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Abstract  

Discourse study was aimed to analyse the methodolody of educational research concerning problems of 
failing in basic school. There the gender discourse appeared as a substantial issue, while remarkable 
differences between boys and girls are revealed by official statistics and educational studies. 
The sustainability of a society with such a gender imbalance in education is at risk, since the educational 
choices will influence choices in the labor market and in lifestyle in broader terms. It is therefore important 
to look for explanations for gender differences in education (coping strategies, achievement, etc.). In line 
with the theories of multiple masculinities can be argued that looking at the so-called failing boys as a 
homogenous group will not take us very far in understanding the underlying reasons for the causes of 
failing. If the coping at school is related to the gender, then the solution of the problem has to be derived 
from the gender differences too, but this kind of thinking would connote to the gender stereotypes. 
Thus, a historical overview of educational research carried out in Estonia in the last century is provided, 
focusing on the discourse of gender in the educational science. There are different periods pointed out 
in relation to the focus in studies of academic success: there have been years, when the boys’ results in 
academic skills were higher than girls’ results; problems of health and social relations have been treated 
in different way during different periods. Content analysis of the studies concerning gender issues will be 
the basis for the discussion, and special attention will be given to the research of pupils’ lifestyle.
Key words: coping, essentialist vs. sociocultural approach, gender, lifestyle, multiple masculinity. 

Introduction: Gender and Lifestyle in Educational Research 
 

According to the data of longitudinal sociological study “Work, home and leisure time 
1985–2008” there are evidences about men’s lower life quality, like a remarkable amount of 
men in different age groups, who are less satisfied with their life and less engaged in cultural 
activities than women of the same age groups (Müürsepp, 2009). Named fact is in compliance 
with the results of studies of pupils’ coping at school, where the boys like school less than girls 
and boys’ academic achievement is lower than girls’ results (Leino, Veisson, Ruus, Sarv, Ots 
& Veisson, 2008). The experts of PISA 2009 claim even that girls are almost one year ahead 
than boys in reading performance for example (EU, 2012). Statistics about young people in 
categories ‘not in education, employment and training’ (NEET) and ‘in jobs without training’ 
(JWT) confirm that there are the boys predominantly (Spielhofer 2009). Might the cultural and 
educational backwardness be a gender issue? 

Current study analyzed the articles published during the 20th century in Estonian 
educational scientific journals to look for the explanations of the school success: with what 
is success or failure connected besides gender? How the gender differences are disserted in 
theoretical context of modern gender research? 
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Theoretical Background

Concept of discourse is used in tradition by Michel Foucault interpreting discourse as 
a system of representations (Hall, 1997). Way of representation of the gender was a starting 
point for the analysis of the articles reflecting empirical research in basic school during the 20th 
century.

Coping at school has been defined as an individual’s adaption to the environment: meaning 
as individual’s effort to maintain control over events in the process of study (School, 2008). 
Aspects of coping include academic success, participation in learning activities, psychosocial 
well-being at school, pupils’ interests and school climate (School, 2008). The youth groups 
NEET and JWT could be treated as opposite phenomena to school coping. The studies explain 
that such young people do not constitute a homogenous group (Spielhofer, 2009).  

Proceeding from theoretical origin (Hall, 1997; Laherand, 2008) the discourse might 
include different and even opposite meanings systems, as well as gender discourse would 
comprise different treatments of gender.     

Studies carried out in last decades have shown that gender in education is a much more 
complex issue than any statistics can reveal. There is the need to go beyond official numbers by 
employing qualitative research methods to investigate boys’ coping strategies. In Scandinavian 
countries and the UK there is a strong tradition of ethnographic studies (Lahelma, 2005) that 
allows the researcher to study the coping strategies of individual students, both boys and girls. The 
questions to ask include the following: why do some boys fail more probably than others? What 
are the underlying causes for the failure? In understanding the multiple nature of masculinity, 
it has become clearer that some aspects of failure are explained by additional factors such as 
ethnic background, social status, life style, etc. (Kimmel, 2010). Gender intersects with other 
social factors and it is only question about taking into account the variety of these factors that 
any meaningful explanations for the success or failure of boys in education can be provided. 

Boys perform their masculinity in numerous ways. These ways are hierarchically 
structured and expressed in discourses of power. Hegemonic masculinity stands on top of the 
power hierarchy and refers to “a position, which is achieved as a result of collective cultural 
and institutional practices, and asserts its authority through these practices particularly through 
the media and the state” (Skelton, 2001, referring to Kenway, 1997). Hegemonic masculinity 
is constructed vis-à-vis women and other, subordinated forms of masculinity and reinforces the 
dominance of white, middle class, heterosexual men in the society (Kimmel, 2011). 

The analysis of the approaches to boys in the past educational studies is influenced by 
the theories of multiple masculinities (Connell, 2005; Haywood & Mac an Ghaill, 2003). In 
discussions about gender two main general approaches are applied: essentialist and socio-
constructive. According to the essentialist understanding of gender, men and women are different 
by birth, there is the belief that gender differences would be a natural thing. Oppositely, the 
socio-constructivists claim that gender differences are the outcome of different socialization 
processes (DeLamater & Hyde, 1998; Kirss, 2011; Kuurme, 2011). 

The notion of lifestyle is proposed as a possible way to treat the coping strategies, while 
there are different characteristics of the personality integrated in the lifestyle (Hartman, 1999; 
Liimets, 2009). In educational sciences in Estonia the concept of lifestyle become central 
already in the 1970s. Academician Heino Liimets, in explaining the development and behavior 
of human beings, applied the activity theory characteristic of both Russian psychology (e.g. 
Lev Vygotsky, Aleksei Leontjev) and reform pedagogy.  In Liimets’ view, the underlying 
problem was the lack of adequate integration between school-work and other activities forming 
a person’s system of life activities. This low integration is often the reason, why school and 
studying become unpleasant. Such an educational sociological approach to learning has been 
considered quite original in an international comparison (Liimets, A., 1998). Liimets defined 
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lifestyle as a psychic condition that ensures a relative adaptation of a personality to all his/
her life conditions, finding support in the resources gathered in the earlier development such 
as knowledge, skills and experiences, already existing capabilities, needs and interest, social 
attitudes, individual peculiarities of development, the developmental level of self-consciousness 
and the ability of self-regulation. The existing personality-related resources enable, with larger 
or smaller efficiency, to get involved in activities and communication, in self-realization. On 
the one hand, the involvement depends on the opportunities and abilities of a person, on the 
other hand also on the mutual relationships of a person and a group, on the availability of help 
and support, on how teachers and other educators understand the development situation of each 
individual student (Liimets, H., 1998). 

Problem of Research

Educational science has to support the practicians in their everyday work. By Foucault 
the discourse constructs the topic, defining and producing the objects of knowledge (Hall, 
1997). The knowledge acquires authority of “the truth”. The results of educational statistics 
amplified by the media had formed the school reality. The aim of the current research was 
to map the phenomena of coping at school according to the studies carried out during the 
20th century in Estonian school, and to analyze these in the context of contemporary gender 
theory. To avoid the embedding of gender stereotypes the other directions of thought would be 
important to point out.   

Research Focus

The research focused on empirical studies about coping and failing in basic school, 
analyzing the explanations of failing. The factors related to failing were pointed out. How 
the methodology of studies reflects discourse of gender? In line with the theories of multiple 
masculinities (Connell, 2005) is argued that looking at the so-called failing boys as a homogenous 
group (as expressed in official statistics and also some educational studies) will not take us very 
far in understanding the underlying reasons for the causes of failing. The second argument of 
the study is that the problems of boys in education (as well as gender in more general terms) 
should be viewed in a historical context, since the context has played a major role in the general 
gender discourse.  

Methodology of Research

General Background of Research

 Although the study concentrates on educational history of a concrete country, the 
treatment is international by the substance, as the educational reality in Estonia has formed   
under the influence of various cultures. Imported knowledge and ideas from social sciences of 
German, Russian, French, Anglo-American and Scandinavian tradition have been integrated 
into the tradition of national education. In the second half of the 20th century our education 
was dominated by the Soviet educational ideology. At the same time, the Soviet educational 
system and educational science have been viewed by influential Western experts as including 
ideas not very relevant in the Western educational system (Bronfenbrenner, 1973). Specially 
the ideas of supporting the development of a child as a whole has been pointed out (Alexander 
2001, 2004). 

The principle of gender equality was recognized in the Soviet society: there were 
famous women tractor-drivers, crane-drivers and cosmonauts. However, ignoring any gender 
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differences in education led in the 1970s to the need to introduce family life education into the 
curriculum that would guide students to fulfill the role of the man and the woman. 

Independence in the late 1980s brought along the revival of the ideals of the pre-war 
period of independence. While so far gender equality had been declared, in the education of the 
newly re-born republic gender stereotypes in a national-romantic mood became to be stressed. 

Methodology of the current study followed the binary opposition of essentialist and 
socio-constructivist discourses inside of gender discourse to analyze school failing factors in 
Estonian educational research carried out during the 20th century.

Sample of Research

The review uses the database including 276 articles about the problems of basic school, 
compiled in 2005 for the doctoral study (Müürsepp, 2005). The articles reflecting educational 
research published in the leading scientific educational journals 1919–1940 (Kasvatus/
Education), 1941–1991 (Nõukogude Kool/Soviet School) and 1991–2012 (Haridus/Education) 
were analyzed from the viewpoints of gender issues and coping. There are 39 articles selected 
to maintain the focus of the present treatment. The principles for selection of the articles were: 
1) the article presents a research report, concentrating on an actual empirical study concerning 
social and academic coping of basic school pupils; 2) the method and results of the study are 
given in the article. 

Instrument and Procedures

Document analysis as a qualitative research method has been used to analyze the articles 
on issues of coping at school. Since the aim of the study was to map and categorize the studies 
by the theoretical framework of gender discourse, the analysis stems from theoretical concepts 
and directed content analysis has been used (Hsieh & Shannon 2005, Mayring 2000). Studies 
were classified by the theoretical basis reflected in report and conclusions as ‘explaining the 
school success by the gender issues or justifying by other characteristics’; the studies dealing 
with the gender aspect have been categorized into essentialist and socio-constructivist. This 
enables to conclude which studies explain the failure of boys in line with modern theoretical 
concepts in gender studies (multiple masculinity, socio-constructive approach). The articles were 
coded based on the method of research (qualitative-quantitative) and the line of argumentation 
(essentialist, socio-constructive) and a table of analysis generalizing the studies were made. 

Data Analysis

According to the aim of the study the research reports introduced in the articles were 
analyzed by the aspects concerning on the coping at school. The aspects concerning the coping 
at school were specified both by the theoretical reasoning reflected in the report and by the 
results and the conclusions of the study reflected in the articles. 
In searching the aspects of the academic and social coping in educational research, the studies 
can be divided into several categories: qualitative and quantitative, studies based on essentialist 
and socio-constructive explanations. Based on the interpretation of research results articles 
could also be coded according to whether the results were presented by opposing boys and 
girls, by looking at them only as groups distinguished by gender or by finding subgroups and 
forming typologies where gender was not the primary category. 
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Results of the Research     

Factors of Coping

There are many different matters mentioned by the reports in different periods. School 
success have been analyzed in connection with pupils’ geographic location, their parents’ 
profession and educational level, pupils’ somatic condition, health, age, gender differences 
in physiological development, gender stereotypes and also generally determined economic-
cultural factors, pedagogical-medical problems and lifestyle issues mentioned. The variety 
of emphasis depends on the variety of the researchers – there are the studies conducted by 
medical workers, sociologists and other working together with educational researchers. The 
most important groups of factors related to coping in school are presented on the figure 1, there 
is the relative frequency of the factors given.
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Figure 1: Factors related to coping in school according to the empirical studies.  

Historical context

Also the emphasis depends on the leading ideology of certain historical period. In 
the 1920–1930s the focus in the educational sciences of the new national state was on the 
implementation of the approaches developed in Western countries to develop the national 
school. Measurement of intelligence through tests was considered relevant as well as studying 
the interests of young people. According to the studies of the 1930s, boys showed better 
intellectual capabilities and were more successful than girls in some types of schools (private 
schools). In the Soviet period Estonian educational researchers became the members of Soviet 
Union-wide research programs. Since the development of the scientific potential became the 
central task due to the cold war, educational research focused on the effectiveness of teaching. 
There are new aspects like issues of health (since 1963) and lifestyle (since 1969) remarkable 
in the research.         
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Gender Discourse 

Proceeding the opposition inside of gender discourse the studies were analyzed from the 
point of view expressed in the methodological arguments and interpretation of the results. More 
than half of the articles were written in the essentialist paradigm claiming that boys and girls 
are simply different, without explaining why students’ academic results should be compared in 
terms of gender (Figure 2). 

11 articles out of 39, including both those using qualitative research methodology and 
quantitative methodology, attempted to explain academic achievement and social coping by 
using the broader socio-constructivist approach, looking for different factors which could 
influence children’s behaviors and evaluations, given to these behaviors. Based on research 
results these studies usually referred to student groups or types in which the gender was only a 
background factor. 
There are 8 articles, where the gender is not a factor of analyze of school success. There are 
different types of studies presented, like sociological observation of the whole school class 
during a year, and there are typologies of children by teachers evaluation. 

essentialist
socio-constructivist
gender neutral

Figure 2: Gender interpretation in the educational studies.

Lifestyle Discourse

In several studies student types are distinguished and their choices of lifestyle serve 
as the basis for these distinctions. This line of research is closely related to today’s gender 
discussions. Central among these studies is the project From Desk to Desk, which has been used 
as the example by Silvia Kera in her studies of basic school students (Kera, 1977, 1983).

According to Liimets and Kera the student-like way of life exhibits several characteristics/
indicators: studying/learning as the core activity, the relationship between studying and free 
time, age, social awareness – the relationship with other people (individualistic or collectivist 
the dimension of activity-passivity in action, the share of cultural values and their acquisition 
(Kera, 1977; Liimets, 2009). Educational scientists claimed that it is important to achieve that 
the way of life in school would be acceptable to students. To achieve that the work with students 
be differentiated, one should take into account the specific features of the way of life and the 
needs of individual students for self-realization/actualization, recognition and independence. In 
using the concept of lifestyle, Silvia Kera refers to the textbooks of psychology by Kazimiers 
Obuchowski, Vadim Olshanski, Tamotsu Shibutani. The educational work done in schools 
should meet the system of students’ actual life. Based on the research of rather large samples 
of students by the researchers of Liimets’ group and the work of Silvia Kera, the following 
typology emerges. Students can be described by or according to five different types of lifestyles 
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in which also a certain amount of boys is included. Using the data of the study of Kera the 
behavior of boys related with learning can be described according to the following five types: 
(I)  dutiful/conscientious learner, has in-door interests; (II) generally passive, studies worse, 
relationship with the class is weak, has no specific interests; (III) active in school, studies little, 
but well, selects subjects to study, popular in class; (IV) versatile, likes the school the most, 
often active in nature, hard-working; (V) sports dominate, lower academic achievement, misses 
classes the most, less popular in class.

Consequently there would be different relations to academic demands presented by 
different lifestyle types; herewith there are different reasons to fail. When multiple masculinities 
are discussed, such a study of lifestyles would provide an opportunity to discuss in how many 
ways one could be a boy, how one or another lifestyle meets the expectations of the school 
and whether it is possible to find in schools strategies for coping that take into consideration 
different lifestyles. 

Discussion

In searching for an explanation for the more frequent failure of boys, research done in 
different periods of times indicates that general rules/correlations are difficult to find (e.g. the 
relationship between pre-school preparation and the life as a student), that teachers experience 
a certain vague dislike of boys; that the reasons of dropping out of school are various and 
combined, that the problems related to coping with school become more and more individual 
(Tulva, 1986, 1992; Tulva & Väljataga, 1999). There are the studies that have looked at pre-
school children and pinpointed the problem issues related with boys: falling ill more frequently 
(Tulva & Tamm, 1971), lower quality nutrition of boys with learning problems (hinting at a 
low level of control of a child’s daily schedule, Tulva, 1992), the negative communication tone 
of pre-school teachers in relation to children that have become marginalized (Vinter, 2006). It 
seems that little boys have been neglected more than little girls and the reason for it could be the 
gender stereotype of masculinity – the men should be more independent and become tough.

The study of school environment highlighted beliefs that are also important to know 
when analyzing lifestyle choices. Almost one third of teachers mentioned that in their school 
punishment is preferred to support, especially in case of behavioral problems. Most teachers 
consider the grade, i.e. the measured result of learning a subject, the main supporter of the 
students’ development. Thus, the development of the personality of the students is seen as 
secondary (Sarv, 2008, 231). This conclusion is further supported by the fact that a large number 
of teachers do not consider conversations with students important and are neither aware nor 
interested in the students’ problems. Therefore, it is rather expectable that a young person for 
whom communication is a very important part of their lifestyle (Must, 1986) will look for such 
a communication partner in their activities who is interested in them as a personality.

Concerning to the methodology of study of gender and lifestyle relations the classical note 
by Emile Durkheim should be remembered: the nature of child lies in her/his constant changing. 
A child is never ready (Durkheim, 2005). Therefore, in studying children longitudinal, repetitive 
studies should be preferred. Today, researchers in childhood studies consider it important to 
collect authentic material – the recording and analysis of children’s own activities and speech. 
Studying gender in schools requires ethnographic methods of study as the childhood study 
generally (Prout & James, 2005). Presenting statistical data as evidence for gender differences 
rather feeds the stereotypical view than explains the nature of problems.

Since the development of lifestyle is connected with the building of identity, this issue 
should be studied in close relationship with the child’s own viewpoint (like ‘story crafting’ 
method, Karlsson, 2004, 2012). How does a young person see their life and their choices? How 
do the young people who have dropped out from the basic school, but later returned to studies 
evaluate their life and activities? 
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Conclusions

Historical material about coping in school was analyzed in frame of the contemporary 
gender discourse to reduce the risk of simplification in further research of school problems. 
Lively and interdisciplinary debate in gender studies enriches the discussion in educational 
research. In studying the gender aspect, the answers could be limited and also biased by 
questions that pose the opposition boys vs. girls, since one could on ground of such questions 
that boys and girls should be different in every matter. Presenting such an opposition by a 
researcher contradicts the concept of multiple masculinities and femininities. 

Differences between and boys are often in research treated as a matter of course; the 
methodological reasoning does not reflect the ideas, why the boys and girls in certain field 
should be or might be different. As pointed out by Chalmers (1992), the results of the empirical 
study depend on the theoretical disposition of the researcher. 

The current study highlighted the importance of studying gender aspects in education in 
connection with lifestyle studies of children. There are many different boys and many different 
lifestyles these boys lead. It is important to go beyond the statistical ‘surface’ and employ 
authentic methods of research to understand the underlying causes for certain lifestyle choices 
(story crafting, ethnographic studies, etc.). Studies of students’ lifestyle can improve the 
understanding of children’s choices when it comes to education, the reasons for their academic 
success and failure. The lifestyles studies in the basic school in the 1970s and 80s are definitely 
worth both: further development as well as doing it cross-culturally. 
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