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Introduction

In this article, I will focus on the concept of cur-
riculum and especially hidden curriculum. I see
the latter as a “site” where social and cultural
contradictions and rigid representations are most
likely to be at work. I will also touch upon the
problem of rescarch in the sphere of education
and gender. Finally, I will present a section of
the mapping of potentially problematic spots in
primary cducation curricula in Slovenia!
through the concept of hidden curriculum.?

! Slovenia is undergoing a process of school reform in
which two of thc most prominent fcaturcs are the cxten-
sion of compulsory education from 8 to 9 ycars and low-
cring the school entcring age from age 7 to 6. The reform
is being introduced gradually, starting in the 1999/2000
school year in a limited sample of schools. By the 2008/
2009 school year, all the schools should be implementing
the new 9-ycar compulsory cducation cycle. Other new
features are, for instance, descriptive asscssment in the
three years, carlier foreign language teaching, wider op-
portunitics for subjcct choicc and flexible diversification
in the last three-year cycle.

2 For a more dctailed account of curricular analysis
scc Vendramin, 2004a, which presents the review of gen-
cral curriculum framework documents, done for Interna-
tional Bureau of Education (UNESCQ), on behalf of the
Education for All Monitoring tcam. In the forcfront here
are a hidden curriculum and conceptual work, not a com-
prehensive analysis of the curricula.

To start by way of anecdotal evidence: | have
participated in the in-service training for pre-
school teachers in Slovenia for some years, and
the question of sexual difference and/or discrimi-
nation on these grounds was almost invariably
received with surprise. The comments went
along the following lines: in our society therc is
no gender discrimination; we have other (i.c.
more acute and more difficult) problems to
tackle; boys will be boys and girls will be girls.
Similarly Eva D. Bahovec (in Bahovec and
Bregar Golobi¢, 2004, p. 13) writes that when
adopting the new preschool curriculum there
were quite a few objections to the proposed men-
tioning of the rights of girls. The main opposing
argument was that in our (Slovenc) school sys-
tem there is no discrimination on the basis of
gender, and that boys and girls are trcated
cqually. Itis preciscly this “unquestionablencss”,
this self-evidence, that can be very revealing.

Kodeclja, for example, who is working on the
concept of justice in education, says that “the
discrimination of girls is taking place on the ba-
sis of the belicf that differcnces [i.c. between boys
and girls] exist and not on the basis of any actual
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differences” (Kodelja, 2003, p. 77). This aspect
very often seems to be brushed aside or not
problematized at all.

Which Boys? Which Girls? Which
Methods?

Educational analyses in the field of curriculum
and pedagogy, as well as the structuring of cdu-
cation and politics that ignore gender, leave un-
answered, if notaltogetherhidden, some impor-
tant questions (i.e. questions of authority, lan-
guage, power, etc.) and work against the equal-
ity of boys and girls. On the other hand, the edu-
cational research is often interested in the (sup-
posed) differences between the achievement of
boys and the achievement of girls. Such differ-
ences arc based on statistical significance and
are (too) often taken as “real”, which, in turn,
presents a basis for all sorts of claims (both sci-
entific and common sensc) about girls and
women.

Quantitative research no doubt has its role,
place and significance, and it can complement
qualitative research work in the field of educa-
tion and gender to a certain extent.> However,
at acertain point it can grow into an inadequately
reflected and somewhat ill-founded “positivism
of hard fact” in contrast with “soft data” of the
more interpretative tradition of the social sci-
ences (Walkerdine, 1989, p. 12-13). The result
isareification* of the categories “girl” and “boy”
that produces “explanations which favour sex-

3 The issuc of interpretation of statistical data is too
large to be dealt with here and it would necessarily cause
too much digression. Sec for example Walkerdine, 1989,
and Gould, 1996.

4 Reification, according to Gould (1996) is a tendency
to convert an abstract notion (such as intelligence) into a
hard entity (such as thc quantity of mcasurable brain mat-
ter).
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specific characteristics, so that more complex
analyses of masculinity and femininity are im-
possible” (ibid., p. 13).

New Zealand researchers Alton-Lee and
Praat (2001, p. 11) have asked themselves the
following questions regarding the differencesin
the performance of boys and girls: gender gaps
in achievement: which boys? which girls? which
gaps? They stress as well that it is important to
remember that gender differences are usually
mean differences, and therefore they do not re-
flect the reality for all individuals within the
group of boys or group of girls studied. Besidcs,
gender differences in achievement are generally
small compared to the significant overlap in
achievement between both groups.

One short and incomplete methodological
bypassis in order here to shed some light on the
problem of qualitative versus quantitative rc-
search and to explain why quantitative research
cannot be the only legitimatc method in the ficld
of gender. One of the reasons is no doubt that
differences between scores of girls and boys can
be statisticallysignificant, but not necessarily edu-
cationally significant as well (Walkerdine, 1989,
pp. 15-16). That is why I have chosen the con-
cept of hidden curriculum (to which I will return
shortly) as the mostindicative element of the sub-
tle discrimination on the basis of gender, which
relates primarily to qualitative research.

As suggested by one of the most important
theorists in the field of epistemology and feminist
theory, Donna Haraway, the “curious and in-
escapable term ‘objectivity’” (Haraway, 1991,
p. 183) needs to be questioned. She opts for
a different (feminist), embodied and account-
ablc objcctivity, because, as she says, we do
not need “adoctrine of objectivity that prom-
ises transcendence, a story that loses track
of its mediations just where someone might be



held responsible to something ...” (ibid.. pp. 194
and 187). This, among other things implics situ-
ated knowledge, that which reflects a perspec-
tive of the subject (partial, limited, not univer-
sal) that is awarce of its own limitations. “There
is noway to ‘be’ simultaneously in all, or wholly
in any, of the privileged (subjugated) positions
structured by gender, race, nation and class. And
that is a short list of critical positions,” says
Haraway (ibid., p. 193).

This is very much opposcd to the tradition
of Western science, built on positivism or the
cpistemology of fact. The social position is frc-
quently deemed insignificant because all knowl-
edge is supposed to be “out there” waiting to be
discovered regardless of the social dimension.
The feminist research paradigm on the other
hand emphasizes the social location of the sub-
ject and the social construction of knowledge.
In other words, there is no universal truth, only
partial and context-bound truths (Nagy Hesse-
Biber et al., in Nagy Hesse-Biber and Yaiser, p.
14 s5q.).

Scientific discourse is a struggle for what will
count as common knowledge. And feminism too is
a struggle for common knowledge, a strugglc over
what will count as rational accounts® of the world,
struggles over how to see (Haraway, 1991, p. 194).

Reading the Curriculum

So, to return to the educational context, it secms
that scxual diffcrence is (outside of women’s
studics and feminist theory) often conceived as
somcething unimportant or no longer important,
which is a part of the same rhctoric of omission
or ignorance. This “blindness” of educational

S “Rational knowledge is power-sensitive conversation™
(King, cit. in Haraway, 1991, p. 196).

analyses need not only be supplemented by a
“feminist perspective”, which can bc broadly
defined as a critical perspective of the gendered
social space,® but also by challenging hierarchi-
cal modes of creating and distributing knowl-
edge and critically viewing traditional knowl-
edge-building statements that arguc for “univer-
sal” truths. In the field of education this presup-
poses reflection on at least two levels: analyses
of sexism and stereotypes in school, curricular
materials, etc., and with analyses of the repre-
sentation of gender in society together with the
theory of how this comes into being and how it
is perpetuated.

The analysis of curricular materials, which
brings to the forcfront the issues rclevant for
consideration of difference of all girls and boys
in school and for the cffectiveness of the learn-
ing process and performance,’ can start with the
following suppositions: that the materials in
question are not simply ““delivery systems’ of
‘facts’”, they show traces of political, economic
and cultural activities, battles and compromises
(Apple, 1992, p. 51), and that there are no ncu-
tral or disinterested educational practices; no
practices are divorced from the context of power
relations (ibid., p. 70). Although “ideological
reading” is not simple, because “texts do not al-
ways mcan or communicate what they say”
(Luke, cit. in Apple, 1993, p. 67) and the read-
ers may or may not read “against the grain”, one
can devclop strategics that help us to (better)
understand ideological processes in which the
meaning is formed and transformed.

I am not suggesting that there might be a single femi-
nist standpoint.

7 Gender cquality in education should be dcfined as
“a basic right as well as pedagogical issuc” (as c.g. said in
1994 Swedish curriculum. reported by Gray and Leith,
2004, p. 14).
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The curriculum as the way to cnvision the
possible is thus an important source of knowl-
edge about the social world and has an impact
on the individual’s orientation within it, legiti-
mizing ccrtain values, perspectives, views of the
world, etc. It defines what pupils will experience.
But the strongest messages that pupils get are
not the messages mediated by the “explicit” cur-
riculum and its content matter, but the so-called
hidden curriculum.

Gender - Hidden (in) Curriculum

The concept of a hidden curriculum is often said
to be too lax, not sufficiently defined nor easily
graspable. That is precisely why its application
is all the more appropriate to investigate the is-
sue of gender in education. It allows one to cover
a broad range of aspects of everyday life in kin-
dergartens and schools. It is a concept which re-
lates to curricular knowledge or subject content
that is not solely “academic” (e.g. mathematics,
history, ctc.), but includes personal and social
knowledge as well. The hidden curriculum is
aboutsocial relations and everyday practicces; the
relations to what is being taught, i.e. academic
knowledge, accompanicd by the whole web of
our assumptions, attitudes, beliefs and cxpccta-
tions about the world, which usually remain im-
plicitand unexamined. All this is transmitted “in-
visibly”, “tacitly”, “unknowingly”. That is why
the hidden curriculum can be considcred the
other of the curriculum and has to do with the
issues of meaning,knowledge, interpretation and
truth (Bregar Golobi¢, in Bahovec and Bregar
Golobi¢, 2004, p. 16 sq., p. 19).

In other words, the school (one of Althusser’s
ideological state apparatuses) transmits not only
ideology as content, as shown in the contents of
curricula and textbooks, but also idcology as
form. Curriculum s, according to James Donald,
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ideological, not in the sense that it “fills” our
heads with different ideas, but in the sense that
it establishes hierarchical relations amongst dif-
ferent forms of knowledge and enables such
characteristics to appear as natural. It docs not
only discriminate among different forms of
knowledge but among people as well (Donald,
1992, p. 176).

It is a contextualized social process that en-
compasscs both subject matter and social organi-
zation and their interrelations. So social organi-
zation and patterns of interaction, and this is of
particularimportance here, provide a setting for
academicactivitiesthat can either extend or con-
strain learning opportunitics (sce also Curricu-
lum Approaches and Definitions).

The author who “discovered” the concept of
hidden curriculum is Phillip W. Jackson; it all
started with Life in Classrooms (first published
in 1968!). Jackson speaks of several key words
that help to describe “the facts of life” to which
pupils must adapt and that are omnipresent in
school lifc. These are: crowds, praise and
power. So where does the hidden curriculum
“show up”? Jackson gives the following cxam-
plc: pupils in elementary classrooms are often
required to wait their turn and to delay their
actions, which is one of the consequences of
living in a crowd. Waiting can sometimes be
beneficial, sometimes in vain, says Jackson. The
raised hand is sometimes ignored, the question
to the tcacher somctimes brushed aside, the
permission sought sometimes refused. Things
often have to be this way becausc not everyone
can be heard, not every question answercd and
requests granted. It is probably true that all
thosc denials are trivial when considercd indi-
vidually. But if they are considered cumula-
tively, their significance increases regardless of
whether they arce justified or not.



So how does all this apply to the question of
gender?

There might be no discrimination visible “at
first glance”, but as a hidden curriculum there
remain scveral mechanisms characteristic of the
school as the institution of the modern age. In
the organization of everyday life thismcansways
of communication and interaction with pupils
and, for example, the use of praisc and reproval:
perhaps a certain kind of behaviour is secn as
not becoming for girls, but tolerated in boys;
perhaps girls are not expected to handle equip-
ment or are not granted as much time with the
computers, etc. as are boys.

Hand in hand with this go the notions of “ac-
tivity” versus “passivity” and “true understand-
ing” versus “rote learning”, which are being pro-
duced by psychological knowledge and educa-
tional practice “about how the lack of success
of girls is a matter of deficient sensc for math-
ematics and logical rcasoning, whereas boys are
the supposed holders of true understanding and
mathematical knowledge” (Bahovec, 1996,
p. 113). Similarly, boys’ lack of conformity is
considered more interesting than girls’ concern
with doing the right thing (sce Gray and Leith,
2004, p. 4).

The Case of Slovenia

The starting points for primary education cur-
ricula research and the issue of gender cquality
in the educational system in Slovenia were: de-
spite declared cquality there still exist subtle
points of discrimination or unequal opportuni-
ties in education; beliefs, attitudes and assump-
tions of tcachers can, together with biascd cur-
riculum, which, forinstance, pictureswomen and
girls in traditional roles with “typically” femalc
characteristics, hinder the education of girls in

various aspects and work against gender equal-
ity. As much importance should be given to
teachers’ interpretations of curricula and their
interaction with pupils. Without clear guidelines
teachcers are left to devisc stratcgics that can re-
inforce stercotypes (sec also Gray and Leith,
2004, p. 13).

Such analysis can be considered the first step
towards the comprehensive mapping of poten-
tially “problematic” points in curricular materi-
als. It goes along the following lines: if and towhat
extent do the curricula make a break with the tra-
ditional representations of men and women; how
do they challenge “commonsensical” assump-
tions; to what cxtent can they be said to be self-
critical (i.e. that they themselves cnvisage the
possible problematic issues) and proactive, in
short, how are the goals and prioritics of gender
equality “translated” into curricula?

I will quote some cxamples that have drawn
my attention, cither in a positive scnse (self-re-
flexivity, “different” perspective, untraditional
representations) or from the point of view of hid-
den curriculum and inner inconsistency of cur-
riculum (introductory principles that are not
rcalized explicitly in the curriculum itsclf, etc.)
orunreflectedcommonsensical assumptionsand
official knowledge that should be surpassed.®
This is consistent with Jackson’s “motto”: “Be-
hind the ordinary lies the cxtraordinary,”
(Jackson, 1990, p. xix) and the will to sce things
the other way around (cit. in Gilbert, 1989,
p- 62). Let us look, for example, at the curricu-
lum for Home Economics: “The family is un-
doubtedly a source of all human resources”, or

% I am well awarc that a critical perspective cannot
only include the curriculum, but also a wider scicntific ficld
(c. g. a medical spcech about menstruation or one-sided
cultural-historic perspectives).
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“Everybody has a home and family”.? So the
principal method can be described as the juxta-
position of the official version of social reality,
social and political relations, history and con-
ceptual categories with alternative views of so-
cial, economic and political culture (Luke, 1988,
p- 27).

To start with the principles determining the
general theorctical framework and theoretical
background, let us first take a look at White Pa-
per as a basic document of education and school
reform in Slovenia. White Paper brings impor-
tant insights (only the points which are the most
relevant for the issuc decalt with here are pre-
scnted):

o It spcaks of equal opportunities and non-
discrimination on the basis of scx, social
and culturalbackground, religion, nation-
ality, physical and psychological condition,
ctc. The rights of the girl child are men-
tioned in the context of the rights of the
child. It is pointed out that the stress
should shift from formal to substantive
rights.

e The hidden curriculum (also defined as
ideology as form), its persistence and in-
visibility, is rcferred to. Subtle power
mechanisms, typical of school as an insti-
tution of the modern age (e.g. the organi-
zation of school life), teaching practiccs,
communication, ctc. are brought to the
forefront.

e “[...] discussions on children’s rights should
specifically refer to the rights of girls and
the contradictory naturc of the idca of
cqual opportunities in a system of educa-
tion in which the members of onc scx are

9 All the translations from curricula arc the author’s
and unofficial.
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still privileged in one way or another. With
the introduction of coeducation, discrimi-
nation at schoollevel was apparently elimi-
nated, but more subtle power mechanisms
typical of school as a contemporary insti-
tution (such as the organization of school
life, concrete teaching practice and styles,
communication between pupils and teach-
crs, etc.) teaching girls ‘how to lose’ are still
preserved in the form of the ‘hidden cur-
riculum™ (White Paper, pp. 40-41).

In principle, almost all curricula reviewed
seem to adapt to gender differences and intro-
duce equality in the context of one or more key-
words: cducation for tolcrance, intercultural
cducation, discrimination, stereotypes, preju-
dices, social differences, human rights, solidar-
ity, etc.

Let us list a few examples (the list is illustra-
tive, not cxhaustive):

¢ the school should contribute to breaking
stereotypes and eliminating prejudices
(Religion and Ethics, an optional subject);

¢ the pupils become aware of the problem
of resistance to difference, stereotypes
(Philosophy for Children, an optional sub-
ject);

o we will “stress human values such as toler-
ance to difference, equality of relation-
shipsbetweensexes...” (German. optional
and compulsory subject).

It can be concluded that on the declarative
or surface level the curricula do not betray any
vivid preconceptions with gender roles. How-
cver,a majority of them do not providc concrete
examples of how to avoidstercotyping and when
it may occur. They, in fact, present some views
as “natural” or common-sensc. For example, in
sex education, as a part of the Biology curricu-
lum there is no mention of “gender” as a cultur-



ally or socially relevant category. The curricu-
lum supposedly “sticks to the facts”, but the
“facts” about scxuality are far from obvious and
can lead to inadequate and misleading ideas and
attitudes towards women'’s bodies.'?

Although the curricula anticipate talking
about different types of familics, equal partici-
pation in parliament, different types of sexual
behaviour, HIV, etc., they do not specify onwhat
level and in what kind of discourse this should
be done in the classroom.

By way of another anecdotal evidence (re-
portedin Rédai, 2003, p. 28): when adopting the
curriculum for the subject Society, a feminist,
specialised in the sociology of the family, in-
tended to introduce the topic of divorce, which
raised protests in the commission. She also
wished to include theissue of sexual oricntation,
which caused the whole commission to turn
against her. In the course of revising the draft, a
petition demanding the omission of the topic of
homosexuality was signed by over 30 teachers
and sent to the Ministry of Education and the
commission. Eventually a compromise was
reached: homosexuality is included in the cur-
riculum as an aspect of incquality between peo-
ple, but not very emphatically, just as something
to be either dealt with or not.

The level of the hidden curriculum reveals a
slightly different image, which can be described,
at least, as the absence of a proactive approach.
In my view only one curriculum (for the subject
Environment and Me) deals with the gender di-
mension in a distinctly proactive way, which
meansit includes cautions against using precon-
ceptions such as: girls are beautiful, cry-babies;
boys are strong, do not cry, etc. It also cautions

19 For a more thorough account of these problems,
scc Diorio and Munro, 2000,

against using sexual stercotypes when discuss-
ing different professions and suggests introduc-
ing “non-typical” professions along the gender
lines:
The examples of activities: [...] we present to
pupils some professions (typical as well as non-
typical, like my mother the researcher, the policc-

woman, thc manager; or my father the preschool
teacher, tecachcer, cook, pilot).

The “Recommendations in Special Didac-
tics” for the second grade of this curriculum puts
it this way:

In directive conversations and when talking
about photos, attention should be given to devel-
oping a climate of cooperation between boys and

girls, and not of cxclusion in group work and
gamcs...

Although this is very general (not all exam-
ples can be given here), and while the curricula
differ somewhat in structurc at differing levels
of specificity, there is a possibility to be more
detailed on thesc issues and to avoid (inadvcrt-
ent) stereotyping, as proven in the curriculum
mentioned above.

Concluding Remarks

The review showed that some subjects are more
marked by socially dominant themes than oth-
ers (family, body, privacy, ctc.). Such content can
be said to have gender potential; they have the
necessary framework for implicit or explicit gen-
der sensitivity and can be used as entry points
for gender-fair politics (Miroiu, 2004, p. 86).
One of the possibilitics is to develop and
standardize the so called Recommendations in
Special Didactics (RSD), which are a part of al-
most all the curricula. RSD are, for now, under-
stood very differently. Some RSD are about
learning methods, goals, use of equipment, man-
ner of work (in groups orindividually, ctc.). Oth-
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ers define “sensitive” themes and advise the
pedagogical staff how to deal with them in or-
der to avoid discrimination and interference with
privacy. Inshort, RSD by allmcans leave enough
spacc for recommendations in relation to
themes, such as AIDS, sexual discases (in Biol-
ogy) or family (in Society, Environinent and Me
and elsewhcre). RSD can attend to stcreotypi-
cal assumptions that are not acceptable.

The topics listed above, together with gen-
der equality, should not (only) be dealt with sepa-
rately, independently, as a theme within a sub-
ject (e. g. Civic Education, History, Society).
Rather, they should be “part and parcel” of all
themes, subjects and cveryday communication
because this is where ideology is the most per-
sistent and where the influence of the hidden
curriculum is most profound. That is why the
recommendations on a general level (education
for tolerance, respect for difference, even gen-
der equality, etc.) are insufficient. Although an
important step and found as a general introduc-
tion in nearly all curricula, they are easily rel-
cgated to a catchphrasc of thc reform and
broader academic debates in Slovenia.

At the same time one must be awarc of the
fact that curricular materials can have uncertain
and unpredictable effccts on how pupils under-
stand themselves and their social rclations. The
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List of Relevant Web Pages

See:

— the list and links to all the curricula for primary
school and other relevant information about the
school reform (in Slovene): http://www.mszs.si/slo/
ministrstvo/organi/solstvo/viprogrami/os/default.asp

— the list and links to all the curricula for compul-
sory subjects (in Slovene): http://www.mszs.si/slo/
ministrstvo/organi/solstvo/viprogrami/os/9letna/
ucni_nacrti/skupni_predmeti.asp

— the list and links to all the curricula for optional
subjects  (in  Slovene):  http://www.mszs.si/slo/
ministrstvo/organi/solstvo/viprogrami/os/9lctna/
ucni_nacrti/izbirni_predmeti.asp

- more information on school reform (in English):
http://www.mszs.si/eng/education/system/reforms.asp

— The White paper (in English): http://www.mszs.si/
eng/ministry/publications/white/
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LYCIU SKIRTUMAI: SOCIALINIY REPREZENTACIJU PROGRAMU INTERPRETACIJA

Valerija Vendramin

Santrauka

Straipsnyje iSkeliama aktuali ly¢iy ugdymo proble-
ma. Autoré siekia ne tik iSanalizuoti lyciy skirtu-
mus, bet ir atskleisti jy diskriminacijos aprai$kas,
slypin¢ias Slovénijos $vietimo sistemoje, o ypac is-
ryskinti jy atspindj Slovénijos ugdymo turinyje. Pa-
Zyme¢tina, kad ly¢iy skirtumai aptariami vadovaujantis
feministine ir pozityvistine gnoseologija. Autoré pa-
brézia, kad biitent feministiné teorija leidzia nuo-
dugniau ir objektyviau istirti ignoruojamus edukaci-
nius ly¢iy ugdymo aspektus.
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Pasitelkusi §ig teorija, autoré analizuoja Slovénijos
mokyklos ugdymo turinj. Pateikdama turinio analizg
ly¢iy skirtumy aspektu, atskleidzia nemazai ly¢iy dis-
kriminacijos atvejy. V. Vendramin nuomone, nepai-
sant deklaruojamos ly¢iy lygybés, ugdymo turinyje, taip
pat visoje Slovénijos Svietimo sistemoje galima aptikti
ly¢iy nelygybés ir diskriminacijos apraisky. Taciau Sias
apraiSkas ji linkusi vadinti ,,pasléptomis“. Antra ver-
tus, ,,paslépty” ly¢iy diskriminacijos aprasky aptinka-
ma ne vien ugdymo turinyjc, bet ir kasdienéje veikloje
bei visoje pedagoginéje praktikoje.
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