would most likely be female school 

counselors who were highly emotional, got upset easily and had low frustration tolerance. 

P-7 was making comparisons between males and females based on traditional views of 

male/female character traits. He also worked with others who shared these views and 
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assigned duties and tasks accordingly. P-7 was also providing an insight into his gender 

identity. Throughout his narrative he described himself as having control over his 

emotions, and as a tranquil, cool and collected person. He also shared that he was 

straightforward in his communication with students and that he “kept it super real.” This 

character contrasted with “others,” females who would experience difficulties 

maintaining emotional control in situations that were frustrating.  His gender identity, as 

he described it, seemed consistent with a traditional male identity. 

 P-7 worked in a school located in a large urban city serving minority students. 

Throughout his narrative he made references to the challenges that male and female 

students had growing up in an urban setting. P-7 was conscious of the connection 

between sex, gender and environment. He therefore made an effort to design 

interventions relevant to the needs of his students. He designed interventions for male and 

female students based on their needs. P-7 described his interventions with female 

students:  

When working with young ladies I find that you have to emphasize to them that 

they should conduct themselves like young ladies.  I often tell them that if you 

want to be viewed as a young lady rather than to label yourself based on a 

lifestyle that they see in videos then you have to conduct yourself differently. 

Certain lifestyles may appeal to young ladies, but I tell them that they should 

conduct themselves like professional young ladies rather than some video girl or 

some girl in the community that people are looking at.  

 

P-7 shares the idea that gender identity development is shaped by one (sub) culture and 

the environment. His reference to “video girls” versus “professional young ladies” 

indicates the values that he brought to the experience and the impact the nature of his 

communication had with female students. The fact that he shared racial identity with 

many of his students would give him special insight or leverage to communicate in ways 
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that he considered to be, “super real” and “straight forward.” P-7’s communication style 

seemed to be that of a caring paternal figure rather than typical counselor.  

 P-7 felt that male students like their female counterparts, required communication 

relevant to their experiences. He continued to highlight the importance of environment, 

language, and culture in shaping gender identity for male and female students. He 

described efforts to help male students to make sense of their gender identity against 

media images:  

Sometimes some of the boys are a little bit more “street” and talk a little bit 

rougher, even more than 50 Cent or Jay-Z.  I let the boys know that these guys (50 

Cent and Jay-Z) are businessmen who are selling themselves as a product or as 

merchandise.  They want you to fit in with them on a social level or they may be 

presenting a certain image but they don’t live that lifestyle.  They live luxuriously 

but at the same time they live politically.  They’re businessmen. I tell the kids that 

they’re just selling a certain type of lifestyle to them. 

 

P-7 seemed to match the gender identity of the male students he described as “street.” It 

seemed that getting through to them required him to “keep it real” or to be 

“straightforward.” He took on the duties of a role model at times amid what he referred to 

as societal challenges to the development of his students. His narrative and practice 

highlights the importance of being culturally relevant and understanding multiple factors 

that impact male and female identity development.  

 P-7 had to make sense of his body or physical attributes as a male. The 

community he lived in also had to make sense of him being a male who was tall and 

physically built.  His body, sex and gender identity impacted the school community’s 

expectations of him.  

I never really felt pressured because I am male when working with teachers or 

parents. For example, I'm 6'4" tall so sometimes somebody may need something, 

and a box will be put back high. I'm like 230, and this box is like 300 and 

something pounds, so they need something heavy lifted and so I'll just lift it. And 
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the response may be, "Oh, thank you. Thank god you're here. They're always like, 

ice outside, there's a snowstorm, and I help somebody move their car, you know, 

chop the ice up. It's just part of the territory; it’s just something you do. 

 

The duties and tasks being performed by P-6 were not associated with his position as a 

school counselor but the result of being a male who was tall and physically built. P-6 

accepted these additional responsibilities as a part of what comes with the “territory” of 

being a male with his physical attributes who worked in a school that was predominantly 

female. His statement about not feeling pressured is also consistent with his general 

refusal to complain about being assigned more difficult students. Complaining or 

admitting to being pressured seemed inconsistent with his gender identity.  

P-7 seemed to have shared a similar desire as his students to have same sex 

interactions at work. P-7 had to come to terms with the fact that as a male he was a 

numeric minority at his school and he had a longing for camaraderie with other males. 

For P-7, same sex interaction was not only a developmental need but it was a lifelong 

desire.  

In terms of my experience and the profession, I just wish two things. I wish 

sometimes that there were more guys. It's a camaraderie type thing; there are other 

guys here such as the physical education teachers, but I think it's good for the 

young men and young ladies to see a diversity of people in different professions. 

Finding Positive Meaning in the Experience 

P-7 was able to find positive meaning in the relationships that he had developed 

within his school. He was aware that his students liked having him in the school and 

showed eagerness for his attention. 

The younger children, they’re okay; sometimes they get attached to you like an 

older parent figure.  They do get very much attached, but they respect and listen to 

you a lot. They want to come to counseling and if they see you in the hallway, 

they will call to you and say hi. They also want you to pick them up from their 

classes for counseling. 
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There was a sense that he was needed within the school and that the students liked to be 

with him. He described that the boys, “just wanted to be cool,” sometimes going out of 

their way to say hi to him in the hallways. Interactions such as these seemed to have 

produced feelings of being needed, loved and were relevant within the school community. 

 P-7 found positive meaning his ability to have practice that addressed the needs of 

both male and female students. He took time in outlining specific communications and 

interactions with male and female students that were geared at supporting their growth 

and development. He also shared that the teaching staff acknowledge his work with 

students. 

In terms of working with staff, I believe that they see me as a person who is 

capable of addressing all the issues with both boys and girls. A lot of times 

teachers want to work with me, which is a good thing.  

P-7 placed value on being able to be competent with addressing the needs of both male 

and female students, despite the pressing needs of male students. He was able to share in 

detail his work with both male and female students. He shared this with a sense of 

accomplishment.  

 P-7 took pride in his identity as a male and how the school community found 

special uses for him. He pointed to the special relationship that he enjoyed with school 

administrators because of his ability to maintain emotional control in difficult situations.  

This ability contrasted with his female counterparts, who tended to be highly emotional. 

P-7 described this experience with a sense of pride:   

Sometimes a parent or student may be very high energy, or sometimes the staff 

member may be high energy. In these situations someone needs to stay tranquil. 

Somebody has got to stay cool and collected.  I feel like people come and go 

daily, kids come and go so you should not allow yourself to get emotional or to 

lose it. There is nothing new under the sun; the issues are often the same, so you 
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don’t need to get overly upset over certain things. So principals appreciate the fact 

that I don’t get emotional when different situations come up.   

 

The “high energy” situations that P-7 described could be interpreted as various forms of 

aggression and displays of emotions. His special role was to take care of these situations 

by remaining cool and collected. P-7 did not explicitly identify that his role was linked to 

being a male; he was however, the only male school counselor and the “others” tended to 

get too emotional. P-7 took pride in the confidence and trust that was placed in him by 

school administrators, who would ask him to handle these situations.  

 P-7 found positive meaning in his ability to develop counseling services relevant 

to the needs of minority students living in an urban setting.  He shared with passion his 

belief that being able to reach his students meant being real and straightforward with 

them. He shared his convictions about designing interventions that were relevant to their 

reality. He was able to work with parents in support of their children. He described with a 

sense of accomplishment his ability to develop partnerships with parents in support of 

their children’s growth:  

Sometimes the parents come in here hot, and they're really angry. And I'll say 

something like, "I know you're upset. I know that you're antagonized. However, 

you know, we're doing this for the betterment of the student. One day when 

they're a successful adult, we're going to look back and laugh at this. And you're 

going to have some stories to tell on Thanksgiving." And I also say, "Look, you're 

wonderful. I'm on your side. You want what's best for your kid. I want what's best 

for your kid. But sometimes your kid has got to want what's best for themselves 

too. 

 

P-7 described his ability to use effective communication skills to forge partnerships with 

parents. His ability to remain calm and collected in difficult situations was also evident. 

P-7 seemed aware of what he brought to the school community. He was also aware that 

he was valued by school administrators because of his skills.   
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 Balancing Identity against Sex-role Stereotypes 

 

P-7 shared that he did not know many male elementary school counselors. He was 

also one of few males working at his school and he worked in an environment where role 

expectations were at times consistent with existing sex-role stereotypes. P-7 however, in 

many ways accepted these stereotypes and found them to be consistent with his own 

gender identity.  

I never really felt pressured because I am male when working with teachers or 

parents. For example, I'm 6'4" tall so sometimes somebody may need something, 

and a box will be put back high. I'm like 230, and this box is like 300 and 

something pounds, so they need something heavy lifted and so I'll just lift it. And 

the response may be, "Oh, thank you. Thank god you're here. They're always like, 

ice outside, there's a snowstorm, and I help somebody move their car, you know, 

chop the ice up. It's just part of the territory; it’s just something you do. 

 

P-7 accepted that moving a car and chopping ice were just a part of the territory, despite 

the fact that these were not duties associated with being a school counselor. His 

acceptance of those duties was based on his own acceptance of sex-role stereotypes 

regarding appropriate behavior towards a female. His physical build would have also 

intensified the community’s expectation of him to perform the role and his desire to fulfill 

it. P-7’s report of never feeling pressure may also be seen as consistent with ideas of 

males not complaining and being strong. P-7 seemed to have internalized these sex-role 

stereotypes and may have valued the way in which the community was expecting him to 

perform. His gender identity as a strong male who gets things done without complaining, 

would have been reinforced by the community.  

 P-7 described that he had, at times been assigned more difficult caseloads because 

he was a male.  He however, did not complain about it. He described the tendency for 

teachers to have higher expectations of him as a male counselor: 
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A lot of teachers want to work with you, but they want you to do the extra work 

and sometimes there’s not a teacher doing extra work. When I say extra work I 

mean in terms  of dealing with difficult student behaviors. I may have to use more 

positive reinforcements and things like that. I don’t know too many other male 

counselors, but most of them don’t really complain about too much.  

The desire for him to take on more difficult students may be connected to idea of males 

being disciplinarians. The community seemed to have expected him to perform certain 

functions for behaviorally challenged student based on the fact that he was a male. P-7 

shared that he used positive reinforcements to address students with difficult behavior 

perhaps as a strategy to avoid the role of disciplinarian. P-7 also does not complain, as if 

complaining was inconsistent with his gender identity.   

Responding to Low Male Presence in Schools 

 P-7 worked in a school where he was a numeric minority. His school was largely 

staffed by females and therefore, many of his tasks were in response to this reality. P-7 

was responding to the needs of the entire school community for male presence.  By 

moving cars, shoveling snow, taking on difficult caseloads, or talking to an angry parent, 

P-7 was in some ways addressing the low male presence within the school.  

All the time the parents say they need a positive male role model for their kids.  

They always say, “You guys pick that up. Thank you.”  They say things like as a 

male counselor they really like you as a positive role model for their children. It 

happens especially with the older, urban boys.    

The parents’ assertion of a need for a positive role model in the lives of their children is 

indicative of a perceived shortage. P-7 was expected to in some ways address the social, 

emotional and behavioral consequences of this shortage. Performing the duty a role 

model therefore became an additional role that he took on in order to address these 

challenges. P-7 noted that this need is intensified for older, urban boys. His effort to 

design relevant interventions that address his student sociocultural reality was an attempt 
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to be more effective. In some ways his communication with students at times took the 

form of a concerned male role model. P-7 was fully aware that his role in the school was 

in part to provide male presence.   

I find that sometimes, you got to have a balance to make a difference. So if you're 

assigned to a certain class, sometimes you may have to give assistance to students 

who are not on your caseload because they're still part of the school community. 

So you may have to give them more encouragement, or give them positive 

reinforcements. You have to be actively involved as a man in the school 

community. 

 

Creating balance became an important challenge for P-7 because of the many challenges 

within the school. The fact that he was one of a few male staff members would have 

increased the role he was expected to play in addressing these issues.  He worked within 

a school community where his presence as a male assumed great significance.   
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Chapter XI 

Participant Eight 

Textural Analysis 

 

 I would say that it’s been a positive experience as a male school counselor. I’m 

definitely a minority as far as staff at the school.  It’s mostly women.  There are a few 

other male teachers at the school, but I think there’s probably only five or six other male 

teachers in the school. It’s been a positive experience and I feel it gives me many 

advantages in dealing with staff, students and parents. I think that being male is 

something that has had sort of had an impact on my ability to be successful in certain 

areas of the job.   

 I don’t know if these are challenges, but I’ve had comments made like, oh, it’s 

because you’re a man that certain things work out a certain way.  I think being male may 

have probably helped me get the job.  As far as I know, I was the only male that applied 

for this particular position, so that could’ve had something to do with it.  Also, it seemed 

that my interactions with the administration and the principal seemed to go pretty 

smoothly and I’ve heard comments like, “Oh, well it’s probably because you’re a man.” 

So whether or not that’s true, I don’t know, but I don’t take it personally.  I figure, if it 

works, it works and if it’s to the benefit of everybody then that’s fine.  So those would be 

the only sort of down things that I’ve dealt with as far as the staff goes.   

 I can’t say whether being male caused me to get the job for sure, but even before I 

graduated from grad school with the degree, people were saying, “Oh, you know, being a 

male school counselor has its advantages because there are fewer of them than women, so 

typically it’s easier to get a job when you get out of school.”  This was the third job that I 
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had applied for.  I had applied for two others that I didn’t get and again, I don’t know the 

reason why, but as far as this one goes, I can’t say a hundred percent.  I’ve just heard the 

other counselor say, “Well, probably it was because you were a guy,” so I’m like, “Okay, 

well, that’s fine; it got me the job.  I’ll take it.” 

As far as working with kids goes, there are advantages and disadvantages. I think 

having a male and a female counselor works well because if the child has issues with men 

or women for whatever reason, we can kind of tag team and say, “Okay, well, this person 

has an abusive father so maybe they’re better off seeing a woman.”  If it’s a boy or a girl 

student, boys can typically relate with me a little bit better than they might relate to the 

female counselor and vice versa.  I think it just gives us a little bit more in terms of 

options as far as if there are kids that have issues with males or females.  It allows us the 

chance to sort of work together to figure out what’s going to work best for the student.  I 

think as far as dealing with parents, I think that sometimes I’m shown a little bit more 

respect, maybe, as a man when parents come in and they meet with me versus a woman.  

And I think it happens all the time, but I just feel that being a man, especially at the grade 

level that I’m at, kind of works to my advantage. 

Typically, it’s mothers that come in and I just feel that maybe there’s a little bit of 

a dynamic there that has helped me to deal with the situation better. There is not so much 

drama, which can sometimes happen when you have females dealing with females. And 

again, that’s a generalization, but I feel that it gives me a little bit more advantage.  This 

happens especially when men or fathers come in.  I think dealing with another man very 

often works to my advantage.  We can sort of have a man-to-man conversation, which 

sometimes, again, seems to work to my advantage.   



257 

 

 As far as the staff goes, again, I think being one of few men; I kind of try to stay 

out of any interpersonal drama that might be going on between staff people.  When it’s 

mostly women, there seems to be a little bit more of that so I just feel that I can sort of 

remove myself or rise above that while I’m working with the staff people. So those would 

be the three main things I guess in those areas.  And again, having a male and a female 

counselor allows us to sort of work those areas, which I think is really helpful for us 

because sometimes a woman staff person or a mother that comes in wants to deal with 

another woman or somebody that has been a mother, so they can meet with the other 

counselor, who’s been a mom. I think it just gives us more options as far as 

communicating with parents and staff. 

In terms of my relationship with the other counselor, I feel that it took a little bit 

of time to get her to trust me. This was my first job and it was straight out of school that I 

came to work here so I learned a lot from her.  I think that there haven’t been any real 

issue issues, but she has a certain way of wanting to do things that she’s comfortable 

with, so my way has been to let her.  For example testing is a huge thing in our school; 

we have to deal with all the standardized testing and it’s a real logistical challenge in 

many ways.  She tends to have the testing more organized so I sort of let her do that, and 

I just say, “Anything I can do to help.”   

 I think on the other hand, that some people find it harder to communicate with her 

than with me, so they’ll come to me and say, “Can you ask the other counselor to do 

this,” or “We didn’t want to talk to her because blah…,”   I just feel that my forte is sort 

of getting along with everybody. There may be times when people might take something 

that she said personally or the wrong way or somebody might say something to her and 
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she’ll take it personally and I will step back and say, “Well, maybe you just need to look 

at it this way.” I try and smooth the interpersonal things over between staff members.  I 

find that that’s a role that I take on quite a bit; it’s just smoothing things over, just because 

her communication style sometimes doesn’t work well with everybody.  It works very 

well with some people, but not so well with others, and I find that I can sort of smooth 

that over.   

I think the initial trust issues that the female counselor and I had to work out was 

related to the fact that she had went through a divorce and I think it’s just men in general 

that she was not feeling. It took time for me to feel that she felt that she could trust me, to 

open up to me, to be on a personal level so that it wasn’t just about work. There were 

certain things that would sort of trigger responses in her and I knew it wasn’t me 

personally; it was just the response.  And over the years as we’ve gotten to know each 

other, she’s shared more and more with me about her life. She has been able to share 

mostly things to do with outside of school, so as we developed a relationship those types 

of things sort of came up and we’ve worked on those a little bit. 

I deal with a lot of mothers that come in and I feel that sometimes it’s to my 

advantage that I’m a male because they’ll come in and there’s that whole other sort of 

dynamic where they may think that I am a cute guy and I am a guidance counselor.  I 

have sort of been able to use that to smooth over things in ways that I wouldn’t if I were a 

woman.  So that would probably be one of the obvious ways that being a male school 

counselor stands out for me. I have also had situations where female parents may be 

going through a hard time with their spouse. In this situation it might have taken me a 

little bit extra to get them to feel trust and be comfortable around me just because they 
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were probably having problems with another male. I have to really sort of let them 

understand that my job is mostly around their children and the students and that I’m not 

taking sides. We do deal with a lot of kids whose parents are going through divorces and 

other challenges, so it’s really hard to just listen without taking sides. 

In terms of my work with young children I find that it’s sort of different for every 

student.  I feel there are definitely male students that I’ve bonded with and in many 

instances, it’s male students whose parents are separated and their primary custody is 

with their mother, or their father might be completely out of the picture. It seems like I 

fill sort of a male role model role for some male students, which I feel is something that 

is important that I can do in terms of giving them some quality time with a man because 

they might not be getting that outside of school. For example, just this year I had a 

student who had moved here and was new to the school. His father is in prison, so he 

hadn’t had contact with him for a number of years, and he and I sort of bonded pretty 

quickly.  His mom even said that she felt that it was because I kind of reminded him of 

his dad, who he doesn’t have regular contact with.  So he would come down and we 

would just sort of hang out and throw a ball or do something else. I would just sort of to 

let him have that connection with a man here at school and his mom thought that it was a 

very positive relationship that we had formed this year. 

The only downside I’ve ever had has been with being alone with certain female 

students. They were typically fifth graders and were a little bit older. There was one 

particular girl that I worked with whose family was going through a lot of stuff and just 

talking with the other counselor, the social worker and the teachers, I began to feel a little 

nervous that this particular student told a lot of stories and was beginning to tell sort of 
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sexually oriented stories about things that were going on at home. I felt like I didn’t really 

want to be alone with this student because it could be one of these things where it 

becomes a problem for me.   They all agreed that this is probably somebody that should 

not be meeting alone with a male counselor, just for my protection, so we switched her 

over to the female counselor. The concern was for my safety and reputation; they didn’t 

want to risk me being accused of something or whatever.  I don’t typically think this way, 

but in this case, it was more than just my mind.  It was on other people’s minds too, and 

they’re like, “Yeah, we should probably switch that up because it was getting a little 

weird.” 

I would consider it an advantage being a male school counselor because when a 

male parent comes in, especially at this age group, they’re usually expecting to meet with 

a female, and depending on what the dynamic is and what type of person this is, I see 

how sometimes it’s harder being a female staff person trying to deal with a male parent.  I 

find this to be especially true if the parent is upset or angry about something.  I find that 

me being a male sort of levels the field in a certain way.  I feel that fathers tend to address 

and relate to me a little bit differently than they would if I were a woman based on what 

I’ve seen and heard. So for me, it feels like being male has been a useful thing. 

 I also think it’s the same thing when I work with the women. Very often, when 

women come in and they’re meeting with me as opposed to another female, I think it 

changes the dynamic a little bit. I think it gives me more power; I don’t know why that is, 

but I just feel that it gives me a little bit more.  And it’s not that I have to do anything or 

say anything; it’s just the fact that when they come in and you’re going to meet with them 

it works to my advantage. This is obviously just an initial reaction type of thing and after 
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that I have to create what comes out of that.  But I think initially when somebody comes 

in upset, I think it changes the dynamic a little bit in how they relate when it’s a man 

versus a woman.  The only downside is if it’s a woman who is going through a hard time 

with a man, for example, a mom going through a divorce or who has experienced 

domestic abuse or things of that nature. In situation such as these it might not work to my 

advantage quite so much, but I haven’t really felt that I’ve run into that yet. How I am 

able to interact with parents and deal with their initial reactions depends on what their 

concerns are and what they’re coming in for.  I feel that once I meet with somebody my 

goal is to lay out to them that this is my role, this is my concern or this is what I can offer 

you and your child in ways of support.  So I think in most cases after a while it becomes 

less of a thing, whether I’m a male or not.  Then it just comes down to like how confident 

I am and what is it that I can offer. I just think that initially when parents seem to come in 

very upset or irate, and find that they have to deal with a man that they’re a little bit better 

behaved than if they had to meet with another woman, where they might stay a little more 

upset.  But again, that’s just in my experience up until this point; it could change and it 

depends on the person. Parents’ reactions or initial impressions of me as a male 

eventually move beyond that. 

 I find that the bonding with the male teachers has been pretty easy because there’s 

not that many of us.  And again, eventually it is less about gender and more just about 

personality types because even some of the male teachers can be a little difficult to deal 

with, though this has not necessarily been my experience. For me, I do feel that male 

teachers feel more comfortable coming to me if they have a problem or something they 

want to discuss with somebody rather than going to women.  I think that’s probably just a 



262 

 

male thing; you hate to have to go to a woman and ask for help, so they come to me, 

which is fine. I have good relationships with all the men in the building, so that’s worked 

out well. 

In terms of my relationship with the women, I don’t know if it has more to do 

with being a man or just the dynamics of being a new staff person.  I think that 

sometimes because I am a man, females don’t necessarily take stuff out on me as harshly 

as they might on the other counselor.  I find that when we do placement of students the 

difference in how I am treated as a male versus the female counselor becomes very 

evident.   Placement is a very humungous process that takes lots and lots of time, and 

nobody’s ever completely happy with the way it turns out when they get their class list 

for next year.  And typically, it’s the same thing with the testing; it’s a lot of interference 

with their day when it comes to scheduling for testing that has to be done.  And so I find 

that very often I’ll end up sort of running interference for the other counselor and I’ll go 

and schmooze them and say, “Well, look.  This is what has to happen.  You’ve got to 

make sure this happens.”  I find that they kind of respond to me a little less vehemently 

than they do to the female counselor. There’s still some that are just plain harsh no matter 

what, but again, my style is just to be very laid back, very calm and say things in a matter 

of fact way.  I try to not take anything personally, whereas the other counselor tends to 

take things a little more personally, which leads to some clashes.  And again, I don’t 

know if it’s the male thing that might have a little bit to do with it.  The female teachers 

are probably less likely to give me a hard time. I don’t know; it’s an interesting thing and 

every staff person is different, but I feel that I would rather be the male than the female.  

For some reason, I just feel that it gives me a little extra because I’m not like every other 
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woman in the building.  It’s like, here’s one of the men, so it’s a little different. I don’t 

know really how to describe it but it’s just that feeling about it. Being a man has its 

advantages, obviously, but ultimately it comes down to personality, like how do you get 

along with people and do they respect you and trust you, which comes with time and 

experience. 

Another important thing that may be connected to me being male and not just 

another female in the building is the whole confidentiality issue. I will often have 

teachers come to me and complain to me about another staff person, about the principal 

and about the other guidance counselor.  And I think they do that because they know I’m 

not going to repeat anything to anybody else.  If it’s something, if it’s a message that they 

want me to convey, then yes, but I’m not going to sit there and sort of keep the drama or 

the gossip going. I don’t pass along gossip or things like that; I will listen, but it all stops 

with me.  I don’t perpetuate it at all, and I think that has been a big thing as far as trust 

goes.  People can come to me and they will sort of dump on me and I view that as one of 

my roles.  It’s not just about the kids; it’s also about being able to support the staff people 

as well. If they need to come in and dump something that’s bothering them, I think that 

they’ve come to know that that’s a safe place for them to do it; that I’m not going to go 

run and tell the principal, “Oh, guess what they just said about you?”  And again, that’s 

not so much being male or female.  That’s just the way I sort of operate around there.

 I think that it was a conscious choice on their part to hire a male school counselor.   

I get along really well with the principal, which is not quite the same case with the other 

guidance counselor.  I guess it’s this female dynamic thing going on between her and the 

principal that she’s sort of sensitive to.  She feels that the principal likes me better, 



264 

 

partially because I’m a man.  I just sort of laugh it off, like, well maybe, maybe not, 

whatever.  I think it’s because I’m more easygoing.  The other counselor described some 

of what has taken place as sexual favoritism.  My office got moved right next to the 

principal’s office whereas her office is in another part of the school.  I think part of that 

was because the school is broken up into three wings or separate areas, so her area is 

away from the central area, and the areas I deal with are more central and also happen to 

be closer to the principal’s office. So while the move may have made sense to me, I hear 

comments like, “Oh, it’s because you’re a man.”  I think it was a conscious decision for 

them to hire me and the principal has actually said that, she hasn’t said the man part, but I 

think in my mind it makes a lot of sense to have a male and a female counselor.  I think it 

works really well to have one of each, especially in a school of this size.  She also made 

the comment because the first two years here I was on probation and we had to do 

reviews and she said, “You know, the reason I hired you is because you have a lot of 

potential; you have a really good personality and I see you developing into a really strong 

presence at this school.” So she saw that potential and I thought, oh, thanks, I really 

appreciate that you saw that.  I feel that that’s worked out really well, and then this year 

the assistant principal and I also had a great experience. This year I ended working on a 

lot of these committees such as response to intervention (RTI) and 504s. I was the case 

manager for a lot of 504 kids and I was able to work with the vice-principal really well on 

that. This vice-principal actually retired this year and we had a party and at the end of it 

she said, “You know, you’re in the perfect career for your personality.”  She’s like, “You 

are such a good counselor.  The kids love you and you get along with everybody,” and so 

I felt that we had a good relationship as well. Whether or not it’s because I’m a guy I 
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don’t know.  Again, I just think that there’s a lot less drama with me than there is with the 

other female staff, and whether that’s a man thing, I don’t know. 

My interaction with the wider community is kind of limited because I don’t 

actually live in the town where I work. I got nominated or volunteered by my principal 

this past year to serve on the city’s emergency preparedness program. The program was 

also about resilience among other things, so they wanted representatives from all the 

schools to be there. I was the only male from a school that was in this group; all the other 

ones were females. This helped me get a lot of interaction with other males because they 

had the police department, the fire department, public works, and of course they were all 

men.  So in this situation, it’s almost like the females were the minority in a way, but they 

all know who I am now.  The fire chief knows who I am and the police chief knows who I 

am from this community initiative that they put together. I don’t really know how huge of 

an impact it’s had. I just know who they are on sort of that work level. I think that when 

you’re dealing with that sort of demographic where the firemen are all guys, the 

policemen are pretty much all guys and the public works was all guys, it works out better.  

Guys relate to guys a little bit better than if I was a female, I guess. I just felt like I could 

hang with these guys and it would be fine.  I could hang with the women and it would be 

fine.  It’s easier for me to sort of cross that divide than if I was a woman.  Again, I think 

it’s also just my personality; that is what it eventually comes down to, but the initial thing 

about being a guy means that I can talk to the fire chief or the public works guy, as a guy-

to-guy type of thing.  I think it makes it a little bit easier for me. 

   Overall, I think that being a man in the elementary environment has its 

advantages. I imagine that it’s a completely different dynamic or completely different 
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energy for male counselors at the high school level. So I think a lot of it eventually comes 

down to the fact that my personality type might be sort of laid back, sensitive and child-

like.  I can relate to the elementary age group and I can also relate to people across the 

board. If I were a gruff male type of personality it would be different. In my job you have 

to be really politically correct; you can’t be telling sexist jokes or anything like that.  My 

job requires being really sensitive to the people I work with, and I think that being a male 

enhances that, but it is also my personality type that is really the main thing.  I think my 

personality type and being a male makes it more of an advantage. And if I had my 

personality and I was a female I feel I would just be another female, but that combination, 

it might not work for every male who was in that particular situation, but for me it 

seemed to have worked out really well. I think it is about being flexible and maneuvering 

your way through it, being a positive presence and serving everybody the best way you 

can. That’s really the trick right there. 

 Structural Analysis 

 P-8 occupied a numeric minority status in his school.  He shared that the staff 

members were mostly females and that there were five or six male teachers within the 

entire school. He shared that there was a recognized shortage of male presence within his 

school and further speculated that his hiring was an effort to address it. He also shared 

that while in graduate school he was told of the advantages that he would have in finding 

a job because of this shortage. The circumstances under which he was hired impacted his 

practice in the sense that he was being hired not only to fulfill the roles and duties as a 

school counselor but also to provide male presence where the administration felt it was 
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lacking. This had implications for his role in relation to boys, who it was often felt 

suffered most from the absence of adult males in schools. 

 The shortage of male presence that existed in P-8’s school also existed at the 

community, family and society levels.  He mentioned separation, divorce and single 

parenting as causative factors. P-8’s practice and experience as a school counselor has 

been influenced by his own efforts to address the negative of the shortage. He therefore 

talked about his function as a role model for some male students. He expressed that 

spending quality time as a male with a specific male student has been his way of allowing 

the student an important experience that he might not have been getting outside of the 

school.   

 P-8 worked in a school where there was another counselor who was a female. The 

existence of a female counselor allowed him the advantage of comparing and measuring 

his practice and experiences against hers. He described advantages of having counselors 

of both sexes in situations where student outcome would be positively impacted by 

working with a male or female counselor. He shared the advantages of having counselors 

of both sexes in cases where there may have been sexual abuse. P-8 shared that having a 

female counselor with whom he worked closely and who was more experienced allowed 

him to learn a lot. His experience might have been quite different had worked at a school 

where was the only school counselor and also male. 

 P-8’s experience was impacted by sex-role stereotypes that were within the wider 

society and invariably were also found within the school. P-8 was therefore able to 

identify advantages and disadvantages associated with him being a male school 

counselor. The presence of a female counselor allowed him not just to imagine the 
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advantages, but also to observe and experience their manifestations. The practice of sex-

role stereotypes was evident in his interaction with largely female parents, whom he felt 

treated him with more respect than they did his female colleague. He also shared a similar 

experience when working with fathers. Stereotypes regarding relative authority and 

respect to be granted to males versus female worked as a privilege or advantage to P-8. 

On the other hand, stereotypes about males being potential threats to young girls required 

him to be cautious and rely on his female colleague.  

Textural-Structural Analysis  

Making Sense of Gender  

 P-8 was not the only school counselor at his school; there was a female school 

counselor with whom he worked and this affected his experience. His process of making 

sense of gender often involved comparisons between himself and his female coworker. 

He observed the reactions of the school community towards himself and her that were 

based on their gender. P-8 described the benefits of having a male and a female counselor 

at the school: 

As far as working with kids goes, there are advantages and disadvantages. I think 

having a male and a female counselor works well because if the child has issues 

with men or women for whatever reason, we can kind of tag team and say, “Okay, 

well, this person has an abusive father so maybe they’re better off seeing a wom-

an.” If it’s a boy or a girl student, boys can typically relate with me a little bit bet-

ter than they might relate to the female counselor and vice versa. I think it just 

gives us more options as far as if there are kids that have issues with males or fe-

males It allows us the chance to sort of work together to figure out what’s going 

to work best for the student.  

 

There seemed to have been some general agreements on sex differences between male 

and female students that the counselors agreed upon. The basic idea was that same-

gender interaction between adult and child may be the ideal. P-8 therefore shared that 
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boys typically related to him a little bit better than they did with a female counselor. 

These understandings were necessarily rigid and would only occur when dealing with 

sensitive issues where the developmental or social-emotional needs of students are served 

best by a male. P-8 identified situations such as physical and sexual abuse, which may 

make it difficult for a female student to relate to a male counselor. He pointed out that 

these decisions regarding sex and gender are based on what they feel was best for the stu-

dent involved.  

 P-8 occupied a numeric minority status at his school; he was one of a few males 

working among a largely female staff. He therefore had to come to terms with how this 

impacted organizational dynamics and his overall interactions with staff. He shared his 

belief that when large numbers of females work together with low male presence the re-

sult is increased interpersonal drama.  P-8 described this dynamic: 

As far as the staff goes, again, I think being one of few men; I kind of try to stay 

out of  any interpersonal drama that might be going on between staff people. 

When it’s mostly women, there seems to be a little bit more of that so I just feel 

that I can sort of remove myself or rise above that while I’m working with the 

staff people.  

 

P-8 made a conscious decision to remove his self from interpersonal drama that had re-

sulted from working with a largely female staff. This decision seemed connected with his 

gender identity and a desire to separate his self from characteristics and a dynamic largely 

associated with females. P-8 was aware that the relationship that existed between the fe-

male school counselor and other female staff members impacted his own experience. At 

times he had to position himself in relation to the existing dynamic between a female 

staff and the female counselor.    

I think on the other hand, that some people find it harder to communicate with her 

than with me, so they’ll come to me and say, “Can you ask the other counselor to 
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do this,” or “We didn’t want to talk to her because blah…,” I just feel that my 

forte is sort of getting  along with everybody. There may be times when people 

might take something that she said personally or the wrong way or somebody 

might say something to her and she’ll take  it personally and I will step back and 

say, “Well, maybe you just need to look at it this way.”  

  

Same sex or opposite sex interactions among males and females often involves commu-

nication and the use of language. Throughout his narrative, P-8 referred to the importance 

of communication in his experiences as a male school counselor. P-8 stated being of the 

same sex does not guarantee ease of communication or an absence of conflict. In the 

above instance the decision or preference to communicate with him was in part because 

he was a male. There may also have been sex-role expectations of him to be able avoid 

interpersonal conflict often associated with female-to-female interactions. P-8’s sex and 

gender identity seemed connected to his ability to avoid “interpersonal drama” that often 

characterized female-to-female interactions or a staff that was mostly female. There may 

have been an expectation for him to be able to be above these conflicts and to develop a 

“forte for getting along with everybody.”    

 P-8 shared that the benefits of having a male and female counselor did not just 

relate to the needs of students to interact with adults of the same sex; this need also exist-

ed among teachers and parents as well. This raises the idea that developmental needs, 

levels of comfort and preferences regarding the need for same sex interactions impact 

children as well as adults.  

And again, having a male and a female counselor allows us to sort of work those 

areas, which I think is really helpful for us because sometimes a woman staff per-

son or a mother that comes in wants to deal with another woman or somebody 

that has been a mother, so they can meet with the other counselor who’s been a 

mom. I think it just gives us more options as far as communicating with parents 

and staff.   
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P-8 shared that having a male and female counselor allows them to work around those 

needs as they manifest in a parent and teacher. The idea of being able to “work those are-

as” suggested intentionality in decisions related to who will interact with a parent or staff 

member. The need to accommodate teachers and parents may be consistent with sex-role 

stereotypes that they have internalized as well as their personal histories and experiences. 

P-8 also acknowledged the added flexibility that having a female and a male school coun-

selor allowed. 

 In addition to accommodating the needs of same sex or “opposite sex” interac-

tions among staff and parents, P-8 had to address his own gendered interactions with the 

female counselor that he worked with. They both had experiences related to sex and gen-

der that impacted their relationship. P-8 shared that they both had to come to terms with 

initial challenges in their relationship.     

I think the initial trust issues that the female counselor and I had to work out was 

related  to the fact that she had gone through a divorce and I think it’s just men in 

general that she was not feeling. It took time for me to feel that she felt that she 

could trust me, to open up to me, to be on a personal level so that it wasn’t just 

about work. There were certain things that would sort of trigger responses in her 

and I knew it wasn’t me personally; it was just the response. And over the years 

as we’ve gotten to know each other, she’s shared more and more with me about 

her life. 

 

Trust appears to be a core challenge that males and females may be faced with in their 

interactions. It is a challenge that may be the result of real or perceived differences of the 

other. P-8 suggested that the personal history of his female coworker presented an initial 

challenge, in that a recent divorce had resulted in her “not feeling” men in general. P-8 

shared that he had to come to terms with the fact that some her responses towards him 

had nothing to do with him personally but instead were the result of her own intra-

psychic process. In a broader sense P-8’s narrative pointed to the idea that males and fe-
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males bring their ideas, beliefs and experiences to their relationships. These experiences 

may be distant or may be a recent divorce. P-8 also pointed out that in his case, these is-

sues needed to be worked out and they are usually very present at the initial stages of the 

interaction. The initial mistrust during the beginning stages of his relationship with the 

female counselor was overcome with time.         

 Throughout his narrative P-8 provided information of his gender identity.  He 

pointed to differences between himself and the female counselor. He also pointed to spe-

cial roles that he was able to play in the school community as a male. In relation to con-

flicts that may result from a majority of the staff being female, he identified himself as a 

person who was able to remain above the conflict and bring people together. He de-

scribed, for example, that the female counselor’s statements may be taken personally by 

another staff member, and in such cases he would have to “smooth the interpersonal 

things over between staff members.”  

 Having the ability not to take things personally seemed to be connected to P-8’s 

gender identity. The ability distinguished him from the female counselor and impacted 

how other staff members interacted with him. There was an expectation that he would be 

able to communicate and respond differently from the female counselor. P-8 struggled 

with making sense of this experience, toying with the idea that his sex was impacting the 

experience.      

I try to not take anything personally, whereas the other counselor tends to take 

things a little more personally, which leads to some clashes. And again, I don’t 

know if it’s the male thing that might have a little bit to do with it. 

 

P-8’s ability to avoid interpersonal conflict by not taking things personally had allowed 

him to perform a very important function within the school. He also had to come to terms 
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with possible advantages or privileges he enjoyed by being a male school counselor. He 

also made a connection between his experience and personality. He brought to the fore 

the issue of the connection between sex, gender identity and personality. His ability not to 

take things personally as well as his communication style allowed him to enjoy the re-

spect of staff that looked to him to address certain interpersonal conflicts. Somewhere in 

his interactions the factors of sex, gender identity and personality converged. His pres-

ence as a male school counselor contrasted to that of his female coworker and this in part 

worked to his advantage. He was able to enjoy trust and respect from the staff members.  

P-8 continued to explore the impact of sex, gender and personality in his experience as a 

male school counselor.   

Overall, I think that being a man in the elementary environment has its ad-

vantages. I imagine that it’s a completely different dynamic or completely differ-

ent energy for male counselors at the high school level. So I think a lot of it even-

tually comes down to the fact that my personality type might be sort of laid back, 

sensitive and child-like. I can relate to the elementary age group and I can also re-

late to people across the board. If I were a gruff male type of personality it would 

be different.  

 

P-8’s “laid back” personality allowed him to avoid interpersonal conflicts in ways that 

the female counselor might not have been able to. His “sensitivity” and “childlike” quali-

ties allowed him to be effective with young children.  He contrasts these qualities with 

the “gruff male” personality that is usually associated with traditional males.  P-8 contin-

ued to make sense of his experiences by exploring the requirements of his job.  

In my job you have to be really politically correct, you can’t be telling sexist jokes 

or anything like that. My job requires being really sensitive to the people I work 

with, and I think that being a male enhances that, but it is also my personality type 

that is really the main thing. I think my personality type and being a male makes it 

more of an advantage. And if I had my personality and I was a female I feel I 

would just be another female, but that combination might not work for every male 

being in that particular situation, but for me it seemed to have worked out really 

well. I think it is about being flexible and maneuvering your way through it while 
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being a positive presence and serving everybody the best way you can. That’s re-

ally the trick right there. 

 

P-8 made the point that being a male versus a female in a largely female staff impacted 

his experience.   He also shared that he was not just any male; he was sensitive and was 

not the one to tell sexist jokes. This distinguished him from other males and in part ex-

plained his ability be successful in that setting. His difference as a male was important 

but so too was the type of male that he was. He theorized that his personality type would 

not work to the advantage of a female school counselor because she would just be anoth-

er female within the school. In this case his sex (being male) served a specific purpose 

and was an advantage. P-8 continued throughout his narrative to acknowledge the ad-

vantages and disadvantages associated with being a male in his position.   

This is obviously just an initial reaction type of thing and after that I have to cre-

ate what comes out of that. But I think initially when somebody comes in upset, I 

think it changes the dynamic a little bit in how they relate when it’s a man versus 

a woman. The only downside is if it’s a woman who is going through a hard time 

with a man, for example, a mom going through a divorce or who has experienced 

domestic abuse or things of that nature. In situations such as these it might not 

work to my advantage quite so much, but I haven’t really felt that I’ve run into 

that yet. 

 

P-8 pointed out that the interaction with an upset or aggressive parent changes when they 

interacted with him versus his female his coworker. He stressed that this was usually an 

initial reaction sometimes to the surprise at seeing a male in a position that they expected 

to see a female. The reaction of the parent seemed consistent with sex-role stereotypes 

that may afford males more power, authority and respect than females. He also theorized 

that it may not work to his advantage if the parent has had negative history with men in-

volving issues such as domestic abuse.    
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 P-8 had to make sense of his relationship with other males within the school given 

the numeric disparities. He also had to come to terms with his own desire for the comfort 

and bonding that is associated with same sex interactions.       

 I find that the bonding with the male teachers has been pretty easy because there’s 

not that many of us. And again, eventually it is less about gender and more just 

about  personality types because even some of the male teachers can be a little 

difficult to deal with, though this has not necessarily been my experience. For me, 

I do feel that male teachers feel more comfortable coming to me if they have a 

problem or something they want to discuss with somebody rather than going to 

women. I think that’s probably just a male thing; you hate to have to go to a 

woman and ask for help, so they come to me, which is fine. I have good relation-

ships with all the men in the building, so that’s worked out well. 

 

Bonding among male staff members is intensified because of their small numbers. P-8 

shared that male teachers felt more comfortable coming to him than speaking to the fe-

male counselor. Male teachers were also involved in a process of making sense, making 

decisions and acting in response to sex and gender. P-8 pointed out that it might just be a 

male thing, or a stereotype surrounding what it means for a man to go to woman for help. 

Somewhere in the interaction asking for help from a woman might be inconsistent with 

traditional male identity that male teachers had come to accept. P-8 was careful to point 

out that these behaviors might be typical for all males; he shared that some males can be 

a little difficult, perhaps in the same way that females can be. Here P-8 tries to grapple 

with the nuances of sex and gender that might not be consistent sex-role stereotypes. 

 P-8’s desire for same sex interaction was in part fulfilled by his interaction within 

the wider community. He was able to share the bonding experiences that came from 

working with other men.      

I think that when you’re dealing with that sort of demographic where the firemen 

are all  guys, the policemen are pretty much all guys and the public works was all 

guys it works; like I could hang with these guys and it’s would be fine. I could 

hang with the women and it would be fine. It’s easier for me to sort of cross that 
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divide than if I was a woman. Again, I think it’s also just my personality; that is 

what it eventually comes down to, but the initial thing of being a guy means that I 

can talk to the fire chief or the public works  guy, as a guy-to-guy type of thing. I 

think it makes it a little bit easier for me.  

 

P-8 made the point that males tended to get along better with other males than females 

get along with each other. His interactions with other males allowed him to just “hang” as 

if putting aside the constraints that came with having to be professional. He shared that 

though he was able to have positive interactions with females, it was easier for him to 

cross the divide and perhaps be less formal with guys.  

 P-8’s process of making sense of his gendered experience was significantly im-

pacted by the fact that he was one of a few males who worked with a predominantly fe-

male staff. His experience was also impacted by the fact that there was a female school 

within the school. He was able to compare and contrast her practice against his, as well as 

compare the reactions of the community towards her versus himself. From his observa-

tions, P-8 was able to draw conclusions about the relative advantages and disadvantages 

of being a male versus a female school counselor. P-8 tried to make sense of the connec-

tion between sex, gender identity and personality. At times the process was not quite 

clear and he had to acknowledge the interplay of these and other factors.   

Finding Positive Meaning in the Experience 

 P-8 was able to find positive meaning in his experience as a male school counse-

lor. Throughout his narrative he was able to identify a number of advantages that he en-

joyed as a male school counselor. These advantages allowed him to serve the school 

community in ways that a female counselor might not have been able to do.  

I would say that it’s been a positive experience as a male school counselor. I’m 

definitely a minority as far as staff at the school. It’s mostly women. There are a 
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few other male teachers at the school, but I think there’s probably only five or six 

other male teachers in the school. It’s been a positive experience and I feel it gives 

me many advantages in dealing with staff, students and parents. I think that being 

male is something that has had sort of an impact on my ability to be successful in 

certain areas of the job.  

 

P-8 made connections between his numeric minority status, the advantages he has had as 

a male and the success he has had as a male school counselor. He was able to share with 

pride the success he had in certain areas of the job. He shared for example that he was 

able to remove himself or “rise above” the interpersonal conflicts associated with female-

to-female interactions. His difference as a male school counselor coupled with differ-

ences in his personality allowed him to serve in a capacity of an objective member of the 

school community.    

 P-8 was able to find positive meaning in his interaction with his principal. He also 

had a sense that his hiring was in part linked to the fact that he was a male. While it was 

never explicitly said, his interactions with the principle gave him a sense that his sex im-

pacted the decision to hire him. P-8 shared, “I think it was a conscious decision for them 

to hire me and the principal has actually said that; she hasn’t said the man part, but I think 

in my mind it makes a lot of sense to have a male and a female counselor.” The idea of 

being hired in a school that had a low presence of males gave him a sense the he was 

serving an important purpose within the community. The importance of the role that he 

played was reinforced by his interaction with the school principal.  

She also made the comment because the first two years here I was on probation 

and we had to do reviews and she said, “You know, the reason I hired you is be-

cause you have a lot of potential; you have a really good personality and I see you 

developing into a really strong presence at this school.” So she saw that potential 

and I thought, oh, thanks, I really appreciate that you saw that. I feel that that’s 

worked out really well, and then this year the assistant principal and I also had a 

great experience. 
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P-8 appreciated the validation that he received from the principal regarding his potential 

and his role in the school. This was also feedback that he was receiving early into his ca-

reer as a school counselor. He described having positive experiences with the principal as 

well as the assistant principal.   

This vice-principal actually retired this year and we had a party and at the end of 

it she said, “You know, you’re in the perfect career for your personality.” She’s 

like, “You are  such a good counselor. The kids love you and you get along with 

everybody,” And so I  felt that we had a good relationship as well. Whether or not 

it’s because I’m a guy I don’t know. 

P-8 found positive meaning in the feedback he got from his supervisor. This feedback 

addressed the students’ responses to him as well as his ability to get along with the staff. 

The ability to get along may have had special importance because this would have con-

trasted the interpersonal conflicts associated with the female counselor.  

 P-8 found positive meaning in the role he was able to play in dealing with inter-

personal conflicts and dynamics that occur when large numbers of females work together.  

He was also able to provide a break from the challenges that would arise when the female 

counselor interacted with female parents. 

Typically, it’s mothers that come in, and I just feel that maybe there’s a little bit 

of a dynamic there that has helped me to deal with the situations better. There is 

not so much drama, which can sometimes happen when you have females dealing 

with females. And again, that’s a generalization, but I feel that it gives me a little 

bit more of an advantage. This happens especially when men or fathers come in. I 

think dealing with another man very often works to my advantage. We can sort of 

have a man-to-man conversation, which sometimes, again, seems to work to my 

advantage. 

 

P-8 therefore found positive meaning in his ability to address some of the negative con-

sequences of all female interactions. He made generalizations about the “drama” that is 

usually associated with all female interactions. He felt that as a male school counselor he 
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was able to address these conflicts. He also felt positive about his ability to connect with 

fathers and felt that this had to do with him being a male.  

 P-8 was able to describe having meaningful experiences with students. He de-

scribed being able to serve male students who lacked the presence of a positive male in 

their lives. He described being able to bond with many male students. 

I feel there are definitely male students that I’ve bonded with and in many in-

stances, it’s male students whose parents are separated and their primary custody 

is with their mother, or their father might be completely out of the picture. It 

seems like I fill sort of a male role model role for some male students, which I 

feel is something that is important that I can do in terms of giving them some 

quality time with a man because they might not be getting that outside of school. 

 

P-8 found positive meaning in being able to serve students and families in an area where 

there may be a special need. The role he played in their lives was often one that could not 

be fulfilled by a female counselor. He therefore found positive meaning in being able to 

serve as a male role model for male students. P-8 felt that serving in this capacity was 

important because of the shortage of male presence in the lives of male students.  Being 

one of a few males at his school, P-8 would have had a unique opportunity to address the 

needs of boys who lacked positive male role model in their lives. P-8 described the expe-

rience he had with a male student whose father was not present in his life.   

His father is in prison, so he hadn’t had contact with his father for a number of 

years, and he and I sort of bonded pretty quickly. His mom even said that she felt 

that it was because I kind of reminded him of his dad, who he doesn’t have regu-

lar contact with. So he would  come down and we would just sort of hang out and 

throw a ball or do something else. I would just sort of to let him have that connec-

tion with a man here at school and his mom  thought that it was a very positive re-

lationship that we had formed this year. 

 

P-8 felt positive about his ability to serve in this capacity. It allowed him to establish 

close relationships with male students and their families. He also received positive feed-

back from the mothers involved. P-8 felt satisfied in taking on the additional responsibili-
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ties of a role model in addition to being the school counselor.   There was a sense that he 

was serving a very important need in the lives of male students. 

 Overall P-8 found positive meaning in the roles and duties he was able to perform 

within the school community. He had been able to develop relationships with students, 

families, teachers and school administrators. P-8 worked in a school where he was one of 

a few males at his school, which set him apart from a largely female staff. He was there-

fore able to avoid interpersonal conflicts associated with female-to-female interaction and 

was afforded certain privileges consistent with sex-role stereotypes. He enjoyed fulfilling 

the needs of his school community, including the need for male presence. He had found a 

setting that was congruent with sex, gender identity and personality. 

Balancing Identity and Sex-Role Stereotypes 

 The decision to become a school counselor was a nontraditional career choice for 

P-8. The existing sex-role stereotypes were not consistent with him being a male elemen-

tary school counselor. P-8 was aware of these stereotypes and his narrative reflects effort 

to balance his own identity against them. Despite the existing stereotypes there was 

recognition of the need for male presence and male role models in schools. P-8 was actu-

ally reminded of this by members of the school community. 

I don’t know if these are challenges, but I’ve had comments made like, oh, it’s 

because you’re a man that certain things work out a certain way. I think being 

male may have probably helped me get the job. As far as I know, I was the only 

male that applied for this particular position, so that could’ve had something to do 

with it. 

  

The idea that certain things worked out for him because he was a male ran throughout his 

narrative. P-8 had to come to terms with the relative advantages he had as a male com-

pared to the female counselor. These advantages were often based on sex-role stereotypes 
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that favored males over females. P-8 therefore recognized that his interactions with fe-

male parents tended to place him at an advantage.   

Typically, it’s mothers that come in, and I just feel that maybe there’s a little bit 

of a dynamic there that has helped me to deal with the situation better. There is 

not so much drama, which can sometimes happen when you have females dealing 

with females. And again, that’s a generalization, but I feel that it gives me a little 

bit more of an advantage. 

 

It seemed the underlined sex-role stereotypes that were dictating his interactions within 

the school served in many ways to reinforce his gender identity. He could still be male 

and function as a school counselor serving the needs of the community for male presence. 

Female parents may therefore treat him with greater respect than the female counselor. P-

8 shared his own belief in these stereotypes when he made generalizations about the 

“drama” associated with female-to-female interactions. He also pointed out that he had 

similar advantages when he worked with fathers. “I think dealing with another man very 

often works to my advantage. We can sort of have a man to man conversation, which 

sometimes, again, seems to work to my advantage.” The interaction allowed him to be 

male in a traditional sense. It worked to his advantage to the extent that he was treated 

with greater respect than his female counterpart.  

 P-8 shared that female parents often found him to be attractive. The sexual attrac-

tion he received from female parents reinforced his identity as a male. He enjoyed the 

attention and used it to his advantage.     

I deal with a lot of mothers that come in and I feel that sometimes it’s to my ad-

vantage that I’m a male because they’ll come in and there’s that whole other sort 

of dynamic where they may think that I am a cute guy and I am a guidance coun-

selor. I have sort of been able to use that to smooth over things in ways that I 

wouldn’t if I were a woman. So that would probably be one of the obvious ways 

that being a male school counselor stands out for me. 
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Sexual attraction or simply finding the male school counselor cute had the effect of im-

pacting the interaction between counselor and female parents in ways that worked to his 

advantage. These interactions may have also served to reinforce his gender identity. P-8 

expressed no objection to the attention and actual used it to “smooth things over” when 

he interacted with female parents. He further shared that female teachers tended not to 

take things out on him as they did with the female counselor. P-8 also shared that a simi-

lar dynamic existed between himself and the principal, or at least this was the opinion of 

the female counselor. He shared that there is a belief that he is liked simply because he is 

a man. 

I get along really well with the principal, which is not quite the same case with the 

other guidance counselor. I guess it’s this female dynamic thing going on between 

her and the principal that she’s sort of sensitive to. She feels that the principal 

likes me better, partially because I’m a man. I just sort of laugh it off, like, well 

maybe, maybe not, whatever. I think it’s because I’m more easygoing. The other 

counselor described some of what has taken place as sexual favoritism. My office 

got moved right next to the principal’s office whereas her office is in another part 

of the school. I think part of that was because the school is broken up into three 

wings or separate areas, so her area is away from the central area, and the areas I 

deal with are more central and also happen to be closer to the principal’s office. 

So while the move may have made sense to me, I hear comments like, “Oh, it’s 

because you’re a man.” I think it was a conscious decision for them to hire me 

and the principal has actually said that; she hasn’t said the man part, but I  think 

in my mind it makes a lot of sense to have a male and a female counselor. 

 

Perceptions of “sexual favoritism” had resulted in some tension between both school 

counselors. P-8 does not deny that he is liked by his female principal but feels that this 

had to do with the fact that he was “easygoing”.  There seems to be a clear understanding 

of how the dynamic within the school in this regard had worked to his advantage, at the 

same time reinforcing his gender identity. At some level he found the tensions that exist-

ed between the principal and his female counselor to be amusing.   
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 The sex-role stereotypes that served to reinforce P-8’s gender identity also chal-

lenged his identity as a male elementary school counselor. P-8 was an adult who provided 

counseling and educational services to young children and this was not consistent with 

existing sex-role stereotypes. He shared his concerns below:     

The only downside I’ve ever had has been with being alone with certain female 

students. They were typically fifth graders who were a little bit older. There was 

one particular  girl that I worked with whose family was going through a lot of 

stuff and just talking with the other counselor, the social worker and the teachers, 

I began to feel a little nervous that this particular student told a lot of stories and 

was beginning to tell sort of sexually oriented stories about things that were going 

on at home. I felt like I didn’t really want to be alone with this student because it 

could be one of these things where it becomes a problem for me. They all agreed 

that this is probably somebody that should not be meeting alone with a male 

counselor just for my protection, so we switched her over to the female counselor.  

 

Sex-role stereotypes also worked in P-8’s favor when he interacted with male parents. He 

described a situation in which fathers were surprised to see him as a school counselor and 

that being a male often changed the dynamic in a more favorable direction.  

I would consider it an advantage being a male school counselor because when a 

male parent comes in, especially at this age group, they’re usually expecting to 

meet with a female, and depending on what the dynamic is and what type of per-

son this is, I see how sometimes it’s harder being a female staff person trying to 

deal with a male parent. I find this to be especially true if the parent is upset or 

angry about something. I find that me being a male sort of levels the field in a cer-

tain way. I feel that fathers tend to address and relate to me a little bit differently 

than they would if I were a woman based on what I’ve seen and heard. So for me, 

it feels like being male has been a useful thing. 

 

P-8 shared that the dynamic of people being upset and angry may change when they see a 

male school counselor. The stereotypical assumptions regarding male power and aggres-

sion may have served to neutralize angry parents who came across the male counselor 

unexpectedly.   

 P-8’s identity as a professional male school counselor did not excuse him from 

existing stereotypes. This stereotype addressed him as a male and not a professional 
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counselor. It related to the ideas that a young girl who has experienced sexual abuse at 

the hands of an adult male should not interact or have limited interaction with other 

males.  It also assumed that a young girl would have problems interacting with all males 

because of her experience of abuse. There were additional assumptions about the poten-

tial danger that this young person could pose for an adult male. P-8 therefore had a con-

cern for his safety.   

The concern was for my safety and reputation; they didn’t want to risk me being 

accused of something or whatever. I don’t typically think this way, but in this 

case, it was more than just my mind. It was on other people’s minds, too, and 

they’re like, “Yeah, we should probably switch that up because it was getting a 

little weird.” 

 

P-8 thought that there was consensus among those who knew that he should limit his in-

teraction with the young girl. The fact that they had a female school counselor present in 

the school allowed them to limit his interaction with the young girl. P-8 pointed out that 

the sensitivity of the case made it necessary for him not to continue seeing the young girl. 

This may be quite plausible; however, the assumptions that were made were consistent 

with existing sex-role stereotypes.   

P-8 had found a school that reinforced his gender identity. Throughout his narra-

tive he talked about the advantages that he enjoyed as a male. He was afforded many of 

the privileges that males enjoy in the wider sense of the word. In reference to these ad-

vantages he was able to declare that he would, “rather be male than female.” Sexual at-

traction was an underlined factor that impacted how parents interacted with him. He was 

afforded many privileges that were given to men within the wider society. As a male in a 

female dominated school he was enjoyed a sense of being separate and apart from the 

female dynamic within the school. He was therefore perceived as being more objective, 
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more confidential as well as deserving of respect. He also shared that female staff and 

parents, both male and female would lessen their aggression towards him because he was 

a male. He was able to find a school community that reinforced his identity as a male and 

as a school counselor.   

Responding to Low Male Presence in Schools 

 P-8 was aware of his numeric minority status as a male staff and counselor at his 

school. He connected his minority status to the success he was able to have in some areas 

of his work. As a male he was set apart from the largely female staff. He was also aware 

of the demand for increased male presence within school. These demands had come 

about because the lack of male presence in the lives of students.  P-8 shared that he was 

aware of these demands. 

I can’t say whether being male caused me to get the job for sure, but even before I 

graduated from grad school with the degree, people were saying, “Oh, you know, 

being a male school counselor has its advantages because there are fewer of them 

than women, so typically it’s easier to get a job when you get out of school.” This 

was the third job that I had applied for. I had applied for two others that I didn’t 

get and again, I don’t know the reason why, but as far as this one goes, I can’t say 

a hundred percent. 

The factors of demand and supply had resulted in an increase need for male school coun-

selor. By the time he was hired P-8 was one of five or six males at his school. He was 

uniquely positioned to respond to low male presence within the school. He was a male 

school counselor trained to address social emotional issues in students. He was expected 

to play a special role in the lives of male students given the consensus that they were 

more negatively impacted than female students. P-8 identified an advantage that was 

linked to his numeric minority status and the need for male presence in schools. He how-

ever, could not bring himself to admit that being male impacted his hiring but 

acknowledge its influence.  
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 P-8 accepted the idea that he needed to provide services to families where a male 

was not present or had limited presence. He organized a practice that was responsive to 

the needs of students who needed interaction with a male.   

I feel there are definitely male students that I’ve bonded with and in many in-

stances, its male students whose parents are separated and their primary custody is 

with their mother, or their father might be completely out of the picture. It seems 

like I fill sort of a male role model role for some male students, which I feel is 

something that is important that I can do in terms of giving them some quality 

time with a man because they might not be getting that outside of school. 

 

P-8 described that he dedicated extensive time to a young male student whose father was 

absent. His work with the student was largely in the capacity of a role model allowing 

him to be in the presence of an adult given the absence of a father figure in his life.  The 

quality time that he was giving to the student was a direct effort to compensate for the 

father, who was absent in his home. 

His father is in prison, so he hadn’t had contact with his father for a number of 

years, and he and I sort of bonded pretty quickly. His mom even said that she felt 

that it was because I kind of reminded him of his dad, who he doesn’t have regu-

lar contact with. So he would come down and we would just sort of hang out and 

throw a ball or do something else. I would just sort of to let him have that connec-

tion with a man here at school and his mom thought that it was a very positive re-

lationship that we had formed this year. 

 

P-8 served as a role model for the young male student. These services were not typically 

within the scope of a school counselor; however, he was addressing the possible conse-

quences of low male presence in the student’s life. The presence of another school coun-

selor, who was a female, would have allowed him greater flexibility in serving the needs 

of male students in the capacity of a male role model.   
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Chapter XII 

Participant Nine 

Textural Analysis 

 

I have had a great experience being involved with various teams within the 

school, as well as helping arrange for professional development for district counselors. 

So, it’s been a very, very positive experience working with teachers, parents and 

administration. I guess I don’t feel that gender has impacted my experience one way or 

the other. The previous counselor was in my graduate program with me. And so, I know 

the differences are more related to personality and not so much gender related; the 

differences were based how she worked with students and staff versus how I do. 

We hear about students that are coming into our school that would do better 

having a male teacher, and so I feel that that I can play a similar role with students in the 

fact that I could be that stronger male influence for boys. Originally, I was one of only 

two male counselors in the district; the other guy worked at the high school level and I 

have been working at the elementary level. Only recently, the other male school 

counselor resigned. The younger students had not had a male counselor until they got to 

me in the fifth grade, so, it’s a new experience for them. As far as classroom teachers, we 

only have two out of nineteen who are male. I feel like being a male is an added benefit 

for the students in that they’re so used to female teachers. Students are able to see me in 

different roles, in that I’m not a teacher but a counselor and I am also a different ender as 

well. The student never call me their teacher, so I think that a lot of times if there’s 

someone in the room, a substitute teacher or another staff, they’re just like oh the teacher, 
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the teacher, the teacher. And if something is sad in the classroom, they’ll say well the 

counselor’s in here. So, I mean, I think that that maybe helps with the role definition. 

I thought that there might be some challenges with students who may have had 

some issues with males related to divorce, abuse or some other concerns. I was very 

careful to make sure, whether it’s from their caseworker, or from their community 

therapist or something that it was ok that they visit with me. And they’ve been fine every 

time. So, I perceived that as a challenge, that it could have been, and it ended up not 

being one.  There was a young girl who had actually been assaulted by her mother’s 

boyfriend.  At the time they were going through court proceedings and a forensic 

investigation was done, which brought out all kinds of information. There was a lot going 

on with her, and so, her therapist asked her if she was anxious or needed anything at 

school, would she want to talk to me, and the little girl said yes. 

My office doesn’t look like a classroom; I’m really intentional about how it is 

designed. I have placed a couch, lamps and also a rug inside the office. It looks very 

comfortable and homely, unlike a sterile classroom.  I’m really intentional with that. I 

also created a specific area that I sit with the kids, and I talk with them, to ensure that I’m 

not talking to them from my desk. In terms of working with this girl, I didn’t specifically 

ask her, but she seemed very comfortable when she was sitting on the couch. Her body 

language was relaxed. It was not tense. It was comfortable. We talked about her going to 

court and what she was most anxious about, and other things related to what she was 

going through. I was concerned that it was going to be an issue. But then, her therapist 

said, “No she’d like to visit with you when she’s at school if there are concerns.”  I said, 

“No problem, happy to.” And in reality it was that she was very comfortable with me. My 
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concern that she would not want to talk to me because it was an older male that had 

assaulted her proved invalid. 

There was a similar experience that I had to this one at the end of the school year. 

We are a small community and I got a call from a therapist at a mental health agency. It 

literally was the last five days of school, but I think there had been a situation where a 

family friend had raped three of the kids. The therapist shared that one of her clients, a 

student of mine, was really struggling, not only with the rape, but also the fact that she 

had contracted an STD as a result. The therapists also shared that my student was 

understandably experiencing some depression, a little bit of almost self-harm thoughts, 

and other symptoms of trauma. And so, the therapist wanted me to check in with her and 

ask if there was anyone that you would feel comfortable talking to at school. And she said 

the counselor. And so, again, the situation was that I was concerned that this was a pretty 

recent trauma that had occurred, but it seemed like she was okay with the fact that it was 

safe at school, and that I was a safe person to talk to. The student was able to kind of 

open up to me about some of the things that occurred, even though it was the last couple 

of days of school. We basically touched base before school ended and made a plan for her 

to have support through the summer. I will also make sure to touch base with her at the 

beginning of the next school year. 

When I think about my work with students the part that stands out to me a little 

bit more is just my own comfort in finding my relational and interpersonal style when 

working with staff and students. In my first year I hardly made any changes to the 

program. I just kind of went along with what was set up before me and kind of saw how 

things went. Of course, I did my own organization and things like that in my office. 
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Through the years I started seeing trends with kids and trends within our school district; 

this allowed me to be able to speak specifically about potential interventions or changes 

that could be put in place. I think that the experience has led me to feel more comfortable 

in my role. 

 I have done a variety of groups with students; I have done homogenous boy 

groups and mixed groups. I have not done homogenous girl groups. I’ve facilitated that 

by bringing in either an intern or a colleague who works in mental health in the 

community that’s female. She did all the girl groups.  Some girls in the school were 

having or experiencing some relational aggression. One of the reasons that I did not do 

the girls group was that I felt the group should be just girls. I felt that they may not have 

listened to me because it would be just some man talking to them versus having an older 

female that could be more of a role model and who could speak from the experience of 

being at that middle school kind of age. 

Classroom guidance has allowed me to work with all students within a class. I 

have done different groups specifically for special education students at the request of 

special education teachers. I’ve also started groups this year with at risk students that 

were identified by behavioral events, attendance events, or grades.  I have done a group 

that was all boys. It’s was an after school group that addressed self-esteem issues and 

making healthy choices. There was a curriculum that we had to follow; it had actually 

existed for girls and it’s has been around for a few years.  I’m connected with their 

program office in the state capital; they had already done the research phase of the 

curriculum so they wanted to do some pilot groups with boys and I volunteered to do it in 

a rural setting because the other pilot was in the metro area.  And so, they took the girls’ 
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curriculum and modified activities to be more appropriate for boys and also changed 

some of the information for boys.  They also had us kind of look at what they had done 

and see what kinds of changes we would put in place to make it more appropriate for 

boys versus girls. 

Running the boy group was fun; the curriculum had lots of activities that were 

very intentional.  Not only were they doing a fun activity, but we were able to debrief 

afterwards and ask the kids what happened, what was the purpose of it and how do we 

could apply it to everyday life.  Every single activity was designed to really get the kids 

thinking in terms of application versus just sitting and doing fun stuff all the time. The 

boy’s was group held after school and the intention was that it would be a bunch of guys 

hanging out and really kind of taking away from the fact that I’m the adult. So the group 

was about getting on the floor with them; it’s participating in the activities with them and 

allowing them to call the adult facilitators by their first name, versus Mr. So-and-So.  We 

also had the secret guys handshake and that kind of thing, so they really felt like it’s an 

investment in time with them and that’s a cool thing and a cool place to be.  The boys 

really had a good time, so much so that when the group was over the boys didn’t want to 

go; it was truly a bonding experience. 

In terms of response to the boy’s group, I did get unsolicited feedback from two 

different parents, who said that their sons had a phenomenal time and they loved it.  And 

just in my observation, I noticed that one of the students who was incredibly withdrawn, 

after being in the group was a lot more outgoing and open. I think that the group’s 

experiences and interactions did help in his personal growth. Interestingly, at the start of 

the group all the boys weren’t exactly best of friends, but they learned to work well 
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together and it was a real positive experience. There was another adult male, one of the 

male teachers who co-facilitated with me and I think the interaction with us and with the 

group was helpful. We really collaborated well with each other.  The first group that we 

did, we sat down and intentionally planned every single week before group. The next 

time it was more of a review to see if we needed to modify anything.  After each session 

that we were doing for the first time we would debrief and make adjustments. It reached a 

point where we very comfortable with each other and we able to just kind of go in and do 

group and not have a whole lot of prep time per se because we had done it before. 

In terms of my work with parents, I would say that initially I was happy to speak 

with parents, but not many parents wanted to speak with me.  They didn’t seek me out at 

parent-teacher conferences and other school events. Over the years, I’ve had a few that 

have wanted to speak to me, but this was just a handful all the years up until this year.  

This year I had a handful of parents at parent-teacher conferences in the fall and the 

spring, which is equal to what I’ve had all the years previously.  They wanted to visit with 

me about some situation with either their student at school or their student personally, so 

this was a change.  I felt like they had started seeing me as a resource to go to, not only at 

parent/teacher conferences, but different times through the year. Parents have now begun 

to come in and have asked to talk to me specifically about a concern they have, whether 

it’s an academic concern or a social/emotional concern, they’ve come into visit with me 

directly. In terms of gender I’m trying to think of all the interactions, only two of them 

included the father and the rest of them were with the mothers. 

I know that through the years I had one interaction with a father and I don’t know 

if it was specific, but just in general he didn’t really believe much in counseling period.  
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So that was more of a dig on my profession and not me personally. I would say that the 

majority of the interactions have been positive.  There have been a few that have been a 

bit negative. 

In terms of my experience with staff, I worked with one of the teachers who 

started the girls program and now it’s expanded to have multiple female adult leaders.  I 

worked with teachers that have had needs within their classrooms and have asked me to 

come in to do a guidance lesson on a concern.  I have worked with teachers on the 

response to intervention teams (RTI) as well as when I am advocating for students.  In 

terms of gender I’m not sure; it’s not really been talked about.  I know that there was one 

specific instance when I was a warm body because they were taking a field trip and they 

needed any male because it was an overnight trip. They needed a male to stay with some 

kids and so they asked if I would go.  So I mean it was something that came up that was 

convenient for them. 

For six years I had the same principal.  She was female and she hired me.  Then 

she retired and then I had a new principal this past school year that is male. This of course 

meant a difference in leadership and everything.  The previous principal relied on me 

quite a bit, and she would bounce things off of me just to kind of get some feedback at 

confidential level. And so it’s been a big switch to this new principal who doesn’t really 

know me. The female principal who hired me was a school counselor before she became 

an administrator.  So I think she really felt the value of a school counselor.  And I am not 

sure specifically what she meant by this, but she said that when she was hiring me that 

she was going to either hire me or she wasn’t going to have a school counselor.  And so I 

don’t know, she didn’t say specifically what that meant, if it was me personally, if it was 
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me as a male. We were able to develop a rapport with each other, though it wasn’t that 

way initially. Our relationship grew to the point where she was very comfortable in 

talking about issues and concerns that came up. She wanted to know what I thought about 

things; she wanted my perspective. She retired this year so I have a new principal and 

again, I’m speculating, I don’t know if it’s because I’m another male.  I don’t know if it’s 

because he doesn’t value my profession.  I really don’t know, but it’s been different and a 

challenge working with the new principal who happens to be male. I’m still trying to 

figure that out. 

My experience with the wider school community has been positive.  I’m on some 

different community boards.  One of them is with Department of Human Services, 

another one is a local nonprofit that’s for sexual response advocates. I serve on their 

sexual assault prevention team.  Some of the committees I have sought to be a part of and 

others it’s been the other way around.  I’m also on the board for the State School 

Counselor Association and that’s a statewide board professional association for school 

counselors. When I joined the board it was pretty heavily a female board.  I guess that 

was kind of expected because it’s lots of women in the school and lots of women in 

everything else, so I’m just doing what I can. It is not that there is a problem with the 

quality of people on our board, but I have definitely have sought to recruit other males to 

be part of the board just to get that representation and that perspective included. I think 

ultimately, professionally, we all, men and women, have similar goals, but just having the 

different perspectives and some camaraderie on my part would be good.  So I’ve done a 

pretty good job of recruiting a handful of males for the board. In terms of how this has 
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impacted the board I would say there hasn’t been anything negative; our executive board 

meets regularly and if there was a concern it would definitely have come out.   

Structural Analysis 

 P-9 described working with parents, students, teachers and administrators at his 

school. His position as a school counselor resulted in him playing a central role and 

having high levels of visibility within the school. Additionally, P-9 shared that he has 

been able to work at the district assisting in professional development for school 

counselor across the district. P-9 was also the only school counselor in his school; this 

meant that all counseling services were delivered by him. He shared that his delivery of 

group guidance had allowed him to with all students in their classes. In addition he has 

been able to conduct group specifically for special education students. P-9 shared that he 

also lived in a small community. He described getting calls from the community therapist 

when working with young children. Collectively, these tasks contributed to high levels of 

visibility and centrality within the school and impacted his overall experience. 

 P-9's visibility and centrality within the school and wider community was also 

enhanced by the fact that he was one of a few men on staff. He shared that he had only 

recently become the only male counselors in his district after another male counselor had 

resigned. He therefore occupied a numeric minority status within. Throughout his 

narrative he identified one other male staff member that he collaborated with to run the 

groups for boys. Being one of a few males added to his visibility within the school and 

impacted his overall experience. 

 P-9 worked in a school and lived in a wider society where there was a perceived 

shortage of male presence. In reference to the wider societal shortage of male presence, 
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P-9 pointed to beliefs that students would do better having a male teacher. He shared that 

the young student in his school had not had a male counselor until they had gotten to him 

at the fifth grade. The shortage of male presence became evident in such instances when 

as a part of procedure both sexes were required to be present with students. P-9 shared 

that when students were not picked up by their parents the situation would require a male 

and female to remain with the child, being one of the few males working at his school, he 

often had to be the one staying behind. P-9 also implied that this sense of shortage might 

have influenced the actual hiring process. He shared that his principal had shared with 

him that when she was hiring him she was either going to hire him or she was not going 

to have a school counselor. 

 P-9 worked in a context where he was not expected to be a school counselor 

providing counseling and related services to young children. There were sex-role 

stereotypes that dictated that a male should not work in an elementary setting. P-9 was 

aware of societal fears and beliefs about men working with young girls who may have 

had a history of abuse. He shared that he proceeded with caution when working with one 

such case. P-9 decided not to run the girls group because he felt that the girls would not 

listen to him because he was just a male talking. 

Textural-Structural Analysis 

Making Sense of Gender  

 P-9 had ideas and beliefs related to sex and gender that in turn impacted his  

practice and experience as an elementary school counselor. He believed that children  

should be able to interact with both male and female adults. As one of a few males at his  

school he felt that he was helping to providing the students with the opportunity to  
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interact with a male. He shared that, “I feel like being a male is an added benefit for the  

students in that they’re so used to female teachers. Students are able to see me in different  

roles, in that I’m not a teacher but a counselor and I am also a different gender as well.”  

P-9 had a sense that developmentally students needed to experience males in their  

lives. He felt that his presence provided student a break from a largely female staff 

Despite feeling that he had an important role in school P-9 had ideas about sex and  

gender that limited his interactions with female students. P-9 was the only school  

counselor present at his school and therefore he was responsible to deliver counseling  

services to male and female students.  There were underlined ideas about his inability to  

connect with female students because of gender identity. P-9 chose not to run girls groups  

at his school not because the school administration did not allow him to do so but because  

he felt that as a male he would not be able to do so successfully. P-9 explained why he  

did not run girls group at his school: 

One of the reasons that I did not do the girls group was that I felt the group should 

be just  girls. I felt that they may not have listened to me because it would be just 

some man talking to them versus having an older female that could be more of a 

role model and who could speak from the experience of being at that middle 

school kind of age. 

 

P-9 did not give himself license to run girls because he was a male and felt that a “girls 

group” would be best run by a female. He believed that groups organized based on sex 

should serve the purpose of providing a role model for students and that the group 

facilitator or counselor should be of the same sex. He believed that he could not serve as 

a role model for girls the same way he might have for boys.  P-9 was however able to 

collaborate with other females at his school to facilitate girls group at his school. The 

underlined belief demonstrated by his action was that sex based groups are best 
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facilitated by adults and counselors of the same sex. The facilitators will serve as group 

facilitators and role models for group participants. He also believed in collaborating 

between adult males and females to provide counseling and support serves. This 

collaboration would involve an intentional use of sex and gender identity of the adults 

involved.   

 P-9 had other ideas about sex and gender differences that impacted his 

interactions with female students. These ideas surrounded the differences between sex 

and gender identity of his female students and himself as well as the nature of the specific 

issue to be addressed. P-9 therefore felt that a female student who had experienced sexual 

trauma at the hands of an adult male might not want to interact with him because he was 

a male.    

We talked about her going to court and what she was most anxious about, and 

other things related to what she was going through. I was concerned that it was 

going to be an issue. But then, her therapist said, “No she’d like to visit with you 

when she’s at school if there are concerns.”  I said, “No problem, happy to.” And 

in reality it was that she was very comfortable with me. My concern that she 

would not want to talk to me because it was an older male that had assaulted her 

proved invalid. 

 

P-9 was able to adjust his belief based on the positive experience he had with this female 

student. Despite his professional identity as a school counselor he had brought with him 

ideas that may have limited the services he could deliver to female students based on the 

specifics of their history. The fact that he was able to recognize that his initial 

assumptions were invalid may point to an ongoing process of making sense of sex and 

gender. P-9 described his ability to build a relationship with the young female student: 

And so, again, the situation was that I was concerned that this was a pretty recent 

trauma that had occurred, but it seemed like she was okay with the fact that it was 

safe at school, and that I was a safe person to talk to. The student was able to kind 

of open up to me about some of the things that occurred, even though it was the 
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last couple of days of school. We basically touched base before school ended and 

made plan for her to have support through the summer. 

 

The relationship that P-9 was able to build with this student would not have been possible 

if the community therapist had simply asked the student if she would be comfortable 

talking to the school counselor. Asking her permission was recognition that she too was 

making sense of sex, gender and the trauma she had experience. What was evident was 

that she had not arrived at beliefs that all adult males were potential threats as P-9 had 

assumed would have happened. He was able develop a supportive relationship with her 

despite differences of sex and gender identity.  

 P-9 was able to facilitate boys groups at his school; shared sex and gender identity 

allowed him to serve as a group facilitator and role model for boys.  

The boy’s group held after school and the intention was that it would be a bunch 

of guys hanging out and really kind of taking away from the fact that I’m the 

adult. So the group was about getting on the floor with them, it’s participating in 

the activities with them and allowing them to call the adult facilitators by their 

first name, versus Mr. So-and-So.  We also had the secret guys handshake and that 

kind of thing, so they really felt like it’s an investment in time with them and 

that’s a cool thing and a cool place to be.  The boys really had a good time so 

much that when the group is over the boys didn’t want to go; it was truly a 

bonding experience.  

 

P-9 and his facilitators had designed a group that allowed them to function in the capacity 

of role models. There seemed to be an underlined belief that developmentally boys 

needed to be able to spend time just bonding with adult males. Specific activities such as 

the secret handshake may have allowed the boys to connect and identify with their adult 

facilitators. The idea of investing time in the boys reinforced the P-9 belief in the 

importance of adult males to spend time with young males. 

 P-9 had the experience of working with a female and a male principal. He 

described having a good relationship with his female principal who ended up retiring. He 
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shared however, that his relationship the male principal had been a challenge. P-9 

speculated about the reasons for this: 

She retired this year so I have a new principal and again, I’m speculating, I don’t 

know if it’s because I’m another male.  I don’t know if it’s because he doesn’t 

value my profession.  I really don’t know, but it’s been different and a challenge 

working with the new principal who happens to be male. I’m still trying to figure 

that out. 

 

P-9 point to the idea that same sex interactions does not guarantee cohesion. His 

speculation about he reasons for the difficulties in his relationship with the male school 

counselor is an indication of the difficulties involved in making sense of ones gendered 

experience. P-9 therefore continued trying to figure out why his relationship with the 

male principal had not worked out. 

 The process of making sense of sex and gender also involved deciding whether or 

not an experience or interaction was impacted by it. P-9 had explored the idea that 

personality rather than sex or gender, may be the factor that impacted his experience as a 

school counselor.   

I guess I don’t feel that gender has impacted my experience one way or the other. 

The previous counselor was in my graduate program with me. And so, I know the 

differences are more related to personality and not so much gender related, the 

differences were based how she worked with students and staff versus how I do. 

 

The process of separating an individual’s personality from their gender identity is 

difficulty, given the inherently connections between gender identity and personality. P-9’s 

effort to separate the two is indicative of his struggles to make sense of gender.  

 P-9 held beliefs about the importance of sex and gender diversity. This belief 

connected to satisfaction he felt in providing male presence at his school. He also 

believed that there should be sex and gender parity in other settings where men and 

women interact.  
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When I joined the board it was pretty heavily a female board.  I guess that was 

kind of expected because it’s lots of women in the school and lots of women in 

everything else, so I’m just doing what I can. It is not that there is a problem with 

the quality of people on our board, but I have definitely have sought to recruit 

other males to be part of the board just to get that representation and that 

perspective included. I think ultimately professionally we all, men and women, 

have similar goals, but just having the different perspectives and some 

camaraderie on my part would be good. 

 

Beliefs surrounding the importance of sex and gender diversity led P-9 to recruit other 

male counselors to serve on board. The inclusion of male counselors in a predominantly 

female board would be to provide male representation and perspectives on the issues they 

addressed. P-9 also mentioned emotional benefits from having same sex interactions. The 

male counselors who he had recruited provided him with camaraderie, which is 

specifically associated with being able to interact with other males. 

Finding Positive Meaning in the Experience  

 P-9 was able to find positive meaning in his experience as a male elementary 

school counselor. He worked in a setting where he believed that his presence as a male 

represented much needed diversity. He also believed that students benefitted from his 

presence at the school. P-9 shared that, “We hear about students that are coming into our 

school that would do better having a male teacher, and so I feel that that I can play a 

similar role with students, in the fact that I could be that stronger male influence for 

boys.” P-9 associated his presence at the school with the possibility of improving student 

outcomes.  

 P-9 expressed satisfaction in being able to work with different groups within the 

school that impacted students. He described the role he played on committees.  He 

enjoyed high levels of visibility as the only counselor in his school and being one of few 

males.  
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I have had a great experience being involved with various teams within the 

school, as well as helping arrange for professional development for district 

counselors. So, it’s been a very, very positive experience working with teachers, 

parents and administration.  

 

His participation in meetings as well as serving on committees allowed him to interact 

with various individuals within the school system. He worked in a context that demanded 

his perspective as the only school counselor in the building. P-9 enjoyed satisfaction in 

being able to serve as a male at a school where there was a low presence of male. He 

expressed, “I feel like being a male is an added benefit for the students in that they’re so 

used to female teachers.” P-9 connected his presence at the school to student reactions 

and outcomes. His presence at the school also reinforced his belief in sex and gender 

diversity. He therefore found positive meaning in his ability to provide his community 

with the diversity as a male member of staff.    

 P-9 expressed satisfaction in being able to assess the needs of his school and 

taking initiative to address them.  He described this as a process that took place over time 

and involved him spending some time to understand the school community. P-9 was 

proud of the role he played in initiating change within his school. He shared that, 

“Through the years I started seeing trends with kids and trends within our school district; 

this allowed me to be able to speak specifically about potential interventions or changes 

that could be put in place. I think that the experience has led me to feel more comfortable 

in my role.” His ability to impact change within his school and also at the district level 

improved his level of comfort and confidence. 

 P-9 received positive feedback from the female principal that hired him. This gave 

a sense of pride and satisfaction.  He shared, “So I think she really felt the value of a 

school counselor.  And I am not sure specifically what she meant by this, but she said that 
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when she was hiring me that she was going to either hire me or she wasn’t going to have 

a school counselor.” P-9 had a sense that there was something special about him and that 

was why he was hired; there was a sense that he was needed and had an important role to 

play within the school community. His relationship with the principal reinforced these 

feelings.  

 P-9 was able to share positive outcomes for the boy’s group that he organized at 

his school. He described positive feedback that he received: 

In terms of response to the boy’s group, I did get unsolicited feedback from two 

different parents, who said that their sons had a phenomenal time and they loved 

it.  And just in my observation, I noticed that one of the students who was 

incredibly withdrawn, after being in the group was a lot more outgoing and open. 

I think that the group experience and interaction did help in his personal growth. 

Interestingly, at start of the group all the boys weren’t exactly best of friends, but 

they learned to work well together and it was a real positive experience. 

 

The outcomes of the group were consistent with P-9’s desire to positively impact the 

school community by putting in place interventions that work for students. Positive 

feedback from students and parent would have served to validate his role and purpose 

within the school community.   

Balancing Identity and Sex-role Stereotypes 

 P-9 pointed to the idea that his presence at the school in some ways challenged 

existing norms and stereotype.  His presence as a male school counselor represented 

something different. He shared that, “I feel like being a male is an added benefit for the 

students in that they’re so used to female teachers. Students are able to see me in different 

roles, in that I’m not a teacher but a counselor and I am also a different gender as well. P-

9 felt his difference and presence at the school was a positive; it was something that 

students would benefit from. P-9 demonstrated confidence in his sex and gender identity 
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and the role he played in the school despite the “difference” that his presence represented.   

 P-9’s interaction with a young female student who had experienced sexual trauma 

suggested the possibility that he had brought ideas about sex and gender to his position 

that were perhaps more consistent with sex role stereotypes. These ideas relate to belief 

that same sex interactions are ideal in cases where a student had experienced sexual 

trauma. These ideas may also relate to belief that male and female groups are best run by 

adults of the same sex as the group members. Contained in these ideas were that sex and 

gender differences may negatively impact student outcomes. P-9 therefore had 

apprehensions about speaking to the female student who had experienced trauma and 

similarly, he dismissed the idea of running a girls group. In a more general sense he 

anticipated challenges in his ability to provide services to female students who have 

specific types of challenges. Some of the challenges that P-9 anticipated may have been 

due his own internalization of sex-stereotypes. These stereotypes would have served to 

limit his ability to provide services largely to female students.  

I thought that there might be some challenges with students who may have had 

some issues with males related to divorce, abuse or some other concerns. I was 

very careful to make sure, whether it’s from their caseworker, or from their 

community therapist or something that it was ok that they visit with me. And 

they’ve been fine every time. So, I perceived that as a challenge, that it could have 

been, and it ended up not being one. 

 

His sex and gender identity had served in this instance to restrict his ability to serve both 

male and female students. These were largely assumptions that P-9 had made prior to, or 

early in his experience as a school counselor. These assumptions were consistent with 

existing sex-role stereotypes, however P-9 shared that they were never validated by his 

actual experience with female students. 
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 At some level P-9’s gender identity was incongruent with his performance of 

certain tasks association with the role and duties of a professional school counselor. This 

was most evident in his decision not to run girls groups.    

I have not done homogenous girl groups. I’ve facilitated that by bringing in either 

an intern or a colleague who works in mental health in the community that’s 

female. She did all the girl groups.  Some girls in the school were having or 

experiencing some relational aggression. One of the reasons that I did not do the 

girls group was that I felt the group should be just girls. I felt that they may not 

have listened to me because it would be just some man talking to them versus 

having an older female that could be more of a role model and who could speak 

from the experience of being at that middle school kind of age.  

 

P-9’s decision not to run girl group was based on a number of assumptions that were 

linked to existing sex-role stereotype. There were underlined ideas about core differences 

between males and females that had left him feeling that he could not successfully serve 

their needs. 

 P-9 was however, able to facilitate boys groups, as they were congruent his sex 

and gender identity. Throughout his narrative he was engaged in a process of balancing 

his gender identity against existing sex-role stereotypes. He had internalized some of 

these stereotypes, which in turned impacted how he interacted with the school 

community. In some instances he was able to adjust his beliefs and identity given new 

experiences. He therefore came the realization that female students who have experienced 

sexual traumas do not always reject male interaction. The experience would have 

provided him the opportunity to adjust his gender identity to include the idea that a 

professionally trained male school counselor could provide appropriate counseling 

services and achieve counseling alliance with a female who has experienced sexual 

trauma at the hands of another adult male.       
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Responding to Low Male Presence in Schools  

 P-9 recognized that he occupied a numeric minority status at his school district. 

He recognized that there was low presence of male and that there was a role that he could 

play in addressing the shortage.  

Originally, I was one of only two male counselors in the district, the other guy 

worked in at the high school level and I have been working at the elementary 

level. Only recently the other male school counselor resigned. The younger 

students had not had a male counselor until they got to me in the fifth grade, so, 

it’s a new experience for them. 

 

P-9 recognized that his presence at the school represented a change and was something 

different for the students. He pointed to the fact that students may have gone through the 

entire middle school and not have had the experience of a male counselor or staff. This 

highlighted the newness of the experience and also deepened the intensity of the shortage 

of males within the school. P-9 pointed to recognition of this shortage within the wider 

school community and that it may have influenced the decision to hire him.  

The female principal who hired me was a school counselor before she became an 

administrator.  So I think she really felt the value of a school counselor.  And I am 

not sure specifically what she meant by this, but she said that when she was hiring 

me that she was going to either hire me or she wasn’t going to have a school 

counselor. 

P-9 had started his position as school counselor with a sense that his presence was valued 

in a special way. The idea that he was specially chosen would have impacted expectations 

and need for him to perform. P-9 was able to organized services that increased his 

visibility and presence among students in order to address low male presence within the 

school.  

Classroom guidance has allowed me to work with all students within a class. I 

have done different groups specifically for special education students at the 

request of special education teachers. I’ve also started groups this year with at risk 
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students that were identified by behavioral events, attendance events, or grades.  I 

have done a group that was all boys. It was an after school group that addressed 

self-esteem issues and making healthy choices.  

 

His delivery of classroom guidance assumed special significance he addressing low male 

presence within his school because it allowed him to provide services to both female and 

male students. Classroom guidance lessons would have allowed all students to experience 

him as a male within the school.  His work in establishing groups that included both male 

and female students would have also had the similar effect of allowing him to increase his 

presence among students and in some ways compensating for the lack or absence of male 

presence prior to him assuming the position.    

 P-9 was able to organize a practice that addressed some of the specific needs of 

boys given the low presence of male within the school community. He had sensed that he 

had been hired in part because he was a male and he was fully aware of the absence or 

lack of male presence within the school. P-9’s work in facilitating boys groups was an 

effort to increase their interactions with adult males.   

The boys group held after school and the intention was that it would be a bunch of 

guys hanging out and really kind of taking away from the fact that I’m the adult. 

So the group was about getting on the floor with them, it’s participating in the 

activities with them and allowing them to call the adult facilitators by their first 

name, versus Mr. So-and-So.  We also had the secret guys handshake and that 

kind of thing, so they really felt like it’s an investment in time with them and 

that’s a cool thing and a cool place to be.  The boys really had a good time so 

much that when the group is over the boys didn’t want to go; it was truly a 

bonding experience.  

 

Implicit in the organization and outcomes of the group was a sense of the social 

emotional and developmental needs of boys. P-9 therefore shared that the experience was 

“truly bonding” for those who participated. There was a core value that was placed on 

allowing male students the opportunity to interact with adult males. In that space it 
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seemed that they had all become “just a bunch of guys hanging out” and differences in 

their ages had lost its significance.  

 P-9 shared that there were practical ways that being a male school counselor stood 

out for him. He shared that there were times when as a part of procedure or protocol a 

male and female was required to provide services to students. He described a specific 

instance: 

I know that there was one specific instance when I was a warm body because they 

were taking a field trip and they needed any male because it was an overnight trip. 

They needed a male to stay with some kids and so they asked if I would go.  So I 

mean it was something that came up that was convenient for them.  

 

These occasions may arise out of school policies related to trips and other contexts that it 

may be deemed safe or an added protection to have a male and a female present with the 

students. P-9 was one of few males at his school so he would have to perform this 

function.  This highlighted a practical way in which P-9 was able to indirectly address the 

role the presence of males had at his school. 

 P-9 came into the position with the knowledge that he was going to work in a 

setting that had low male presence. He had received hints that his hiring was influenced 

by his sex. P-9 was able to put in place interventions that were geared toward increasing 

students’ interactions with males. Classroom guidance lessons became an important tool 

in this process; these lessons allowed him to interact with students in a classroom setting. 

All his interactions within his school would have been new to the students because as P-9 

mentioned, they may not have had a male counselor until they had gotten to the last grade 

of elementary school. In his work with mixed groups and boys groups P-9 was able to 

address the need for increased male presence within his school. His work with students, 

especially boys was characterized by an understanding or belief that there are 
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developmental and social emotional needs that are being served when they are able to 

interact with an adult male.     
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Chapter XIII 

Participant Ten 

 

Textural Analysis 

 

Overall I feel my experience as a male elementary school counselor has been 

great. Every school I've been to I’ve heard it said that it has really been nice having a 

male in the building because we're definitely under-represented in education. Everywhere 

I've gone we have had a male PE teacher, a male custodian, and those have been the only 

consistent positions for men in schools and then me. I come in as a male counselor and 

the kids cling to me because a lot of the kids might not always have a positive male 

influence in their lives, and so you come and they just absolutely love it. And I've only 

been doing it for three years and I feel like every year I'm improving; I'm getting better at 

what I'm doing and I'm learning a lot about the kids. I feel that in terms of experience I'm 

starting to take on a lot more responsibilities. I'm starting to see that we are basically 

assistant principals, but we're not paid for it. I'm responsible for running my groups, 

running guidance, doing individual counseling, working with angry parents and all that 

stuff. But then at the same time we're not paid for doing the discipline, for doing the 

things that assistant principals typically do. So I'm starting to figure out through my years 

of experience doing this that basically we're very important in the school. And I've been 

told, "You're my number two," everywhere I've gone. This last year we had two 

lockdowns because of people going around the outside of the school with weapons.  One 

of the lockdowns happened only in my second week at the school, the principal was 

gone, and so I was kind of in charge. I was in charge of that whole thing, and that's when 

I started realizing how important our jobs are, how they really do depend on us as being 
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the second in charge, and even sometimes when a principal was there, it was "Hey, what 

do you think? What should we do here?" as far as discipline, as far as how to work with 

the parents. 

This school has no assistant principal because the school district took a $50 

million hit last year, and so I ended up getting laid-off and then rehired, but they laid-off 

400 teachers, counselors, administrators. It's pretty much a luxury to have an assistant 

principal at an elementary school. I only know of a couple schools that have assistant 

principals and I know that they have between 600 and 700 students. 

In terms of having to act as an assistant principal, I'm not one who needs power, 

but I feel like I have strong leadership qualities so I’ve been able to handle it. When it 

comes to discipline, this last year I've become really good at it, where if I don't want to 

deal with a discipline problem as far as if it's too big, and then I will ask my administrator 

to take it on. I do this, even if he isn't back for a couple days, because they always have 

meetings and things like that going on. And so when I do the discipline, I don't have a 

problem doing it, because I'm not the type of person that comes down hard on kids. I 

don't yell and I'm not mean about certain things. What I have with students is more of a 

parental relationship. Sometimes some of these kids are even lacking what we would see 

as healthy parental relationships. When they are doing something that they shouldn't be 

doing, and it does get to the point where the office does get called it is important that they 

know exactly why they're in trouble, what they did wrong and how they could have done 

things differently. And so I feel like the kids usually walk away with something as 

opposed to just dishing out a punishment and moving on to the next one. I feel like I use a 

lot of my counseling and communication skills working with the kids, working with 
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parents and even with my own administrator. I have been able to phrase things a certain 

way, because I view things through a different lens than the administrator does. I think 

some of it has to do with my training, the way I view things and because of the 

communication skills I've acquired. I think it also has to just do with my personality, just 

the way I am as a person. I think of myself as pretty logical, thinking things through and 

coming up with different possibilities. I do not draw quick conclusions, which some 

administrators are quicker to do just because they're always on the go and don't have 

time. 

In terms of the challenges I have had as a male school counselor it’s hard to say 

because I don't know how it is for female counselors. I do feel like I'm expected more to 

step up and step up into a leadership role more than my female counterparts. I've seen this 

at the school, whether the men are counselors or not. It was somewhat surprising to me 

that within being there a week or two that people were coming up to me asking about 

policy questions in the school. It felt like they were looking at me as if I can answer their 

questions or that I was someone they could come to. I don't know if that has to do with 

being male. It's just something that surprised me, but it could also be gender because 

there are a lot of females in that building that they could go ask that question to, and they 

just don't. 

I do get a lot of parents, a lot of moms who come to me to work with their kid and 

sort of mentor a lot of their sons. I get a lot of boys that they want me to do that with.   

Typically they're single moms, and so I'm going to assume that that me being male is part 

of the reason why, or it may also be that their dads just aren't as involved, and I get those 

ones quite a bit. In my second year I had a young man who neither parent was involved. 
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Mom and Dad both were incarcerated, and I worked very closely with him. His Grandma 

was the one who was raising him; I worked extremely close with him, and he was 

constantly in my office. He had actually attempted to harm himself in my office one time 

by stabbing himself in the neck. He tried to stab himself in the neck with scissors, 

slammed his head in between drawers, stabbed himself in the eye with staples; he sprayed 

himself in the face with whiteboard wash. He tried anything he could do to harm himself. 

I also had another family in my very first year who took up more of my time than 

they should have based on the total number of students I had to serve. I actually had their 

son, almost in an individualized classroom in my office. He had a desk in my office and 

he would leave if I needed it for confidential reasons, but he was with me almost all the 

time. His dad was not involved. The boy was actually molested. We found out he was 

molested by a guy who lived in an apartment complex nearby. This neighbor was your 

typical groomer and he ended up molesting him and his brother. The dad didn't seek any 

sort of counseling or anything like that for his sons. I think the boys’ behaviors just 

seemed to be a direct correlation for what they had gone through. As far as the boy’s 

father was concerned I don't know if he didn't care or if he just wasn't willing to do it 

because he couldn't handle the thought of it happening or anything like that, but he wasn't 

involved as he could have been. The boys also were running around the neighborhood at 

nine, ten o'clock at night, which for fourth graders and fifth graders is pretty late. They 

were well known as the troublemakers. Unfortunately, they actually built themselves 

quite a reputation and I found that I ended up taking it upon myself that year to stick-up 

for those boys and advocate for them. And I don't know if that would've been done or it 

would've been easy for those boys to connect with a female as much. (Their mom was 
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incarcerated as well.) Those are two of my bigger cases that I worked with. This last year 

I ended up not dealing with a lot of emotional stuff as much so I ended up being spread 

out a lot more. 

 It has been challenging to connect with other staff members being one of the only 

males in the school, and there's obviously cliques already made up because everyone has 

been there longer.  I'm not going to be able to be friends with a group of 35-year-old 

women and go out and have drinks with them and do stuff like that. The only other males 

in the building are the PE teacher and my administrator, and both have families. I have a 

family too, but they have families that they have established themselves and they're both 

older than me. I'm not able to make that connection with other staff members as well and 

so I kind of found myself being on my own for a while, eating lunch in my office and 

things like that. I'm so busy a lot of times, but also I didn't have anyone in particular 

where I'd say, "Hey, let's have lunch," where the other groups definitely did. Some of that 

had to do with being a counselor as opposed to being a teacher, because teacher groups 

tend to eat together. I've seen at other schools with counselors where the woman 

counselor that I followed was really popular with the staff and hung-out with everybody 

and all that, but she was also similar in age, similar in gender and similar in personality 

type. I have to kind of make myself reach out to talk to people on a social level, because I 

find typically that I'm in the zone when I'm working and trying to get things done. So that 

has been a challenge for me on a social level, which ends up creating difficulty when 

you're trying to connect with teachers in order to accomplish something for a student. It is 

difficult because you don't always have that relationship with a teacher. For me, I don't 

care; I feel like I'm good enough at communicating, where I can go up and ask them 
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about something to help a student or anything that we need, but it's not as easy as walking 

up to someone who you have a strong relationship with, obviously. And that's been 

something I've dealt with the last three years. 

I do have relationships with some female students but it's easier with the younger 

ones when you come into the school. With the fifth graders especially it's harder to build 

relationships, because you are not the person they knew before. You don't have a 

relationship with them and it’s hard for them to trust you. Especially this last year, I really 

did not build a relationship with fifth-grade girls at all. Maybe I did with one, but I'm not 

even sure if I did. They pretty much already have it in their mind what's going on, being 

that I was new and they had lost their previous counselor. In terms of the younger girls, I 

had a young second-grade girl who I worked with quite a bit this year, but she ended up 

having, what I think, some sort of gender-identity issues, which I think is rare for second 

grade. She would even say, "I'm not a girl", when people would say, "You're a girl." She 

would also talk about having crushes on young females as well. She connected with me 

quite a bit, and she was in my office twice a day for a check-in and check-out program. 

She also had goal sheets that we would make every morning. We would set two goals for 

her, and then she would come in at the end of the day to see if she had met one of the two 

goals to earn points towards some sort of incentive for her. I would say that was the 

strongest female relationship I had with a student. As far as the kindergarteners and the 

first graders go, they just love you anyway, you know, boy or girl, so they'll look up to 

you and you'll get hugs and all that stuff. But I would say that I definitely ended up with a 

lot more relationships with young boys. 



316 

 

Well actually, in my first year the family that I talked about who had the two boys 

at the school where the mom who was incarcerated; they had two sisters as well. And I 

ended up building a relationship with the second-grade girl in the family. She really liked 

being around me. She didn't have a lot of behavior problems, but she was very hardened 

by her experiences. She did witness her mom get arrested, thrown on the hood of the car 

and cuffs put on her while she's screaming at the cops. So she was very hardened and 

more grown-up than she needed to be. So most of the issues I addressed with her were 

around attitude problems in terms of talking back, trying to be tough and things like that.  

I was able to kind of build a strong relationship with her, but I think she felt betrayed 

when I had to leave the school, not by my choice, but it was because it was a temporary 

contract. 

 I think that being new affected my ability to develop a relationship with the older 

fifth grade girls. The school I was at previously, I was able to get some of the fifth-grade 

girls to say "Hey, Mr. So and So," and they wanted to talk to me. I don't know what the 

big difference was between the two schools. At this last school I was able to get a couple 

and actually, this last year I did have another fifth-grade girl that I worked with quite a 

bit. She had some emotional issues and I was actually worried about her future transition 

to middle school, because she always wanted to be in my office and talk to me about any 

little problem. Most of it was friendship problems, which is the stuff you see quite a bit 

with fifth-grade girls. She would just say, "I need to talk," and it was "Hey, they looked at 

me wrong" or "They rolled their eyes at me," and actually she'd be very upset about it. 

She was one of the only ones from this last year, and I do think that it had had to do with 

them having a previous counseling alliance. The counselor who I followed had been 
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there, between 10 and 13 years, so he had been there a long time, and so they all knew 

him from kindergarten, and then I came in. And in their eyes they can't distinguish that 

we got moved around for budget reasons or anything like that. Building and maintaining 

relations with girls and students in general has been a hard thing for a number of reasons. 

My first year was a temporary contract and after my second year I got laid-off because of 

budget reasons, and then in my third year I was placed at my present school.  So I've been 

at three schools in three years. I haven't had a chance to build relationships, and it would 

be nice to see if I did have a relationship in the second grade to see if I would still have 

one in the fifth grade. I would imagine so, but it's hard to say. 

This last school that I was at had a dual-language program and so the kids I ended 

up working with a lot more, were the ones who were actually part of our English-only 

strand. The girls who ended up being part of the dual-language program I really didn't 

make any connection with at all.  I think part of that has to do with privilege; where the 

kids who were part of the dual-language program typically came from a different part of 

this area. They were allowed to be driven in by their parents, and so they were coming 

from typically two-parent households with parents who had stable jobs, were very 

involved and were what you would call fairly wealthy. The kids who lived in the area 

who were doing our English-only strand typically came from households that weren't 

necessarily as stable, and some of the instability could just be from poverty issues, not 

necessarily only from how many parents are in the house or anything like that. But 

typically the ones with the behavior issues were the ones who were part of our English-

only program, and those were the girls who I was able to connect with the most this last 

year. 
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 I would describe my experience working with these girls as good. We had one of 

the students that I mentioned before, a young lady who always typically had friendship 

problems, and we had another girl who was along the lines of her, a lot of drama, a lot of 

starting problems. The second girl that I speak of, she actually didn't like me at all, and it 

had nothing to do with anything that I had done, but I was just always the bad guy in her 

eyes. And there was another young lady who we ended up having to do two suicide 

screens on, and the very first time she came in looking for the administrator, who wasn't 

available, I said "Well, would you like to talk to me about it?" and she just said no and 

then moved along, which was concerning, and I didn't know how to break through to her. 

And then the second time when we ended up needing to actually do the suicide screening, 

she requested that I be in the room with her and the representative from the psychiatric 

crisis center. And so that was interesting that she asked me to be in there, but then as 

expected, after the incident she shied away from me a little bit the next day. It could've 

been due to embarrassment or something like that. We had another female who had sort 

of the same issues, and we had to do a suicide screen on her, and I had no previous 

contact with her anyway. She was always one of our kids who would be considered a 

quote-unquote “a good student." She never had any behavioral issues or anything like 

that, but she kind of had some concerns about suicide as well, or we had concerns about 

her attempting. She was able to open up when we were talking in the room and 

everything was good, and then the next day she would full-on avoid the other 

administrator and I.   

 We usually have two people in the room when we had something like the suicide 

screenings.  On one of the screenings the principal asked to be in there with me, because 
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he had never been part of one. The second one I requested him to be in there with me to 

protect myself, because with some of the females, you don't know what they will say as 

far as some sort of accusations or anything like that.  In my very first year for example, I 

had a girl student who I did measurements for to get them clothes. I measured how tall 

she was, and then I measured the length of her arm, and then I asked her to measure 

herself around her waist. We also needed one from around her chest, so I said, "You can 

just measure yourself. I don't want to measure you." And then the next day I got a call 

from the mom saying that I measured her daughter's chest or something, and I touched 

her. And so ever since that moment I've made sure to protect myself because someone 

saying something like that can ruin your career.  I think that's one of the risks of being a 

male counselor, people saying things like that. And so, that's one of the reasons why I 

request the administrator to be in the room every once in a while when I'm working with 

female students. I do not feel a need to protect myself a great deal but with certain 

students, kind of that red flag comes up, where I say, "Maybe I'll ask someone else to be 

in here with me just in case." I guess it's not as much of a lack of trusting the student but 

just not knowing what they'll say and just to overall protect myself. I am aware of the 

need for confidentiality where no one else should hear and definitely don't have a 

problem going in there with that student alone but in certain situations I definitely will 

invite someone else to be in there with me, and I'll ask the student permission beforehand 

for that. I would definitely say it's a case-by-case thing, because I've asked a teacher who 

knew a girl student very well, and I already knew the student did not connect with males 

or she might have had something done to her by a male in the past. I was not comfortable 

asking her that question. I knew that she may have a hard time talking to me about it, 



320 

 

seeing that she had been done wrong by males in the past, so I asked somebody to talk to 

her for me. Typically the female staff member that I have chosen in the past has been 

someone who I already knew that the young lady trusted. For example, with this girl, I 

knew she had a really good relationship with another staff member, and so it may not 

even have needed to be a gender issue, but the staff member was female as well, and so I 

knew the trust was already built between her and the student. I knew that would've just 

made the conversation that much easier. But at the same time it did end up being a 

gender-type issue because I knew for her to talk to me it would've been even harder. And 

this was far enough into the school year where she knew me well enough, but I knew that 

the relationship with the other staff member was stronger than what she and I had. 

I think it would make it so much easier to have a female counselor there, because 

you could trade-off on things that you need to talk to with another student. When you talk 

with the teachers, you have to be very conscious of confidentiality issues, and teachers 

need to know what they need to know. It's on a need-to-know basis, and as much as they 

want to know everything about everything, and they give you all the information about 

the students, they get information based on what they actually need to know. And when I 

have to enlist a teacher as someone to talk to the student, I'm kind of dipping into some 

confidentiality type issues and basically saying, "Well, the teacher does need to know 

now, because I need to use them to help better the student or to help the situation out 

because it'll end up making the situation better." The goal is to make it better. 

It does help to build a little bit of a stronger relationship with teachers. When you 

go to a teacher and say, "Hey, this is what's been going on with the student. I know that 

you connect very well with her. Do you mind talking to her and asking her these 
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questions?" If they do show concern, I'm able to kind of tell them how it should be 

phrased because sometimes they are nervous about bringing up certain issues, and I'm 

able to kind of walk them through that a little bit. And so, it does help with the 

relationship aspect between the teacher and I. 

I do have a lot of interactions with parents, and one of the more interesting things 

is meeting with parents of different cultural backgrounds or dealing with cultural issues.  

We have a lot of Pacific Islander kids at our school, typically from the Marshallese and 

Tookis cultures. I understand that in these cultures the men are definitely treated 

different; they are the decision makers and so forth. I therefore see a different level of 

respect when I am communicating with these families. When I sit in on a conference and 

maybe a female teacher is involved, I find that I may be getting more of the attention or 

respect.  The same happens with the principal if he is present and I think it is about 

respect.  I also find that this is the same with some of our Latino families. For instance, I 

may be sitting in a meeting with a father who is having the conversation with me about 

the teacher who may be sitting right next to me. The father may be saying, "She's doing 

this" with the teacher sitting right there. As a male, I don't necessarily notice a complete 

difference except for those instances when interacting with parents. 

I actually had a relationship with a parent this last year that was very interesting. 

A female parent who I was working with came from a domestic violence situation of 

emotional abuse, and she kind of clung to me a little bit. I was receiving two-page 

handwritten letters a couple times a week about her son's behaviors, about the 

intervention she was trying and about wanting to communicate with me. She'd call and 

talk to me on the phone for 15 minutes about every little detail about what's going on 
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with her son and her ex-husband and all these things. I actually feel like some of that had 

to do with me being a male because she did the same thing with the administrator, who is 

also a male. I even talked to other colleagues about it, and it just seemed like she needed 

someone to talk to, and I was a healthy male. There was one time when she was actually 

offended or worried when I didn't return her phone call. She was actually worried that she 

had offended me because she even came up and put her hand on my shoulder and was 

like, "I'm sorry. Did I offend you?" She showed genuine concern and wanted to know if 

she had offended me or not, which was really kind of odd.  It felt odd in the sense that it 

wasn't like a professional relationship question; it seemed more like a friendship question, 

where she was genuinely concerned about my emotions and if I was offended by 

something that she had said. She never said anything that would offend anybody, but she 

was genuinely concerned, and it kind of told me that she had been thinking about it, like 

wondering why I wasn't calling her. 

 I was wondering about what I needed to do then to kind of draw the line. That was 

also what my principal told me when I shared with him what happened. I told him, "Hey, 

every time she calls, it is a long conversations and she's stopping me all the time." There 

was a time I even had a meeting that I was supposed to be at, and she was like "Do you 

have time to talk?" and I said, "Really I have five minutes. I'm supposed to be at a 

meeting." She however, took thirty minutes of my time, and I was late. And so my 

principal told me, "You need to draw the line with her and ask for her to make 

appointments with you and such." It seemed that somewhere, somehow she was thinking 

in her mind that I was more available than I really was to her. I do think that gender had 

something to do her behavior because her relationship with her husband was so unhealthy 
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that it almost seemed that she clung onto the two positive males that were around. I think 

she clung more to me than the administrator because I was more available than he was. 

The tendency that we saw in this parent goes for our students as well. We had one 

young man who I worked with quite a bit and he constantly was disrespecting our female 

staff members in the cafeteria and in any unstructured type situation. The concern was 

brought up to me, and I said, "I've never seen this with this boy. I don't know what you’re 

talking about. And it is not that I don't believe you, but just so you know, I've never seen 

that with him at all." After having some conversations with people about the actual 

culture, they said, "Well, the men are highly regarded, very respected by the children and 

by the women, and so he may not be listening to them because of their gender." And then 

I actually witnessed him being disrespectful, loud, making noises and doing all these 

things in the cafeteria. When I walked up to him and talked to him about it, it was "Yes, 

sir, I understand." This was fairly early in the year, it wasn't that I had built a relationship 

with him where he's respecting me because he knows me well or because he likes me and 

just wants to show me that respect. It was just straight off the bat, the respect, and still I 

never had any behavior issues with him. When I was supervising him in a classroom 

setting or when I was in charge of the cafeteria, I never had any issues at all. I really do 

feel that it had to do with the gender because he would show disrespect to the classroom 

teacher, to any females in the building and snap back and say rude things, but the entire 

year I did not have one issue with him. 

The relationships that I have with teachers are definitely unique. I find myself not 

really hanging out with them. I don't eat lunch in the cafeteria. One of the reasons why is 

because I don't want to hear them talking about the students, and I intentionally take my 
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lunch like at 1:30 or something like that just so I can be alone. I do this because if I am 

around teachers they will start getting into confidential issues. They'll start asking 

questions about things that should not be talked about in front of other people. It’s pretty 

bad, and it's been like that at all three of my schools. There is also the bashing of the 

students, sometimes they'll start talking about the kids and saying bad things about them.  

I don’t think it need to be explained to them that, "Hey, this kid's parent is in jail. They 

have a rough home life. That's why they're acting like this." I shouldn't have to tell them 

that, but they don't seem to put the two together. I find that with some teachers though, I 

have built very strong relationships. It seemed to have taken a little longer or take a little 

bit of time, but there have been some good collaboration with some of the teachers and 

myself as far as being able to build up plans and work together on helping certain 

students out. In terms of the gender issue, it's sometimes a little harder to be able to 

connect with a group of 45-year-old women when I'm a 28-year-old male who they see as 

brand-new.  It is an interesting dynamic. 

Two of the schools that I worked at had female administrators and I have found 

that one of the things that you're expected to do as a male school counselor is assume a 

leadership role or take charge in different crisis situations.  For example, if something 

happens, like an angry parent comes or someone's yelling I may be expected to handle it. 

Earlier this year the principal was gone, and we had a strange man, or who they said was 

a strange man, had entered the building. In this situation I had to be the one to go 

confront him because I'm the male. I'm the protector, so I had to be the one to go confront 

that guy, who ended up just being a district staff member. We had another guy who was 

strung-out on drugs, and he was asleep on a bench outside of our school, and so I was 
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asked to be the one to go talk to him. These are some of the things that you definitely 

have to do with female administrators, because with the male administrator, the only one 

I've had, he'll go do it if he's available, because he's seen as a protector as well. 

With phone calls and things like that, all of my administrators haven't had an issue 

with dealing with conflict as far as that goes. I have been told many times by my female 

administrators, "It's so great to have a male counselor." And then I was typically matched-

up with our students with behavior issues, which unintentionally I believe ended up being 

males and I ended up being in a mentorship role with the male student. Typically, in 

elementary schools most of our behavior issues come from young men. It's just been that 

way. When I build my anger-management groups, what we call social skills groups, 

which really is a behavior group, they're mostly boys. This is just based on the data from 

behavior referrals and from observation of students during unstructured interactions with 

other students. When we take the top five kids with behavior problems, four of the five 

were boys and that's just the reality of it.  That is how it has been with the groups that I 

run. Even when I had an anger-management group and I had a girl come in the group to 

work with us, she wasn't even close to what the issues were. Her amount of behavior 

referrals weren't even similar to the boys. I mean she was more passive-aggressive as 

opposed to having angry outbursts and being destructive like the boys were. Hers were 

more friendship issues.   

A lot of what I do is to perform a mentorship-type role with the boys. However, in 

my second year as a school counselor I actually ran a girl’s group. It lasted about eight-

weeks and four fifth grade girls participated.  We mostly talked about friendship issues, 

and a lot of it was giving them the avenue of basically being able to converse and hang 
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out in a setting outside the classroom. They were able to realize that they are similar and 

they can get along. When they are in the classroom they don't have a lot of opportunity to 

build relationships, especially when it comes to fifth grade girls. They’re expected to sit 

there and listen. The group was really about talking about friendships and problem-

solving. We talked about issues like when someone rolls their eyes at you it's really not 

that big of a deal and that this is what we can do about it.  We were finding that a lot of 

the problems had to do with their body language and their communication with each 

other. And so I ran a group with a lot of our girls, and it was all a reactive-type group 

based on them always fighting and constantly arguing. I built that group to kind of 

counteract what was going on with the girls. The group kind of provided an avenue to 

talk about it, to say, "Hey, this is what was going on; this is why she was mad," and that 

we could all talk about things as a group. 

With girls sometimes there is a struggle to find time to deal with all their issues. 

This last year especially I didn't have a lot of time to sit with a girl who may have come 

to ask if we could talk about a problem. In response, I'd say, "What problem?" and the 

student may respond, "Well, she rolled her eyes at me. And can we pull-in this girl, this 

girl, this girl and this girl?" This is all to talk about her rolling her eyes at her. I just didn't 

have time for that, and so because we use “Kelso's Wheel” as one of our interventions or 

problem solvers, I would say to go on “Kelso's Choice Wheel” and choose one. The 

student may either, ignore the problem, walk away from the problem or do something 

else. I just didn't have time, and also the teachers weren't accepting of me going and 

pulling four kids from their class just to talk about somebody rolling their eyes at 

someone else or someone calling another kid a name. I ended up finding it a little 
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frustrating to have to hear over and over again, "We're not friends now, and can we talk 

about this?" And so they would come in, and they weren't friends when they came in, but 

when they walked out they were friends for a couple hours. And then they'd want to come 

back a couple days later and talk about it again. So I had to kind of draw the line with that 

and set boundaries at the beginning of the school year because I was getting that 

constantly, and I had to keep saying, "Well, no, we're not going to meet on that. You guys 

are fifth graders. You can solve that. Is this a big problem or is this a small problem?" 

Those were the sorts of things that I have dealt with a lot.  I had to make sure to find a 

way to help solve it without me needing to be involved with every little step of it. 

In terms of my experience working with the community it’s kind of hard to say. 

Working with nonprofit agencies, the police and DHS, I can’t tell if I was treated 

differently from a female counterpart. It's kind of hard to say with me being the only 

counselor. In my experience I haven't really had any issues with it at all. I know that 

when I work with the teachers, my principal this year wanted me to be involved in any 

abuse reports that were being made as far as when the phone call was being made to 

Department of Human Services. He wanted me to be in the room with the teacher. I 

finally understood why he wanted this because when the teachers come in and they want 

to make the report, a lot of times they're crying. They're very, very upset, and 

unfortunately, in our field, based on how much we've seen, it doesn't always hit us 

emotionally, though it may a little bit inside, but we need to be able to handle our 

emotions and be in complete control in any situation. And so if I have an abuse report to 

do, it's very much like business and to the point. "This is what's happening;" I'm not 

doing anybody any good if I'm crying. 
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And so I'm in there with the teacher, and our female teachers, they tend to get hit 

pretty hard with some of those abuse cases, and it's hard to say, some are worse than 

others, but they always are. I mean, some abuse cases are worse than others, and even 

some that I would consider as being minor, they're still abuse.  The teachers are very 

emotionally affected by it, and so I have to kind of be there with them to make that phone 

call. I actually have to be the person who talks to DHS in the beginning because the 

teachers are so afraid of making an abuse report. I'm kind of that buffer for the teachers; I 

have to tell them exactly what's going to happen because they're scared of making the 

call. 

 When I make phone calls to certain agencies and nonprofits there's a lot of 

females that I end up working with, and I don't notice any sort of difference. I don't notice 

working with the police to be different at all. Even with our student resource officers, 

they seem to be the same across the board working with myself or any female 

administrator or, even teacher. But typically, when the police or anybody like that comes, 

they go through us instead of the teachers. 

 In terms of the future, I am starting to already consider going into administration. 

When I decided to apply for the program this year it was too late, and so I will probably 

be doing that in the fall of 2013. I don't see myself being a counselor too much longer. I 

feel like I already have to take such a leadership role that I might as well just do it and get 

the money for it. I really feel like I do a lot more than what my job description as a school 

counselor requires. I think my decision might be inked to gender, some of it is about 

being the protector, and then in all honesty when I go to some of my meetings with the 

other counselors, I don't see myself as the same as them. When I listen to some of the 
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issues that they bring up, some of it just seems illogical. It may be just tiny issues that 

they're bringing up and getting all fired-up about, and I’m kind of seeing things through 

more of an administrative-type lens or a management-type style.  And so I've been told 

the last two years that I need to go in administration by both my principals, and that's 

something that I see myself doing. 

I am looking to go to middle school if a position opens up. It’s not because I don't 

like elementary, but because I connect very well with some of our fourth and fifth graders 

and on more of a deeper level instead the younger kids. I feel like some of the things I'm 

doing, like reading children's books about honesty and things like that, I don't know if I'm 

making as much of an impact as I might be able to in a mentorship-type role with middle 

school students. And so it's kind of up in the air right now as far as going to middle 

school or staying in elementary, but definitely administration is something I see myself 

being in within the next five years. 

Structural Analysis 

 

 P-10 shared that there was an under representation of male in within education. 

Besides himself, he described the PE teacher and the school custodian as the only 

consistent positions for males at his school. The numeric minority status that he occupies 

in school influenced his experiences. The school community therefore had to answer 

questions regarding what should be his roles and duties given his numeric minority status. 

P-10 was also the only school counselor on staff; this meant that all counseling services 

were delivered by him. His was able to describe extensive interaction with students, 

teachers and administrators at his school. This along with the added expectation of him to 

play a leadership role added to his visibility and centrality within the school.  
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 P-10 described a shortage of male presence in the lives of his students. The 

shortage exists at the societal or community level as well as in the school. He shared that 

a lot of his kids do not always have positive male influence in their lives. P-10 also 

described interactions with a lot of single mothers who wanted him to work with their 

kids in the capacity of a mentor or role model. The frequency of his interactions with 

female versus male parents is indicative of the shortage of male presence in the wider 

society. His experience as a male school counselor was impacted by this “shortage” in 

that some of his time was spent seeking to address the impact of it in his work with 

children and families. 

 P-10 worked in a school and in a wider societal context where he was not 

expected to be a school counselor working with young children in an elementary school. 

His interaction within the school community was influenced by these stereotypes. P-10 

therefore had to assume a position of authority and leadership beyond the scope of the 

normal duties of a school counselor. He shared that he was viewed as a protector when he 

principal was absent and a dangerous or threatening situation arose. He also shared that 

his responsibilities include performing disciplinary functions with kids. P-10 shared that 

he had to come with unique ways performing this function so as not to conflict with 

professional role as a counselor. He therefore described using counseling and 

communication skills in work with kids and members of the school community. 

 The school counseling position required interaction with students, teachers, 

parents and school administrators. This meant that P-10 had high levels of visibility and 

centrality within his school. P-10 was also the only counselor at his schools. It also meant 

that many counseling related issues that required parent consultation would have to 
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involve him. Among other things, P-10 shared that he was responsible for running 

groups, running guidance, doing individual counseling, and working with angry parents. 

 P-10’s centrality and visibility in school was also influenced by the fact he was 

the only professional school counselor at his school. This meant that he delivered all 

school counseling services. The absence of another counselor in particular a female 

meant that the community could assign duties based gender stereotype the way they 

could if there two counselors of both sexes. 

 P-10 shared that differences in age, sex and marital status impacted his 

experiences with the largely female staff. He described having challenges connecting 

with the largely female teaching staff members, who were mostly older than him. He also 

experienced difficulty connecting on a social level with the two other male staff in the 

building because they both had families and were older than he was. 

 P-10 worked in an elementary school that did not have an assistant principal. 

Unlike teachers he is not tied to classroom instruction. This along with the fact of being 

male resulted in him being thrown in the position of assistant principal. P-10 shared he 

had arrived at the opinion that school counselors are basically assistant principals, though 

they’re not being paid for it. 

 P-10 had three years of experience as a school counselor but was new to the 

school where he was employed at the time of the interview. He shared that she did not 

have the benefit of time to develop cross-gender alliances with older fifth grade girls who 

may have been struggling with losing their previous counselor. 
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Textural-Structural Analysis 

Making Sense of Sex and Gender 

Making sense of sex and gender for P-10 involved acknowledging his numeric minority 

status as a professional within the education system. Core issues surrounded what it 

meant for himself, his students and the wider community that he served had to be ad-

dressed. P-10 acknowledged the shortage of male presence and continued a process of 

making sense of his role and presence within the school. 

Everywhere I've gone we have had a male PE teacher, a male custodian, and those 

have been the only consistent positions for men in schools and then me. I come in 

as a male counselor the kids cling to you, because a lot of the kids might not al-

ways have a positive male influence in their lives, and so you come and they just 

absolutely love it. 

 

P-10 connected his presence in the school to needs of the students and pointed to desira-

ble outcomes from his presence. There was a hope that he would serve as a positive male 

role model in their lives. He held ideas that related to the importance of students to be 

able to interact with males and females within the school and other aspects of their lives. 

The children he served had social emotional and developmental needs that he as a male 

school counselor was expected to address.  

 P-10 had to come to terms with the students he served who had diverse needs. He 

had to make sense of his role as a male school counselor in relation to girls and boys and 

he also had to take into consideration age differences and culture that may impact his ex-

perience with students. P-10 was able to develop a clear sense of his role in relation to 

male students. Assumptions of shared sex and gender identity allowed him to easily iden-

tify with their social, emotional and developmental needs in ways contrasted with his 

ability to identify with the needs of female students. Early in his experience as a male 
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school he was able to identify with boys and dedicate time to address their needs. P-10 

described his work with male students who were identified as having behavioral chal-

lenges: 

They were well known as the troublemakers. Unfortunately, they actually built 

themselves quite a reputation and I found that I ended up taking it upon myself 

that year to stick-up for those boys and advocate for them. And I don't know if 

that would've been done or it would've been easy for those boys to connect with a 

female as much. (Their mom was incarcerated as well.) Those are two of my big-

ger cases that I worked with.  This last year I ended up not dealing with a lot of 

emotional stuff as much so I ended up being spread out a lot more.  

 

P-10 indicated that he was able to “stick up for” and “advocate for boys” in ways that he 

doubted a female school counselor could have. He felt being male qualified him in a spe-

cial way to address their needs. Addressing needs of male students may have also been an 

expectation that the school had of him. P-10 continued to explore his efforts to address 

the needs of both male and female students: 

A lot of what I do is to perform a mentorship-type role with the boys. However, in 

my second year as a school counselor I actually ran a girl’s group. It lasted about 

eight-weeks and four fifth grade girls participated.  We mostly talked about 

friendship issues, and a lot of it was giving them the avenue of basically being 

able to converse and hang-out in a setting outside the classroom. 

P-10 had achieved some clarity in the role he performed in relation to his male students. 

In his second year he extended his services by “actually” running a girls group. The ex-

tending of his services could also be seen as extending his own gender identity by allow-

ing himself to provide a service that would otherwise be inconsistent with his gender 

identity. P-10 also demonstrated an interest in the issues that may be pertinent to his fe-

male students versus his male students. Identifying and providing services for the needs 

of male students and female students was an important aspect of his practice. P-10 con-

tinued to process his relationship with female students: 
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I do have relationships with some female students but it's easier with the younger 

ones when you come into the school. With the fifth graders especially it's harder 

to build relationships, because you are not the person they knew before. You don't 

have a relationship with them and it’s hard for them to trust you. Especially this 

last year, I really did not build a relationship with fifth-grade girls at all. 

 

P-10 made a distinction between his ability to build relationships with female students 

that was based on their age and level of development. The general idea presented was that 

as girls grew older it became more difficult for them to connect with adult males. The 

problem was intensified by the fact that P-10 did not have a prior relationship with these 

students when they were younger. Their previous counselor, who was a female, had left 

the school and P-10 had only recently taken over her position.  P-10 had to come to terms 

with the fact that there was disparity in his interaction with male versus female students.  

 P-10 made references to differences in his relationships with kindergarteners ver-

sus older girls and pointed to age and development factors that may have impacted his 

experiences. He continued to come to terms with the disparities in his relationship with 

male versus female students. P-10 shared that, “As far as the kindergarteners and the first 

graders go, they just love you anyway, you know, boy or girl, so they'll look up to you 

and you'll get hugs and all that stuff.”  Younger female students seemed more open to 

interactions with the P-10; their desire for physical contact in the form of hugs may also 

be developmental. P-10 however, concluded that he had more relationships with male 

kindergarten students compared to female students at the same level. It seemed the same 

sex interaction had resulted in more relationships with younger boys. While he was able 

to develop relationships with both male and female kindergarten students he had 

acknowledge a distinction. P-10 concluded, “But I would say that I definitely ended up 

with a lot more relationships with young boys.”  
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 P-10 shared a unique experience of having to work with a second grade female 

student who he identified as having gender identity issues:  

In terms of the younger girls, I had a young second-grade girl who I worked with 

quite a  bit this year, but she ended up having, what I think, some sort of gender-

identity issues, which I think is rare for second grade. She would even say, "I'm 

not a girl." When people would say, "You're a girl." She would also talk about 

having crushes on young females as well. She connected with me quite a bit, and 

she was in my office twice a day for a check-in and check-out program. 

 

P-10 shared that he was able to connect “quite a bit” with this female student. Questions 

regarding the underlined reason for this connection and its possible link with their 

“shared” gender identity may be pertinent. P-10 was a male school counselor who was 

able to connect with a female student who was self-identifying as a male. P-10’s experi-

ence highlights the complexity associated with making sense of one’s own gendered ex-

periences as well as the experiences of others.  

 P-10 had to come to terms with the possible dangers that are involved when a 

male such as himself works with young females. His experience with a female student 

reinforced the importance of taking caution in cross sex and gender interactions.  

And then the next day I got a call from the mom saying that I measured her 

daughter's chest or something, and I touched her. And so ever since that moment 

I've made sure to protect myself, because someone saying something like that can 

ruin your career.  I think that's one of the risks of being a male counselor, people 

saying things like that. 

 

P-10 communicated a certain amount of vulnerability that was associated with interacting 

with female students. The vulnerability is connected to the belief and feeling that any-

thing can be said by anyone putting the male counselor at great risk. P-10 came to terms 

with the risks involved in his profession and took steps to protect him. There is also the 

idea that his own integrity might not be sufficient to save his career or reputation.    
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 P-10 had to come to terms with the basic differences between his female staff 

members and himself; these differences were related to age, sex and gender identity and 

they produced feelings of otherness and distance in him. He also felt alienated from other 

male staff members because of differences in age and family status. 

It has been challenging to connect with other staff being one of the only males in 

the school, and there's obviously cliques already made up because everyone has 

been there longer.  I'm not going to be able to be friends with a group of 35-year-

old women and go out and have drinks with them and do stuff like that. The only 

other males in the building are the PE teacher and my administrator, and both 

have families. I have a family too, but they have families that they have estab-

lished themselves and they're both older than me. I'm not able to make that con-

nection with other staff as well and so I kind of found myself being on my own 

for a while, eating lunch in my office and things like that. 

 

P-10 was a twenty-six year old male working with female staff members who were most-

ly in their mid-thirties. Age and gender identity differences were factors impacted their 

relationships. There seemed an implicit desire to be able to connect however this was not 

possible because of the differences between himself and those he worked with.   

 P-10 was interacting with a community that was also making sense of him as a 

male school counselor. He was therefore not always in control of the various responses 

towards him and may therefore be subjected to various projections depending on the so-

cial emotional needs of the female with whom he interacted. P-10 shared his experience 

with a female parent whom he felt struggled to maintain appropriate boundaries because 

of her personal history:   

She'd call and talk to me on the phone for 15 minutes about every little detail 

about  what's going on with her son and her ex-husband and all these things. I ac-

tually feel like some of that had to do with me being a male, because she did the 

same thing with the administrator, who is also a male. I even talked to other col-

leagues about it, and it just seemed like she needed someone to talk to, and I was 

a healthy male. There was one time when she was actually offended or worried 

when I didn't return her phone call. She was  actually worried that she had offend-
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ed me, because she even came up and put her hand on my shoulder and was like, 

"I'm sorry. Did I offend you?" 

 

P-10 was able to draw conclusions about the motivation for her behavior towards him. He 

theorized that her relationship with her husband had somehow impacted how she experi-

enced and interacted with him. He concluded that her response to him was based who he 

was as a male and that she was not just a female parent seeking help for her male child. 

I do think that gender had something to do her behavior because her relationship 

with her husband was so unhealthy that it almost seemed that she clung onto the 

two positive males that were around. I think the clung more to me than the admin-

istrator because I was more available than he was.  

 

P-10 observed and compared her interactions with the male principal and himself in order 

to make sense of the experience. He concluded that there were social emotional needs 

that she was seeking from himself and the male principal that were lacking in her present 

life.  

 P-10 was able to identify how culture may influence a person’s behavior and atti-

tudes towards males and females. He shared his experience with a minority student who 

had difficulty adjusting to female authority within the school because cultural back-

ground was one which did not acknowledge females as authority figures. P-10 shared 

that, “I really do feel that it had to do with the gender, because he would show disrespect 

to the classroom teacher, to any females in the building and snap back and say rude 

things, but the entire year I did not have one issue with him.” There was a disparity be-

tween how he interacted with P-10 who was a male and the female teacher in the school. 

P-10 was able to highlight the significance of culture in shaping attitudes and behaviors 

towards gender. 
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 P-10’s process of making sense of gender was impacted by the feedback that he 

received from members of the community. Members of the school community were in-

volved in a process of making sense of his presence as a male within the school. P-10 was 

provided with expectations of the roles and functions he needed to perform in relation to 

male students.   

I have been told many times by my female administrators, "It's so great to have a 

male counselor." And then I was typically matched-up with our students with be-

havior issues, which unintentionally I believe ended up being males and I ended 

up being in a mentor ship role with the male student. Typically, in elementary 

schools most of our behavior  issues come from young men. It's just been that 

way. When I build my anger management groups, what we call social skills 

groups, which really is a behavior group; they're mostly boys. 

P-10 received feedback from the staff members regarding his presence in the school. 

There seemed to have been a mutual understanding that he would have a special role to 

play in addressing the needs of male students. It was also understood or assumed that be-

ing a male gave him special insight or credibility to address the behavioral challenges of 

boys. P-10 accepted these challenges.  

 P-10’s decision to become a school principal may be linked to his own process of 

making sense of gender. The position of school principal, which is associated with lead-

ership, power and authority, may be more congruent with his gender identity. Becoming a 

school principal would also address the disconnect he felt from the female school counse-

lor with whom he interacted at the district level.   

In terms of the future, I am starting to already consider going into administration. 

When I decided to apply for the program this year it was too late, and so I will 

probably be doing that in the fall of 2013. I don't see myself being a counselor too 

much longer. I feel like I already have to take such a leadership role that I might 

as well just do it and get the money for it. I really feel like I do a lot more than 

what my job description as a school counselor requires. I think my decision might 

be inked to gender, some of it is about being the protector, and then in all honesty 

when I go to some of my meetings with the  other counselors, I don't see myself 
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as the same as them. When I listen to some of the issues that they bring up, some 

of it just seems illogical. It may be just tiny issues that they're bringing up and 

getting all fired-up about, and I’m kind of seeing things through more of an ad-

ministrative-type lens or a management-type style.  

 

P-10 identified gender as a possible reason his decision to leave school counseling and 

become a school principal. The desire for leadership, power, and authority may be more 

congruent with his gender identity. He also pointed to having to already assume roles and 

duties similar to assistant principals. These leadership functions that he performed may 

have also been influence by his sex and gender identity. He mentioned that he had to do a 

lot that was not in his job description and this may indicate that because he was a male, 

he was never allowed to just be a professional school counselor. The demands for him as 

a male were too great. P-10 also shared that he could not identify with other counselors 

who were largely female. His inability to identify with the female counselors may indi-

cate some discord between his gender identity and professional identity as a school coun-

selor. It seemed his decision to become a school principal was an attempt to find congru-

ence between his gender and professional identities.      

Finding Positive Meaning in the Experience 

 P-10 shared his intention to leave the school counseling profession within a few 

years. He was however able find positive meaning in the three years he had served as a 

school counselor. In terms his general experience he was able to share, “Overall I feel my 

experience as a male elementary school counselor has been great. Every school I've been 

to I’ve heard it said that it has really been nice having a male in the building, because 

we're definitely under-represented in education.” P-10 found satisfaction in the feedback 

he received regarding what his presence meant to male students and the general shortage 

of males in elementary schools.  
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 P-10 found satisfaction in being able to identify personal growth and improve-

ment he had made since becoming school counselor.   He shared, “I've only been doing it 

for three years and I feel like every year I'm improving; I'm getting better at what I'm do-

ing and I'm learning a lot about the kids. I feel that in terms of experience I'm starting to 

take on a lot more responsibilities.” Throughout his narrative P-10 was able to share ex-

amples of his work with students. He was also able share with depth his efforts to address 

the specific needs of male and female students.   

 P-10 was able to acknowledge strong relationships that he was able to build with 

teachers. He described successful collaborative experiences between teachers and himself 

to help students.  P-10 acknowledged collective efforts to build and plan or devise strate-

gies with teachers in order to support students.  

I find that with some teachers though, I have built very strong relationships. It 

seemed to have taken a little longer or take a little bit of time, but there have been 

some good collaboration with some of the teachers and myself as far as being able 

to build up plans and work together on helping certain students out. 

 

Despite acknowledging some success P-10 seemed to have desired greater success in his 

collaboration with teachers. He expressed concern over the length of time that it took to 

reach this collaboration. 

 P-10 was able to find satisfaction in the leadership functions that he was asked to 

perform around the school. He worked in a school that had no assistant principal and 

concluded that many of his roles and responsibilities were similar to an assistance princi-

pal.     

So I'm starting to figure out through my years of experience doing this that basi-

cally we're very important in the school. And I've been told, "You're my number 

two", everywhere I've gone. This last year we had two lockdowns because of peo-

ple going around the outside of the school with weapons.  One of the lockdowns 

happened only in my second week at the school, the principal was gone, and so I 
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was kind of in charge. I was in charge of that whole thing, and that's when I start 

realizing how important our jobs are, how they really do depend on us as being 

the second in charge, and even sometimes when a principal was there, it was, 

"Hey, what do you think? What should we do here?" as far as discipline, as far as 

how to work with the parents.  

 

P-10 concluded that he performed very important functions within the school. These 

functions were in the area of leadership and he was expected to be a protector who made 

decisions and took action in emergencies. These responsibilities were given to him as a 

male rather than a school counselor. P-10 accepted these responsibilities and acknowl-

edged his importance within the school. Despite the acceptance of a leadership role simi-

lar to assistant principals P-10 appeared to struggle with some ambivalence in having to 

perform leadership duties. He shared his feelings about having to work as an assistant 

principal. 

In terms of having to act as an assistant principal, I'm not one who needs power, 

but I feel like I have strong leadership qualities so I’ve been able to handle it. 

When it comes to discipline, this last year I've become really good at it, where if I 

don't want to deal with a discipline problem as far as if it's too big, and then I will 

ask my administrator to take it on. I do this, even if he isn't back for a couple days 

because they always have meetings  and things like that going on. And so when I 

do the discipline, I don't have a problem doing it, because I'm not the type of per-

son that comes down hard on kids. I don't yell and I'm not mean about certain 

things. 

 

P-10 shared that he did not desire power, though he had leadership skills; he also shared 

that he did not care to do discipline, though he had gotten good at it. His apparent ambiv-

alence may have resulted from him having to perform duties not consistent with those of 

a professional school counselor. This later decision to become a school principal may be 

seen as an effort to resolve the ambivalence. 

 P-10 struggled in some ways to find positive meaning in his experience as a male 

elementary school counselor. His three years of experience has led him to conclude that 
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at some level he had served in an unofficial capacity as an assistant principal. Despite 

sufficient evidence of his performance of school counseling related function it seemed the 

requirement for him to serve as a leader, similar to an assistant principal created and im-

balance between what professional school counselors do and what the school community 

requested of him.      

Balancing Identity and Sex-role Stereotypes 

 P-10 worked as a male school counselor in a school that had few males. Many of 

his interactions and experiences were based on sex-role stereotypes that required him to 

function primarily as a traditional male within the school community rather than a profes-

sional school counselor. Traditional male roles included providing leadership, authority 

and serving as a disciplinary within the school community. The school community need-

ed males; however the tasks they wanted them to perform was consistent with sex role 

stereotypes. The stereotypes related to assumptions of males as leaders, authority figures, 

holders of power and disciplinarians. P-10 described taking on the role of an assistant 

principal despite being hired as a school counselor:  

I'm starting to see that we are basically assistant principals, but we're not paid for 

it. I'm responsible for running my groups, running guidance, doing individual 

counseling, working with angry parents and all that stuff. But then at the same 

time we're not paid for doing the discipline, for doing the things that assistant 

principals typically do. So I'm starting to figure out through my years of experi-

ence doing this that basically we're very important in the school. And I've been 

told, "You're my number two," everywhere I've gone. 

 

The requirement to perform tasks similar to assistance principals created a challenge for 

P-10. The challenge involved him having to balance his gender identity against the sex-

role stereotypes. This balancing process also required him to take into consideration his 

professional identity at school. P-10 had to deal with inconsistencies involved in perform-
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ing to the stereotypes while practicing as a professional school counselor. These chal-

lenges may have produced feelings of ambivalence; while P-10’s gender identity may 

have been consistent with sex-role stereotypes, he was aware that the duties he was being 

asked to perform were not consistent with those of a professional school counselor.  

In terms of having to act as an assistant principal, I'm not one who needs power, 

but I feel like I have strong leadership qualities so I’ve been able to handle it. 

When it comes to discipline, this last year I've become really good at it, where if I 

don't want to deal with a discipline problem as far as if it's too big, and then I will 

ask my administrator to take it on. I do this, even if he isn't back for a couple 

days, because they always have meetings and things like that going on. And so 

when I do the discipline, I don't have a problem doing it, because I'm not the type 

of person that comes down hard on kids. I don't yell and I'm not mean about cer-

tain things. 

 

P-10 recognized that performing disciplinary duties were inconsistent with his role as a 

school counselor. He still however had to discipline students and tried to reconcile the 

disparity by relying on aspects of his personality.  Throughout his experience P-10 had to 

contend with challenges associated with having to meet the school’s expectation for him 

to assume a leadership role. These expectations were based on sex-role stereotypes. P-10 

was able to share that performing a leadership role was not an expectation placed on him 

because he was a male school counselor but simply because he was a male within the 

school.  

In terms of the challenges I have had as a male school counselor, it’s hard to say 

because I don't know how it is for female counselors. I do feel like I'm expected 

more to step up and step up into a leadership role more than my female counter-

parts. I've seen this at the school, whether the men are counselors or not. It was 

somewhat surprising to me that within being there a week or two that people were 

coming up to me asking about policy questions in the school. It felt like they were 

looking at me as if I can answer their questions or that I was someone they could 

come to. I don't know if that has to do with being male. It's just something that 

surprised me, but it could also be gender because there are a lot of females in that 

building that they could go ask that question to, and they just don't.  



344 

 

P-10 noted that other males in schools were also expected to serve in leadership roles. 

This highlights the generalized assumptions and expectations that the school placed on 

the few males that worked in schools. Expectations for him to serve in a leadership posi-

tion came in the form of expectations of more senior female staff for him provide an-

swers to their questions. P-10 speculated that gender was a factor that influenced the 

teachers’ questions.   

The expectations for P-10 to serve in a leadership role also included him being a 

protector when the need arose.  

Two of the schools that I worked at had female administrators and I have found 

that one of the things that you're expected to do as a male school counselor is as-

sume a leadership role or take charge in different crisis situations.  For example, if 

something happens, like an angry parent comes or someone's yelling I may be ex-

pected to handle it. Earlier this year the principal was gone, and we had a strange 

man, or who they said was a strange man, had entered the building. In this situa-

tion I had to be the one to go confront him because I'm the male. I'm the protector, 

so I had to be the one to go confront that guy, who ended up just being a district 

staff member. 

 

P-10 highlighted that when situations of emergency or threat arose, he was expected as a 

male to handle it. The need for him to serve as protector of women and children would 

increase when the male principal was absent. There assumption was that because he was 

a male he would or should be able to ability deal with or stave off potential threats to the 

school community.    

 P-10 had to deal with sex-role stereotypes surrounding who could best provide 

educational, counseling or support services to young children. These assumption or stere-

otypes assert that the care and protection of young children is best performed by females. 

The assumptions may go further in assuming that adult males may provide potential 

threats to the care and safety of young children whether intentional or not. P-10’s position 
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as a school counselor was not excused from these assumptions. He described an interac-

tion with a young female student in which the potential threat to his reputation and pro-

fessional became evident: 

And then the next day I got a call from the mom saying that I measured her 

daughter's chest or something, and I touched her. And so ever since that moment 

I've made sure to protect myself, because someone saying something like that can 

ruin your career. I think that's one of the risks of being a male counselor, people 

saying things like that. 

P-10 was aware of the existing stereotypes prior measuring the students and receiving the 

call the next morning. He shared that had tried to avoid the threat by asking the female 

student do her own measurement around her chest. This precaution was however not 

enough to prevent an accusation of inappropriate touching the next morning. The experi-

ence reinforced in P-10 the importance of taking precaution he also developed a height-

ened sense of the potential threats to his reputation and his professional identity. He 

shared that the experience impacted how he interacted with other female students.  

On one of the screenings the principal asked to be in there with me, because he 

had never been part of one. The second one I requested him to be in there with me 

to protect myself, because with some of the females, you don't know what they 

will say as far as some sort of accusations or anything like that. 

 

P-10 experienced fear in the performance of certain tasks as a professional school coun-

selor. The fear seemed heightened by the limited control he had over what a female stu-

dent may say. There was a sense that taking precautions did not necessarily guarantee his 

safety.   

 P-10 was also able to identify situations where the existing sex role stereotypes 

provided privilege or worked to his advantage. While he did not totally accept his role as 

a leader in the school there were assumptions about his ability to lead, protect and make 

decisions for others. P-10 shared that he received positive feedback that assumed that he 
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had special abilities to address behavioral challenges of male students. He shared that, “I 

have been told many times by my female administrators, ‘It's so great to have a male 

counselor." And then I was typically matched-up with our students with behavior issues, 

which unintentionally I believe ended up being males and I ended up being in a mentor-

ship role with the male student.”  There was an assumption that was being made about his 

competence based on his sex and gender identity. In this instance the existing sex-role 

stereotypes assigned him certain competencies that he had neither earned nor proven. P-

10 also pointed out that sex-role stereotype existed within cultures and may serve as an 

advantage or disadvantage to males and females. P-10 shared his experience with stu-

dents from different cultures.     

We have a lot of Pacific Islander kids at our school, typically from the Mar-

shallese and Tookis cultures. I understand that in these cultures the men are defi-

nitely treated different; they are the decision makers and so forth. I therefore see a 

different level of respect when I am communicating with these families. When I 

sit in on a conference and maybe a female teacher is involved, I find that I may be 

getting more of the attention or respect. The same happens with the principal if he 

is present and I think it is about respect. I also find that this is the same with some 

of our Latino families. For instance, I may be sitting in a meeting with a father 

who is having the conversation with me about the teacher who may be sitting 

right next to me. The father may be saying, "She's doing this" with the teacher sit-

ting right there. 

 

P-10 pointed out that he received greater respect than his female counterpart. The respect 

he received was because he was a male while the lack of respect shown to female staff 

members was because they were females. Sex was the factor that the level of respect or 

disrespect that was shown to different staff members.   

Responding to Low Male Presence in Schools 

 P-10 accepted the request of the school community the need for him to address 

concerns and needs related to the low presence of male within the school. He shared that 
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he occupied a numeric minority status within the school and pointed to the shortage of 

males. P-10 shared feedback that he had received on this issue, “Overall I feel my experi-

ence as a male elementary school counselor has been great. Every school I've been to I’ve 

heard it said that it has really been nice having a male in the building because we're defi-

nitely under-represented in education. Low male presence within the school justified the 

need for P-10 to be in school; he was needed primarily because he was a male.  

 P-10 was able to describe different ways in which his practice was a response to 

the low male presence in schools. Justification of his role was in the needs of student to 

have a certain type of male presence within the school.  

Everywhere I've gone we have had a male PE teacher, a male custodian, and those 

have been the only consistent positions for men in schools and then me. I come in 

as a male counselor the kids cling to you, because a lot of the kids might not al-

ways have a positive male influence in their lives, and so you come and they just 

absolutely love it. 

 

P-10 described the overwhelming shortage of males in the school and concomitant high 

demand need for them to be in schools. The clinging of students to male counselors high-

lighted the need and suggested possible consequences of the low presence of males in 

schools. The need to respond to low male presence within school was tied to a need to 

address the developmental needs of children to be able to interact with both males and 

females in schools and other aspects of their lives.  

 P-10 organized his practice as a response to low male presence in schools. In ad-

dition to low male presence in schools there was recognition that there was a shortage of 

male presence in other aspects of students’ lives. He therefore shared his efforts to ad-

dress the needs of male students given the low presence of males within the school and in 

other aspects of their lives.  
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I do get a lot of parents, a lot of moms who come to me to work with their kid and 

sort of mentor a lot of sons. I get a lot of boys that they want me to do that with.   

Typically they're single moms, and so I'm going to assume that that me being 

male is part of the reason why, or it may also be that their dads just aren't as in-

volved, and I get those ones quite a bit. 

 

P-10 theorized that the absence of adult male presence within some families had led 

mothers to request the services of the male school counselor. There was a special request 

for him to serve in the capacity of a mentor. P-10 assumed these requests were made be-

cause he was a male. He shared, “A lot of what I do is to perform a mentorship-type role 

with the boys. A lot of what I do is to perform a mentorship-type role with the boys.” 

Perhaps due to prevailing stereotypes about males and leadership, the low presence of 

males in schools was seen at some level also as a shortage of leaders. P-10 was a male 

and he was therefore expected to serve in this capacity. He concluded that his roles and 

duties were more like that of an assistant principal.   

So I'm starting to figure out through my years of experience doing this that basi-

cally we're very important in the school. And I've been told, "You're my number 

two", everywhere I've gone. This last year we had two lockdowns because of peo-

ple going around the outside of the school with weapons.  One of the lockdowns 

happened only in my second week at the school, the principal was gone, and so I 

was kind of in charge. I was in charge of that whole thing, and that's when I start 

realizing how important our jobs are, how they really do depend on us as being 

the second in charge, and even sometimes when a principal was there, it was 

"Hey, what do you think? What should we do here?” as far as discipline, as far as 

how to work with the parents.  

 

P-10 had come to realization that he served the important role of providing leadership in 

times of emergency and in the absence of the principal. His role as a leader also included 

the protection of students and teachers from possible dangers. P-10 performed these func-

tions in part as a response to the absence of male presence in his school. As one of the 

few males in the building he was expected to play the role of “number two” to the princi-

pal. P-10 was able to add that because of budget cuts, elementary schools within the dis-
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trict did not have assistant principals. In the absence of assistance principals P-10 shared 

that as a male school counselor he was expected to “step up and step into a leadership 

role” more than his female counterparts. The school community was operating on an as-

sumption that the absence of assistant principals in schools was best served by the few 

males that were present within the schools.  P-10’s position as a school counselor may 

have assumed a lesser significance given the demands and shortages for males in his 

school. The school community had important uses for him as a male.  
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Chapter XIV 

Participant Eleven 

Textural Analysis 

 

I've had a very positive experience as a male elementary school counselor. I have 

worked in a school with students of low socio-economic status; we have a lot of children 

who come from poverty. We have children who come from broken homes. We have 

children who lack the positive male role model at home. I feel that my peers are very 

supportive of having a male school counselor in their building. 

Some of the challenges that I face are dealing with several of my female peers 

who rely on me to deal with some of their troubled male youth in their classrooms. They 

feel that as a counselor, I'm also a behavior specialist. And so instead of dealing with 

children who need counseling, or some sort of mental health support, they want me to 

look at some behavior modification, using systems that are not counselor appropriate.  I 

have to remind them that I'm a school counselor first, and that we do have a principal in 

the building who can work on negative behaviors. I have to express to teachers that my 

role as a counselor is to work with kids who are dealing with the social challenges, either 

at school or at home and that my support is more in individual counseling, group 

counseling and related support services. I try to emphasize that I am not a behavior 

specialist, where I mete out punishment and things that are really negative to the way that 

I work. So that's one of the biggest challenges that I've dealt with. 

I think their expectation for me to act as a behavior specialist is because I am a 

male.  I think some of my female peers felt that the male model is more acceptable to 

some of the younger boys whose behaviors really run rampant. I think they felt like a 
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male role model much better suits the role than a female in the same position. So I 

definitely feel that it's gender-based on their decision, or their perception of what my role 

is. 

I strongly feel that having a male counselor in an elementary setting, especially 

one who sets a very positive tone for the student body, is important.  I get very involved 

with the student body as far as setting positive examples. I'm not a counselor who just sits 

in his office and waits for a client to come walking in. I'm out in the classrooms. I usually 

go out at recess time with the kids and shoot hoops with them. I go into the reading 

classes and sit down and listen to them read. I'm usually in the lunchroom when they're 

having lunch; I sit down with them and either have lunch with them or talk to them about 

things that are going on that they might need some help with. I'm involved in starting 

positive groups around the building, such as peer support groups. The children get to 

know that as a male, I'm not there to punish them when things go bad, but I'm there to 

help build strong self-esteem, and to show them that men aren't always the punishers, but 

are also the promoters of good behavior. 

The students don't look at me as being the daddy who punishes them when they 

do something bad. They come to me for support. They feel very comfortable coming to 

me when there's a problem on the playground, a problem with another student, or even a 

problem with a teacher. They're very comfortable coming to me and asking for assistance 

and help. None of the kids that I've had contact with in the last 13 years have ever looked 

at me as someone who's there to punish them when they do bad things. It's been very 

positive as far as students understanding my role. I think more of that has come from my 

peers than the kids. 
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I make it a point to introduce myself to all the new students. During the summer I 

will at least spend a couple of days going into the neighborhoods where they live and 

walk around and meet with some of the kids. I go to the playground behind my school 

where the kids like to hang out, and go to talk with them. I spend at least two or three 

days, four days, during the summer going into the neighborhoods, talking to the kids, and 

getting them ready for the new school year. I often do this on my own time so the 

students know that I have a serious interest in their well-being and that carries over to 

school. I've never had a kid tell me that I'm a bad counselor, or I'm a bad person, or I'm a 

bad man. They see me very positively in my role. 

 I had an incident that I recall, and I recall this vividly because it happened within 

the first three years of my presence in my current school building. We had an African-

American family that had just moved into our attendance district, and the boys were 

having a tough time adjusting. They had a fourth grade boy and a fifth grade boy, and 

then two other siblings that were younger.  I had both boys in my office and we talked 

about transition and changes. We talked about moving from another neighborhood, 

moving to another school, having to meet new friends and leaving old friends behind.  At 

some point the eldest boy, the fifth grade boy, stated to me, "You know, my other school, 

we had two female counselors and they didn't understand us. They always thought that 

we were trying to get in trouble, they always thought that we were trouble-makers." And I 

said, "Well, boys can cause problems, just like girls can, but in my school I look at 

everybody as being equal, and you know, if you do something that's inappropriate, yeah, 

there are consequences. But if you are just being loud or being obnoxious, or you know, 

being yourself, you shouldn't get in trouble for that." And the one boy said, "Well, we got 
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in trouble a lot for being loud." And I said, "Well, I can't speak for your other school, I 

can't speak to your other counselors, but that doesn't happen here." But I said, "Believe 

me if you do something inappropriate, you will know, there are consequences." And so 

they went home and they talked to their maternal grandmother about our talk. Two days 

later I got a call that there was a lady in school wanting to see me. It turned out to be the 

maternal grandmother, and she said, "I just had to meet you, because my boys came home 

from school, and they were just elated that they had a male counselor, and that he actually 

understood them, and that he listened to them, and he talked to them." She said, "I wanted 

to meet this gentleman." And then she looked at me and she goes, "Okay, they didn't tell 

me that you're a man of color. They just said that you're a male counselor. Now I 

understand where they're coming from." And she continued, "They just said that you're a 

male counselor and that you understood them and that you talked to them like normal 

people." She said, "You didn't talk down to them like they've had people do all their 

lives." And she continued, "You actually listened to them and let them talk." She 

continued, "I wanted to meet this guy!” And she said, "Now that I met you and I know a 

little bit about you, I have to tell you that I'm surprised because my boys did not relate to 

me that you were a man of color. They just said, "We have a boy counselor." 

I remember this interaction fondly, because the grandmother asked me if I was 

faith-based. And I said, "Well, yes, I have faith. You know, and I do follow religion, but 

this is a public school setting, so I can't talk religion or faith in school." She looked at me 

and she said, "Young man, if you need to get on your hands and knees and pray with my 

children, I give you permission. You can do that." And I just started laughing and I got a 
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big kick out of that. But you know that was her response to meeting the first male 

counselor that she'd ever met at an elementary school, who understood her grandchildren. 

I've had several occasions where I've met single mothers raising children who 

when talking to me at school conferences were very overjoyed to have a male counselor 

in that position because there was no male at home. And so they felt that even though 

there wasn't a father at home, at least at school, there was a positive male role model, and 

they appreciated that.  I know on several occasions there were kids who needed help and 

support because of either the death of a parent, or not knowing who their father was. 

Mothers would come in and ask me if I would work with the kids one-on-one, and at least 

meet with them once a week to help them work through that. 

I think what they were wanting was someone who could provide some guidance 

that wasn't coming from a female. It wasn't female-oriented. So in other words, "I'm your 

mother, but you're going to have to follow these rules." In most homes you have a mother 

and a father. And if the kids don't listen to the mother, then the father would step in and 

mediate. And that’s not the feeling I got from them; they just wanted to make sure that if 

the kids needed to talk to somebody about stuff at home, that I have an open-door policy, 

and because I was male, I was able to understand their point of view. I could relate to 

them from a male's perspective. I could relate to their point of view as to why mom didn't 

want them to do this, or mom didn't want them to do that. 

To me, I just felt very positive and I could recall myself saying, "I'm in the right 

place at the right time, because these kids really need that kind of support. Or this 

household needs that kind of support." We're able to provide that in this school setting, 

and hopefully make these kids successful while supporting single parents.  I think that my 
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school system believes in having a male counselor at this level. So it made me feel like I 

was performing my role by providing the social support, the community support, and also 

that school support that these kids and their parents needed. 

I can say that my interactions with both boys and girls have been very positive. I 

don't know how other counselors work in other school districts, but I teach a healthy 

curriculum in every classroom once a week, kindergarten through fifth grade. So once a 

week, for thirty minutes, I get each classroom one-on-one to myself where I teach social 

skills. I'm really at that point where the kids identify with me. They see me in the 

classroom. They see me around the building. They see me in the lunchroom. They see me 

as a positive individual and so they seem to naturally gravitate towards me when they 

have problems. Very seldom do I have kids who don't come to me even for the smallest 

problem. It could be something as small as a hangnail to something as big as, "I'm being 

bullied on the bus, and I don't know what to do with it."  I don't see any difference 

between boys and girls because I've always had positive interactions with both genders. 

And in fact, if I were to give a percentage rating, I would say that out of 100 percent, I'd 

say 80 percent of the girls will look for me in the building somewhere at some time for 

support over the boys. 

I've not felt that I lean towards one more than the other.  I have an open-door 

policy. The kids do have to check with the teacher or with the office if I'm available. They 

can't just walk into my office. I can deal with their challenges having raised two boys 

myself, and having been raised with three sisters, I understand both sets of problems. I 

can understand where the boys are coming from, and I can understand the girls. I keep up 

with the latest music, the latest artists, that kids listen to. So when they come to me and 
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they talk about Nellie, or they talk about BLB, or they talk about Kelly Clarkson, I know 

exactly who they're talking about. If they want to talk about some of the TV shows, I'm 

pretty much up on a lot of the stuff that goes on with E, because I watch the TV channel. I 

don’t watch for my personal pleasure, but it kind of keeps me on an even keel with the 

kids when they talk about certain things. So they're not talking to some old fuddy-duddy 

who went to school hundreds of years ago, and only uses a certain kind of technique. I 

can sing along some of the tunes that they sing sometimes. And they go, "Wow! You 

know that song?" And I said, "I listen to the stuff just like you do." "Well, my daddy 

doesn't," or, "My mommy doesn't." I said, "Well, I'm different from your mommy or 

daddy." The kids find that really cool and they just enjoy it. They love that I can relate to 

them, and I do. So I really don't have any problems dealing with either gender. Either 

gender presents different problems, but there's nothing that I really can’t deal with. In 

fact, a lot of the kids look at me as a father figure, before they look at me as a counselor. 

 They know that I'm their counselor, but a lot of times when I talk with them, I talk 

with them like I'm a father figure. I do not assume the role of father figure in group or 

individual sessions, because I follow certain ethical processes. But when I'm out about in 

school, when I'm talking to kids, when I sit down to have lunch with them, when I'm 

shooting hoops with them and when I'm sitting down in reading class, listening to them 

read, that's more like a father figure support. But in my office, it's really focused on the 

things that I do as a counselor, and they understand that. So it's more father-figure when 

I'm out and about in the building, and it's more about counseling when they come into my 

office.   
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In terms of my work with parents, I can't say that all of my encounters have been 

positive because I do get some parents who pose a challenge. I've run into some mothers 

who have a certain way of dealing with their children, they only want a certain amount of 

guidance, and they don't really understand the role of the counselor. These parents are 

however, the exceptions.  I would say that I have had a positive interaction with 95 

percent of the families that I have encountered, whether they are single parent families 

lead by either a mother or a father or the normal family where both parents available. 

Parents like the fact that there's a male in the building. They like the fact that there's a 

male who is teaching counseling curriculum. They like the fact that it's a male who is 

running groups and doing some individual counseling. I've had very positive support over 

the 13 years from parents and that's not to say that I'm the perfect male role model or the 

perfect counselor. 

I have noticed that with single females who have no husband or a father at home 

for the kids, they tend to lean on me to have those conversations when I'm dealing with 

their kids one-on-one. They want me to talk to their kids about what it's like to be raised 

in a single parent household or to talk about what would be father’s role if he were in the 

home.  With the fathers, I find that they just ask me that whatever happens at home, the 

positive things and even some of the consequences that I support them and that they do 

these things differently than their mothers or wives because there is a difference between 

men and women.   

In one instance, about two years ago I had a boy who was bigger in size, and he 

tried to push his weight around a little bit.  He was caught trying to take a smaller boy 

and stuff him in the toilet of the boy's bathroom.  This offence came with an automatic 
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suspension for three days and so the principal suspended him for his actions. The father 

then called me and asked me, "Look, how can I support you? How can I support the 

suspension at home?"  And I asked, "Well, what do you have in mind?"  He replied, 

"Well, he's being suspended for three days from school.  I'm going to keep him in his 

bedroom.  I'm going to take away his TV and all of his extracurricular activities.  He's not 

going to go to Little League, and we're going to have him do homework the whole time."  

My response was, "You know what?  I wouldn't make him do the homework because I 

don't want to give him a negative connotation towards schoolwork.  And every time you 

do something bad, you have to do schoolwork."  And I continued, "That's not a good a 

consequence. Taking away his stuff, taking away his toys, taking away his TV, I concur 

with that, but also tell him why he's losing his privileges.  Tell him that it's a cause and 

effect.  You caused this action at school, and this is why you're being punished.  The 

school is suspending you.  That's your punishment from them, and I'm supporting the 

school by letting you know that your mom and I don't appreciate the fact that you tried to 

do something that was totally inappropriate. And you're being you're punished at home 

this way."  And so that worked out really well with that dad.  This doesn't happen all the 

time, but this particular dad just really wanted to make sure that the punishment fit the 

crime.   

In terms of my work with teachers, there was an incident that happened that I 

would like to share. It was my first year as a counselor in that building, and I was taking 

over from a female counselor, who everybody adored.  They'd never had a male 

counselor in that building before, and so one of the younger teachers came up to me.  

She'd only been teaching for maybe three years and I was a few years older than her.  And 
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she said to me, "You cannot come into my classroom and teach. Oh, no! You cannot; you 

can never substitute in my classroom because you don't have teaching credentials."  And I 

said, "I'm not a teacher.  I'm a counselor.  If I come into your classroom, it will be to teach 

a counseling curriculum and not what you teach."  She goes, "It doesn't matter.  I don't 

want a counselor in my classroom."  And I said, "That's your prerogative."  I said, "But, 

you’re going to have to deal with that with the principal because I do come in and teach 

counseling" She went on, "Well, that's different.  I don't want you in my classroom when 

it's not your time."  And I said, "That's fine."  I was new and I didn't want to question why 

she was, basically, attacking me the way she was.   

 And so, it was probably closer to a year later, she came to school with food 

poisoning, and she needed to go home.  They could not find a substitute teacher at last 

minute’s notice, and we had no one in the building to cover her class.  And so the 

principal said to me, "Can you cover her class?"  And I said, "No, I can't.  She does not 

want a counselor in her classroom."  I said, "She made that very clear to me last year."  A 

few minutes later, the principal called me back and said, "She says she's very sorry.  She 

apologizes, and you're welcome into her class."  And I said, "Because she's sick, it's okay 

for me to go in and take her class, but if she weren't sick, it wouldn't be okay?"  I said, "I 

will cover her class today because I'm doing you a favor as a principal."  I said, "But she 

and I are going to have to have a talk about this because it was totally inappropriate for 

her to basically, attack me like that within the first couple weeks of my being in school." 

Later on she and I did get that resolved. I tend to look at things and I try to 

analyze and process them and I knew internally that something in her past brought this up 

because during our conversation, she said that she had had a horrible time with her high 
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school counselor. I think that, that prior experience stuck with her, and when she had to 

deal with a counselor one-on-one, she, basically, kind of let loose some of that aggression 

that she had held onto for four or five, six or seven years.   

In general I've had very positive interactions with the staff in this building. When 

I started it was an older faculty and now we're kind of starting to get them to retire.  This 

year and the last couple of years, people have been retiring, and new teachers have been 

moving in. Some of the teachers that were there when I joined the building back 13 years 

ago were very accepting of a male counselor.  They just felt that there weren't enough 

male teachers in the building, and so at least having a male counselor would help kind of 

balance the number of female-to-male ratio.   

 I think sometimes women like to have a male's perspective on things, especially 

in our staff meetings.  It seems like sometimes when you have female teachers across 

grade levels, kindergarten through fifth grade; they don't see each other on a regular basis 

because they teach different levels.   So the only time they see each other is at staff 

meetings.  Then, you have a lot of times when we have to make decisions as a staff, and 

how we want to deal with certain things that the district wanted us to do or that our 

principal wanted us to do.  And a lot of times, there's no consensus when you have 15, 16, 

17, 18 females trying to come to an agreement.  And I'm not saying that's a negative, but 

they would like another perspective, a male perspective.  This is not to say that they 

would always agree with it, but they would like to see what the other side of the coin 

would say in specific situations.  I have found that a lot of times, I would just sit there 

and observe.  And someone would say, "Well, P-11, what do you think?  P-11, what's 
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your perception?"  I would then give a response.  I would normally just sit and let the 

process happen and then if someone wanted my opinion, then I would give it. 

I think that's one of the reasons this principal hired me.  She's a female and she 

wanted a role model.  She wanted another male in the building that was what she told me.  

She had interviewed five other people, and I was the only male.  She hired me even 

though the other four women had school experience and had worked with elementary 

kids.  I had never worked with elementary kids.  I ran my practice and worked with 

family systems, but she wanted a male to counter-balance what she brought as a 

principal.  So there she was, a female principal, and she wanted a male counselor to help 

balance the way she ran her staff.   

 During my interview session with her, I told her, "Look, I don't bring elementary 

school experience with me."  I told her that I was raising two boys, one was middle 

school, and the other was in high school.  I said that I was very good with kids and that I 

had volunteered in my children's school from kindergarten all the way through the end of 

middle school.  I was always on the PTO, I went on field trips and I went to classrooms.  

I was very involved in my own children's education, and she liked hearing that.  She liked 

hearing about a father who was involved in the educational process of his children.  That 

really piqued her interest and she said, "You're not a school-trained counselor, but we can 

hire you as a child development specialist through the State of Oregon, which will 

support anybody who has a graduate degree in a mental health field such as counseling.  

And then you will get some continued professional training through them."  And so I 

said, "Whatever works for you guys. I have no problem as long as I'm licensed and 

certified to do this work."  And she responded, "No, you will be licensed and certified.  
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That's not an issue."  After that we talked a little bit about the family systems and how I 

approached family and things of that nature.  She was very keen on hiring me.  Since 

then, I've had three other female principals.  So I am kind of the foundation at the school.  

Now we are on our fourth female principal in the building, and I've actually worked very 

close with each one of them.   

 Having worked with four administrators, the one thing that they ask me to do is to 

keep a tab on the pulse of the building.  In other words, if there were dissent in any of the 

grade level teams or if there were any negativity that I pick up on in the staff room or if I 

heard complaints in conversations they wanted feedback. Generally, these things don't go 

to the principal because a lot of people like to complain and argue and do things within 

their own circle of trusted friends. It is not that I'm a snitch because that's not what they 

were asking me to do, but they wanted to be able to correct anything as it came down the 

pike. I think the principals wanted an objective male perspective on things because I 

never got caught up into all that emotional stuff with teachers. 

 Over the years, this staff has stayed pretty much intact.  It hasn't been until about 

the last couple years that we're seeing people retire and other people move in. Over the 

years, they've become very accustomed to me being there in my role and what I've earned 

from them is trust because they come to me.  I'm usually at work an hour and a half 

before school starts because I like to have everything ready for the day's work. When I'm 

in my office, usually the door's open, my stereo system going and I am listening to lively 

music in the morning. When a female teacher walks in the room and wants to talk to me 

about school stuff, she will leave the door open.  If she comes in, and wants to talk to me 

about either personal family stuff or personal school stuff with another staff member or 
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the principal, she'll close the door.  I've had many of those closed-door conversations over 

the years, and the information that goes around school is that you can tell the counselor 

anything you want and it will never get out, but I've built that trust with them.   

 This may sound strange to some people, but when you're stuck in a classroom, 

sometimes you cannot leave and sometimes you have to have a biological break.  I 

usually tell my staff that if they need a biological break and can't leave their classrooms 

and the principal isn’t around, that they should call my office, or call the radio.  And if 

I'm not busy, I will run down and cover their class while they go to the bathroom.  And 

they just appreciate that.  That's something very simple, but it's the kind of support that 

builds trust and everything else that comes with that. That was actually a tip that was 

given to me by a middle school teacher.  He said, "When you go into a new building, the 

first thing you do with staff after you get introduced is to say to them, “If you ever need a 

bathroom break, I'll cover for you if I'm available.” And he added, "You will make more 

friends by that one statement than anything you tell them."   

In terms of my work within the community, I have a very good working 

relationship with the Department of Human Services and they know that I will go out of 

my way to make sure that students have a place to talk to me privately.  It doesn't happen 

in all the schools.  When I call the department of human services for support, and I tell 

them who I am, they always respond immediately because I've always supported them 

from day one.  Other individuals, who don't support the department, don't get the kind of 

support that I receive.  I also work very close with the clergy in our attendance area when 

they need things. When they need a meeting space in our school for a large congregation, 

I have been able to I get them permission from our district office.  I do little things like 
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that for the community that I think maybe some counselors or some people won't because 

they will only work their nine to five, and they call it a day.   I have been known in the 

community to extend my hours and to extend myself on weekends sometimes to build 

that foundational support that I need from them.  They have rewarded me by helping 

during the Christmas holidays.  I've gone out into the community and they've given me 

money for Christmas presents.  They bought Christmas presents for our kids.  They've 

organized holiday help because I've been very active in what they do as a community 

contributor.  I make sure that I stayed involved as part of my outreach in the community.  

I have worked with SnowCap, an organization that provides meals; they have a food bank 

and a clothing bank for those less fortunate.   I keep a food bank of their food items in my 

pantry so that my families don't have to drive three miles to go to the food bank.  They 

can pick things up at my building.    

 I don't know if that's a gender thing or not, but I just feel that I know that when I 

go and visit the homes, they're always surprised to see me.  There were many times that 

I’ve heard them say, "Boy, we've never had a counselor come visit our home.  Boy, at my 

last school, we never saw a counselor.  Boy, you're even here to visit on the weekend." 

Our school backs up to a big city park where they have a lot of soccer and 

baseball events. When the kids have soccer tournaments on weekends I'll go out to 

support and root for the kids in my building. Some of the parents are usually awestruck; 

they can't believe that somebody from school is actually there on weekends supporting 

their kids.  I'm not saying I'm there all day long, but I'll mingle, talk to people, support the 

kids for a couple of hours, and I'm out of there, but that alone makes a huge difference.    
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Structural Analysis 

 P-11 was one of a few males working at his school. He occupied numeric 

minority status. He worked in a context with a shortage of male presence that affected his 

experience. He also identified that there was a shortage or absence of male presence in 

the wider society that in turn impacted his experience as a male school counselor. He 

shared that he often served as a role model for boys and girls who did not have a father at 

home. P-11 developed a practice that had significant interaction with single mothers 

requesting his services as a male school counselor. P-11 also described taking on the role 

of a father figure in response to the shortage of male and the needs of his students. He 

shared that he has been able to intentionally serve in the role as a father figure and a 

professional school counselor at different points in his job. 

 P-11 was the only counselor in his school; this meant that he had to perform all 

the duties associated with the position. The absence of another (female) counselor meant 

that his experience did not have an element of comparison as a school that had counselors 

of both sex. He therefore was responsible for providing counseling services for young 

children of both sexes. Being the only school counselor also meant that the school could 

not practice sex-role stereotypes the same way it would if there were counselors of both 

sexes present. Being the only school counselor also impacted his ability to develop an 

identity of objectivity and neutrality among the staff. He described that his female 

principal that hired him wanted an objective male perspective against "all the emotional 

stuff with teachers." P-11 shared that being a male and a school counselor allowed him to 

build trusting relationships with many teachers. He described having many closed-door 

conversations with teachers where it was understood that he was neutral and whatever 
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was said would be held in confidence. He shared offering to assist teachers by giving 

them bathroom breaks. This offer was structurally possible because as a school counselor 

he was not as tied to the classroom as teachers were. Similarly, closed-door conversations 

were possible because as a school counselor he had an office that allowed for private 

conversations. 

 P-11 worked in a context where he was not expected to be a counselor. Sex role 

stereotypes had deemed it more suitable for females to work with young students in the 

capacity of teacher or counselor. It was also a context that felt there was a need for male 

presence. P-11 therefore share that he felt welcomed by his school when he started and 

that his hiring was intentionality. 

 P-11 shared that he worked in a public school with students and families from low 

socioeconomic statuses. He mentioned that poverty and the absence of positive role 

models in the lives of his students were factors that he had to address in his practice. Low 

socioeconomic status and poverty set the stage for high incidents of social emotional and 

behavioral challenges on the part of students. P-11 shared that as a male he had to spend 

some time resisting the efforts of teachers to make him into a behavior specialist for 

troubled youth. 

 As a school counselor P-11 occupied a central and visible role at his school. His 

duties required him to interact with many parts of the school community. P-11's visibility 

was increased by increasing his interaction within students, teachers, parents, and the 

wider community. He talked about visiting the lunchroom, classrooms, homes, and 

weekend games to maintain a presence with the school and community. His job as a 

school counselor would include doing individual counseling, group counseling, group 
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guidance lessons, teacher consultations and parent meetings. These activities were the 

result of his position as a school counselor as well as his own efforts to serve the 

community. 

 P-11 had worked for over thirteen years at the same school. The years of 

experience gave him confidence and knowledge of his work setting. He shared that he 

had worked with different staff and had seen many changes including the retirement of 

two principals. He had the benefit of seeing and experiencing things change over time 

and built relationships and cemented his identity within the community. 

Textural-Structural Analysis   

Making Sense of Gender 

 P-11 had come to realization that he was expected to perform certain roles not just 

because he was a school counselor but also because he was a male. His coworkers were 

largely females and they too were involved in a process of making sense of his presence 

as a male school counselor. How they saw him in terms of his sex and gender identity 

impacted their expectations of him. P-11 had come to the conclusion that as a male 

school counselor he was expected to play a special role in the lives of male students. He 

was expected to perform an even more important role in the lives of boys who were con-

sidered challenging.   

Some of the challenges that I face are dealing with several of my female peers 

who rely on me to deal with some of their troubled male youth in their class-

rooms. They feel that  as a counselor, I'm also a behavior specialist. And so in-

stead of dealing with children who need counseling, or some sort of mental health 

support, they want me to look at some behavior modification, using systems that 

are not counselor appropriate.  

 

P-11 found the expectations inconsistent with the roles of a professional school counselor 

and sought to challenge them. The request of female teachers for him to “deal with trou-
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ble male youth” seemed to be based on an expectation of him to function as a disciplinar-

ian in the lives of these students.   

 P-11 was able to arrive at conclusions regarding his role and purpose in the lives 

of his students. This involved identifying positive benefits of his presence within the 

school and included an understanding of his purpose as a male as well as school counse-

lor. P-11 shared how he how he impacted the students, “I strongly feel that having a male 

counselor in an elementary setting, especially one who sets a very positive tone for the 

student body is important.  I get very involved with the student body as far as setting pos-

itive examples. High levels of involvement and visibility were important features of P-

11’s practice. Being a positive male influence assumed special importance for him.  

 P-11 was involved in a process of making sense of how the students were experi-

encing him as a male elementary school counselor. This process assumed importance be-

cause of P-11’s desire to make a positive impact. P-11 had specific ideas of how he want-

ed his students to experience him. P-11 shared, “The children get to know that as a male; 

I'm not there to punish them when things go bad, but I'm there to help build strong self-

esteem, and to show them that men aren't always the punishers, but are also the promoters 

of good behavior.” P-11 wanted his students to know and experience him as a male that 

did not punish children. The identity would have contrasted with traditional ideas of 

males as disciplinarians. P-11 early resistance of the efforts of teachers to make him into 

a disciplinarian was in part related to how he wanted the students to view him. He was 

therefore aware that students were making sense of gender and he wanted to influence 

that process.  He described his experience:  

The students don't look at me as being the daddy who punishes them when they 

do something bad. They come to me for support. They feel very comfortable com-
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ing to me when there's a problem on the playground, a problem with another stu-

dent, or even a problem with a teacher. They're very comfortable coming to me 

and asking for assistance and help. None of the kids that I've had contact with in 

the last 13 years have ever looked at me as someone who's there to punish them 

when they do bad things. 

 

P-11 was able to build a practice where male and female student felt “comfort” when in-

teracting with him. This comfort contrasted with traditional male identities such as father 

that may be associated with discipline and punishment. P-11 was involved in a process of 

assessing the comfort levels of his student to determine his level of success as a male 

school counselor.  He was seeking to have a practice in which both male and female stu-

dents would be comfortable to work with him. There seemed to have been an implicit 

awareness of the discomfort that may occur when an adult male interact with young chil-

dren, given exiting sex-role stereotypes surrounding punishment and discipline. Com-

menting on his success P-11 was able to share, “I don't see any difference between boys 

and girls because I've always had positive interactions with both genders. And in fact, if I 

were to give a percentage rating, I would say that out of 100 percent, 80 percent of the 

girls will look for me in the building somewhere at some time for support over the boys.” 

 P-11 demonstrated awareness that young children are actively involved in a pro-

cess of developing ideas about sex and gender. He recalled his interaction with an Afri-

can-American grandmother after he had successfully engaged her two male grandchildren 

who were having trouble adjusting to school. P-11 shared feedback that he received from 

grandmother of the boys:  

"They just said that you're a male counselor and that you understood them and 

that you talked to them like normal people." She said, "You didn't talk down to 

them like they've had people do all their lives." And she continued, "You actually 

listened to them and let them talk." She continued, "I wanted to meet this guy!” 

And she said, "Now that I met you and I know a little bit about you, I have to tell 
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you that I'm surprised because my boys did not relate to me that you were a man 

of color. They just said, "We have a boy counselor."  

 

The student’s reference to P-11 as a “boy counselor” may have been just as important as 

the quality of the interaction.  Despite being an adult male, in the eyes of the children he 

was a boy just like they were. It seemed there was meaning and value in being able to 

interact with an adult of the same sex. 

 P-11 continued to demonstrate an interest in the developmental process of chil-

dren as it related to sex and gender. There was intentionality in his efforts to understand 

their perspectives and also to be able to serve their needs.     

I can deal with their challenges having raised two boys myself, and having been 

raised  with three sisters, I understand both sets of problems. I can understand 

where the boys are coming from, and I can understand the girls. I keep up with the 

latest music, the latest artists, that kids listen to. So when they come to me and 

they talk about Nellie, or they talk about BLB, or they talk about Kelly Clarkson, 

I know exactly who they're talking about. If they want to talk about some of the 

TV shows, I'm pretty much up on a lot of the stuff that goes on with E, because I 

watch the TV channel. I don’t watch for my personal pleasure, but it kind of 

keeps me on an even keel with the kids when they talk about certain things. So 

they're not talking to some old fuddy-duddy who went to school hundreds of years 

ago, and only uses a certain kind of technique. 

 

P-11 was able to use his own experience as a father of two boys and a brother of three 

sisters to understand the developmental challenges of male and female students. His ef-

fort to keep up with the latest music enabled him to connect with students and also to 

have a closer view of their developmental processes.  P-11 was also able to use music 

trends to neutralize the negative effects of being an older male school counselor.  

 P-11 was actively involved in a process of determining what the school communi-

ty wanted from him as a male elementary school counselor. He also had to determine 

whether or not he is able to provide those services. It was therefore important for him to 

highlight that single mothers did not necessarily need him to be a surrogate father in the 
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lives of the male children. P-11 was able to determine the type of male role that they 

wanted him to serve. He shared: 

In most homes you have a mother and a father. And if the kids don't listen to the 

mother, then the father would step in and mediate. And that’s not the feeling I got 

from them, they just wanted to make sure that if the kids needed to talk to some-

body about stuff at home, that I have an open-door policy, and because I was 

male, I was able to understand their point of view. I could relate to them from a 

male's perspective. I could relate to their point of view as to why mom didn't want 

them to do this, or mom didn't want them to do that. 

P-11 was able to determine that female-headed single parent families wanted him to pro-

vide an adult male perspective for their male children and not for him to be a substitute 

father. P-11 and the families arrived at a consensus on the role he would play as well as 

an understanding that developmentally young males need interaction with adult males.   

 P-11 was aware that he played different roles at different times for his students. 

While he did not assume the role of father within the school he shared that at times he 

was more like a father-figure.     

They know that I'm their counselor, but a lot of times when I talk with them, I talk 

with them like I'm a father figure. I do not assume the role of father figure in 

group or individual sessions, because I follow a certain ethical processes. But 

when I'm out about in school, when I'm talking to kids, when I sit down to have 

lunch with them, when I'm shooting hoops with them and when I'm sitting down 

in reading class, listening to them read; that's more like a father figure support. 

P-11 envisioned a certain type of father figure, that is, one that provides support for stu-

dents in different settings within the school. He pointed out that the role of father figure is 

assumed when he does counseling.  He had an awareness of dual identities within the 

school community. His presence as a male resulted in him being a role model or a father 

figure for students. P-11 would relinquish the father figure identity when he did individu-

al and group counseling with students.  He had an awareness of the identities that he as-

sumed within the school and was intentional in how they were used. His efforts to dis-
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tance himself from disciplinary functions, choosing instead to be supportive and nurtur-

ing would have reduced conflicts between the dual roles that he played within his school. 

 P-11’s experience with a specific staff member led him to conclude that individu-

al personal history and sometimes traumas may impact how they make sense of gender. 

He related an interaction in which a female teacher asked him not to ever come in her 

classroom. P-11 concluded that the aggression that she had directed towards him was 

misplaced.   They were both able to resolve the conflict and P-11 gained some insight 

into her personal struggles. 

Later on she and I did get that resolved. I tend to look at things and I try to ana-

lyze and process them and I knew internally that something in her past brought 

this up because during our conversation, she said that she had had a horrible time 

with her high school  counselor. I think that, that prior experience stuck with her, 

and when she had to deal with a counselor one-on-one, she, basically, kind of let 

loose some of that aggression that she had held onto for four or five, six or seven 

years.   

 

P-11’s experience with this female teacher pointed to the idea that an individual’s per-

sonal history in terms of how gender relations can impact their present and future interac-

tions with others. He had developed the ability to recognize instances when one’s past 

negatively impacts how they process or make sense of their present experiences.   

 P-11 was actively involved in making sense of sex and gender throughout his nar-

rative. He had to come to terms with how he was experienced by the school community 

and who he was as a male and as a school counselor. He built a practice that considered 

the developmental process of children as it related to gender. He understood that there 

were different and sometimes conflicting understandings of his role as a male and as a 

school counselor. He was able to confront expectations that conflicted with his gender 

identity and professional identity.   
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Finding Positive Meaning in the Experience 

 P-11 built a practice that he was proud of. He described his overall experience as 

a male school counselor as a positive, pointing to his ability to serve as a positive male 

influence within the school community. He described the satisfaction he felt in his work 

with families.  

To me, I just felt very positive and I could recall myself saying, "I'm in the right 

place at the right time, because these kids really need that kind of support. Or this 

household needs that kind of support." We're able to provide that in this school 

setting and hope fully make these kids successful while supporting single parents.  

I think that my school system believes in having a male counselor at this level. So 

it made me feel like I was performing my role by providing the social support, the 

community support, and also that school support that these kids and their parents 

needed. 

 

P-11’s satisfaction was linked to services he provided to families and children who he felt 

needed his help. His satisfaction was connected to what he did as a male school and also 

the response of his school system to the needs of families. He worked in a wider school 

system that shared his beliefs regarding the importance of having a male counselor at the 

elementary level.  He had a strong sense of the purpose that he served in his school. The 

strong sense of purpose that he felt was based on an understanding that the families he 

served were in need of important services. P-11 felt that his work had greater significance 

because of the socioeconomic needs of the families he served.  

I've had a very positive experience as male elementary school counselor. I have 

worked in a school with students of low socio-economic status; we have a lot of 

children who come from poverty. We have children who come from broken 

homes. We have children who lack the positive male role model at home. I feel 

that my peers are very supportive of  having a male school counselor in their 

building. 

 

Being able to serve families who were impacted by poverty and other social challenges 

gave P-11an added sense of purpose and satisfaction.  He worked in a school community 
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that believed and worked towards addressing the social emotional challenges of the fami-

lies and communities they served. P-11 felt that he played a special role in this process 

and that he was supported by members of the school community. 

 P-11 described pride and conviction in a practice that was able to maintain high 

level of presence and visibility within the school community. He connected these strate-

gies to the positive impact he had had on the community.   

I'm not a counselor who just sits in his office and waits for a client to come 

walking in. I'm out in the classrooms. I usually go out on recess time with the kids 

and shoot hoops with them. I go into the reading classes and sit down and listen to 

them read. I'm usually in the lunchroom when they're having lunch, I sit down 

with them, and either have lunch with them or talk to them about things that are 

going on that they might need some help with. I'm involved in starting positive 

groups around the building, such as peer support groups. 

 

He was able to connect this high level of visibility that he maintained within the school to 

the success he had with both male and female students. 

I don't see any difference between boys and girls, because I've always had posi-

tive interactions with both genders. And in fact, if I were to give a percentage rat-

ing, I would  say that out of 100 percent, I'd say 80 percent of the girls will look 

for me in the building somewhere at some time for support over the boys. 

 

The students that he served had come to see him as the person they could go to for social 

emotional support. P-11 placed importance in being able to address the needs of both 

male and female students, which may have indicated his ability to serve all students. P-11 

was also interested in being a certain kind of adult male in the school. He did not want 

students to see him in a traditional male role as a disciplinarian or the person delivered 

punishment. He was able to share with some pride that he was able to achieve this image 

among his students. He shared, “The children get to know that as a male, I'm not there to 

punish them when things go bad, but I'm there to help build strong self-esteem, and to 

show them that men aren't always the punishers, but are also the promoters of good be-



375 

 

havior.”  P-11 felt that he had successfully challenged sex-role stereotypes regarding the 

role of males and had provided his students with a positive alternate experience of an 

adult male. He shared his success: 

The students don't look at me as being the daddy who punishes them when they 

do something bad. They come to me for support. They feel very comfortable com-

ing to me when there's a problem on the playground, a problem with another stu-

dent, or even a problem with a teacher. They're very comfortable coming to me 

and asking for assistance and help. None of the kids that I've had contact with in 

the last 13 years have ever looked at me as someone who's there to punish them 

when they do bad things. It's been very positive as far as students understanding 

my role. I think more of that has come from my peers than the kids. 

 

P-11 eleven was able to celebrate thirteen years of professional experience in which his 

students were able to understand his role as a caring and supportive male versus a male 

who delivers punishments.  

 The high level of visibility that P-11 maintained within the school was also seen 

in his involvement in the wider community. P-11 found positive meaning in his ability to 

develop positive relationships within the wider community. He understood these relation-

ships to be critical to the work he did within the school.    

During the summer I will at least spend a couple of days going into the neighbor-

hoods  where they live and walk around and meet with some of the kids. I go to 

the playground behind my school, where the kids like to hang out, and go to talk 

with them. I spend at least two or three days, four days, during the summer going 

into the neighborhoods, talking to the kids, and getting them ready for the new 

school year. I often do this on my own time so the students know that I have a se-

rious interest in their well-being and so that carries over to school. 

 

P-11 found positive meaning in his ability to build trusting relationships with the com-

munity he served. He understood the connection between the relationships he had built in 

the wider community and within the school. His work within the community was intend-

ed for the parents as well as the students.  Both students and parents were able to under-
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stand his level of interest in their progress as a family. P-11 was satisfied with the posi-

tive relationship he had developed with parents.   

I would say that I have had a positive interaction with 95 percent of the families 

that I have encountered, whether they are single parent families lead by either a 

mother or a father  or the normal family where both parents available. Parents like 

the fact that there's a male in the building. They like the fact that there's a male 

who is teaching counseling curriculum. They like the fact that it's a male who is 

running groups and doing some individual counseling. 

 

The support that parents had for his presence in the school would have been enhanced by 

his high visibility in the wider community. His presence at games on the weekends, his 

visits to homes, and his organization of gifts for the children at Christmas would have 

built trust that assisted in his work within the school. P-11 found positive meaning in this 

work and the outcomes he saw in his students.  

 P-11 was found positive meaning in his overall experience as a male school coun-

selor. He built positive relationships within his school and the wider community. He de-

scribed a practice that included high levels of community involvement based on under-

standing the role that schools can play in addressing some challenges that families expe-

rience. P-11 provided the community and more so students experienced a caring and sup-

portive male.     

Balancing Identity and Sex-role Stereotypes  

          P-11 worked in a school where he was one of a few male staff members. He had 

also chosen a profession that was considered nontraditional for males; the existing sex 

role stereotypes had dictated that the position of elementary school counselor was served 

best by a female. He therefore had to directly or indirectly address these stereotypes in 

performing his role as a male elementary school counselor. Addressing sex role stereo-

types required him to challenge existing beliefs that may have prevented him from main-
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taining his professional identity as well as his gender identity. P-11 therefore had to chal-

lenge the teachers’ expectation that as a male school counselor he should discipline stu-

dents. 

I have to remind them that I'm school counselor first, and that we do have a prin-

cipal in the building who can work on negative behaviors. I have to express to 

teachers that my role, as a counselor, is to work with kids who are dealing with 

the social challenges,  either at school or at home. And that my support is more in 

individual counseling, group  counseling and related support services. I try to em-

phasize that I am not a behavior specialist, where I mete out punishment and 

things that are really nugatory to the way that I work. So that's one of the biggest 

challenges that I've dealt with.  

 

The challenge of being required to do discipline may be associated with the school coun-

seling profession as a whole, P-11 was however impact differently because he was a 

male. The female teachers with whom he worked expected him to play a special role in 

the lives of male students who were experiencing behavioral challenges.  

Some of the challenges that I face are dealing with several of my female peers 

who rely on me to deal with some of their troubled male youth in their class-

rooms. They feel that as a counselor, I'm also a behavior specialist. And so instead 

of dealing with children who need counseling, or some sort of mental health sup-

port, they want me to look at some behavior modification, using systems that are 

not counselor appropriate. 

 

P-11 felt that the expectations of the teachers for him to do behavior modification with 

male students conflicted with his identity as a professional school counselor. He felt that 

discipline was best handled by the school principal.   The school principal was however a 

female, which led P-11 to conclude that the teachers expected him to perform that role 

because he was a male.   

I think their expectation for me to act as a behavior specialist was because I am a 

male. I think some of my female peers felt that the male model is more acceptable 

to some of the  younger boys whose behaviors really run rampant. I think they felt 

like a male role model much better suits the role than a female in the same posi-

tion. So I definitely feel that it's gender-based on their decision, or their percep-

tion of what my role is. 
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P-11 found himself in a situation where he had to challenge existing sex-role stereotypes 

that were defining his role and identity within the school. He realized that teachers were 

expecting him also to serve as a role model for boys with behavioral challenges.  

 P-11 worked in a context where the individuals he worked with attempted to de-

fine his role and identity based on their own internalization of sex-role stereotypes. The 

fact that he was one of few males at his school intensified these expectations. Despite 

these challenges, P-11 built a practice consistent with his professional career and gender 

identity. This was a thirteen-year process that involved extensive work within his school 

and the wider community. For P-11, gaining the trust of the school community involved 

challenging sex-role stereotypes. 

 P-11 shared that at times he would play the role of a father figure in the lives of 

his students. At some level this may be seen as playing by the rules of sex role stereo-

types. P-11 was careful to point out that he did not assume the role of father figure when 

he was doing counseling with students. He felt that he was also addressing need that stu-

dents had in their lives. P-11’s dual identity as father-figure and school counselor may 

point to the real difficulties involved in resisting sex-role stereotypes. 

 P-11 was able to describe having great relationships with both male and female 

students. His relationships with female students in particular were not affected by sex-

role stereotypes that would have questioned his ability or suitability to counsel young fe-

males. P-11’s ability to somewhat transcend these stereotypes seemed to be connected to 

the relationship he had developed with the community, his family status and his age. P-11 

was an older male who had raised two male children and he maintained an active pres-

ence in the community.  P-11 had worked at his school for thirteen years and he had built 
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up a significant amount of trust with those he worked with. He was also able to build trust 

with the wider community. Collectively, these factors greatly assisted his ability to trans-

cend the limiting effects of sex-role stereotypes.   

Responding to Low Male Presence in Schools 

 P-11’s experience as a male elementary school counselor can in part be seen as a 

response to the low presence of males in school and the wider community. P-11 shared 

the belief that disruptions in the family had resulted in a lack of sufficient adult male 

presence in the lives of many children. There was also an understanding that these disrup-

tions affected both male and female students, but that male students/children were spe-

cially affected. They are affected because they are males and disruption in the form of 

divorce or separation usually limits their contact with their male parents.  

 P-11 recognized that there was an expectation for him to deal with behavioral 

challenges in boys that may result from family disruptions. He shared that, “We have 

children who come from broken homes. We have children who lack the positive male 

role model at home. I feel that my peers are very supportive of having a male school 

counselor in their building.” 

 P-11 identifies with the need to address the problems of male students within 

schools however he objects to the expectations of him to serve as a behavior specialist or 

disciplinarian for boys. P-11 worked in a school that had a shortage of male presence 

similar to the families he served. Being one of few males in his school he was expected to 

address the needs of male students in ways that female staff members were expected to. 

He shared that that the shortage of male presence in the lives of students and also within 

the school had influenced his principal’s decision to hire him. 
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I think that's one the reasons this principal hired me.  She's a female, and she 

wanted a role model. She wanted another male in the building that was what she 

told me.  She had interviewed five other people, and I was the only male. She 

hired me even though the other four women had school experience and had 

worked with elementary kids. 

P-11 felt strongly about the importance of having a male counselor within the school, “I 

strongly feel that having a male counselor in an elementary setting, especially one who 

sets a very positive tone for the student body is important.  I get very involved with the 

student body as far as setting positive examples.” 

 P-11 was able to develop a practice that addressed the lack of sufficient male 

presence in the lives some of his students.  The service he provided was usually at the 

request of families wanted their male child to be able to interact with an adult male at 

school. P-11 shared his experiences: 

I've had several occasions where I've met single mothers raising children who 

when talking to me at school conferences were very overjoyed to have a male 

counselor in that position because there was no male at home. And so they felt 

that even though there wasn't a father at home, at least at school, there was a posi-

tive male role model, and they appreciated that.  I know on several occasions 

there were kids who needed help and support because of either the death of a par-

ent, or not knowing who their father was. Mothers would come in and ask me if I 

would work with the kids one-on-one, and at least meet with them once a week to 

help them work through that. 

P-11’s presence at his school was well received by single mothers who saw him as poten-

tial source of male presence in their lives of their children. He listed various circumstanc-

es that resulted in the absence of adult males within families. These reasons ranged from 

children who did not know their biological fathers, death, and in other parts of his narra-

tive he mentioned separation and divorce. The request for him to work with these chil-

dren on an individual basis was indicative of the social emotional challenges that resulted 

from the absence of adult males in their lives. In this instance P-11 does not make a dis-

tinction between the effects of low male presence on male versus female students, but 
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instead acknowledged that all students were affected irrespective of their sex. In other 

instance P-11 highlighted the special role he played in the lives of male students. 

I have noticed that with single females who have no husband or a father at home 

for the  kids, they tend to lean on me to have those conversations when I'm dealing 

with their kids one-on-one. They want me to talk to their kids about what it's like 

to be raised in a single parent household or to talk about what would be father’s 

role if he were in the home. 

 

P-11 felt that as a male he could relate to male students and in the process help them to 

make sense of what it meant to grow up in a single parent household.  

 P-11 shared that he served as a father figure for students in non-counseling set-

tings throughout the school. This role allowed him to reach a number of different students 

from different family backgrounds. In serving in this capacity P-11 highlighted that he 

was focused on being supportive to all students: 

They know that I'm their counselor, but a lot of times when I talk with them, I talk 

with them like I'm a father figure. I do not assume the role of father figure in 

group or individual sessions, because I follow a certain ethical processes. But 

when I'm out about in  school, when I'm talking to kids, when I sit down to have 

lunch with them, when I'm shooting hoops with them and when I'm sitting down 

in reading class, listening to them read, that's more like a father figure support. 

 

In his capacity as a father figure P-11 would address the general need of the school for 

increased male presence. He described his presence as a positive influence in the lives of 

students and the school in general.  

 The school community looked to P-11 to serve other functions within the school 

because he was one of a few male staff members. P-11 provided a male perspective on 

various issues that may arise within the school. This perspective was often sought in 

meeting where the staff members needed to make decision. P-11 shared that, “And a lot 

of times, there's no consensus when you have 15, 16, 17, 18 females trying to come to an 

agreement.  And I'm not saying that's a negative, but they would like another perspective, 
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a male perspective.”  Being the only school counselor at his school as well as one of the a 

few males would have required him to play an active role as far providing his coworkers 

with a male’s perspectives on different issues.  

 As a male and as a school counselor, P-11 stood out as a member of his school. 

He was therefore in a unique position where he could enjoy a certain level of objectivity 

or neutrality among the staff members. His principal recognized this unique position and 

enlisted his support in providing feedback from the other staff members.    

Having worked with four administrators, the one thing that they ask me to do is to 

keep a  tab on the pulse of the building.  In other words, if there were dissent in 

any of the grade level teams or if there were any negativity that I pick up on in the 

staff room or if I heard complaints in conversations they wanted feedback. 

 

P-11’s sex and gender identity as well as the fact that he was a school counselor would 

have set him apart from female staff members. His female school administrators recog-

nized this and sought his assistance. The role that he played was in part connected to the 

low male presence in his school.      

 P-11 worked in a school in which he occupied a numeric minority status. There 

was a general awareness of a shortage of male presence in the lives of students.  This 

shortage of male presence also existed within the school. P-11 accepted some responsibil-

ity to address this shortage and was able build a practice that responded to the social-

emotional needs of students from single-parent households. He was able to do this while 

resisting the efforts for him to serve as a disciplinarian.   
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Chapter XV 

Participant Twelve 

Textural Analysis 

 

I have a lot of different experiences as a male elementary school counselor. I work 

with all females. I’m the only male in both buildings aside from the custodian. A lot of 

the teachers come to me with a lot of things like, “I think they need to hear this from a 

guy. Or they need to talk to a guy about this.” A lot of responsibility is placed on me to 

work with a lot of these kids, especially a lot of the boys. I am expected to help them with 

a lot of their issues because a lot of them will only talk to a male. The female teachers 

also look to me in a lot of emergency situations. When there’s an angry person in the 

building, perhaps a parent, or if they’re having problems with a kid in a classroom that 

needs to be restrained, I am usually called. I have had to go to restraint training 

workshops and crisis intervention workshops, which are usually only given to 

administrators in the district. This kind of throws me into assistant principal role, which I 

enjoy. I do not have to do any discipline, which is great because I have made that very 

clear that there needs to be a line between me as the counselor and the disciplinarian. I do 

not want to be a disciplinarian because then kids can’t trust me. So, I do get thrown into 

that assistant principal’s role quite frequently when the principal is out of the building. 

When I am in charge I’m the one who’s making phone calls home. I’m the one who has 

to make the call whether or not to call the police if there’s a situation and things like that. 

So, I definitely get put into a little different role being the only male in two buildings. 
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 It seems there is an expectation for me to play the role of an authority figure, 

though I have made it very clear to the teachers that I am not. I think the teachers really 

do respect my position, which is great. I think a lot of times teachers just want me to 

remove the child from the room, or remove the child from the situation that’s causing the 

problem, but this may be a disciplinary issue. And so, I’ll remove the student; I will talk 

to them and I will work with them. I may walk around the building and we may chat and 

things like that. And then, I’ll say to them, “You do know after this calm’s down, as a 

result of your actions, there will be a consequence. Right, you do know that?” And the 

kids always understand. They’re like, “Yeah.  I know I shouldn’t have done that.” And 

I’m like, “Well, I’ll have to talk to the principal about that. But you’ll talk to the principal 

later. Don’t worry about that. Right now, when you’re with me, you’re not in trouble.” 

So, the teachers do know that I’m not the disciplinarian, but yes I do think that they want 

me to be an authority figure. 

 I appreciate the sense that I am needed within the school. I try to step up to that 

role, as well. I like being more of a leader figure and I like the fact that teachers trust me 

with these things. There’s a little downside to it, where I’ll be in the middle of a one on 

one with a kid trying to work through some things, and then all of a sudden my phone 

rings or my walkie-talkie goes off.  It may be a teacher or another staff saying that I need 

to go take care of something or that there’s situation in the cafeteria or on the playground 

and I am needed. So, I feel like the kids sometimes suffer because of my role in the 

building. I can’t always just be a counselor in a quiet room, playing games, or doing play 

therapy or art therapy or running a group with the. So, that’s challenging and sometimes a 

little bit, I guess, annoying, but at the same time, I know that people need my help, so it’s 
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okay. The challenge is being pulled in three different directions and having to decide, 

basically, what’s more important. Is it the kid who is crying in front of me because dad 

was drinking last night and hurt mom? Or is it more important for me to go and break up 

the fight on the playground? This can be tough and stressful from time to time because 

I’ll basically have to look at the kid in front of me and say, “Please hold on for one quick 

second.” I run outside. I break up a fight. I bring one of the kids into the office. I sit them 

down, and I go back and talk to the kid who’s having a problem at home. So, I guess 

those are my biggest challenges. 

I would say that one of my biggest challenges has been having to be cautious 

when working with younger girls in an alone setting. My room has a big window on the 

door, and when I have just a girl in my room, I always keep the door open, right in front 

of the window just because, unfortunately, due to things that have gone on in school 

systems in the past. You hear about things all the time that have happened with kids and 

their teachers. I try to avoid any possible situation where things could look bad. One of 

my biggest challenges or one of the things that was tough this year was that we had a new 

girl, a kindergarten student who came to our school. She showed up on the first day, and 

nobody really was there to walk her in. She just kind of showed up. Her grandma had 

come in the week before and registered her, but wasn’t overly friendly and didn’t really 

talk to anybody. So this girl showed up and about twenty minutes into her being there, 

child protective services showed up and said that they wanted to interview the girl. We 

really didn’t know anything about anything, and so I sat in the meeting. The social 

worker was a very kind and very nice person. And afterward she said, “You might want 

to get to know this girl. She has a lot going on at home. And we’re suspecting a lot of 



386 

 

different things. We don’t know everything right now, but you might just want to get to 

know her because she lashes out at kids a lot. She might need your support.”  So I called 

her in, I think it was the next day and I sat her in the same place I always sit with the kids, 

right in front of the door. We sat on the carpet, we had stuffed animals, and we were kind 

of playing and talking. I noticed that she was just being very strange to me. She was 

hitting me a lot, she was laughing and giggling a lot and she was hitting and throwing 

things at me. I just kept saying, “I don’t like when people hit me like that. If you do that, 

we’re going to have to go back to class.” And this just kept going on. It was just very 

strange.  So I contacted the social worker and said this was weird. Something was just off 

about this whole interaction. We therefore had to get the parents involved. Everyone was 

very upset; they were like I guess she has been a victim of sexual abuse before and she 

shouldn’t be in a room with a guy. Well, I didn’t know that, so it was just a bad situation. 

It never came back on me. No one suspected me of doing anything, but it was just kind of 

a lesson learned that I do need to be very careful. I need to communicate probably more 

with families, which I do a very well. I think finding out more about the background of 

new students before I talk to them might be helpful. 

There was one particular student who lived with a single mother, and she did a 

very, very good job with him and his brother. She was a great mother. This student will be 

going into the fourth grader this year and I have been working with him since he was in 

second grade. He had become very attached to me. I mean every day that I was at that 

building he wanted to come and hang with me. He had very, very severe ADHD. He was 

probably the most ADHD kid I’ve seen. He was also one of the smartest kids I’ve ever 

met, academically and just street smart. I mean he was a 4.0 student. He can achieve 
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anything he wants in life, put it that way. Every day I’m there he would want to just hang 

with me. He was struggling with behavior in class and so, as a behavior reward, he would 

get to meet with me at the end of the day. If his behavior was good I allowed him to do 

whatever he wanted. We played basketball a lot and we would throw the football around. 

He really liked WWE wrestling, and so, his mom gave me the clearance for us to watch 

wrestling videos on YouTube. His mom and I just work very well together because she 

knew this was something he needed to be successful. And I mean she did a great job, but 

she had to be the mom and the dad.  She had asked me for a little bit to help, not to be his 

dad, but just to be a guy that he can kind of talk to, especially as he gets older. 

At other times I have had the teachers really just kind of looking to me and saying 

I really think that he needs to talk to you about this. And I also have a lot of parents who 

will call me and just say I really want him to talk to you about this. They wanted their son 

to talk to me because I am a male school counselor. In one instance I had a father came in 

to me and he was like, “I really need to talk to you.”  I had met him before, but I didn’t 

really know him that well, but all he wanted to do was talk to me. I was in the middle of 

something; I was running around and I don’t even remember what I was doing. The 

principal, who’s a female, said, “I can help you out. What do you need?” And he was like, 

“No I really need to talk to the counselor.” And she was like, “Okay,” and so he came 

down to my room after he had waited for about twenty minutes for me.  I don’t even 

remember what I was doing, but when I finally started talking to him, it turned out that he 

had found a bunch of pornographic material on his son’s Blackberry phone. His son was 

in fourth grade and he was just like,” I don’t know what to do.” And he asked, “Do you 

deal with this? Have you seen this before?” I shared with him that we’ve come across a 
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few things in the past, and he said that his son told him that all the boys at the lunch table 

were all talking about these websites. So he was curious and he went and visited the 

websites. After he told me everything, I told him I had to share it with the principal and 

he said that was fine. He asked me to talk to his son, and so, I called his son down and 

talked to him. I then talked to the principal and we decided that we had to call all of the 

parents of the kids involved in this to let them know that this was what their nine-year-old 

boys were looking at on the computer. The principal asked me, not just as the counselor, 

but as the male, to call.  I think I had to call the fathers of eleven boys. A couple of the 

boys didn’t have fathers in the picture, so the principal called their mothers. I think there 

were only two or three without fathers in the picture, and for the rest I called their fathers 

and just had to tell them what had been reported.  I shared with them, “I don’t know for 

sure that your son was looking at this, but know that he sits at that lunch table. So there’s 

a chance that he was hearing this information.” So that’s kind of how I positioned it. I 

continued by saying, “It’s not that anything else happened, but I just wanted to let you 

know that this was being discussed. And your child might have come across this. So you 

might want to just have a talk with them about appropriate computer use and things like 

that.”  I really found that they were all very appreciative of my call. I was really worried 

that this was going to backfire big time, but all of the fathers were real grateful that I had 

called and a lot of them kind of asked for advice. Delivering bad news to families is 

usually difficult; sometimes I simply assume that it is going to go bad.  I’d say pretty 

much when I think it’s going to go bad, but it doesn’t, or it goes very well, that probably 

happen quite often. It’s maybe 75% of the time that I get a much better response than I 

thought I was going to get. 
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In terms of work with children, I haven’t found any kind of hesitation from the 

kids. The kids, I think, really like having me there, especially being younger. I look 

young, too, so that kind of even adds to it, I think. They look at me as an authority figure, 

but a lot of them just kind of look at me as just like a friend kind of a thing. They know 

I’m an authority figure, and they know that I’m an adult, but I treat them with respect and 

I think that they appreciate that. All the little kids, they always come up to me and they 

want hugs and everything. So, you’ve got to turn to the side, give them a little hip hug or 

whatever because you’ve got to be careful. So, I haven’t noticed anything big. When I 

was working with older elementary students from the fifth and sixth grade, the boys 

really liked me at that age. They always wanted to play basketball, just hang out or eat 

lunch. The girls did too; they always wanted to come in to talk about their friend 

problems and things like that. But, obviously, as girls start to mature, they become more 

uncomfortable, I think, talking with me about girl related issues. None of them really felt 

comfortable coming to me and asking for a tampon or something like that. I have had 

girls ask me that, which I appreciate because I want them to know that I do understand 

and that I’m there to help. We have all that stuff in the office, but that’s obviously 

something that they need to probably talk with a female about. But other than really just 

those direct girl related issues, I haven’t noticed any problems. 

 I think about whether I am serving the boys more than the girls all the time. 

There’s so many times that I find myself gravitating more toward servicing those boys. 

And that is not to say that I’m neglecting the females, but it’s like every day at lunch 

there’s just a ton of boys with their lunch trays. “Hey, Mr. P-12, can we eat lunch with 

you? Can we come hang out?”  I have a basketball hoop in my room, so they always want 
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to come to play basketball and stuff like that, which I appreciate because it’s almost like 

it’s cool to see the counselor now. It’s cool to come down and talk about what you’re 

problems are. And the kids know that if I have time to just play, I’ll do that. But I don’t 

have a lot of time to just play. But if they have something that they need to talk about, 

then yeah come on in; we’ll play some basketball. We can talk. So, I find a lot of times 

that more boys want to come in as groups.  And so, I do feel like I’m neglecting the girls 

in that there might be a group of girls that may want to come in and eat lunch with me 

sometime, but I already had a list of like 20 groups of boys that wanted to come in and 

eat lunch. I try on an individual basis to make it pretty much 50/50 between boys and 

girls. I think I’m pretty much 50/50 on that. But definitely in the groups or just 

extracurricular activities and things like that, I definitely think it’s more boy dominated, 

which I guess on some level is good because typically things are more female-dominated 

in that regard. So I guess it’s good that we’re getting the boys more involved with certain 

things that I’m involved in. 

In general, my experience with parents has been great. I’m very involved in our 

504 planning process, which is for kids with certain disabilities. I am also involved in the 

RTI committees.   I’m very active in that process. So between those two activities, I’m 

working with parents all of the time to meet kids’ academic, physical, and emotional 

needs.  In terms of dealing with things such as divorce, separation and other issues at 

home, I have had very, very positive interactions with families. Families come in for 

assemblies; I lead a lot of assemblies so they’ve kind of gotten to know me that way just 

by me being up in front and presenting. I’m always greeting families at the door, that’s 
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kind of my job whenever we have assemblies or anything. I stand right at the front door 

to greet everyone and talk to everyone.  So all of that’s been very, very positive. 

I’d say my biggest challenge when working with parents and kids has been 

whenever kids are having certain behavioral problems. I’m kind of in the middle of that, 

which is okay but it can be positive or negative. The one part that has been 

overwhelmingly negative is that I’m also in charge of truancy in both of my buildings. So 

I would run attendance reports every Monday and because a portion of our kids are from 

the inner city, we have a lot of truancy.  We sent them letters and we made phone calls. I 

did house visits to try to get kids out of their homes and to get them to school because the 

parents just didn’t send them. And it’s not like we were dealing with middle school or 

high school kids here, where the kids are making the choice. I mean these are the parents 

of a kindergartner who aren’t sending their kid to school.  And so I do have to be very 

firm. I don’t want to say aggressive because I’m not aggressive, but very, very firm with 

them.  I may say, “Look, these are the steps that we are going to take. We’re going to 

have to get the police involved. We have to get the court system involved.” I’ve had to go 

to court a couple of times and testify against families and just discussing all of the 

meetings we’ve had or all of the attempts I’ve made to get them to send their kid to 

school. So I don’t want to say there are a lot of parents, but there is definitely a portion of 

parents that do not like me. And they’re the ones who may tell their kids, “Oh, you’re not 

allowed to talk to him. He’s the one who gets kids taken away from their parents.” 

 In terms of how this ties in with gender I’d say that the biggest part is when we 

have very hostile parents who come into the school.   And just to kind of paint a little 

visual here, I’m not a big or intimidating looking person at all. I’m not. I look young and 
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I’m a smaller guy. I’m not an intimidating looking person.  I’m 5’7” and I probably 

weigh 145 pounds.  I started doing the truancy work over the past couple of years just 

because of the district I’m working in.  I am taking defense classes and working out a ton 

because I have to because of the position I’m put in, where I get thrown in front of guys 

who are 6’8”, 300 pounds and very aggressive. Then I have to be able to defend the kids 

in my school and myself on some level. Now, obviously, I would never be aggressive 

with anyone or try to create a physical confrontation but if something happened where I 

needed to hold somebody off until the police came well, then I need to be able to do that. 

 In terms of the parent response to me being a male, what kind of started the whole 

thing was that a lot of people will be very hostile, very aggressive coming in. I think 

because they’re used to always dealing with females, I kind of throw them off a little bit, 

I think. I’m more calm, mild-toned and mild-mannered. And so I have had a lot of very 

aggressive people come in who are not backing down from me like they’re intimidated, 

but they just handle me differently than they might handle my female principal. They 

don’t talk to me the same way. They’re not as aggressive, not to say that people haven’t 

been aggressive with me, but I do see a difference. I do see a difference, even in 

meetings, just the way that they will talk to my female principal or a female teacher 

compared to the way they will talk to me. And I think it’s probably just people’s 

inclination of how you’re used to talking with males versus females. 

A lot of times teachers have me work with kids across the board just because I’m 

the counselor. But then there are definitely those particular times where they are asking 

me to do something because I am male.  For example, I work with the special education 

teacher a lot. We have a unit called a CD unit, which is cognitively delayed. And so a lot 
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of the autistic kids in our district are all housed in our building. And a lot of those kids 

work with intervention specialists and they do a great job. But a lot of the boys and the 

girls don’t have that social filter. And especially as they get older and their hormones start 

taking over they don’t exactly know what to say or what to do. And so the special 

education teacher has come to me several times to talk to some of the boys because 

they’re starting to touch the girls and starting to grab at them because they’re interested. 

And she was like, “You might want to talk to them about this.” And so I’ll have the talk 

with them and just describe about appropriate touching towards other people. 

 Other than that, on a day-to-day basis I don’t notice that anyone’s treating me a 

certain way necessarily because I’m a male. I really don’t. Obviously, there are certain 

things that they’ll come to me like,” Hey, I really think that he or she would benefit from 

talking to a guy about this.” But at the same time, I had a female intern this year. And 

there were a couple of times that I said to her, “Hey we need to do this but you need to be 

in the room.”  There was a girl for instance, who had made some claims that she had been 

raped and things like that and so I was like, “I need you in here.” I would probably do the 

same with the female principal or something. But other than that, I don’t ever think of 

being treated that much differently because I’m a male especially in meetings. It’s more 

just hey, I’m the counselor, this is my position and this is what we do. But yes, there are 

those times where it’s, “Hey I didn’t know who else to call so I called you.” Or, “Hey I 

think this boy or girl needs to talk to a guy about this.” 

 I appreciate when I am just treated as counselor in meetings and I’m not sitting in 

there as the male. It’s never been, “Hey, you know, because you’re a guy what do think of 

this.” It’s more just, “Hey, from the counseling perspective, because you are the mental 
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health professional here, what do you think?”  And so that really has been kind of gender-

blind, I guess. So that’s been good. 

My experience working with principals has been great. I know there are 

counselors in my district who don’t work very well with their principals but I’ve been 

very lucky. I’ve worked for three principals, one of whom was a younger male. He was 

only 32 when I was working for him. The other two principals I have worked for were 

both females and it’s been great. Really, it’s just been a professional relationship where 

they trusted me and I trusted them. They trust me to run my own programs, to do what I 

got to do to get my job done and that’s been great. They haven’t been hovering over me, 

nor telling me you have to do this, you have to do that or you have to do this amount of 

classroom guidance or anything. It’s just been hey you do what you need to do because 

they trust what I’m doing.  And there are definitely situations where the female principals 

will say, “Hey, you know, we have this meeting at this time and it could get pretty 

intense, but you don’t need to be there.” But then there’s other times where they’ll come 

and say, “Hey this might get pretty intense, but you need to be in there.” And a lot of 

times they’ll do that if we know that this parent male or female is really a very aggressive 

person or has a history of violence or something like that. 

  For instance, we had this one family at our school that had about six kids coming 

to our school and the dad was very notorious for verbally attacking teachers. I mean that 

was just what he did. He would just yell and scream. And he’s even like lunged across the 

table at a teacher before. And so whenever he’s in the building I would sit in every 

meeting and yes, he was a little insulting, but he didn’t do the things that he used to do. 

And they have me sit in there when they’re going to have a meeting with him because 
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they just don't know what he’s going to do. And because of the nature of our district, 

transportation is always an issue with kids; there are a lot of times that kids don’t get 

picked up from school or the bus tried to take them home and there was no one at the 

house, so they have to bring them back to school. When that happens, which is quite 

frequently, the principal would always ask me to stick around because that way there’s a 

male and a female present. This kind of stinks for me because I’m the only male, whereas 

there’s a lot of females to share the time, I’m the only male. So when there’s a situation 

like that they need me to stay because, again, we just do that to protect ourselves really. 

 All in all principals do a fantastic job of handling things; however, there are times 

that they are not in the building. And that’s where if it’s just a secretary or an aid or 

somebody like that, they do call me because they don’t know who else to call. But when 

the principals are there, the principals really do a phenomenal job. They handle 

everything. Now, sometimes, of course, they call me, just because the more people the 

better it is, but they handle it. I just kind of hang there. 

I think at the end of the day that I’m a counselor first, and everyone has 

recognized that. And so I think everything stems from the fact that, “Hey, he’s the 

counselor. He takes care of these things.” But then I think on the back end of that is, “Oh 

but he’s also a guy so he could help with this too.” Or, “He might be really good at that 

because he’s a guy.”  And the one I do feel I am good at is compassionate skills and 

things that are needed to be a counselor but the one thing that I’m not is the whole, lovey-

dovey elementary kind of person in the way of like, “Oh your dress is so pretty.” That’s 

just not me. I mean I’ll tell them things like, “Hey that’s a really cool shirt” or “I like 

your shoes today; those are nice.”  So I think the kids and the adults both know like don’t 
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go to me for that. But, again, I think that’s just my personality. I mean there are a lot of 

women with that personality too.  But in general, I think that my gender has a lot to do 

with how I got hired. I do truly feel that way. But I think it was also because I’m good at 

what I do. I think that’s probably the number one. But then, I think, the fact that I was a 

male on top of it didn’t hurt either, because of the clientele in our buildings, having a 

male counselor is probably the best. A male counselor or a male principal is probably the 

best thing that happens to a lot of these kids, one or the other. 

As far as the future goes, first and foremost, my number one goal is to give back 

to the profession. I love what I do.  I want to be able to have interns.  And I would love to 

start doing internship classes and things like that at the colleges near us. I would basically 

like to be a university supervisor for five practicum students or something like that, just 

to kind of meet once a week.  And then probably in the next year to two years I’ll start 

my principal licensure.  I had a meeting with the superintendent at the end of this school 

year and he kind of gave me the thumbs up to do that. We have a lot of qualified 

candidates in our district; we have 800 employees, but he just basically said, “Hey, you 

know, you’re someone that we are interested in to be a principal at some point.” 

I wish that there were more male school counselors. I know there is another male 

elementary counselor in our district and he’s a great guy but at the end of the day he is 

used to being a high school counselor and they moved him down to elementary and that’s 

just not where he wants to be. I think he’s probably the best mental health professional 

that we have in our district, as far as counseling. I think he is phenomenal, but his energy 

level isn’t there. His passion isn’t there because he’s not where he wants to be. And I 

think what’s helped me is that I enjoy working at the elementary level. I like being there. 
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I have just a couple of friends from grad school who are also elementary counselors. 

There are two other male grad students who went into elementary school counseling and 

they love what they do and they’re happy to be there. I definitely think we’re needed and 

I wish there was more of us. 

 I still have the passion for working with kids and that’s why I want to become a 

school principal. Obviously, as a principal you are disconnected at some level, but at the 

same time, you’re still in the building. The one thing that I don’t want to do is get out of 

the building. I always want to be in the building with the kids, working with the kids, 

especially elementary. Our principals are with the kids all of the time. I know I said 

they’re out of the building a lot, which they are because they have a lot of meetings and 

leadership workshops and all of that stuff. But when they’re in the building, you know, 

they’re with the kids. They have lunch with the kids. They’re out on the playground with 

the kids. They’re going into classrooms and sitting in the back of the class while the 

teacher is teaching math and they’re helping kids with math. I think that’s the same thing 

with the counselor. I have every option to just sit in my office and just have kids in one-

by-one and do stuff. Or I have the option to go out in the playground every day, sit in the 

cafeteria every day with kids and that’s the way I run my job, being out in front of as 

many as kids as possible throughout the day while also working with them on their 

individual needs or group needs. So I think part of the reason I want to be a principal is 

that personally, I’ve always found a way into the leadership role on different things and I 

like that. I’m more comfortable there because then I don’t have to ask for permission to 

do things. And even though that’s what’s great about my principal is they say, “Don’t 

even ask us for permission, just do it. We’ll tell you later if it was right or wrong kind of a 
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thing.” So I’ve been very lucky with all of my principals. But I like that leadership role; I 

just like it. My desire to become a principal probably wouldn’t be for another five to ten 

years; that’s down the road. 

Structural Analysis 

 P-12 described that he worked with all females. He worked in a context where as 

a male he occupied a numeric minority status. Within his school there was also a shared 

sense that there was a shortage of male presence. These factors impacted his experiences; 

he therefore became the sounding board to address issues that members of the school 

community felt that a male should be addressing. P-12 shared that issues related to safety, 

emergency, administration or school-wide decision-making were often referred to him. 

These referrals were because he is one of few males in the building. The expectation for 

him to play a disciplinary role was also linked to him being male. P-12 shared that there 

were times that his mere presence was required simply because he was male and the 

situation and reason for taking pre-cautions or protocols required the presence of both 

sexes. P-12 shared that this meant that he had to stay back after school on many 

occasions when a young child had not been picked up his or her parent. 

 The shared beliefs about the shortage of male presence influenced P-12's 

experiences. His hiring was seen as an effort to address or remedy this need. There was 

therefore an implied or explicit sense that he would be able to provide special services to 

boys because he was male. P-12 shared that he himself had internalized some of this 

expectation and that he questioned whether he was serving boys more than girls at his 

school. He also expressed feelings of neglecting the girls at his school. There was also an 

expectation that he would provide other services or perform other functions consistent 
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with sex- role stereotypes. P-12 shared that he was expected to be an authority figure, a 

disciplinarian and at times a protector. 

 P-12 worked in school and lived in a society where there was a consensus that 

there was a shortage of male presence in schools. This consensus influenced community 

expectations and ultimately his interactions. He also worked in school community that 

was bore the influences of sex-role stereotypes. Despite the fact that he had been 

employed as a school counselor he was expected to perform the role of disciplinarian. In 

situation where safety was threatened he was also expected provide protection. In some 

ways his duties and responsibilities as a school was being influenced by sex-role 

stereotypes. 

 The sex role stereotypes also meant that as a male he was not expected to work 

with young children. P-12 described how parents are often thrown off or surprised when 

they first meet him. He further described that the reactions of parents often worked in his 

favor because of stereotypical beliefs about males and authority. P-12 described a pattern 

where aggressive parents would reduce their aggression when interacting with him versus 

the female principal. 

 In addition to being one of few males at his school P-12 was the only school 

counselor in the building. This meant that he has to deliver all counseling and support 

services to the boys and girls he served. P-12 also worked in a school that had no 

assistance principal; this coupled with sex often led to the community expecting him to 

take on an administrative role. P-12 described being thrown into the administrative role 

quite often. 

 P-12 had a high level of visibility within his school. This was connected to nature 
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of the position that he occupied. The school counselor role required him to interact with 

different parts of the school. He described many interactions with teachers regarding his 

work with students. He shared that he has experienced feeling of being pulled in different 

directions. His visibility was also enhanced by the fact he was the only counselor at his 

school. 

Textural-Structural Analysis 

Making Sense of Gender 

 P-12 had to grapple with a sense that he was dealing with two different identities; 

he was a school counselor and he was also a male. He had acknowledged that at different 

points he was expected to be a male within the school and at times he was expected to be 

a school counselor. While he concluded that in general he was seen as a school counselor, 

he had to contend with the significant impact of being a male at his school:    

I think at the end of the day I think that I’m a counselor first, and everyone has 

recognized that. And so I think everything stems from the fact that, “Hey, he’s the 

counselor. He takes care of these things.” But then I think on the back end of that 

is, “Oh but he’s also a guy so he could help with this too.” Or, “He might be real-

ly good at that because he’s a guy.”   

The dual identities of being male and a school counselor are constant throughout his nar-

rative. His identity would change depending on who he was interacting with or their spe-

cific needs. The challenge that P-12 faced was that these expectations that the school 

community held for him as a male may at times conflict with his identity as a profession-

al school counselor. This conflict evident the responsibility P-12 had been given to man-

age truancy. They required him to identify students who are regularly absent from school, 

reach out to parents and make reports to social service agencies if necessary. It also in-
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volves him going to court to testify against parents. P-12 shared how this impacted his 

practice and posed a challenge for him:  

And so I do have to be very firm. I don’t want to say aggressive because I’m not 

aggressive, but very, very firm with them.  I may say, “Look, these are the steps 

that we are going to take. We’re going to have to get the police involved. We have 

to get the court system involved.” I’ve had to go to court a couple of times and 

testify against families and just discussing all of the meetings we’ve had or all of 

the attempts I’ve made to get them to send their kid to school. So I don’t want to 

say there are a lot of parents, but there are definitely a portion of parents that do 

not like me. And they’re the ones who may tell their kids, “Oh, you’re not al-

lowed to talk to him. He’s the one who gets kids taken away from their parents.” 

 

Being the male staff member responsible for truancy required P-12 to act his ways that he 

felt was not consistent with his identity. It also conflicted some the goals of professional 

school counseling. P-12 was unable to build alliances and collaborate with families who 

he had reported. P-12 did not indicate that he was given the task because he was male, 

however the fact that he was a male did impact how he was experienced by the families. 

P-12 had to come to terms with the fact that some of the duties he performed were incon-

sistent with his gender identity and personality.    

 P-12’s narrative reflected the idea that a person’s and gender may be needed or 

used given the specific circumstances. The assignment of specific responsibilities may 

take into consideration a person sex based on traditional understandings of sex and gen-

der differences. P-12 related an incident where the principal and he had to call parents to 

tell them that the male child male have been a part of a group that was looking at porn 

during lunchtime. 

The principal asked me, not just as the counselor, but as the male, to call.  I think I 

had to call the fathers’ of eleven boys. A couple of the boys didn’t have fathers in 

the picture, so  the principal called their mothers. I think there were only two or 

three without fathers in the picture, and for the rest I called their fathers and just 

had to tell them what had been reported.  
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In the incident the principal took the decision that the male counselor should call the fa-

thers and that she would speak to the mothers if there were no fathers present in the 

household. Ideas related to the sensitivity of the issue in terms of sex, sexuality and gen-

der seemed to have impacted the decision. Ideas related the possible comfort or discom-

fort that may result from relaying the message or consideration of how it would be re-

ceived seemed also important in this instance. 

  Also related to this incident is the idea of the basic comfort that may come with 

relating to a person of the same gender versus the discomfort that the results from relating 

to the opposite sex.  The need for comfort or avoidance of discomfort may become more 

present when dealing with sensitive issues that are considered taboo by conventional or 

stereotypical ideas of sex, sexuality and gender. In this instance the male parent felt more 

comfortable speaking to the male counselor, he refused the assistance of the female prin-

cipal and was willing to wait until the school counselor was available. P-12 shared his 

experience: 

I was in the middle of something, I was running around and I don’t even remem-

ber what I was doing. The principal, who’s a female, said, “I can help you out. 

What do you need?” And he was like, “No I really need to talk to the counselor.” 

And she’s was like, “Okay”. And so, he came down to my room after he had 

waited for about twenty minutes for me.  I don’t even remember what I was do-

ing, but when I finally started talking to him, it turned out that he had found a 

bunch of pornographic material on his son’s Blackberry phone. His son was in 

fourth grade and he was just like.” I don’t know what to do.” 

 

Individuals with whom P-12 interacted were also engaged in a process of making sense 

of sex and gender as well as acting based on their beliefs. The male parent had somehow 

deemed it inappropriate to speak to the female principal about the pornographic material 

he had discovered on his son’s phone. The insistence on speaking to the male school 
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counselor could be seen an effort to lessen the comfort associated with talking about the 

pornographic material that he had discovered on his son’s phone.   

 Instances when P-12’s services were request as a male versus a school counselor 

were not always conflicting for him. In his interaction with teachers he was able to identi-

fy times when they were requesting his services as a male or as a school counselor. P-12 

shared that, “A lot of times teachers have me work with kids across the board just be-

cause I’m the counselor. But then there are definitely those particular times where they 

are asking me to do something because I am male.”  P-12 interacted with teachers who 

were also engaged in a process of either making sense of sex and gender or acting based 

on their belief systems.  

 In the process of making sense of gender P-12 had to come to terms with his own 

gender identity. He was the only male school counselor at a school that was predominant-

ly female. P-12 felt it necessary to distinguish himself from the largely female staff:  

And the one I do feel I am good at is compassionate skills and things that are 

needed to be a counselor but the one thing that I’m not is the whole, lovey-dovey 

elementary kind of person in the way of like, “Oh your dress is so pretty.” That’s 

just not me. I mean I’ll tell them things like, “Hey that’s a really cool shirt” or “I 

like your shoes today, those are nice.”  So I think the kids and the adults both 

know like don’t go to me for that. But, again, I think that’s just my personality. I 

mean there are a lot of women with that personality too.  But in general, I think 

that my gender has a lot to do with how I got hired. I do truly feel that way. 

 

P-12 distinguished himself from the largely female staff with whom he worked. He ad-

mitted to his compassionate skills, which are necessary to be a counselor, but felt it im-

portant to separate himself from the, “lovey-dovey elementary kind of person. P-12 was 

making reference to his largely female coworkers and it seemed his beliefs were con-

sistent with stereotypical understanding elementary female teachers. It was important for 
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him to make the distinction and express how he wanted both the students and the adults 

to experience and interact with him.  

        The need to distinguish himself as a male from the largely female staff may have 

influenced P-12’s decision to return to graduate school in order to become a principal. 

The leadership and authority that was associated with being a principal seemed to have 

been more congruent with P-12’s gender identity. In a highly female dominated profes-

sion, P-12, one of a few males in his district was given the “thumbs up” by the male su-

perintendent to pursue a career in school administration. He had worked as school coun-

selor for over two years and described experiences within the school community that re-

inforced his own desire for leadership.   

So I think part of the reason I want to be principal is that personally, I’ve always 

found a way into the leadership role on different things and I like that. I’m more 

comfortable there because then I don’t have to ask for permission to do things. 

And even though that’s what’s great about my principal is they say, “Don’t even 

ask us for permission just do it. We’ll tell you later if it was right or wrong kind of 

a thing.” So I’ve been very lucky with all of my principals. But I like that leader-

ship role; I just like it. My desire to become a principal probably wouldn’t be for 

another five to ten years; that’s down the road. 

 

P-12 seemed to have been engaged in an ongoing process of making sense of his own 

gender identity given his experiences within the school. The leadership or autonomy he 

desired was something that he already enjoyed from the principals that he worked with.  

Despite the sharing that he enjoyed being a school counselor the position of principal 

seemed more congruent with his gender identity.  

            P-12 was aware that students were making sense of his presence within the 

school. He was able to determine how they saw him and what they needed from him. The 

factors of age, sex and gender converged to impact his interaction with students.  
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The kids, I think, really like having me there, especially being younger. I look 

young, too, so that kind of even adds to it, I think. They look at me as an authority 

figure, but a lot of them just kind of look at me as just like a friend kind of a thing. 

They know I’m an authority figure, and they know that I’m an adult, but I treat 

them with respect and I think  that they appreciate that. All the little kids, they al-

ways come up to me and they want  hugs and everything. So, you’ve got to turn 

to the side, give them a little hip hug or whatever because you’ve got to be care-

ful. 

 

The students’ perception of him as an authority figure may be consistent with the authori-

ty that is usually afforded to adults or to males. P-12 was however, a young adult male, 

which may have resulted in him being seen as friend by his students. His reference to the 

needs of little kids for hugs is in some ways an acknowledgement of developmental needs 

of his students that may vary based on their age. P-12 acknowledged different develop-

mental needs and changes in his students, some of which were linked to sex and gender. 

It was important for him to distinguish between his work with students based on their age 

and sex.   

When I was working with older elementary students from the fifth and sixth 

grade, the boys really like me at that age. They always wanted to play basketball, 

just hang out or eat lunch. The girls did too, they always wanted to come in to talk 

about their friend problems and things like that. But, obviously, as girls start to 

mature, they become more uncomfortable, I think, talking with me about girl re-

lated issues. None of them are really  felt comfortable coming to me and asking 

for a tampon or something like that. 

 

P-12 and his young male students shared sex and identity and this in part resulted in them 

liking him. Their common interest in playing basketball represented shared gender identi-

ty. Interacting with the same sex as well being able to play sport together and “just hang” 

was a special gendered experience. P-12 shared that he was also liked by the girls, and 

that they were interested in talking to him about their friends and “girl issues.” He shared 

however, that as his female students grew older they become uncomfortable talking a 

male about girl issues. The experience of discomfort with cross sex/gender interactions 
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that P-12 identified that as his female students grew older they seemed more connected to 

their gender identity development. The discomfort that they experienced negatively im-

pacted P-12’s ability to build relationships with them.     

None of them are really felt comfortable coming to me and asking for a tampon or 

something like that. I have had girls ask me that, which I appreciate because I 

want them to know that I do understand and that I’m there to help. We have all 

that stuff in the office, but that’s obviously something that they need to probably 

talk with a female about. 

 

There seemed to be learning about sex and gender that was taking place with the older 

female students. This learning surrounded what was appropriate to talk to a male about. 

P-12’s identity a professional school counselor does not excuse him from these social 

norms. He accepts that certain issues with female students are best handled by an adult 

female. P-12 is one the only school counselor at his school and while his professional 

identity may have placed him in an ideal position to address sensitive issues with all stu-

dents, the prevailing sex-role stereotypes deemed it inappropriate. P-12 was therefore left 

to consider whether he had served the needs of male and female students equally.   

I think about whether I am serving the boys more than the girls all the time. 

There’s so many times that I find myself gravitating more toward servicing those 

boys. And that is not to say that I’m neglecting the females, but it’s like every day 

at lunch there’s just a  ton of boys with their lunch trays. “Hey, Mr. P-12, can we 

eat lunch with you? Can we come hang out?”  I have a basketball hoop in my 

room, so they always want to come to play basketball and stuff like that, which I 

appreciate because it’s almost like it’s cool to see the counselor now. 

 

P-12 seemed to have been able to connect with boys in ways he could not with girls. It 

seemed also that the girls could not sufficiently compete for his attention. The attention 

that he was receiving from the boys, including requests to play sports was consistent with 

his own gender identity. In some ways it was as if he was faced with a choice between 

spending time with male or female students. The intense desire of the boys to spend time 
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with him exceeded that of female students who P-12 pointed out tended to get uncom-

fortable with cross-sex interactions as they grew older. The connection between gender 

identity and sports was a theme that ran throughout P-12’s narrative. His love for playing 

sports connected him with many of his male students. 

 P-12 made connections between sex, gender identity and the body. He had to 

come to terms with the fact that his physical presence was significant in the role he 

played as a male elementary school. P-12 had to deal with aggressive parents when he did 

truancy at his school. The potential for violent conflicts with parent had increased and his 

physical presence as a male assumed greater significance in the interaction.  

In terms of how this ties in with gender I’d say that the biggest part is when we 

have very hostile parents who come into the school.  And just to kind of paint a 

little visual here, I’m not a big or intimidating looking person, at all. I’m not, I 

look young and I’m a  smaller guy. I’m not an intimidating looking person.  I’m 

5’7” and I probably weigh 145 pounds.  I started doing the truancy work over the 

past couple of years just because of the district I’m working in.  I am taking de-

fense classes and working out a ton because I have to because of the position I’m 

put in, where I get thrown in front of guys who are 6’8”, 300 pounds and very ag-

gressive. Then I have to be able to defend the kids in my school and myself on 

some level. Now, obviously, I would never be aggressive with anyone or try to 

create a physical confrontation but if something happened where I needed to hold 

somebody off until the police came well, then I need to be able to do that.  

 

P-12’s effort to paint a picture of his physical posture versus that of an angry male parent 

pointed to the importance of the body in the process of making sense of gender. P-12 had 

to come to terms with the fact that his physical attributes as a male did not support the 

role he was asked to play in his school. He had accepted a leadership role at his school 

that required him to serve as a protector of women and children. The decision to take de-

fense classes rather than to advocate for tasks that were more consistent with a profes-

sional school counselor is indicative of his internalization of roles that were assigned to 

him based on existing stereotypes related to the need for men to serve as protectors. P-12 
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had to content with the fact that his body or physical built as well as his temperament 

were inconsistent with a role that potentially required physical aggression.  At other point 

in his narrative he described himself as “more calm, mild-toned and mild-mannered,” 

which contrasted with the aggression he was required to show occasionally.  

 P-12 was actively involved in making sense of sex and gender within the school 

community. The process involved developing an understanding of how he was viewed as 

a male school counselor as well as being aware of how he was being experienced by 

members of the community. P-12 was able to distinguish between times when he was 

needed because he was a male versus a school counselor. He had developed an under-

standing that sex and gender serve particular uses and was dependent on context.  

Finding Positive Meaning in the Experience 

 P-12 was able to find positive meaning in his experience as an elementary school 

counselor. He was able to find meaning and purpose in the duties he performed as a 

school counselor. He was able to provide services to teachers, students and parents while 

enjoying the confidence of school administrators.  

In general, my experience with parents has been great. I’m very involved in our 

504 planning process, which is for kids with certain disabilities. I am also in-

volved in the RTI committees.   I’m very active in that process. So between those 

two activities, I’m working with parents all of the time to meet kids’ academic, 

physical, and emotional needs. 

P-12 was able to identify positive outcomes his practice with positive student outcomes. 

As a school counselor he enjoyed high levels of visibility within the school. Serving on a 

committee would allow him participate in planning and decision making process within 

the school. More specifically in his work with families P-12 was able to experience satis-

faction in being able to serve specific needs of families.   
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In terms of dealing with things such as divorce, separation and other issues at 

home, I have had very, very positive interactions with families. Families come in 

for assemblies, I lead a lot of assemblies so they’ve kind of gotten to know me 

that way just by me being up in front and presenting. I’m always greeting families 

at the door, that’s kind of my job whenever we have assemblies or anything. I 

stand right at the front door to greet everyone and talk to everyone.  So all of 

that’s been very, very positive.  

 

P-12 identification of divorce and separation represented recognition of wider societal 

and family concern that was impacting the school community. Divorce and separation 

often resulted in students having less contact with their fathers. P-12’s identification with 

this challenge seemed connected to the unique role families and the school community 

was expecting him to play in the lives of students who lacked adult male presence in their 

lives. P-12 would have been expected to greater role on the lives of his male. On some 

level he accepted the challenge and felt satisfaction in his ability to address the need. P-

12 found satisfaction not only in the work he was able to do as a school counselor but al-

so in his presence as a male. 

But I think it was also because I’m good at what I do. I think that’s probably the 

number one. But then, I think, the fact that I was a male on top of it didn’t hurt ei-

ther, because the clientele in our buildings, having a male counselor is probably 

the best. A male counselor or a male principal is probably the best thing that hap-

pens to a lot of these kids, one or the other.  

P-12 expressed confidence in his role as a male elementary school counselor. Throughout 

his narrative he described leadership as one of his primary roles. The leadership that he 

provided was more consistent with that of a principal than a school counselor. His deci-

sion to transition into school administration seemed consistent with pride he felt from 

serving as a leader within his school. The pride and confidence he felt from the leadership 

he provided was linked to his sex and gender identity; he was provided male leadership 

within his school. P-12 shared his satisfaction as a leader. “I appreciate the sense that I 
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am needed within the school. I try to step up to that role, as well. I like being more of a 

leader figure and I like the fact that teachers trust me with these things.” 

 P-12 appreciated interactions in which he was treated as a school counselor and 

not just a male. These experiences would occur in meetings where his perspective was 

sought as mental health professional within the school.    

I appreciate when I am just treated as counselor in meetings and I’m not sitting in 

there as the male. It’s never been, “Hey, you know, because you’re a guy what do 

think of this.”  It’s more just “Hey, from the counseling perspective, because you 

are the mental health  professional here, what do you think?”  And so that really 

has been kind of gender-blind, I guess. So that’s been good.  

 

The “gender blindness” that he described was not always evident in his practice, his de-

scription of his role as a truancy officer reflected the dual identities that he assumed as a 

male and a school counselor. P-12 however did not identify his role as a truancy office as 

connected to him being a male nor did he identify other sex and gender based roles that 

he was assigned within his school. He was able find positive meaning in the fact that he 

had been assigned these tasks.  

 P-12 enjoyed the trust and respect of his school administrators. He had their con-

fidence and was allowed to run his own counseling program. 

The other two principals I have worked for were both females and it’s been great. 

Really, it’s just been a professional relationship, where they trusted me and I 

trusted them. They trust me to run my own programs, to do what I got to do to get 

my job done and that’s been great. They haven’t been hovering over me, nor tell-

ing me you have to do this, you have to do that or you have to does this amount of 

classroom guidance or anything. It’s  just been hey you do what you need to do 

because they trust what I’m doing. 

 

The level of trust placed on P-12 seemed enormous. Being one of a few males at his 

school may have given him some leverage within. It seemed there were certain privileges 

that he enjoyed at the school. Some of these privileges may have been linked to the fact 
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that he worked in a school where there was an acknowledged shortage of male presence. 

Some of the positive meanings that he was able to find in his experience were linked to 

the privileges he enjoyed as a male. He shared that he was often placed in the role of an 

assistant principal and that he actually enjoyed it. With these privileges came responsibil-

ities, at times he had to be the protector, he however accepted the role and found positive 

meaning in the role he was able to play at his school.    

Balancing Identity and Sex-role Stereotypes  

 Some of the important duties and tasks that P-12 performed at his school were 

consistent with existing sex-role stereotypes. As a male school counselor he was expected 

to be a protector and to handle emergency situations. These responsibilities were however 

not typically assigned to the school counselor; it appeared that the school community 

wanted him to perform certain duties as a male. P-12 described some the duties and tasks 

he has had to perform within the school: 

The female teachers also look to me in a lot of emergency situations. When 

there’s an angry person on the building, perhaps a parent, or if they’re having 

problems with a kid in a classroom that needs to be restrained I am usually called. 

I have had to go to restraint training workshops and crisis intervention workshops 

which are usually only given to administrators in the district. This kind of throws 

me into assistant principal role, which I enjoy. I do not have to do any discipline, 

which is great because I have made that very clear that there needs to be a line be-

tween me as the counselor and the disciplinarian. I do not want to be a disciplinar-

ian because then kids can’t trust me. 

 

The expectation for P-12 to act during emergencies, to respond to angry individuals as 

well restraining kids appeared to be tasks connected to him being a male than a profes-

sional school counselor. P-12 recognized that school community was expecting him to 

perform as a leader or assistant principal he did not reject the role but instead embraced 

it. He however resisted the role of disciplinarian, which he felt conflicted with his identity 
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as a school counselor. P-12 was involved in a process of balancing his gender identity 

against the existing sex-role stereotypes. The balancing process involved accepting and 

rejecting some of the roles and tasks that were given to him. He therefore accepted many 

of the tasks associated with leadership however he rejected the disciplinary functions. P-

12’s positive response to many of the roles and duties he was assigned reflected and in-

ternalization or acceptance of sex-role stereotypes. His acceptance of these roles may 

have served to reinforce his gender identity.   

 At different points throughout his narrative P-12 seemed to be either in ac-

ceptance or rejection of the expectations of the school community. He was able to recog-

nize that some of the tasks associated with being a leader or assistant principal conflicted 

with his identity as a school counselor. 

It seems there is an expectation for me to play the role of an authority figure, 

though I have made it very clear to the teachers that I am not. I think the teachers 

really do respect my position, which is great. I think a lot of times teachers just 

want me to remove the child out of the room, or remove the child from the situa-

tion that’s causing the problem, but this may be a disciplinary issue. 

 

P-12 worked with teachers who expected him to perform disciplinary functions that were 

consistent with traditional views of male roles. His partial acceptance theses expectations 

created a challenge for him or may have sent mixed messages to members of the school 

community. He also had to deal with the challenge of being pulled in many directions and 

at times these directions inconsistent with his identity as a school counselor.  

 P-12 was a young adult male who provided counseling and support services to 

young children. The prevailing stereotypes did not support his presence at the school; as a 

male he had to contend with existing stereotypes which asserted that the care and protec-

tion of young children especially young females is best done by adult female. These ste-
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reotypes also tend to view males as potential threats to young females. P-12 described 

this challenge:   

I would say that one of my biggest challenges has been having to be cautious 

when working with younger girls in an alone setting. My room has a big window 

on the door, and when I have just a girl in my room, I always keep the door open, 

right in front of the window just because, unfortunately, of past things that has 

gone on in school systems. You hear about things all the time that have happened 

with kids and their teachers. I try to avoid any possible situation where things 

could look bad. 

P-12 described the precautions he has to take to protect his identity as a male school 

counselor. His identity as a professional school counselor does not excuse from prevail-

ing stereotypes and therefore has to take proper precautions to protect himself. His refer-

ence to hearing, “about all the things that happen to kids and their teachers” is indicative 

of the societal fear and suspicion that he has to deal with when he worked with female 

students. P-12’s ability to work with female students was therefore impacted by existing 

stereotypes and fears regarding what it meant for an adult male to work with young fe-

males. The fears and suspicions are intensified depending on the sensitivity of the issue 

surrounding the female student. P-12 described the responses of school professionals:  

Everyone was very upset; they were like I guess she has been a victim of sexual 

abuse before and she shouldn’t be in a room with a guy. Well, I didn’t know that, 

so it was just a bad situation. It never came back on me. No one suspected me of 

doing anything, but it was just kind of a lesson learned that I do need to be very 

careful. I need to communicate probably more with families, which I do a very 

well. I think finding out more about the background of new students before I talk 

to them might be helpful.  

 

P-12 shared the reaction of the school community in his unsuccessful attempt to do coun-

seling with a female student who had been sexually abused. There were underlined stere-

otypes the inability or unsuitability of a male counselor to interact with a child who had 



414 

 

been the victim of being made about how the young female in this situation will react to-

wards other adult males.     

 P-12 was asked to be responsible for truancy at his school and in many ways his 

task had more to do with his gender than a professional school counselor. The specific 

duties associated with being in charge of duties were consistent with traditional male 

roles. P-12 was therefore expected to be firm, to deal with aggressive individuals while 

serving as a protector of women and children in his building.  

And so I do have to be very firm. I don’t want to say aggressive because I’m not 

aggressive, but very, very firm with them.  I may say, “Look, these are the steps 

that we are going to take. We’re going to have to get the police involved. We have 

to get the court system involved.” I’ve had to go to court a couple of times and 

testify against families and just discussing all of the meetings we’ve had or all of 

the attempts I’ve made to get them to send their kid to school. So I don’t want to 

say there are a lot of parents, but there is definitely a portion of parents that do not 

like me. And they’re the ones who may tell their kids, “Oh, you’re not allowed to 

talk to him. He’s the one who gets kids taken away from their parents.”  

 

P-12 had difficulty balancing his gender identity as well as his professional identity when 

he handled truancy cases. Being aggressive was not consistent with his identity and hav-

ing parents tell their kids that he was responsible for having them taken away from their 

parents did support the relationship he wanted to build as a professional counselor. In 

making him responsible for truancy it seemed the school administration had essentially 

altered his identity as professional school counselor. He appeared that he was needed 

more as a male in that capacity than a school counselor. Despite his small physical build 

he was expected to act as a counter to aggressive parents. He shared that some aggressive 

parents would reduce their aggression when they realized that he was a male. His deci-

sion to actually improve his ability to handle a physical confrontation with parent pointed 

to an acceptance that he needed to function as the male protector. 
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In terms of how this ties in with gender I’d say that the biggest part is when we 

have very hostile parents who come into the school. And just to kind of paint a lit-

tle visual here, I’m not a big or intimidating looking person, at all. I’m not, I look 

young and I’m a smaller guy. I’m not an intimidating looking person.  I’m 5’7” 

and I probably weigh 145 pounds.  I started doing the truancy work over the past 

couple of years just because of the district I’m working in.  I am taking defense 

classes and working out a ton because I have to because of the position I’m put in, 

where I get thrown in front of guys who are 6’8”, 300 pounds and very aggres-

sive. Then I have to be able to defend the kids in my school and myself on some 

level. 

  

P-12 highlighted the incongruence between the role his was asked to play and his age, 

gender identity, professional identity and physical build. He seemed however invested in 

improving his ability to be able to defend the kids if the need arose.  P-12’s commitment 

to the role of leader, protector within the school community was also reflected in his de-

cision to become a principal.  

And then probably in the next year to two years I’ll start my principal licensure. I 

had a meeting with the superintendent at the end of this school year and he kind of 

gave me the thumbs up to do that. We have a lot of qualified candidates in our 

district, we have 800 employees, but he just basically said, “Hey, you know, 

you’re someone that we are interested in to be a principal at some point.”  

 

P-12’s decision to become a principal and ultimately to leave the school counseling pro-

fession may be seen as a culminating process of balancing his identity against sex-role 

stereotypes. The roles and responsibilities of a principal seemed more congruent with his 

emerging gender identity. In many ways the school community had already begun a pro-

cess of bestowing upon him some of the roles associated with principals, which he admit-

ted that he enjoyed. Additionally, the advantages that he enjoyed as a male within his 

school reinforced his ultimate desire to aspire to the highest position of authority within 

schools.  

I think because they’re used to always dealing with females, I kind of throw them 

off a little bit, I think. I’m more calm, mild-toned and mild-mannered. And so I 

have had a lot of very aggressive people come in who, are not backing down from 



416 

 

me like they’re intimidated, but they just handle me differently than they might 

handle my female principal. They don’t talk to me the same way. They’re not as 

aggressive, not to say that people haven’t been aggressive with me, but I do see a 

difference. I do see a difference, even in meetings, just the way that they will talk 

to my female principal or a female teacher compared to the way they will talk to 

me. And I think it’s probably just people’s inclination just how you’re used to 

talking with males versus females. 

 

P-12 was able to recognize the advantages or privileges he enjoyed as a male within his 

school. Throughout his narrative he received messages and projection regarding how de-

serving he was of respect, authority and power. He also received messages that he was 

expected to be a protector and had experiences where aggressive individuals would adjust 

their behaviors in response to him as a male. P-12 shared experiences where he was treat-

ed with greater respect than the female principal. Collectively, all these experiences may 

have impacted his identity and ultimately his decision to become a principal. 

Responding to Low Male Presence in School  

 P-12 recognized that he occupied a numeric minority status in his school. His ex-

perience as a male elementary school counselor was impacted by the fact that he was a 

male working in a school where there was low male presence. In many ways his experi-

ence can be understood as a response to low male presence in his school.  

I have a lot of different experiences as a male elementary school counselor. I 

work with all females. I’m the only male in both buildings aside from the custodi-

an. A lot of the teachers come to me with a lot of things like, “I think they need to 

hear this from a guy. Or they need to talk to a guy about this.” 

 

Teachers and other members of staff had expectations of him that were based on the fact 

that he was a male. These expectations were at times consistent with prevailing sex-role 

stereotypes and may have conflicted with his professional identity.  P-12 shared that there 

were challenges associated with responding to low male presence in his school. 
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The challenge is being pulled in three different directions and having to decide, 

basically, what’s more important. Is it the kid who is crying in front of me be-

cause dad was drinking last night and hurt mom? Or is it more important for me to 

go and break up the fight on the playground? 

 

The need for his services both as a male and as a school counselor was great; therefore, 

he experienced being pulled in different directions. The school community had many us-

es for him; the possibility for role diffusion common among school counselors male and 

female may have intensified because he was a male.   

 P-12 identified the special role that he was expected to play in relation to the 

needs of boys. He had expressed satisfaction in being able to work with families dealing 

with divorce and separation, which often resulted in children losing contact with their 

male parent. P-12 felt that male students were greatly affect in these situations and he 

shared important relationships that he had developed with young males and their single 

mothers who lacked male presence in their lives. P-12 described his experience of work-

ing with a male student whom he felt needed interaction with an adult male: 

We played basketball a lot and we would throw the football around. He really 

liked WWE wrestling, and so, his mom gave me the clearance for us to watch 

wrestling videos on YouTube. His mom and I just work very well together be-

cause she knew this was something he needed to be successful. And I mean she 

did a great job, but she had to be the mom and the dad.  She had asked me for a 

little bit to help, not be his dad, but just be a guy that he can kind of talk to, espe-

cially as he gets older.  

 

P-12 provided services to his young male student in response to low adult male presence 

in his life. The process involved working with his mother to agree upon the nature of 

their interaction. His use of sports to connect with the student was also a theme that ran 

throughout his narrative. His interaction with this young male student and others at his 

school was more in keeping with duties of a role model than a school counselor. In serv-
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ing as a role model for boys P-12 was addressing the low male presence in families, the 

wider society and also within the school community.    

 P-12 shared that he worked in a school where the staff had to deal with aggressive 

parents on different occasions. Being one of the few males in the building he was often 

asked to play the role of protector. His mere presence as a male despite his small physical 

build was enough to cause angry an angry male parent to reduce their level of aggression.  

P-12 shared his interaction with an angry male parent: 

He would just yell and scream. And he’s even like lunged across the table at a 

teacher before. And so whenever he’s in the building I would sit in every meeting 

and yes, he was a little insulting, but he didn’t do the things that he used to do. 

And they have me sit  in there when they’re going to have a meeting with him be-

cause they just don't know what he’s going to do. 

 

P-12’s presence as a male was needed prevent the escalation of aggression in this male 

parent. Being present at meeting with this parent was something that school wanted him 

to do because he was a male. There seemed to have been an understanding that by having 

two males in the room that it created a balance of power. P-12 does not describe as an 

aggressive person; however his mere presence as a male served to change the course of 

the interaction. Similarly, when P-12 did truancy duties and a parent got angry, the fact 

that he was a male often reduced the level of aggression.   

 P-12’s presence as a male within his school and his and his response to low male 

presence within the school was also evident is less serious or threatening circumstances. 

He described situations where protocol required the presence of a male and a female as a 

way of protecting the young child and the staff members involved. Given the fact that 

there were not many males at his school this was a role that he had to fill quite often.  
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And because of the nature of our district, transportation is always an issue with 

kids, there’s a lot of times that kids don’t get picked up from school or the bus 

tried to take them home and there was no one at the house, so they have to bring 

them back to school. When that happens, which is quite frequent, the principals 

would always ask me to stick around because that way there’s a male and a fe-

male present. This kind of stinks for me because I’m the only male, whereas 

there’s a lot of females to share the time, I’m the only male. So when there’s a 

situation like that they need me to stay because, again, we just do that to protect 

ourselves really. 

 

The fact that P-12 had to serve in this capacity so many times highlighted the significant 

shortage of males at his school. He worked in a school community that found him to be 

useful in many ways. He was needed as a leader, a protector and a role model in addition 

to the services he provided as a school counselor. His presence in the school community 

as a male had become equally, if not more important, than his presence as a professional 

school counselor. 
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 Chapter XVI 

Composite Textural-Structural Description 

 

 The gendered professional experience of male elementary school counselors can 

be understood in terms of the differences and changes that their presence represented in 

schools. Male elementary school counselors were seen as different from the largely fe-

male staff members. They represented something new within the school community and 

in professional school counseling at the elementary level. The difference and the change 

that they represented had to be processed and negotiated by them and the school commu-

nity. Both participants and members of the school community were responding to and 

reacting to these overarching factors. The responses and reactions took the form of four 

thematic substructures: (a) making sense of gender, (b) finding positive meaning in the 

experience, (c) balancing identity against sex-role stereotypes, and (d) responding to low 

male presence in schools.   

In describing their experience as male elementary school counselors, the co-

researchers focused on specific interactions within the school community including: (a) 

experiences with the school community as a whole, (b) experience with male and female 

students, (c) experiences with male and female teachers, (d) experience with male and 

female administrators, (e) experience with male and female parents, and (f) their own in-

ternal experience in terms of sex and gender. In these interactions the sex and gender 

identities of the co-researchers and those with whom they interacted assumed varying 

levels of significance. Participants used gender as an analytic tool in describing their ex-

periences as elementary school counselors.   
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Making Sense of Sex and Gender 

 The gendered experience of the male elementary school counselor is characterized 

by continuous efforts to make sense of sex and gender. The process for co-researchers 

was never final but involved varying levels of certainty and speculation regarding the im-

pact of sex and gender on their interactions. Co-researchers were involved in a process of 

figuring out the meaning and significance of gender while coming to terms with the nu-

ances involved. The process required co-researchers to measure the significance of sex 

and gender against interconnected factors such as race, age, and personality. Making 

sense of gender assumed greater significance given the difference and change that their 

presence in elementary schools represented.  Participants shared the challenges involved 

in making sense of gender: 

P-1: I think once they get past the male presence kind of thing their experience of 

me is very much that of a counselor. I don't think that if you were to interview an-

yone after spending time with me who would say something like, "Don't mess 

with him.” Even in working with me in counseling and seeing how I am not au-

thoritarian with them it seems the male thing is always running through them. I 

don't know, maybe it is always there. It's kind of like this hurdle that’s daunting 

because I'm male. They may get over it a little, but there is the little strand still 

running through the experience, even though it's diminished somewhat because of 

my counseling approach, which I believe is probably very female. 

P-2: I am thinking about the kind of presence where as a man, I can function in a 

kind and caring capacity, where I am not the dean or a disciplinarian, though I do 

enforce the rules at times. It does not have to be a female playing that role all the 

time, a male could be just as nurturing, not in the same exact ways of course but 

it's still nurturing in the same way a father is supposed to be. 

P-3: When I interact with fathers, I first have to give the off more as a male, I 

have to give that personality of an expert and confident a person. I know how 

males are; I know how they can feel when another male, “alpha male” is in their 

presence. 

P-4: Sometimes it is difficult to determine if it is gender or other factors and this 

was definitely one because in all of the planning meetings I had been to, and there 

were plenty, quite often there were negative attitudes towards the schools and so I 

don't know if it's because I was the only school official there, that it was more a 
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reflection on their thought processes about schools or if it was because I was a 

male. I'm not really quite sure which it was. Indeed sometimes it is hard to tell 

and I too am not the typical male. 

P-5: This has mainly been with boys, at least for the boys that do like sports. A lot 

of the boys don't like sports, and reading a book or doing other things as a reward, 

but for the ones that do like sports, I think they sort of look to me potentially as a 

cool playmate in some ways. I am aware that each boy is different and each girl is 

very different and each one of their needs and desires are very unique. 

P-6: It was all women and I was there as the only a male. Walking into the meet-

ing at first I had this assumption that women know children better than men.  It’s 

a stereotype and there's some truth to it and so I kind of wondered how that kind 

of stereotype might play into my role when I’m working with others.  I wondered 

how it might play out when we were talking about plans for kids or interventions 

for the school.    

P-7: I never really felt pressured because I am male when working with teachers 

or parents. For example, I'm 6'4" tall so sometimes somebody may need some-

thing, and a box will be put back high. I'm like 230, and this box is like 300-and-

something pounds, so they need something heavy lifted and so I'll just lift it. And 

the response may be, "Oh, thank you. Thank god you're here. They're always like, 

ice outside, there's a snowstorm, and I help somebody move their car, you know, 

chop the ice up. It's just part of the territory it’s just something you do.   

P-8: I think being male may have probably helped me get the job.  As far as I 

know, I was the only male that applied for this particular position, so that 

could’ve had something to do with it.  Also it seemed that my interactions with 

the administration, the principal seemed to go pretty smooth and I’ve heard com-

ments like, “Oh, well it’s probably because you’re a man,” so whether or not 

that’s true, I don’t know, but I don’t take it personally. 

P-9: I guess I don’t feel that gender has impacted my experience one way or the 

other. The previous counselor was in my graduate program with me. And so, I 

know the differences are more related to personality and not so much gender re-

lated, the differences were based how she worked with students and staff versus 

how I do. 

P-10: I feel like I already have to take such a leadership role that I might as well 

just do it and get the money for it. I really feel like I do a lot more than what my 

job description as a school counselor requires. I think my decision might be linked 

to gender; some of it is about being the protector, and then in all honesty when I 

go to some of my meetings with the other counselors, I don't see myself as the 

same as them. When I listen to some of the issues that they bring up, some of it 

just seems illogical.  

P-11: They know that I'm their counselor, but a lot of times when I talk with 

them, I talk with them like I'm a father figure. I do not assume the role of father 
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figure in group or individual sessions because I follow a certain ethical processes. 

But when I'm out about in school, when I'm talking to kids, when I sit down to 

have lunch with them, when I'm shooting hoops with them and when I'm sitting 

down in reading class, listening to them read, that's more like a father figure sup-

port. But in my office, it's really focused on the things that I do as a counselor, 

and they understand that. 

P-12: Everyone was very upset, they were like I guess she has been a victim of 

sexual abuse before and she shouldn’t be in a room with a guy. Well, I didn’t 

know that, so it was just a bad situation. It never came back on me. No one sus-

pected me of doing anything, but it was just kind of a lesson learned that I do need 

to be very careful. 

The above quotations from participants demonstrated their effort to essentially make  

sense of sex and gender. This process required them to take into account the expectations 

and reactions of members of the school community. Collectively, the participants experi-

enced challenges in coming to grips with how sex and gender influenced their experienc-

es.  A central theme that dominated this process was the efforts of the counselors and 

their respective communities to make sense of the difference and change that their pres-

ence represented.  

 Participants acknowledged a basic difference between themselves and the largely 

female staff with whom they worked. There were ongoing efforts to uncover the nature 

and meaning of this difference. An essential part of this process was to determine what it 

meant to be male as opposed to a female, and to determine the implications for roles and 

responsibilities within the school community. Participants realized that the community 

had expectations of them in part because they were males. 

P-2: I don't make the rules, I mean I may enforce them but I don't. I'm not the 

disciplinarian,  but I think little kids based on their experiences would tend to see a 

male as more an authoritative figure versus a female. I guess it is like the phrase, 

"Wait until your father gets home," so he makes the final decision or he has the 

final authority.  There are certain stereotypical perceptions of males and that 

persists, especially with little kids. 

 



424 

 

P-3: The school administration may also behave in a similar way as the staff. 

They may believe that because we’re male we’re expected to be more 

disciplinarians and more in roles of correction than counseling.  I work for 

females also at the administrative level and I also work with teachers and they 

expect that when you come in their classrooms that you should be very stern or 

very paternal.  And even parents would expect you to act similarly because you’re 

a male; they may say, “You should just rough them up and challenge him.  Just go 

ahead and smack him around.” They expect that, but it is very unlikely that they 

would tell a female counselor to do the same.   

 
Roles and responsibilities were therefore being negotiated between participants and the 

community.  A pattern of rejection and acceptance of gender-based roles was described 

by all participants. They all accepted their function as male role models for male students 

while rejecting expectations for them to be disciplinarians with elementary schools. Par-

ticipants assumed two identities within their school communities; they were males and 

they were school counselors. The roles and responsibilities associated with being a school 

counselor and those associated with being a male within the school community at times 

conflicted. A major conflict that participants described was the expectation for them to be 

authority figures and disciplinarians within school communities. This expectation con-

flicted with their own understanding of their gender identity as nurturing and caring indi-

viduals. Participants valued their ability to build nurturing and caring relationships with 

students and felt that being asked to be disciplinarians posed a serious conflict.  

 Participants’ awareness of their basic difference from the largely female staff was 

also associated with feelings of otherness and disconnect from the largely female staff. 

While they were all able to describe healthy professional relationships with female staff 

members, they also described feelings of disconnect or a longing for same-gender inter-

actions or camaraderie.  Participants described the effortlessness or comfort that charac-

terized their limited same-gender interactions within schools. This comfort and camara-
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derie contrasted with the underlined discomfort associated with the difference and the 

change that they represented in elementary schools. Participants shared their stories: 

P-1: In terms of administrators, we have a head and an assistant; the assistant is 

male. He is great and I have had a wonderful time with him. It has really been the 

best year in terms of rapport. I think we bonded easily because of the fact that we 

were both males and we shared similar experiences in terms of coming into a pre-

dominantly female school. 

P-6: We got along great; I mean there was something very comfortable admitted-

ly, about having another guy there.  It was just a certain level of comfort, and you 

only notice that because you're around so many women.  Being around another 

guy you just notice that the energy feels different and there’s a certain level of 

comfort to that.  I guess it’s like what book talks about, “Why are all the Black 

Kids in the Cafeteria, sitting together?”  It’s the same sort of thing. There’s a com-

fort in it. It doesn’t mean that they’re necessarily uncomfortable of being around 

white kids or in my case, uncomfortable being around a female, but there’s a cer-

tain type of comfort about having a male administrator that I really enjoyed. 

P-7: In terms of my experience and the profession, I just wish two things. I wish 

sometimes that there were more guys. It's a camaraderie type thing, there are other 

guys here such as the physical education teachers, but I think it's good for the 

young men and young ladies to see a diversity of people in different professions. 

In various ways participants described a developmental and lifelong need for same-

gender bonding and interactions. Where male interactions were absent or limited, partici-

pants described a longing for increased male presence among the adult staff members. 

Participants 1 and 6 therefore shared their positive experiences of bonding with another 

male staff member, while P-7 shared a desire to interact and experience camaraderie with 

other males.  

 Participants were involved in a process of coming to terms with what it meant to 

be a male working in an environment that was predominantly female. Being males re-

quired them to play specific roles based on the needs of the school community. There 

were varying role expectations related to the needs of the school community for male au-

thority. Participants realized that they were expected to provide leadership similar to 
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school administrators serving as disciplinarians and protectors. Participants 11and 12 

shared their experiences: 

P-11: Some of the challenges that I face are dealing with several of my female 

peers who rely on me to deal with some of their troubled male youth in their 

classrooms. They feel that as a counselor, I'm also a behavior specialist. And so 

instead of dealing with children who need counseling, or some sort of mental 

health support, they want me to look at some behavior modification, using sys-

tems that are not counselor appropriate.  I have to remind them that I'm a school 

counselor first, and that we do have a principal in the building who can work on 

negative behaviors. 

 

P-12: In terms of how this ties in with gender I’d say that the biggest part is when 

we have very hostile parents who come into the school.   And just to kind of paint 

a little visual here, I’m not a big or intimidating looking person at all. I’m not. I 

look young and I’m a smaller guy. I’m not an intimidating looking person.  I’m 

5’7” and I probably weigh 145 pounds.  I started doing the truancy work over the 

past couple of years just because of the district I’m working in.  I am taking de-

fense classes and working out a ton because I have to because of the position I’m 

put in, where I get thrown in front of guys who are 6’8”, 300 pounds and very ag-

gressive. Then I have to be able to defend the kids in my school and myself on 

some level. 

 

Participants realized that being male within an elementary school setting meant that they 

were subjected to varying projections within the school community. Expectations to serve 

as a mentor, role model, father figure, protector, and disciplinarian were all connected to 

who they were as males versus school counselors. 

Participants realized that role expectations within schools were affected by sex-

role stereotypes.  They described how role stereotypes provided them with advantages 

and disadvantages. They worked in school communities that treated them as authority 

figures and gave them more respect compared to female staff members. Participants 

struggled to distinguish between the respect they received because of their professional-

ism versus the respect associated with being males.      
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Participants described how sex-role stereotypes worked to their disadvantage 

within schools. They had to deal with sex-role stereotypes, which dictated that the care of 

young children was done best by females. According to these stereotypes they were not 

expected to work with young children. In such instances they were viewed with suspicion 

and all aspects of their motives and identities were subject to questioning. Participants 

described a number of suspicions that were raised by their presence in elementary 

schools. Their motive for wanting to work with young children, especially young female 

students, was questioned. Their ability to connect with young children, especially female 

students, was also questioned.  Family status and sexual orientation were also areas that 

raised suspicion.  

P-6: The initial reactions from traditional parents are based on stereotypes that say 

that women should be the ones working with kids; they’re the ones that know how 

to nurture and do those kinds of roles. It is a sensitive issue and I think there's this 

underlying assumption, too, that some people, if they’re coming from a more tra-

ditional based background, might see a male in that position and think that they’re 

gay or that they’re bisexual or whatever. 

 

Participants were either able to describe or anticipate these suspicions being raised by 

members of the school community. The difference and the change due to their presence 

in elementary school posed a challenge to existing sex-role stereotypes.  

 Participants brought meanings and understanding about sex and gender to their 

experience as male school counselors. They had expectations of what the experience 

would be like prior to starting their positions. Participants were aware that members of 

the school community were involved in a process of making sense of their presence as 

male school counselors in schools. Teachers, students, and parents were processing what 

it meant to have a male school counselor. These experiences were affected by how much 

these individuals had internalized various sex-role stereotypes. In describing their experi-
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ences with different members of the community participants sought to determine how sex 

and gender affected their interactions.       

 Participants realized and accepted that they were expected to play a special role in 

the lives of young children, especially in the lives of male students. Acceptance of this 

role required them to design gender-sensitive interventions to address the needs of male 

and female students. Participants identified the developmental needs of students to see 

both male and female staff members within schools:  

P-1: I see myself as a role model for the boys in school because we have so many, 

many, more females around them. I also want to say that it is also important to 

have male role models for girls as well. We focus naturally on the boys because 

they are boys and they need someone of their same gender to identify with. 

P-6: And so I think teachers like having a male counselor there because they just 

think it's nice for boys to be able to interact with a male. I have actually heard 

other people say this too. This does not mean that interacting with the female 

would not be valuable, but there's something that female teachers have always 

said and that is that they've appreciated having a male counselor around to talk 

with the boys.  In terms of the upper grade, I think that boys at that age group 

perhaps based on the way they interact with female counselors might look 

different because that's when I think boys, in particular, and girls, are kind of 

coming into their own, and are more skeptical; they're starting to realize that 

there's a more complex system going on. They may be a little bit more intentional 

about why they do certain things that they do.  And so for the older age groups, I 

think, again, speaking just in terms of boys, I think that having a trusted male, 

who they know is just going to be there to listen, is comforting.  I also know a lot 

of the kids need male school counselors because of the disintegration of the 

nuclear family system. 

Participants shared ideas about the benefits of same-gender interaction for young males. 

Participants were also engaged in a process of assessing their own skills and competence 

to serve the needs of male and female students.  Participant 6 further highlighted devel-

opmental differences that may exist among elementary aged children. The gendered ex-

perience of male elementary schools counselors involved them coming to terms with their 

own gender identity. This included their internal experience of themselves as males.  
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Conflicts between the expectations of the school community and their understanding of 

the role as professional school counselor often forced participants to assert their own 

identity. Participants asserted their ability to be caring and nurturing males capable of 

providing counseling and support services to students. They struggled to resist expecta-

tions of them to play the role of male authority figures within schools. In some ways their 

presence in schools presented a challenge to existing sex-role stereotypes. P-6 shared his 

experience: 

P-6: I think when there is a male in a historically female role it can provide an 

opportunity for personal growth for everyone involved. It's an opportunity for 

kids to see that men can be caring, kind, thoughtful, loving, and be open 

emotionally to meet them where they're at. The same thing applies to female staff 

and even other male staff. They are able to see that we’re all human beings here; 

we all have a capacity for these ways of being, whether it is to show kindness, to 

be thoughtful, or to be caring and loving. And so I think it just sometimes ends up 

being not only a personal growth opportunity for me to be those things, but an 

opportunity for other people to see that men can be that way too. It also 

challenges some of the stereotypical roles, and that allows them to be more 

accepting, or allows certain men to feel more comfortable to be a way that they're 

not as accustomed to being because there's an underlying discomfort or fear.  It 

could in some ways normalize some type of roles and behaviors and it changes 

the behaviors of those involved in the interaction. 

 

P-6 captured an essential point made by participants that related to challenging and 

triumphing over sex-role stereotypes. Overall the difference and change that participants 

brought to elementary schools set in motion a need to process or make sense of their 

presence. Throughout their narratives, participants and members of the school community 

grappled with the difficult task of making sense of sex and gender. Connected to this 

process was a need for the community to determine what roles and functions they were to 

perform within schools. The experiences they described varied in their level of conviction 

regarding the significance of sex and gender. Participants and various parts of the school 
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community were engaged in a process of making sense of gender and negotiating role 

and responsibilities. 

Finding Positive Meaning in the Experience 

 Participants were able to find positive meaning in their experiences as male ele-

mentary school counselors. They described challenges and opportunities that came with 

the change and difference that they brought to schools. The positive meaning they found 

in their experience was presented against the challenges that were anticipated and experi-

enced. When asked to speak generally about their experiences, participants described 

them as positive; however, they often felt it necessary to qualify this description. The par-

ticipants shared the following: 

P-1: I would describe my experience as a male school counselor as very positive. 

It has also been challenging but challenging in a manageable sense. I think that all 

my years as an elementary teacher has helped me enormously. 

 

P-2: Being a male school counselor presents more as an opportunity than a chal-

lenge at the elementary level, being that there are so many females in this role, be-

ing a male is sort of welcomed rather than seen as a disadvantage or something 

unusual. 

P-3 I have a lot to speak on the topic of being a male elementary school counse-

lor.  First I will say that it’s been enlightening yet validating, in terms of some of 

the preconceived notions I’ve had about what goes on at the elementary school 

level. 

P-4: I have had a great experience working as male school counselor at the ele-

mentary level. I have never had a negative comment made regarding my being a 

male school counselor. Obviously, not having been a female, I don't have any-

thing to compare it to. I don't feel that I have been treated differently from my 

predecessor, who was female. I don't feel am looked upon differently because of 

my gender. In my interactions I never get comments like, "Well, you're a man, so 

you don't understand."       

P-5: The things I created were based on what I thought were the needs and what 

the data showed were the needs of the students and the school.  I think that helped 

my reputation  in a lot of ways and helped me develop those relationships where I 

had the trust and respect from teachers and administration that allowed me to con-

tinue to do other things. 
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P-6: My experience so far has been awesome.  The children and staff just seem to 

be very open, caring, loving, and wanting of my support. I feel that they just real-

ly enjoy being around a male who is caring, and supportive, and kind.  I just see 

that evidenced by just walking in the classroom, and them saying my name and I 

can see they're excited that I am there to do a guidance lesson or that I am there to 

pick them up or to grab kids for group or whatever.  They really appreciate that, 

and so based upon my gut and based upon my interactions with them, working 

one on one or in groups, I would say that a lot of them, and I'm speaking for them, 

obviously, feel very comfortable with a male counselor.   

P-7: In terms of working with staff, I believe that they see me as a person who is 

capable of addressing all the issues with both boys and girls. A lot of times teach-

ers want to work with me, which is a good thing. I find that sometimes, you got to 

have a balance to make a difference. So if you're assigned to a certain class, some-

times you may have to give assistance to students who are not on your caseload 

because they're still part of the school community.     

P-8: I would say that it’s been a positive experience as a male school counselor. 

I’m definitely a minority as far as staff at the school.  It’s mostly women.  There 

are a few other male teachers at the school, but I think there’s probably only five 

or six other male teachers in the school. It’s been a positive experience and I feel 

it gives me many advantages in dealing with staff, students and parents. I think 

that being male is something that has had sort of an impact on my ability to be 

successful in certain areas of the job. 

P-9: I have had a great experience being involved with various teams within the 

school, as well as helping arrange for professional development for district coun-

selors. So, it’s been a very, very positive experience working with teachers, par-

ents and administration. 

P-10: Overall I feel my experience as a male elementary school counselor has 

been great. Every school I've been to I’ve heard it said that it has really been nice 

having a male in the building, because we're definitely under-represented in edu-

cation. 

P-11: I've had a very positive experience as male elementary school counselor. I 

have worked in a school with students of low socio-economic status; we have a 

lot of children who come from poverty. We have children who come from broken 

homes. We have children who lack the positive male role model at home. I feel 

that my peers are very supportive of having a male school counselor in their 

building. 

P-12: I appreciate the sense that I am needed within the school. I try to step up to 

that role as well. I like being more of a leader figure and I like the fact that teach-

ers trust me with these things. There’s a little downside to it, where I’ll be in the 

middle of a one on one with a kid trying to work through some things, and then all 

of a sudden my phone rings or my walkie-talkie goes off.   
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Their positive experiences were set against a backdrop of challenges that were present. 

Positive experience and meaning was found in the relationships they were able to develop 

with members of the school community despite initial or ongoing challenges. They were 

able to associate their practice with positive student outcomes within the schools. Partici-

pants received affirmations and compliments related to their performance within the 

school community. They shared that they earned the trust and respect of members of their 

respective schools. Participants found positive meaning in describing experiences where 

they overcame challenges linked to the difference and change that their presence in 

schools represented. They described their presence in schools and their nontraditional ca-

reer choice as a triumph against sex-role stereotypes.  Collectively, participants empha-

sized their ability to influence positive outcomes in the students that they served. Success 

for participants was also effectively performing the tasks as an elementary school counse-

lor.  

 Participants found positive meaning in addressing the societal shortage of male 

presence in the lives of young children and within schools. Participants expressed pride in 

addressing the social-emotional and developmental needs of students to interact with 

adult males. They accepted the expectations of the school community for them to serve as 

father-figures and role models for students, especially male students. Participants de-

scribed how the lives of male students were especially affected by low male presence:  

P-1: I see myself as a role model for the boys in school because we have so many, 

many,  more females around them. I also want to say that it is also important to 

have male role models for girls as well. We focus naturally on the boys because 

they are boys and they need someone of their same gender to identify with.     

P-2: I felt that there was a need for male presence and I noticed also it wasn't 

prevalent. I think at the time that I started there might have been three of us in the 

district and now I'm the only one. I really think that all kids at that age need that 

kind of male presence or reference. Many don't have a father regularly in their 
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lives or even an older adult male relative. Many children are raised by a single 

female parent. In this school most children have a father figure but some don’t. In 

a female dominated school setting, many children,  even if they have fathers at 

home, do not see many males. 

P-3: On the other hand when I’m counseling males I can be present.  I can defi-

nitely say, “Oh well, you know, that must have been a blow to how you looked in 

front of your boys,” Therefore I think in terms of gender it can be difficult con-

necting with girls. And even parents would expect you to act similarly because 

you’re a male, they may say, “You should just rough them up and challenge him.  

Just go ahead and smack him around.” They expect that, but it is very unlikely 

that they would tell that to a female counselor to do the same.   

P-4: When you have a school of over four hundred high school students grades 

nine through twelve and you’ve got three counselors, you would think that at least 

one of them should have been a male. There are going to be children who are un-

comfortable talking to a female about certain things, especially when it comes to 

orientation or sexual issues. The school should at least have an avenue for them to 

share or express themselves. That avenue does not exist for boys now because the 

two males have been replaced. And it is not that I do not feel that female counse-

lors cannot do this for boys, but the boys may not feel comfortable enough to go 

to the female counselors.  

P-5: I have noticed that some kids will want one of their goals to be turning in 

more work or turning in all their homework, and what they'll want as a reward is 

to play football, soccer or basketball with me. I think that this happened because 

I'm a male. I think that's sort of what kids want to be able to do with me. This has 

mainly been with boys, at least for the boys that do like sports. A lot of the boys 

don't like sports, and reading a book or doing other things as a reward, but for the 

ones that do like sports, I think they sort of  look to me potentially as a cool 

playmate in some ways. 

P-6: I've seen it firsthand, and I've seen that in the research, where boys from kin-

dergarten through third grade developmentally need to be a lot more physically 

active and need to move more.  And because classrooms are such high structured 

environments we end up seeing more behaviors that some people would call im-

pulsive behaviors. Some boys may be described as lacking social skills and basi-

cally, not being able to attend to (adjust to certain behavioral expectations) certain 

behaviors, which end up being destructive to the classroom.  And so I think teach-

ers like having a male counselor there because they just think it's just nice for 

boys to be able to interact with a male. I have actually heard other people say this 

too. 

P-7: The boys, they want to be cool; they want to say hi to you when they see you 

in the hallways. They may say, “Hey Mr. G.” or something like that depending on 

the individual student. The students know when I see them walking in a straight 

line they should not say anything, so sometimes the kids see me and may they 

want to say hi.  I would just put my finger on my lip. I give them a wink and a 
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finger over my lip, as if to say, “Keep walking, I’ll see you after.” Or I may say to 

the teacher, “Your class is walking real nicely; keep up the good work students.” 

P-8: In terms of my work with young children I find that it’s sort of different for 

every  student.  I feel there are definitely male students that I’ve bonded with and 

in many instances, it’s male students whose parents are separated and their prima-

ry custody is with their mother, or their father might be completely out of the pic-

ture. It seems like I fill sort of a male role model role for some male students, 

which I feel is something that is important that I can do in terms of giving them 

some quality time with a man because they might not be getting that outside of 

school. 

P-9: So the group was about getting on the floor with them, it’s participating in 

the activities with them and allowing them to call the adult facilitators by their 

first name, versus Mr. So-and-So.  We also had the secret guys handshake and 

that kind of thing, so they really felt like it’s an investment in time with them and 

that’s a cool thing and a cool  place to be.  The boys really had a good time so 

much that when the group is over the boys didn’t want to go; it was truly a bond-

ing experience. 

P-10: Everywhere I've gone we have had a male PE teacher, a male custodian, and 

those have been the only consistent positions for men in schools and then me. I 

come in as a male counselor the kids cling to you, because a lot of the kids might 

not always have a positive male influence in their lives, and so you come and they 

just absolutely love it. 

P-11: I've had several occasions where I've met single mothers raising children 

who when talking to me at school conferences were very overjoyed to have a 

male counselor in that position because there was no male at home. And so they 

felt that even though there wasn't a father at home, at least at school, there was a 

positive male role model, and they appreciated that.  I know on several occasions 

there were kids who needed help and support because of either the death of a par-

ent, or not knowing who their father was. Mothers would come in and ask me if I 

would work with the kids one-on-one, and at least meet with them once a week to 

help them work through that. 

P-12: A lot of the teachers come to me with a lot of things like, “I think they need 

to hear this from a guy. Or they need to talk to a guy about this.” A lot of respon-

sibility is placed on me to work with a lot of these kids, especially a lot of the 

boys. I am expected to help them with a lot of their issues because a lot of them 

will only talk to a male. 

 

Participants were able to describe their response to low male presence within schools. 

They found positive meaning in addressing the needs of students, especially males, with-

in the schools. They found positive meaning in describing positive student outcomes that 
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resulted from their presence and interventions. Positive meaning was connected to affir-

mations participants received from teachers, administrators, and parents. These affirma-

tions were often connected to the impact that their presence had on the school communi-

ty. Participants described a community that recognized the important role that they 

played in addressing the low male presence.  In this instance the difference and change 

that their presence represented was welcomed.    

Balancing Identity and Sex-Role Stereotypes 

 Participants recognized that by choosing to become elementary school counselors 

that they had made a nontraditional career choice. They had chosen a profession and a 

work setting that was numerically dominated by females. Participants, however, de-

scribed a wider societal context that reinforced their power and authority as males. In var-

ious ways they described advantages and disadvantages connected to being a male in an 

elementary setting.  They understood at some level that the existing sex-role stereotypes 

did not always support their presence in the elementary school setting. These stereotypes 

implied that the care of young children was performed best by females. Their presence in 

elementary schools was seen as a difference and represented a change. Participants and 

the school community were engaged in a process of deciding what it meant to have a 

male in a position that was traditionally held by a female. Participants recognized that 

they were engaged in a battle that required them to balance their identities against sex-

role stereotypes.  

 Throughout their narratives, participants found it necessary to assert who they 

were as males against what the community expected of them. They described conflict be-

tween the expectations of the school community for them to be authority figures or ques-
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tion their abilities to relate to students. These reactions often conflicted with their under-

standing of themselves as caring and nurturing individuals who had chosen counseling as 

a career. Participants described their experiences: 

P-1: There're a lot of younger female teachers at my school and I imagine that 

they see me a little bit more authoritatively and I am not so sure if that is the gen-

der or the age. I am actually finding it hard to tease out gender and age, but I feel I 

am perceived as a little more of an authority figure than I ever thought I would be. 

I have to keep reminding them that I am not administration. And then the other in-

teresting thing was when we got to the point in the year where we asked teachers 

to make referrals of students to me nine out of ten times they asked me to work 

with their boys; I hardly got to see a girl. And all of a sudden, I noticed, I looked 

at the list of children I was working with and they were all boys.    

 

P-2: In my interaction with students sometimes based on how they see and relate 

to significant adult males in their lives they may see my role as authoritative even 

though that is not my role. I recognize that all adults in the school are in a position 

of authority but I'm not like an administrator. I don't make the rules; I mean I may 

enforce them but I don't. I'm not the disciplinarian, but I think little kids based on 

their experiences would tend to see a male as more an authoritative figure versus a 

female. I guess it is like the phrase, "Wait until your father gets home" so he 

makes the final decision or he has the final authority.  There are certain stereotyp-

ical perceptions of males and that persists and especially with little kids.  

P-3: The school administration may also behave in a similar way as the staff. 

They may believe that because we’re male we’re expected to be more disciplinar-

ians and more in roles of correction than counseling.  I work for females also at 

the administrative level and I also work with teachers and they expect that when 

you come in if their classrooms that you should be very stern or very paternal.  

And even parents would expect you to act similarly because you’re a male, they 

may say, “You should just rough them up and challenge him.  Just go ahead and 

smack him around.” They expect that, but it is very  unlikely that they would tell 

that to a female counselor to do the same.   

P-4: My role became that of a disciplinarian because I had the rapport with the 

kids. When they were acting up and pulling senior pranks, if-she as the adminis-

trator wasn't able to handle it then she would come over to me and I felt it was be-

cause I was a male. She didn't ask the female to do it. She would come to me and 

ask me, "Can you go and talk with those kids and get them do so and so." 

P-5: Another thing that I have experienced when talking to moms with no male in 

the lives of their kids is that a lot of the times it is mentioned, and they almost put 

that expectation on me that they need something extra, that I am going to be able 

to give because I am a male. I experienced this with one of our families from 

Bangladesh where I think the father was deported, or I don't quite know what 
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happened with the father. So there was the mom, a son who was in the fourth 

grade, a daughter who was in first grade and some other family members living 

there. The son had recently been having a lot of trouble at home, not at school, but 

doing stuff at home like beating up his sister, not listening to his mother, and all 

this stuff. So the mom, I think because I'm a male, and I had talked to her before, 

has been saying to her son, "Don't hit your sister or I'm going to tell the school 

counselor on you," or "I'm going to tell the school counselor," which to me 

sounds eerily similar to, "Don't hit your sister or I'm going to tell your father." It 

got to the point where she did call me and let me know this and now she wanted 

me to play a role in disciplining him at home, which is quite interesting because a 

counselor is not really supposed to discipline and a school counselor is not sup-

posed to really go to the home. 

P-6: While there’s been a male teacher here, a male counselor is somewhat new, 

for some of those people who have been in education a long time, to see a male 

counselor, particularly a younger guy; they’re just kind of like, “What’s this guy’s 

deal?” And so they’re curious about you being a male counselor because obvious-

ly it’s still a female-dominated field. As far as what judgments might come out of 

that I’ve never experienced any kind of explicit comment, reaction or action that I 

could say was concerning.   

P-7: I would say that as a male school counselor, at times they want me to take on 

a little  bit more difficult caseload. Sometimes I may be asked to work with more 

difficult or older students.    

P-8: I have also had situations where female parents may be going through a hard 

time with their spouse. In this situation it might have taken me a little bit extra to 

get them to feel trust and comfortable around me just because they were probably 

having problems with another male. I have to really sort of let them understand 

that my job is mostly around their children and the students and that I’m not tak-

ing sides. We do deal with a lot of kids whose parents are going through divorces 

and other challenges, so it’s really hard to just listen without taking sides.  

P-9: We talked about her going to court and what she was most anxious about, 

and other things related to what she was going through. I was concerned that it 

was going to be an issue. But then, her therapist said, “No she’d like to visit with 

you when she’s at school if there are concerns.”  I said, “No problem, happy to.” 

And in reality it was that she was very comfortable with me. My concern that she 

would not want to talk to me because it was an older male that had assaulted her 

proved invalid.  

P-10: I'm starting to see that we are basically assistant principals, but we're not 

paid for it. I'm responsible for running my groups, running guidance, doing indi-

vidual counseling, working with angry parents and all that stuff. But then at the 

same time we're not paid for doing the discipline, for doing the things that assis-

tant principals typically do. So I'm starting to figure out through my years of ex-

perience doing this that basically we're very important in the school. And I've 

been told, "You're my number two," everywhere I've gone. 
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P-11: Some of the challenges that I face are dealing with several of my female 

peers who rely on me to deal with some of their troubled male youth in their 

classrooms. They feel that as a counselor, I'm also a behavior specialist. And so 

instead of dealing with children who need counseling, or some sort of mental 

health support, they want me to look at some behavior modification, using sys-

tems that are not counselor appropriate.  I have to remind them that I'm a school 

counselor first, and that we do have a principal in the building who can work on 

negative behaviors. 

P-12: The female teachers also look to me in a lot of emergency situations. When 

there’s  an angry person in the building, perhaps a parent, or if they’re having 

problems with a kid in a classroom that needs to be restrained I am usually called. 

I have had to go to restraint training workshops and crisis intervention workshops, 

which are usually only given to administrators in the district.  This kind of throws 

me into an assistant principal  role, which I enjoy. I do not have to do any disci-

pline, which is great because I have  made that very clear that there needs to be a 

line between me as the counselor and the disciplinarian. I do not want to be a dis-

ciplinarian because then kids can’t trust me.   

 The co-researchers described a shortage of male presence within schools and in 

the wider society; they connected this shortage to the roles they were asked to perform 

within schools.  Despite existing stereotypes that may have questioned their presence 

within elementary schools the high demand for males validated their presence. However, 

they needed to fill traditional male roles that conflicted with their gender and professional 

identities. Participants negotiated; they accepted the role of a nurturing father-figure and 

role model but resisted the role of authoritarian and disciplinarian.   Participants de-

scribed experiences of resisting, negotiating, and reaching a compromise on these role 

expectations. This process produced frustration and internal conflict for participants: 

P-1: I said, "Absolutely not! I can't.” I do have a driver’s license but I hate and 

can't stand driving in the city. Never do, never will. So I asked them to find 

somebody else. So I hung up the phone and I started thinking to myself, I started 

feeling a little emasculated, which is something that I rarely if ever, ever, ever 

feel. But at that particular moment I did feel a bit emasculated. It’s like feeling 

like I was not man enough. There was a piece of me that felt that refusing to drive 

the van was like compromising or not living up to my maleness. Somehow they 

were valuing me in this way and I was not able to give them back what they were 

giving to me. There was a piece of me that felt badly about it for a moment. I 

thought like, “Oh gosh, I really let them down. What kind of a man do they think I 
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am now?” This thought lasted for maybe five minutes and after that I couldn’t 

care less. 

They were needed as males and as school counselors within their respective schools. This 

dual need often produced conflict and required participants to balance their gender identi-

ty against these expectations. The performance of disciplinary functions, which conflicted 

with building counseling alliances with students, was identified as a key area of conflict.  

Responding to Low Male Presence in Schools 

 Participants were aware of their numeric minority status in schools. They de-

scribed the schools they worked in as having a female majority and lacking male pres-

ence. Participants and the wider school communities shared the belief that there was a 

shortage of male presence that needed to be addressed. Their presence in schools repre-

sented difference and change; it was also an effort to address the shortage of male pres-

ence. Participants highlighted the shortage of male presence within their respective 

schools and in the wider society: 

P-1: Being male and being different works to my advantage because typically in 

an elementary school there are a lot more female teachers, so if you’re a female 

there may be a tendency to want to assimilate and become a part of the teacher 

community and there is a disadvantage if this happens. I see myself as a role 

model for the boys in school because we have so many, many, more females 

around them.     

P-2: I felt that there was a need for male presence and I noticed also it wasn't 

prevalent. I think at the time that I started there might have been three of us in the 

district and now I'm the only one. I really think that all kids at that age need that 

kind of male presence or reference. Many don't have a father regularly in their 

lives or even an older adult male relative. Many children are raised by a single 

female parent. In this school most children have a father figure but some don’t. In 

a female dominated school setting, many children, even if they have fathers at 

home, do not see many males. 

P-3: It’s no secret that at the elementary and middle school level there’s not a lot 

of male presence.  I had a hunch or a hypothesis that was validated and confirmed 

when I went into the profession. The hunch was that more females worked at this 
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level because it’s more kind of a maternal kind of feel and it’s actually highly 

emotional with the students. 

P-4: When I moved down to the elementary building and the other male counselor 

retired  we were both replaced by females. I think the replacement was significant 

in terms of gender. When you have a school of over four hundred high school stu-

dents grades nine through twelve and you’ve got three counselors, you would 

think that at least one of them should have been a male.    

P-5: When I came to this school there were maybe three males in the building out 

of a total of 60 or 65 staff members. However, among the student there is about a 

50/50 split of male versus female students, so I think they were just looking to 

bring the ratios up or to have more male role models that students could look up 

to. I think male elementary school counselors are pretty hard to find, so when I 

was applying to this district or this county, I was probably sort of snatched up and 

put to the forefront for the interview  process to be able to go into one of the 

schools. 

P-6: I also know a lot of the kids need male school counselors because of the dis-

integration of the nuclear family system. In many cases male adults aren't as ac-

tive or as present in their lives because of divorce or because of the job situation. 

Therefore, having a male to interact with, I think, is a very nice, comforting thing 

for them and provides more support because their biological father or even their 

stepfather might not be available for whatever reason. I think when there is a male 

in a historically female role it can provide an opportunity for personal growth for 

everyone involved. It's an opportunity for kids to see that men can be caring, kind, 

thoughtful, loving, and be open emotionally to meet them where they're at.   

P-7: A lot of teachers want to work with you, but they want you to do the extra 

work and sometimes there’s not a teacher doing extra work. When I say extra 

work I mean in terms of dealing with difficult student behaviors. I may have to 

use more positive reinforcements and things like that. I don’t know too many oth-

er male counselors but most of them don’t really complain about too much. 

P-7: In terms of my experience and the profession, I just wish two things. I wish 

sometimes that there were more guys. It's a camaraderie type thing, there are other 

guys here such as the physical education teachers, but I think it's good for the 

young men and young ladies to see a diversity of people in different professions. 

P-8: There are a few other male teachers at the school, but I think there’s probably 

only five or six other male teachers in the school. It’s been a positive experience 

and I feel it gives me many advantages in dealing with staff, students, and parents. 

I think that being male is something that has had sort of an impact on my ability 

to be successful in certain areas of the job. 

P-9: Originally, I was one of only two male counselors in the district, the other 

guy worked in at the high school level and I have been working at the elementary 

level. Only recently the other male school counselor resigned. The younger stu-
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dents had not had a male counselor until they got to me in the fifth grade, so, it’s a 

new experience for them. As far as classroom teachers, we only have two out of 

nineteen who are male. I feel like being a male is an added benefit for the students 

in that they’re so used to female teachers. 

P-10: Every school I've been to I’ve heard it said that it has really been nice hav-

ing a male in the building, because we're definitely under-represented in educa-

tion. Everywhere I've gone we have had a male PE teacher, a male custodian, and 

those have been the only consistent positions for men in schools and then me. 

P-11: Some of the teachers that were there when I joined the building back 13 

years ago were very accepting of a male counselor.  They just felt that there were-

n't enough male teachers in the building, and so at least having a male counselor 

would help kind of balance the number of female-to-male ratio.   

P-12: I work with all females. I’m the only male in both buildings aside from the 

custodian. A lot of the teachers come to me with a lot of things like “I think they 

need to hear this from a guy. Or they need to talk to a guy about this.” A lot of re-

sponsibility is placed on me to work with a lot of these kids, especially a lot of the 

boys. 

In addition to describing the shortage of male presence within schools and the wider soci-

ety participants shared ways they sought to address it. They were needed more because 

they were males than for their abilities to deliver counseling and support services. The 

communities responded to the change they brought by asking them to perform tasks that 

addressed the shortage of male presence in the lives of students. Participant 5 captured 

this critical aspect of the experience: 

P-5: I think that maybe since I've been here because I am a male more of the male 

kids are sort of sent my way and people have maybe higher expectations about 

what happens when I  work with the male students. People may think that I 

should know what to do with the male students as opposed to what should happen 

or the successes I should have with the female students. 

 

 Participants found a need to organize their practice to respond to the shortage of 

male presence in their schools. They described efforts to design programs and interven-

tions that addressed the needs of male and female students. Participants were needed as 

males and as school counselors. As males they were expected to serve as male role mod-

els, authority figures, and disciplinarians. Despite conflict with their gender or profes-
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sional identities, participants shared various ways they served the need for traditional 

males within their schools:  

P-6: I also know a lot of the kids need male school counselors because of the 

disintegration of the nuclear family system. In many cases male adults aren't as 

active or as present in their lives because of divorce or because of the job 

situation.  Therefore having a male to interact with, I think, is a very nice, 

comforting thing for them and provides more support because their biological 

father or even their stepfather might not be available for whatever reason. 

P-7: I never really felt pressured because I am male when working with teachers 

or parents. For example, I'm 6'4" tall so sometimes somebody may need 

something, and a box will be put back high. I'm like 230, and this box is like 300-

and-something pounds, so they need something heavy lifted and so I'll just lift it. 

And the response may be, "Oh, thank you. Thank god you're here. They're always 

like, ice outside, there's a snowstorm, and I help somebody move their car, you 

know, chop the ice up. It's just part of the territory; it’s just something you do. 

Participants 6 and 7 identified ways in which being male affected the roles that they 

performed within their schools. The job of role model required participants to serve 

special roles in the lives of students because of high divorce rates. Additionally, their 

physical presence as males required them to take on tasks that reinforced sex-role 

stereotypes. 

 In response to low male presence participants identified specific ways in how 

their presence in schools affected male students. They shared the belief that male students 

were especially harmed by the absence of males within schools and designed programs to 

address these needs. Ideas surrounding the social-emotional and developmental needs of 

boys to interact with adult males supported the interventions that participants 

implemented. Participants 7 and 8 illustrated this point: 

P-7: All the time the parents say they need a positive male role model for their 

kids.  They always say, “You guys pick that up. Thank you.”  They say things like 

as a male counselor they really like you as a positive role model for their children. 

It happens especially with the older, urban boys.   
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P-8: I feel there are definitely male students that I’ve bonded with and in many in-

stances, it’s male students whose parents are separated and their primary custody 

is with their mother, or their father might be completely out of the picture. It 

seems like I fill sort of a male role model role for some male students, which I 

feel is something that is important that I can do in terms of giving them some 

quality time with a man because they might not be getting that outside of school. 

 

In addressing the shortage of male presence in schools, participants performed a 

service to the whole school community. Participants provided male perspective and pres-

ence within the school. In addition to the role they played in the lives of students they al-

so responded to the needs of teachers, principals, and parents. Adults within the school 

community often sought to direct the services that they provided to students. Participants 

described various requests that were made by female staff and parents to address specific 

needs of students.  Their request was a response to the general shortage of males within 

the school community.   

 Overall participants described a practice that was in part organized to address the 

social-emotional and developmental needs of students given the shortage of adult male 

presence in their lives. There were underlined beliefs that male students were more nega-

tively affected by the low presence of males, which affected participants’ experience and 

practice. In terms of this shortage of male presence, school communities welcomed the 

change that male elementary school counselors represented. Participants realized that 

their respective schools needed them more as traditional males than as school counselors.   
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Chapter XVII 

Conclusion  

 

Discussion 

 Male elementary school counselors brought difference and change to the school 

communities that they served. The essence of their experience was connected to their re-

sponse to these factors and the response of members of their school community. Their 

gendered professional experience can also be understood in relation to their nontradition-

al career choice and the numeric minority status that they occupied in schools. Long be-

fore they had taken positions within elementary schools there were sex-role stereotypes 

that served to undermine or limit their presence in this setting. These stereotypes dictated 

that care of young children in elementary and other settings was performed best by fe-

males. Participants were aware of these stereotypes before they were hired and through-

out their experience had to respond to them. Their mere presence within school served to 

challenge these stereotypes. Success was therefore in part defined by their ability to suc-

cessfully perform duties and tasks of a professional school counselor despite existing sex-

role stereotypes. 

 All participants shared the experience of being one of a few males within their 

school setting. They had all taken over positions that were previously held by female 

school counselors. Difference, newness, and change characterized their presence in ele-

mentary schools.  Most of their interactions with adults within the school community 

were with female staff members and parents. While school administrators were largely 

female, there were significant references to male principals and assistant principals. The 

number of interactions with male administrators described by participants was dispropor-
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tionate to the overall number of males within elementary schools.  Elementary schools 

functioned within a wider societal context that reinforced male power and authority. Par-

ticipants therefore described the tendency of the largely female staff to look to the few 

males present in elementary schools for leadership and authority. The tendency for male 

school counselors to be asked to take on disciplinary roles was connected to patriarchal 

structures and sex-role stereotypes that reinforced male dominance within social institu-

tions. Male elementary school counselors’ numeric minority status within schools was 

countered by the dominance they enjoyed in the wider society. Participants described 

how the school community sought to reinforce societal expectations of male dominance 

within schools.      

 At some level the research required male elementary school counselors to imagine 

how their experience might have been different if they were female.  Some participants 

were better able to do this because they worked alongside a female and observed her 

practice and interactions within the school community. Having a female school counselor 

allowed these participants to compare their experiences with their female counterpart. 

This experience allowed for a description that revealed the relative advantages and privi-

leges that male school counselors experienced compared to female counselors. Partici-

pants who worked as the only school counselor within their school compared their expe-

riences to those of the female principal with whom they worked closely. Participants 

shared, for example, that interactions with male parents often resulted in the female prin-

cipals and teachers being ignored or undermined in the meetings with parents. This ob-

servation was similar to the experience of male school counselors who worked with a fe-

male school counselor.    
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 The number of years of professional experience was also an important factor that 

impacted participants’ narratives.  The participants’ experience ranged from two to twen-

ty years. Participants shared that their experiences changed over time as initial reactions 

that were shaped by sex-role stereotypes were resolved. Participants described initial re-

sponses by different members of the community to the difference and change their pres-

ence represented. Their interactions with traditional parents often involved questions and 

suspicions regarding their motives or their ability to relate to young children or young 

females.  Participants shared that the passage of time would often allow them to assert 

their professional identity and to resolve initial concerns. While sex-role stereotypes per-

sisted throughout their experiences, participants successfully challenged them over time.    

 Despite sex-role stereotypes that discouraged male presence in elementary 

schools there is consensus that there is a shortage of adult male presence in families, 

schools, and the wider community. This shortage created a growing demand for males in 

schools. The demand is further intensified with beliefs in the negative consequences of 

low male presence. These beliefs highlight the social-emotional and developmental needs 

of students to interact with both males and females. Additionally, concerns about the aca-

demic, social-emotional, career/college readiness, and developmental needs of male stu-

dents have intensified the need for adult males in school. Male school counselors were 

seen as especially equipped to address the social-emotional and developmental needs of 

male students in ways that female counselors could not. Trends in the hiring process sug-

gest growing intentionality in the decision to hire male school counselors to address the 

“boy problem” and other challenges that had arisen from low male presence within 

schools. This trend also suggests that male school counselors are being hired because 
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they are male and not necessarily because they are professionally trained school counse-

lors.  

 The need for participants to serve primarily as traditional males within elementary 

schools demonstrates the pervasive influence of sex-role stereotypes. Male school coun-

selors are needed in schools to provide authority and leadership similar to school admin-

istrators and they are also expected to be disciplinarians and protectors within the school 

community. These stereotypical role expectations may conflict with their desire to be car-

ing and nurturing males who offer an alternative to stereotypical male images as profes-

sional school counselors. Serving as disciplinarians hinders male school counselors’ abil-

ity to build therapeutic alliance with students. The emerging demand for a male presence 

in school should therefore be qualified with an understanding that it is not necessarily a 

demand for male school counselors but instead a demand for males. This distinction is 

important in understanding the role diffusion and identity conflicts that male school 

counselors experience. Participants therefore shared that performing the role of school 

counselor conflicted with the expectations of the school community for them to take on 

administrative roles within schools. Their own understanding and experience of their own 

gender identity and personality also conflicted with the requirements of the community 

for them to take on roles of authority figures within schools.   

 Dixon (2010) identified role diffusion as affecting the profession of school coun-

seling. She identified a struggle for the profession to create a common identity with a 

shared understanding of their role and responsibilities within schools. The fact that partic-

ipants were males may have intensified their experience of role diffusion within schools 

given the high demand for their presence as males. In addition, the high levels of visibil-
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ity and centrality that characterizes professional schooling in general was intensified for 

male school counselors. Participants were all one of few males within their elementary 

schools; their presence contrasted with the largely female staff. They had chosen a non-

traditional career and held positions that were previously occupied by females. The dif-

ference and change that their presence represented within their school communities inten-

sified their centrality and visibility within their schools.      

 The push for male school counselors to address the needs of boys posed special 

challenges. When male school counselors are hired to address the “boy problem” ques-

tions arise as to what are his responsibilities to female students. Participants described the 

suspicion and fear that at times would accompany their efforts to provide services for 

girls. Other participants shared concern or even guilt over not being able to serve the 

needs of boys and girls equally. This issue raises questions related to sex and gender 

competence and male counselors’ ability to build same- and cross-gender alliances with 

students.    

 The findings of the research suggested that there is a growing and wider need for 

increased male presence in the lives of elementary school students that goes beyond 

schools. Participants pointed to socioeconomic status, divorce, separation, family dynam-

ics, and death as factors that have created an intense shortage of adult males in the lives 

of children. Schools are faced with the consequences of a shortage of men in the lives of 

elementary school students. Participants described interactions with female parents where 

they were asked to play a special role in the lives of male students who did not have a 

father at home. The narratives of some participants suggested that these interactions 

might result in the male school counselor being a recipient of projections based on his sex 
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and gender identity from various family members. Challenges with maintaining bounda-

ries with female parents and other members of the school community are issues that par-

ticipants explored.  

 An essential component in participants’ descriptions of their gendered profession-

al experience was the difference and change that they brought to school communities. 

Role and responsibilities were negotiated based on who they were as males, as profes-

sionals, and on the need of the school community to address the shortage of a male pres-

ence. Participants were involved in a struggle to assert their gender and professional iden-

tity against the role expectations of the schools. While their mere presence in schools 

challenged sex-role stereotypes it was often difficult to fully assert their identities against 

the demands of the wider school community. The following discussion on significance 

evaluates the results of this research in light of the literature review. The evaluation fo-

cuses on similarities and differences.  

 Significance 

 Participants described the complexities involved in making sense of sex and gen-

der. Their efforts to come to grips with the nature and impact of sex and gender on their 

professional experience is consistent with the works of Haig (2004); Lorber (1996); and 

Wood and Eagly (2010) that highlighted the definitional and operational challenges asso-

ciated with the terms sex and gender. Throughout their narratives, participants shared the 

difficulty involved in locating the impact of sex and gender on their professional experi-

ences. They struggled with the definitional and operational challenges that related to the 

distinction between sex and gender. In addition to sex and gender, participants identified 

factors such as personality, race, and age on their experience. In describing their experi-
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ences, participants often used the terms synonymously.  Their narratives also did not re-

flect an understanding of the connection between personality traits and their gender iden-

tities. Participants shared the challenges involved in teasing out the meaning and influ-

ence of gender in their various interactions.   

 Despite definitional challenges, participants described the significant impact of 

sex and gender on their experiences. Their descriptions are consistent with Stewart and 

McDermott (2004) who highlighted the importance of gender as a powerful conceptual 

and analytic tool. Participants used gender to examine and describe many of their interac-

tions within schools.  

Glasser and Smith (2006) summarized important developments in using the term 

gender in research that are relevant to this study’s findings. The description of partici-

pants reflected the tendency of participants to view sex and gender as synonymous.  

Throughout their narrative some participants used gender and sex interchangeably. There 

was, however, evidence of individual participants whose narrative demonstrated an un-

derstanding of sex and gender consistent with the developments identified by Glasser and 

Smith (2006). Participant Two, for example, described an understanding of multiple mas-

culinities and femininities when he shared that he did not expect his male students to be 

masculine or his female students to be feminine. Participant Three described the “per-

formative” and contextual nature of gender when he shared his efforts to “soften himself” 

or to “give off more male” when interacting with female staff members and male parents 

respectively.  This is also consistent with Glasser and Smith’s idea that “people are active 

in the construction of their gender.”   Participant Two supported the idea of changing 

gender norms when he referred to sports teams that had female and male players. He de-
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scribed the changing attitudes and norms that supported this change within the school and 

the wider community.  The subjective nature of gender, which Glasser and Smith (2006) 

highlighted, was seen throughout the participants’ descriptions of their experience.  Par-

ticipant One shared feelings of being emasculated after he refused to drive the school 

van. Participant Two shared his feelings of frustration for having to “deny his gender” to 

adjust to the demands of the school community. In various ways participants described 

their personal or subjective reactions within the school community.  

 Participants demonstrated an awareness of sex-role stereotypes and the conse-

quences for not abiding by them. This awareness was consistent with Glasser and Smith’s 

(2006) assertion that “gender norms were created and reinforced and maintained by 

groups” (pp. 1-6).   The numeric minority status of male elementary school counselors 

was in part because the gender norms or sex-role stereotypes that had “created and en-

forced” the idea that the care of young children was best performed by females. Partici-

pants described sanctions that they received from the community because of their nontra-

ditional career choice. Suspicions and questions regarding their abilities and motives for 

working with young children were efforts by the society to reinforce gender norms. Ques-

tions about their sexual orientation or concerns raised about the safety of young girls 

were examples of society’s efforts to enforce gender norms. This process of the “creation 

and enforcement of gender norms” was emphasized by Glasser and Smith and described 

by participants consistent with Brannon’s (2011) description of social learning theory, 

which “predicts a process of learning gender roles that results in gradual matching of 

gender related behavior to the culturally prescribed patterns through modeling and rein-

forcement of gender appropriate behaviors” (p. 123). Participants described various ways 
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in which the school community reinforced the idea that their career choice had violated 

gender norms. The insistence that they take the role of disciplinarian and authority figure 

versus nurturing and caring roles more consistent with their gender and professional iden-

tity was an effort by the community to reinforce gender norms. 

This study did not specifically look at factors that influenced the nontraditional 

career choice of participants. However, the description of their experience is relevant to 

Gottfredson’s (1981) theory of career choice. Gottfredson identified gender (masculini-

ty/femininity) as the last factor to be sacrificed in a person’s career choice.  Nontradition-

al career choices for males such as school counseling according to Gottfredson involved a 

sacrifice of prestige. Participants’ description of their experience was inconclusive based 

on Gottfredson’s assumptions. Some participants shared that elementary school counsel-

ing was not their first choice while others struggled with being associated with a female-

dominated profession. Participant 10 and Participant 12 shared that they intended to leave 

elementary school counseling and become school administrators. Participant 10 shared in 

particular that he did not identify with female school counselors and wanted to move on 

to a middle school. The decision to change careers may be an indication of a desire to 

find a more appropriate position that was consistent with their gender identity and did not 

involve a sacrifice of male privilege and prestige. The ongoing efforts to make career de-

cisions that were connected to their gender identity is consistent with Gottfredson’s 

(1981) belief that a person’s gender remains a critical and decisive factor throughout the 

career development process. 

Other participants in the study did not reflect Gottfredson’s (1981) assertion that 

they had sacrificed prestige. They were able to find positive meaning in their experience 
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and had found a career that was consistent with their gender identity. The struggles they 

experienced were linked to the school community’s refusal to accept their nontraditional 

gender identities.  For these participants, being male elementary school counselors was 

more consistent with Hayes’s (1986) assumption that their choice was related to the abil-

ity to pursue personal abilities and self-fulfillment not available in many sex-typed jobs 

and increased stability and upward mobility. Additionally, the shortage of male presence 

within school provided a heightened sense of their importance within the school commu-

nity.  

Dodson and Borders (2006) summarized Gottfredson’s theory and concluded “ 

men who have less constricted ideas about their own gender and gender-related character-

istics of nontraditional occupations would be more willing to choose a nontraditional ca-

reer than would men with more strongly held traditional gender related beliefs” (p. 284). 

This summary was consistent with the descriptions provided by participants. Throughout 

the narrative they shared personal details about their gender identities. In various ways 

they were able to identify aspects of their personalities that were inconsistent with tradi-

tional male identity. P-4 identified himself as a nontraditional male who baked and shared 

all household chores with his wife. P-3 shared his willingness to “soften his gender” to 

adjust within the school and P-1 laughed at his initial feelings of being emasculated after 

he had refused to drive the school van to graduation. He was also able to describe his 

counseling style as more feminine. Participants highlighted their ability to be nurturing 

and caring in their work with young children. Their descriptions of their personality traits 

were consistent with research that suggested that nontraditional career men reported low-
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er masculinity and higher androgyny scores, had fewer traditional gender role attitudes 

and more liberal social attitudes (Lemkau, 1984; Hayes, 1989; Lease, 2003).  

Some participants experienced frustration and this was in part because of “dis-

crepancies between their gender identity and occupational stereotyping.” The empirical 

evidence that was cited by Chusmir (1990) which showed that nurses and social workers 

experienced minimal frustration did not hold for all participants in this study.  

Participants described their understanding of their gendered selves. The personali-

ty traits that they identified were consistent with those identified by Chusmir (1990). 

Chusmir identified various character traits that distinguished men who chose nontradi-

tional occupations. These personal characteristics included factors such as age, having 

high social (liberal) and esthetic values, being more nurturing, altruistic, noncompetitive, 

tender minded, capable of demonstrating emotional sensitivity, possessing adequate self-

concept, ego strength, self -esteem, male sexuality, and being intrinsically motivated.  

Participants’ descriptions of themselves were consistent with traits identified by Chusmir. 

They asserted ability to address the social-emotional needs of students, which required 

them being nurturing, caring, and sensitive. Participants’ efforts to resist the role of au-

thority figures within schools indicated that they were noncompetitive. While these per-

sonality traits were consistent for most participants, they were least consistent with the 

narratives of Participant 10 and Participant 12, who suggested a desire for leadership and 

authority within schools. This desire was manifested in their decision to become school 

administrators and in their partial acceptance of the leadership role placed on them as 

school counselors.       
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Chusmir (1990) also highlighted the influence of family in nontraditional career 

choice. This was particular true for Participant 2, who identified himself as a nontradi-

tional male and shared he was raised that way. Chusmir also identified having a strong 

self-concept as a factor that influenced nontraditional traditional males in asserting who 

they were as males and in their openness to share feelings about their gender identity and 

career choice irrespective of prevailing sex role stereotypes. Participants, as a whole, 

demonstrated strong self-concept.   

The findings of the research support the works of Stenberg and Dohner (1992) 

and Werhan (2010) that looked at the influence of having mentors and providing specific 

career support for men in nontraditional careers. Some participants identified the role of 

their college professors in guiding their decision to pursue graduate studies in school 

counseling and specifically exploring elementary schools. Participant 3 shared the role of 

graduate school professors in guiding his understanding of the importance of gender in 

social and professional interactions. Participant 6 identified the influence of a male ad-

ministrator who shared his experience of sex-role stereotypes within schools.    

 Participants’ description of their numeric minority status within schools is con-

sistent with studies that looked at the “feminization of education.” Participants described 

elementary settings where they were usually one of a few males in their schools. Their 

account of the numeric disparities between male and female staff was consistent with the 

research findings of Hansen & Mulholland, 2005; Miller, 1998; Penelope & Lee, 2003; 

and Rentzou & Ziganitido, 2009. The urgency for male school counselors’ increased par-

ticipation in school was consistent with the work of Carrington and McPhee (2008), and 
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suggested that increased teacher participation was expected to improve the social-

emotional and academic performance of boys and counter sex-role stereotypes.  

 While participants shared positive student outcomes, the findings of this research 

did not confirm that their presence in schools had achieved the intended outcomes Car-

rington and McPhee (2008) identified. While the findings of this research may suggest 

growing urgency to increase male presence in schools, they do not provide conclusive 

support to advocates for increased male presence in schools (Martino, 2008). Partici-

pants’ descriptions of their experiences demonstrated the pervasiveness of sex-role stere-

otypes that reinforced societal male dominance. A huge part of the participants’ experi-

ences involved challenging these stereotypes that hindered their ability to practice a pro-

fession consistent with their gender identities. In some ways the findings of the research 

supported Martino’s (2008) assertion that educational policy failed to address the signifi-

cance of “men doing women’s work that refutes discourses about the supposed detri-

mental influences of the feminization of elementary schools.” He sought to connect the 

significance of “men doing women’s work” to societal homophobia, compulsory hetero-

sexuality, and hegemonic masculinity (p. 189). The sex-role stereotypes or gender norms 

that resulted in the huge numeric disparity between male and female staff in elementary 

school dictated the role and functions of the few males who entered the profession.  

 Participants’ description of their experiences of dealing with sex-role stereotypes 

was consistent with the challenges identified by Rentzou and Ziganitidou (2009).  These 

challenges included questions about men as potential sexual abusers; low wages and low 

status of the profession; stereotypes about childcare being women’s work; labeling of 

male caregivers as gay or not real men; and socio-cultural beliefs that men are less able to 



457 

 

care for and educate young children (p. 272).  Participants shared similar concerns when 

describing their experiences within elementary schools. Their general concern over hav-

ing to function as disciplinarians validates Cunningham’s (2002) earlier speculations that 

sex-role stereotypes would result in men in schools being viewed as disciplinarians, play-

ground managers, or substitute custodians in schools. Some participants shared that they 

performed non-counseling tasks such as lunchroom duty, truancy monitoring, and served 

as protector of women and children within the school building.   

 Participants described varying levels of competence in their abilities to serve the 

needs of male and female students equally. Participants 4 and 11 shared that they saw 

equal numbers of boys and girls and were fully capable of addressing their issues. These 

participants had 20 and 13 years of experience respectively. Other participants, however, 

experienced challenges in establishing cross-gender alliance with female students. Partic-

ipant 1 shared that he hardly had interactions with female students during his first year 

and Participant 10 shared that he was unable to develop relationships with older girls at 

his school. Participant 3 shared that he dedicated significant effort in improving his abil-

ity to counsel girls, and Participant 6 shared that he took “a crack” at running a girl’s 

group. The challenges that participants experienced in building relationships with female 

students is consistent with the research of Dixon (2005) that looked at male and female 

middle school counselors’ same-gender and cross-gender working alliances. Their re-

search highlighted the unique challenges faced by middle school counselors in equally 

supporting male and female students. These challenges were evident in the experience of 

all but two participants. Dixon (2005) also highlighted the developmental tendency for 

students to seek interactions with adults of the same gender.  
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Research 

 Qualitative research takes the view that reality is subjective and therefore depend-

ent on the experiences and interpretations of different research participants (Creswell, 

2007).  This research, therefore, did not intend to arrive at generalizations. The findings 

were specific to the experiences of each participant and are de-limited by time and con-

text (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The purpose of the research design was arriving at a “clear, 

precise and systematic description of the meaning…” of the phenomenon examined 

(Polkinghorne, 1989, p. 45). The aim was to produce a description that was shared by all 

participants irrespective of the differences in their individual narratives. Wertz (2005) 

acknowledged the complex interplay between one’s subjective experiences and one’s 

shared experiences. It is the shared aspect of human experience that allows phenomeno-

logical researchers to go in search of the “essence” while recognizing subjectivity. De-

spite the subjective interpretations that male school counselors had arrived at, there were 

aspects of their experiences that were shared. It is the shared parts of their experiences 

that allowed for a description of the essence of the gendered professional experiences of 

male elementary school counselors.   

 The research process was an effort to collaborate with participants in arriving at 

the description of the essence of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009; 

Moustakas, 1994). Phenomenological research requires researchers to view participants 

as co-researchers in the process. This required efforts in building a collaborative relation-

ship with participants to support the research objectives. The desire was gaining the trust 

of all co-researchers. There was recognition that discussions about sex and gender are 

sensitive and therefore require care when engaging co-researchers throughout the re-

search process. Gaining the trust and support of co-researchers occurred during efforts to 
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provide information on the entire process. In an initial interview, before data was collect-

ed participants were informed of their rights, the purpose of the research, and efforts 

made to protect their identities and maintain confidentiality.  In the initial stages of the 

process, participants were provided with my background as a school counselor and doc-

toral student researcher. They were provided the contact information of my university su-

pervisors and encouraged to ask questions and share concerns. They received information 

about phenomenological research and the special role that they would play as co-

researchers. In the interviews, participants were encouraged to think about their respons-

es; time and space was allowed for processing. Participants also were allowed to shape 

the interview process by deciding on the number of interviews or if there was a need to 

break and continue the interview at another time.  

 Developing a partnership with co-researchers also resulted from my interest in the 

phenomenon; this allowed me to listen carefully to what participants shared and to pro-

vide ongoing support for their descriptions of their experiences. This involved communi-

cation techniques such as nonverbal encouragers and/or allowing myself to react emo-

tionally to the narratives that participants shared.  Achieving trustworthiness also oc-

curred because of my shared identity with co-researchers as a male school counselor. 

There was a general feeling of camaraderie experienced during the interviews. Some-

where in the process there was a sense that the interactions that the co-researchers and I 

were engaged in was satisfying social-emotional needs for same-gender bonding, which 

had been lacking in our shared professional experiences. Their agreement to participate in 

the research process was based on an expressed interest in understanding the phenome-

non. Their feedback was sought at important points in the research process. Each co-
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researcher was invited to provide feedback on the accuracy of their textural analysis. 

They also were contacted to verify information that they had provided in their interviews.  

Their individual descriptions of their gendered professional experiences helped shape the 

research process and outcomes.  

 In qualitative research the primary researcher becomes an instrument of the re-

search process.  The process first involved me identifying a topic or phenomenon of au-

tobiographical significance and identifying relevant research on the topic. My primary 

desire was to lessen the distance between the participants and I (Creswell, 2007). While I 

shared the identity of being a male school counselor I did not work in an elementary set-

ting.   

 Phenomenological qualitative research requires the primary researcher to engage 

in a process of epoche that allows him or her to arrive at a place where he or she can ob-

jectively study the phenomenon of interest. Wertz (2005) described epoche as “the ab-

stention from influences that could short circuit or bias a description” (p. 168). In addi-

tion, Moustakas (1994) shared that epoche requires the researcher to set aside his or her 

subjective understandings regarding a phenomenon. The phenomenon is returned to and 

looked at “freshly and naively in a wide open sense with a pure or transcendental ego” (p. 

33). The process of epoche allowed for transcendental phenomenological reduction that 

“... moves beyond the everyday to the pure ego, in which everything is perceived freshly” 

(p. 34). It was important to acknowledge my bias and subjective stance on what it meant 

to be a male school counselor. Engaging in the process of epoche allowed me to process 

my subjective understanding of the phenomenon. The process also helped me keep my 

biases in check and be open to the descriptions of all participants.  Ensuring the trustwor-
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thiness and quality of the research findings was a key focus. Morrow’s (2005) identifica-

tion of important methods and principles that support trustworthiness was utilized. The 

importance of fairness, educative authenticity, ontological authenticity, and catalytic au-

thenticity, which were explored in Chapter 3, assumed significance throughout the re-

search process. Collectively these criteria resulted in a focus ensuring full exploration of 

different findings and interpretations related to each participant and the overall study.  

 Morrow’s (2005) identification of general principles that guide trustworthiness 

across qualitative research was also important. The principle of social validity allowed 

me to focus of the significance of the study in relation to social challenges. This assumed 

significance through the research process and was ultimately reflected in the concluding 

section that looked at the implication of the research. Subjectivity and reflexivity were 

important concepts that required the use of bracketing and epoche to uncover my own 

biases and connection to the phenomenon. Early in the research I used the process of 

epoche to explore my connection to the research topic. This process allowed me to un-

cover factors that influenced my interest in the phenomenon and my biases and assump-

tions.  The process of epoche was ongoing; throughout the research process I continued 

to explore my biases and assumptions to approach the phenomenon with an open mind.  

Ensuring that adequacy of the research data was also an important method that Morrow 

(2005) encouraged. Here I recognized that having twelve participants did not equate to 

having adequate data, but that the depth and richness of the data in relation to the phe-

nomenon being studied was more important. In the data analysis phase, adequacy of in-

terpretation, as outlined by Morrow (2005), assumed greater importance. The ability to 

distinguish between the interpretations of participants versus my own was critical. Im-
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mersion in the data meant repeatedly reading transcripts, field notes, and listening to 

tapes. There was a desire to have intimate knowledge and understanding of each partici-

pant’s description of the meaning of their experience.   

 Ensuring trustworthiness was achieved by engaging in a process of member 

checking, (Creswell, 2007).  Each participant was asked to review their textural analysis, 

structural analysis, and textural-structural analysis. All participants were asked to review 

the composite textural-structural analysis. Participants were encouraged to provide feed-

back on the accuracy of the analysis and share other concerns about the findings. Six of 

the twelve participants responded to the request and reported that the textural descriptions 

were an accurate description of their experiences. Participants also participated in a sec-

ond interview that sought their feedback on the findings. Six participants participated in 

this process and verified the research findings. An effort was made to produce thick and 

rich descriptions of participants’ experiences of the phenomenon. This was done to allow 

readers to make decisions about the transferability of the research findings based on their 

shared characteristics (pp. 208-09). 

 To ensure validation or trustworthiness I relied on the writings of Polkinghorne 

(1989), who encouraged researchers to ask themselves critical questions throughout the 

research process. I focused on these questions: 

1. Did the interviewer influence the content of the participants’ descriptions in such 

a way that the descriptions do not truly reflect the participants’ actual experience? 

2. Is the transcription accurate and does it convey the meaning of the oral 

presentation in the interview? 

3. In the analysis of the transcriptions, were there conclusions other than those 

offered by the researcher that could have been derived? Has the researcher 

identified these alternatives? 
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4. Is it possible to go from general structural description to the transcriptions and to 

account for the specific contents and connections in the original examples of the 

experience? 

5. Is the structural description situation-specific, or does it hold in general for the 

experience in other situations?  (Creswell, 2007. p. 215) 

At critical points of the research process such as the analysis and interpretation phases 

I was able to review the philosophical tenets of qualitative phenomenological research as 

Morrow (2005) recommended. Revisiting constructs such as epoche, intentionality, and 

essence and being critical of my reflexivity were important in guiding me through the 

research process. I found it necessary throughout the process to return to Chapter 3 to 

review the philosophy and methods of qualitative phenomenological research; this was 

important throughout the research process.     

  This research had a number of strengths and limitations.  Twelve male elemen-

tary school counselors were interviewed for this study; this allowed for sufficient satura-

tion and variation in the experience. These men were between the ages of 25 and 60 years 

old. Additionally, they had 2-20 years of professional experience. This wide range seen in 

their ages and years of experience provided significant variation in the descriptions pro-

vided.  Variation in the descriptions provided by researchers also resulted from their vari-

ous geographic locations. Participants were drawn from five different US states. Partici-

pants described their geographic locations as urban, suburban, and rural. Diversity and 

variation among the co-researchers was also achieved in their varied racial and ethnic 

identities.  Two of the participants identified as African-American, two identified as bira-

cial, one identified as Asian-Pacific Islander, and seven identified as White/European-

American. Diversity among the researchers contributed to the rich and thick description 

that they shared.  



464 

 

 The findings of this research add to the body of literature that explores male non-

traditional career choices. This also becomes the second research study in school counsel-

ing that looked at elementary school counseling as a nontraditional career choice for 

males. This study sought to move beyond the public rhetoric concerning male student un-

derachievement to produce a qualitative account of the experiences of male elementary 

school counselors. While this research may be seen as a meaningful contribution, there is 

a great need for additional studies aimed at better understanding the phenomenon.   

 One important limitation of the research was how the interviews were conducted. 

All twelve interviews were conducted by telephone and did not have the benefits of face-

to-face contact. This also meant that I could not observe participants in their work set-

tings. While I am satisfied with the quality of participants’ descriptions, in-person inter-

views may have produced even richer descriptions or fostered greater partnerships be-

tween co-researchers and myself.     

Implications and Recommendations 

 

The findings should not be used to make generalization beyond the actual partici-

pants. However, shared structural or contextual factors may have implications for counse-

lor education and the school counselor profession as a whole. In this section implications 

and recommendations of the research findings are highlighted for counselor education 

and the school profession.  

Counselor Education 

1. There is a need for an increase in studies that look at the impact of gender on 

human social development and interactions. Additionally, there is a need for 

more studies that address the impact of gender on the counseling profession as 



465 

 

a whole. Such studies may explore the impact of sex and gender has on stu-

dent/client outcomes, the counseling process and the experiences of counsel-

ing professionals as well. These studies may serve to inform the overall direc-

tion and focus of the counseling professions and counselor education pro-

grams.       

2. Counselor education programs should consider their role in addressing the 

numeric sex and gender disparities that exists among their graduate students in 

school counseling and work to recruit and retain much larger percentages of 

male school counselor candidates at the master’s and doctoral levels of study. 

These recruitment disparities impact numeric disparities between male and 

female school counselors. Counselor Education programs with school coun-

seling specialties should consider the impact of sex and gender on their gradu-

ation outcomes. 

3. Counselor Education programs should consider increasing opportunities for 

students to explore their own gendered narratives. Programs may consider in-

creasing students’ opportunities to explore how sex and gender impact differ-

ent social interactions including counseling relationships in K-12 school set-

tings. 

4. Counselor Education programs should consider changes in current curriculum 

to provide students with the opportunity to increase gender competence in 

working with boys and with male teachers and school counselors especially at 

the elementary school level. Programs may also improve school counselor 
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candidates’ ability to use gender as an analytic tool in professional school 

counseling practice. Counselor Educators should explore effective teaching 

and supervision strategies to improve gender competence among school coun-

selor candidates. 

5. The findings of this research study may have implications for how Counselor 

Education programs provide male graduate students in school counseling with 

specific types of supports to assist their future success. Counselor Education 

programs may assist male school counselors-in-training to understand how 

sex and gender may present certain challenges and unearned privileges. Men-

torship programs that support the development of their professional identity as 

school counselors may also be considered.  

6. The findings may also have implications for how Counselor Education pro-

grams support the success of female students who are the dominant gender 

group in school counseling professions yet face different forms of societal op-

pression including sexism. Supporting female students to make sense of this 

contradiction may be useful. 

7. The findings of this research may have implications for how we introduce ide-

as of sex and gender into career counseling and Counselor Education. Counse-

lors may need to be explicit about the role of sex and gender in career choice 

and guard against or challenge sex-role stereotypes that may discourage non-

traditional career choices for both women and men.      
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School Counseling Practice  

1. K-12 School counseling departments and individual school counselors may 

examine how numeric disparities between male and female staff impact the 

school community as a whole. They may also explore how these disparities 

impact their own interactions with students. 

2. K-12 School counseling departments should consider exploring the impact of 

sex and gender on student achievement, career, and college access/graduation 

outcomes. An important aspect of this would be exploring school counselor 

competencies in building cross- and same-gender alliances with students, par-

ents, and other staff members within the school community. Understanding 

how these alliances impact overall and individual student outcomes is critical. 

Ongoing school counseling program evaluation should consider using gender 

as an important analytic tool in determining overall success along with other 

variables such as ethnicity/race, ability/disability, language background, and 

other cultural data points that are used to close achievement, opportunity, and 

attainment gaps.  

3. State and national school counseling organizations may consider exploring the 

wider implications of sex and gender on professional school counseling and 

on student outcomes. They may also explore the implications of numeric dis-

parities between males and females within the profession. 

4. The numeric disparities that exist between male and female staff members 

within elementary schools coupled with behavioral challenges and academic 
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underachievement of boys requires increased attention and more systematic 

inquiries aimed at better understanding the challenges and increasing 

achievement, opportunity, and attainment gaps between boys and girls.  

5. Very little has been written on the impact of gender on the school counseling 

profession. Major organizations such as the American School Counselor As-

sociation, the Education Trust’s Transforming School Counseling Initiative, 

the National Office for School Counselor Advocacy, and the Center for School 

Counseling Outcome Research and Evaluation should consider addressing the 

issues of gender relations and gender disparities. Critical documents that in-

form the school counseling profession such as the ASCA National Model 

(2012) and CACREP (2009) standards may consider increasing their focus on 

gender as an important factor in understanding diversity, human development 

and social interactions.  

Summary 

Amid the public rhetoric surrounding the “feminization of education” and con-

cerns about the underachievement of male students, this research study went into the 

trenches of elementary schools to request the assistance of male elementary school 

counselors in gaining a rich and nuanced description of their lived experience. By 

choosing to become elementary school counselors, the twelve men who participated 

in this study chose a career consistent with what they knew and felt about themselves 

as human beings. Ideas of sex, gender, personality, and abilities among other factors 

led them to elementary schools. The essence of their lived experiences as male ele-
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mentary school counselors lies in the difference and change that they brought to their 

respective school communities.  

Long before they had assumed positions as school counselors in elementary 

schools, there were sex-role stereotypes which dictated that the care of young chil-

dren was best done by adult females. Their presence in elementary schools therefore 

represented a challenge to those stereotypes. The enormous demand for their presence 

as males within school communities allowed them to escape some of the sanctions 

that are associated with nontraditional career choices.  Participants realized that the 

prevailing sex-role stereotypes sought to define and dictate their roles in schools. A 

complex process of resisting, negotiating, and accepting role expectations within 

schools emerged.  Throughout their descriptions there was an underlined desire to ful-

ly practice the profession they had chosen. The challenges they faced, however, did 

not undermine their efforts to serve their communities as professional school counse-

lors. The social justice implications of their career choice and professional experience 

are noted below:  

The human potential and sex equity movements have created the philosophy that 

supports the right of both sexes (all genders) to pursue occupations on the basis of 

individual abilities, interests, values, and goals rather than on the basis of 

culturally established and socially maintained sex roles and stereotypes. (Hayes, 

1968, p. 89) 

 

Their presence in schools represented individual and collective triumphs over social  

barriers that could have steered them into traditional male careers.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

Recruitment letter of introduction to professional liaisons and moderators connected to 

counseling listservs, the American School Counselors Association and State School 

Counselors Association. 
 

Dear Sir or Madam: 
My name is Charles Edwards.  I am a doctoral candidate in Counselor Education and 

Supervision at Oregon State University.  This study is being conducted in accordance 

with the dissertation/thesis qualifications as set forth by Oregon State University. I am 

under the supervision of Deborah Rubel, Ph.D., Associate Professor who serves as my 

methodologist. Stuart Chen-Hayes, Ph.D., serves as my dissertation chair and is listed as 

a co-investigator in this study. I am in the process of recruiting participants for an 

exploratory study of the professional experiences of male elementary school counselors. 
 

Due to your ability to publicly access male elementary school counselors within your 

organization, I would like to ask for your help in the recruitment of participants for my 

research study. The criteria for participation are as follows: 

 male elementary school counselor 

 minimum two years’ experience as an elementary school counselor 

 have practiced as an elementary school counselor with the last  three years 

 holds a state license or certification in school counseling 

 holds a graduate degree in school counseling, guidance counseling or a related  
            field 

 have an interest in exploring how gender may have affected his professional  
            experience 
If you know individuals who meet these criteria, I would appreciate it if you would give 

them the information I have attached.  This information includes a letter of introduction 

and a participant consent form further explaining the research study. Please indicate to the 

prospective participant that participation is strictly voluntary, and if interested he or she 

may contact me directly. By contacting me directly, participants will be assured of 

confidentiality and that no other individual will have knowledge of their participation in 

the research study. My email address is: edwardch@onid.orst.edu. Participants may also 

contact the principle investigator, Deborah Rubel, Ph.D. at 

deborah.rubel@oregonstate.edu or the co-investigator, Stuart Chen-Hayes Ph.D. at 

STUART.CHEN-HAYES@lehman.cuny.edu. 
 

The research design for this investigation is a qualitative, using phenomenological 

methodology. The study will include a brief screening interview, one 45-60 minute taped 

in-person or phone interviews, and two ~ 30 minute follow-up interviews with 

participants over the course of six months. Total time commitment for participants will be 

no more than two and a half hours. 
 

mailto:edwardch@onid.orst.edu
mailto:deborah.rubel@oregonstate.edu
mailto:STUART.CHEN-HAYES@lehman.cuny.edu
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I appreciate your help with this research which will add to the body of literature related 

the professional experience of men who choose nontraditional careers. 
Thank you in advance for your support and assistance. 

 

Charles Edwards 
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Appendix B 
 

Recruitment Email Sent to Potential Participants 

To Professional Organization Members and/or certified or licensed male elementary 

school counselors. 
 

Dear 
 

My name is Charles Edwards. I am a doctoral candidate in Counselor Education and 

Supervision at Oregon State University.  I am conducting a study entitled; The Gendered 

Experience of Professional Practice: A Phenomenological Study of the Lived Experiences 

of Male Elementary School Counselors. . You may be eligible to participate, if you 

choose. Participating in this research study is strictly voluntary and, if you qualify, it is up 

to you to decide if you would like to participate. If you believe you qualify and desire to 

be a part of this study, please contact the student researcher directly. 
 

 

Briefly, to be eligible for this study you: 
 

 Must be a male elementary school counselor 

 Must have a minimum two years’ experience as an elementary school counselor 

 Must have practiced as an elementary school counselor with the last  three years 

 Must hold a state license or certification in school counseling 

 Must hold a graduate degree in school counseling, guidance counseling or a  
            related field 

 Must have an interest in exploring how gender may have affected your  
            professional experience 
 

As stated previously, participation is strictly voluntary.  If you are interested you may 

contact the student researcher, Charles Edwards, MS, MS.ED, directly via email at 

edwardch@onid.orst.edu  or by calling me at my direct phone number: 917-858-1364. 

Please include phone contact information so that I might contact you to set up an initial 

screening interview. During the initial screening interview you will also have the 

opportunity to ask questions about the research. You may also contact the principle 

investigator, Deborah Rubel, Ph.D. at deborah.rubel@oregonstate.edu or by direct phone 

at 541-737-5973. You may also contact my dissertation chair and co-investigator, Stuart 

Chen-Hayes, Ph.D. at STUART.CHEN-HAYES@lehman.cuny.edu or by direct phone at 

718-960-7304. 
 

  
Thank you, 
 

 

Charles Edwards  

mailto:edwardch@onid.orst.edu
mailto:deborah.rubel@oregonstate.edu
mailto:STUART.CHEN-HAYES@lehman.cuny.edu
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Appendix C 
 

Participant Consent Form (Letterhead Copy Sent Separately) 
 

Project Title: The Gendered Experience of Professional Practice: A Phenomenological 

Study of the Lived Experiences of Male Elementary School Counselors     
 

Principal Investigator:  Deborah J. Rubel, Ph.D. 
 

Co-Investigator: Stuart Chen-Hayes, Ph.D. 
 

Student Researcher:  Charles C. Edwards 
 

 

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY? 
 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the gendered professional experiences of male 

elementary school counselors. The research will be a qualitative study in which data will 

be examined for emerging themes related to male school counselors’ perceptions and 

experiences related to their practice as elementary school counselors. You will be asked 

to focus on your experiences as a male school counselor. The information will be used to 

complete a doctoral dissertation and for future publications. We are studying this 

phenomenon because the literature indicates a need for further research regarding the 

experiences of men in non-traditional careers and in particular male elementary school 

counselors. There will be 12 participants in this study. 
 

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS FORM? 
 

This form contains information you will need to help you decide whether to be in this 

study or not.  Please read the form carefully. You may ask any questions about the 

research in terms of its risks, benefits and your rights as a volunteer. 
 

WHY AM I BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? 
 

You are being invited to take part in this study because you have been identified as a male 

elementary school counselor who has served as a school counselor for at least two years. 

You are also a certified or licensed school counselor and have a graduate degree in school 

counseling, guidance counseling or a related field. 
 

WHAT WILL HAPPEN DURING THIS STUDY AND HOW LONG WILL IT 

TAKE? 
 

As a participant of this study you will be asked to participate in one in-person or phone 

interview lasting between 45 and 60 minutes. This interview will be audio taped and 

transcribed. Audio recording is not optional.  If you do not want to be recorded is ok to 

excuse yourself from the interview and research process. You will be asked for verbal 

consent to record the interview and to take notes. You will also be asked to verify data and 

interpretations; this will entail reviewing the results and providing feedback to the student 
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researcher during two shorter phone or in person interviews of approximately 30 minutes. If 

you agree to take part in this study, your involvement will consist of approximately two and a 

half total hours, over the span of approximately six months.   
 

WHAT ARE THE RISKS OF THIS STUDY? 
 

Interviews will be audio-taped and then transcribed by the student researcher. The interviews 

associated with this investigation pose no risk to participants economically and physically. 

The interviews are confidential and the data generated from the interviews will be reported in 

such a way as to avoid participant identification, posing minimal social or professional risk. 

The greatest potential risk will be psychological. Participants will be asked to discuss their 

perceptions and experiences of working as male elementary school counselors. While the 

interview questions are not intended to be threatening, they do require a level of introspection 

and reflection. It is very unlikely but, such reflection may evoke emotional reactions in 

participants. Should this occur in any interview, the interview will be terminated and no 

further data will be collected. The researcher is trained to process strong emotional reactions 

as they arise in order to ensure participant stability. If necessary, the participant will be 

referred to a professional counselor or therapist, however this level of emotional distress is 

highly unlikely. The interview questions are designed to be broad and auto-biographical, and 

as such are not likely to cause distress. 
 

The use of the Internet poses potential risks in that email transmissions cannot be 

guaranteed to be secured or error-free. Transmissions could be intercepted, corrupted, 

lost, destroyed, arrive late or incomplete, or could contain viruses. The researcher will 

maintain anti-virus and other security software on his computer (s) and will include a 

message of confidentiality on all electronic correspondence. 
 

 

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF THIS STUDY? 
 

There are no known direct benefits to participating in this investigation. The indirect 

benefits to participation include contributing to the professions of school counseling, 

counselor education and supervision. Additionally, participant will be contributing to 

emerging body of literature exploring gender, non-traditional occupational choice and 

professional experiences. The study may also have implications for issues of diversity 

and social justice when we consider the converging issues gender, occupational choice, 

professional experience and the social and cultural barriers that come into play.   
 

WILL I BE PAID FOR PARTICIPATING? 

 

You will not be paid for being in this research study. 

WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION I GIVE? 
 

The information you provide during this study will be kept confidential to the extent 

permitted by law.   Research records will be stored securely and only the researcher will have 
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access to the records. Federal regulatory agencies and the Oregon State University 

Institutional Review Board (a committee that reviews and approves research studies) may 

inspect and copy records pertaining to this research.  Some of these records could contain 

information that personally identifies you. All This information will be stored on campus by 

the principal investigator throughout the investigation and once it is completed for a period of 

three years. Only the researchers will have access to the data. If the results of this project are 

published your identity will not be made public. 
 

DO I HAVE A CHOICE TO BE IN THE STUDY? 
 

Participation in this study is voluntary.  If you decide to participate, you are free to 

withdraw at any time without penalty. You will not be treated differently if you decide to 

stop taking part in the study. If you choose to withdraw from this project before it ends, 

the researchers may keep information collected about you and this information may be 

included in study reports. 
 

WHAT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS? 

 

If you have any questions about this research project, please contact: Charles Edwards, at 

917-858-1364. Email: edwardch@onid.orst.edu or Deborah J. Rubel, Ph.D. at: 541-737-

5973. Email: Deborah.rubel@oregonstate.edu. You may also contact my dissertation 

chair and co-investigator, Stuart Chen-Hayes, Ph.D. at STUART.CHEN-

HAYES@lehman.cuny.edu or by direct phone at 718-960-7304. 
 

If you have questions about your rights or welfare as a participant, please contact the 

Oregon State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) Office, at (541) 737-8008 or 

by email at IRB@oregonstate.edu 
 

Your signature indicates that this research study has been explained to you, that your 

questions have been answered, and that you agree to take part in this study.   
 

____________________________________  ______________________________ 
Print Name       Signature        

  

http://us.mc1113.mail.yahoo.com/mc/compose?to=edwardch@onid.orst.edu
mailto:Deborah.rubel@oregonstate.edu
mailto:STUART.CHEN-HAYES@lehman.cuny.edu
mailto:STUART.CHEN-HAYES@lehman.cuny.edu
mailto:IRB@oregonstate.edu
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Appendix D 

Male Elementary School Counselor Participant Information Form 

1) Name:___________________________________________   

 

2) Age:   

 

22-25  26-30             31-40               41-50               51-60    60 or over   

 

3) Email: ________________________________________ 

 

Mailing Address: ___________________________________________________ 

 

4) Phone:_______________________   Okay to leave a message?  Yes                 No 

 

5) Sex:  Male           Female   

 

6) Race/Ethnicity 

 

African-American or African descent   

 

Asian/Pacific Islander   

 

Hispanic/Latino (a)   

 

Native American/Alaskan Native 

 

Multiracial/Bi-racial   

 

White/Euro-American 

 

Other (please specify):  __________________________________ 

 

8) Education: 

 

            Do you have a graduate degree in school counseling?                  Yes                  No     

 

If no, state other graduate degree:_________________________ 

 

Do you have a license or certification as a school counselor?     Yes                   No             

 

7) Years of experience as an elementary school counselor:   _____ 
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Appendix E 

 

Script: Initial Contact with Potential Participants 
 

Dear Colleagues: 
Are you a male elementary school counselor who has practiced school counseling within 

the last three years?  Have you been a school counselor for at least two years?   
 

Do you hold a state license or certification in school counseling? 
 

Do you hold a graduate degree in school counseling, guidance and counseling or a related 

field? 
 

Are you interested in participating in a study that explores the impact of gender on your 

professional experience? 
 

If you answered affirmatively to the above questions, we would like your assistance.   
 

Charles Edwards, under the supervision of Dr. Deborah Rubel and Dr. Stuart Chen-Hayes 

is recruiting male elementary school counselors to participate in a study entitled: The 

Gendered Experience of  Professional Practice: A Phenomenological Study of the Lived 

Experiences of Male Elementary School Counselors. 
 

For this phenomenological study, you will be asked to participate in two interviews of 45-

-60 minutes either through the phone or in person depending on your location.  You will 

also be asked to participate in a follow-up interview that will last approximately 30 

minutes. The total expected time if you agree to participate in this study will be 

approximately two and half hours. 

            
Please contact us if you are eligible and interested in participating.  Also feel free to 

forward this email to other male elementary school counselors who you believe may be 

eligible and interested in participating. 
 

Please do not hesitate to contact us should you have any questions. 
 

Charles Edwards – Student Researcher   
edwardch@onid.orst.edu. 
Telephone: 917 858 1364 
 

Deborah J. Rubel, Ph.D. – Principal Investigator 
Email: Deborah.rubel@oregonstate.edu 
Telephone: 541-737-5973 
 

Stuart Chen-Hayes, Ph.D. – Co-Investigator 
Email: STUART.CHEN-HAYES@lehman.cuny.edu 
Telephone: 718-960-7304  

http://us.mc1113.mail.yahoo.com/mc/compose?to=edwardch@onid.orst.edu
mailto:Deborah.rubel@oregonstate.edu
mailto:STUART.CHEN-HAYES@lehman.cuny.edu
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Appendix F 

 

Participant Interview Questions 

 

 

1. What has been your experience of being a male elementary school counselor? 

2. What special challenges or opportunities are presented by being a male 

elementary school counselor? 

 

3. Can you recall significant events, experiences or incidents where being a male  

elementary school counselor stood out for you? 

 

4. As a male elementary school counselor what has been your experience working  

with young children? 

 

5. Describe your experience working with parents/guardians and families as a male  

school counselor. 

 

6. What has been your experience working with teachers? 

7. Describe your experience as a male school counselor working with school  

principals and  other administrators. 

 

8. Describe any other incident (s) where you felt being a male school counselor may  

 have influenced your interaction or experience with any member of the school  

 community. 

 

 


