
Welcome to the autumn
edition of ChildLinks
which explores the theme
of men in early childhood
care and education. ‘What
men?’, you may ask. Our
experience of finding men
who worked in early
childhood care and
education (ECCE) who
might contribute an article
for this ChildLinks proved
very challenging.

And that is supported by the research
in Ireland and internationally. Men are
an absent minority in ECCE in
Ireland, estimated to be less than 1%
of the workforce.

One of the recurring arguments in
support of more men in childcare is

the ‘men as role models’ argument,
that men provide role models for
children, especially boys. However, as
Aoife O’Gorman outlines in her
article, this is a contested area. One
view is that the presence of male early
years workers acts in some way to
compensate for what is lacking at
home, especially where the father is
absent. But what is lacking at home
and how does compensation occur?
O’Gorman suggests that a more
constructive approach might be to
focus less on the role model
perspective and more on providing all
children with opportunities to relate to
a diverse range of adults and children.

Many of the barriers to male
participation in the ECCE workforce
are also discussed in this issue,
including perceptions by service
providers, perceptions by men and
perceptions by parents. The issue of
parents’ concern regarding intimate
care and the fear of child sexual abuse

cannot be ignored. The perception
that women are more suited to caring
for young children than men is
undoubtedly linked to the complex
nature of gender in caring roles and
to societal perceptions and norms.

Does it matter that the ECCE
workforce in Ireland is almost totally
female? The EU seems to think so.
EU policy is 20% in 2020, i.e. a
20% male workforce by 2020. The
Men in Childcare Network is to be
congratulated for their work in
researching, providing support and
advocating for greater participation in
the ECCE workforce. Undoubtedly
the thorny issue of poor remuneration
will have to be addressed if Ireland is
to move towards the 20% target. And
remuneration is important to attract
and retain both men and women to
careers in early childhood care and
education. 
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INTRODUCTION
Throughout the course of this article, a number of issues will
be discussed. First, some background information on the
Men in Childcare Network, our purpose, our activities and
our goals for the future will be given. Second, some specific
information will be presented in relation to the feedback of
two surveys carried out by Childcare Committees and the
Men in Childcare Network on the topic of males in the
childcare sector and the thoughts of managers, co-workers
and parents on the matter. This all links with the article that
follows, in which a man currently working in Early Childhood
Care and Education in Ireland shares his experience of being
one of the very few men in childcare in Ireland. 

MEN IN CHILDCARE IRELAND
The seed for the Men in Childcare Network was initially sown
by the Kilkenny County Childcare Committee (KCCC) in
2004. A discussion on the issue of diversity in childcare had
highlighted the gender imbalance in the childcare workforce
in Ireland, where:

A large percentage of children have little contact with men
and some children do not have positive male role models
present in their lives.

There is the lowest representation of male workers in
Europe (less than 1 per cent of the childcare workforce).
While children are growing up in a society that is focusing
more than ever on equality issues, many of those in full
daycare are left in a situation where they have no contact
with men between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m.

With the support of the KCCC, the first official Men in
Childcare meeting was hosted in October 2004. The initial
meeting was attended by five men, who agreed the following
aims:

To work towards an increased representation of men in
the early years sector in Ireland, with particular emphasis
on the benefits to children.
To inform and support men who may be interested in a
career in the childcare sector and to enable male workers
in childcare, including childminders, to support each other
in an effort to address the issue of retention.
To contribute to an increased valuation of the role men
have as carers for children in Irish society.

Sixteen county childcare committees agreed to provide
funding to support the development of the network. Other
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funding was secured from FÁS. Since 2006, Waterford
County Childcare Committee has provided limited
administration and HR support to the committee of men
developing the network. Conferences were organised, an
action plan was developed, networking opportunities were
created and the network has grown from strength to strength.
Among its achievements are:

Establishing telephone, email and Facebook contacts for
the provision of information.
Publishing two flyers to encourage and support men into
early childhood care and education (ECCE).
Producing a DVD entitled Face of Men in Irish Childcare,
which is available for free. 
Devising a networking strategy and piloting it around the
country.
Providing support directly to men interested in or already
working in the sector through networking, information
sharing, one to one support, etc.
Supporting students to research the subject, from FETAC
Level 5 to Masters degree level.
Participating in international conferences and availing of
networking opportunities.
Contributing to the ECCE debate through submissions to
the workforce development plan, Start Strong
consultations, attending conferences, seminars and
providing information stands.

The network is always looking at how to best support men
involved in childcare in meaningful and practical ways. It
seeks to inform the childcare sector and broader society of
the benefits and unique qualities men have to offer the
childcare profession.

SURVEYS ON MEN IN CHILDCARE CARRIED OUT
BY CHILDCARE COMMITTEES IN 2011 AND 2012

National Survey with Childcare Services: 2011
Traditionally in Ireland there have been very few men opting
for a career in childcare and it has been suggested that
Ireland has the lowest representation of male childcare
workers in Europe. As there is very little baseline information
available about male childcare workers in Ireland, a group of
CCCs, led by Waterford City Childcare Committee, decided
to carry out a survey with childcare services about men in the
profession in 2011. The results of the survey were presented
at the 2011 MiC (Men in Childcare) Conference. 

Summary of Findings
In the national survey there were responses from 328
childcare services from 13 counties. 

Seventy seven per cent of services had never had a male
childcare worker employed and 71% said they never had
males applying for staff positions. However, nearly 85% said
they were open to employing more men.

Some of the reasons cited as to why services were open to
employing men were that they viewed men as being capable
of providing positive role models, providing a positive gender
balance and their wish to provide equal opportunities to all. 

The reasons cited as to why some services are not open to
employing men included parents’ lack of approval, being
concerned about changing nappies etc. and a suggestion that
‘childcare isn’t designed for men’.

Nearly 90% of respondents agreed that more male childcare
workers should be employed in Ireland with some of the
reasons being to:

Provide positive role models. 
Have a mixed gendered approach.
Have a positive influence on the children, especially in
single parent families.

Seventy nine per cent of respondents said staff are open to
working with male staff, saying that:

Men provide a mixed approach.
Men focused more on outdoor play.
‘[It is] great for the young boys in the service.’
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Now

Previously

Never

11%

12%

77%

Do you have male childcare workers employed in
your setting?

Yes

No

Don’t Know

9%

1%

90%

Do you agree that more childcare workers should be
employed in Ireland?
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Almost 66% of respondents claimed that children would be
open to men working in childcare, replying that:

They would enjoy the different approach to caring.
They would experience different types of caring from
males and females.
‘Of course they are.’

In terms of parents being open to the idea of male childcare
workers, 31% of services felt that parents are open to male
childcare workers caring for the children while nearly 7%
said parents are not open to it with nearly 62% saying that
they don’t know whether parents would be open to it.

In response to the question about what additional
supports would benefit men who wish to work in
childcare, the following suggestions were made:

Manager to educate the concerned parents and co-workers.
Networking.
Training, especially on child protection issues. 
Advice on how to handle personal care issues with the
children. 
More male tutors.
Raising awareness to the benefits of men in childcare.

In response to a question as to how to overcome the
barriers to men working in childcare, the following
responses were made:

Showing men as positive role models.
More boys in Transition Year to do childcare as work
experience.
Education and transparency.
More information for boys on childcare as a career.
More networking between various childcare support
groups/crèches/pre-schools.
More positive media exposure around this whole area.
Increasing the prestige/the importance of the role and
increasing the wages/salary.
Advertising and media campaign on the benefits of working
in childcare for men.
Using research on what men can bring to caring for children.
Highlighting men in other caring roles such as
nursing/disability.
Education and a change in social thinking.
‘Break them down.... employing male childcare workers and
letting that speak for itself over time...’

Local Survey with Parents: 2012
In 2012, Waterford City Childcare Committee decided to carry
out a local survey with parents as a follow up to the national
survey of childcare services carried out in 2011. In the 2011
survey, 69% of the respondents had indicated that they either
did not know if parents were open to men working in childcare
or thought that parents would not be open to it. As this was the
perception of the services, it was decided to ask the parents
directly. A questionnaire was prepared in consultation with the
MiC network and it was distributed to 145 parents through ten
childcare services in the city (5 private and 5 community) in
Waterford City. Fifty four (37%) responses were received.  

Yes

No

Don’t Know

19%2%

79%

From your experience / in your opinion, are the staff
in your service open to working with 

male colleagues?

Yes

No

Don’t Know

32%

2% 66%

From your experience / in your opinion, are
the children who attend your service open to
being cared for by a male childcare worker?

Yes

No

Don’t Know
63%

6%

31%

From your experience / in your opinion, are parents
who use your service open to male childcare

workers caring directly for their child?
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General Information on the Responses
Number of children each parent has is between 1 and 4.
Majority of children were girls.
Ages range from 2-9 years.
Four fathers filled out the survey, the remainder were
mothers.
Fourteen respondents say they have had males working
directly with their children.
Each parent had either one or two children within the service.

In response to the question on whether there are male childcare
workers in the service working directly with their children, 74%
(40) of the parents said no and 26% (14) said yes.

In response to the question on whether it would benefit their
child to have a gender balanced environment in the service,
85% of respondents stated that it would be of benefit their
children. 

Some positive quotes from respondents were:
‘It would benefit children especially those who would not have
close contact with a male figure.’

‘Children have males in other aspects of their life, so
childcare is no different and shouldn’t be different.’

‘It would help my daughter be more aware towards gender
balance.’

‘It would introduce him to new forms of play and it gives a
good balance.’

The less positive responses were:  
‘[I] believe it is a risk too great to take to prevent sexual
abuse.’ 

‘[I] would feel uncomfortable with a man minding my
children.’ 

‘Yes I do but not to change girl’s nappies as I believe women
should do it.’

‘Would feel uncomfortable, woman are more understanding.’

In response to the question about parent’s feelings/
thoughts on males caring and educating young
children there were many positive responses
including:  
‘I think it is a great thing because males have a different
perspective on all things.’

‘I think it is good, there are males in other professions that
deal with children so why not childcare, teacher doctors
nurses etc.’

‘I think it would be a good idea most children have male
teachers once they start primary school.’

‘I feel that we should be treated the same and that if all the
right procedures are carried out, such as GARDA clearance,
then why not.

‘Males care for children in the home and other settings so I
don’t really think about it.’

There were very few less positive responses:  
‘I would prefer a female with female children for toilet training
etc., apart from that fine.’

‘No I wouldn’t like it; it’s a risk I do not want to take for my
child’s safety.’

‘I wouldn’t feel comfortable with a male caring for my
children.’

Yes

No

Not Sure

26%

74%

Are there male childcare workers in the service
working directly with your children?

Yes

No

Not Sure

13%

2%

85%

Does it or would it benefit your child to have a
gender balanced (both male and female staff)

environment in the service?
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Parents were then asked if they had always felt/thought this
way about males caring for and educating young children –
70% respondents answered ‘yes’ while 18.5% answered
‘no’. The remainder did not answer the question.

Some of the respondents’ answers indicated a
change in how they thought: 
‘No, only since I had my son I’ve felt like this.’

‘Times are changing and it’s more acceptable. Children will
go on to have male teachers in school.’

‘No not until my daughter was telling me how much she likes
Dwayne.’

There was one negative response: 
‘I have always felt like this. I feel uncomfortable with males
minding my children.’

In response to the question as to how would they like a new
male childcare worker to be introduced to them in a childcare
service, most respondents said they would expect the new
worker to be introduced by name with an explanation of the
role and duties of the worker as some of the time they don’t
know the names of people in the rooms where their children
are being cared for.

One negative response ‘I would probably change the crèche
if there was a male.’

CONCLUSION

It is recommended that a more comprehensive national
survey with all childcare services be carried out to collect
accurate and up-to-date data on the numbers of men
employed working directly with children in childcare settings. 

More research exploring parents and children’s’ perceptions
would also be very beneficial. It is very positive to note that of
those who responded to the survey outlined in this article,
both practitioners and parents acknowledge the value in
having a greater gender balance in childcare. To facilitate
men who are interested to take up childcare as a career and
to learn from some of our European neighbours, for example
Norway, we in Ireland should develop a media campaign to
promote the value of a great gender balance in childcare and
to facilitate men to access childcare training and work in
childcare. 

In 2011/2012 through the National Pre-school Education
Initiative, training in the newly developed FETAC VI module
on Equality and Diversity in ECCE has been delivered to a
number of services nationally. The training is underpinned by
four anti-bias goals for adults and four for children. It has
been recommended that this training be delivered as part of
the mainstream FETAC Major Award in Childcare (CAS from

2012). If this training were mainstreamed, it has the potential
to contribute towards a shift in attitude and facilitate a greater
recognition and acceptance of men working in childcare from
an equality perspective. 

In conclusion, we have seen how there has been significant
progress made in terms of the numbers of males interested
in and employed in early years services in Ireland.
Furthermore, it has been shown from the survey findings
carried out on both a local and national level, that the
responses, opinions and thoughts of the managers, workers
and parents involved in the various childcare services are of
a very positive nature when it comes to the topic of more
males becoming involved in the early years services. 

To contact Men in Childcare Ireland see
www.facebook.com/meninchildcare
To contact Waterford City Childcare 
Committee, see 
www.waterfordcitychildcare.com/

No change

Changed

No answer

11%

19%

70%

Have your thoughts about men caring for /
educating young children changed?
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PETER HAFERKAMP, Childminder, Co Cork

Peter’s aim is to project his love for nature and the outdoors
onto the children in his care. His childminding service is
registered with Childminding Ireland and is fully insured. The
location of the service is at the Myrtleville House Allotments
in Co. Cork. This location provides a unique opportunity for
children to experience the original sense of a Kindergarten
(children’s garden).

Throughout the season, children are able to plant, explore and
harvest in their garden. In the safe environment of the walled

garden allotments there are lots of corners to be discovered
where little adventures can begin. From creepy crawlies to
cats and horses, all kind of creatures can be seen and
touched. The beach at Myrtleville is also in walking distance
and is used as a regular adventure trip from the centre.

Each session is unique and developed by the children
themselves. The garden, nature, creatures, weather, beach,
etc. stimulate the children into all kinds of activities and
adventures. Growing fruit and vegetables is merely a small

LITTLE 
EXPLORERS
CHILDCARE

Little Explorers is a unique childcare service run by Peter Haferkamp.
Peter is an experienced gardener and now a trained childcare assistant
(FETAC V in Childcare). He is from Germany and has been living in
Ireland since 1997. Peter is married and has two children, Hannah 
and Iarlaith.
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part of their outdoor experience which, with a little guidance,
will greatly enhance their understanding of the environment.
Peter’s view on the ever changing weather? There is no bad
weather only bad clothing! 

‘I guess I have been involved in working with children for
quite a while at this stage. In my own childhood I was a
member of an equivalent scout group in Germany and went
on to become a scout leader for a number of years. Our main
aspect was nature and environment and the great outdoors
generally. My love for the outdoors back then led me to train
as a landscape gardener and tree surgeon, which is the
profession in which I have been working in for over 20 years.

Working with children, however, had been restricted to
bringing up my own two children Hannah, 13 years, and
Iarlaith,11 years, until about three years ago when I started
my night course to study FETAC V in childcare. My aim to
combine my love for the outdoors and working with children
is slowly taking shape in my first outdoor childminding service
Little Explorers.

My initial plan was to actually become a scout leader again
but I found that the given programmes and procedures were
not like my experience that I knew from my childhood. I also
wanted to open new career opportunities so I started the
FETAC course. During my four- week work experience
placement in a Montessori pre-school I really enjoyed working
with the 3-to-5-year- old pre-schoolers. I missed the outdoor time
very much as the children only played a few minutes in a
structured rubberised playground.

It was then that I informed myself about outdoor education for
children of pre-school age. Forest Kindergartens are very
common all over the continent especially in Germany, Finland,
Norway and even Scotland. I even visited an outdoor pre-school
in Donegal and one Forest Kindergarten in Munich. I got great
encouragement from the teachers there and, subsequently,
started to look into plans for my own little enterprise. My first call
for directions was Tim Moran from Men in Childcare Ireland
who gave me contact numbers for the relevant authorities in the
childcare sector.

Since January of this year I had been in contact with the local
Childcare Committees, Childminding Ireland and Barnardos
and finally registered as a childminder. A local pre-school in
Crosshaven agreed to give flyers to pupils and parents and soon
I had my first service, Little Explorers. I rented a plot at
Myrtleville House Allotments which has idyllic surroundings with
access to chickens, pigs and horses and is located close to the
beach.’

When asked about what aspects of this career have worked well
for him and what have been the challenges that he has come
across, Peter responded: 

‘I found dealing with the different childcare bodies to be very
warm, friendly and encouraging, which helped me a lot in
starting my venture of opening Little Explorers. I believe that
clear and open communication with parents and childcare
professionals is very important to achieve a good working
relationship.

The challenge of setting up a new type of childcare service in
the form of an outdoor pre-school seemed to be trying to fit into
a restricted view and format of the given pre-school facilities.
Health Service Executive (HSE) guidelines are quite rigid
around the “building” of a facility yet can’t see the option of an
outdoor only service. Working as a childminder ‘from home’ was
my only way to get under the wing and support of childcare
groups including Cork County Childcare Committee and
Childminding Ireland. Yet the need for more outdoor time for
children (and adults) is obvious and needs to be more
supported.’

Peter further discussed how, when it comes to giving advice to
fellow males who are considering getting into a career in
childcare, he expresses the importance of looking at the career
opportunities and starting training. 

‘Do you want to work with pre-school or after school children, or
maybe in the special needs sector? The FETAC V course in
childcare is a good starting point and looks at all the options for
a further career in childcare. The Men in Childcare Network are
also helpful in information distribution.’ 

Little Explorers has been up and running since the 27th
February 2012.



Current public discourse regarding gender and teaching is strongly in
favour of more men in education, particularly in early years care and
education (ECCE) and primary teaching1. 

TEACHERS IN EARLY
CHILDHOOD EDUCATION:
An exploratory study of 
the influence of gender
AOIFE O'GORMAN, Síolta/Aistear Facilitator, Early Learning Initiative, National College of Ireland
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International debates on the feminisation of teaching, and the
corresponding low rates of male entry to the teaching
profession, have focused on gender related themes such as
the lack of male role models for children, the relative
competence of male and female teachers, and the supposed
‘erosion’ of professional status of teaching due to feminisation
(Drudy, Martin, Woods and O’Flynn, 2006, p.18). However, informed
discussion and debate on the topic of gender in education is

limited by a paucity of empirical research (Sumison, 2000, 2005).

The voices most relevant in this debate are least documented.
Irish male and female educators’ views, together with
children’s perspectives, must be considered in addressing
issues such as redressing the gender imbalance and
challenging gender stereotypes in early years services and
primary school classrooms. As a long-term goal, the
perspectives of those involved in ECCE can assist in

1 “Men: Your Classroom Needs You” (The Independent, 28 February 2002), “Endangered: Male Teacher” (Times Educational Supplement, 10 November
2006); Holden, L. (2005, April 19th). “Blessed are they amongst women”. Irish Times; Kerr, Á. (2006, March 24th). MATE to get men back to the
business: male primary teachers face extinction by the year 2035. Irish Times; Department of Education and Science. (2006). Wanted: Men as teachers
and educators; Walshe, J. (2008, February 1st). More men studying to be primary teachers. The Irish Independent.
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informing assessment of the need for and the implications of
implementing strategies to confront gender issues. This may
ensure the long-term success of such strategies.

The aim of this study was to facilitate teachers’ voices to be
heard as part of the national debate on teacher gender in
early education. The methodology of the study involved
documenting the views of teachers working directly with
young children and providing insight around teachers’
perceptions of their role as early educators and their
conceptualisations of early education. The respondents’
perceptions of their role, and how they believe others
perceive them, was examined with a view to highlighting
whether the teachers make assumptions about gender roles
or challenge them.

The data for this study was collected from a small cohort of
teachers (4 male, 4 female) working with infant classes in
primary schools located in the West of Ireland. The socio-
economic context of these schools is varied, as are the
teachers’ ages and years of teaching experience.
Transferability of the findings and conclusions to the entire
cohort of early educators cannot be claimed. However, it is
entirely possible that early educators in similar settings can
relate to findings and implications of this study. 

Historically, early childhood education has been seen as
synonymous with caring for and nurturing young children and,
consequently, continues to be widely regarded as ‘women’s
work’ (Murray, 1996, p.368). This highly gendered interpretation
can problematise the participation of male teachers in early
education, as they may be perceived as contradicting
conventional images of early educators. Furthermore, it
presents a challenge to male educators in terms of
constructing their professional identity and perception of their
role, in particular the ‘caring’ aspect of the role of the early
educator. The respondents’ views in this study illustrate the
complex interplay between care and education in teaching
young children, the data suggesting that teacher gender adds
further complexity to this issue from both male and female
perspectives. 

‘Once you get into the classroom you build up a
caring relationship with any class you are teaching.
Even if they fall in the yard and that, you’d want to
have a heart of stone not to show any care or
compassion towards them. But it does not
necessarily have to be a traditional mammy figure, it’s
ok for a fella to do that too.’

Miller (1986) draws our attention to the fact that a conflict of
identity can be experienced by both male and female

teachers; between teachers’ roles as ‘nurturers’ and ‘carers’
on one hand, and on the other hand their professional role as
educators (as cited in Drudy, Martin, Woods & O’ Flynn, 2005, p.23).

Historically, early childhood
education has been seen as
synonymous with caring for
and nurturing young
children and, consequently,
continues to be widely
regarded as ‘women’s work’.

A primary aim of this research was to explore teachers’
perceptions of the role of the early educator and the extent to
which these perceptions are influenced by gender. The data
specifically pertaining to teachers’ perceptions of their role
simultaneously challenged and reinforced gender
stereotypes. The male teachers interviewed contradicted the
gender stereotyped societal view of female as carer. They felt
equally as capable as females of fulfilling the role of carer in
their daily professional practice. Male and female views
aligned on the issue of adapting to and ‘learning’ the caring
role. In conceptualising their role, the male and female
teachers described very different roles. The male teachers
perceived themselves as bringing humour to the classroom,
whereas the females believed they brought care and
kindness. This would suggest that female teachers are
making assumptions about and conforming to ‘traditional’
gender roles. In contrast, the male teachers do not admit to
allowing the caring aspect of the role to overshadow other
aspects of their role, they appear to experience more
freedom and room for self-expression within their role. 

Male teachers do not admit
to allowing the caring
aspect of the role to
overshadow other aspects
of their role.

As well as extracting gender issues from the teacher
narratives, the teachers were directly asked to discuss gender
issues in relation to their professional role. In particular, the
study sought details on the teachers’ perspectives on the lack
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of male early educators. Factors such as perceived
inadequacy of the teachers’ salary and limited promotional
prospects were offered by both male and female respondents
as factors discouraging males to work in early education.
Cameron (2001) asserts that if early childhood work was re-
evaluated, with ‘higher status and higher pay, one could
expect more male recruits, fewer men in the token, isolated
situation, and possibly less reason to move on quickly’ (p.444).

In an Irish study of school-leavers and student teachers ‘low
pay” was given as a primary reason for fewer males in
primary teaching (Drudy, Martin, Woods et al., 2005, p.107). 

In this study, male teachers interviewed expressed the view
that the increased presence of male teachers in early
education is essential to provide children with male role
models. The literature pertaining to role models in education
reveals a clear divergence of opinion regarding whether
children are affected by male or female role models in the
educational context. Bricheno and Thornton (2007) found
no indication that children saw their teachers (male or female)
as role models (p.394). In other research pertaining to role

models in early education it is suggested that ‘the presence
of male teachers and childcare workers could go some way
towards providing stable, positive male role models for these
children, as some kind of compensation for what is missing at
home’ (Jensen, 1996, as cited in Cameron, 2001, p. 435), whereas
this is directly contested by Christie (1998) who argues that
‘this model does not explain how, why, or for whom, male
workers are expected to compensate, or whether
compensation is possible’ (as cited in Cameron, 2001 p. 435). The
arguments presented highlight that the role model argument
is not straightforward, as it may be perceived as underpinned
by ‘some essentialist division between male and female
attributes or normative familial or societal roles’ (Cameron,

2001 p. 438). It is perhaps more constructive to suggest that
the focus should be less on the teacher as role model and
more on providing all children with opportunities to form
relationships with a diverse range of adults and peers.

The teachers shared their perceptions of how parents view
the role of the early educator. Some of the male respondents
admitted that while most parents acknowledge the

ChildLinks
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challenging nature of the role of early educator, others
communicate subtle messages of suspicion or mistrust. 

‘I think they were wondering why I was “put” in infant
ed. … they would still have that kind of attitude, in
infants you need a female, mammy figure. At the start
I feel they were more distant… but when they got to
know me… they were more willing to approach me.’

‘I can see where they [parents] are coming from
because that’s just the way things have been in
schools for so long and they have just come to expect
that they are going to have a second mammy in
school so they are probably looking at me saying “oh
he’s going to be really hard on them”.’

This finding is reflected in a number of international studies
wherein the insecurity of working ‘under a cloud of suspicion’
is shared by many men working in ECCE (Foster and Newman,

1995; Sargent, 2000; Skelton, 1991, 2003; Sumison, 2000, 2005).

The extent of male teachers’ sensitivity to parental
perceptions was reflected in their numerous references to
their gender in relation to how others (parents, society)
perceive them. Two male respondents, who are both the sole
male members of staff in their school, spoke of experiences
where due to a focus on their gender as early educator, they
experience feelings of ‘pressure’. 

‘You get some funny looks at times [from parents]…
First of all I’m young… and I’m a guy and I am
teaching their precious… me being a male teacher
brings up the whole gender thing for parents. After
me they won’t have another male teacher, unless by
some miracle we get another male teacher… society
does not see the male as being the caregiver. There
is an odd view out there.’

‘…as a male, parents might still think you are going to
be hard on kids or something like that, or more
traditional style teacher or whatever, want them to sit
still and everything.’

They conclude that negative societal perceptions of males as
caregivers influence parents’ views of them as early
childhood educators. This may be due to the fact that in a
‘stereotypical world’, their gender as a male early educator
comes in to focus, and ‘if working with young children is a
‘natural’ occupation for women, men who want to work with
them must be “unnatural”’ (Aspinwall and Drummond, 1989, as cited

in Skelton, 1991, p. 5). With regard to parent’s perceptions of the
early educator, it is essential that a partnership between
parents and educators is nurtured. This partnership is
underpinned by a common goal in the best interests of the

child, and characterised by consciousness of mutual respect,
open communication, complementary expertise and an
appreciation of different perspectives. Parent-teacher
partnerships may prevent potential communication
breakdowns and misunderstandings at ground level. On a
wider scale, these findings highlight the need for thoroughly
researched strategies that address stereotypical views of
gender roles, at national level. 

‘In my mind I am uber-conscious of the whole child
abuse scandals and everything… you are not supposed
to pat them on the back, touch them in any way… I’d say
it plays at the back of the minds of most guys who are
teaching, because there is an awful fear out there. And
maybe male teachers step back because of that. But I
don’t think I don’t comfort them, or don’t care, but I…
think it’s easier for female teachers.’

‘In relation to caring for them I’m more ok with it now
than I was a few years ago, if a child was crying I would
be stepping back. Not so much now, that’s experience
and developing confidence and realising it’s something
you have to… if a child is crying you realise you have to
comfort them and you can’t please them any other way.’

Negative societal
perceptions of males as
caregivers influence parents’
views of them as early
childhood educators.

A range of themes emerged from teachers’ discussion of
gender issues in education at national level. Both male and
female respondents supported greater gender balance in early
education. In relation to this finding, it is interesting to note Jones’
(2006) study of female perspectives on male teachers in early
childhood education, which noted the teachers’ responses
regarding gender imbalance in early education were
influenced by ‘notions of political correctness’, in tandem with
the impact of ‘wider discourses’ on (p.68). The positive
responses of the male respondents may be attributed to male
teachers’ willingness to support each other and maintain the
support and promotion networks created by males in the
teaching profession which are referred to by Lorber (1984)
as ‘bands of brothers’ practices (as cited in Jones, 2007, p. 185).

The teachers in this study were asked to discuss their
potential career trajectory – themes including role
acquisition, promotion and leadership emerged. Research
suggests that in managerial roles in Irish educational settings,
there is little evidence of feminisation and that that male
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teachers are more likely to pursue, or are more interested in,
promotion and leadership (Lynch, 1994, as cited in Drudy, 2006, p.

261). The data in this study would suggest that neither male
nor female teachers were motivated to actively seek
leadership roles. With reference to acquisition of teaching
posts, three-quarters of male respondents believed that their
gender was a factor in attaining their teaching post. If this
finding reflects recruitment practice on a national scale, it has
serious implications for gender equality and diversity in
primary schools. 

While it is impossible to garner any generalisations from a
study as limited in its scope as this, it is nevertheless
instructive to examine the ways in which traditional gender
roles and stereotypes were both challenged and supported in
this research. Mc Naughton and Newman (2001) assert that
traditional gender roles are imposed on individuals by socio-
cultural, political and economic structures; and that this
presents a huge challenge to those willing to contest these

roles (as cited in Sumison, 2005, p. 111). On the basis of the
research for this study, it would appear that in some cases
teacher perspectives on gender are influenced by gendered
societal perceptions and norms. For example, female
teachers’ views on their role as carers conform to traditional
gender stereotypes. However, aspects of the data, such as
male teachers’ views on their ability to adopt the role of carer
and nurturer illustrate respondents’ willingness to challenge
these roles. 

In some cases teacher
perspectives on gender are
influenced by gendered
societal perceptions and
norms.

Implications of this Study
Arising from the findings of this study, the following 
implications are made for future practice and policy: 

It is necessary to deconstruct aspects of
contemporary discourse around the early education
as a ‘feminised’ occupation. Conceptualising female
teachers’ work in early education as ‘mothering’
overshadows other possible perceptions of them as
teachers and professionals. Males interested in
pursuing a career in early education may be less
likely to proceed with this career choice if they feel
incapable of fulfilling the maternal role. 
It is imperative that forthright discussion around the
role of the early educator takes place. In particular,
consensus must be reached on the type of skills and
qualities early educators might exhibit. It is optimal
that male and female educators co-construct
opinions on this matter. Síolta – The National
Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education
should be used as an essential tool in this process,
framing discussions regarding quality practice at an
individual and team level.
Where patriarchal views are dominant in a society,
as they are in most Western societies, both men and
women will have internalised them to a significant
degree, and will be active agents in the socialisation

of others, particularly young children, in such
dominant values (Drudy, 2006, p.271). Therefore,
teachers have a fundamental responsibility to
challenge traditional, patriarchal views on gender
roles. Both male and female teachers share
responsibility for this.
Future in-service might alert teachers to
understanding the complexities of gender in schools.
In particular, the ways in which the teacher’s
adoption of traditional sex roles or subscription to
theories of essential gender differences may be
indirectly communicated to children must be
addressed. 
The colleges of education should offer
programmes/ supports/initiatives that highlight and
challenge issues related to gender and professional
identity at undergraduate level.
Strategies to encourage gender imbalance in
education must be critically analysed. The
implementation of those strategies which do not
recognise the complex nature of gender relations
are largely ineffective. Before strategies such as this
are implemented, it is imperative that the views of all
involved in early education are considered carefully.
This will ensure the optimum formula for
presentation of such a strategy. It will also increase
its long-term effectiveness. 

ChildLinks
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‘I think it would benefit us to have more men in early
childhood education, people have this impression that
an infant teacher is a woman and that she is going to
mother the children and mind them, it would be no
harm to open the children’s mind to a male teacher and
maybe a louder voice in the classroom, I’m not saying
he wouldn’t care for them but it would be good for the
children, I just think it’s good to have variety.’ 
(Female teacher)

CONCLUSION
This research highlights the highly complex nature of gender in
education, and provides a limited depiction of the ways in which
individuals either accept or reject traditional gender roles. In
future, there is merit in exploring the positive and negative
impact of societal discourse on gender in education. The
findings of this study are confined to a relatively small sample of
teachers. Larger studies of gender in education, with more
representative samples and the potential of more general
findings would be beneficial. Rich case studies in tandem with
collection of longitudinal data, from a variety of research
designs, would also be informative.
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Men in Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE)

‘Get the Good Guys in
and the Wrong Guys out.’ 
Prevention of Abuse Embedded in
Good Quality Management

LAUK WOLTRING, Research, Consultancy and Coaching, The Netherlands. 

For many years, we in the Netherlands have tried to get more men into Early
Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) because of the opportunity it gives to
both boys and girls for gender-role identification and because of the need for
diversity. In general, men do have different styles from women in many aspects
of their work such as their use of language, risk-acceptance, physical play and
humour, as well as behaviour in staff meetings, input in policy discussions, etc.
Men are not better than women, but they are different and together men and
women create a rich culture in which to raise children. 
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CHILD ABUSE IN ECCE CENTRES IN AMSTERDAM

The number of men working in childcare in the Netherlands
had been slightly increasing until December 2010 when
there was shock both here and abroad at the news of child
abuse in two Amsterdam kindergartens. We feared a
backlash against the ongoing process of getting more men
into the childcare sector and in 2012 we did see some actual
decrease in the number of men getting involved. I hope this is
only temporary.

In the case in Amsterdam, through FBI-research, a
photograph from an international child pornography site was
traced to a Dutch server. This was followed up by Dutch
police research and led to the identification of two men. The
first man was an interim worker in two Amsterdam Early
Childcare Centres. Naturalised as a Dutch citizen, he came
from Latvia where he had run an educational support website
for parents on early childhood education. He had been
convicted in Germany for possessing child pornography in
2003 and was suspected of child sexual abuse in other
countries but was not convicted. Vetting before his
employment in Amsterdam had been incomplete and
unreliable. From 2007-2010 the man worked as a
replacement worker in two Dutch ECCE centres where he
was very popular among colleagues and parents. He walked
around all day with a camera, giving pictures to parents of
their children, and in doing so was able to mislead many
people. In Amsterdam he has abused 83 children. 

Interestingly, the man had not been accepted in his
application for a post in another childcare organisation in
Amsterdam, with staff there remarking that he had given them
‘a bad feeling’. In another centre he was dismissed nine days
into his trial period again because the workers had a funny
feeling about him. Yet, even in this short time he had
managed to abuse one child in this centre, a fact which
emerged later in the investigation.

The second man, a friend of the first man, had worked in the
field of childcare for 14 years. He was taken into custody for
possession of child pornography.

REACTION IN THE MEDIA AND IN THE SECTOR

Inevitably, the media took a great interest in the case at the
time and there was a lot of negative publicity about men
working in early years centres. Tabloids and some blogs
shouted ‘No men in early childcare!’ This is still echoing in
the sector, emerging again in May 2012 when the two men
were convicted.

The entire childcare sector in the Netherlands reacted quite
quickly, however, with an aim to informing parents, helping

children and their environment, addressing staff and creating
for better policies to keep child abusers out of this field. While
many parents reacted positively towards male workers, we
have to learn from this case. 

There are many organisations working with the aim of getting
more men into early years employment and this is also an
EU-policy (Brussels in 2010: ‘20% men in 2020’). Being
an outspoken advocate of this for many years I was often
approached by the media and other organisations during the
weeks after the arrests and again during the trial. As a result
of this I developed a 12-point policy programme, which is
outlined later in this article, to be incorporated into many
organisations. Basically my reaction is short and clear: ‘Do
not avoid the issue out of embarrassment or shock, but
instead face it and deal with it.’ 

MORE MEN IN EARLY CHILDHOOD CARE AND
EDUCATION

The input of men in ECCE is necessary because they can
give male examples to both boys (gender role identification)
and girls (a richer image of the world around them). Men can
contribute to the quality of work in early years services. Their
styles are sometimes different from women (more physical
play, a little more acceptance of small risks, different tone,
voice, speech and humour) and children love it. Mixed gender
teams operate better in nearly all professions and early years
is no different, so we need to encourage men into this field.
One man in a centre is a ‘stranger’ or is easily seen as a
‘weirdo’. More men leads to a more balanced picture in which
one can differentiate between good male behaviour – even
when different from average female behaviours – and
inappropriate behaviour. We have to take into account the
fact, however, that many parents who have a classical division
of gender roles or families from certain cultural backgrounds
may project their uneasiness about male roles onto men in
ECCE and may falsely insinuate or accuse. There have even
been cases where couples who have mistreated or abused
their children have tried to place the blame onto ECCE
workers.

Mixed gender teams
operate better in nearly all
professions and early years
is no different.

We have to keep the ‘wrong’ men out of this work by
deselecting them during their professional education, during
their selection for the job (interview techniques and



screening) and by means of an open and transparent culture
among professionals on the job. Managers should know how
to act upon ‘funny feelings’. Keeping the wrong men out by
prohibiting all men in this field does harm to all good men,
deprives children from contact with men (which is particularly
harmful when they grow up in a no-father or absent-father
family, and in small families with no brothers) and it places
the full burden of raising children on women in a time when,
happily, roles are changing. Nor can we prohibit men in
swimming pools, scouting, education, etc. without harming
children in a changing world. Moreover, as most sexual abuse
takes place in families, should we prohibit men from acting as
fathers?

POLICY PROGRAMME

So, the question remains how to get the right men in and
keep the wrong ones out. It’s difficult, but certainly not
impossible. Below I present a 12-point policy programme to
prevent the wrong men (and women1) coming into this field. I
call for a multi-layered policy with a variety of actions.
Together they give us a big chance of reaching our goal,
securing the rights of children, parents and workers, and at
the same time heightening the quality of the professional
work in this field (which is another important item in Dutch
discussions). Most of these actions are possible within
current practice.

1. Creating procedures and addressing the subjective
factor. There are no objective and 100% effective
instruments to ensure child sexual predators and other
potentially harmful workers are kept out of the childcare
sector. I am especially distrustful about psychometrical
instruments, multi-ax tests etc. as they promise more than
they can deliver. You cannot filter out cunning and smart
predators, and you might falsely accuse some innocent
men. At the very least you need cross assessment by
more than one independent observer over a prolonged
period. The alternative is through thorough legal
procedures, such as police vetting, and references. But
we also have to address the subjective element too and
go with our instincts (‘there is just something not quite
right’), although we do need to be careful with this and
take the rights of workers into account as well. But the
saying ‘everyone is innocent until proven guilty’ just does
not work here. We know that sexual predators can be
very smart and just waiting to ‘make sure’ is just too high
a risk.

2. During their professional education, male and female
students should be obliged to reflect on their motives for
working with children. They must be asked about these
motives in intensive supervision and other forms of close
contact during education and work placements. 

What makes you want to work with children? 
What makes you keen on this work? 
What can you offer children?
Do you see any pitfalls as a man or woman in this 
predominantly female field? How do you cope with 
them?

Those who do not see any risks are naïve and are possibly
in denial about the issues involved and, where necessary,
this should be addressed. Supervision must be performed
by able and experienced supervisors. During their
professional education students should learn how to be
responsive not only to children and parents but to
colleagues as well. They should learn how to react
properly to ‘uneasy’ feelings (for example through the use
of role play) as mentioned further below. In my career as
an educator, training professionals in Youth Social Work, I
have on a few occasions filtered out students who I felt
did not have an appropriate professional attitude just by
good (intersubjective) observation and interviews. I
cannot rule out that some potential perpetrators passed
this test, but this is one of a range of actions to narrow the
accessibility of this field for them.

3. Applicants (males and females) for ECCE jobs
should be screened thoroughly in the recruitment and
selection process. Not just a formal ‘Declaration about
Behaviour’ (a legal obligation in the Dutch field of ECCE
and other educational professions), which is essential but
does not go far enough. Inquiries about applicants should
be not only be made by letter but also by word of mouth.
Applicants should be interviewed by capable staff. The
employer should not let him/herself be satisfied with well-
spoken sentiments, ‘politically correct’ statements and so
on. Capable assessors should continue to ask questions.

4. On the job there should always be two
professionals working together, as much as possible
in view of each other. This applies to both men and
women but in the current state of affairs it applies
especially to men, which may seem unfair but reflects the
reality of the situation. This recommendation is for male
childcare workers’ own well-being and safety as much as
for the children, so they cannot be easy targets of false
accusations. (This double occupation – for women too –
is more or less prescribed in Dutch ECCE centres but is
not always practiced.) 

1 This text is focusing on abuse of children by men, but this should not cloud our awareness about female mistreatment of children.
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5. Do not exclude men from changing nappies,
washing etc. This gives the wrong signal to children,
parents and female colleagues. Just train them to 
do it correctly and also set a good example for other
men.

6.  Are the policies unfair to the ‘good’ men? To a
certain extent they are but they must be addressed. Men
applying for jobs in ECCE should be prepared for the
fact that they will be observed closely. They should be
supported but also selected on their strength of their
ability to deal with potential accusations. Men who have
been falsely accused need to be protected and able to
return to their jobs when concerns have been
addressed2.

On the job there should
always be two professional
working together… for male
childcare workers’ own
well-being and safety as
much as for the children, so
they cannot be easy targets
of false accusations.

7. There must be a transparent professional working
culture. This does not only mean clear appointments and
agreements, but also that staff are entitled to confront one
another with what they have seen and feelings that they
have, not only on serious matters like suspicion of
mistreatment, but also on smaller things in the everyday
work process. ‘Yesterday you did not wash the dishes’ or
What happened yesterday when that child was shouting
so loud when you were alone with him/her?’ This applies
to women working together as well. 

It has been observed in ECCE centres that many
women keep silent about what they see and shy away
from confrontation. They may feel ashamed of what they
suspect, afraid that the other person may complain
about them in return, or ‘use’ it negatively in their mutual
relations. They keep silent about what they have seen to
their immediate managers, who in turn also remain
silent to the higher levels: ‘In my centre everything is
ok’. Transparency begins in daily feedback, where we

learn to develop our intuition for even small signs that
things are going wrong. This must not just be left up to
the service manager. All staff should feel safe to speak
out so there is no space in which child abusers can act.
Making mistakes is part of the job: we are humans and
evolution works via learning from our mistakes. In a
professional working culture with ‘open radar systems’
any potential child abuser who has come through the
selection and screening processes will have less space
to manoeuvre and will either leave the employment or
risk being exposed.

8.  Use your intuition, develop it and act on it. Intuition
is one of our basic survival instincts that warns us about
danger, often before it actually takes place. Of course,
intuition can be blurred or we can over react, but if we see
something that gives us an unpleasant feeling or makes
us wary it is important not to remain silent. It may be
nothing or only something minor, but it can also be (the
beginning of) something worse. It is important not to
gossip or use what you have seen or heard in any way,
but you should make clear to the person that you are not
feeling comfortable with his or her behaviour and talk it
over openly and with respect. It is important to give the
other person the opportunity to explain what has
happened and, if the answer is satisfactory, explain ‘Sorry,
but I had to ask.’ If the answer is not satisfactory take it up
immediately with management. Of course you may be
wrong in your suspicions but at least you have shared it
with the management. This is not ‘snitching’ on someone,
rather it is professional conduct, enabling management to
do their job properly. 

If you feel you are being ignored or the issue is being
trivialised, consult your trade union, or go one step higher,
if necessary anonymously. 

This is not a plea for continuous distrust, but just for
keeping our intuition sharp and sharing observations in a
professional way. This creates a safe work environment
for everybody, leads to learning and enhances quality in
the work. 

2 I have coached a few men who were falsely accused and they are now working again (and the quality of their centres heightened after this collective
experience of the staff) 

By taking all remarks and
complaints seriously and
reporting back to parents
what action you have taken,
you will help develop trust.



9. Provide regular counselling, coaching and/or
supervision on the job. This leads to organisations that
grow and learn, and higher quality practices. Investment
in this can be very effective and result in less absence
through illness, better development of children and better
work relations3. This is essential for keeping up a good
climate in a service and for gaining the trust of the general
public in this field.

10. Always take the complaints or remarks of parents
seriously, even if they seem exaggerated. Not
everybody will formulate her or his uneasy feeling as
meticulously as we would like them to do. For many
parents it is a big step entrusting their children to others,
especially professionals. See their remarks as them
showing interest in their children and coping with the
feeling of being separated from them. By taking all
remarks and complaints seriously and reporting back to
parents what action you have taken, you will help develop
trust. You can also help parents to develop their own
intuition that may at times be blurred by media hype and
gossip. This means that the relationship is there if parents
do have more serious concerns.

11. Protect your employees. Of course every suspicion or
complaint must be taken seriously, but keep in mind that

a false alarm can be very harmful to the worker that has
been accused. Create clear policies and procedures
about how to handle these cases and inform all workers
that these things can happen. They must be able to come
back if investigation has proven them innocent. This is all
part of the job of working with vulnerable children and
their parents. 

12. Register all workers. As a final piece of good policy it
may be advisable to create a register of all professionals
(male and female) who work with any vulnerable person,
including children. This would serve to prevent a person
from changing jobs when accused of or convicted for
seriously wrong behaviour. Of course good regulations must
be developed, for example when a person has worked in
another state or country, access to the register must be
arranged.

Of course there is no 100% guarantee, but under all these
conditions the ‘wrong’ men will avoid or be deterred from
working in ECCE for fear of being caught. It may cost more
money but so be it. It is important to encourage the ‘right’ men
into the field of childcare. Children are our future, investment in
them always pays back in many ways.

For more information see www.laukwoltring.nl

3Any arguments about costs are uninformed. Research by economists has
made it very clear that investment in early child care and education is

very productive and profitable for modern societies (less school
absenteeism and dropout, better school results, less crime, better
relations, etc.) while severe harm in early years has a very bad effect
on a child’s general development, school results and much more.
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THOMAS GULBRANDSEN, MIB Asker (Men in Childcare), Norway

Men in childcare have been few and far between for as long
as kindergardens have been around. Early years care and
education has always been considered a women’s arena and
women have traditionally been considered the best
caregivers for children. Because of this culture, it can be
difficult to turn attitudes around and encourage more men
into the childcare sector. In this article, I will look at the
importance of getting men into childcare, the importance of
role models and the problems related to the subject.

So why do we need men in childcare? 
Can’t women alone fill this role?

The answer to this is of course not. Women have never been
boys and men have never been girls. There is also a clear
difference in the way men and women perform care. People
may complain, ‘the guy that works in my child’s creche is so
noisy and runs around all the time’ but we need those ‘noisy’
people too. We need all types of people of different genders,
cultures and religions. If we don’t reflect society in a realistic
way, with a range of different people, how are children going
to learn about how it is in real life? That is the essence of the
entire socialisation process.

With the current low number of men active in childcare, some
children risk not meeting a decent male role model until they
are far up in the school system. This creates the risk that they
will look for role models elsewhere, and not necessarily good
role models. 

A study1 of a primary school in Norway with a 50/50 gender
balance in staff showed that young boys with male teachers
do better in school. This is quite worrying when we know that
less than 8% of teachers in our primary schools are men.
Boys and girls ARE different and require different types of
care, and if their environment does not reflect this then it is
difficult to provide them with equal opportunities. Boys need
male role models in order to grow up, develop and become
men, just as girls need different positive male models. Having
close carers who are represented by both women and men
gives children a better chance of finding a positive role
model, someone who they can identify themselves with
regardless of their gender. 

With the current low number of men
active in childcare, some children risk not
meeting a decent male role model until
they are far up in the school system.

THE IMPORTANCE 
OF MEN IN
CHILDCARE

2 see http://www.nrk.no/nyheter/distrikt/hedmark_og_oppland/1.7948390



PROBLEMS RELATED TO MEN IN CHILDCARE

There are of course many problems related to men working in
childcare. From a European perspective there have been
numerous scandals, cultural difficulties and so forth, but there
seems to be a change on the horizon. More men are now coming
into the childcare sector and there is nothing to suggest that this
process will end or reverse. (Just look at the discussions and
debates here in Norway about how to share the paternity leave
between the mother and father in the first year of the baby’s life.) 

Early years services must become a part of this progress.
Childcare should be an arena where men have an opportunity
to use and develop their skills as childcarers as well as their
knowledge of what it’s like to be a boy, a knowledge that only
they have, which is essential for boys on their way to becoming
men. In addition to this, boys also have to learn how to deal with
and understand girls and vice versa. To learn all of this, boys
need male role models. The early years sector must be aware of
its importance in acknowledging and promoting men as primary
carers and at the same time take the responsibility to encourage
progress. The goal should be that it is as natural to have men
working in early years, as it is to have women.

Men who work in kindergardens have often been exposed to
social stigma, especially when cases of children being abused
by men have been highlighted in the media. In situations where
men have been suspected of abusing children, generalisations
concerning all men are often made and the debates that follow
consist of panic and over reaction. This problem has become a
professional hazard for men working in childcare. It is important
to take action to change this trend, and at the same time to work
towards no tolerance when it comes to abuse of children. A
society where men are being exposed to social stigma because
of individual cases is an unhealthy society. It is important to
remember that women can also be abusers and what would
happen if we started scaremongering about women? Society
would become filled with mistrust for all those working with
young children. Women today are protected by a culture that
views them as the most important carer during a child’s first
years and they have always been viewed as trustworthy. So what
does it take for men to be given the same rights? It is important
to focus on knowledge and experience more than morals,
prejudices, feelings and assumptions in order to eradicate the
myth that all men are potential child abusers. 

It is also important to remember that people have abused
children throughout history and there is nothing to suggest that
this behaviour is increasing, actually quite the opposite. There
has been no increase in reports of abuse in early years as the
number of male staff has increased. The goal for our work
should be to find ways to protect children and counteract all
forms of abuse. 

The goal should be that it is as natural to
have men working in early years, as it is
to have women.

The debate about men’s role in early years must be based on
the following:

Theory, experience and knowledge about the man’s role.
Avoiding the exaggeration of suspicions, while being
thorough about uncovering the truth of the matter. 
Being open, informative and professional when dealing with
the suspicions of abuse.  
Having as a no tolerance approach to any suspected abuse
of children.
That this subject is brought up for discussion regularly with
the whole staff, and especially with the male staff.
That the male staff are made aware of the special
responsibility they have as adults. They must avoid behaviour
that can put them at risk of being suspected of abuse at all
costs.
Clear routines and methods along with policies and
procedures. 
A culture where the staff report suspicions to their line
manager. 
That the staff are engaged in debates about male carers in
early years in an effort to normalise men’s importance in this
job. 

The natural consequence of this positive trend of more male
carers is more children experiencing positive male role models.
The only reason men are being socially stigmatised is that this
profession has traditionally been female-dominated and in some
cultures this is still the case. It is very important to work towards
a more gender equal workforce with men and women together.
If we can achieve this, it will in time become natural and more
generally accepted (as it is already in services with an equal
ratio). This will then greatly benefit children because they will
have access to role models of their own gender who knows what
it means to be a boy or a girl from personal experience. There
are of course problems as mentioned above, but the important
thing is that when problems occur we face them head on and
discuss them instead of trying to hide them. Be aware of the goal
and handle the problems along the way. The most important
thing is to achieve equal opportunities for our children!

If you wish to know more about MIB-Asker you
can contact coordinator Thomas Gulbrandsen,
thomas.gulbrandsen@asker.kommune.no,  
phone: +4799702851
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AMY HARTY M.A., Childcare Practitioner

AN EXPLORATION 
OF THE INFLUENCE
MALE CHILDCARE
WORKERS HAVE WHEN
WORKING WITH CHILDREN

INTRODUCTION
This article is based on a study carried out to gain an
understanding of childcare workers’ views and opinions on
men working with children and to determine what influence
male childcare workers have when working with children. A
total of eleven childcare workers were interviewed but only
two of the childcare workers were male as there are so few
men working in childcare. A representative from the Men in
Childcare Network was also interviewed. The main findings
that emerged from the study are discussed below. 

MOTIVATIONS FOR CHOOSING A CAREER IN THE
CHILDCARE PROFESSION 
More women than men choose a career working with
children because it is something they have always been
interested in doing. Men, on the other hand, tend to choose
working with children as a second career choice, and only
consider working with children when other careers do not
work out or if they would like a change of career and
someone recommends it. The two male childcare workers
interviewed for this study previously tried many other jobs



such as meat factory worker, office worker and builder, roles
which are likely to be better paid. 

For many decades there has been a gendered division of
labour. Men are found in occupations that are well paid, highly
skilled and that involve heavy work such as building, transport
or extractive industries (Garrett, 1987). Female workers, on the
other hand, have been found in occupations such as
childcare, social work or nursing (Garrett, 1987). As a
profession that has not historically been regarded as highly
skilled and well paid, men have been less likely to choose
working with children as a career. One of the male childcare
workers interviewed, however, highlighted that views are
changing and men no longer associate working with children
as just a woman’s role.

The representative from the Men in Childcare Network
interviewed for this study suggested that there are two groups
of men choosing to work with children – an older group who
choose it after trying other careers and a younger group of
school leavers who love being around children and decide to
embark on childcare work because it is something they have
always wanted to do. There are, however, very few males who
leave school and choose to work with children. 

There are often males involved with children in voluntary
capacities in out-of-school activities such as GAA, soccer,
swimming and scouts, yet childcare as a career is often not a first
choice for men. It is also worth noting that these out-of-school
activities are normally with children from the older age group
rather than early years. As in Ireland, there are also a small
number of male childcare workers in the UK (Cameron, 2006) and
most of these work in out-of-school care (9%) rather than in day
care (2%) which Cameron (2006) suggests indicates that
males generally prefer working with older children.

LENGTH OF TIME WORKING WITH CHILDREN
The length of time each childcare worker that participated in the
study had been working with children varied. Some of the
childcare workers had only been working in childcare a couple of
months while others had been working with children for quite a
few years. What was interesting was that the two male childcare
workers that participated in the study had been working with
children for a number of years. From those interviewed for this
study, the male childcare workers had more experience of
working with children than some of the female childcare workers
who had only been working in childcare for a couple of months. 

EXPERIENCES OF WORKING WITH MALE
CHILDCARE WORKERS IN THE SETTING OR ON
TRAINING COURSES 
Most female childcare workers may have never worked with a
male childcare worker or met any males on training courses they
have completed. This highlights the fact that there are a small
number of males working with children and, as a result, children
often have no contact with a male role model while attending
childcare services. Male childcare workers on the other hand are
more likely to have come across other males working with
children and on training courses. Out of the nine female childcare
workers that participated in the study, only one childcare worker
had ever worked alongside a male childcare worker and this
person had actually worked with two male childcare workers in
her current setting in previous years. 

VIEWS AND OPINIONS AS TO WHY THERE ARE LOW
NUMBERS OF MEN WORKING WITH CHILDREN 
The childcare workers and the representative from the Men in
Childcare Network identified a number of reasons why there are
such low numbers of men working with children. The four main
reasons given were:

1. There is a stigma attached to men working with children.
2. Society’s expectation of the types of work men and women

should do.
3. Low pay.
4. Working with children is not encouraged in schools. 

CHILDCARE WORKER’S ATTITUDES, VIEWS AND
OPINIONS OF MEN WORKING WITH CHILDREN 
All of the participants in the study agree that men should work
with children. Even the childcare workers that have never worked
with a male in a childcare setting agree that men should work with
children. A pilot project carried out in 2005 highlighted similar
findings. All of the childcare workers that participated in the
project, both male and female, agreed with the following
statement ‘I approve of having men working in childcare because
they provide a male role model to children’ (Fine-Davis et al, 2005).

The childcare workers that participated in my study highlighted
the following influences they felt that the presence of male
childcare workers have on childcare settings: 

It promotes gender equality.
It gives children a positive male role model, especially those
children who do not have male role models outside of the
setting.
A male childcare worker in the setting allows children the
opportunity to become familiar with males as well as females
in childcare.
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It provides children with the opportunity to see men and
women carrying out the same tasks equally, which will help to
break down the stereotype of what is traditionally seen as
male or female work and therefore makes it more acceptable
for men to work with children.
Men can bring different skills and qualities to the profession
which could help to broaden the curriculum and enhance the
quality of the service. Having a male childcare worker present
is good for staff relationships and brings a healthy mix. 
It is clear to see from the benefits highlighted above that male
childcare workers have a positive influence when working with
children. 

Men bring a number of dispositions when working with children
including their ability to carry out the same work as women. They
are just as capable of caring for and respecting children.

When childcare workers actually have the experience of working
with a male in a childcare setting, they become more in favour of
men working with children as they see the positive influence the
man has on the children. 

Not allowing children to
become involved in rough,
boisterous physical activity
and risky play may result in
developmental problems,
especially for boys.

The representative interviewed from the Men in Childcare
Network felt that childcare services need to move more towards
the fun aspect by having more play outdoors, more rough and
tumble play, more risk or challenge and more climbing trees
or hiding in hedges. He suggested that men would be good
to bring this into childcare settings. However, these could also
be achieved by reviewing the curriculum as there is no
reason why female workers could not be involved in these
activities also. Children love to be involved in rough,
boisterous physical activity and risky play (O’Leary, 2008).
Society is becoming more and more paranoid and risk
adverse and, as a result, children are often restricted in the
types of play they can engage in. Not allowing children to
become involved in rough, boisterous physical activity and
risky play may result in developmental problems, especially
for boys. The Men in Childcare representative also raised the
issue that men in childcare settings tend to move into
managerial positions rather than working with the children
themselves. The representative felt that it was extremely
important to have men working on the ground with the
children so that they experience the gender mix. 

CHILDCARE WORKERS’ REACTIONS TO THE
EMPLOYMENT OF A MALE CHILDCARE WORKER
IN THEIR SETTING 
The female childcare workers that participated in the study
were very open to men working with children and would like
to see more men working in this area. Even the female
childcare workers that had never actually had the experience
of working with a male reacted positively towards men
working with children. They recognised the importance of a
male role model for children when in the childcare setting and
did not highlight any personal issues or concerns towards
male childcare workers. Some of the childcare workers felt,
however, that other people in society may not like to see men
working with children and are fearful around men working
with children.

MALE AND FEMALE CHILDCARE WORKERS’
APPROACH TO THE WORK THEY CARRY OUT
The childcare workers in the study that have never had the
experience of working with a man felt they would take the
same approach to their work even if there was a male
childcare worker present. However, they did have differing
views on the approach that male and female childcare
workers take when carrying out their role. Some felt that
there are no differences in the approach male and female
childcare workers take in general, while others felt that there
are no differences because all childcare workers, whether
male or female, take a different approach to their own work.
Others felt that, as a result of their disposition, men and
women react differently to certain situations and men take a
more laidback and relaxed approach. This was also
highlighted in the pilot project by Fine-Davis et al, 2005. 

In some childcare settings, both male and female childcare
workers carry out the same tasks. However in other settings,
male childcare workers are not expected to carry out the
same tasks as their female colleagues such as changing
nappies. This suggests that in some childcare settings male
and female childcare workers are expected to carry out
different tasks as a result of their gender. This puts more
pressure on the childcare workers and also sends out the
message to children that men and women are expected to
carry out specific tasks. 

In some childcare settings
male and female childcare
workers are expected to
carry out different tasks as
a result of their gender.



OTHER PEOPLE’S TREATMENT OF 
CHILDCARE WORKERS 
Most of the childcare workers in the study felt that they are
treated the same by other staff, the manager, children and
parents. A small number of the female childcare workers,
however, felt that men are treated differently. They suggested
that where a male is present in the childcare setting, people
automatically regard him as the leader or supervisor. In most
cases men working in childcare settings tend to be the
manager or supervisor and most male childcare workers
intend on moving into a managerial role in the future,
something that was also highlighted by the representative
from the Men in Childcare Network. 

Penn and McQuail (1997) carried out an examination of how
men and women completing childcare courses saw
themselves as future workers. They found that ‘Men were
more ambitious and saw themselves as reaching senior
positions relatively soon’ (Penn and McQuail, 1997, p. 3). Some
childcare workers in the study felt that where males are
present it is a novelty for children because they are the only
male staff and that the children favour the male and look to
him more because he is the only male. Fathers tend to speak
to the male childcare workers more, which can be good as it
encourages more fathers to become involved in the care of
their children and they see for themselves that men can work
in this profession. 

In the pilot project by Fine-Davis et al, (2005) some of the
female childcare workers highlighted that there was some
tension between the male and female childcare workers.
Some female childcare workers felt that parents, the manager
and the children did treat men differently. 

‘…Sometimes he can be overpowering with the kids.
Sometimes I think he doesn’t know how to handle
them – the kids who act up. I don’t know if this is
because he is a man or hasn’t undergone training. It’s
very annoying that he can’t take the kids out to
change them. At the start when he was here he wasn’t
allowed to be in the room on his own with them – I
think that’s changed now. It’s always “I’m going to get
Danny” – it’s used as a threat and the kids would go
quiet – I don’t think that’s right either. He should be
treated the same as us.’ 
(Female childcare worker, Centre A) 

CHILDCARE WORKERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF
PARENT’S REACTIONS TO A MALE CHILDCARE
WORKER
The childcare workers in the study who have never had the
experience of working with a male in a childcare setting felt
that a small number of parents may have a problem with a
male working with their children. Others felt that it is
important to get feedback from parents first before employing
a male. The childcare workers that have had the experience
of working with a male in the childcare setting felt that parents
react positively because it is beneficial for children from
single parent backgrounds and because it promotes gender
equality. 

The childcare workers in the study who have never had the
experience of working with a male felt that it is important to
inform parents that there will be a male working in the setting
just in case any parents express concerns. Male childcare
workers and the representative from the Men in Childcare
Network, however, felt that parents should not be informed
that there is or would be a male working in the setting but that
the worker should be introduced to parents in the same way
as any new childcare worker. In Ireland, as elsewhere, there
is always concern around abuse, which could make parents a
bit apprehensive about men working with their children. It is
therefore important to reassure parents that the childcare
setting’s policies and procedures will protect children from
abuse by any childcare worker, regardless of their gender. 

SUPPORT FOR MEN WORKING WITH CHILDREN 
Even though there are low numbers of men working with
children, there is support available to them. The Men in
Childcare Network is an important source of support for all
men working with children. The Network sets out to promote
men working in childcare to other men interested in getting
involved and to support and advise childcare settings
employing men. It also acts as a valuable resource for raising
awareness around men working with children. Males
interested in working with children who need support and
advice can contact the network by phone or email. It is often
the case though that managers of childcare settings wait until
they meet a representative face to face to discuss any issues
or concerns at networking events rather than contacting the
network directly by phone or email. This would suggest that
the service is not being used to its full effect by managers
thinking of or already employing males in their childcare
settings.
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CONCLUSION
Male childcare workers have a very important and valuable
influence when working with children. It is important that
children are exposed to male role models from a young age
as they learn about the roles male and females carry out.
When children attend childcare settings with male childcare
workers they learn that men can care for children and that it
is acceptable for men to work with children. Men working in
childcare settings provide children with a positive male role
model, particularly for those children who may not have male
role models at home. It also enhances the curriculum and
improves the quality of the services. 

As there are such low numbers of men working in childcare,
very few children experience the benefits. Also as there are
more women than men choosing a career in working with
children, most childcare workers have never had the
experience of working with a male in the childcare setting. It
is therefore important that more men become involved in
working with children. 

Childcare workers highlight very positive views and opinions
towards men working with children and are very open to

more males getting involved. They recognise the important
influence and benefits male childcare workers bring when
working with children even though very few have actually
worked with men in the childcare setting. 

Men bring different skills, talents and abilities when working
with children. They are easy going and fun and are prepared
to carry out the same work as women and to work
cooperatively with them. 
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