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ABSTRACT 

This research is aimed at understanding how masculinities are developed in five males who grew 

up in a small northern BC community.  Using narratives and autoethnography, this research 

shows that the community, family and education are all contributing factors in developing 

masculinities.  An unexpected factor that was discovered during the interviews was the 

importance of hockey for four out of the five participants.  The way in which masculinities are 

formed and acted out is very complex, with no one factor being more important than the other.  

The culture in which these males grew up had a major influence on their development, the way 

they were raised and the education they received.  At times, it seemed like the family was most 

influential in forming gender identities, as seen through the stories of each participant and 

myself. The family existed within the community which has a strong connection to traditional 

gender roles, which can then influence how males grow up, and to what they are exposed.  In 

order for there to be a better understanding of how educators contribute to the forming of 

masculinities, there needs to be education in teaching programs devoted to this understanding.  I 

have developed a university course as a way of contributing to the knowledge of masculinity 

development.   
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

To tell a story is to engage listeners or readers in a way that captures their attention which 

may then enhance their learning.  I start with my own story, to give the reader an understanding 

of what lead me to write, research, and learn about boys in a northern British Columbia (BC) 

resource town. 

I grew up in Houston, BC, a small resource town with a population between 3,000 and 

4,000 people.  Forestry is the main industry in Houston, but my family was never really a part of 

that industry, as my Dad was a business owner and my mum had a variety of jobs as I was 

growing up.  Although I view my childhood as typical, as I grew into adolescence, I hated 

Houston.  I wanted to get out, and when I was 19, I moved away.  I got a BA in Sociology and 

my BEd, and then decided to move back to Houston, in part, to make a difference in the lives of 

girls.  I wanted to be a role model for girls so that they could see possibilities outside of Houston. 

As the years went by, I taught in the public elementary schools in Houston.  I felt I had a 

good connection with the girls however there was one year in particular, I felt I was not able to 

engage with the boys in my Grade 7 classroom.  Their behaviour was often bizarre to me, with 

pushing and shoving and rolling around on the floor.  I felt like I was at a loss for what to do, 

especially when teaching Language Arts to boys.  I attended a conference on gender differences 

for a professional development opportunity, and that experience changed the trajectory of my 

teaching.  I knew it was my responsibility to understand boys’ learning better, so I took an 

education leave and entered into a Master of Arts in Gender Studies.  

 My intention was to learn more about boys’ learning, but ultimately, I learned more about 

myself as a teacher.  I reflected that I had been disengaged and inflexible in my teaching 

practices and expectations.  I returned to my classroom with a completely changed philosophy of 



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

4 

teaching which impacted my practice significantly.  I was a better teacher for it, and I believe my 

students were better off as well.   

 I became very aware of the treatment of boys in elementary schools and how teachers 

talked about boys in the staffroom.  I could only change my own practice and share my learning 

with those who wanted to listen, which is what I did many times over the remaining years of my 

teaching career.  I conducted a couple of workshops to local teachers on Non-Instructional Days, 

talking about what I learned about boys’ education through my MA. Anytime the topic of boys’ 

or girls’ learning came up, I would discuss my learning, trying to broaden the understanding of 

the importance of teaching equitably in public schools.  

 As time passed, I grew frustrated with my role as a Grade 7 teacher and wanted to expand 

my learning and experiences.  I thought teaching at the secondary school in Houston would be 

the answer.  I applied for jobs in 2014 but was told I was not qualified to teach at the secondary 

school level.  This was one of those pivotal moments in my life.  I knew that if I was going to 

stay in Houston, I would be trapped in the elementary school system for the rest of my career.  I 

was feeling stagnant in the elementary system, and was desperate for change, but that change 

was not going to happen if I remained in Houston.  The day I was told I was not qualified to 

teach 13 to 18-year old students, even with my master’s degree, I started researching PhD 

programs.  It was time for me to move on from Houston and the public-school system.  I 

believed that earning a PhD would allow me more access to career opportunities that would 

challenge and excite me.  

 All of these experiences led me to where I am now: focusing on and conducting research 

that includes my son, who had a very difficult time through his secondary school years, which 

you will understand further when you read his story.  He is the reason I wanted to learn more 
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about the experiences of boys growing up in Houston.  I wanted to learn more about how public 

schools may influence boys’ decision-making for their futures.  I was curious about how 

influential the culture of Houston was for boys and whether they thought Houston even had a 

culture.  Maybe the family was the most important factor in decision-making and influencing the 

development of masculinity in boys growing up in Houston.  I just wanted to understand more 

and then become a catalyst for change for boys like Matthew in public school.  Because of 

Matthew’s experience, I believed there was a need for a change in the public-school system.  

That being said, I wanted to understand if other boys experienced school in the same way as 

Matthew, but I believe my questions were open and I did not lead my participants to answer my 

questions in a way that supported my observations.  I also wanted to know more than just how 

school influenced masculinities, but how living in Houston may have influenced behaviours and 

choices.   

My research focuses on how the factors of culture, schools, and family influence the 

development of masculinities in a small group of males in a small northern British Columbia 

town.  Although these are the topics I wanted to learn about, like my master’s degree, I learned 

so much more than I could ever have anticipated, and this learning I share with you.   

 Before I delve into the literature surrounding the themes of my research, I will give 

insight into the framework and methodology I used in my study and the reasons for those 

choices.  I will also give the context of my study by describing Houston and how it has changed 

in the years since my participants were born in the early 1990s.  Because of the importance of 

place and culture in understanding gender identity, this is an important piece of my study.  

Houston is the central theme that contributes to understanding the lives of the five participants in 
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my study, and my own story as well.  I start with a discussion on masculinity as a conceptual 

focus of my research. 

Masculinity as a Conceptual Focus 

 I begin with Raewyn Connell’s (2005) concept of masculinities.  The term masculinities, 

describes masculinity not as a fixed way of being, but as more complex, which includes multiple 

masculinities, (Connell, 2016).  Even further, Connell (2005) wrote, “since masculinities are (by 

definition) the configurations of practice associated with the social position of men, the life-

histories of boys are the main site of their construction” (p. 13).   

 One of my questions then, was to discover if boys growing up in Houston have the same 

experiences and respond to those experiences in similar ways to one another.  One might assume 

that they develop their masculinity in much the same way and that boys are a homogeneous 

group, defined by hegemonic masculinity.  Hegemonic masculinity has been described, simply 

put, as power and dominance of men over women (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005).  Although 

hegemonic masculinity may be the type of masculinity that is associated with many men, it 

certainly does not represent all male experiences and conduct.   

 Gender stereotypes do not happen in a vacuum.  They are fed by people, culture, the 

systems and organizations, as are masculinities.  But importantly, as well, the time in which we 

live can influence behaviour and can change the conceptual understandings of gender and 

masculinity.  I want to note that society does not change just because time passes.  Our views 

change, in part, because of what is learned and understood by academics, such as Connell.  Her 

research, for example, has been used often in universities as academia developed a focus on the 

the concept of masculinity.  An example of how understanding can change is illustrated by 

Connell (as cited in Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005) who first wrote about the concept of 
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hegemonic masculinity in 1987; her views have, however, expanded and changed since then.  

“There is no single pattern of masculinity which is found in all cultures and at all periods of 

history” (Connell, 2008, p. 132), but there seems to be numerically more accepted forms of 

masculinity in Western cultures than in other cultures.   

 Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) wrote about the hierarchy of masculinities that exist 

within Western culture.  Certain behaviours are more accepted and respected in Western society 

than in other cultures; behaviours which seem to be understood at an early age for males.  For 

example, Connell (2005) studied the dynamics of boys and their behaviours when engaged in 

creative writing in school.  While working in groups, the boys created characters who 

demonstrated dominant forms of masculinity, such as stoicism, toughness, and being in control 

of their emotions (Hartman, 2017; MacArthur & Shields, 2015; Way, et al., 2014).  However, as 

Connell noted, when those same boys wrote stories alone, they created characters with more 

diversity and range of emotions.  This may demonstrate that at a young age, boys perceive that 

they need to act out their masculinity in a particular way, even if they do not fully believe that 

acting tough or stoical is who they are.   

 Because of this hierarchy, those behaviours that are most admired by the wider culture, 

such as being tough, in control and working hard, are then understood as the elite masculinity.  

Any other behaviours from men that does not fit into the elite masculinity, is not respected in the 

same way.  If an adolescent male cries easily, or wants to spend time reading, he will not fit into 

the elite group, and is lower in the hierarchy of masculinities within that culture.  

 Through the life stories of my participants, I discovered the masculinities that Connell 

(2005, 2008) wrote about.  I studied how multiple masculinities are demonstrated in a small 

northern resource town, such as Houston, BC.  To many, Houston may be seen as a town with 
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traditional values and expectations of men and women.  Four out of the five participants showed 

that although they had similar experiences, such as playing hockey, driving around for 

entertainment, and going to the same secondary school, with the same teachers, they each had a 

unique story to tell. At times, these stories defied the cultural stereotypes, but also, at times, 

demonstrated how they were influenced by the culture in which they grew up.  My contention is 

that growing up in a northern town such as Houston may impact the development of 

masculinities differently than in urban areas because of the lack of diverse views in this type of 

town.   

Narrative as an Epistemological Focus 

 This next section is devoted to the choices I made for the focus of my research.  I 

describe in detail narratives and analysis of life history.  I also explain autoethnography and give 

a clear definition of that particular methodology.    

 Narratives often focus on the individual and social change that a person experiences 

through life.  According to Andrews, Squire, and Tamboukou (2013), understanding and using 

narratives in research can be complex and at times overwhelming.  I have used narratives as a 

way of trying to understand experiences of boys’ lives in Houston and how those experiences 

contributed to the understanding of masculinity.  Andrews et al. explained it best: “Narratives 

carry traces of human lives that we want to understand … [and] can help us describe, understand 

and even explain important aspects of the world” (p. 3).  

 Although my research focused on the lives of boys in a small northern BC town, I believe 

these narratives can help the reader understand masculinity, gender, and education more deeply. 

Although this group is small, and the member’s stories are unique, I believe we can still learn 

from the themes that arise from this research.  I want teachers to be able to learn from these boys, 
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not only to teach boys in rural schools, but to also teach more broadly and to use these narratives 

as a way to understand the importance of culture, place, and gender on a broad scale.  Kehler and 

Martino (2007) wrote: 

It is imperative to hear not so much about boys but from boys if educators want to gain 

deeper insights into the factors having an impact on their lives and experiences of 

masculinity in schools. (p. 108) 

 Narrative analysis overlaps with autoethnography and helps me understand the lives of 

boys growing up in Houston by their accounts and memories of those experiences, but also by 

my own memories and experiences growing up in Houston.  If my story did not exist, nor would 

this research.  It is through my life story and the perspectives on gender and education I acquired 

over time that lead me to needing to explore how masculinities are developed in a town such as 

Houston.  I never dreamed that I would want to learn about boys’ experiences because the first 

half of my post-secondary education focused on feminism and girls’ experiences.  As someone 

who is continually self-evaluating and reflecting on my practices, I felt I was not giving the boys 

in my classroom an equitable learning experience because I did not understand their behaviours.  

Then, as I developed more equitable teaching strategies, I lived through Matthew’s experience of 

high school, which was the polar opposite of what I thought it would be.  It is those moments in 

my life that pushed me towards this research.  I want the reader to know that I am an insider 

through this research.  To keep myself out is not possible.   

 I want this research to be unique and meaningful, not just for my readers, but for myself 

as well.  I want a multi-layered approach using life stories of young males, but also my own 

point of view and experience as a teacher, a mother, a female and a student.  I believe earning 

this doctorate in social sciences allows me more breadth and freedom to explore this way of 
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learning.  I carry this research with me on a daily basis.  The decisions I make for my career and 

the way I treat others around me are based on my learning and experience.  Asking teachers to 

evaluate their teaching practices in a reflexive way would be hypocritical if I did not do this 

myself.  I believe my vulnerability through sharing my story gives this dissertation a richness and 

shows teachers that they too can be vulnerable which I believe encourages them to be better 

teachers.  I have always told my story to my students, and that allowed for a deep connection 

with them.  Telling my story is who I am and to create an authentic piece of work, it was 

necessary to include my voice. These are the reasons I chose autoethnography as one of the 

approaches to my research.   

Autoethnography 

 Autoethnography is not easily defined, and according to Maréchal (2010), it is “a form of 

research that involves self-observation and reflexive investigation in the context of ethnographic 

field work and writing” (p. 44). It is a way of taking what is going on in a particular culture and 

time and giving it context.  I have done this through my own experiences and those of the five 

male participants.   

 Hughes and Pennington (2017) wrote that teachers seem to like to use autoethnography 

as a way to critically examine their own practice within a system that can be complex.  I feel this 

way with my own research.  This research has as much to do with understanding culture, family 

and education and its effects on masculinity, as it does with my own learning and understanding 

of myself.  I have a firm belief that it is my responsibility to understand masculinity and 

equitable teaching practices and I can best do this through self-critique and understanding where 

I came from.  
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 Autoethnography can be a useful methodology when there is prior knowledge of the 

culture and the people (Maréchal, 2010).  I have intimate knowledge of Houston, going to the 

same public high school as my participants and spending 36 of my 46 years living there.  

Knowing this, I realized it could be difficult at times to step back and tell the stories of my 

participants from their point of view, without my prejudices showing up in their stories.  I had 

ideas and biases about Houston before I started, but I worked at keeping an open mind and 

allowing for their stories to come forward: to listen and not input my views while they were 

talking or while I was writing.  As I looked over the transcripts, I think I was successful.  It can 

be difficult as well to remain objective through the writing process.  However, I was keenly 

aware of how I was writing their stories, wanting to give voice to their experiences.  I took this 

role very seriously and was diligent in keeping my biases and perceptions out of their narratives. 

 Muncey (2010) wrote about reliability and validity within autoethnographic research. She 

pointed out that being an insider does not mean that the experience is held by everyone, so being 

careful of “taken-for-granted assumptions about social behaviour” (p. 33) needed to be 

considered.  Again, this is where I believe it was important that I was aware of my own 

assumptions about Houston and education in particular.  When interviewing Matthew, I found 

this most challenging.  I thought I knew what his experiences were, considering I lived with him 

during his school experiences, and had assumptions about his story.  It is important that each 

story was written as a unique experience, and just because I thought Matthew had a particular 

experience in school, that did not mean it could be applied to all boys who attended Houston 

Secondary School.  I also can admit that I did not fully understand Matthew’s experiences either. 

As he was going through high school, my interpretation of events was different than his, as 

illustrated by our interviews together.   
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 Further to each story being unique, although the five participants were male, the same 

generation, grew up in Houston, attended the same secondary school, and four out of the five 

played hockey, they each had a unique point of view and story to tell.  I recognized this when 

analyzing the stories of Shad, Chel, Andrew and Brad.  And, in some way, my literature review 

somewhat hindered my search for uniqueness as it was based on commonalities and 

generalizations.  For example, with respect to hockey, as I wrote each story, I noticed that I was 

looking for different articles about hockey to clarify and understand each experience.  Just 

because each of these four participants played hockey, they did not each experience it the same 

way, or talk about it the same way, or take away the same things from the experience.  They each 

talked about different elements of the experience, and this is something worth mentioning here.  

So, as I and the participants each experienced Houston, we each had our own point of view of 

that experience and learned from these experiences in different ways.  We are unique in our 

experiences; yet have similar circumstances.  To go further, brothers Shad and Chel grew up in 

the same household and had similar experiences; yet handled these experiences in different ways.  

Hindsight and Perspective 

 Before I go further I want to comment on two underlying ideas that I did not think about 

before I started the interviews.  As my participants talked about their lives, they used similar 

words and phrases, especially when speaking about their pasts.  The two ideas are about how 

hindsight and perspective may influence how a story is told. These concepts are important to 

understand because I am using narratives in my research.  Telling stories is from the perspective 

of the storyteller in the time of when it is told.  Because of the age of my participants, their life 

stories are still relatively short.  Their perspective may change as they grow older, and even the 
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hindsight they have now, may change as they age.  The stories they tell are their truth as they 

told them during our interviews together.   

Hindsight.  

Freeman (2010) wrote about hindsight in narratives in a way that helped me understand 

more about using narratives in my own research.  When telling their stories, the boys used 

phrases such as “looking back at it now” as a way of reflecting on their past experiences with the 

knowledge they have gained over the time period since the experience happened.  Freeman 

wrote, “In speaking of hindsight … [it is] the process of looking back over the terrain of the past 

from the standpoint of the present and either seeing things anew” (p. 4) or figuring out how the 

past is connected to one’s present-day life.   

 It is relatively difficult to analyze present-day experiences, but analyzing the past seems 

easier.  Each one of us talked about how we would have “done things differently” if we had the 

chance to do it again.  My participants, especially, talked about this in relation to their education 

in high school, but I used this phrase in relation to parenting.  At times in the interviews, 

especially with Chel, his reflections on the past seemed to help him understand why his parents 

did what they did at the time.  

Perspective.  

 Perception of the lives between parents and children may not coincide, and even though 

they all live in the same household, they may perceive their experiences in much different ways 

(Human, Dirks, Delongis, & Chen, 2016).  I especially became aware of this when interviewing 

Matthew.  He and I could recall the same events, but our perceptions of those events were not 

always the same.  This made me think about my other participants and how their stories are from 

their point of view and not that of their parents.   
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 Even the way events are recalled may not be the same, which I observed on more than 

one occasion when interviewing Matthew.  So, I can then assume from this experience that my 

participants may not have remembered exact events as they happened or that they would tell the 

same story in the same way as their parents.  But when telling their stories, they are remembering 

the events as their reality and I believe each participant was authentic and truthful as he spoke. 

This may be the challenge of using narratives in research, but it is one that I stand by as a method 

of learning about the culture and the formation of gender identity in a small resource town.    

Before I share the stories, I will share what literature existed on the central themes of these 

stories.   

 Before getting into the literature review, I would like to introduce Houston, BC, to 

provide context to what a rural resource town is and how employment is divided by gendered 

lines.  Because I have not studied any other single resource northern BC town, I am not able to 

comment on whether many of these communities have similar traits.   

The Community Context 

 Houston is a resource town situated on Highway 16 almost half way between Prince 

George and Terrace.  The main industry is forestry, with years of mining operations in proximity 

to the community as well.  During the 1990s, when my participants were born, Houston was 

thriving.  There were two major sawmills, and a silver mine was in operation until January 1994.  

The population in 1995 was 3,842 and rose to 4,232 by 1999 (Statistics Canada, 2016).  Males 

accounted for about 51% of the population and females 49%.  The income in Houston during the 

1990s was above the provincial average. 

 Of the 2,300 (Statistics Canada, 2016) tax returns completed in 1997, 690 of those made 

over $50,000 per year; of those 690, males accounted for 620 and females only 70.  In 
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percentage terms, 90% of those who earn more than $50,000 were males.  On the other side of 

the scale, of the 420 people making less than $5,000 a year, males accounted for 21% and 

females 79%.  There was a major difference in income between males and females in Houston 

during the 1990s.   

 Because I was able to find more detailed information from the 2016 census online, the 

income breakdowns were different than the information I found for the 1990s.  Again, the 

discrepancy in wages between males and females is evident.  According to the 2016 data, of the 

1,650 people who filed taxes, 180 of those made more than $100,000 in the year.  Of those 180 

people, 86% of them were males.  The higher the income, the higher the percentage of males 

there were.  Of the 25 people who made more than $150,000 in 2016, 100% of them were males 

(Statistics Canada, 2016). 

 Since the 1990s, though, Houston no longer has the silver mine, a copper mine opened 

and closed, and one of the major sawmills shut down.  Population declined significantly over the 

past 20 years and is now 3,200 (Statistics Canada, 2016).  One of the major shut downs 

impacting the entire community was when the only grocery store closed in June 2016.  By 

December 2017, a new grocery store opened, which seemed to have a major positive impact on 

the community.  

 Houston has gone through many changes since my participants were born and have 

grown into young men who are now in their twenties.  Through their stories, I can see the boys 

have also changed, not just growing from little boys into young men, but also the perspectives 

and understanding of who they are.  Before going into the literature review, I present my 

methodological overview, so the reader has an understanding about how this dissertation came to 

fruition and how the subject participation developed. 
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Methodological Overview 

 When I first set out, my intention was to interview 20-30 boys in-depth.  The focus would 

be solely on their experiences in the public high school in Houston.  I started by putting a 

message on Facebook to all my “friends,” letting them know what I was doing and who I was 

looking for to participate in my research.  A few people “shared” the post.  I also put 

advertisements in the local newspaper.  I was anticipating a flood of responses.  I went to the 

public library to book a room for all of those interested in participating, so I could meet them, set 

up interview times, and let them know what the expectations of time would be.  I reached out to 

some young men in town, who I knew fit the description of my intended research.  I sent 

personal messages and texts to boys whose names I received from my colleagues and friends.  I 

was excited to get started.  I thought that boys would want to be part of doctoral research because 

this is not something that happens very often in Houston, if ever.  I thought boys would be eager 

to participate because they would be given “a voice” to share their experiences in high school.  I 

was wrong.  I can only make assumptions about the reasons for the lack of interest in 

participating in my research.  My assumption is that there was not a full understanding of what I 

was doing.  I also believe there is minimal value placed on academic success in Houston.  When 

looking at who my participants are, four out of the five are university students. They have a 

better understanding of research, writing papers and the value of earning a post-secondary 

degree.   

 The responses did not come as I anticipated they would.  My phone was quiet.  The 

notifications on Facebook never came.  I started to panic.  How was I to write about boys’ 

experiences in high school without any boys?  The flood of participants never came, so I had to 

change my course of action.  I did have three participants lined up already but now wanted five.  
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Chel was the first to volunteer.  Matthew had talked to him about my research while they were at 

the gym in Houston and Chel was interested right away.  After talking with him about how the 

focus was going to change, I asked him if he knew anybody who may be interested in 

participating.  He talked with Shad, who agreed.  Brad talked with his mum, who is a friend of 

mine and thought the prospect of participating was interesting.  Andrew agreed to participate 

after his mum asked him.  I worked with his mum at the high school.  However, when they first 

agreed, they thought I was interviewing them for an hour.  This hour evolved into sharing their 

life stories in six sessions of about one hour per session.  The commitment was much different, 

so I explained this to all of them, and they all agreed to share their lives with me.   

 The time commitment cannot be underestimated.  Circumstances changed for Chel and 

Brad and they were no longer spending the summer in Houston, which had potential to make the 

interview process more challenging.  I did not want to use Skype because the real face-to-face 

conversations were important to me.  I was so impressed that Chel used his one week of holiday 

time in Houston to come to my house and complete five hours of interviews with me.  Anytime 

Brad was in town, he sent me a text, so we were able to complete the interviews over the summer 

of 2017.  This shows a devotion to what I was doing that I did not take lightly.  Andrew and 

Shad were working graveyard shifts all summer, but would come and talk to me, even if they 

were tired.  I think the time and energy these young men put into my research is important to 

recognize.  Because of their energy and commitment, I took their stories and experiences 

seriously.  I did not want to just “use” them to understand education and the culture of Houston 

from their point of view, but to give them a voice to be heard by many. 

 I always wanted to include Matthew but was unsure if that was allowed because we are 

related.  I talked with my supervisor and we agreed it was okay to include Matthew.  So, he was 
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my final participant, which was a much different experience.  The other four participants came to 

my house and sat at my kitchen table for their interviews.  With Matthew, I drove to his place in 

Smithers and brought him food.  Many of Matthew’s and my experiences were shared yet 

perspectives were not.  This made for interesting discussions about timelines and for me to listen 

to his story, with little input from me.  And, of course I am a large part of Matthew’s story, 

unlike my other participants.   

Including Matthew goes beyond the personal, and the reasons for including him will be 

more clear while reading the stories, but I want to comment here about some of the reasons he 

has been included in my research.  I can agree that it is not common for a mother to include her 

son in her own research, but I want my research and this dissertation to be a unique experience 

for my participants, the reader and myself.   

I am using narratives as the first step towards the unique experience.  Through narratives 

we each tell stories from our point of view, so by interviewing Matthew, I thought I already 

understood his story.  I was incorrect on this assumption, and while he told his story, I learned 

that some of his experiences were different than what I thought I knew.  Although this is one tiny 

example of the broader understanding of stories, I think it is relevant to mention.  Parents and 

children interpret experiences differently, and this was a concrete example of that.  My 

interpretation of his experiences in high school were much different than how he described it.   

This research is conducted in a small community, where I already knew the general 

backgrounds of my participants, considering I taught Shad, Chel, Andrew and Matthew.  I knew 

Matthew was the only participant who had divorced parents, grew up with “professional” 

parents, did not go to post-secondary school,  did not play hockey, and did not graduate from 
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grade 12 with his cohort.  Because my participants were not a highly diverse group, I believe 

Matthew added a bit of a different experience than the other four.   

 Before coming up with questions, I did some reading about conducting interviews when 

using narratives in qualitative research.  I used Atkinson’s (1998) information about doing life 

story interviews as a starting point for questions to ask to get a more complete life story.  Once I 

had those, I added my own specific questions, especially pertaining to gender identity and 

education.  These were open-ended questions, as I was hoping to encourage the participant to tell 

stories of his life.  I grouped the questions into themes, so that there was a focus for each 

interview.  I did this after I interviewed Chel the first time.  I felt that that interview went too 

long, and did not have the focus it needed, so I developed a more thematic approach after that.  I 

decided on these broad topics: interview one: school and education; interview two: family 

relationships; interview three: relationships outside of the family; interview four: Houston; 

interview five: masculinity and femininity; and interview six:  participant’s personality.  Often 

new somewhat unrelated topics arose because my interviews were, overall, a casual process, in 

which I wanted myself and the participants to form a relationship where they would feel 

comfortable sharing intimate details of their lives with me.  I did not always ask the same 

questions of everyone, especially about sexual relationships and intimate details.  I would get a 

sense from those who would be okay to share, and those who would not.  I was constantly aware 

of body language, and the overall mood of my participant while talking with him.  At the end of 

our last session, I gave each participant a card of thanks and $100.  It was a small token to show 

my appreciation.  I did not give Matthew any money, because he wanted payment in food, so I 

would make breakfast for him each time I came to his place.  
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 All interviews were transcribed verbatim, and once completed, I sent the transcripts to 

each participant to read over.  They had the opportunity to let me know if there was anything in 

the transcripts that they did not want included in their stories.  I read through each transcript, 

making notes and finding themes.  I found themes by creating a list of words in a separate 

notebook under main headings.  I wrote “hockey” as a heading, then as I read through the 

transcripts I would note the same words that came up on numerous occasions.  I did this with 

other headings such as “siblings,” “teachers,” “dad” and so on.   

I did not use any kind of software but created my own system of learning and writing.  

This choice was made because of the personal nature of my approach and I was concerned that 

software would give this research a formal framework which is not what I wanted. I believe that 

listening to the interviews in person, then transcribing the interviews, then reading them and 

taking notes, helped me remember what was said.  Once I had notes all over the transcripts, I 

took those ideas and formed them into each story.  I included my stories within theirs at any time 

I thought it was relevant, especially when what they were saying to me, evoked a strong memory 

of my own.  I included a short analysis at the end of each story, which included more reading and 

research about the topics that arose from each story, such as education, parenting, hockey, or 

relationships.  I was surprised by how many articles I read on the same subject.  An example is 

the topic of hockey.  This topic came up many times in my interviews with Shad, Chel, Andrew, 

and Brad, but each one talked about its influence on them in a unique way, so I would look up a 

large variety of articles with hockey as its theme.  Because of my lack of knowledge and 

understanding of the culture of hockey, I felt it was important for me to read as much as I could 

and to try to give as unbiased a view of the culture of hockey in Houston as I could.   
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I did make the choice to conduct my interviews before reading too much in the literature.  

I had done some reading prior, through some of my course work, but I did go into the interviews 

with just some basic ideas of the information I was hoping to get from my participants.  My 

intention was for their stories to come out through natural and authentic conversation.  I knew I 

wanted to learn about their experiences of growing up in Houston with particular focus on 

school, family and gender.  But beyond that, as my participants talked to me, I would think of 

more questions to ask and expanded the list of foci.  The topic of how girls are treated in hockey 

was something of which I knew little and would not have known to look for in the literature.  I 

believe that the questions I asked would have been different if I reviewed the literature first and 

as I reflect on this statement, I do not know if it would have enhanced the research.   

 Once all five stories were analyzed, I emailed copies to my participants.  Again, I wanted 

them to read what I had written and gave them the opportunity to let me know if there was 

anything they did not want included or wanted to be changed.  I did let them know that when I 

was analyzing their stories, I was looking at the topic, and not analyzing them or their families in 

any way.  I think this is an important distinction to make because I did not want them to feel like 

I was judging them or their parents.  My intention was to learn about education, families and the 

culture of Houston through their experiences and analyze those experiences in a broader sense, 

keeping in mind how masculinities are developed.  

 I found the process of writing about people I know, and who know me, to be difficult at 

times.  It was especially challenging to include the analysis about parenting.  I know I am not 

criticizing parenting practices, but at times, I felt that I may be judged as being critical.  I was 

constantly reminding myself that one of my goals of this research was to encourage teachers to 

create equitable learning opportunities for their students.  My belief is that having a profound 
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understanding of students is fundamental to accomplish this goal.  Knowing that this is my 

intention kept me going through the process of writing the stories and analyzing the themes in an 

authentic way. 

 I wish to speak about why I am only including male participants in my study.  One of my 

goals in my research is to get away from comparing boys and girls in school.  I was quite 

adamant about that when I first started because I wanted my research to focus on experiences of 

boys on their own, not as a comparison of sexes or who may have it worse.  My intention is to 

understand the experiences of boys and the ways in which teachers may learn from their 

experiences and as a result, schools become places of equality.  Another intention is to learn 

about the culture of masculinities in a resource town, such as Houston, BC.  My focus was on 

how males form their gender identities, act them out, and how schools may or may not be a part 

of the socialization of masculinity of boys.   

 Connell (2008) wrote about masculinity in schools and how comparing boys and girls 

tends to be counterproductive.  She wrote about the troubling nature of education when the 

success of girls in school is a threat to boys.  Her argument is that education should be about 

equality for all students, which has nothing to do with one group’s success impinging on another 

group’s success.  She adds further that treating boys like victims in education is much too 

simplistic and dangerous; the tendency then becomes to treat them all the same, as a 

homogeneous, stereotypical culture group, which is the easiest thing to do. Connell (2008) wrote 

that if we treat all boys the same and believe that “men and women are ‘naturally’ different, not 

just in their reproductive systems, but in the psychology, attitudes, social functions, and 

aspirations” (p. 132), then schools cannot be places of equality, but will continue to feed into a 

system of differences.   
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Generalizability  

And finally, I want to address the issue around my small and restricted sample.  I have 

addressed the gender issue but want to be sure that the reader understands that I am fully aware 

that my sample of participants does not represent all people of Houston.  This group is not 

racially diverse, and all the boys would be considered to be from middle to upper class families. 

And even four out of the five have not experienced divorce.  That being said, I believe my 

findings are applicable to a larger population. 

 Because of my experiences as a teacher in Houston for 14 years, I feel that I am in an 

advantageous position to assess generalizability.  I could see the disconnection of learning from 

boys in grade 11 and 12 as they sat at the “grad table” in the foyer.  The stories of hockey were 

very similar, and I would hear parents discussing some of the same issues.  I believe there is 

value to the stories that were told, and although it is a small and restricted sample, I believe 

teachers in particular can learn about the value of building relationships and begin thinking about 

the purpose of education and schooling. All five stories that the respondents told showed that 

they did not really learn much in high school that they carried with them into adulthood. The 

stories are remarkably similar and those similarities are the essence of my claims to 

generalizability.   
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 I present my theoretical framework within the context of gender identity, culture, family, 

and education.  Within these broad topics, I delve into masculinity and how masculinity is 

formed within a rural context.  Education is a key theme related to how schools, teachers and 

society contribute to the forming of masculinity.  I briefly discuss how sport and, in particular, 

hockey may influence masculine identity.  I believe it is important to understand the research that 

relates to my themes in order to give a foundation to what I am contributing to gender studies 

literature.  I start with the topic of gender identity. 

Gender Identity 

 Definitions of gender are based on culture, time and place (Riddell & Tett, 2010).  In the 

1970s, studies of gender were done to apply traits to men and women that clearly distinguished 

one from the other (Schmader & Block, 2015).  Traits such as strength, autonomy, and 

leadership were applied to males, while traits such as nurturing, expressive emotions, and 

weakness were applied to females.  These beliefs are ingrained in culture and become entrenched 

in institutions.  Institutions such as schools, can play a part in identity development, as they have 

expectations of what constitutes masculine and feminine behaviour (Glasser, 2012).  It becomes 

most difficult to change mindsets when most of the culture and society support and share a 

traditional view of gender ideology. 

 Gender socialization starts at birth, with something as simple as colour being assigned 

based on the sex of the baby or how the colour the baby is wearing can influence the way adults 

interact with the infant.  The language used to describe male babies usually centres around 

physical characteristics, but female babies are described in expressive and emotional terms 

(Carter, 2014).  As the baby grows into childhood, many males learn that being masculine means 
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behaving in ways that are not feminine.  Carter (2014, p. 245) used the term “oppositional 

construct” as a way of describing the way boys learn about masculinity, but this did not hold true 

for the way girls learn about femininity.  Boys seem to learn in opposition to girl-like behaviour 

whereas girls are not taught femininity by way of being opposite of boys (Carter, 2014). 

 The importance of understanding gender identity was clearly outlined by Endendijk, 

Groeneveld, and Mesman (2018), who wrote, 

[Gender identity] shapes a large part of children’s identity development, the way they 

view the world, and influences the way they are talked to, the way they are parented, the 

opportunities they are provided with, and people’s reactions to certain behaviours, 

hobbies, interests and play styles (p. 877). 

Gender identity is not just thrust upon children, but children learn early on that they can be active 

participants in their gender development (Brinkman, Rabenstein, Rosén, & Zimmerman, 2014; 

Rönnlund, 2015).  According to Brinkman et al. (2014) children do this by conforming to 

expectations of behaviour of the people around them.  When children play alone, they act in a 

less gendered way than when playing with others.  These decisions are made by children 

consciously “taking into account the potential risks and benefits of gender conformity” (p. 838). 

As Brinkman et al. (2014) showed, children who attend school are aware of what happens to 

those who do not conform to gender stereotypes.  Most students want to express their identities, 

but they are continually weighing the costs of conformity or nonconformity.   

Gender identity is a complex process, which can be affected by many factors, such as 

media, parents, peers, teachers, and place.  There are also personal factors, such as children 

trying to figure out what they like and how they want to express themselves authentically.  

However, when acting in a non-stereotypical way, they may receive push back from their peers, 



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

26 

teachers, and parents.  The reaction of others can then influence their future behaviours. There 

may be a difference between reactions between male and females who perform non-stereotypical 

behaviours.  Girls who behave like “tom boys” can be respected by those around them, as 

mentioned by Brinkman et al. in their study.  I would argue that boys who behave in a non-

stereotypical way, especially if their behaviours are highly associated with female behaviours, 

will not gain respect, but will face ostracization from many of those around them.   

 Children who play with the same group of children form a more defined gender identity 

than those children who spend more time alone.  This may be due to children influencing 

behaviours of their friends based on gender stereotypes.  Children learn from others about what 

is appropriate gendered behaviour and will usually conform to group standards, but the loner 

does not have that same influence.  The more gender identity is enforced by friends, the more it 

becomes internalized and understood as normalized male or female behaviour (Carter, 2014). 

 As children grow into adolescence, they are likely to become more influenced by their 

peers than the adults in their lives.  This is a time when they feel more pressure from their peer 

group to act in highly gender stereotypical ways.  Kornienko, Santos, Martin, and Granger 

(2016) showed there is conformity of behaviours and thoughts within adolescent groups.  The 

more time they spend together, the more traits and attitudes they take on of each other.  This is 

important in the development of gender identity, as adolescents who join a group who may not 

have the same gender attitudes will slowly adopt those attitudes and beliefs of the larger group, 

which then may influence their gender identity formation. 

 Emotion is a powerful tool in maintaining stereotypes.  The adults in young people’s 

lives, especially parents are also influential in applying cultural standards and expectations of 

gendered behaviour of their children.  Two of the ways this can happen is through activities 
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parents choose for their children and the way they communicate to them.  Activity choices may 

include hockey for boys and figure skating for girls.  The way parents communicate to their 

children is in giving positive feedback when the child behaves according to gender stereotypes 

(Carter, 2014).  If a boy shows aggression, he may get positive feedback from his parents 

because that is an appropriate way to behave as a young male.  When he sees his sister cry, and 

she receives positive feedback, because the expectation is for a girl to be more emotional, both 

he and she will learn what behaviours are appropriate based on their sex.  

 I argue that rural communities like Houston are more prone to traditional gender 

stereotyping than are more urban/cosmopolitan centres. I believe that one of the reasons for this 

traditional gender stereotyping occurs because of the division of work in Houston.  Many males 

hold industrial jobs, where hard labour and long hours are the expectation.  Males tend to feel 

that real men join this labour force, which mostly excludes females.  This creates a culture of 

division based on sex, where being tough, stoical, and emotionless are required to stay in these 

stereotypically masculine kinds of labour industry jobs.   

Finally, Carter (2014) wrote about the importance of dichotomy in understanding gender. 

There are role identities within the social structure where one role cannot exist without the other.  

In education, for example, we cannot have students without teachers and vice versa.  If one role 

did not exist, neither could the other.  This can also be how femininity and masculinity could be 

typically understood.  If femininity did not exist, masculinity would not either.  When there are 

behaviours that are attached to one identity, then those behaviours are not attached to the other.  

The social constructs of masculinity and femininity based on the dichotomy of opposites does 

not give much room for those who may think or behave differently than their assigned gender 
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group.  Because of my focus on boys growing up in a resource town, I used the literature on 

masculinity as a theoretical framework.   

Masculinity 

 The development of the concepts of masculinity and femininity began at the turn of the 

20th century as a way of distinguishing behaviours of men and women, whereby a social 

construct of difference was created.  Pascoe (2012) wrote that these concepts were developed in 

response to the fear of femininization and at a time of industrialization.  Roles were created 

where men were the breadwinners, who needed to leave the home to earn their wages and 

women were the caretakers in the home.  These roles were seen as important in creating a strong 

society, where family became the focus.  The cultural belief was that if the family is strong, with 

the males going to work, and females staying home as caretakers, this ultimately creates a strong 

society where the roles between males and females are not questioned; the negative consequence 

was the creation of a power imbalance between men and women, with men holding the power.  

This also created difficulty for those who did not adhere to the gendered roles, as they had a 

difficult time fitting into the society of unbending roles for men and women. 

 Through the 1970s, feminist theorists pointed out that masculinity was used as a form of 

power and inequality of men over women.  Those who studied masculinity started to push back 

and attempted to show that all men do not fit into one group and are not a part of “patriarchal 

oppression” (Pascoe, 2012, p. 19). Pascoe (2012) contended that studies of masculinity need to 

go beyond what men and boys do, as this only focuses on the connection of masculinity and male 

bodies. The idea that masculinity is only connected with male bodies, promoted a cultural belief  

that there is a connection between biology and masculinity which may exacerbate the belief that  

males behaviour occur primarily because of biological sex.     
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 The definitions of masculinity can also depend on culture.  In many Western societies, 

masculinity is equated with stoicism, toughness, lack of emotions-especially crying- staying in 

control, and being rational (Creighton, Oliffe, Ogrodniczuk, & Blye, 2017; MacArthur & 

Shields, 2015; Way, 2013).  Although men may show a range of emotions and may not always 

believe in these stereotypes, they can still be influenced by social understandings of what it 

means to be a man.  This perception can influence how they act out masculinity on the public 

stage (Hartman, 2017; Oliffe, Kelly, Bottorff, Johnson, & Wong, 2011).   

 In Western societies, school is one of those public stages that most children will 

experience in their lifetimes.  Based on my experiences and reading, I argue that when boys first 

enter school, they are more open to gender diverse activities and behaviours, but as they grow 

older, they begin to adhere more to gender stereotypes (Gupta, Way, Hughes, Jia, Chen, McGill, 

Santos, Yoshikawa, & Deng, 2013; Kornieko et al., 2016; Way et al., 2014).  By Grade 11, many 

boys strictly regulate their behaviours according to how they believe men are supposed to behave 

(Way et al., 2014).  

 MacArthur and Shields (2015) demonstrated the effects of gender non-normative 

behaviour.  In elementary school, boys who cried easily were usually the least popular 

(MacArthur & Shields, 2015), and those boys who had the most social power in school, 

especially in the older grades, are seen as having the stereotypically masculine traits, such as 

being tall, strong, and being a good athlete (Way et al., 2014).  Kehler (2007) wrote about boys 

in high school who did not practice normative masculine behaviours and, as a result, found 

themselves on the periphery of the hegemonic masculine groups. As an athlete, expression of 

emotion may be expected and even equated with masculine behaviour, but only within the 

confines of the sport.  MacArthur and Shields (2015) wrote, “Boys are not encouraged to shut 
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down emotion entirely.  Rather, they must learn to reject emotion expression identified with 

femininity” (p. 41). 

  In present day, masculinity may be more fluid, and men may be encouraged to show a 

range of emotions and behaviours than before, but these behaviours may not always be accepted 

by females.  Cote and Allahar (1994) wrote, “Many men who display sensitivity and warmth … 

complain that women in their lives actually shun them for more traditional males” (p. 93).  

Although this was written 24 years ago, present-day studies have examined stay-at-home fathers 

and show similar findings (Burkstrand-Reid, 2012). Burkstrand-Reid (2012) conducted a study 

with stay-at-home dads and how one of the wives talked about how this was not what she 

expected from her husband before marrying him.  She was showing how it can be difficult to 

connect fathering and stereotypically manly behaviours.  The fathers also felt pressure to behave 

like “real men.”  They felt like there was pressure to be “new men” because of the changing 

expectations of society yet there are still traditional stereotypical expectations of what a man 

should be, and this has been challenging for some men to navigate (Hunter, Riggs, & 

Augoustinos, 2017).  

 Although there are multiple masculinities and there is resistance of masculine ideals from 

many men who believe that they should not have to follow traditional masculine ideals and 

expectations, very few actually resist those masculine ideals (Hartman, 2017).  Believing in 

something and acting on it can be two different things.  While men recognize that it can be 

difficult to maintain strict masculine normative behaviour, they may not be willing to actively 

resist, and end up conforming to masculine expectations.  I contend that this behaviour is even 

more strictly enforced in rural communities (Bye, 2009; Creighton et al., 2017). 
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Masculinity and place: The rural context 

 I consider Houston to be a rural community because of its population and its isolation 

from larger centres and services.  This rural community exists because of access to employment 

in one or two resource sectors, in this case, forestry.  There may be other definitions of what a 

rural community is, but I wanted to be clear on why I consider Houston a rural community. 

 Hopkins and Noble (2009) wrote about rural masculinity and that white working-class 

men can have power within their geographic place, but if taken out of that place, they may not 

exhibit the same power, and the dynamics of who they are may shift.  The very spaces that men 

live in may determine how they develop their masculinities, which can be due to the experiences 

they have in that place.  I believe Houston is a good example of this.  There are predominantly 

outdoor recreational activities available here, but no opportunities to go to a museum or see a 

play, as there are very few arts or non-outdoor education-based activities available.  Community 

context can then clearly shape the development of identity and masculinity.  “The fact that 

masculinities are socially and culturally constructed and shaped by social relations is clearly 

demonstrated by looking at ways in which masculinities and male identities vary over spaces and 

across time” (p. 814). 

 Creighton et al. (2017) also concluded that there may be a relationship between dominant 

masculinity and place.  There seems to be more pressure on young men living in rural 

communities to perform heterosexual, stereotypical behaviours in public.  The literature supports 

this idea, especially surrounding the ways men in rural areas handle stress and depression.  

Creighton el al. (2017) wrote about the use of alcohol and drugs by rural men with depression.  

These were seen as acceptable ways of handling stress and depression but seeking help from 

counsellors was not a common behaviour.  These authors wrote that rural men are less likely to 
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seek medical help than urban men, which may be due to rural men being concerned about 

showing weakness. 

 Houston’s main industry is forestry.  The forest industry is perceived to be a place where 

being tough is an asset because it is dangerous and therefore a suitable place for rural men to act 

out their stereotypical masculinity (Coen, Oliffe, Johnson, & Kelly, 2013).  There are ideals and 

norms in forestry towns that may influence activities and choices by men who grow up in these 

places.  This seems to be especially true if the family believes in these ideals as well.  Those 

ideologies of the tough, stoic male then become internalized and become the expected behaviour 

of males in rural, forestry-based communities.   

 The rural masculine identity is not just specific to Houston, but may be a universal 

ideology, which Bye (2009) wrote about in her study conducted in a rural town in Norway.  

Young men talked about snowmobiling and hunting being an important activity for them as men.  

These are activities that define who they are and are activities that groups of men do together, 

with very little female participation.   

 Clearly, not all men in rural communities participate in the culture of the snowmobiler or 

hunter.  However, the men in Bye’s (2009) study indicated that the men who are not a part of the 

group of snowmobilers and hunters are considered weak and not really masculine.  This 

perception was understood outside of Norwegian rural communities as well.  When a young 

urban male in Bye’s study moved into a rural community in Norway, he was worried that he 

would not be accepted as a real man because he did not hunt. 

 Geographic location is a factor of identity formation (Hulko & Hovanes, 2018) that 

should not be overlooked.  Reed (2003) even went as far as writing, “Institutional factors, local 

practices, and sexist attitudes shape the culture of forestry towns” (p. 378).  They are places 
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where men work long hours, have to be tough and are the breadwinners, but are also seen as one 

homogenous group (Coen et al., 2013).  The topic of men working hard and working long hours 

is something that is addressed through the upcoming stories of my participants. 

Community, Culture and Identity 

 Although written in 1986, this quote by Jackson summarizes the importance of 

understanding how culture defines who we are and how it contributes to how identities are 

formed: 

People do not choose their culture as if it were a tie or dress, nor can they make of culture 

what they like.  People are their culture; it is in a very real sense their identity: in their 

culture a people find their freedom, their meaning and their self-awareness.  Culture 

begins with the very soil in which people find themselves placed; it feeds on the 

immediate everyday experience of the natural setting and what it offers.  It springs from 

the possibilities of work, leisure, and community that belong to a specific geography, 

climate and living environment. (p. 10) 

And certainly, it is reasonable to assume that cultural norms have a profound influence on the 

development of gender identity and behaviours (Way et al., 2014). 

 I see culture as living within concentric circles with the person being in the middle.  The 

closest circle is the family, which influences gender identity and development.  The family lives 

in a community, such as Houston, which also may affect how the family views gender.  The 

community is within the circle of the province in which it resides.  The outer circle is the country 

that impacts the culture and identity of its citizens. 

 The focus of my study is the family, community, and schools within the community and 

how these may affect masculinity development in boys through the 1990s and 2000s.  Kiana, 
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Hojatkhah, and Torabi-Nami (2016) wrote about how the family is part of a larger system. 

Families do not function on their own but are part of the society around them and can be 

influenced by the expectations of the community in which they live. 

 As families do not function on their own, neither do schools.  Schools are a place in 

which gender development may be reinforced and may be influenced by peers, teachers, and the 

policies created within schools (Morris, 2012).  My intention is to show that growing up and 

attending public school in Houston affects the gender formation of boys.  Importantly though, I 

also show that gender identity and masculinity is not a simple, linear process which is easily 

understood.  It is complex and multilayered, with multiple masculinities developed within a 

young male culture. 

Family 

 The family influences the identity formation, beliefs, and even what activities the 

children will be involved in while growing up. Parenting style can have a major impact on the 

child’s development and how that child may develop relationships outside of the family.  And 

siblings are also a part of identity formation.  Four out of the five participants in my study have 

siblings who they talked about at length, so I believe it is important to briefly discuss the entire 

family, not just the parents.  First, the parenting style can affect a child’s outlook, identity and 

childhood experience. 

 Parenting can be a complex activity, where being too involved (Odenweller, Booth-

Butterfield, & Weber, 2014), or being too controlling (Wuyts, Vansteenkiste, Mabbe, & 

Soenens, 2017) or providing a chaotic and disorganized environment (Human et al., 2016) may 

have adverse effects on the development of children.  However, autonomy-supportive parenting 

(Wuyts et al., 2017) seems to be an antidote to chaotic parenting. Autonomy-supportive 
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parenting is when parents discuss options with their children, but ultimately guide their children 

when they are making choices and allow their children to experience consequences of those 

decisions without trying to save or control them.   

 When children grow up in a stable environment knowing routines and expectations, they 

have a better chance of being well-adjusted emerging adults (Human et al., 2016).  But adverse 

family conditions, where there may be fighting between parents, neglect or lack of routines, may 

then influence the child’s ability to remain in control when faced with difficult decisions (Kwong 

& Hayes, 2017).  However, as Kwong and Hayes (2017) pointed out, children who experience 

adverse family conditions are not necessarily destined to have difficulties in their development.  

When there are factors outside of the home, such as a supportive school environment in which  

positive relationships are common, children may experience positive socialization as they grow 

into adults. 

 Relationships with siblings may be affected by the type of parents they have.  Tippet and 

Wolke (2015) found a relationship between aggressive parents and sibling aggression, although 

the researchers admitted the association is moderate.  They identified that relationships between 

siblings can impact social and cognitive development as well as emotional well-being.  Sibling 

aggression is common, and there seems to be a link between sibling aggression and school 

bullying.  Thus, relationships within the home can impact relationships outside of the home as 

well. 

 Having a sibling can also be a positive experience and is a unique relationship because 

siblings are usually born in the same generation, so they can support each other in different ways 

than the parents can (Wellendorf, 2014).  Younger siblings can have a positive influence on older 

siblings’ social and moral development (Carpenter, Uebel, & Tomasello, 2013).  Older siblings 
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may develop empathy and compassion and prosocial behaviours as role models for their younger 

siblings (Pike & Oliver, 2017).  The relationships within the family can influence the 

development of gender identity and behaviours as well. 

 The more gender stereotypical the family is the more chances there are for negative 

outcomes such as limiting choices of education and career and restricting emotional expression 

based on sex (Halpern & Perry-Jenkins, 2016).  This is due in part, to the relationship of strict 

adherence to gender stereotypes and the limited choices in education, careers, and emotional and 

social development.  Halpern and Perry-Jenkins (2016) showed that the mother has the most 

influence on the gender ideologies of both sons and daughters, especially when mothers perform 

most of the female stereotypical behaviours such as housework and childcare.  Even in the first 

year of a child’s life, if a mother is more egalitarian in her behaviours, there may be less 

gendered career choices from her children in favour of more gender-neutral careers.  As for the 

father, his influence was shown to be minimal on daughters, but if the father had egalitarian 

views, his sons had a better chance of having less stereotypes about females.  This illustrates how 

young a child can be when they are socialized, and how their gendered views of the world may 

be influenced by their parents’ beliefs and behaviours.  

 By the time children are five years old in BC, the expectation is that they will attend 

school.  The parents may choose public or private school, depending on their belief system and, 

finances.  The focus in my study is in the public-school system, because of my understanding of 

the system as a public-school teacher for 14 years, because Matthew attended public school, and 

because of his experiences I wanted to understand more as the parent and teacher.   

 There seems to be a relationship between parental involvement in the education of their 

children and their children’s success (Oswald, Zaidi, Cheetham, & Brody, 2018; Wang & 
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Sheikh-Khalil, 2014).  Involvement does not necessarily mean the amount of time parents spend 

at the school, especially as the child grows into adolescence (Wang & Sheikh-Khalil, 2014).  

Parents who volunteer may have a positive effect on their children’s emotional well-being, but 

not necessarily the achievement of the child.  However, as Wang and Sheikh-Khalil (2014) 

pointed out, it is important that parents who volunteer do not get too involved with their child, 

but volunteer in a more holistic way, helping all the students.   

 One of the largest predictors of students’ achievement in school is the socio-economic 

status (SES) of the parents.  Lower SES parents are less involved in their children’s education for 

a variety of reasons.  This factor is common in most school contexts not just in rural towns.  

What is important to note here, though, is that the common factor for child success is the 

provision of a stable and safe home for children and not SES; the promotion of learning and 

education clearly enhances children’s achievement in school (Wang & Sheikh-Khalil, 2014). 

 The socioeconomic status of a family, whether it is two parent or lone parent, may be 

important for cognitive development of children and adolescents (Lee & McLanahan, 2015).  

Lee and McLanahan discovered that family structure has a relatively large impact on the 

socioemotional development of children and adolescents and that family instability may impact 

male children’s socioemotional well-being more than female children.  Again, it is reasonable to 

assume that if the adults in children’s lives are cognizant of how children and adolescents may 

internalize the changing family structure, they may be better able to help and guide children and 

adolescents, so they may not have long-term negative effects on their well-being.  

 Another factor with respect to parenting and child outcomes is the relationship with the 

staff and the school.  Parental trust of teachers is a fundamental part of parenting school age 

children and when the school creates a context in which everyone is working towards creating a 
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learning environment for the success of children, there is a higher likelihood of parents being 

involved.  The way parents feel about their children’s teacher often dictates how much parents 

are involved (Oswald et al., 2018). 

 Parents’ beliefs about their children’s abilities may also be influential in the achievement 

of children at school.  Fredricks and Eccles (2002) conducted a study about parental beliefs about 

their children in math and sports in school.  They identified that fathers played an important role 

in affecting their children’s beliefs in sports abilities and values surrounding sports, but this did 

not hold true with math.  This may show that fathers are more involved in sports than with the 

academic education of their children.  An important finding here, is that parents’ beliefs may 

influence children’s thoughts about their ability to learn.  These beliefs then may have an impact 

on academic success in school.  As the child grows into adolescence, parental behaviours have 

less impact.  This may be due to the adolescent already having been socialized by their parents 

through childhood (Wu, Schimmele, & Hou, 2015), but it also may be due to adolescents being 

influenced more by their peers, than by their parents at this life stage.   

 Because of the changing structure in families, where there are more children living with a 

lone parent than any other time in history (Statistics Canada, 2018), it is important to show how 

this change in family structure may impact those children.  Lee and McLanahan (2015) and 

Slade, Beller, and Powers (2017) showed that children are impacted by the breakup of their 

families and also when intact families are unstable.  However, all children are not impacted in 

the same way, and there can be differences in the way males and females are impacted by the 

changes in family structure. 

 Adolescents who have experienced their biological father leaving, especially when the 

father left in early childhood, are more likely to show relatively high rates of depressive 
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symptoms and higher rates of unhealthy behaviours, such as smoking cigarettes (Slade et al., 

2017).  Because of the normalization of the changing family structures, adults, such as parents 

and teachers, may not think too much about how children may be negatively affected when there 

is a break-up of the parental relationship. Certainly, if adults understood that children may be 

choosing behaviours that may be unhealthy and impact them negatively, they may be better 

prepared to help these children through the trauma of the changing family structure.   

Education, Social Evolution, and Social Change 

 The way children are educated has changed over time.  I believe that public schools 

changed in association with changes in societal beliefs and norms.  Cote and Allahar (1994) 

wrote about the changing education system.  Before the Industrial Revolution, children started 

going to school to “instill moral character” (p. 120).  Through the Industrial Revolution, parents 

worked outside of the home and children needed a place to go.  Schools were created to get them 

off the streets and dissuade them from deviant behaviours.   

 Boarding schools were also developed in the 19th century and were primarily for the sons 

of the ruling class.  They were taught subjects such as natural sciences and mathematics.  By the 

20th century, “when the academic curriculum became the core of a mass secondary system … it 

is not surprising that it functioned as a means of class and ethnic exclusion” (Connell, 2008, p. 

139).  According to Connell (2008) working-class boys were unfamiliar with the curriculum 

being taught and the curriculum was a way of excluding these boys from academic success. 

Middle-class girls were also not seen as suitable for this curriculum, but this started to change 

over time, and in the 1960s and 1970s, there was a major shift in society based on the women’s 

movement.  This shift is mentioned because of its role on impacting education (Anderson, Leo, 
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& Muelhaupt, 2014; Connell, 2008; Greig, 2011; Vantieghem, Vermeersch, & Van Houttee, 

2014).  

 During the 1960s in Canada, dramatic societal shifts occurred due to the women’s 

movement, in addition to movements associated with Lesbian and Gay rights, Quebec liberation, 

and First Nation Rights (Greig, 2011. P. 129).  This was not only a time when more and more 

women were joining the paid labour force, but it was a time when education started to change to 

address the under achievement of girls.  Girls were underperforming in math and science in 

particular and it was thought that it was due to low self-esteem, high anxiety, passivity, and fear 

of success (Vantieghem et al., 2014).  But boys were doing well in school because they were 

seen as curious and wanted to understand what was being taught.  

 It is during this time, in Canada, researchers started looking at text books and teaching 

styles as hindering the learning of girls in schools.  Learning materials were changing, and 

teachers’ awareness of inequalities for girls in the classroom brought about a more successful 

learning environment for girls.  Over the next 30 years, the shift of higher achievement for girls 

in school was a success in public schools, and by the 1990s, the attention shifted again, this time 

towards low achievement of boys which has been one of the foci of education in Western 

societies since (Vantieghem et al., 2014). 

What I am trying to demonstrate here is that social norms can have an impact on what 

happens in schools.  When societal beliefs in the 1950’s focused on expectations of women 

getting married and having families, schools promoted this belief and girls received less 

academic education than boys (Reynolds & Bamford, 2016).  Society’s overall beliefs were 

mirrored within the education system, but as gender ideologies started to change, so did girls’ 

opportunities for learning in the public-school system.   
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It is important to note that schools have their own cultures as well, which can also reflect 

the educational opportunities for its students.  Gender stereotypical points of view have been 

shown to have negative effects on well-being of students in certain places as compared to places 

with more freedom of expression and choice (Reynolds & Bamford, 2016).  So, if a school’s 

culture contains a gender stereotypical ethos, then students may feel their choices of courses and 

activities are limited based on their sex. 

I am including this brief history of education to showcase how the role of education has 

changed and how society can be reflected in what is taught in schools.  Through time, Houston 

Secondary School has changed to include more trades programming, in which students are able 

to earn high school credits to achieve “tickets” in areas such as electrical and carpentry.  The 

courses are predominantly attended by males and taught by males. Such gender stereotypical 

choices within the public-school system were not available to students even 10 years ago.  I 

mention this because these trades programs in Houston can have an impact on career choices 

because the students taking them are earning tickets that help them get work when leaving high 

school.  Ironically, the academic courses may in fact be less useful than trade programs for 

students immediately on leaving school.   

The Socio-cultural Context of School 

 My literature review illustrates that schools are places where gender construction occurs, 

and femininity and masculinity are acted out by those involved (Connell, 2009; Morris, 2012; 

Reynolds & Bamford, 2016).  Teachers and administrators may reinforce gender stereotypes by 

expecting different behaviours from boys and girls, where boys constantly need movement and 

girls are quietly sitting in desks (Morrissette, Jesme, & Hunter, 2018).  Policies also promote 
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these stereotypes by ignoring gender-related bullying and encouraging gender-separated 

activities (Reynolds & Bamford, 2016). 

 Schools also promote stereotypical gender roles and expectations through staffing.  For 

example, elementary schools have very few male teachers and males are almost non-existent in 

the non-teaching staff.  In Houston, this is certainly the case.  The small labour market showing 

the division of labour based on gender reflects what happens within the larger society, where 

women continue filling the caretaker roles and men fill the more senior leadership positions 

(Connell, 2008).  Other areas of gender division, which are evident in Houston’s public schools, 

are in the vocational courses and computer science courses, which are overwhelmingly taught by 

men.  Education assistants and receptionists within the schools are females and these supporting 

roles, which Connell (2008) contended are also held by women outside of the school system.   

 Morris (2012) wrote about boys in schools and how they work to define their masculinity 

as athletes in schools.  Those boys who are not athletes, or do not join school sports, work to 

define their masculinity in other ways, such as fighting, being the class clown, or any other 

behaviours that take their focus away from their education.  Vantieghem et al. (2014) wrote, 

“The impact of the culture of masculinity on boys’ lives should not be underestimated” (p. 362). 

 As boys go through school, their attitudes towards school may change in a way that 

seems to not happen with girls.   In elementary school, they can be high achievers and earn high 

grades, but that can change as they grow into adolescence and enter high school.  According to 

Vantieghem et al. (2014), high-achieving boys will not contribute to class discussions like low-

achieving boys will.  This may be due to the culture of masculinity between peers, where 

showing enthusiasm for learning is seen as a feminine behaviour.  Heyder and Kessels (2017) 

reiterated this perception of boys, where showing effort was associated with femininity.  
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Through their study, they also identified that not only do students associate low effort with 

masculinity, but teachers do as well. 

 As the culture of a school encourages gender stereotypes, when boys are gender atypical, 

they may face a difficult time in school and experience higher rates of loneliness and social 

anxiety than gender-typical boys (Smith, Enders, Juvonen, & Schacter, 2018).  Smith et al. 

(2018) described how those adolescents who do not fit with gender norms are typically bullied 

more than gender typical adolescents, and they have higher rates of socio-emotional difficulties. 

 It is important to note that boys’ “failures to engage in school and to achieve are neither 

universal or normative” (Reichert & Hawley, 2013, p. 50).  My experience has shown that when 

there is a deeper understanding by teachers and staff of why boys behave in schools the way they 

do, there is an increased likelihood of boys being more connected to and engaged in school.  Put 

simply, one way that may encourage more engagement in school is through developing positive 

relationships with teachers who understand gender dynamics and education. 

 Kehler (2007) wrote extensively on the topic of boys in schools and the concern about 

boys’ underachievement which he labeled a “crisis.” As I have also written in this dissertation, 

there is a belief that boys are a homogeneous group that needs to be “fixed” within the education 

system.  Kehler wrote: 

By essentializing young men and boys as a coherent and homogeneous group, current 

practices and approaches in schools contribute and perpetuate a naturalized discourse of 

masculinity that fails to acknowledge competing racial, ethnic, and sexual identities that 

invariably contribute to the way in which young men understand and take themselves up 

as subjects within school. (pp. 274-275) 
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The Pedagogical Context of School 

 Over students’ time in school, they will encounter many teachers, some who are effective 

and others who are not.  Here, I explore the importance of being an effective teacher and how 

having that awareness of gender stereotypes is an essential component of effectiveness. 

 J. Sandholtz and S. Sandholtz (2010) wrote, “Teachers play a critical role in promoting 

equitable learning; yet researchers propose that they do not enter the profession prepared to teach 

in an equitable manner” (p. 131).  Little training is provided to new teachers and gender equity in 

the classroom and how the teacher may influence students either by promoting those stereotypes 

or dissuading them.  J. Sandholtz and S. Sandholtz went on to write about the belief that students 

are the only ones with gender biases, but they posited that this is not true.  I also know from my 

own observations in public schools that adults in the school may be promoting gender 

differences by believing that most behaviour differences between boys and girls is based on 

biology, a potentially dangerous belief system.  I contend that if teachers believe that differences 

in behaviour, such as the lack of engagement from boys, or being aggressive is based on biology, 

or is an unquestioned gender socialization, then teachers do not have to take responsibility for 

those behaviours and try to learn more about what can be done to engage boys more in school.  I 

further contend that when teachers begin to understand the complexities of gender, and in this 

case, masculinities, and have the capacity to help change misconceptions of and about boys, then 

schools and classrooms will become more equitable. 

 There is also a rather common belief that boys need male teachers in order to be 

understood and become more engaged in school (Riddell & Tett, 2010; Sansone, 2017). Sansone 

and others found, however, that there is little support that boys need male teachers to be engaged 

in school.  Sansone (2017) wrote, “Creating a positive learning environment, treating all students 
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equally, and transmitting passion about the subjects are key drivers” (p. 16) to student 

engagement.  Spilt, Koomen, and Jak (2012) wrote about how the relationships with the most 

conflicts in schools were between male teachers and boys, although overall, both male and 

female teachers reported having poorer relationships with boys than they did with girls.  Female 

teachers at all levels of schooling reported better relationships with all their students than did 

their male counterparts (Spilt et al., 2012). 

 Reichert and Hawley (2013) identified the connection between boys’ engagement in 

school and the relationship with their teachers.  They gathered information from thousands of 

boys and teachers across six countries and 18 schools.  The three most important characteristics 

of teachers from this group of boys were that teachers “showed a mastery of their material, [had] 

effective classroom management and maintaining standards” (p. 51).  Boys have a better chance 

of connecting with teachers who challenge them, who are organized, and who show students that 

they are capable at teaching the material.  When teachers have these qualities, then it may be 

easier to develop relationships with their students. 

 Middle childhood is an important time in school and forming attachments to teachers 

becomes more important than in early childhood (Verschueren, 2015).  Research shows that 

understanding the relationship between students and teachers is becoming more important 

because of the high degree of connection between these relationships and students’ learning and 

achievement in school (Spilt et al., 2012; Verschueren, 2015). 

 The breakdown in the relationships between boys and their teachers is often fraught with 

misconceptions on both sides (Reichert & Hawley, 2013).  In the Reichert and Hawley study, the 

teachers talked about factors out of their control, such as the boys’ home life or mental issues, 

but the boys saw it differently.  They attributed the breakdown to the teacher’s quality, such as 
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being boring, uninterested in students, being authoritarian, and not being able to maintain control 

of the classroom. 

 Finally, Connell (2009) wrote that good teaching and schools need to be diverse.  There 

should be a range of personalities and capabilities among its teachers.  Schools are places with 

diversity of students, at all levels, so any system that requires teaching to be done in the same 

way, by everyone, may be detrimental to students’ learning and engagement.   

 Connell (2009) also pointed out the need to create a shared social identity of teachers 

within schools and create a place where knowledge is passed down from experienced teachers to 

upcoming new ones.  She used the term “occupational culture” (p. 223) which is created through 

time and grows out of knowing the history of teaching and understanding how the past has 

brought us to where we are in practices and ideologies now.  I believe that creating this culture in 

Houston schools can happen more easily than in large schools with typically large numbers of 

teachers.  Houston’s schools are small, which can create a more intimate relationship between 

teachers and students.  There is a shared history, even to the point that I attended Houston 

Secondary School and then taught there as well.   

Sport, Education, and Adolescent Success 

 The final topic in the literature review is one that is unexpected for me.  Although I knew 

four out of five of my participants played hockey, I did not anticipate the importance of hockey 

in their growing up and how hockey defines identity and masculinity the way it does.  So, 

because of these reasons, I am devoting a section of my literature review to hockey, and how this 

sport may influence the masculine identity of those who play it.  I also touch on topics of playing 

sports in school and the blatant gender differences in minor hockey.  First, though, I start with 
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hockey and how it defines who we are as Canadians and boys in particular.  I start with a quote 

by Richelieu and Korai (2012) about hockey and Canadian culture: 

 Hockey occupies an integral part in the Canadian culture and identity; its importance is 

 hardly possible to underestimate.  Hockey is an essential characteristic of a unique  

 genetic code typical solely to Canadians; it is their national sport, which is worshipped   

 and highly respected and can be compared with the religion in Canada … Hockey is a  

 national institution; it is part of the culture and national identity.  (p. 129) 

Through my experiences and observations, I believe hockey in rural towns such as Houston may  

be more important to the development of masculinity than urban centres.  In the winter, the 

choices of activities are limited, and hockey becomes central for boys.  The culture surrounding 

hockey is so strong in Houston, that it is often the topic of conversations between teachers, 

between students, and between students and teachers.  I cannot emphasize enough the role 

hockey plays in rural centres.  I hope to show this more clearly through the narratives of my 

participants. Tonts (2005) wrote, “one of the most distinctive characteristics of many Australian 

country towns and regions is the role that competitive sport plays in local social, cultural, 

political and economic relations” (p. 137).  I would argue rural communities in Canada 

experience sport, hockey in particular, in the same way.   

 In Canada, hockey is a place where boys are socialized in a hypermasculine culture and 

learn what it means to be male (MacDonald, 2014).  By hypermasculine, I am referring to an 

exaggerated emphasis on stereotypical male behaviours, such as physical strength and 

aggression. Boys are taught early on that skill and force will bring them success in hockey.  The 

arena has become a fundamental place where boys find their worth, even to the point where 

some Canadians “place as much importance on ice hockey as they do on employment and 
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education” (p. 103).  I contend that in Houston, at times, hockey is more important than 

education.  During a hockey tournament in the 2017/218 school year, classes were cancelled at 

the high school so that students could go and watch the game during school hours.  This does not 

happen often, and I do not know if this happens in other communities, but it does happen in 

Houston.  I have seen it a few times over the years of my teaching there.  I also want to point out, 

that many students miss school for travelling to hockey tournaments.  School will be missed, but 

not a game in a tournament.  If a Houston hockey team makes it to the provincial championships, 

and it does not coincide with Spring Break, the hockey students will miss a week of school.  

Hockey is very important, and at times, it seems more so than education.   

 The locker room can be a place where boys are taught about masculine identity, and to 

loathe all things related to stereotypically feminine behaviours.  These behaviours include 

showing emotions of fear, sympathy, or caring.  The expectation is to be aggressive on the ice 

and to play through the pain because this shows what kind of man the player is (Allain, 2008). 

 Minor hockey is a gendered space where expectations of boys and girls are not always 

the same.  My participants told me about the unspoken rule of boys protecting girls on the ice.  If 

one of their female teammates was checked by a male on the opposing team, the male players 

were expected to retaliate and “go after” the male who checked the female.  My belief is that this 

is a form of benevolent sexism, which “expresses subjectively positive by patronizing attitudes 

towards women … despite the positive tone, [it] plays a key role in maintaining inequality” 

(Hammond & Overall, 2013, p. 212).  Benevolent sexism promotes the idea that women need to 

be protected because they are weaker than men.  

 Playing a team sport, however, can be highly positive in social development for youth. 

Fraser-Thomas, Côté, and Deakin (2005) wrote about the many positive aspects for those who 
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participate in sport, such as physical development, increased self-esteem, lower stress, and social 

and intellectual development.  However, the positive outcomes only occur when the adults who 

are creating these programs understand the importance of being positive within the sport.  These 

authors pointed out that when the adult’s expectations are demanding and focus on winning at all 

costs, the positive effects of participating in a team sport begin to diminish, which actually 

contributes to feelings of physical and emotional stress for the youth involved.   

 Another important factor in participating in hockey is how the players begin to create a 

social identity that is formed with other members of the team (Greenaway, Cruwys, Haslam, & 

Jetten, 2016).  This social identity can have positive benefits and reduce chances of depression 

for its members.  Greenaway et al. (2016) argued as a corollary, that when boys are no longer 

able to play hockey, either because of injury or age within the confines of junior level hockey, 

they often experience negative emotional and social effects.  Part of their identity was no longer 

there, often the precursor to depression for some boys.  

 What I especially want to be understood in this section about hockey, is the way in which 

it can impact the development of masculinity in boys in places like Houston. MacArthur and 

Shields (2015) wrote about men who played sports and how they “described how they were 

propelled to excel in sports because of the desire to win the love and affection of their fathers, 

and to live up to the power and status of the older men” (p. 43).  Hockey is also a place where 

boys are socialized at a young age about what it takes to be a good hockey player.  Those boys 

who are able to play an aggressive, hard-hitting style of game are rewarded with more playing 

time and will have a better chance of being perceived as a “great” player.  Those who do not play 

this way are labeled as “chicken or afraid” (Allain, 2008, p. 468) by their teammates. 
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 Sport is an important part of Houston’s culture, but hockey is what dominates the lives of 

many people in Houston.  Playing hockey is expensive, which excludes many families in the 

community from participating.  I think it is important to recognize that hockey is not a sport that 

is accessible to all children, and those who do not participate experience Houston in a different 

way than those who do.   

 This literature review touched on the topics and themes that arose from the narratives of 

my participants.  My hope is that understanding some of the research on these topics will help 

the reader understand more fully the stories in the upcoming pages. 
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CHAPTER THREE: PARTICIPANT NARRATIVES 

The statistics of Houston presented in the beginning of the previous chapter are just 

statistics, but Houston is so much more than the population, income, and industry.  Although 

these statistics may be influential in creating the culture of Houston, I want to share the stories of 

five boys who grew up in the environment of Houston and include parts of my story as well.  

Through our stories and experiences, I hope to show the diversity of who the boys are and how 

unique each individual is within the larger context of the culture in which we all resided through 

our years growing up.  I want to introduce Shad, Chel, Andrew, Brad, and Matthew.  My story is 

interwoven with those of the boys, with my story presented in italics.  I give our stories to you. 

Shad’s Story 

 Shad is 20 years old and has completed two years of university at Vancouver Island 

University in Nanaimo.  He is in Houston for the summer to work at Canfor, a sawmill, which is 

the main employer in Houston.  He lives at home rent free, which enables him to save as much 

money as he can during the summer months, so that he can pay for his next year of university. 

 Shad lives at home during the summer with his parents who are still married.  His mum 

works at the only dentist’s office, and his dad owns his own logging truck, and works long days.  

He spends a lot of his time talking about his dad, which I will go into further later on, but now, I 

want to focus on his experiences and memories of attending public school in Houston. 

 While talking, Shad was more easily able to remember his high school experiences than 

elementary.  He did not share many specific experiences, but when asked about one of his best 

memories, he talked about hockey academy in the high school.  Hockey academy was started in 

2012 by a teacher who used to play for the local men’s hockey team.  The opportunity was given 

to students to play hockey during a block of time in school and earn credits.  This was a time 
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when education began to shift within the district, offering a variety of learning opportunities 

other than only academic subjects.  My research is devoted to understanding better the influence 

of education on young men.  This example of the shift in education at the secondary school level 

is an example of what it means to be educated in Houston, or at least the shift in what it means to 

graduate with a Grade 12 diploma.  Hockey academy introduced a local cultural activity and 

equated it to a formal education. 

 Shad was surprised that hockey academy was a part of school and was quite happy to be 

a part of it.  He saw this as an opportunity to develop coaching skills because he had been 

playing hockey since he was old enough to put skates on, and some of the players in hockey 

academy were not as skilled in skating as he was.  Hockey academy allowed him to develop 

leadership skills that he may not have developed if it were not for his particular program being 

offered in the high school setting.  A formal education continues to change and look differently 

than it did, even when I went to secondary school in the mid to late 1980s.  The way in which we 

learn and what we learn in school is broadening, which is becoming more accepted in BC 

schools.  I then ask, what is the role and function of our public-school system? This is a question 

I have been asking for many years, as curriculum has changed just recently along with report 

cards in School District 54. 

 When asked about his worst memory of school, Shad just could not come up with 

anything.  He thought about it, and after a bit of silence, he said, “I don’t have a whole lot of 

negative memories, like school was pretty good, like throughout the years I would be like, ‘this 

sucks’ like looking back on it now, everything was good.” 

 Shad attributed his lack of bad memories to being in hockey and part of the popular group 

of kids.  His popularity increased as he progressed through the grades in high school.  He 
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understood the importance of the hierarchy and where each grade and each group were supposed 

to sit during non-class time throughout the school day.  These “rules” were universally 

understood by all students from Grades 8 to 12, which is also discussed by the other participants 

I interviewed. 

 As time went on, Shad saw himself as part of the popular group, which allowed him the 

freedom to behave the way he saw fit. He and his buddies would decide who could or could not 

sit at the grad table.  He enjoyed playing the role of gate keeper.  Actually, when he talked about 

high school, much of the time was spent on talking about groups and where people sat.  He 

learned his place in high school and that there really is a hierarchy in the school.  While talking 

about this hierarchy, he equated it with the social hierarchy he sees in society.  He believes 

everyone has a role in society based on income, and those with money within the social structure 

are like the Grade 12s at the grad table.  The grad table is the place designated for the Grade 12s, 

a tradition which has been in place even before I was in Grade 12 at Houston Secondary School.  

Those with money in society rule, just like the popular Grade 12s rule the school. 

 For Shad, the social hierarchy in which we live is just a matter of fact.  He does not get 

emotional when he discusses anything, which is something he has admitted about himself.  When 

he was a little boy, he was quite emotional, would cry easily when something upset him, but 

now, he suppresses those emotions and considers himself to no longer be an emotional person.  It 

seems that he keeps those emotions at bay by squashing them and ignoring them.  The culture of 

masculinity may be influencing Shad’s reactions as he has aged.  The perception that men are 

tough and do not show emotions is prevalent within society, and Houston is an example of this 

understanding.  Even more so, I believe, is the acting out of masculinity through playing hockey.  
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Hockey is a sport played mostly by males, and as they get older, they may perceive emotions as 

feminine, so they work to suppress emotions like Shad has.  

 This is not to say he was not open and honest about his life and experiences.  Shad talked 

freely about the high school teachers he liked and just as easily about those he did not.  He 

enjoyed the male teachers at the high school because of their more relaxed attitudes, which 

mirrored his laid-back style.  The teacher he connected to the most was the hockey academy 

teacher who was laid-back, but he also respected this teacher because he had boundaries and 

students knew not to cross them.  This particular teacher loved hockey as well and would talk to 

Shad about hockey, and the two developed a relationship through that knowledge and passion for 

the sport. 

 Hockey is an important part of Shad’s story.  It came with some stressful memories of 

being yelled at by his dad in the car after games and some practices.  He felt the need to impress 

his dad, in particular, with his game play and skill.  Although he described himself as a 

competitive person, he did not always want to be at the top of the game every day.  At times, he 

was just tired and wanted a break.  I am including a portion of our discussion about hockey, in 

Shad’s words because when he talks about his family, I do not want to change the words in any 

way.  I have taken my parts out because the “oks” and “rights” do not add anything to the 

conversation.  I have included my first statement, to give context to what Shad shares:  

Me: ok, talk to me about hockey and your relationship with your parents through hockey 

S: uhhh, it was somethin’ for sure, it was like if I played good, oh I would get praise and 

everything for that but as soon as I, not a bad game, but couldn’t like excel 

S: and would I ever get it, and Chel too, and Chel got it even worse than mine 
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S: but like I would be like driving, we would be on a three-hour drive home or whatever and they 

would be like dad, and like mum would yell at dad and that’s why dad would get mad at me 

because he had to listen to mum yell at him 

S: but yah, she, he’d be yelling at me, I would be crying in the back seat, and it was just three 

hours of just 

S: but he just wanted the best for me, like when I was younger it was hard to understand, but now 

that I’m older I’m like yah, he just wanted, because I was more of a laid-back kid, whereas Chel 

pushed himself 

S: so dad thought if he pushed me more I could, because supposedly I had more talent 

S: but I didn’t push myself 

 When talking about this experience, once again, Shad was just matter of fact about it.  He 

attributed the person he is today to all the experiences he had with his family.  He wanted to be 

sure that I understood that his dad was looking out for his best interests and only wanted Shad to 

grow into a successful adult. 

 Nearing the end of one of our sessions, I asked Shad if he ever talked to his dad about 

hockey and how he felt about it as a kid.  The conversation came up while they were sitting 

around the campfire and having some drinks.  He said that his dad was not aware that he was 

being that hard on him as he was growing up and playing hockey. 

 Looking at life through the eyes of a child and a parent simultaneously may teach us 

something.  It took me a long time to look at Matthew’s childhood through his eyes.  He and I 

went to a counsellor together when was about 16 years old.  How grateful I am that we had that 

experience.  As difficult as it was to listen to Matthew talk about my parenting mistakes and how 

much my yelling and temper impacted him, it was absolutely necessary for me to hear it.  His 
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words snapped me into the reality of how he was experiencing my actions, and I changed my 

parenting that day.  Parents can learn from their children, but only if they set their ego aside, 

deeply listen, and not try to justify why they did what they did.  However, as Shad talked about 

the stress and anxiety he felt about hockey while growing up; he still saw the experience of 

playing hockey as positive. 

 I appreciated his honesty and thoughtfulness when talking about his experiences of 

hockey and how the sport impacted his family. The push and pull of the negative and positive 

experience of hockey was evident, but he saw hockey as something he enjoyed, and the game 

continues to be a part of his life today.   

 Shad plays in a beer league in Nanaimo and plays for the joy of playing.  This is a time 

when he can have a few beers with his friends and teammates and play a game that has been a 

part of him for almost all of his life.  He likes that there is no pressure while playing now, which 

again, shows his laid-back style and the desire to have a good time in a mellow and drama-free 

way. 

 Shad grew up on a 165-acre farm, where he suffered from allergies every summer season.  

He thought back fondly of growing up on the farm, although he was not a part of the social circle 

of the kids who lived in town.  Overall, this did not really bother him because he always had his 

brother around before Chel moved away in Grade 12.  Shad’s childhood was filled with time 

outside, playing in the snow, riding dirt bikes, and exploring the acreage.  The outdoors is the 

place he likes to be and feels the most joy.  Now that he lives near the ocean, spending time on 

the beach and hanging out with friends is one of his favourite pastimes.  Being within a social 

group feeds his extroverted personality.  He thrives around friends and in social situations.  
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 Not surprisingly then, making friends came easily to Shad.  Through elementary school, 

he was friends with the kids in his grade.  There are not a lot of options in Houston, and grade 

sorting is a circumstantial way of creating friendships.  Boys and girls played together in the 

primary grades, not yet seeing the gender differences, which he talked about at length later in his 

story. 

 As Shad grew, because he lived out of town, he began to see differences between those 

kids who lived in town and those who did not.  The activities children participated in were 

different according to where they lived.  He spent time on his dirt bike and four-wheeler, while 

in-town kids were on pedal bikes and scooters.  Activities are dependent on where we live, even 

if the difference is 10-15 minutes down the road.  Shad had the freedom to be on motorized 

bikes, while in-town kids were not allowed to ride dirt bikes in town limits.  The division of 

activities can then influence friendships based on common interests. 

 When Shad was younger, he hated being excluded from the activities of friends in town, 

but as he grew, he enjoyed being on the farm.  He liked the freedom of being able to grab his dirt 

bike and go up to his grandparents’ house or go through the bushes for hours at a time.  The time 

he started to enjoy his time at home was a pivotal transition point.  That transition point was 

when he got his driver’s license.   

 The driver’s license is an important achievement for Houston teenagers.  Driving is part 

of the culture, and Shad was not different, especially because he lived out of town.  Once he was 

able to drive on his own, he no longer had to depend on his parents or brother for a ride.  Driving 

itself is part of the entertainment culture in Houston.  He and his buddies would “just cruise 

around, ah, a big thing was chewin,’ so we would chew and then drive around and listen to 

music.” Not only was having a license important, but so was having a vehicle to drive.  It is very 
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common to see 17-year olds with their own vehicle in Houston, which may be due to the lack of 

transit and the amount of money teenagers earn at Canfor.   

 As Shad was telling me this part of his story, I thought back to when I was a teenager in 

Houston and got my driver’s license.  I, too, would drive around with my friends as a way of 

hanging out together as our social activity.  This was at the time well before the graduated 

licensing system that now exists in BC.  I had my own vehicle at 16 years of age and would use 

my car as entertainment.  I used it more for a way to spend time with my friends, driving around 

Houston, than actually using it for transportation.  I never thought twice about the price of 

gasoline or insurance rates as a young driver.  A vivid memory was when I was driving around 

with a friend of mine for at least an hour or so.  Keep in mind, Houston is not geographically a 

large community.  I ran out of gas, and my friend had to push my car to the nearest gas station. 

The laughter and fun we had based solely on being able to drive is unique to a town that does not 

have many choices for teenagers’ entertainment. 

 Shad started working when he was 13 years old. He saw his older brother working from a 

young age and knew that is what he wanted for himself as well.  He wanted to make money, 

which came up often in our conversations.  He believes money and power go hand in hand, so he 

always knew he wanted to make as much money as he could.  The importance of hard work was 

instilled by his family.  His mum and dad both worked, but he focused more on his dad’s 

working life through the stories he told. 

 His dad worked long hours, between 12 to 16 hours in a day.  As we talked, I could see 

that Shad admires his dad for how much time he puts into his job and provides for his family.  

Dad came up often, especially when he was talking about working.  Although he admires his dad 

for what he does, he does not want the working life of his dad. 
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 His parents had conversations with Shad about leaving Houston after he graduated from 

high school.  His dad, in particular, did not want him to work the way he does, and he saw post-

secondary school as the way out of that lifestyle.  Post-secondary was strongly encouraged while 

growing up, and it was never really a question for Shad.  He always knew he was going because 

it would enable him to live the life he envisioned for himself.  

 Shad comes from a family of hard-working people, and none of his family had gone to 

post-secondary school.  He understood from a very young age that post-secondary was in his 

future.  He worked at the mill and the pool as a lifeguard and swimming lessons instructor, and 

he knew those jobs would not sustain him through his life.  The tedium of those jobs, in 

particular, were mind numbingly boring for Shad.  He was looking for excitement! 

 When he looks into his future, he is, again, very matter of fact about it and is looking for 

particular aspects from his job.  The two most important aspects of his working life are that the 

job is not tedious and that it has a good pension.  His goals are lofty when it comes to his 

retirement because he does not want to work more than 20 to 30 years, and he is looking for a 

large pension so that he can retire with enough money to travel. 

 Right now, as a 20-year old, he is not completely sure what that career is going to be, but 

he was able to articulate that his ultimate goal would be to work for CSIS (Canadian Security 

Intelligence Services). Working for CSIS would allow him to travel for work, and he sees this 

kind of work as thrilling and a way to keep his life interesting.  Even more importantly, it would 

give him a good pension. 

 As mentioned earlier, Shad started working when he was 13 years old, and the reason for 

this was because he “thought there was really nothing else to do in Houston, so I might as well 

work.”  The way in which he described work in Houston was something that I have seen through 
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my life, but never thought about.  Shad helped me think more about the relationship between 

Houston and work.  When he looks at Houston, he sees it as a place where you work or play 

sports, and that is all.  Working was a theme that came up often as he spoke, both when he talked 

about his dad’s work life and what Houston has to offer the people of this community. 

 Shad’s first job was an after-school job with Kal Tire.  As he grew older, he worked at 

the pool in Houston as a lifeguard, and he also worked at the mill on weekend graveyard shift.  

He liked making money because he saw that money as a ticket out of Houston.  When talking 

about money as a teenager, he did say that his money was controlled by his parents, his mum in 

particular.  He had no choice but to save his money, which at the time irritated him, but when he 

was ready to move out of Houston, he was quite happy to have that bank account full of money. 

 Earning money is the only reason Shad is in Houston for the summer.  His summers are 

described as a time to work and sleep.  This is where I can see a change in his demeanor as he 

talks about his summers.  It is evident he dislikes working graveyards at the mill all summer 

long. He says that summer is the hardest time on him since graduating from high school.  His 

allergies act up in the summer, and his days consist of sleeping, going to the gym, and working 

all night.  The graveyard shift is difficult on the body and wears him down through the summer, 

which I can see through his words and body language.  However, he makes $29.50 an hour, 

which is more than double what he could be making in Nanaimo, so he made the decision to 

work in Houston for the summer of 2017. 

 I want to take a moment to write about graveyard shifts and what it can do to people.  

Shad is working for a few months, is young, and knows that he is coming to the end of this way 

of life.  He has no functioning social life during the week, he does not get enough sleep to feel 

fully rested, and as the summer goes on, as I have mentioned before, he is less and less alert.  
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The lifestyle of living on graveyards is not healthy for the mind or body, and many people in 

Houston work this shift.  The sleep deprivation was evident through Shad’s movements and the 

way he answered questions in our last couple of interviews.  I know he was trying his best, but I 

could see that his brain was not functioning the same way as it was at the beginning of the 

summer.  This was evident through the longer wait times between me asking a question and him 

answering.  In addition, his answers became less detailed as time went on.  Even our interview 

times were much shorter for the last two, than the previous four.  Canfor depends on having 

people work the graveyard shift, but what that does to the people and families is something to 

think about, especially as I watched his decline over the summer.   

 With the mill employing the majority of paid workers in Houston, there is a particular 

culture that comes along with living in a resource town.  When I asked Shad about how he was 

impacted by growing up in Houston, he talked openly and honestly about the racism he sees in 

Houston.  He participated in racist thoughts, and he thought it was “no big deal” because that is 

all he knew.  He believes it is the lack of diversity that contributed to his feelings of racism.  He 

discussed openly about racism in Houston and how that affected his view of people who did not 

look like him. It was when he left Houston, that he could see more diversity and began to 

understand that racism exists in Houston.  He finds it difficult to be surrounded by racism when 

he is back in Houston and tries to not fall back into his old habits and ways of thinking. 

 Shad’s views of gender are those of a young man who has grown up in Houston.  He used 

the term “fragile” and “soft” to describe females three times within four pages of transcription.  

As he described females, he believes they use their intelligence more than guys do and that men 

are more typically suited to labour.  I think the best way to describe what he is talking about is to 

say girls use their brains and guys use their bodies, but I want to focus more on the fragility and 
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softness of girls he describes.  He contends that girls need to be taken care of in certain 

situations, and he believes he needs to be the breadwinner in the household, but the discussion 

surrounding girls playing hockey was the most interesting for me. 

 Girls who play with the boys are protected by the boys on the ice.  If a girl is hit by an 

opposing player, the boys will go after that player to protect the girl. I am including this short 

conversation about girls in hockey, because I want to include the language Shad uses, thus 

decreasing my bias: 

M: ok, so when a girl got hit did anything happen 

S: you’d go and fight the guy 

M: ok 

S: or you’d give him a good cross check or hack because the girls were not as capable or more 

feminine why would you hit a girl like 

M: right 

S: like they aren’t punchin’ a girl, but they are body checking a girl 

M: yah, which is legal 

S: which is legal, it’s a completely legal thing 

M: so why do you think that is 

S: cause guys around here view girls more as um, I can’t even think of the word, more softer I 

guess 

Through discussions with my other participants, I had already learned about the unspoken rule of 

boys not being “allowed” to hit girls on the ice.  I appreciated Shad’s response and was interested 

in why he thought this rule existed in hockey.  The fragility of girls is something that was unsaid 

but understood for him.  Again, the way he grew up seems to influence his point of view. 
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 These views of gender differences in hockey are compelling and are seen in other 

elements of life in Houston.  Shad believes that he should be the one who earns most of the 

money, and as he was speaking about gender roles, he used the phrase, “not to be sexist but…” a 

few times as a disclaimer before he talked about gender roles and differences he sees between 

males and females – not just in Houston, but in many places. 

 Even after leaving Houston, his views about males and females has not changed like the 

way his views of ethnicities has.  His gendered lens is more ingrained in who he is and the way 

he thinks about men and women.  All of this discussion about gender has huge relevance for the 

success that young men have outside of their community.  Stereotypical gender beliefs can be a 

problem for such young men in the outside world.   

 While taking an anthropology course in university, Shad learned that gender is a socially 

constructed concept.  He never thought about gender before taking that anthropology course.  So, 

he did understand gender as socially constructed and the reason he believes society has 

constructed gender is so that humans are better able to categorize each other.  Even with this 

knowledge, when talking about gender, he talked about how he sees differences between males 

and females and how he interacts differently with men and women.  This shows the lasting 

cultural effects of how children are raised and the community in which they live.  It takes time to 

change thinking, and maybe deep down, that thinking, and those beliefs will always be with us.   

 Growing up in Houston as a male, the expectation was they he is strong and does not 

show emotions.  We had a lengthy and in-depth discussion about being male in Houston, and he 

was adamant that if a guy showed emotions too much, it would be difficult for him in social 

groups.  He was not friends with any guy who was “softer or more emotional” because he hung 

out with the hockey players, and it was not okay to play hockey and show emotions if you were a 
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guy.  Emotional displays, except the emotion of anger, is unacceptable as a guy, especially if he 

was a hockey player.   

 Shad enjoyed competing with his male counterparts in school, and he was always looking 

to be at the top of the heap.  The competition he talks about only includes guys because he has no 

interest in competing against girls.  First of all, he figures he is easily able to beat a girl in a 

sports competition, so competing against a girl in that way would not be a competition anyway.  

More importantly, he will not even try to compete against girls in academics in school, and this 

is because he believes girls are more academically inclined.  He spoke like girls’ academic 

success is just a given.  As I reflect on this statement, I should have asked him more questions 

surrounding these beliefs, given that Shad is in university, and I always saw him as an academic 

student when I taught him.  

 The mindset of Shad is influencing the decisions he makes.  He did not bother trying to 

compete academically with the girls in high school because he saw it as a lost battle.  I have 

observed this kind of mindset over the years in my own classroom, and within the schools.  Since 

completing my master’s degree in 2010, boys’ lack of success has been high on my radar, and 

something that I wanted to understand more deeply.  If students believe that they are not able to 

have success, or “win” in any kind of academic way, does this mean there is a higher probability 

of disengagement from their learning?  Shad is in university, so being at the top of the academic 

ranks in high school may not have mattered anyway.  What really matters?  These are the 

questions I ask myself and often think about since talking with my participants.  

Getting back to understanding gender in Houston, Shad’s understanding of the differences 

between males and females is important to share in his own words: 
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M: yah, for sure, that’s interesting, so um, now do you think growing up in Houston in particular 

influenced your views on gender roles 

S: yes, 100% 

M: and how is that 

S: just because the gender roles are so like there’s such a black and white to them like a lot of the 

times here, yah, like the males the breadwinner, and like more strict, sets the rules, and the 

females, in the older like the older ages, they’re like more of the care givers and then in the 

younger ages, guys are more like the competitive sports playing whereas the girls are more uh, 

yah, so like caring, and like would rather make like I don’t even know how to say that, it’s like 

they push themselves more but keep it to themselves  

M: oh, ok 

S: whereas guys like they push themselves but make sure that everybody knows what they’re 

doing 

M: ok, so guys want to be seen as the best 

S: yah, and girls 

M: and girls are quieter about it 

S: yah 

What insightful observations he makes here!  Boys are loud and brash about their winnings, yet 

when girls win, they do it quietly.  Importantly, as well, are the differences of where boys and 

girls are competing.  Boys are competing in sports; girls for grades.  

 Shad shared with me his views on the lack of diversity in Houston, but he believes this is 

true of all small northern towns.  There are fewer people in small towns, which of course lends 

itself to less diversity.  This does not mean that people who grow up in Houston cannot 
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understand diversity or learn about it, it just may require leaving town and moving to a larger 

centre where there is more cultural and gender diversity.  Although, maybe surrounding oneself 

with those who think differently, even within the boundaries of Houston, may inspire a broader 

understanding as well. 

 It was only when Shad left Houston that he started to broaden his understandings of what 

else is out there, again, seeing more diverse groups of people and seeing that diversity is not a 

bad thing.  However, even with leaving Houston and knowing that gender is constructed, he 

interacts differently with males than females.  A good example is when he talks about working 

with males and females at the mill. 

 We were discussing working at the mill and how few females are employed there in 

comparison to males.  I asked about the differences between the work ethic between the guys and 

girls and how he would respond to his coworkers differently based on their sex.  I asked him if 

there was any different treatment between males and females at the mill, who were not really 

working hard enough.  I have cut out my “oks” but left in other comments to keep the flow of the 

conversation. This is his response: 

S: yah, the guys would yell at the other guys, whereas the guys wouldn’t yell at the girls  

S: guys just walk around even now, it’s like if I see a guy just walking around doing nothing it’s 

like get to work, like what are you doing 

S: but if you see a girl that’s kinda walking around you’re just  

M: you wouldn’t say anything to her 

S: no,  

M: why is that do you think 

S: you don’t want to hurt their feelings 
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S: like that is probably one of the main things, especially like yah, when you see a girl like not a 

woman, but a girl 

S: it’s more like, you think they are more fragile so you don’t say anything cause you don’t want 

to hurt them in some way 

M: right 

S: and that’s but with a guy it’s like grow up be harder, like  

M: yes, and you are ok with whatever 

S: yah, it’s like whatever  

M: even if it did hurt their feelings, that doesn’t even come into the  

S: no, if you’re a guy like, yah, you’re a guy, that’s how I view it 

If you are a guy in Houston, according to Shad, you better be tough or get over yourself.  That is 

basically how he saw the situation.  There is not room for weakness if you are a male, but guys 

still do not want to hurt the feelings of the girls.  This may mean, in part, that he sees girls as 

weaker emotionally and physically than the guys, and he carries these beliefs with him outside of 

Houston.   

 He talked about being worried about offending girls when he is outside of Houston while 

living in Nanaimo.  He does not want to offend anyone, so I asked him if he was concerned 

about offending people, and he said, “Yah, I don’t like making people feel uncomfortable or 

angry at me, like, I like people to be happy with me and happy to be around me.”  I want to focus 

on the fact that he does not want people to be angry with him.  I think that his experiences of 

hockey while growing up and wonder if that influences those feelings.  

Shad also discussed how important his reputation is and how his parents were very 

influential in encouraging him to focus on developing a good reputation because in a small town 
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there is a belief that everyone knows everyone else.  The discussion started with me asking about 

his first sexual experience, which was when he was in Grade 12.  It was a one-night encounter, 

but many of his friends had been having sex since Grade 9 or 10.  This is when he talked about 

his reputation.  At first it was in relation to having casual sex, and how that can impact your 

reputation, but then it went further than that.  Having a good reputation in all areas of his life is 

important which was taught to him by his dad, important in large part because everyone knows 

everyone else’s parents. Further, he was taught that having a good reputation, especially as a 

hard worker, will help in getting a job in Houston.  I offer that there are differences in the 

contextual understanding of reputation as a teenager.  One’s sexual reputation is probably only 

known by a small group of people, mostly peers.  One’s reputation as a hard worker, is more 

influenced by adults in a teenager’s life.  Peers who know that the teenager is a hard worker 

usually cannot have much of an impact on getting a job, but if a teacher and other adults in the 

community know the teenager has a reputation as a hard worker, the chances of getting 

employment are much higher.   

Shad cares about what his parents said to him and taught him.  This is still true for him, 

even being 20 years old.  As a teenager who did not listen to her parents while growing up, then 

having a son who did not listen to me while he grew up, I am fascinated by Shad’s ease of just 

listening to what his mum and dad said.  When I was about 16 years old, I had a complete and 

total disregard for anything my parents had to say.  They split up when I was 16, so I felt even 

less of a need to listen to anything they had to say.  Their rules had no meaning to me, and I 

would intentionally do exactly what I wanted and had no concern about consequences from my 

parents.  I believed they could not hurt me whatsoever.  At this time, I was resistant to all 
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authority in my life and made choices based on the massive chip on my shoulder, with no 

concern about the adults in my life.   

Parents are highly influential in the development of their children. One of the foci of my 

research is about how parents can influence academic success of their boys.  I think it is 

important to mention here that it is mostly mothers who are involved with the education of their 

children’s lives within these stories.  In all five stories given, fathers are not as engaged in the 

day-to-day school activities as the mothers.  This was also true of my childhood.  A study 

conducted by Wang and Sheikh-Khalil (2014) revealed that parents who talked openly about 

post-secondary and valued that education had children who were more motivated in school and 

were more engaged in their learning.  This is not what I found in Shad’s story or any other.  

Although Shad has gone on to a post-secondary education, he was not engaged or motivated in 

school, particularly in Grade 12.  However, what is interesting is that a lack of motivation or 

engagement did not hinder Shad from achieving success in university. 

During our first conversation, about half way through, was the first time he mentioned 

that he wanted to make his parents happy: “I try to change to make them happy.”  This comment 

was in relation to when he got disciplined while growing up; he would change his behavior in 

order to make them happy, not necessarily because he thought it was beneficial to change his 

behavior for his own well-being. 

It was during our second discussion about family, he talked about the differences between 

his parents, and how, at times, he was afraid of his dad.  Because of the personal nature of this 

conversation, I am including a part of it.  I think it’s valuable to read Shad’s words, rather than 

my interpretation of them.  Again, I am taking out any of my one-word responses while Shad is 

talking. 
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S: like we, like one was disappointment we didn’t want to upset our dad because he 

showed it a lot more like when he got upset he would be pissed off for a while 

S: you wouldn’t want to talk to him for the rest of the day  

M: he’d hold onto it for a bit 

S: oh yah, he would hold a grudge 

S: um, then mum was more like, oh it’s ok like more empathetic that way, that’s why we, 

like we were afraid of both getting yelled at by our dad and then like try to make him 

happy and impress him like  

S: I even told mum when I came down, like everything we have ever done was trying to 

make you guys happy like even sometimes in hockey it was to make you guys happy, like 

school was trying to make you guys happy 

S: but we don’t do a whole lot for ourselves, it’s trying to make our parents happy 

M: right, has that changed now for you 

S: it was more like last year 

M: ok, so that’s just a new change for you then 

S: yah, it’s been a new change 

M: ok, and do you know what inspired that change 

S: just always being so stressed out 

S: I get stressed really easy, (silence) I always get stressed because I bottle stuff up, but it 

was more like, I’m done, I’m going to try to make you guys happy but I’m going to put 

myself first and be like, and that’s how that went 
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Shad’s honesty here is noteworthy.  He is beginning to make decisions for himself, but at times 

as he talks with me, I can see that impressing his dad is still important to him.  It may no longer 

be the driving force in his decision making, but it continues to be in the back of his mind. 

 His dad was not the only influential family member in his life.  His paternal grandma, 

who passed away a few years ago, was very close to him.  He liked how straight forward she was 

and how she would listen to him and give him advice.  His grandma talked with him about the 

issue of Shad trying to make his parents happy.  She told him not to worry about trying to make 

his parents happy, to live life to the fullest because you just do not know when it will all be over.  

I asked him what it was like for him when he heard about her death.  It was not easy for him, but 

when talking about his grandma’s death, he was matter of fact about it and could recall what the 

experience was like for him. 

 I enjoyed listening to Shad talk about his grandma and how open she was about her life 

and how much she must have cared about him.  It made me think of my own grannie and how 

much I loved spending time with her.  I always loved going to grannie’s house.  She was my only 

grandparent, which made the relationship even more special for me.  I always got free reign on 

the TV at her house, which was a treat because TV was very restricted in my childhood home. I 

do not remember talking to grannie the way Shad did with his grandma, but I always looked 

forward to going to her house or when she came over for a visit.  She was classy and 

sophisticated, which I always admired and strove to be. I find that the relationship with a 

grandparent can be valuable, in a different way than the relationship with a parent.  The role of a 

caretaker, such as a grandparent can also be influential on teenagers as they grow and develop 

into adults.   
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 When I asked him about the best advice he ever received, it was from his paternal 

grandma.  She said, “Live life like it’s your last day.”  From my observations of him, I think he 

tries to take heed of this advice, but he continually talked about finding the right job.  To get the 

best pension, to get to early retirement; his words did not always reflect that advice.  Even 

working in Houston over the summer is a mean to an end, but it is because he is a very practical 

person, who is a goal setter, and is also realistic about those goals and does what needs to be 

done to achieve those goals. 

 As I understood who Shad was throughout our sessions together, I could see how 

practical he really is.  This practicality even goes all the way to elementary school.  He loved 

acting, and when he was little, he wanted to be an actor, singer, and dancer, a “triple threat” as he 

called it.  By the time he was in Grade 6, he knew this was not going to be a reality for himself.  

There were not enough opportunities to practice and hone the craft, and he really could not 

visualize himself as an actor, but he could definitely visualize himself in the NHL (National 

Hockey League)! 

 By Grade 6, he set his sights on the NHL.  By the time he was in Grade 10, he knew he 

was not good enough.  He did try out for a Junior B team when he was 16, but it did not work 

out, but when he discussed this try out, it sounded like he was not that interested anyway.  He 

was not willing to put his entire life into something that he figured was going nowhere.  He 

talked about just focusing on his education, “so that I’m more ahead in my future life and I don’t 

want to be held back by anything.”  He liked hockey, it was fun as he described it, but he was 

realistic about it not leading to the NHL dream, so he let it go.   

 I was continually impressed by Shad’s ability to focus on doing what he needs to do to 

accomplish his goals.  When talking about getting into a career he wants, he thinks that some 
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computer science courses would be smart to take.  He does not like computer science but can see 

the value of these courses if it gives him a better opportunity of getting the career he wants.   

 Shad’s love of the outdoors was evident in the way he described a particular memory in 

the winter.  He was able to vividly describe stories of snowmobiling in the back country and how 

much he loves the snow and how pristine the outdoors is before anyone else has been through the 

snow.  The logging blocks are covered in snow, and the world looks untouched at that time of the 

year.  During the summer he does not like to see the mess of the logging blocks, yet it is because 

of those logging blocks that he is working at Canfor and how his dad earns a living.  So, there are 

complexities around what he likes and dislikes about the north. 

 The complexity of his life appears again when Shad comes back to Houston for visits.  

When he first drives into town after being away for the school year, he feels “giddy” and excited 

to be back.  Within a month, that feeling has worn off, and the countdown is on to when he gets 

to leave again.  Part of this is due to the graveyard shift as I said before, but another part is that 

his social circle is very small in Houston.  He is not connected to many friends anymore, and 

because of the line of work he wants to get into, he is concerned about hanging out with people 

who are doing drugs, which he cannot be around.  As a “social butterfly” as he described 

himself, the summer is void of friendships and social activities he enjoys while living in 

Nanaimo. Houston does not offer Shad the life he wants anymore.  

As Shad reflects about his childhood, he is happy to have been born into the family he 

was.  His childhood was a good one, with parents who cared for him and provided a good life for 

him.  As he talks about his childhood and growing up in Houston, he would not want to have 

been raised any other way.  He says this because his life in Houston is why he is the young man 

he is now, and he is satisfied with who he is and what he is doing. 
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Being only 20 years old, Shad seems to be grounded and ready to make the decisions he 

needs to set himself up for the future he wants.  I learned from him and was continually 

fascinated by his descriptions of the popular group in the high school.  As I listened to his 

descriptions of things, I could hear that there was conflict in his thinking at times, where he 

described himself as a “dick head” yet was concerned about not making people around him feel 

uncomfortable.  I attribute this to his maturity level and working towards understanding himself 

and who he is as a young man in his 20s in 2017.   

To end Shad’s story, I am sharing his description of his experience over the six sessions 

with me.  Because this response has to do with my research, I do not want to interpret his words, 

but allow them to stand as he said them: 

S: it’s opened my eyes a lot, how Houston actually is, I just kinda like threw it in the back 

of my head because I lived here 

M: right 

S: um, the questions that were guiding me to different answers that you were hopefully 

looking for, it opened my eyes like towards the racism, the sexism, like throughout 

different cultures like how different people perceive different things how I, how I treat 

people how people treated me, how family is based around your entire life is based 

around family, well, in my aspect anyways the influence, it’s honestly been amazing, 

kind of like therapy too (laughs) 

M: good, that’s good to hear 

S: even when I was talking to B, before he left he was like this is like therapy, I just 

started talking and I just couldn’t stop, you just let everything out 

M: (laughs) yes, yah, so overall you would say this has been a positive experience  
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S: yah, if I wasn’t working graveyards and I didn’t have to come and wake up and but 

yah, I loved doing this it was amazing 

Overall, his responses are thoughtful and enlightened, and to be a part of his life for this short 

time, has been a positive experience for me as well.  What I am most excited by, though, is that 

this experience encouraged him to think about his experiences in relation to what Houston is to 

him and what kind of person he is.  So, this is the end of Shad’s story. His brother’s story is next. 

Does he have a different story to tell? 

Analytic Summary 

 Shad’s story is one that reveals small town culture and education for boys.  I will touch 

on three themes that have grown from his story.  One is how hockey is entrenched as part of 

everyday life in the winter in Houston, which is now included as part of the secondary education 

program.  Secondly, is the understanding of gender differences in Houston, and the last theme is 

the role of public school on Shad’s development. 

 It might be said that hockey is one of the strongest displays of masculinity in sport in 

Canada (Allain, 2008) and, in particular, a small town such as Houston.  The amount of time and 

money devoted to putting children into hockey can be staggering.  I asked some parents about 

the financial costs of putting their sons into hockey.  The conclusion was that with travel, camps, 

equipment, fees, and the various expenses associated with hockey, it costs approximate $5,000 

per season, per child, and this may be a conservative estimate.  To play hockey in Houston, 

families need to have money or be willing to go into debt to have their children play.  If the 

choice is to spend money on minor hockey, when adding up the cost over the years, the price tag 

is staggering.  The commitment to putting children into hockey is a serious one given the time 

and financial impact it has on families.   
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 Although Shad was more nonchalant about his hockey playing than his brother, he was 

still a part of the culture of hockey, which impacted his life within school.  Hockey is the place 

where masculinity is learned and acted out in Houston.  Gilbert and Gilbert (1998) wrote, “In 

many respects, men’s sport is the archetype of institutionalized masculinity, and the images of 

men which dominate its ideology are the quintessential manifestation of masculinist ethos” (p. 

60).  This is demonstrated by the way girls are treated in hockey, and, for Shad, about being 

popular because he was a hockey player. 

 Popularity inspired ego and being the gate keeper at the grad table.  Shad talked at great 

length about the power the hockey players had within the school and how he felt that impacted 

how they treated others in the school.  Over the years, much discussion between teachers has 

happened pertaining to the “hockey boys” in the schools and the attitude and treatment of others 

that “hockey boys” carry with them in the schools.  The negative treatment of those who are not 

hockey players, especially those who are seen as effeminate, is a real issue that occurs within 

many schools (Connell, 2008), with Houston being no different. 

 Hockey has such a strong hold on Houston that it is now part of the high school 

curriculum.  To be able to play at the school level, though, requires a $200 fee to be paid.  This is 

the only course that requires that kind of output of money from parents/guardians in the 

secondary school.  The course is mostly filled with boys who already play minor hockey.  This 

shows that the culture of hockey permeates the walls of the secondary school, but still requires 

money from parents.  Children who have never played hockey because of the cost, still are not 

able to.  It continues to be an exclusive sport, even within the public-school system. 

 Hockey is one facet, albeit a large one, in understanding the culture of Houston.  Another 

issue brought up in Shad’s story is that of expectations and observances of males and females in 
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Houston.  The term “traditional” lifestyle was brought up, based on the cultural presumption that 

the men are the main breadwinner and women stay home to raise the family, but it goes beyond 

that. 

 Men in Houston work in predominantly in “blue collar” jobs.  Because these jobs are 

higher paid than the service industry jobs, which are held mostly by females, males have greater 

opportunity to be breadwinners than females.  This reality has impacted Shad’s view of his own 

life.  He does believe that he should be making more money and providing financially for his 

future family.  The ideology of the male taking care of the female has been taught to him since 

birth.  The differences in valuing men’s and women’s work was written about by Reed (2003): 

Institutional factors, local practices, and sexist attitudes shape the culture of forestry 

towns, rendering less important, and in some cases, invisible, the nature and extent of 

women’s employment within forestry communities. In this light, the classification, 

“primary”, not only denotes occupations based on the extraction of raw materials, but 

also denotes occupations that hold primary importance in the local culture and economy. 

In short, jobs in “primary” (extraction) industries have “primary” importance to local 

communities and policy makers. (p. 378) 

I would go further in saying that the jobs within the forestry industry in Houston also shape the 

culture and values of the town. 

 The expectation of behavior of men within rural towns such as Houston can be 

constraining.  The idea that men in small northern towns are stoic and strong came up in research 

by Coen et al. (2013), which was conducted in Prince George, BC.  To be a “real” man there is 

an expectation that he works long hours, is tough, drives a lifted truck, and owns a snowmobile 
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and a quad.  More importantly, men are seen as one homogeneous group; so, if a particular man 

does not fit into this mold, there is likely little place for him in Houston. 

 I know there are different types of men in Houston, and they are not a homogenous 

group, but it is the expectation and the culture that impacts the behavior and feeling of belonging. 

I will talk more about that in Matthew’s and Brad’s stories because the feeling of being an 

outsider came up in our conversations.  The culture and expectations of men in Houston also 

permeate the public-school system, whether or not those within it even know it is happening.   

 The school is a place where gender is acted out, and through my conversations with my 

participants, most of them had not thought about that before.  Gilbert and Gilbert (1998) wrote, 

“Schools, like all institutions, are thoroughly gendered in their own organization and practice” 

(p. 114).  Throughout Shad’s story about high school, he stressed the impact that popularity had 

on his behavior.  As a male hockey player, he had power and authority which was not 

questioned. 

 The actions of authority and power in schools goes beyond the actions of students and 

include all people within the school.  Students, staff, and parents are all part of the authority 

structure.  Students can “clearly see patterns of authority and power among teaching staff and are 

sensitive to how they and other students are treated, as well as how teachers treat each other” 

(Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998, p. 114).  I am going to interject a story that demonstrates authority 

within the secondary school.  This happened during the year I taught at the secondary school. 

 A female teacher at the elementary school was having a difficult time with some of her 

Grade 7 boys.  Because the elementary and secondary schools share a principal, the principal 

talked to two male teachers who taught Grades 8 and 9 and asked them to go over and talk with 

those boys.  Two female teachers taught Grade 8 and 9 as well, me being one of them.  I had 



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

79 

taught Grade 7 most of my career yet was not asked to talk with these boys.  This showed me and 

the boys that they should be listening to the male authority figure because they certainly were not 

interested in listening to their female teacher.  When I found out about this situation, I let the 

male teachers know how I felt about that choice, saying that there will be an understanding that 

men are the authority figures, while women are not.  They said they had not even thought of it 

that way and turned my concern into a joke.  

 It is these seemingly small acts that can shape students’ understanding of who has power 

and authority and who does not.  If male teachers are seen as the authority figures, it becomes 

difficult for female teachers to garner the respect of students.  It is through stories like this that 

we can learn about the pervasiveness of what it means to be a man or woman in schools and that 

is why it is important to understand how the actions of staff may influence the thinking of 

students. 

 There is so much more to learn from the stories of the other four participants in my study. 

The next story I am sharing is that of Chel, Shad’s older brother.  It was an interesting experience 

to see how two brothers living in the same household experienced their lives, both together and 

separately.   
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Chel’s Story 

Chel is a 23-year old who is in his last semester of university.  He looks forward to 

graduating with a degree in criminology, with the hopes of getting into the RCMP.  Back in 

Grade 7, as his teacher, I gave the class a career project, and even then, he had his sights set on 

becoming an RCMP member.  As he reflected back on his post-secondary education, he admitted 

that he would have made different decisions concerning his degree program, but of course, he 

cannot change what he has done, he can only move forward with the decisions that he has 

already made. 

 Growing up in Houston, experiencing the outdoors and all that it had to offer was a 

tremendously positive experience, to the point where he would be more than happy to move 

back.  He believes the chances are slim for that to happen, but he is open to the idea of settling in 

Houston and raising his own family there. 

At times, it was difficult for him to dredge up specific memories of elementary school, 

although his first memory was quite vivid.  He described taking a toy from school and his mum 

finding it at home.  She was upset about this, and he had to bring the toy back to school and 

apologize to the teacher.  He was in kindergarten at the time, and as parents, I think we cannot 

just assume that our children know the rules or etiquettes of social situations.  Chel really did not 

know that he should not take that toy home.  There were toys, toys are to be played with, and he 

wanted to continue playing with one in particular, so he took it home with him.  He did not try to 

sneak it or hide it because he did not think he was doing anything wrong.  Of course, he learned 

otherwise very quickly, but this event was enough to stick in his mind as a very vivid memory, 

which he laughs about now.  
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Elementary school, in particular, was a social time for Chel.  He did homework and kept 

his grades up because of his parents’ expectations, but overall, he described the social element of 

elementary school as the most memorable.  He had fond memories of the soccer games with his 

friends at recess and lunch.  He thrived on competition, which is something he talked about at 

length through many of our interviews, which I will discuss further but for now, I will focus on 

the importance of elementary school in developing friendships and social interactions for him. 

He continues to have friendships with friends that he made in elementary school.  There 

is one friendship in particular that stands out because it started when Chel and B were only five 

years old.  Knowing that he was coming to town only for a week this summer, B took the week 

off, so they could hang out and spend time together.  They talked about a variety of topics, but 

many of their conversations surround Chel trying to convince B to move out of Houston so that 

he could try something different, rather than live in Houston and work at the mill. 

There was much discussion about grades in school.  He talked about the importance of 

making his parents happy and he knew that having As and Bs was one way of doing that.  There 

was not much discussion about what is learned in school, but in just making sure that his grades 

were what his parents expected.  The grades were seen as a means to an end.  There was a belief 

that if he achieved high grades, it would give him more opportunities when leaving high school. 

With the lack of discussion about what was learned, I started to ponder the general role of 

schools within our society.  As Chel discussed, elementary school was vitally important for his 

social development and making lifelong friends.  His comment raises the question of whether 

more time should be focused on social skills in elementary school.  In my experiences, this is a 

controversial issue that raises heated debates among teachers who often have differing views on 

the function of schools.   



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

82 

 Biesta (2009) and Griffin (2014) argued that the changing role of education has changed 

over time.. At this point of time, I would argue that schools are seen as places for students to get 

prepared to join the workforce.  When students seem to be ill prepared for the work force, the 

schools are then blamed (Griffin, 2014).  There is a counter belief, one which I share, that 

schools should not only be a place to train and prepare children for the workforce, but should 

also be a place of engagement, learning, exploration, and somewhere they can learn to 

understand themselves.  So many students leave school with no knowledge or understanding of 

what they even like, let alone what they want to pursue in the future.  Griffin wrote, 

Education doesn’t finish at school or even university.  And even more importantly, it isn’t 

simply what the student knows at the end of the day that determines whether our  

education system is successful.  Creativity is in greater demand than ever because of the 

vast array of challenges that face us but the nature of it and its links with innovation are 

mostly no understood. (p. 12) 

Elementary school was not the only place where Chel developed friendships; this 

socialization for him, continued through high school. Houston has two elementary schools, both 

which funnel into the high school when students are in Grade 8. When asked about what was 

learned in high school and what he took forward with him, Chel said that going to the gym, in 

particular, was something he fostered in high school and is now a part of his life.  He said that 

activities and friendships he had in high school were important to him and shaped him into who 

he is now, but academics did not.  He was forthright in telling me that the high school really did 

not have an impact on his future and did not prepare him for the next stage of his life.  I am 

including the portion of our conversation about high school.  I think it is important to include 

Chel’s words here, as a way of keeping my bias out. I am taking out my one-word responses: 
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C: it was just I think high school is a stepping stone for everyone, but it’s not a 

designated, it doesn’t designate you to the next stone 

C: it just like it’s almost like a platform, you like, everyone gets there, like a diving board 

even, then that’s when you take your leap and that’s when you find, you find your 

passions in high school, but I think your passions are enhanced once you’re out 

C: so I feel like high school is (silence) is kinda a form of daycare, and then once you’re 

out, you’re free 

C: like that’s when life opens up for you, you can go to school, you can travel, you can 

work and save and make money buy things instead, like that’s when everyone can just 

explore themselves 

C: and live life how they feel it should be lived 

C: and that’s what and that’s when it comes down to decisions, right, like some people 

get ahead, some fall behind for a bit, and it’s just I think that’s just what makes you, you 

though 

M: yes true, and do you think that the high school offered a lot of information about the 

variety of careers and jobs and options out there 

C: no, no, not necessarily, I think it was pretty like 9 to 5 kind of thing 

C: like with school, you pass classes, we send you on your way 

I absolutely agree with Chel on his insight about high school here, but how is it that 

schools can give students the chance to figure out what their passions are?  Giving many 

opportunities to explore and figure out what they even want to do is valuable in high school. I 

believe this does not happen enough.  As I witnessed when I worked there for a year, and 

Matthew’s experience, and now the stories of Chel, Shad, Andrew, and Brad, they all indicated 
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that there were not many opportunities to explore different opportunities within the walls of the 

school.  I started a new “course” when teaching Grade 7 a couple of years ago, called 

“Individual Learning.”  This is one of the best things I had ever done as a teacher.  This was a 

time each day when students chose what they wanted to learn, and it could be anything!  The 

biggest hurdle when we first started was coming up with ideas.  Many students, especially the top 

academic students, liked to be told what to do, and then they would do it well.  When given the 

opportunity to learn anything, some of them were stumped because they did not even know what 

interested them.  As the year progressed, though, these projects became more and more detailed, 

interesting, and exciting.  I saw everything from mini store fronts and small-scale bedrooms built 

out of wood, to computer games, baking skills, and creating weapons.  I was excited to come to 

work every day, and the students were also excited to be there.  I received many emails from 

parents of boys in particular about how they wanted to come to school because they knew they 

would be learning about something that mattered to them.  Sadly, when I tried to do this same 

thing when teaching in the middle school program in the high school, it did not work out the 

same way.  I put in an effort to make it work out, but the constraints of time put a damper on it.  I 

regret not giving the time this kind of learning deserved for my Grade 8 and 9 students. 

For Chel, the goal was always to attend post-secondary school.  His dad, in particular, did 

not want him to have the same working life of 14 to 16-hour days, and his parents believed post-

secondary was the best way of accomplishing a better life.  University has been a good 

experience and has been an important time of growth and maturity.  As Chel described his first 

year of university and now his last, I could see the confidence and the change in him. 

The first year was a more isolated experience, very similar to Shad’s.  There is such a 

difference between Houston and a larger centre, such as Nanaimo, that it can become 
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overwhelming for small town students.  The first couple of years of university were more 

isolated, where he would go to class, take notes, and go home.  He did not have much of a social 

circle and kept mostly to himself.  Clearly, this social isolation is something that could be 

addressed with small town students.  If they understood that it is normal to spend more time 

alone and that making friends may take some time, these students may transition more easily into 

a university and city atmosphere.  We should not assume that small town teenagers will do okay. 

Chel had experience being away from home through junior hockey, yet it still took him a couple 

of years to become more comfortable in the city environment.   

The discussion of maturing through his university years is important to understanding 

who he is now.  The experience of university pushed him into meeting people and becoming 

more social.  He compared himself to his dad; his mum joked about calling them both “hermits” 

who really do prefer to be left alone.  However, as time progressed, so did his ability to be more 

comfortable in larger groups and to being more open to making friends and spending time with 

people he did not know. 

Chel believes that it was university that contributed to his maturity and growth.  His 

social life now is quite active, and although he prefers smaller social groups, he is able to quite 

comfortably fit into a larger group at a party or going out to a bar.  It was so interesting listening 

to Chel talk about his preference of smaller groups because when I taught him in Grade 7, I felt 

he was outgoing and was quite often the first student to put his hand up to answer questions.  He 

portrayed himself as very comfortable in all the social situations he was put in, so this is a time 

to learn about what someone outwardly shows and what goes on inwardly.  How we portray 

ourselves to others may not always be the reality of who we really are.  I think the best way to 

understand students is by having one-on-one conversations with them as much as one can.  I also 



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

86 

know that it is not always easy in busy and full classrooms, but when I taught Chel, there were 

only 18 students in that particular class.  It was a year that I thought we all got to know each 

other well, but maybe there were still many moments where students kept their true identities 

under cover.  

In Chel’s life, the most important relationships are those with his family.  He was very 

close with his paternal grandmother, and his parents were most influential in creating who Chel 

is today as a young man.  When talking about his parents, the topic that came up the most 

surrounded sports and hockey in particular.   

Hockey was a sport where Chel excelled.  He played in Junior B hockey when he was in 

Grade 12, which is an indication that he was a fairly skilled player.  During his hockey years, 

there were difficult times after some practices and hockey games.  He talked about the rides 

home, which were either “quiet … or they would let you know.”  There was continual need for 

approval from his dad in particular during hockey games and even practices.  If a practice was 

going well, he would look up in the stands and see his dad give a thumbs up, but if things were 

not going as well as his dad wanted, he would indicate that to both his sons.  This affected Chel 

more than Shad from what I could gather from our discussions.  I believe this is because of 

Chel’s extremely competitive nature, but there may be more to it than that.  Maybe he is more 

concerned about making his dad happy or proud of him. 

There is a body of literature that addresses parents’ reactions to youth sports within our 

culture in relation to violence, especially surrounding dads in hockey and mums in soccer (Omli 

& LaVoi, 2012), but neither Chel or Shad talked about violence.  I believe it has to do with 

Chel’s need for perfection and his dad’s love of the game that was discussed through our 
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interviews.  More than that, his did never did play minor hockey, so this may have been his way 

of participating in the game he never got to play. 

Regarding the need for being a perfectionist, Appleton, Hall, and Hill (2011) wrote, 

“Sport psychologists have accepted the notion that caregivers’ expectations and criticism are key 

antecedents of athletes’ perfectionism” (p. 667).  Their study also showed that the greatest 

influence on a child’s need for perfectionism comes from the same-sex parent more often than 

the other-sex parent or even the coach.  I do think it is important to include the idea that it may 

also have to do with personality, and maybe even birth order, because Shad did not feel the need 

to be a perfectionist.  Although his dad treated him very similarly to Chel during the rides home 

from hockey, it did not seem to affect him in the same way as it did his older brother. 

Being competitive is part of who Chel is.  He actually said that he is much too 

competitive, and it ends up getting him into trouble or has negative consequences for his 

behaviour.  He revealed stories about how he was banned from school intramurals, was kicked 

out of PE class many times, and had a reputation for being too competitive in high school.  As I 

think back to his elementary school years, he was known for his competitive nature and the 

inability to control his anger during sports.  However, what I want to point out, especially as a 

very competitive person myself, I think the word “competitive” is being used incorrectly and my 

experiences with students supports this.  I have had many discussions with colleagues and those 

around me about being competitive.  I believe competition can drive one forward, to succeed, 

and to be the best.  Where there are issues is when someone loses his or her temper, cheats, or 

has a melt down because the person cannot handle playing a game and losing.  This is not being 

competitive, this is having an uncontrollable temper and at times is showing immaturity.  So, I 

see competition as a way to make people better but that does not include losing one’s temper or 
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losing control.  I think this clarification is necessary for readers to understand, based on my 

experiences as a teacher, a parent, and competitive person. 

The conflation of anger and competitiveness is embedded in a story that Chel told me 

twice. He lost his temper during a grad/staff soccer game.  This game is a tradition at Houston 

Secondary School every spring.  A friend of his swore, and the teachers thought it was Chel.  

Because of his reputation of losing his temper during competitive sports events, he was blamed 

and kicked out of the game.  He protested loudly, and his friend did not admit that it was he who 

did the swearing.  He left the game in such a rage that he did not realize his girlfriend at the time 

was following him.  He was at his locker and angrily opened it.  When he finally realized T was 

there, he was shocked to see the look on her face.  When he looked at her, she looked 

“mortified,” and he apologized for scaring her, but overall, he laughed off the experience.  

Although he admitted he was disrespectful, he quickly added that he felt he was disrespected by 

the teachers first. 

His relationship with his male teachers was highly competitive.  They would “chirp” at 

each other about their favourite hockey teams, but he admitted that at times, he had to reign in 

his competitive nature because they were still his teachers.  I am including a portion of our 

discussion about the relationship between Chel and his male teachers. I found it interesting 

because it seems to be a unique relationship between older male students and male teachers, 

something that I cannot experience for myself, because of being female.  Again, I am excluding 

my one-word responses: 

C: so like the relationship with them was a lot more competitive just because you would 

do PE and they would obviously play and then it would get heated and you’d say 
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something and they as teachers wouldn’t say anything back as, but just enough to pick at 

you kinda 

M: and did you find that they would kind of egg you on a little bit then? 

C: definitely, definitely in sports, like if you would lose an intramural game or 

something, or just a game, if you got scored on and you would have to go off and the 

other team would go on 

C: you definitely get the, oh better luck next time 

C: and that kind of remarks, and it’s just enough because me being a super competitive 

guy  

M: which they knew 

C: would fire me up, just that perfect amount so that next game, I would go out and try 

my hardest 

I have a hard time understanding why anyone likes to “egg” someone on, to push their buttons, 

and try to get a reaction out of them.  I was so surprised to hear this experience from Chel, 

although he did not think much of it.  It was normal to have this kind of relationship with male 

teachers in the high school.  I liked to have fun with my students and would be sarcastic at times, 

but never was looking to get a negative reaction from them.  If anything, I would be aware of 

those students who exploded easily, and I would try to create situations where the chances of 

them becoming angry was lessened.  The relationship between the male students and male 

teachers may be more like friendships, which, maybe, in the long run creates a better relationship 

for male students.  Reichert and Hawley (2013) conducted a study about the effects of teacher 

relationships on boys’ learning.  One of the factors, which I believe applies to Chel, is “a shared 

common characteristic” (p. 51) with students.  He liked playing sports, and so did many of his 
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male teachers, which provided them with common ground.  However, he saw his female teachers 

differently and showed them respect that he did not show his male teachers.  He valued the 

knowledge of his female teachers, which is also an important factor of building relationships 

with boys in school (Reichert & Hawley, 2013). 

 He saw his elementary school teachers as power figures in his life, and he respected their 

authority.  Chel only had female teachers in elementary school, and one in particular was an “old 

school” kind of teacher whom he was, at times, afraid of when he was in Grade 4.  His teachers 

were there to teach him things, and this is how he saw all his female teachers, whether it was in 

elementary or high school.  Females were there as teachers, not friends, but he did not see the 

males in the same way.   

 The respect he had for his female teachers and the more friend-like relationships he had 

with his male teachers may be due to how he was raised.  He was raised to respect women, but 

also to see them as someone to care for.  He has a very complicated relationship with women, 

which is something I will get into more, but his ideas of gender and how he views women may 

have an impact on why he respected his female teachers more and did not want to upset them.  

Further to the notion of the nature of competition and anger, Chel played hockey at a 

higher level than most minor hockey kids in town, he competed more with his male teachers in 

school, and he continues to play in a hockey beer league where he leads his team in penalty 

minutes.  He admits that his dad is competitive as well, and he got some of that attitude from his 

father.  The expectation from his dad was a driving force in how he played hockey and the 

decisions he made.  Going beyond the competitive aspect of hockey and expectations of 

excellence, there may be another factor in play.  The financial investment into hockey is quite 

high, as I mentioned earlier.  When investing money and time into something, some parents may 
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then expect their children to achieve at a higher level. Dunn, Dorsch, King, and Rothlisberger 

(2016) conducted a study to see if this may be true.  They found that at times, when parents 

heavily invest financially into a sport, the child may then feel more pressure to exceed 

expectations and also feel less enjoyment of the sport.  The study concluded that even for those 

families who could afford the financial investment, there was still stress on the players.  There 

were a few times that Chel mentioned the time and money that his parents spent on his hockey, 

and I wondered if that was part of the reason that he wanted to achieve greatness in hockey.  

 During our first interview, Chel goes into detail about looking for his dad’s approval in 

hockey.  I am including a portion of our conversation when Chel talked about some of the rides 

home from hockey.  Because of the personal nature of this conversation, I am including the 

transcript, and to not change or try to infer what Chel is saying.  I have taken my one-word 

answers out: 

C: just like, uhhh…in like hockey, I know it was always about like, it was pretty like, 

you’ve got to always be good, play good, excel, and if you did things wrong, it was like, 

you kinda got yelled at all the way home.  It was kinda stressful, and even like having 

friends come on rides, then on the way home you kinda got reamed into…you kinda 

would sit there awkwardly 

C: so it was like through, yah, grade 7 to like grade 10, that minor hockey which was 

really, like, not like hatred, but it was definitely, like you get to the point like ok, you’ve 

had enough. 

C: and I think that’s at first what pushed me to play junior hockey, because I just wanted 

to get away 
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It is important to mention at this point, though, that as he looked back at hockey, he now 

understands why his dad did what he did.  It was for his own good and was meant to push him 

into the next level of success.  He was sure to say this a few times after our first interview.  I 

believe that as Chel reflected on what he said, he felt guilt for saying what he did.  He did not 

want his mum and dad to come across as mean or overbearing people, but as really good parents 

who just wanted what was best for him.  The way in which we look back on our own lives, and 

after gaining a few more experiences ourselves, we can start to understand why our parents did 

what they did.  Freeman (2010) wrote about hindsight, and stated, “Looking backward, we can 

frequently see things that we could not, or would not, see earlier on” (p.5).  

Chel loved hockey most of the time and played more passionately and aggressively than 

his brother.  He wanted to go to the highest level he could.  Although he used the term “harsh” 

when describing some of the interactions with his dad after hockey games, he said he would not 

have wanted it any other way.  He attributed what he went through as the reason he got as far as 

he did in hockey, and the only reason he left junior hockey was because of a knee injury.  He was 

injured twice, and after the second time, he knew that there was no way he was going to play 

hockey at a competitive level anymore. 

The relationship he had with his parents when he was 17 years old was one of the reasons 

why he wanted to play hockey in another town.  He was tired of hearing advice from his parents, 

but he never confronted them about it, due to fear.  Because his dad never played hockey as a 

kid, Chel was even less inclined to listen because he believed his dad did not have the experience 

and could not understand what Chel was going through during practices and games.  Now, 

though he has a lot of respect for his dad’s knowledge of the game. 
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The issue of money was also a central to Chel and his family.  He was put into power 

skating classes and extra hockey camps in the summer, and just the fees and travelling for games 

and tournaments was expensive.  Knowing this, he felt somewhat obligated to perform well for 

them.  He did not want his parents to think they were wasting their time and money if he wasn’t 

going to excel as a hockey player, and that he did.  He was made captain of his team in minor 

hockey and grew into a strong leader on the ice.  As I mentioned earlier, playing minor hockey is 

expensive.  Sell (2016) wrote about the cost of hockey and how one parent he talked to was 

spending $5,000 per season for his son to play hockey.  I was getting those same numbers from 

hockey parents I talked to, but this cost does not dissuade many parents from putting their 

children into hockey.  According to Statista (2018, Image 1), in the year 2016/2017, there were 

631,295 registered hockey players in Canada.   

Chel’s need to impress his parents and make them proud followed him to junior hockey.  

He felt he needed to prove to them that he could make it at that level.  He talked about 

graduating from university and how proud his parents are of him.  This graduation was a big deal 

because his parents and grandparents never did go to post-secondary.  Chel was to be the one to 

take a different path than that of the generations before him.  I was in a similar situation as a 

young person.  As a student in elementary school, I was at the top of the class academically.  I 

loved school and wanted to be a teacher.  As I progressed through high school, I basically 

dropped out, barely showing up for class in Grade 12, and did not graduate with my cohort. 

Through all of that, I knew I would go to university eventually.  That was certainly an 

expectation of my family, particularly my mum.  I do not know why I thought that I would get 

there, but I always did.  It was after I got pregnant at 22 years old, single, and cooking at a local 

pub in Chilliwack, BC, that I knew it was time to sort my life out and get my teaching degree.  
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Having Matthew was that fundamental shift I needed to follow the path to university that I 

always knew I was on. 

The relationship Chel has with his family is tight knit.  He has respect for his parents and 

a close bond with his younger brother.  Shad is three years younger, and it seems to make for a 

good balance between the brothers. The only time this relationship was a bit strained was when 

Chel was 15 or 16 and Shad was 12 or 13.  This seems to be the time when age makes a bigger 

difference.  Adolescents go through physical changes between 12 and 16, but they go through 

emotional and mental ones as well (Hindle & Sherwin-White, 2014).  There is a 5-year gap 

between me and my younger sister, and those five years seemed like a life time when I was 15 

and she was 10.  I wanted nothing to do with her, and when I got my driver’s license at 16, the 

gap seemed to grow even wider.  She was but an irritation and someone I really did not spend 

much time with as a teenager.  Hindle and Sherwin-White (2014) wrote, “Younger siblings may 

feel left behind as their older sibling spends more time with friends and activities outside the 

home.  This stage marks the beginning of the end of childhood” (p. 152).  Now, as adults, the 

relationship is on par; those five years no longer make a difference, and I always look forward to 

spending time with her anytime I can.   

His mum was definitely the nurturer for Chel.  She would be sure to make breakfast for 

him every morning and would have the oatmeal ready for him to eat in front of the TV.  He 

admits that she still makes him breakfast when he comes home for a visit, and he is well taken 

care of by his mum.  His mum always had paid employment outside of the home, which he 

respects a great deal.  He understands how hard she worked to give him and Shad everything 

they had when growing up.  



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

95 

The family is an integral part of Chel’s life, and in particular, he talked about his paternal 

grandmother.  He spoke fondly of her and how she spoke her mind yet listened to him any time 

he came over for visits.  His grandparents lived on the same property as he did, so access made it 

easy to develop a very special relationship.  His grandma would really listen to what he had to 

say, and he never felt judged by her, but, when needed she certainly told him what she thought.  

There is not much research conducted about grandparents’ relationships with their grandsons, 

especially from the point of view of the grandchild (Mann, Khan, & Lesson, 2013).  These 

authors conducted a quantitative study on the perceptions of grandchildren, and they found that 

as grandsons aged, they had a closer relationship with their grandfathers.  Through my 

qualitative interviews, I can only say that most participants told stories about their grandmothers 

and the time they spent with them growing up.  I think the relationships with grandparents are 

important ones for children’s development, and Chel’s story indicates this importance.  When a 

grandparent dies, this can be the first encounter with death in a family, which is the case in this 

story. 

In Chel’s story, his grandmother died a few years ago, which is something he did not talk 

about easily.  Before she passed away, he talked to her about buying a new vehicle.  He had 

never purchased a brand-new vehicle before, and he figured he could afford to do so.  She told 

him to live life while he can and, if he could afford it, to go ahead and buy himself the Jeep he 

wanted.  Before he made the decision to buy it, she passed away, so Chel bought the vehicle.  

She really was one of the only people in his life to support that decision, which was one of the 

factors for him buying it. 

The details of his grandma’s death are not exactly clear, and he has never asked his 

parents about it.  There has not been much discussion about her death within his family, even 
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though this is the first major death Chel has experienced in his life.  He tried to suppress his 

emotions and was not willing to talk too much about it with anyone.  He admitted to not being 

comfortable discussing these kinds of emotional matters; found it much too difficult, so he has 

tried to ignore it for the most part.  Terms such as stoicism, self-reliance, and strength are used to 

describe hegemonic masculinity (Oliffe et al., 20111) and Chel’s ideas of what it means to be a 

man may have had an influence on his lack of emotions surrounding the death of his grandma.  

With more reading, I discovered research based on men’s depression (Coen et al., 2013. 

Courtenary, 2000; Oliffe et al., 2011; Ridge, Emslie, & White, 2011).  Although Chel apparently 

had not suffered from depression, these articles discussed the research surrounding the way 

masculinity is perceived and how it affects responses to emotions and situations men experience.  

The social experiences of men create a perception of their behaviour, pertaining to health choices 

(Courtenay, 2000), and I would also say in the way in which they handle the death of a loved 

one.  Chel does not talk about it and never has.  This may be the expectation of him, and 

although I could see that his grandma’s death impacted him, he has not delved too much into it 

or showed much emotion surrounding the death.  Courtenay (2000) wrote about men’s health 

and the likelihood that suppressing feelings of loss may impact men’s health.  The strict 

adherence to a “boys don’t cry” behavioural norm may be a factor here, especially for a man 

from the north, which I discussed earlier. 

When asked about the best advice he has been given, grandma came up again.  She said 

that life is short, and you’ve only got one life to live, so have some fun and be happy.  He said 

that she told him that it is important to be responsible, and all actions have repercussions, but 

really, life is supposed to be good, so go and live it!  He then showed me a tattoo he got in her 

honour, which said, “Here one day, gone the next.”  This tattoo is a concrete example of the 
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importance of his grandma in his life, and I could see that he misses her, although there was no 

real outward display of emotion, but when talking about her, his tone of voice and body language 

changed, almost softened a bit.   

Another aspect of Chel’s childhood that had an impact on who he is as an adult was the 

amount of time he spent outdoors.  The outdoors came up often during our talks, and it is 

something that he continues to enjoy.  He had just gone on an overnight camping trip with one of 

his friends before he stopped by to have an interview during his one-week holiday in Houston in 

the summer of 2017.   

The time spent outside was not only in the summer, but all seasons of the year.  His 

family now owns a cabin on a lake, so they no longer have to sleep in tents or campers.  This is a 

fairly new purchase and is a place where he enjoys spending some time with his family.  He 

believes the skills he acquired through spending time outside are instrumental to who he is as a 

man.  Coen et al. (2013) wrote,  

The northern frontier has been theorized as a place associated with particular masculine 

identities and practices . . . where men can “prove” their manhood by withstanding the 

dangers and challenges of nature, becoming everything that is not urban and feminine. 

(p. 95) 

The north may be seen as a difficult place to survive, one where people need to be “tough” and a 

place that a masculine identity can be developed which becomes entrenched in the way a male 

may think about himself and others within the world.  

He likes that he is able to start a fire just using glasses and some dry debris found on the 

ground.  The problem-solving skills he has developed from camping and fishing have helped him 

in more areas than just being outside.  Living in the city has made it difficult to spend time 
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outdoors in the same way as he did when living in the north, but he said that he will never forget 

what he learned from spending so much time outside.  The friends he has made in Nanaimo will 

sometimes talk about how they think it would be a disadvantage to grow up in a small northern 

community such as Houston. Chel disagreed wholeheartedly. 

He talked in depth about how much he had to do as a young boy living on a farm on the 

outskirts of Houston.  He believed that he had more things to do than his city friends and that he 

also had the freedom to do these things alone or with his brother.  He did not need his parents to 

drive him places, as young children would need growing up in a city.  Chel just needed to open 

up the back door and off he would go on his dirt bike or snowmobile to explore the property with 

Shad.  

He is confident that he has developed more common sense because of his time spent 

fishing and camping.  At times, he can see that the friends he made in Nanaimo would not be 

able to survive the camping trips that he continues to take.  He does not need a camper, and he is 

able to figure out how to survive in the outdoors if he really needed to.  Coen et al. (2013) wrote 

about the northern experience for men and that there is a distinction between being a man in the 

north and being a man in an urban centre such as Nanaimo.  Importantly, the idea of what an 

urban centre is, is relative to where we grow up.  I see any place with a population over 50,000 

as a large city; whereas, those who grew up in Prince George may not see it the same way. 

People from Houston go to Prince George for shopping, restaurants, and going to a concert. 

When attending teaching conferences and talking to those who live in Prince George, I found 

that other teachers felt like Prince George was too rural, and they wanted to go to Vancouver for 

shopping, restaurants and going to a concert.  
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I also wanted to know more about whether Chel believed that females also develop the 

same outdoor skills as he did when living in the north.  He talked about his mum, and although 

she is not as adept as his dad in outdoor survival skills, he believes she would be able to survive 

for a while if needed.  He also talked about his female cousin who learned all the same kinds of 

skills that he did as a child, so he did not see much of a difference in how a male or female 

develops the skills needed to spend time outside.   

Growing up in Houston helped Chel develop common sense, which he believes he has 

more of than his urban friends.  I am including a portion of our conversation about education and 

developing common sense.  It shows what Chel values as most important between academic 

learning and common sense, which gives a glimpse into who Chel is.  Again, I am taking out my 

one-word responses, but keeping in my questions or longer comments which help make the 

conversation flow.  We were talking about how to deal with difficult situations at work, and 

remaining calm, which is what he is referring to in the first sentence of this part of the transcript: 

C: cause that’s what obviously is the best but some people might not like have that skill 

set  

M: yah and you attribute that to growing up here 

C: yah I definitely would, yah, and I don’t know how true it is, but I just say like (silence) 

it’s like common sense-wise    

C: I think growing up here, (laughs) well, I know some people who don’t have it so, but 

you definitely just like you grow up quicker  

C: so you just understand things quicker, you yah, like I look at it like I have lots of guy 

friends on the Island that are school smart, but if it came to common sense  
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C: it’s lacking so I don’t know, I don’t know if that’s here or just like what’s around us 

but I think like B, he wasn’t the smartest in school, but common sense wise, and outdoor 

wise is smart 

C: and just like absorbs things, and understands things well outside of school and I don’t 

know if that revolves back to the schools we have up here that are just more difficult for 

the northern boys who are more, might be more hands on than a city guy, I don’t know  

M: right, so what do you think’s more important, the academic knowledge or common 

sense knowledge 

C: I think common sense cause I mean like I think in that situation of guy/girl, like T is a 

good example, she’s really school smart, but not, doesn’t have, not saying she’s stupid, 

but um, like I can get through university just fine not being, I’m not super being 

academically gifted, like I can get through school with Bs and stuff, but I definitely say I 

have a larger skill set  

All of the learning of outdoor skills came from his dad and grandpa.  This is where the  

family’s choices of activities heavily influenced the child’s development and knowledge.  Family 

of origin can influence skills and abilities.  This is where the relationship with his grandpa is 

discussed.  He did not talk openly with his grandpa the way he did with his grandma but learns 

from him by doing activities such as hunting and fishing.  Mann et al. (2013) suggested that as 

grandsons age, they feel closer to their maternal grandfathers.  The study seemed to only include 

maternal grandparents, and the relationship Chel had was with his paternal grandfather.  He 

learned from his grandmother through conversations and from his grandfather by doing things 

with him. 
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 In describing Houston, Chel used the term “red neck,” which is a term I hear from all the 

young men I interviewed.  He described the town as small and when he talked about it being red 

neck, he refers to “drivin’ in the mud,” “doin’ somethin’ outside,” and that there really is not 

much to do in the town itself.  Yes, he did drop the “g’s” when talking about Houston, as many 

of the participants did. 

I was curious to know the differences Chel saw between Houston and Nanaimo.  His first 

observation was about the volume of traffic in Nanaimo versus Houston.  When driving in 

Nanaimo more time is spent sitting in traffic than actually moving to the destination.  Another 

observation he made was about how busy people seem to be in the city.  He described his parents 

as always being busy, but this is not the same busyness he sees from those living in Nanaimo.  

He had a difficult time describing what he meant by “busyness” of city people, but he found that 

people seem to be more frantically driving around to get to places, rather than being busy at 

home working around the house or accomplishing something at the cabin on the lake.  

Perceptions are powerful, and I believe Chel’s perception of the busyness of people in 

Nanaimo is that they are not producing something or working hard, even during non-work hours.  

He admires the amount of work his dad does, and how he built the house he grew up in and fixes 

his truck on weekends.  Creighton et al. (2017) wrote about the expectations of how men “‘do’ 

gender in stereotypical ways” (p. 1888), and this is the expectation of not only men, but women 

as well.  These are the ideologies that Chel grew up with, and even when no longer living in 

Houston, his philosophies of what “work” is seems to fit into the masculine stereotypes of the 

rural male.   

 The term “work” was used frequently as Chel told his stories.  He worked a lot and while 

growing up his mum had control over his money.  He saved what he was told and looking back 
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he is happy that he did.  He admitted that he did not fully understand the value of money until he 

left Houston and was working at a sports store in Nanaimo for minimum wage.  When working 

in Houston he was making substantial wages, so he would buy whatever he wanted.  He talked 

about ordering hockey equipment online because he wanted it not really thinking about the cost. 

While working in Nanaimo, he has become aware of the costs of things and talked about not 

going out to eat as often because he could make the food at home for half the cost.   

 However, the awareness of the value of money goes beyond just how it has changed his 

own attitudes on spending.  It also has given him an appreciation for those who work these 

minimum wage jobs and may have a family to support.  During our first interview together, he 

went into detail about his understanding of what people do to provide for their families and they 

are not all making $29 an hour as entry-level Canfor employees do.  I am including this portion 

of our conversation because of how well Chel explains how his perception of those who make 

minimum wages has changed since leaving Houston.  He shows an awareness and empathy for 

people’s experiences that he would not have, if he had not left Houston.  Again, I am excluding 

my one-word responses, so the focus is on what Chel is saying: 

C: but to have friends who have debt, like they may not work as much as they could but 

they still work, like it definitely gives you a new perspective for the people that, or like 

even for people that’s all there is 

C: like in Nanaimo there’s not, like it’s retail  

C: like there’s some mills but it’s not like your main industry is 

C: big money like that right so you definitely gain respect and a better understanding of 

how people survive down there on such little wages 
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C: because before like when you um, make big money up here it’s kinda like oh well 

people don’t just work enough, they could get a second job like if they make 11 dollars 

an hour they can just apply somewhere else.  So when I moved there I chose to work at a 

sports store because it’s something I wanted to do since I was a kid 

C: because I always thought that would be the coolest job to have, right 

C: and it, yah, just totally gives you a whole new profound respect for people for what 

they still push through and I know people who have kids and how they still provide for 

their kids 

C: and like it’s definitely eye opening 

C: so I think that change from making lots of money to choosing, like to make less 

C: it definitely like aids in your development as a person 

C: I think it’s important for people to understand that  

C: cause not all of us have the opportunity to make 29 dollars an hour 

M: not many actually 

C: as high school kids 

M: yes, that’s right 

C: and I know I tell people like they are you’re going home for the summer, like what for.  

I’m like to work and pay for school.  Then they ask what I do, and obviously they are 

friends and they are like what do you make up there?  Well, I make almost 30 dollars an 

hour for sweeping sawdust 

M: yes, yah that’s right.  It’s, um people don’t get it 

C: no 

M: but a lot of people don’t get it here either 



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

104 

C: exactly 

There is one area in his life that he has not achieved closure, and I was sad for him when 

he was talking about it.  He talked openly about how he feels about his ex-girlfriend and also 

about the frustration he feels because he seems to be having difficulty moving ahead 

emotionally.  This relationship was very important; it was his first and only really serious 

girlfriend.  They started “going out” when she was in Grade 9 and he was in Grade 12.  Other 

than a short break up when he was away for junior hockey, the relationship lasted about three 

years.  When talking about her, his demeanour and tone of voice changed a bit to indicate some 

of that frustration.  They have been apart for a couple of years now, yet it is still difficult for him 

to talk about her.  There may be a few things going on here, and according to Hartman (2017), 

partner-initiated breakups are “doubly traumatic” (p. 965) for men than for women.  This may be 

due to hegemonic masculinity and the expectations society has for men to be emotionless, stoic, 

and strong.  Through Hartman’s study, he learned that most men are aware of the societal 

expectations of male behaviour and it was the men who were persuaded by those pressures who 

had the most difficulty getting through a breakup. 

 Another issue was that he was having a hard time “getting over it.”  This came up in 

Hartman’s (2017) study as well.  One male in particular said that his friends were supportive at 

first, but after a certain amount of time, those friends expected him to get over it and stop talking 

about it.  This pressure from friends and what it can do to men, is explained by Hartman, who 

wrote: 

This prescription to “move on” left the men in my study with a severely limited range of 

acceptable social postures with respect to their relationship, ex, and breakup—postures 

that rarely, if ever, matched their inner experience of pain, loss, shame, disorientation, 
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and anger.  The duration and intensity of their traumatic breakups persisted far beyond 

the brief mourning period permitted to them by friends, family, broader social networks, 

and prescriptive cultural norms. (p. 961) 

 When asked if he was in love with her, he quickly responded that he still is.  When he 

said this, I could hear the pain in his voice, especially when talking about the difficulty of getting 

over this relationship.  He talked about the difficulty of having a meaningful relationship with 

another woman.  He told a story about holding hands with a young woman he was dating which 

made him feel uncomfortable because it just “didn’t feel right,” yet he continued to hold her 

hand because he did not want to admit to his date that he was still emotionally attached to 

another girl.   

 From Chel’s perspective, the breakup happened merely from a misunderstanding.  As he 

was telling me what happened, I had a difficult time understanding what happened.  I believe in 

part, this is because he does not fully understand why it happened the way it did, or maybe, more 

accurately, he has a difficult time admitting that he wants her back.  He told me that he does not 

want to be one of those “clingy” ex-boyfriends pining away for his ex-girlfriend.   

 Another issue that may be contributing to the difficulty of getting over this relationship is 

social isolation (Hartman, 2017).  Chel admitted that he will not talk about it with anyone, not 

even his mum.  He feels like he is being judged, and this perception could have something to do 

with those expectations of men, which I talked about earlier.  He also does not want people to 

think there is something “wrong” with him, which seems to be another factor in why he will not 

talk about his feelings. 

 The story of heartbreak is important to understand.  I think young men can be deeply hurt 

by breakups and society may not always believe this to be true.  Because he will not talk about it, 
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my contention is that people close to him think he is “over” her.  There may be an assumption 

that men deal with heartbreak easily because they may not outwardly show their sadness by 

crying or talking about it like females are expected to.  Fisher and LaFrance (2015) wrote, 

“Women cry and smile more and overall show more facial expressiveness than men” (p. 27). 

They concluded that although women show more emotions than men, they may not necessarily 

feel more emotions than men.  It is about how emotions are expressed, which can be concluded 

that there are gender differences in those expressions.   

 I, too, had a very difficult time getting over my first boyfriend.  We dated for six months. 

He was leaving to go to university, and did not believe in long distance relationships, so we 

broke up when he left.  I remember mum telling me that I was making a mistake getting into a 

relationship with a known end date, but I was absolutely infatuated, and there was nothing that 

could be said to deter me from being in this relationship.  When he left, I was devastated, and not 

just for a while, but for years. We saw each other casually when I was living in Surrey when I 

was 20-years old.  I was still not over him at this point, so I welcomed any attention he would 

give me. This too, was a short-lived experience. He finally got married and contact with me 

stopped. I did nott talk to anyone about how I felt either, because I was embarrassed that I was 

still pining for him.  I became rather casual about sexual relationships, which I attribute to the 

pain I felt from this relationship.  I was continually searching for someone to love me and never 

did find it. Eventually, I got pregnant at 22 years old, which stopped me in my tracks and 

changed the trajectory of my life forever. 

 Chel stopped himself from contacting his ex-girlfriend because he was concerned about 

being seen as a “stalker” or “psycho” who would not leave her alone.  However, when talking 

about this relationship, he shows that he is unsure of how he feels and used the term “I don’t 
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know” many times throughout the discussions about T.  There are many pages of transcript 

devoted to talking about T, and I hope that this conversation helps Chel in moving forward.  He 

really has kept his feelings in and that may not be a healthy or productive way of handling this 

kind of stressful situation.  For many people, there is value in discussing and talking about 

problems, so I hope this discussion helped him.  

 He said that talking to women he is attracted to is very difficult for him.  He second 

guesses everything he says and becomes awkward.  This really bothers him because he is not an 

awkward guy in any other situation.  I can attest to that, because he shows confidence and 

charisma when talking with me, so it is difficult for me to imagine him turning into an awkward 

and unsure representation of himself. 

 When discussing gender and the differences between males and females, I think, for Chel 

there was an obvious internal push and pull occurring.  He used the disclaimer “not to be sexist 

but…” about four times when talking about females, especially concerning females in hockey.  

He seems to be a very protective person to begin with, in particular when talking about his 

brother and friends, but when it came to females, he saw his role as that of a protector, based on 

his apparent belief that the role of the male is to protect the weaker female.  An in-depth study 

was conducted by Glick and Whitehead (2010); they tested different aspects of masculinity and 

found that benevolent masculinity, which “lionizes men as protectors and providers who, in turn, 

should be taken care of by women at home” (p.177), was the “most consistent predictor of 

perceived legitimacy for both men and women” (p. 180).  The idea of a man protecting his wife 

is a part of what it means to be a man, and this holds true with how Chel talks about protecting 

people in his life.  This protection goes beyond the home, and as I indicated in Shad’s story, 

exists within minor hockey as well. 
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 In discussions about females in hockey, he said that there are some good female hockey 

players, but overall, when he played with females, they were not as skilled on the ice.  He was 

the first one of the four who talked about females in hockey and mentioned the importance of the 

male hockey players protecting the female players on the ice.  I really did not go too much into 

this when he first told me, but as I thought about it more, I wanted to know more from the other 

interviewees.  I also asked Chel again in our second-to-last interview about this unspoken rule in 

minor hockey of protecting girls and he did not have an answer as to why this “rule” exists. The 

only reason I can come up with is because the boys see girls as not only the weaker players, but 

the weaker sex.  There is an apparent belief that they need protection from other male players, 

and this may be because of how women are viewed at a societal level.  So, is it possible to be a 

hockey player and see women as equals on and off the ice?  It appears that the on-ice norms and 

behaviours only enforce what is going on within the greater community.   

I asked Chel about his experience at high school and how the group of students handled it 

when a female hit a male during breaks from classes.  He said that it happened and was never 

dealt with in the school, but the males did not want to be chastised for saying something.  He 

talked about how he was raised and there is no way that he would hit a girl which has been 

ingrained in him since childhood.  Looking at behaviour through a gendered lens may help us 

understand what is happening between the teenage students.  After my extensive search, I found 

there was a lack of research about the phenomenon of teenage girls hitting boys in a nonviolent 

way.  I want to say that the way in which girls hit the boys is not seen as violent, but more of a 

way of flirting or communicating with the boys.  I believe cultural reactions to boys being hit is 

based on expectations of masculinity, typically in Chel’s case, because he was taught early on to 

never hit a girl.  The perception of males being strong (Coen et al., 2013; Creighton et al., 2017; 
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Hartman, 2017; Way et al., 2014) seemed to influence the behaviour of boys in this situation.  

They did not want to be seen as “weak” by their peers, so being hit by a girl was just brushed off. 

 This ideology even follows Chel into the gym.  He boxes recreationally in Nanaimo and 

had the opportunity to spar against a female.  He did not feel comfortable with doing this. I find 

this an interesting situation because Chel sees this fellow boxer as female before he sees her as 

an athlete.  He has such complicated relationships with women, which he has admitted, but I 

think it goes deeper than that.  He struggles with his role as protector and not wanting to hurt 

females, but I believe these ideologies are in conflict with what is happening in the real world.  I 

do think he sees women as weaker, and this becomes extremely difficult to change within his 

mindset.   

 I believe that the family and their beliefs are, in part, the reason why Chel is the young 

man he is.  Our discussion about gender in Houston and his family influence is included next.  

This is a longer piece of the transcription I am including because of how he is able to talk about 

family, Houston, living in the city, and how all of these things make a difference in how he 

understands gender.  I exclude my one-word answers, trying to keep this portion succinct: 

M: so then my last question on this topic then, is going to be do you think growing up 

here in Houston, has impacted who you are as a man 

C: I think so, I think, I don’t think it’s Houston, I think it’s more how I was raised 

M: your family 

C: yah, I think it’s family values that, well obviously the way you’re raised it’s, I mean 

you can change some of your values but for the most part, like that’s what you’re taught, 

so that’s what you think is right kinda 
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C: but yah, I’d say the family made me more who I am as a man, but Houston reinforced 

it 

C: so like and I think that’s just cause my parents grew up here so they have the same 

values as which were reinforced through Houston 

C: so I think it’s just a cycle 

C: I think it changes when you have, like when I move, you have different views, you get 

more educated 

C: and you come back and that’s when you really notice that shits outta whack (laughs)  

M: ok, so explain that, when you do come back what is it that you see differently, or 

more clearly 

C: I see I really see the difference between gender  

C: genders,  

C: in the city more than I do here, here it’s not like, it’s weird to say, but in the city you 

really notice your preppy girls, like you have that whole spectrum of everything, right, 

but here it’s more, just because there’s only so many things, it’s more of a blend, 

everyone just does the same stuff  

C: so that was weird for me because I thought Houston was like pretty divided 

C: but to go to the city and be like, holy, this is 

M: you really noticed the differences between men and women more there  

C: a lot more 

C: but then you also have that other variety where women for example, or, or like or a 

woman feels like a man, so you just like it’s more of a variety on the spectrum, but at the 

same time it is blended and confusing, well, not confusing, but like spider webbed kinda, 
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there are so many different social connections and that go all over the place whereas 

Houston it’s kinda like here 

M: yah, we do kinda blend here don’t we 

C: yah, and that’s the biggest notice for me when I left, Houston was just so one 

dimensional, then there’s more out there than people think 

C: and they don’t, they don’t know cause they’ve never left, so their views are based on 

what they know here 

C: which makes them, not hicks, but (laughs) they, pretty close, right 

M: but that is a word that does come up 

C: you get stubborn with your views here, not willing, especially as the older generations, 

like you grow up, especially if you grow up in a small town your whole life you’re 

probably not going to have, you’re gonna have your views and I think these are my views 

and you guys are crazy if you’re elsewhere 

C: but in the bigger centres, like it’s just so much more around you, you can’t help but 

think about other views, right 

C: and change your views  

There seems to be a bit of conflict in what he says here.  A first, he said it was his parents who 

influenced who he is as a man, but as he talked about how one-dimensional Houston is, and it 

was only when he left Houston that he broadened his views, it was evident that Houston may 

have had a bigger impact of him than he thinks. 

 Near the end of our interviews, I asked Chel what the experience was like for him.  He 

was in Houston for a week of holidays in the summer of 2017, and he came over four days out of 

that week to complete these interviews.  On the last day, we covered two topics, so he was at my 
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place for over two hours.  I was so thankful that he was willing to take time out of his holiday to 

talk with me and share personal information and tell me the stories of his life.  I am including the 

last couple of minutes of our last interview here. Because this is a question about his experience 

with my study, I think it is important to include his words, not my interpretation of them: 

M: yes, ok so my very last question then, is how was this interview experience for you, 

um was it a positive thing, a negative or you know, how do you feel about how it all went 

C: I think it was really positive, I really enjoyed being a part of it 

C: um, I think it’s, I think people may not realize the effect of what a small town has  

C: like kids like us 

C: and how really we persevere and like fight through the stigmas of small towns 

C: um identities, but no, it am definitely looking forward to how it turns out and like um, 

the interviewing was, I liked the format, the one on one kinda thing 

C: it’s a lot more comforting 

C: and yah, no, I think it was a great experience 

C: and if you’re ever to do it again, I would be more than welcome, I would feel more 

than comfortable  

M: so if there’s any other opportunities in the future, I can get a hold of you 

C: yah, absolutely, I would be more than willing to help with future like projects you 

have or even going off this, it was definitely positive for me 

I will stay in touch with Chel and hope to collaborate with him in future projects.  I enjoyed our 

discussions, which would continue for a time after the recorder was turned off.  At times, I also 

texted him when I had questions when I was writing, and he was always quick to respond with 

his thoughts.  I appreciate who this young man is and am thankful he was a part of my study.  
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Analytical Summary 

 Chel’s story can help us understand how masculinity is demonstrated through hockey, 

competition, and relationships with females.  Out of the five participants, I think he is connected 

the most strongly to the stereotypical masculine ideals.  I will show this through three themes; 

hockey, the influential relationship with his dad, and lastly, his relationships with women. 

 Playing hockey was a major theme in this particular story.  Because of Chel’s 

competitive nature, I believe he took hockey very seriously, which also may have contributed to 

his beliefs about how to be a man.  “Sport has … been analyzed as an arena where boys and men 

learn masculine values, relations, and rituals, and is often linked to orthodox masculinity even 

further” (Tjønndal, 2016, p. 55). Although there has been more gender diversity in sport in the 

recent years, hockey continues to remain a “particularly hyper-masculine sport” (p. 55). 

 Hockey is a place to act out accepted violence, especially in Canadian hockey, where 

fights on the ice can be encouraged and are often celebrated by teams and fans alike.  Chel 

admitted that he spent his share of time in the penalty box and, even now in the beer league, 

continues to have the most penalty minutes.  Getting into fights on the ice may be the place 

where male players envision toughness and courage, played in violent encounters.  Boys grow up 

with this belief system fostered no only through their own game play, but through watching 

hockey and other sports on TV. 

 The ideals of masculinity through hockey is often fostered at a young age.  Allain (2008) 

wrote about Canadian hockey and how it helps construct masculinity in the Canadian culture.  

She wrote that Canadian hockey is an “institution that ultimately shapes the lives of its 

participants in a very different way from those who are not involved” (p. 466).  Being a hockey 

player is not just something a boy does but becomes a part of who he is.  I can attest through 
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these interviews and teaching for 14 years in Houston that there was a definite difference 

between the hockey player boys and those who did not play. 

 These differences can be as subtle as how they walk into a classroom, their attitude 

towards learning, or just having to take time off from school to travel to hockey tournaments. 

Even those players who were not as talented as Chel were still known as hockey players in the 

school and were defined by this identifier first, before anything else. 

 Attending hockey practices and games was something that happened with his dad.  The 

focus on the relationships between Chel and his dad cannot be written without including hockey. 

Parents choose the activities for their children, and hockey was the choice for Chel.  Parents can 

be influential to the experience of the child in any activity.  Fredricks and Eccles (2002) wrote, 

“Parents shape children’s beliefs by providing them with messages about their ability and the 

value of participating in activities that help them to interpret their experiences in achievement 

contexts” (p. 519).   

 For Chel, the need to please his parents was very important, and he worked hard to 

develop the skills required to excel in the sport.  I believe that sport can also be a place to show 

parents how much affection a son has for them.  This may be particularly true between sons and 

fathers.  MacArthur and Shields (2015) researched male emotions in sport and wrote about how 

some “men described how they were propelled to excel in sports because of the desire to win the 

love and affection of their fathers, and to live up to the power and status of older men” (p. 43).  

Sport may be the place where boys feel more comfortable expressing how they feel, and it is also 

more acceptable to show emotions through sport as a male. 

 Relationships with parents are not the only ones that boys have.  As they age, they 

develop more intimate relationships with girls and boys.  Some of Chel’s relationships with girls 
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happened during minor hockey.  As masculine identity forms, and part of that identity is to 

protect women, this may impact relationships with females.  In the modern age of feminism in 

which women are more able to take care of themselves financially and emotionally than in the 

past, it may be difficult for men like Chel to form relationships with women.   

 Traditional gender roles are prevalent in small resource towns, and “these conceptions are 

reinforced by a dominant ideology that locates women’s ‘rightful’ place to be the home” (Reed, 

2003, p. 377).  When boys grow up in resource towns such as Houston, it may be difficult to 

develop ideologies that are different than what has been understood to be the truth.  There is also 

pressure on men to “endorse gendered societal prescriptions” (Courtenay, 2000, p. 1387). I could 

see this from Chel, through his stories. On the one hand, he seemed to value equality, but 

through his stories of seeing women as weaker in sport or in need of protection, he showed 

considerable internal conflict.  Having grown up in Houston, then attending university, he 

experienced conflict in ways of thinking about gender.  The creation of a strong stereotypical 

masculine identity for men such as Chel, often places them at conflict with behaviours and 

ideologies in a larger centre. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

116 

Andrew’s Story 

 Andrew is 24 years old and the oldest of two siblings and is the only male.  He is much 

older than his sisters, with eight years between him and the middle child and 17 years between 

him and his youngest sister.  This age gap was important to the development of Andrew, in that 

he saw himself as a role model to his younger siblings and he even went as far to say that he 

feels like their parent at times.  Studies have shown that older siblings can have an impact on 

prosocial behaviour of their younger siblings (Jambon, Madigan, Plamondon, Daniel, & Jenkins, 

2018; Pike & Oliver, 2017). I believe that Andrew took his role of older sibling seriously and 

had some understanding of what being a positive role model for his sisters meant. 

 He was born in Newfoundland to his 17-year old mother. During his first years of life, he 

was raised not only by his mum, but also his maternal grandparents. His grandparents were vital 

in raising Andrew, giving his mum the chance to graduate with her Grade 12 diploma.  His 

relationship with his mum is particularly close.  He is very good at understanding what his mum 

did to raise him and to give him the best life possible.  Through my experience of giving birth to 

Matthew as a young, single mother and living with my mum and step-dad, I could see similarities 

between Andrew’s relationship with his mum and the relationship between Matthew and myself.  

I saw it as “us against the world” and even though I had help from my mum and her husband, I 

was still a single parent, and all the decisions I made after finding out I was pregnant were 

meant to give that little boy the best life I could.  He continues to be the most important person in 

my life and the one I can count on to tell me the truth.  I am also the one who has helped him 

more than anyone else in his life, and I would not have it any other way. 

 Andrew’s mum is married to a man who he considers his dad.  However, he has also 

maintained a relationship with his biological father, who he also referred to as dad.  The 
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relationship between his three parents may have played a key role in his development because 

there is no animosity between the three adults.  He talks to his biological dad as often as he can, 

but as he has gotten older, it is more difficult to see his dad on a regular basis.  Parents can learn 

from this parenting trio.  I was so impressed by the way Andrew talked about his two dads, in 

that it was not a problem for anyone.  When putting children’s needs first, this can be the kind of 

relationship that emerges.  He never felt guilt for spending time with either dad or had anything 

negative to say about growing up with three parents.  He was nonchalant about it all, which I 

liked to hear.  Now, whether there were issues behind the scenes or not, he was not aware.  He 

grew up with stability and love from all three parents in his life.  There is strong evidence that 

the relationship between a step-parent and child can be influential on the child’s development 

(Ganong, Coleman, Chapman, & Jamison, 2018).  Andrew’s story was evidence of the 

seemingly successful relationships between his parents and his description of a happy childhood. 

 Andrew and his mum moved to Houston when he was about five years old.  Many times, 

through our conversations, he had difficulty remembering details and specific stories in his life, 

his childhood in particular.  So, while writing this particular story, I do not have many specific 

stories to include or strong memories to share of Andrew’s life, but this does not mean that he 

did not have an important story to share.  Two major focuses emerged through our conversations.  

One was the importance of sports in his life, and the second was family.  These two topics are 

intertwined at times, creating this interesting and laid-back young man. 

 He started playing hockey as soon as he moved to Houston.  Hockey was not something 

that was played much in Newfoundland, but as soon as he put those skates on and held a stick in 

his hand, his life changed.  It seems as though Andrew has developed into the person he is, in 

large part, because of hockey and many of the decisions he has made in his life are based on 
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hockey.  He formed relationships through hockey, to the point where the roommates he has now 

are males he met while playing hockey. 

 While playing hockey as a little boy, he was encouraged by his male coaches, which he 

talked about fondly.  He picked up the sport fairly easily and was out skating with many of his 

teammates who had been skating since they were three or four.  Hockey soon became the focus 

of every winter, to the point where it started to become the main focus of his time and energy. 

 Andrew, like Chel and Brad, also played in junior hockey.  He played in Creston for a 

year, and this was a positive experience for him.  He bonded with his billet family and continues 

to stay in touch with them.  I was impressed with how he really understood that he was lucky to 

have lived with the people he did.  Not everyone has that experience and he recognized that it 

comes down to luck when being billeted into a family’s home.  Because of the focus on hockey, 

school became a secondary thought, which is now something he regrets.  Gilbert and Gilbert 

(1998) wrote, “Sport is one of the number of masculine pursuits which run counter to a 

commitment to school learning” (p. 63).  I think this may be true for Andrew, because it can 

become difficult to devote a large amount of time to school and hockey.  As a teenager, hockey 

was his passion and pursuit, school was not. 

 Over the course of the six interviews, Andrew talked about how he regretted not learning 

as much as he could have in high school.  He did okay, did not fail any courses, but he talked 

about not taking advantage of the knowledge of some of his teachers.  There were times in 

university, he felt like if he had just paid more attention in high school, he would already know 

what some of his instructors were talking about.  Again, he was not specific with what he meant, 

but I certainly got the feeling that he felt like he missed out on learning in high school.  Although 

I am not exactly sure how he would have played at the level he did in hockey and commit to the 
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learning from school as well.  Andrew was drafted to a university in the United States to play 

hockey after he graduated from high school.  This was not an easy decision for him to make and 

one that he discussed with his family before agreeing to go.  One of the biggest issues for him 

was the distance from his close-knit family.  His family encouraged him to take these 

opportunities while being young, because as they often said, he is only young once, and he has 

an entire life to work and earn money. 

 Andrew never felt pressured by his family. I believe the parenting style of Andrew’s 

parents is like the “autonomy supportive” (Wuyts et al., 2017, p. 370) these authors wrote about.  

This is a style of parenting that allows the child more freedom to make decisions after the parents 

have discussed the choices.  He talked often about how supportive they are, but not pushy, and 

never were telling him what to do.  When he asked for advice, they willingly gave it, but in a 

way that allowed him to ultimately make the decisions on his own.  He did make the decision to 

go to Oklahoma to play hockey at the university level.  He was in a business program, but 

hockey was really the focus and reason he was there. 

 After playing for a year and a half, Andrew was not happy in the United States anymore.  

There was not one thing in particular that stood out as the reason he left, but many factors.  After 

his first year playing, he felt like he proved himself with his level of play, but when arriving for 

his second year, things seemed to have changed on the team.  He took full responsibility for how 

he was playing and making the decision to leave.  It sounded like he was disappointed with how 

it all worked out in the States, but overall, he wanted to come back because it was no longer 

meeting his expectations and goals as a player.  He did not make the decision lightly.  Through 

our conversations, I learned that Andrew thinks quite a bit before making decisions.  He is not 
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impulsive but quite practical in the way he makes his choices.  His entire demeanour is calm, 

relaxed, and thoughtful. 

 The way he talks about hockey and the way it developed his character are important to 

understand.  The word “bonding” and “being united” as a team came up often.  He saw his role 

as being part of the hockey team and bonding is a large part of creating a successful team.  Being 

part of a team can have long term psychosocial benefits (Bruner et al., 2017; Howie et al., 2018). 

He looks at being a part of a team and how he can be instrumental and compete at a high level.  

Through their study, Bruner et al. (2017) showed that the higher the level of team cohesiveness, 

the higher the level of positive social development for the players in their study.  I believe that 

because of who Andrew is, his focus was on team building, and he understood that he could not 

win the game on his own, even if he was the most skilled player on the team.  It seemed to me 

that he took away the positive aspects of working on a team, and maybe part of his decision to 

leave the United States was because he did not feel like a part of the team, all working towards a 

common goal. 

 It was evident that hockey mattered, and Andrew was able to relate it to the bigger 

picture.  He is a skilled player and a couple of the other participants commented on his high level 

of skill.  He could see a play, and always knew the role he played on the ice.  He talked at length 

about the focus it takes to be a hockey player at the level he attained.  I particularly appreciated 

when he talked about how he was able to shut out everything else when he was on the ice.  He 

was able to focus on what needed to be done and was able to keep the strategy of hockey quite 

uncomplicated.  His ultimate goal was to always get better. 

 This was true of all the sports he played.  His passions surround sports.  He plays golf and 

helped coach his sister’s baseball team through the summer of 2017.  This past year, while 
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attending Thompson Rivers University (TRU) in sports management, he did not play hockey in 

the winter for the first time since he was five years old.  At times it was difficult to be away from 

the ice and the camaraderie he felt while playing.  But he noticed how much time he had to 

devote to school.   

 For the first time in his life, he had time to spend focusing on something other than 

hockey and the time he spent on his school work paid off.  He was concerned about an 

accounting course he was taking because he never saw himself as a math student.  He ended up 

enjoying the course and getting his highest grade, which he attributes to the time and effort he 

put into his learning.  I think this is a concrete example of the difficulty of balancing a deep 

passion for sport and academic learning.  Is it possible to do both without burning out? It would 

be difficult and Cosh and Tully (2014) and O’Neill, Allen, and Calder (2013) would agree. To 

quote O’Neill et al.: “High performance school-age athletes struggle to balance the demands of 

their sporting and educational roles. They are like ‘hyphenated’ individuals striving to deal with 

more than one life” (p. 87).  It is not just the time spent on the ice that took time away from his 

schooling.  There is the time thinking about getting better, coming up with strategies and plays, 

and working out in the gym to be stronger on the ice.  It takes devotion and requires hours of 

time.  This is true of any passion that takes over our lives. 

 Andrew never had the time to develop a serious relationship with a female while growing 

up.  When talking about females and relationships, he admitted that he has never been in love.  

He was just matter of fact about not having the time to dedicate to finding the right person.  He 

did not share much about the couple of relationships he had through high school and he did not 

spend much time talking about romantic relationships with females.  I did not push too hard on 

the topic because I could sense there was not too much he wanted to say. 
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 When talking about his family, though, and being part of the “Newfie” culture in 

Houston, he was able to talk freely about how important his family is to him now and while 

growing up.  The term “Newfie” was a term that Andrew and everybody I have met in Houston 

uses to describe anyone born in Newfoundland.  He belongs to a large extended family in 

Houston.  Even more so, he is part of the “Newfie” culture, which was something I learned about 

this past year.  I really never understood what it meant to be a self-identified “Newfie” even 

though I knew there was a large Newfoundlander community in Houston. 

 I never really understood what it meant to be part of the community of “Newfies” until I 

worked at the high school in 2016.  I always knew there was a large community but did not know 

the meaning behind the word.  I had the opportunity to become friends with a couple of women 

from Newfoundland, one being a teacher, the other a Special Education Assistant (SEA).  The 

SEA is Andrew’s mum, and she worked in my Food’s class, so I got to know her quite well.  I 

learned that this is a group of people who really do take care of each other and know how to 

have a good time!  The next part of Andrew’s story will reflect the knowledge I gained through 

working with his mum and my new teacher friend because I wanted to know from him what the 

impact was in growing up within the Houston “Newfie” culture.  

 While discussing Andrew’s experiences growing up in Houston, I asked Andrew what it 

was like to grow up within his typical Newfoundland family.  He first mentioned that most 

people do not know that he was born there.  His last name is different than the rest of his family 

in Houston, which may be the reason for this lack of awareness.  The study by Ganong et al. 

(2018) showed that most children who have step parents do not change their names, so Andrew 

is in the norm.  He also does not have an accent like his mum and most of the Newfoundlanders 

in Houston.  
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 He equated the groups of “Newfies” as like being a part of a little town within Houston, 

where everyone knows each other and takes care of each other.  They “have your back” as 

Andrew said and I observed that through the year working closely with his mum and my friend. 

There seems to be a genuine concern for those around them, and they do not just take care of 

each other, but for anyone around them.  I felt cared for very often through the difficult year I 

had at the high school.   

 One area which had a major impact for Andrew was that he credited his love of and 

success in sports to growing up around the community of Newfoundlanders in Houston.  The 

men in particular were role models for him, and they would encourage him, help him, and 

mentor him through hockey and golf in particular.  I am including the portion of our 

conversation where Andrew talks about the importance of growing up in the community he did. 

Because of the length of this conversation I am excluding my one-word answers, and a couple of 

Andrew’s one-word answers as well: 

A: to have here, I don’t know, like there’s lots of people who have your back or like other 

people outside of the main family like it feels like a whole other family really it’s just 

how it, like the culture is there 

M: extremely close knit 

A: um so it’s nice to have that it’s just kinda like, I don’t know, even like growing up I 

would babysit for people, or house sit um, like I credit a lot like my sports back ground to 

like the majority of the older people that are from Newfoundland here 

A: kinda like um, I guess brought me like along with them at a younger age, kinda like, 

um let me play hockey with them, taught me how to golf at a young age and stuff like 
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that or took me on trips or um, even to this day I still do stuff with the older like Newfie 

kinda group here, people that I played hockey with and that’s kinda like  

A: um, something that was I don’t know, beneficial for me I thought  

A: yah, I definitely benefitted from having that kind of like family I guess I would call it 

M: yah, for sure because you’ve got your nuclear family here, then you’ve got your 

relatives, then you’ve got other Newfies that are all very connected to each other 

A: exactly  

M: I learned that a lot this year by working at the high school with your mum and BLD 

M: I was just fascinated by the Newfie culture in this town and how important it is 

A: exactly, yah, it is, very 

M: and it’s a large group 

A: yah, and it’s like anything we do or like say a graduation or  

A: or stuff like that there are so many of us that get together 

A: and that’s just the way it is  

A: like everyone wants to be a part of whatever is happening or like, whether it’s good or 

bad  

M: yah, and not in a nosey, gossipy way I found, I found them to be authentically 

supportive  

A: yah, that’s, I think you nailed it right there for sure 

This shows how important his experiences growing up within the “Newfie” community was to 

his development.  Role models can be important to the development and enjoyment of sport, 

with family members being highly influential (Sánchez-Miguel, Leo, Sánchez-Olivia, Amado, & 

Garcia-Calvo, 2013).  Although many articles are written about parents, the extended family may 
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play an important part as well, as it did for Andrew.  He was given much advice when growing 

up because he did come up against some important and life changing decisions surrounding 

hockey, especially when deciding to play in the United States.  When he decided to come home 

after three semesters, his family was supportive of that decision as well. 

 While developing his skills as a hockey player, he was critiqued by those around him, 

which is something he appreciated because of the trust he has for these people.  He grew up 

believing that a large group of people had his best interests at heart.  The concept of a large 

group of people raising children has shown to be successful within this story.  Mikucka and Rizzi 

(2016) showed that the support of relatives may contribute to the overall happiness of parents 

with two or more children.  While talking about his parents, Andrew never talked about their 

stress or anger and this may be due to the large social network of family and friends within the 

Newfoundland culture in Houston.  I know Andrew’s younger sister and she is just as capable, 

kind, and thoughtful as he is.  I can imagine the security these children may have felt knowing 

that there was always someone around who could help them, they could ask questions of, and 

who truly cared about their well-being.  And the adults do this in a way that allows the children 

the freedom to make decisions on their own, and they do not feel smothered by the adults around 

them.   

 Now that Andrew is growing into an adult, he is becoming a role model for his younger 

cousins and younger Newfoundland kids in the community.  He takes his role seriously but does 

not allow it to influence his life too drastically.  He does admit, though, that it is in the back of 

his mind, and he does want his life to reflect positively to those younger people around him.   

 As he thinks about university graduation, the idea of moving away from this close-knit 

family and support system is difficult for him to think about.  His chosen career path does not 
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allow him to live in Houston, although he does not want to move back anyway.  However, when 

thinking about permanently living away from his family he anticipates that it will not be easy but 

looks forward to coming back for visits.  He can always count on his mum to throw a party and 

have a good time when he comes home.  While working with his mum and my friend, I found that 

they were the ones to organize parties throughout the year.  Then even hosted a large Newfie 

Night for the high school staff to attend.  When talking to my teacher friend about their social 

planning, she said it is just something they do, and they do not think too much about it.  

 When talking about his family, Andrew used the term “fun” quite often.  They do have a 

good time together, whether it is traveling for sports, spending time together at Christmas, or 

camping in the summer time.  As he gets older, there is more of an understanding of the 

importance of family to him.  I am including a small portion of our conversation because 

Andrew talks about the difference of living with other families while he was in hockey and 

recognizing the differences.  My one-word responses are once again, excluded: 

M: yah, so overall, a couple of words about um, your, to describe your family or your 

childhood, your experience, yah, a couple of words and then you’re done 

A: uhhhmmm, (silence) overall, really good 

A: uh, something that, for a while I never really thought about a lot, I never really noticed 

how important it is 

A: being close to your family and stuff like that so I kinda got older and being away with 

hockey and stuff you kind of, you’re with another family  

A: it’s definitely a learning curve there, it’s difficult so um, I always knew, it was 

important to me but, especially in more recent years, I kind of learned the value of it 
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A: for sure, but um, overall I guess to describe our family it would be like fun, a bit, like 

it’s always a good time anytime we are together and stuff like that there’s never any 

problems, hanging out together with my sisters and stuff is always fun, no matter how old 

I get 

A: still can act like a kid around them sometimes, I mean it’s nice 

A: it’s fun, stuff like that too, just kind of the three of us too, we are in situations when 

my parents want to do something, or I’ll just watch them and that’s fun too, spending 

time with them 

 As mentioned earlier, there is a large age gap between Andrew and his sisters.  He is the 

only participant who has sisters and talked about them with pride.  He noticed how much they 

changed when he was away, which is something he thinks is interesting to watch.  He focused 

more conversation about the older sister of the two, and I think that is due to the fact that she is 

involved in sports, which is a way he is able to relate to her.  He helped coach her baseball team 

in the summer of 2017.  While talking about his sister playing ringette, he discussed one of his 

best memories with his family.  He told the story of his sister playing in the ringette provincial 

championships.  There is so much pride in his voice as he talked about his sister playing the 

game.  I am including this conversation because Andrew talks about family, sports, and how 

these two things are connected for him.  And how much he connects to his sister through her 

accomplishments in ringette.  My one-word responses are excluded: 

A: I don’t know, there’s lots kind of recently I guess because um, they’re like my sisters 

are at the stage where like well, they’re maturing, but they are accomplishing things too 

now.  It’s kind of neat to see, and uh, (silence) I don’t know off the top of my head 

recently, when I was in school my sisters and that team won their provincials 
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A: so yah, that was pretty neat and they stopped in Kamloops on the way home and they 

were just hanging out there for the night and whatever and um, I hadn’t seen my family 

since Christmas 

A: so that was kind of a long time because I came home at Thanksgiving first semester, 

whenever so that was a bit longer time apart I guess, I don’t know it’s kind of different 

too, I don’t know how to explain it really but for her to be at that age and to accomplish 

something like that, and especially for Houston 

A: I don’t know like coming from that experience and knowing how it feels  

A: so for her to do it at her age now it’s I thought was really cool 

A: like for her to experience yah, it was just a proud moment overall.  I wasn’t there, I 

wish I coulda been there but it just didn’t work out but uh, just seeing my family, like 

right away I could just sense the excitement off them 

A: so it was neat being a part of that and just hanging out with them and just listen to all 

like the play by play basically and everything that happened (laughs) 

A: so that was pretty cool, and my sister was really proud of it  

A: and all of them were and I know how hard they worked  

A: I went to Kelowna a few maybe a month before that for a tournament and got to hang 

out with them so that was nice and got to watch them play there but they didn’t get the 

result they wanted but they played well, but they came back and apparently just work 

work work and that happened so, and especially with my sister, she was a player until 

like two years ago, then she decided to go goalie  

A: so she was kinda just learning that now and she picked it up really quickly  



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

129 

A: and just with playing hockey and stuff, I know how hard that is to do so yah, it’s 

really, really neat to see how quickly she picked that up and how fast she is kinda 

learning 

A: and other things to, and yah, and for her to accomplish something like that I thought 

was pretty neat  

A: I guess for the family too, it was kind of cool 

A: and I like how important to me it was like winning a national championship was pretty 

was obviously the highlight 

A: of my life so far 

A: well, one of the biggest anyway 

This part of his story shows exactly who Andrew is as a big brother, and a hockey player.  He 

talks about how hard his sister worked to get better, and how he can relate to her experience 

through his own.  He did not talk just about winning, but what it takes to be a winner, and for me 

this summarizes who Andrew is.   

 Growing up in Houston was a positive experience for Andrew.  He used the word “small” 

to describe it, as all the participants did.  He also said it is a beautiful place because of the 

scenery and outdoor experiences one can have.  He also talked about there not being much to do 

in Houston while growing up.  He was not able to come up with specific activities that he did but 

mentioned camping and driving around as a teenager.  Again, driving around was part of his 

entertainment, as it was for most participants.  He also mentioned that he just made the most of 

what he had.  That was something that came across as I came to know Andrew better.  He looked 

at things in a positive way, as opportunities to learn, and is understanding of those around him. 
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 There was some discussion about the differences between Houston and Kamloops, which 

is where he lives now.  Kamloops has more opportunities for things to do, more diversity, and 

much busier than Houston.  Houston is a place where everyone knows everyone else which when 

Andrew first talked about it, he saw as something positive.  He said he did not feel judged when 

living in Houston, but as he kept talking, he changed his mind.  He said that there is not much 

freedom to be who you want to be in Houston, and there is pressure to be something else because 

of those who may judging behaviours.  He said that he felt like most people know who he is in 

Houston, which does not always allow him the freedom to do what he wants to do. 

 When describing men in Houston, he said that they are “hard working, cause it’s all you 

do here really.” Again, Houston was seen as a place to work, with not much else.  Coen et al. 

(2013) wrote about rural men in a forestry town who “just get the job done” (p. 95).  Much of the 

focus is on working whether it is paid work, or having to fix trucks, or haul wood on the 

weekends.  When asked to describe the typical Houston male, Andrew had difficulty answering. 

I was hesitant to even ask about the typical Houston female because I felt like I was making 

Andrew uncomfortable with these questions. 

 These questions were difficult for Andrew to answer.  When I asked him general 

questions about males and females in Houston, he struggled with what to say.  I never wanted 

him to feel pressured to answer or to just make things up but wanted to allow time for him to 

think and answer the questions the way he wanted.  I was keenly aware of his comfort level, and 

felt that maybe sometimes I waited too long, but I also wanted to give him the chance to think.  

One session was devoted to masculinity and femininity and this was definitely difficult which I 

attribute to him just not having the opportunities to think about these kinds of topics.   
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 When asked about masculinity, he used terms such as “confident, level headed, strong 

and having swagger.”  He felt that these qualities are not only related to men, but some girls can 

have masculine qualities as well.  When girls are confident and under control they are 

demonstrating masculinity.  His answers shed some light on how he sees the construction of 

gender.  Gender identity is formed when children are quite young, and as they begin to assign 

certain descriptions to males and females these then become their own definitions of gender 

(Schmader & Block, 2015).  “Traits seem to become a component of one’s social identity when 

they are endorsed by a group as an accurate reflection of group characteristics” (p. 477).  

Although many children may grow up not thinking about gender, talk about it, or learn about it 

explicitly, gender norms may be established by growing up in the family or community they do.  

When stereotypes are shared by the larger group, it becomes more easily to identify with these 

traits as our own (Schmader & Block, 2015). 

 When describing femininity, he used the terms “kind, softer, and friendly.” When asked 

if he believed men could have these qualities, he said that they could, and he figured many men 

did.  I am including a very short snippet of our conversation about females because it gives a 

good insight in how Andrew understands the difference between males and females and how it 

may be better for females to have masculine qualities than vice versa.  I am excluding my one-

word responses: 

A: I think, but they’re not really I don’t know, I think females are more proud to say that 

they are kinda like masculine I guess 

A: I don’t know, like strong, like they can do what boys do or whatever but like I think 

um it’s obviously not really the case for males, they don’t really want to say that they’re 
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feminine but like they, I don’t know lots act like it, like I think I don’t know I do myself 

sometimes and and like I guess kind of take the qualities of like feminism I guess 

A: when it comes to like I don’t know, like cleaning and like stuff like that 

A: I think, I don’t know, being just like nice and kind of caring I guess for people or 

family or whatever um, but I think as males we don’t really think about it like that we just 

kind of don’t really acknowledge that we are being that way 

I would guess when he used the term “feminism” he meant feminine.  In this context, he talked 

about cooking and cleaning as being a feminine quality or something that females do. This 

conversation is an interesting insight into the differences between men and women and the 

pursuit of other-gender activity and the pride taken in such pursuits.  However, such cultural 

thinking may, in fact, diminish overall typically female activities.  In my experiences as a school 

teacher, I often found that boys in school did not want to be like girls, and still heard phrases 

like “you throw like a girl” and “he screamed like a girl.”  If I ever heard these phrases, I would 

question the student about why they connected throwing or screaming like a girl as a negative 

trait.  They usually did not have much of an answer, so I would remind them that there is no need 

to equate being a girl as being less than.  

 Research has shown that if boys think being smart and thought that reading was a 

feminine activity, they would not want to do those things (Heyder & Kessels, 2017; Morris, 

2012).  This went further, though, in what Andrew said.  Having masculine qualities outside of 

school is celebrated, and girls have a sense of pride if they are seen as strong and behave “like a 

man.”  Maybe the way we will see social change and change within education, is to change our 

mindset of what is masculine or feminine.  Or is it possible to eliminate the concept of 

masculinity and femininity altogether?  I will discuss this further in my final chapter, because all 
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my participants, except Andrew, talked about why we label people and how that may or may not 

benefit the greater society. 

 When asked about who in his life exhibits the most masculine traits, his grandpa was at 

the top of the list.  He is a no-nonsense kind of guy and believes that his way is always the right 

way.  Andrew said that the entire family calls grandpa “the boss,” which is certainly an 

indication that he is the leader of the family.  There was admiration for his grandpa because of 

how hard he works and how he presents himself to the world.  As with the other participants, 

talking about the relationship with grandparents was part of their stories.  He was the only one 

who talked more about his grandfather, instead of his grandmother.  According to Mann et al. 

(2013), as boys age, they have a closer relationship with their grandfathers, and I would agree 

this is true for Andrew. 

 As he talked about people who exhibit feminine qualities, his mum was in the forefront of 

his mind, but he also talked about his Aunties and how he is impressed with what they are able to 

do.  Their husbands work away in camp, so his Aunties need to run the family and take care of 

everything.  He mentioned that they make it look easy, when, in fact, he recognizes that it is not 

easy to run a household with children on their own.  These women constantly show kindness, are 

easy to talk to, and show a genuine interest in what the children in the family are doing.   

 We went on to talk about the differences or similarities he experienced with his male or 

female teachers in high school.  He indicated that males seemed easier, but then quickly said the 

teachers seemed “pretty equal.”  He talked about making connections with his teachers and 

because many of the males were interested in sports the way Andrew was, he was able to make 

connections with them on that level.  There was always something to talk about with them.  

Connecting with teachers about shared experiences and interests may promote more engagement 
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in school (Archambault, Vandenbossche-Makombo, & Fraser, 2017; Reichert & Hawley, 2013). 

As Andrew said, he really was not all that engaged in the learning of school because of the lack 

of time he put into his secondary school education.  He may have had a more connected 

relationship to his male teachers, but this did not engage him more in his learning.  I think this is 

an important distinction to make.  Attending school, having positive relationships, and 

graduating do not all mean that the student was engaged and educated. 

 Although his relationships may have been a bit different with male and female teachers, 

he saw both as pretty much the same with their assessment practices and delivery of lessons.  He 

mentioned that, overall, he saw female teachers as more organized and prepared to teach lessons 

than male teachers.  His female teachers explained things a bit better and helped a bit more, but 

as he continued to talk, he said there really was not much of a difference that he noticed or 

experienced in high school.  There is a belief that in order for boys to be engaged in school, they 

need male teachers, especially in elementary school.  I have thought about this a lot over the 

years and have spent time searching for articles on this topic.  I also reflect on my own teaching, 

and as a female teacher, I had many positive relationships with my male students, especially 

after I earned my master’s degree.  The most important issue is the quality of teacher, not their 

sex. Sansone (2017) conducted a study about the teacher’s sex and relationships with students.  

The study was centred on math and science, and according to Sansone, the gender of the teacher 

does not make a difference in engagement of students in math or science.  What makes the 

difference is the ability of the teacher to make the subject interesting and create a positive 

learning environment. What also matters is the teacher’s behaviour and treatment of boys and 

girls and their expectations of students’ learning abilities.   
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 Andrew mentioned that some teachers may have certain expectations because they knew 

who you were in Grade 8, and even before you started in high school.  This is certainly true of a 

small town like Houston.  There are some teachers who have been teaching long enough to have 

taught the parents of my participants.  There are two teachers in particular who were teaching 

when I was a student at Houston Secondary School.  They knew what I was like in high school, 

then had the opportunity to teach Matthew.  I was friends with a teacher who would come over to 

my place for poker nights before Matthew even started in the high school.  I think having an 

understanding of someone’s life should have a positive influence on relationships, but this may 

not always be the case.  At times, when siblings go through school, the family is already seen in a 

certain way, and the younger sibling is already judged according to the older sibling.  As a long-

time Grade 7 teacher, I sat in many year-end transition meetings talking about my students who 

were going into Grade 8.  There were many questions asked about the students, including who 

their siblings are.  This may not allow each Grade 7 student to come into the school with their 

own identity and be who she or he wants to be.  It becomes more difficult to treat each student as 

an individual if decisions are made based on an older sibling.  I know this happens; I would hear 

the comments made in the meetings, whether the comments were positive or negative. 

 When talking about the differences between girls and boys in high school, Andrew saw 

that girls took school more seriously overall.  Boys did not show that they cared as much, but 

again, he did not observe any blatant differences and talked about how most people were friends 

and got along quite well in school.  The research pointed out that girls in high school achieve 

higher grades than boys (Clark, Goodman, & Yacco, 2008; Heyder & Kessels, 2017; Morris, 

2012). I believe that there is a systemic issue at play here and that in no way are boys less 

capable than girls, but they are less inclined to put the time into their learning.  As Heyder and 
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Kessels (2017) showed, some of this may be due to the perception that “the benefits of showing 

low effort would be larger for male than for female students” (p. 81).  Showing effort in school 

was seen as a feminine practice, so this perception may impact on the level of effort put forth by 

boys in high school. 

 While in university, Andrew has noticed that female students seem to know what they are 

doing and are focused on achievement.  They seem to be more confident than male students and 

seem to be working towards their goals more successfully than males.  He used the term 

“confident” twice in a few sentences when talking about female students.  He sees this 

confidence projected through what the females wear and how they present themselves to the 

world.  So much of what we see in the media is about girls who are not confident but have low 

self-esteem.  But studies indicated that females have higher grades in school, no matter what the 

level (Voyer & Voyer, 2014).  The reasons for this difference are multifaceted and at times 

controversial (Miller & Halpern, 2014).  I will go more in-depth with this analysis in the final 

chapter but wanted to mention it here because of Andrew’s perception of males and females in 

university.  If our belief system indicates there are differences between males and females’ 

achievements and learning, then this becomes our truth, whether it is factual or not.   

 Looking at his formative years and how those years in Houston made him into the young 

man he is today, Andrew said that his independence and work ethic are the two attributes he 

credits to growing up in Houston.  He also indicated that growing up within the Newfoundland 

community influenced his attitudes and beliefs as well.  His dads and grandpa are the three most 

important male role models.  I am including his comments about these men because of the way 

Andrew describes them in detail.  I like the words he uses to describe the important men in his 
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life and do not want to paraphrase this part of our conversation. Once again, I am not including 

my one-word responses: 

A: ah, (silence) like you said, just someone you see as a good role model, like you just 

kinda know it’s kinda their personality, they act like they’re hard working but they kind 

of get along with everybody, kind of know um, like they take the time to get to know 

people, like make relationships I guess 

A: um, like they respect everybody I guess 

A: and respect what other people do um, they’re like strong like heart-wise, but mind-

wise too, like they can, they are leaders kind of but they can um, also have a soft side too 

and very understanding 

M: right and who would that be in your life, is there somebody like that for you 

A: (silence) yah, I’d say, I don’t..I’d say my grandpa’s one  

A: for sure um, my dad’s like that too, my real dad and S too 

A: um, I find like both of them are pretty just open to talking to like anybody they are 

very easy going  

A: and people notice like they’ll just talk to anybody which is like annoying too maybe 

A: annoying for my mum (laughs)  

M: if she’s trying to get somewhere 

A: yah, it happens a lot but I just think it’s never a bad quality to have 

A: and they’re just easy to talk to and  

M: and it doesn’t matter who they’re talking to, it can be your neighbour 

A: yah 
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M: it could be you know, the doctor, it could be the teacher, it doesn’t matter who it is 

they can relate, they can talk to them and have a conversation 

A: exactly  

A: and that comes from being Newfie too 

Andrew learned from these men, and I believe is very similar to them.  He was always respectful 

to me when I was his teacher in Grade 7 and was never a behaviour issue.  He is now emerging 

as a leader within his own family, especially with his younger sisters and cousins. 

 He talked about the importance of making connections with people and being open to 

those around him.  There is no judgement and the topic of racism never came up in our 

conversations like it did with the other participants.  There was never a mention of groups in high 

school or who sat where and why.  I believe he was so focused on sports, especially as he got 

older, that these kinds of interpersonal relationships were not observed and were not important to 

him.  He was easily able to talk about hockey and his family, but many of the other topics were 

more difficult for him to remember.   

 However, we did talk about his views about girls in hockey and girls in the high school.  

Both of the topics concerned either girls getting hit (in hockey) or girls doing the hitting (in 

school).  The conversation surrounding hockey was an interesting one, and something that he 

admitted to not thinking about before, just like the other participants.   

 There was certainly different treatment towards girls in hockey, which is something he 

now recognizes.  When asked why he thought this culture existed; at first, he said that it is 

important to stick up for teammates.  But then he said something that is worth quoting: “But yah, 

being a girl is a bit different … they kind of get hurt easier.”  It is the belief that girls can get hurt 

more easily than guys that is a strong gendered belief that exists strongly in Houston.  I think this 
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idea of girls getting easily hurt goes beyond biology but is a belief that permeates society, 

fostered in the stereotype of the “gentler sex.”  According to Fischer and LaFrance (2015), 

women are more emotionally expressive than men, so maybe this is understood as “women get 

hurt more easily.” When girls and boys play hockey together and there is different treatment 

between the two, this may be because of different treatment between them in the broader society.  

When looking at students through a gendered lens, the expectation is that boys behave one way 

and girls behave another way; this may cause different treatment based solely on whether the 

student is male or female.  The term “opposite sex” continues to be used in media.  If the boy is 

hyper, the girl has to be calm.  If the boy is strong, the girl must be weak.  The different 

treatment of girls in minor hockey is a tangible way that this belief is being acted out on the 

social stage. 

 Andrew admitted that when going to hockey tournaments the girls were more on their 

own.  The guys were able to bond in the locker room, and as Andrew indicated, bonding is 

important to the success of a team.  In 2014, a mother from Nova Scotia complained that her 

daughter was not given the opportunity to bond with the team because she was excluded from the 

locker room (Doucette, 2015).  This is a real issue, with no easy solutions, which continues the 

inequality between males and females in minor hockey.   

There is even different treatment during practices.  When a male player does something 

wrong, his teammates may yell at him as a way to show their frustration.  This does not happen 

with the girls.  Andrew would never yell at a female teammate, and the coaches rarely did either. 

Does this mean that girls are not getting the same kind of coaching as the boys?  Expectations 

seem to be much different between the male and female players.  Andrew mentioned that girls 

may not care as much about hockey, which may be true, because the future of hockey is much 
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different for males and females.  A girl cannot dream of getting into the NHL.  That is not a part 

of her story, which may be the ultimate goal of many little boys in minor hockey.  Hockey is a 

fascinating microcosm of the larger society played out in small town Houston.  

 The difference in treatment of male and females goes beyond hockey.  During high 

school, there were times when Andrew observed girls hitting boys.  He said this was all done in 

fun and was not a big deal because it was never done in a malicious or mean way.  He said 

usually a girl would hit a guy if  “he said something or did something stupid,” which means he 

probably deserved it.  This is an attitude that exists outside of the school setting, typified by 

television sitcoms in particular that make fun of the wife wanting to “kill” her husband, or “hit” 

him because she is angry with him.  The opposite scenario is almost non-existent.  The reality is 

that cultural attitudes that see males as stronger, set a standard in which a woman really cannot 

hurt a man.  Of course, she can hurt him, and I believe hegemonic masculinity contributes to the 

belief that she can’t.  

 Getting to know Andrew was a good experience for me.  What was interesting to me was 

how he handled the competition of hockey.  He played at a high level but when describing 

himself as competitive, he was sure to point out that he did not lose his temper when he loses.  

He always prefers to win but every loss is seen as an opportunity to learn and get better.  He 

mentioned how important it is to learn from mistakes during many parts of our conversations.  I 

appreciated that side of Andrew. 

 And finally, I am including the final question which I ask at the end of all interviews.  

Once again, I am taking out my one-word responses to give a more succinct look at Andrew’s 

words and thoughts.  I will leave the final words to him: 

A: just overall I thought it was like neat, like whenever do you get to do stuff like this 
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M: yes, cause that was going to be my very final question, was how has this experience 

been for you, this whole interview, all these hours  

A: ah, I guess, like I just said, really neat, like cool to like talk about stuff like that and I 

guess, stuff that you think about but I don’t know, you don’t really talk about  

A: with I don’t know, with like anybody and everybody, um, yah, it kinda gets you 

thinkin’ about I don’t know, um, like the past and like how far you’ve come I guess 

A: things you’ve learned and um, stuff you took from the town or people, or just 

everything 

A: like kinda like eye opening 

A: like in a good way 

M: yes, so has this been a positive experience then for you 

A: yah, definitely  

Analytical Summary 

 Three themes emerged from Andrew’s story.  The first was the importance of sports in 

his life, to the point where he is in university earning a diploma in sport event management.  The 

second is the importance of family, and in particular, growing up within the “Newfie” 

community in Houston.  Lastly, I discuss the issue of role models as he was growing up and, in 

turn, being a role model to his younger family members now.  I believe we can learn about the 

positive attributes of sport through Andrew’s story, so I start there. 

 While investigating whether sport is a human right or not, I came across an article written 

10 years ago by Donnelly (2008).  According to the UN Human Rights Council, sport is a human 

right.  Donnelly wrote, “Sport is far too often represented only in positive term, almost as a 

universal panacea” (p. 382).  He then explained that there is another side to sport and he 
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described it in a way that captured my thoughts which I could never put into words, especially 

surrounding hockey in Houston.  “Competitive sport is based on principles of social exclusion; 

and sport may be used to promote ideological conformity … and inequitable attitudes about 

gender, race and disability” (p. 382).  I will discuss this concept further in my final chapter, so 

will now focus on the positive aspects of sport. 

When participating in sport, youth may develop prosocial behaviours that they will carry 

with them through adulthood (Howie et al., 2018; Kruger & Sonono, 2016).  Both of these 

studies indicated that the experience and attitude of sport needs to be a positive one to gain the 

positive effects.  Andrew is an example of these positive experiences, as he talked so fondly of 

all the sports he played through his life. 

 Sport can be a way to decrease chances of depression, reduce risk of obesity, and increase 

self-esteem (Howie et al., 2018).  When participating in sports, long-term friendships may 

develop that may enhance the positive life experiences for those participating in the sport. 

Friendships may contribute to a happier childhood and may even help them increase self-esteem 

and understanding of themselves (Christiansen et al., 2015).  Knowing this, I would like to see 

more sports equality within schools to give all students the chance to participate, such as the 

hockey academy at the high school in Houston.  

 Andrew’s development was influenced by the relationships with his family as well.  

Family was a central theme when he talked, focusing on what the older generation did for him 

and his relationships with siblings and cousins.  Singh and Nayak (2016) wrote about the 

importance of intergenerational relationships in developing prosocial behaviour in adolescents: 

“It has been seen that in highly cohesive families, adolescents possess greater self-confidence 
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and low levels of psychological distress and problem behaviour” (p. 398).  However, his three 

parents had the most influence over his choices and behaviour as he grew up. 

 Research has shown that parents’ involvement in their child’s life, when done in a 

positive and non-overbearing way, may have positive outcomes for the child’s learning (Oswald 

et al., 2018; Wang & Sheikh-Khalil, 2014).  When parents talk to the child about the value of 

education and there are casual discussions about plans, the child may be more engaged with 

school and achieve more learning within school (Wang & Sheikh-Khalil, 2014).  As these 

authors showed, a child’s achievement is based on more than just a parent’s involvement with 

school.  It involves all the extra-curricular opportunities that have a positive emotional affect for 

the adolescent.   

 As I have mentioned before, the family Andrew was surrounded by was supportive, but 

not overbearing, which gave him the best chances in school and for personal success.  When a 

parent uses a controlling style of parenting, telling the child what must be done, and not allowing 

the child to make even the smallest decisions, it may not be the best way of getting positive 

results (Wuyts et al., 2017).  Wuyts et al. (2017) wrote that giving children the chance to make 

their own decisions can take time and patience, but ultimately, they can learn and become more 

engaged in their life choices and the consequences of those decisions as well.  Andrew is a good 

example of this. 

 Finally, Andrew took the role of being a role model to his younger family members 

seriously.  He admitted that he makes decisions based on what he needs but when he is home, he 

is aware that his younger family members look up to him.  Having younger siblings may have a 

positive effect on the older sibling, such as in Andrew’s case.  Pike and Oliver (2017) wrote 

about the relationship of younger siblings with older one and how the older sibling may have a 
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positive impact on the development of prosocial behaviour on the younger ones. The relationship 

may be rewarding for both older and younger siblings and help develop compassion for others, 

even outside of the family (Jambon et al., 2018).  Siblings are able to support each other in a way 

that parents cannot.  These are relationships where children can learn about themselves and by 

the actions of the older sibling, or cousin, in Andrew’s story.  He was keenly aware of how his 

younger family members looked up to him, because he remembers feeling the same way when he 

was younger and looking up to his older family members. 

 Andrew’s story is an exemplar of the importance of family relationships in developing a 

well-rounded, relaxed, and thoughtful young man.  He showed responsibility for his own life and 

talked so positively about his family.  I learned a lot about the importance of parenting style and 

the positive side to playing sports.  I appreciated the low-key and relaxed attitude of Andrew 

during our interviews.   
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Brad’s Story 

 Before I begin writing Brad’s story, I need to disclose that I am friends with his mum. She 

and I worked together while she was an SEA in my classroom for two years.  I also talk with her 

somewhat regularly and she has been to my house to visit as a personal friend.  I have helped 

her with some of the courses she is taking, and we go on walks together once in a while.  It is 

important for the reader to understand that I have a relationship with his mum, and I am 

working diligently on not allowing that friendship to influence the way I write Brad’s story. 

 Brad is 24 years old and is the only participant whom I did not know or previously teach. 

We met for the first time when he arrived at my house for the first interview in December 2016.  

I could feel his nervousness as we started the interview, but as we went on, he started to relax.  

He was very open from the very beginning and had an intensity that was interesting for me to 

experience.  He was the most expressive and emotional of the five participants, often using his 

body language as another way of communicating.  I found that I was exhausted after our 

interviews, not only because of his intensity but also because of what he had to say about his 

experiences of growing up in a small town. 

 Brad grew up in a community 29 kilometres east of Houston.  When he was young, 

Topley had an elementary school that he attended, but that school closed in 2010.  Most students 

would take the bus into Houston and attend Houston Secondary School in Grade 8.  Topley is in 

a different school district than Houston, but the school district to which Houston Secondary 

belongs, provides a bus to Topley to bring students into Houston.  Brad’s mum is the Topley 

school bus driver.   

 Most of Brad’s memories include his experiences in Houston, but when he first joined 

hockey when he was five or six years old, he felt like an outsider.  It was not until he was older 



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

146 

and began to show higher developed skills in hockey, that he began to feel like he was accepted 

and seen as a valuable member of the team.  As with Chel and Andrew, Brad also played on a 

junior team.  Hockey was an important part of his story and experiences. Again, when hockey 

takes up so much time and effort, it becomes difficult to devote the time necessary in school.  In 

a Globe and Mail article (Cheney, 2010) about a dad’s experiences with his son in hockey, the 

dad talked about the amount of time hockey took away from his son’s learning in high school. 

His son’s average was only 52% in Grade 9, so his son made the decision to scale back on 

hockey and devote more time to his secondary education.  His grades improved dramatically, and 

he was accepted into all the universities where he had applied.  Again, this short anecdote shows 

the difficulty of playing hockey at the level Brad did and become educated in secondary school.  

Beyond anecdotes, research showed the difficulty and near impossibility of high-performance 

athletes in high school being able to find a balance between their sport and their education (Cosh 

& Tully, 2014; O’Neill et al., 2013). 

 Brad talked about how much he regretted not learning more in high school.  Brad’s focus 

was not on learning, but being popular, having fun, and playing hockey.  He described himself as 

loud and obnoxious in high school, and over time, he believes his reputation was that of a loud, 

dumb, hockey player.  He talked about an experience that he told me twice, which I believe 

shows that it stands out for him, about the first time he realized that students might think he was 

dumb.  It was in Grade 9 science, where he sat with a female who did well academically and 

would talk down to him during class.  They wrote a test and when it was handed back, she asked 

him how he did on the test.  He told her, knowing it was better than hers.  She was shocked, and 

he said that she was not sure how to handle the information.  He talked about realizing that she 

must think he is stupid.  Brad said he was not really aware of how others viewed him until this 
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point, although research indicated that student athletes at the post-secondary level were aware 

that other students and teachers had lower academic expectations for athletes (Wininger & 

White, 2008).  MacDonald (2012) completed her master’s thesis about the image of hockey 

players and one of her participants talked openly about what his fellow classmates thought of the 

hockey players.  They were “meatheads” and were not concerned about their high school 

education (p. 96).  On a more personal note, when I was in high school, I could not stand the 

hockey players and I also remember thinking they were dumb and wanted nothing to do with 

them.  This was my perception at the time and it did not change until I became a teacher in 

Houston, to understand that the hockey players were no different than the general student body 

in terms of capability. 

 During our conversations about high school, Brad talked about people’s perception of 

him.  Importantly, the word “perception” came up many, many times.  He is very concerned 

about what people think of him, although he said that he wishes this was not true.  Over the 

course of the many hours of talking, he would say to me that he does not care what people think 

but then would contradict that with stories about wanting to be perceived in a certain way.  

 I asked him how he wants people to perceive him now and he wants to be seen “in a good 

light.”  I further asked what he meant by that and he said that he wants to be “approachable … 

genuine, caring.”  After telling me this, he said that the reason he wants people to think of him 

this was is for selfish reasons.  He wants to feel good about himself and if people think these 

things of him, he then feels good.  This leads me to one of the most important themes that arose 

out of our conversations:  Brad’s need for validation and understanding.  There are benefits to 

being understood in any kind of relationship but being understood by others may have a lot to do 

with how people feel about themselves first.  Reis, Lemay, and Finkenauer (2017) wrote that a 
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“person’s knowledge about himself or herself, such as self-perceptions, needs, beliefs, feelings 

and personal history” (p. 2) can impact how others understand who that person is.  I believe Brad 

is still developing his own understanding of himself and how he fits into the world, which may 

impact how others understand him. 

 When talking about his life, there was a transition that took place where he felt he 

changed.  He talked about this change a bit when referring to his time in high school and he 

mentioned that he may have done things differently if given the chance.  What he said showed 

insight and self-reflection. I am including this portion of our conversation because Brad’s words 

are an example of Freeman’s (2010) look at hindsight and because he is brutally honest about 

who he was in high school and his reflection on how people may perceive him.  I have taken out 

my one-word responses, trying to make this conversation more succinct for the reader: 

M: yes, so did you, um, learn from your experiences with the girls, did you learn about 

yourself 

B: um, (silence) not at the time, definitely not, it’s all kinda in retrospect that, I kinda 

thought about it and it was like, fuck, I really didn’t give a shit about anybody but myself 

B: and that kinda made me learn 

B: like I should care about people 

B: and that’s kind of taught me something, but at the time I don’t think I learned much 

B: I was kind of just, I think I was a totally different person, wasn’t thinking 

B: just going with the flow, doing whatever came to me 

M: yah, was high school a good experience, or neutral or negative 

B: I would say if I stayed the same person, it was an awesome experience  

B: but I changed and now I look at it kinda like a cast, like it was limiting  
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M: but at the time you enjoyed the experience 

B: yah, yah, definitely 

M: ok, but reflecting back on 

B: I wish I didn't care about all the things I cared about 

B: yah, I don’t know, if you would ask me the first year out of high school I would have 

said it was awesome, I was, ah, popular, I was the things I cared about 

B: it was good, I was in the upper echelon of sporting, I was popular, I had lots of friends, 

friends (used air quotes) that I say now, but aren’t my friends 

B: ah, now I just wish I was, I wish I was a geek, I wish I was myself, my individual self 

and didn’t care about that stuff 

B: yah, it was weird though, going from that point of my life, from being what I would 

refer to as popular and um, well known, people wanted to be around me, I guess 

B: and ah, then going away 

B: and being, and not having that anymore 

B: I was the weird guy, and that was a big shock 

B: I was quiet, because I never had to learn how to make friends 

B: I could just be loud and obnoxious, and people would like me I guess (laughs) 

B: and then it got strange where I wouldn’t talk at all 

B: like the first year, I actually heard from this guy that played with me first year, he met 

mutual friends and they asked him about me and he said oh, he was really weird, and that 

was another thing, I never thought I was weird 

An important part of my interviews with Brad concerned the role he played in high 



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

150 

school which he found “limiting.”  Being limited into one role, whether it is the hockey player, 

or math geek, or any other, may hinder development as well-rounded human beings.  Although 

hockey appears to be a positive experience for my research participants, it is evident that when 

the focus is solely on hockey and athletic success that these boys in high school may become one 

dimensional.  Brad was not directly referring to hockey in that conversation, but it was a large 

part of who he was and how he related to his peers and those around him.  He focused so much 

on his popularity in high school, and as the other participants mentioned, the way to popularity 

was through hockey. However, now, he is in conflict with that time in his life and wished that he 

was more of an individual and made decisions where popularity was not even a consideration. 

 Another part of this conversation was about the struggle for Brad to make friends once he 

left Houston.  He said he never developed the skills of making friends because he never had to. 

He was friends with those in his grade, on his hockey team, and his neighbours.  This was not 

due to anything in common per se, but because of age and proximity.  

 His relationships with females have changed over the course of time as well.  He 

admitted that there was a time in his life where he could easily manipulate females based on 

what he needed.  I am including a short piece of our conversation about his relationships with 

females.  Because of the personal nature of what Brad said, I want to include his words, not my 

interpretation of them.  And there was a lot of time spent talking about his relationships with 

females over the years, I wanted to give a quick snippet of his honesty and reflection on this 

topic.  Again, my one-word responses are edited out: 

M: um, did you have friends who were girls as you grew up through your teenage years 

too 
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B: yah, um, to the point of like looking back I don’t think I know how to have very 

healthy relationships with women 

B: in high school, it was always, not always, but generally centralized around sex 

B: or like trying to have sex  

B: it was always about attraction 

B: and do you want to be my girlfriend or not, in not a relating sense, then the serious 

girlfriend came along and that was different, it was like best friends, so that was the first 

relationship where I was like this is a healthy relationship with a woman 

B: so it was always difficult, and I think it still is somewhat difficult 

M: so does that mean, you know if you were pursuing sex with girls, you weren’t looking 

to have friendships with girls 

B: not generally, no 

 He had many relationships with females over the course of his 24 years, some long term 

and many short.  His need for validation influenced the need for relationships with females.  Reis 

et al. (2017) wrote about the need for validation being different than the need to be understood.  

They showed that validation is meaningless if the person does not feel understood within the 

relationship.  This seems to be true here, as Brad continues to look to be understood in his 

relationships with women.  Two relationships in particular impacted Brad more than the others. 

One was his first long-term relationship, which started in high school.  The second was a short-

term relationship, with a long-term impact. 

 His first serious girlfriend was someone he developed a friendship with first, and was 

also the girl who his best friend at the time was interested in.  Eventually, Brad started a 

relationship with her that lasted about three years.  When I asked him if he loved her, he said yes, 
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and explained what love is, in an intriguing way.  He questioned his feelings a lot of the time, but 

he said he must have loved her because when he looked at a particular picture of her while dating 

her, he thought she was the most beautiful girl in the world.  Now when he looks at that same 

picture, he says that she does not look that great after all, so he equates that feeling when 

originally looking at the picture as love.  Määttä and Uusiautti (2013) wrote about love 

relationships in adolescence and young adulthood.  Through their study, they showed that love 

can change how people see each other and how “people can see love in the way they want” (p. 

9). 

 Eventually, this relationship faded out of Brad’s life.  He moved away for hockey and she 

was going to university.  The time apart was difficult, and he recounted phone calls with her as 

she was crying so he no longer wanted to talk to her because he did not know what to do to help 

her.  There was never an official break up, which is something he regrets.  He used the word 

“cowardly” when describing himself for not ending the relationship with a conversation, but just 

allowing it to fade away.  

 The next relationship is important to include here not only because it came up a lot 

through our conversations but because of the long-lasting negative impact on Brad.  He 

described this as a difficult time for him because he was on steady graveyards at the mill, was 

not getting enough sleep and was at “the craziest I’ve ever been.”  Studies have shown there can 

be decreased cognitive functioning when working steady graveyard shifts (Maltese et al., 2016; 

Takahashi, 2014), which may have been a contributing factor to why Brad was feeling the way 

he was.  He was in this “crazy” mindset when this relationship started but he felt like he could 

always be himself around her, no matter what that was.  He would tell her his deepest thoughts 

and she would never shun him for it.  As I mentioned earlier, being understood is vitally 
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important to Brad. Reis et al. (2017) wrote about feeling secure in telling others about the most 

intimate part of ourself yet still feeling accepted.  This may be way Brad felt such a connection 

to this young woman.  Then he learned that she was manipulating and lying to him through the 

entire relationship.  He said, “That’s the first relationship that I think of where it definitely 

negatively impacted me and destroyed trust for me.”  As he described this relationship, the trust 

he lost, and continues to deal with it two years later, it throws me back into 2009 when my entire 

life changed, and the negative repercussions cannot be underestimated. 

 I came home from work on a Wednesday afternoon like I always did and noticed a note 

on the table.  I picked it up and started reading it, not really believing the words that my brain 

was trying to absorb.  My husband had been fired from his job. He left this note and drove away.  

I did not know what to do.  Matthew and my nephew were at the house and I asked them if they 

knew where M was.  They did not know, so I got into my vehicle and drove through town, 

expecting to see his vehicle at a motel.  Why did I think that?  I don’t know.  Everything was 

moving in slow motion around me.  I ended up back at the school where I worked and fell onto 

the floor sobbing in my friend’s classroom.  I could hear voices around me but wasn’t sure who 

the people were or what was going on.  I don’t know how long I was there but eventually 

someone drove me back home so that I could deal with the repercussions of my new reality. 

 I eventually learned that my husband had lied to me for seven years of our nine-year 

marriage.  I won’t go into details about what he did, to protect him, because of the seriousness of 

his choices.  Although very difficult to write about, I want to focus on the lies and how I could no 

longer trust him, and those lies impacted future relationships as well.   I changed that day in 

October.  I carried with me this cloud, this darkness, a black outlook on life around me.  I always 
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saw myself as a fun person, who was quick to laugh and have a good time, but I could no longer 

do that. 

 The reason I am sharing all of this is to show how human experiences can be shared, 

even between a 24- year old male and a 46- year old female.  The way Brad talked about his 

experiences, right down to the words he used, was exactly how I felt and what I experienced. 

These experiences can fundamentally change who we are and how we relate to those around us. 

What I have learned through my research and reading is that deception, at varying degrees, exists 

in almost all relationships (Baker, Ten Brinke & Porter, 2013; Gawn & Innes, 2018; Gobin & 

Freyd, 2014; North, Shadid & Hertlein, 2018; Roggensack & Sillars, 2014).  The research 

indicated that there is evidence that shows that the trauma of being lied to, especially by an 

intimate partner, can have long-lasting effects on the person being deceived (Gobin & Freyd, 

2014).  

 Brad admitted that the relationship has impacted all his relationships he tries to develop, 

both romantic and platonic.  He now scrutinizes all conversations and actions of people, romantic 

interests in particular.  He said it is mentally exhausting to be this way but is not sure how to 

make it stop.  He used to be a very trusting person but that is no longer the case.  North et al. 

(2018) wrote about the consequences of deception and how “This occurrence can have 

ramifications for all future interactions with that individual and for future relationships” (p. 38). 

Both Brad and I are examples of the truth of that statement.  

 Brad grew up as the middle boy of three boys.  His mum had his older brother when she 

was in high school.  His parents continue to live in the same house he grew up in and when he 

comes home to visit, he spends time there.  There is complexity and emotion when he speaks of 

his parents.  His dad is a self-described alcoholic, which concerns Brad, especially in the last few 
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years as he has watched his dad’s health decline.  He describes his dad as solemn, quiet, stoic, 

with sadness as the undertone to who he is.  His dad is not easy to talk to because of how 

reserved he is.   

 The way in which he described his childhood was one of freedom.  He was not concerned 

about having to be somewhere at a particular time and because everything was close, he could 

walk where ever he wanted to go.  Although he had freedom, he also talked about the structure 

that existed in his life when he was a small child.  That structure was no longer consistent when 

his mum bought the local, and only, store in Topley. Structure and family routines have been 

shown to increase positive development in children and adolescents (Yoon, Newkirk, & Perry-

Jenkins, 2015).  When I discuss structure and routine, I am using the same definition as 

Manczak, Williams, and Chen (2017), which includes regular bed times, dinner times, and 

family leisure activities.  Routines show the adolescent that the family is organized and has 

consistency, so the adolescent knows what to expect on a daily basis.  When routines are not 

established, Manczak et al. (2017) indicated that this can be due to depressive symptoms of the 

parents, the mother in particular.   

 Brad talked about the loss of consistent family dinners when he was 12 years old.  He 

was not clear on the exact timeline of events, but he certainly remembers the loss of structure in 

his life at about that time.  He craved a “nurturing structure” that he missed as he went through 

his teenage years.  Yoon et al. (2015) described the importance of having family dinners: 

Findings from this study show that families with stable rituals, like a set dinnertime, may 

protect some children from the adverse effects of stress.  From the risk and resilience 

framework, family dinnertime rituals are an example of one important protective factor 
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that can promote resilience even in the face of parenting stress within a working-class 

context. (p. 104) 

As these authors indicated, the family dinner is just one example to show family stability through 

routines and rituals. 

 I have seen in my own classroom the necessity of having stability through adherence of 

routines.  The students always knew what to expect each day and this created a stable learning 

environment that each student could depend on.  When I taught Grade 5 about six years ago, 

each morning students had the opportunity for “silent reading” to begin each day.  I was away 

one day, which was arranged beforehand, and for some reason hiring a Teacher on Call (TOC) 

was overlooked.  It took some time before an adult entered the room, realizing I was not there, 

and each student was silently reading, waiting for me to arrive.  The expectation was to read, 

which was established on the first day of school which became the daily routine.  In the last half 

of my career, I understood more fully the importance of creating routines in my classroom for 

the betterment of all the learners and for myself as their educator.   

 Brad was very close with his mum while growing up and never felt the need to lie to her. 

When younger, he just assumed all children grew up this way, telling their parents everything, 

not hiding what they are thinking or doing.  It was when he was about 13 or 14, that he started 

partying with his friends and noticed that his friends would lie to their parents about where they 

were going.  He never felt the need to do this with his parents and appreciated knowing he could 

tell the truth, no matter what the truth was. 

 As Brad talked about his mum, there was often conflict in what he said.  One of the 

biggest issues was money.  He remembered that after his parents sold the Topley store, money 

became a topic of conversation which would quite often end up in a fight.  He is not exactly sure 



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

157 

when this all happened, but he thinks he was about 15 or 16 years old.  Hill, Morris, Grennetian, 

Wolf, and Tubbs (2013) wrote about the consequences of income instability on children’s well-

being.  When income instability exists within a family, the consequences may be instability 

within the family unit, which may cause an environment of chaos for the children.  There seemed 

to be constant stress surrounding money, whether it was when his mum asked him for money, or 

he felt he did not save enough while working, or if he should allow his younger brother to 

manage his money so Brad would not spend it.  The topic of money caused him a great deal of 

stress, even to the point of breaking down.  I believe it is one of the fundamental issues that has 

created complexity and controversy in his relationship with his mum.  In these discussions he 

talked about feeling manipulated and guilty.  I felt sorry for Brad when he was talking about this 

subject.  I stopped recording at one point because he broke down, feeling like he was hurting his 

mum because he would not buy her something she needed for her health.  These feelings of 

conflict have potential to overshadow every facet of his relationship with his mum.  When 

talking about his mum, he felt like he was the adult in the relationship, trying to help the child.  

 Brad has gone through a self-described “transition” in his thoughts and behaviours which 

occurred a few years ago.  He was telling me about a conversation he had with his mum where 

he talked about how easy his life was before his “transition.”  He really only worried about two 

things, scoring with women, and scoring in hockey.  Nothing else mattered to him.  He came to a 

point in his life when he realized he wanted more.  He was working at the mill at the time and the 

job was becoming less and less important and he was no longer satisfied with all elements of his 

life.  Brad finally made the decision to attend TRU in Kamloops.  He had no real direction when 

he first left Houston; he just knew he needed to go.   
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He is constantly looking for people to understand him and craves “intellectual 

conversations” with those around him.  He said it is difficult to find, particularly in Houston.  He 

has maintained some friendships from his past and will spend some time with them when he 

comes back to Houston for visits.  Again, he talked about being understood in relation to his 

friendships.  This was a theme that came up in every session we had.  He kept coming back to it 

and used the phrase “if you know what I mean” continually through our conversations.  At times 

he found it difficult to express what he wanted to say, and I could see that he was conflicted 

about what he said sometimes which was indicated through his body language and intensity in 

his voice.   

 One of our discussions centred around masculinity and femininity.  When I asked about 

how society sees femininity and masculinity, his answer was complex.  This complexity is 

displayed in a variety of articles about men who are stay-at-home dads and who perform 

“masculine care” (Stevens, 2015, p. 33).  The term masculine care indicates that society may 

have different understandings of how men and women take care of their children.  However, 

many men who are going against the gendered norm of childcare and staying home with their 

children may experience rejection from parts of society because of the expectations of what it is 

to be a real man (Burkstrand-Reid, 2012).  Hunter et al. (2017) wrote, 

Fathers are therefore required to negotiate with norms and expectations of a traditional, 

provider model of fathering as well as a new and involved model of fathering.  For 

primary caregiving fathers, negotiating the two sets of expectations may be particularly 

challenging. (p. 4) 

Brad believes society says they want men to be open, approachable, and caring, until men 

actually are.  If men show vulnerability, it is seen as a negative trait.  Most of the men he spends 
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time with in Houston are closed off emotionally and use humour in social interactions.  The 

relationships are not deep even if he has daily interactions with them.  When asked if he believes 

men can have deep relationships with other men, he was quick to answer yes.  He knew it could 

happen because he has deep relationships with a couple of his male friends.  Male friendships 

have gone through some societal transitions over the past 20 years (Magrath & Scoats, 2017). 

Men in the age group of my participants seem to be more open to affection, emotion, and sharing 

personal thoughts than men in previous generations. The research conducted by Way (2013) 

showed that boys have emotional depth with their friends and they openly talked about their 

friendships in the study.  The observation made, is fundamental to the changing behaviours of 

males with their male friends. Way (2013) wrote, 

Boys from different walks of life greatly valued their close male friendships and saw 

them as critical components to their emotional well-being, not because their friends were 

worthy opponents in the competition for manhood but because they were able to share 

their thoughts and feelings—their deepest secrets—with these friends. (p. 201-202) 

The emotional component is important here, which I will talk more about in Brad’s story, 

because he mentioned that he did not develop many male friendships through adolescence 

because his focus was on the pursuit of girls.   

 When talking about females, though, his responses were complex.  He admitted that 

before his “transition,” he was in constant pursuit of females, but now, he describes interactions 

with females as “hostile,” which is a word he used quite a few times.  He especially feels this 

hostility from women since leaving Houston.  He talked about social situations where a group of 

females were together, and when he walks into the room he feels like an “intruder.”  I am 

including a portion of our conversation about Brad approaching women and feeling that hostility.  
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I believe this a good example of how people can perceive a situation, and how it affects their 

reality.  I am excluding both of our one-word responses in order to help with the flow of what 

Brad is trying to convey: 

B: I can be, like approach certain situations if I’m not here because it doesn’t seem so 

cliquey there, but at the same time, um, especially in a city setting, approaching females 

is hostile 

B: I find it’s a hostile environment, because they think you want something from them 

immediately, that’s what I gather anyway 

B: there’s all this built up notion of what I am interacting with them for, sex usually, in 

the sense that I’m in school or drinking or whatever 

B: it always seems to be that like, I want that thing from you, rather than just interact, so 

it just feels hostile  

M: huh, that’s an interesting word, hostility, and, now has anybody out and out said to 

you directly, get out of here, leave me alone or is it more just turn their shoulder, or what  

B: yah, catch the hint kinda, yah, it’s never been direct for me 

B: I’ve seen it be direct though 

B: (laughs) that’s funny, I find it funny  

M: (laughs) so you don’t mind if that happens to one of your buddies, if he’s shot down 

B: no, well, no, yah, that’s part of it, I would rather it be direct than ah, the snooty, snub 

you off just because you’re a guy 

B: yah, it’s frustrating, because it, I’m at a point now I think, it’s no longer interacting 

with people to get things from them, I’m just interacting to see what they think 



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

161 

B: to see their perspective, so if I go into every situation where they have an expectation 

of how I’m gonna be, that’s gonna um, deter us from interacting in any way which seems 

to be everyone  

M: everyone, males and females, so if you 

B: females specifically 

I believe Brad feels like he is on the outside of many social situations and once again, feeling 

like women he is interacting with do not understand his intentions.  He was the only participant 

to talk about meeting women he does not know as hostile.  

 As Brad thinks back to his time in high school, he said he interacted much differently 

depending on whether the teacher was male or female.  He talked about using banter and almost 

flirting with his female teachers in high school, which he quickly pointed out was in his head and 

not reciprocated in any way.  Interacting with male teachers was different because the 

relationship was not as open and easy as it was with female teachers.  He saw the males as 

people, yet he felt more intimidated by them.  He saw the males as stricter and would not put up 

with his “bullshit.”  He felt that he could more easily manipulate the females and they would not 

know when he was “bullshitting them.  He did say that the women were smarter than he was, but 

he certainly did not always see it that way at the time.  Research pointed out that high school 

teachers do not have as close relationships with boys as they do with girls (Spilt et al., 2012).  

The participants in my study indicated that they did form relationships with their teachers; males 

in particular.  I do want to point out that Spilt et al.’s study was done with teachers, not students.  

Teachers may see relationships much differently than their students do.   

 As we continued talking about male and female teachers in high school, he pointed out 

that there were only females who taught him English.  He was someone who loved to write but 
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he never got into it as much as he would have liked.  As he thought about it, he attributed that to 

English only being taught be women.  I am including a short piece of our discussion which 

highlights how Brad saw his male teachers and the reason he wanted to do well for his male 

teachers, unlike female: 

B: writing, I never dove into and I think that, that would’ve been that’s something that 

I’m thinking about like it being a female teacher, and having that femininity be like 

attached to getting through, like it always being taught by females for me 

M: yah 

B: and that maybe closed me off from diving in, if it was a man teaching me, maybe I 

would have felt more comfortable in writing 

M: which is interesting because you said that most, the majority of the male teachers 

were intimidating to you 

B: right 

M: and so how would that then, inspire comfort to write do you think 

B: I think it would be ah, (silence) I’m not sure how to say this but, I want them to be 

impressed 

M: ok 

B: with me, I know that Mr. B’s class was like that, I loved math, and I wanted to, I 

wanted to do good in his class, have this feeling like he was an asshole and he ran a tight 

ship, but I still wanted to be the best in the ship 

Sansone (2017) wrote, “Teacher gender may affect students in a variety of ways; by acting as 

role models, reinforcing stereotype threats, and through teacher biases that are correlated with 

gender” (p. 9).  Sansone concluded that teacher gender had a “minimal (possibly null) direct 
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effect on student interest and confidence” (p. 16).  But for Brad, there seemed to be a difference 

in his reactions to male or female teachers, which showed that teacher gender did matter for him.  

 Brad did enjoy writing but he kept that hidden from those around him.  He liked to write 

poems but would not share them with anyone because there was the idea that if you were a boy 

who liked to write poetry, you must be “gay.”  Poetry can offer students a chance to express 

themselves in a way that other genres do not (Hawkins & Certo, 2014).  Yet, as Hawkins and 

Certo (2014) pointed out, there seems to be an association with poetry and femininity, so that if a 

boy writes poetry, he will be seen as less masculine than his counterparts who do not write 

poems.  When given the chance, the Grade 4 and 5 boys in Hawkins and Certo’s study showed 

that they enjoyed writing poetry, which allowed them the freedom to express their feelings in a 

way that they could not in other areas of school.  To protect his reputation, Brad kept his writing 

private.  However, he was proud of his writing, so he contributed his writing to the annual Arts 

Fair in the high school.  This is a very public forum to share one’s art, so I was surprised to hear 

that he wanted to put his writing out there.  He then said he believed the Art Fair was a safe place 

because those people who would call him a “fag” for writing, were the people who would not 

come to the Arts Fair anyway. 

 When a boy loves to write and wants to express himself in that way in Houston, he is 

putting himself into a position of being called “gay” or a “fag” as Brad has described.  This is 

ingrained in the culture of Houston, which then limits a boy’s way of expressing himself.  Sadly, 

these continue to be seen as derogatory terms to be used to belittle a boy.  There are posters up in 

the hallways of the high school trying to convince students that using these terms needs to stop, 

but when boys grow up in households where their dads spend very little time reading or writing, 

these activities continue to be seen as feminine.  Greig and Hughes (2009) wrote about the 
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history of how poetry and effeminate behaviour became intertwined, which seems to continue to 

this day.  They traced it back to the 1920s and how there was a belief that if a boy wrote poetry 

and showed emotions like a girl, he must be homosexual.  I am not sure how to change the 

cultural mindset in Houston pertaining to poetry and boys.  Maybe male role models who love 

poetry, play hockey, and work at the mill could slowly change the thinking that poetry is “gay” 

for boys.   

 Before leaving Houston for university, his ideologies based on males and females were 

fairly stereotypical.  He saw females as “pretty and delicate and guys are strong and jerks.”  He 

was always better able to get along with females and enjoyed interacting with them.  The reason 

may be due to how much he liked to flirt with girls, and he thinks it was a way to validate 

himself, knowing that he could get attention from anyone he wanted.  When looking back at his 

behaviour, he could see it was damaging and now he continually works at thinking and behaving 

differently.  It is not always easy to change a belief system that one has carried for a lifetime.  I 

could see the internal conflict in Brad during our interviews, which would often lead him to 

contradict himself. 

 He admitted that he contradicts himself all the time and he told a story about the hockey 

draft that he is in with his friends.  He talked about living his life with integrity but does not feel 

his actions show this.  I am including another piece of our conversation. A lot is going on here. 

Not only does he talk about the contradictions, but his need for validation and the need to win 

and compete with men.  I am excluding my one-word answers: 

B: yah, I find myself contradicting myself all the time though 

B: I think like honesty and integrity and then I’ll go and make a trade with one of my 

friends in the hockey league totally rips him off, that doesn’t show integrity (laughs) 
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M: but they know how the rules work too 

B: yah, I know, that’s  

M: they don’t have to take the trade  

B: no, yah, it’s yah, it’s a whole can of worms, that whole situation, but  

M: or do you think it’s because you are better than they are so you are able to manipulate 

them 

B: I know I am in this, in that facet, in fantasy hockey there’s something like, it’s a big 

part of my life  

B: I spend a lot of time on it, and I know I’m the best one of my friends, but they don’t 

know it so that’s, like I need it to be validated almost 

B: it’s validating because I keep winning but it’s never because I’m the best, it’s because 

I’m running it, this is a constant source of um negativity 

M: so why do you do it 

B: I like winning (laughs) I like, I liked, I always liked winning, um I think of something 

like chess, I didn’t understand the game of chess until we went to Mexico for that 

wedding and uh, I was watching them play chess, not understanding it, I was just sitting 

there, I must have looked crazy cause I was just trying to figure out what the fuck is 

going on here, and it was like a light bulb and I just understood how to play and then I 

understood how to play chess and then I tried to play all my friends because I could 

mentally beat them, it’s a fortitude like, that’s not the right word, but um, it was a way 

that I could show them, I’m better than you, and that’s fantasy hockey is the same thing, 

they don’t see it in that light I don’t think 
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M: no so is that how you see pretty much everything that you do, like when you’re 

comparing GPAs with your friends  

B: I don’t think I see everything that way (silence) no I wouldn’t say that 

B: more so with men though 

Gorelick and Bjorklund (2015) indicated that when single males compete with other males and 

win, they have an increased sexual desire of attractive females.  When these males win, they also 

over-perceived the desires of attractive females for them.  Research also showed that if males 

perceive they are better than the group they are competing against, they have more confidence 

and perform better on the task and will put in more effort to do well (John, 2017).  The tasks in 

that particular research was based in a math class.  This may show that competition in schools 

could increase boys’ engagement in their learning. 

 Brad competed with his siblings while growing up, but especially with his younger 

brother.  They would physically fight each other, and his younger brother would refuse to quit, 

and Brad had such a desire to win that many times his brother would get severely hurt.  Sibling 

aggression is the most common type of aggression within society (Skinner & Kowalski, 2013; 

Tippett & Wolke, 2015).  Tippet and Wolke (2015) showed that over a third of youth are bullied 

by their siblings.  What they discovered is that siblings who were aggressive and bullied at home 

tend to have a higher chance of being bullied at school.  At home, for Brad, the aggression 

usually went both ways between the two siblings, so it was not often that one sibling was 

victimized with no retaliatory behaviour.  

 Now that playing hockey is not a part of his life anymore, he needs to find competition 

somewhere else.  Being good at hockey defined who he was as a competitor and a young man. 

When competitive hockey was no longer part of his life, it appears that he found it difficult to 
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understand his identity and who he is off the ice.  He said that he started to become depressed 

after hockey was finished, and it was a difficult time in his life.  I have felt that way since 

resigning from teaching.  Being a teacher is something I loved and was proud of that identity.  I 

thoroughly enjoyed being a part of a group of colleagues and a strong union member.  Now that 

I am no longer a part of that group, it has left a gaping hole in my life.  Even knowing it was the 

right decision does not make the aftermath of that decision easy.  As with Brad, who is searching 

for who he wants to be, I too, am searching for what is next for me, without the identity of public- 

school teacher.  

 The feelings of depression and loss may be due to the absence of feeling a social identity 

when leaving a job or sport you love (Greenaway et al., 2016). Being part of a group and feeling 

connected through activities are part of having a healthy physical and psychological well-being. 

Greenaway et al. (2016) identified that when someone loses his or her social identity, it can have 

a negative impact on that person.  They focused on a “range [of] psychological needs in the form 

of belonging, self-esteem, control, and meaning” (p. 303).  These are all elements that can be lost 

when leaving a close group such as a hockey team or teaching career.  Greenaway et al. argued 

that there is evidence that maintaining social identities through groups enhances well-being, but 

so does being part of a new group and establishing new social identities through time.   

 I think it is important to go back a bit into Brad’s life as a hockey player in Houston and 

how it influenced how he felt about the community.  At this point in his life, he feels like he does 

not belong in Houston.  He feels like he does not fit in and has a difficult time spending long 

periods of time there.  He admitted that it is difficult to answer some of the questions I had about 

Houston because of his prejudice and not liking it there.  When I asked him if he ever felt like he 

belonged, and his answer was, “When I was playing hockey.”  
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 He relayed a story about when he was the captain of his hockey team and Houston was 

hosting the provincial tournament.  He felt like a leader, not just of his team, but as a member of 

the community.  I am including the portion of our conversation that continued on from him 

talking about feeling part of the community, then he no longer did.  This is a very personal 

account from Brad which is why I am including his words, and how truthful he is about his 

experience of Houston.  My one-word responses are once again, being excluded:  

M: so how do you, so as, so how did you see Houston when you were little and then as a 

teenager and now, so has there been a progression on how you have experienced this 

town 

B: ok, um, when I was young I think I saw it as the big city basically  

B: right, cause I was used to I’d ride my bike around Topley and there was like nine 

streets in Topley and that was home and here was foreign, like I remember my brother 

doing the triathlon they used to do  

B: and or, I can’t remember if it was a triathlon, anyway, I remember coming into town 

and that being to like my brother’s in this thing, and that’s a huge event right 

B: in the big town of Houston 

B: and all those things and as I became a teenager, I saw it more as home I guess, cause I 

was always in town staying at my brother’s made a lot of friends, popular in school, was 

good in sports and that became like (silence) a constant flow of self-confidence I guess 

B: being successful in all these different facets, like making friends easily and doing well 

in sports so it was a good place in those times I think, now it’s passing high school and 

not really having a direction, and not having that reinforcement of confidence this just 

being a place that I’m at basically, then starting to feel like I don’t fit here anymore and 
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then it became a very negative thing where I felt like I was sort of unravelling in this 

town that um, wouldn’t accept my unravelling 

B: if that makes sense 

M: ok, now can you explain that a little bit, what you mean by that  

B: ok, um, I felt like my mental health was deteriorating and I could no longer hide it but 

it wasn’t supportive, like people could see this was happening but I didn’t feel any 

support from the community or anyone reaching out from the community  

B: I felt and it made me feel more alone and more like I didn’t fit in and I just needed, 

and it just became this worse and worse thing to the point of, we talked about the bridge 

B: and that still happens today but I think I’m getting better in the fact that like it’s not 

about the town, it’s about me and how I feel about myself so the town is just an external 

factor that shouldn’t affect me in such a strong way to the point where I get anxiety 

crossing the bridge 

M: mmm, you think that it shouldn’t do that to you 

B: no, I think I should um, accept myself enough to understand that this place just isn’t 

for me and that’s ok  

The feeling of not belonging as he aged, may have something to do with only being a part of one 

particular group, such as hockey when he was younger.  Studies have shown that in order to have 

a better chance of psychological well-being over time, people need to expand their social 

identities by being a part of many groups, not just one (Cruwys et al., 2013; Greenaway et al., 

2016). 

  While living a carefree life, happy with his popularity and success in hockey, it was at 

this time in Brad’s life that his maternal grandmother passed away.  He was very close with his 
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grandma.  She was easy to be around, and when talking about her, he fondly remembered her 

lemon meringue pies.  She would come with his family on trips to the Okanagan for hockey 

camp as well.  When he was about 16 years old, she was diagnosed with cancer, but it was after 

her stroke that things really changed with her personality. 

 He did not see her as “grandma” anymore, and he began interacting with her differently. 

She was in a care facility after her stroke and he did not want to go and see her because it was 

too uncomfortable for him.  She died in the summer when he was home from hockey.  Brad 

recounted in detail when his dad told him she had died.  He was on graveyard shifts and was 

home sleeping during the day.  His dad came into the room, woke him up, and told him the news.  

His reaction was like being on auto pilot, with virtually no emotion.  Importantly, he said that he 

has always been the emotional person in the family.  He would cry over his math multiplication 

tables in elementary school, but when hearing about his grandma’s death, he was emotionless. 

He does not understand why he reacted this way, even to this day when looking back at it, he 

does not understand it.  But the person most affected by this event was his mum.  She changed 

that day.  He said that there are two versions of his mum: who she was before her mother’s death 

and after.  It was a very difficult time for the family because of how much it impacted Brad’s 

mother.   

 As he continued talking about his grandma’s death, Brad said, “This is like a moment for 

me where I can pinpoint; this is where I became what a man is.”  He said this because he did not 

cry, and he took charge at the funeral.  He jumped into a hole to help dig, which he said was not 

in his personality, he would usually be the one crying.  His definition of becoming a man was 

about being stoic and helping with a physical activity.  He kept his emotions at bay, but when 

talking about the qualities in men he admires, he refers to being vulnerable and caring.  There is 
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conflict here and maybe this is just what he thought at the time and does not define being a man 

in this way anymore.  It is challenging to change our views of male-ness, no matter how 

enlightened we seem to be. 

 Nearing the end of our interviews, I asked Brad what made him most afraid.  He was 

quick to respond that being lonely was his biggest fear.  He then went on to tell me a story of 

being alone in his house, playing video games, where he had a complete breakdown as a child.  It 

was a vivid memory for him.  He developed strategies to cope when being alone because of that 

first incident as a young boy.  This fear and loneliness may be impacting his relationships with 

women.  As I was transcribing his interviews, I wondered if he has been single for any length of 

time.  I texted him to ask this question, and he basically said, no, he is usually in some kind of 

relationship with a woman.  He talked about depression through our time together, so I wonder if 

he is fearful of spending time alone so that he does not think too much, which scares him.  So, he 

wants to have people around him, women in particular.   

 I feel very lucky that Brad volunteered to be a participant in my study.  As I said in the 

beginning, he and I had never met before.  Our only knowledge of each other was through his 

mum’s point of view. I appreciate that he was so open and willing to share intimate details about 

his life.  I want to share the final quote from our interviews.  I asked him if there was anything he 

wanted to add or to clarify about anything we talked about.  What he said summarizes his 

experience of growing up in a small town and going to high school in Houston.  He also shares 

what it meant to him to be a part of my study.  And again, I am excluding my one-word answers 

that add no value to the conversation: 

B: (silence) I think as bad as I kinda make Houston out to be, I think it made me who I 

am and I very much like who I am at least as far as my way of thinking goes.  I think 



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

172 

especially later in life when you’re in that transition of in high school and you have 

everything figured out because you’re in this environment that it’s not that hard to figure 

out to the transition of what’s next, being here was really, really hard at the time, but I 

think it helped me develop the way I thought about things which is probably more than 

anything what I value about myself 

B: so, in a way I’m grateful for it and in a very close related way I’m horrified by what I 

had to go through at least mentally 

B: it wasn’t like it was that bad, but it sure felt bad to me 

M: yes, yah and when you look back at it 

B: yah, 

B: retrospect is horrible yah, and I think my parents did a good job all things considered  

B: I’m sure I’ll think, I’ll leave and think of 20 other things that I wish I had said but I 

think that’s kind of it 

M: ok and what um, was this interview experience like for you  

B: the, best thing that I can remember doing 

M: so has it helped you 

B: yah,  

M: good, that’s good, that’s good Brad, I’m glad to hear that, cause that’s what I certainly 

wanted for you 

B: yah, a lot of clarity 

B: which I clearly value  
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Analytical Summary 

 Through Brad’s story, three themes emerged.  The first is the strain and complexity that 

existed with his parents because of money.  The second is about how hockey and popularity 

became intertwined during high school and how hockey becomes a form of social identity.  And 

the third theme focuses on the need to be understood as a human condition which can drive 

people to behave in certain ways.   

 There are certain events that can impact relationships within the home, some being more 

severe than others.  Chappel et al. (2014) indicated that the duration of an event needs to be 

considered.  They listed “sudden economic hardship” (p. 77) as one of the indicators that can 

cause stress within a family.  Although Brad said that he continued to play hockey and money 

was not an issue when he was young, he did mention there was a time when fighting about 

money became more prevalent in the home.  He thought it was about the time after his mum sold 

the Topley store. 

 The impact of financial strain within a family may have consequences to sexual 

behaviour in adolescents and negatively impact self-regulation (Crandall et al., 2017).  Financial 

strain may also cause relationship stress between spouses of the household.  As Britt and Huston 

(2012) pointed out, arguments about money have a larger impact on relationship satisfaction than 

it does on divorce.  Although parents socialize children on financial matters, as emerging 

adulthood approaches, young adults may no longer be influenced by their parents.  Through their 

own experiences and relationships, they will form their own opinions and behaviours about 

money (Curran et al., 2018).  Young adults do not necessarily mimic parents’ behaviour about 

money, especially as time passes. 
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 As I have discussed frequently in this work, growing up playing hockey may cause 

financial hardships on parents (Sell, 2016), but playing hockey in a small town such as Houston 

may also affect popularity within the schools.  What is interesting to me is how Francis, Skelton, 

and Read (2010) described popularity.  They wrote that just because someone is seen as popular, 

it does not mean that person is liked.  This shows the complexity of popularity, which is 

something I have observed and discussed on numerous occasions with my own students.   

There are certain aspects that can be attributed to popularity, especially for males.  If boys are to 

be popular, they are usually good at sports, seen as funny, and exude heterosexuality (Cobbett, 

2014).  These are qualities that Brad described as he talked about being popular in high school.  

Playing hockey in Houston is one way of showing masculine prowess, which then seems to 

impact popularity. 

 Popularity is not necessarily based on being liked but it is a symbol of status in the group 

(Gorman, Schwartz, Nakamoto, & Mayeux, 2011).  Gorman et al.’s (2011) study on adolescents 

showed that there is not a large difference in gender attitudes of behaviour of the popular, 

disliked, or unpopular students.  They did find that there was a slight difference of boys’ 

behaviour in overt aggression and overt victimization of unpopular boys, but this was very slight. 

This study, like Francis et al.’s (2010), described the complexity of what it means to be popular.  

It is not as simple as labels and being liked or not.  The perceptions of students and teachers also 

adds to the meanings of popularity. 

 Popularity may be seen as something important to adolescents, but as we age, this may 

not be the driving force in our lives anymore.  Like Brad, being understood seems to be one of 

the most important factors for his well-being.  When someone feels they are misunderstood, they 

may feel like they are on the outside of the relationship, which may impact them negatively.  
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Reis et al. (2017) focused on the perception of feeling understood, which may be different than 

being actually understood by someone else.  Further, they argued, that people who are satisfied 

and happy with their lives feel more understood than those who are depressed and lonely. 

Depressed people tend to perceive that their partners do not understand them, which showed that 

being understood is most influenced by those who are looking to be understood.  

 Being understood in a relationship is important because it “promotes relationship quality 

and personal well-being” (Reis, et al., 2017, p. 13).  I believe this is what Brad, in particular, was 

looking for.  And another factor of being understood is related to intimacy with a partner, a topic 

Brad brought up more than once.  Looking for intimacy and connection was a major part of his 

story and clearly there is a relationship between the perception of being understood and 

successful intimacy.   

 My goal was to show the complexity of Brad’s story and for the reader to further 

understand the diverse range of masculinities as Connell (2008) wrote about.  Although Brad, 

Andrew, Shad, and Chel all played hockey, they experienced it in different ways, showing the 

diversity and range of personalities between these four males.  There is one more story to read, 

and this particular young man did not play hockey like the other four did.  This last story to share 

is that of my son, Matthew, who shared another experience of growing up in Houston. 
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Matthew’s Story 

 Matthew is 23 years old and is my only child.  I had the privilege of interviewing him as 

one of the participants of my research.  It was a different experience interviewing Matthew 

because he had no problem telling me if he had already answered a question and at times was 

more closed off with some of his responses.  As I tell Matthew’s story, mine will be more 

intertwined with his as I tell it.  He has now been a part of my life longer than he has not and 

becoming pregnant and deciding to give birth was a life-changing moment in my life.  I 

remember vividly thinking that this child deserves a good mother, not one who was on welfare 

and has nothing to give.  I decided that I had to go to university full time and become a teacher.  

I applied for student loans, applied for university, put him into daycare when he was nine months 

old, and started making decisions to ensure what I provided my understanding of a good, stable 

life for my little boy.  I learned over time, that all my accomplishments in school and my career, 

did not necessarily equate stability for Matthew. 

 Matthew’s memories of school are faded and incomplete.  He actually remembered his 

elementary school days better than his high school days, which was the opposite for the other 

four participants.  This may be due to what Matthew went through during his high school years 

which I will talk about later in his story.  His life at home during elementary school was stable 

and structured.  Dannehl, Rief, and Euteneuer (2017) indicated that adversity in childhood may 

affect memory, which is what I think happened here.  They also noted that childhood adversity 

can have an effect on depression, which is something that Matthew talks about at length because 

of the depression and anxiety he experienced during his adolescence. 

 He talked fondly of elementary school, where he cared about his grades and wanted to do 

as well as he could.  He recalled all his teachers, who were all women in elementary school.  He 
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spoke about his Grade 7 year as one of his best.  Yes, it was one of my best as well.  I was his 

teacher!  This was a small straight Grade 7 class with only 18 students.  He said it was like living 

with a family during that year.  Everyone was close, barring a couple of fights that happened 

with students during the school year.  It was good to hear that he enjoyed this year as much as I 

did. 

 I asked him to talk about his best and worst memories of elementary school.  His best 

memory was at the end of his Grade 6 year, when M and I gave him a trip to Disneyland for 

having such a successful year.  His worst memory also involved me.  I yelled at a student in front 

of his class because the student said something derogatory about Matthew to me.  Matthew was 

so embarrassed and that is all he would say to me about it.  He left it at that and wanted to move 

on to a different topic.  I remember this incident very clearly.  I was so hurt that a student would 

basically tell me that Matthew ruined my life.  I did respond in a way that I should not have, and 

I remember quickly going down to the principal to tell him what I did.  I was a teacher at the 

school and should not have outbursts like that.  It was difficult to hear that I was the reason for 

Matthew’s worst memory in school.  As he was telling me, I was sure to stay as neutral as I 

could, as I always wanted him to tell me his story, fully and completely, not worrying about how 

I was going to react.   

 This is a good time to talk about how “over nurtured” he felt growing up.  I am including 

this portion of our conversation because of how well he explains how he sees being over 

nurtured.  And of course, since I am the one who did that, it is important for Matthew’s words to 

be included, not my interpretation of them.  I am excluding my one-word responses: 
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Me: Did you feel nurtured as a child 

M: yes, too much  

Me: ‘k, explain what you mean by that 

M: over protected, over nurtured, as a child anyways, as a teenager I had pretty much had 

free reign, but as a kid, um, from mum and dad it was definitely um, I think maybe cause 

I was an only child or, I’m not sure what it was, I felt like I was over nurtured maybe they 

thought I was just not, I’m not sure, maybe they thought it was just the best thing to do, 

but I felt like there wasn’t much, they didn’t ever want to have me experience pain of any 

sort, and I think it’s pretty important for a child to go through, I was protected from a lot 

of things,  

M: and I felt like a very childish child, like, a lot of things that wouldn’t really bother 

kids my age would bother me  

Me: do you have an example, can you think of an example 

M: uh, maybe, like, movies, scarier movies, like I was just a lot more effected by them 

than a lot of people my age, um, (silence) yah, just like older adult TV shows, anything 

more mature, adulty, sort of, um, I was a lot more uncomfortable with it, or didn’t know 

how to deal with it 

M: yah, I would say I felt over nurtured for sure  

Me: ok, and how do you think that impacted you as a child 

M: mmm, I felt like it made me, in hindsight, uh, a lot weaker 

M: not physically, but mentally, I never, never knew how to deal with things and 

adversity, cause I had zero of that in my home life and I think it made being a child a 

little more difficult  
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Me: but did you think of that at the time or you’re just looking back at it 

M: looking back at it now 

Me: yah, so when, at the time, how did you, I mean, did you notice you were too 

constrained by your parents 

M: no 

M: at the time, I didn’t think that at all 

Matthew values strength of mind and body, especially his own.  When he has talked to me about 

his childhood before, he would talk about himself as weak and useless.  I would get upset when I 

heard him talk that way about my little boy.  He sees himself one way, while I see him in another.  

He was quiet, sweet, and funny, which is how I remember him, so it is difficult to hear him 

criticize himself.   

 Being “over nurtured” may be another way of saying “helicopter parenting” (Odenweller 

et al., 2014, p. 408), which is a term that I have heard being used in schools to describe parents 

who seem to be over involved with their children.  These parents make decisions for their 

children, constantly communicate with them, and also try to remove all obstacles to make life as 

easy as they can for their children.  This style of parenting may negatively impact children’s 

social and emotional development and has “hindered their effective decision making, 

independence and self-confidence” (p. 417).  I will go further into this style of parenting when 

Matthew discussed being protected from being hurt and from the pain that happens in life. 

 He talked about his immediate family as a small circle of people.  He saw himself as not 

having a father, which is a topic that has great complexity around it.  From the ages of four to 14, 

he had a father figure in his life but has never had a biological father involved.  I met someone 

online, started a relationship with him, and got married in 2000.  By 2009 the relationship was 
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forever changed because of the lies I was told for seven out of nine years.  When Matthew and I 

discussed this, the memories were disjointed or did not exist at all.  We both experienced serious 

trauma after M left.  Unfortunately, I only focused on my own reaction to the lying and the end of 

the marriage and I cannot remember much about how Matthew was doing, whether he went to 

school, or who he was spending time with.  This was a time in my life where I was too self-

centred, whether it was warranted or not, but Matthew paid the price.  I cannot help but feel 

pain and sadness when I think about him going through this experience alone.  My reaction and 

lack of support may be contributing factors to Matthew’s depression and emotional difficulty 

over the next five years of his life.  Peris and Miklowitz (2015) wrote about parental expressed 

emotion and that all children go through stress in families at one time or another, but it is how 

the parents handle the stress that may have an adverse effect on the child.  If the child is not 

supported during the time of stress, there is potential for psychological harm.   

 Matthew described the experience after M left.  I am including this portion of our 

conversation because it is very personal and his words about the experience and effect on him are 

important to understand which, is a turning point in his life.  And he talks about seeing what I 

was going through, so I do not want to interfere with how he describes what was happening to 

him.  I am removing my one-word responses so that the focus is on what Matthew is saying: 

M: yah, and then I went back to school, and I mean obviously the world goes on for 

everyone else and not as though it just stops for you 

M: just cause it happens to you, and it just felt weird just being there once this thing 

happened in my life and everyone else just is causghe (short form for the casual) it’s just 

the world goes on and that’s just how it is and I was like oh boy, I don’t know 
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Me: and did you talk to anybody at the school about it, like teachers or did Mr. B ever 

talk to you or Mr. B  

M: at the time, I think I did talk to Mr. B, but I think that was further down the line, but I 

did talk to Mr. B too, further down the line 

Me: ok, cause they both knew about it right away 

M: yah, obviously, yes, and they were fantastic resources,  

M: hoof, it should be mentioned somewhere that TB and PB are just fantastic humans 

M: just really good for kids 

M: and they care, that should be noted 

Me: yah, for sure and so, ok, so, you kinda went back to school in basically a daze in 

grade 10 and so then what happened that you  

M: I can’t remember anything for the rest of the year 

M: I’m assuming it’s the body’s self-defense mechanism just, I remember how much pain 

you were in obviously and that’s, that’s why, cause I felt numb 

M: I didn’t, ah, I didn’t cry much, I mean  

M: I was, I think how much pain you were going through, I could just, and that was, oh, I 

just felt that 

M: at the time 

M: every single day, and so I don’t think I could process my emotions properly,  

M: cause you were letting it out all the time and I, I was just like I don’t really feel much, 

I was just sort of going through the motions and I honestly, the only thing I can remember 

is the pain of you and that’s the only thing I remember from grade 10 
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I thought I was hiding my pain from Matthew but obviously that was not the case.  I 

regret that deeply.  Children understand more than parents may realize, and they can absorb the 

emotions and pain of their parents.  Although Matthew mentioned that M and I protected him too 

much from emotions and pain while he was growing up, this was too much for a 15-year old to 

handle, especially without any previous practice.  This was the time in his life when everything 

changed, and he started on a five-year cycle of depression and anxiety.  When people experience 

lies from someone significant to them, they may experience PTSD-type symptoms (North et al., 

2018).  If a mother experiences these symptoms, it may have an impact on her parenting and may 

even influence how she develops a relationship with her children.  It can make parenting more 

difficult and if the mother experiences these symptoms when the child is an infant, it may 

permanently impact the development of attachments of the child (Suardi, Rothenberg, Serpa, & 

Schechter, 2017).  Because the role of the family is vital in adolescent development and 

wellness, if there is family dysfunction, it may influence the adolescent’s healthy psychological 

development (Kiani et al., 2016).  I do believe that the experience of M leaving and my reaction 

to it, had a negative psychological effect on Matthew, which at times, he continues to deal with to 

this day.  He is now able to manage his symptoms better, but he admitted that those feelings of 

anxiety are still with him, but he now better understands the triggers and how to deal with it 

before it gets out of control.  

Before Grade 11, he had a small group of friends but would not consider himself an 

extrovert of a social kid.  Something changed in Grade 11, when he started hanging out with 

people in Grade 12.  He was going to school but not attending classes.  He spent many hours in 

the foyer of the school and would even attend classes with his Grade 12 friends just to hang out 

with them.  A vivid memory for me is when he came home and put a Biology 12 quiz on the 
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fridge because he got a 100% on it.  He was not actually registered in the class, he just went for 

fun and the teacher liked him so allowed him to stay in the classroom.  I tried talking Matthew 

into registering for the class so that he would get credit for it, but he was not interested and 

basically said that if he was earning credit, it would ruin the fun of the biology class.   

This was a time in his life where he was much happier and would spend more time away 

from home than he ever had.  He lost weight without even trying because of how active he was 

with his friends.  All of this changed when he started Grade 12.  The majority of that group of 

friends he had were gone and he was going to school with a cohort he did not particularly like.  

When I asked him about what happened between Grade 7, when he saw this group of people as 

family, and Grade 12, when he did not like most of them, he attributed it to his mindset. 

At the time, he felt superior to those around him and when reflecting on that now, he has 

no idea where that was coming from.  He was confident in his English and grammar skills in 

Grade 12 and thought this meant that he was superior.  While talking about this, he was 

frustrated with himself and said, “I’m rolling my eyes just thinking about myself, it’s so 

frustrating.” He felt like he missed out on a lot of fun and opportunities because of his mindset 

and attitude about school at the time.  As he continued, he mentioned that he felt like he was very 

open minded at the time, but again, looking back, he could see that he was very close minded in 

high school.   

High school was not a positive or negative experience.  He saw it as something that made 

no difference in his life.  He believed he would be the same person he is now and doing the same 

thing whether he attended high school or not.  He did not graduate with his cohort; being the 

only one of my participants who did not.  He earned his adult graduation when he was 19 years 

old, and even this achievement did not excite Matthew, and does not put much stock in it.  
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Schinkel, DeRuyter, and Aviram (2016) focused their study on the necessity of school.  Even 

though I agree with the fundamental need for school, I want to further understand why school is 

necessary for children.  Schinkel et al. (2016) took a more philosophical view of education.  

“Education is-or at least can be-a meaningful practice because life is meaningful” (p.405).  I 

understand this to mean that education is just one part of life, and for it to have any purpose, we 

need some understanding of life’s meaning, which I would argue would be different for everyone 

in the school system.  

One of the biggest issues Matthew had with M while growing up was that M gave him 

too much unearned praise.  Yes, Matthew admitted this was a good problem to have, but as he 

explained his views about achievement and accolades, I was interested in his thoughts.  I am 

including a portion of our conversation because of how important this idea of unearned praise is 

to him.  Again, my one-word answers are excluded: 

M: and also, don’t tell me that I’m great at everything either, like I just, I really, and even 

at the time I didn’t like that, like the type of (inaudible) like when I bombed or didn’t do 

well or whatever 

M: and to this day, I still hate hearing you did great, you’re fantastic, you’re, I love you, 

you’ll succeed or whatever, it’s like, no that’s not true, if I place last, or I didn’t do well, 

just say, you didn’t do well, work hard, come back next time, try to do better, that’s what 

you say, you don’t say, you’re great, you did the best, or whatever 

M: so that even pissed me off at that age when I was young, and it pisses me off even 

more now,  

Me: mmm, so you don’t like accolades  

M: unearned accolades 
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M: no, if I do well, like if I am in a group of like 20 kids, high level kids, and I get top 

three, on the podium, then accolades are deserved, it’s like, I earned that, I, like I did 

better than a lot of high-level competition, which means I earned some accolades 

Me: so when you got the gold medal out of three people, you thought that wasn’t  

M: no,  

Me: a real gold medal then 

M: no,  

I remember how proud I was when Matthew won the gold medal for board breaking at the 

Nationals in TaeKwonDo but he did not like winning because he only beat two other people.  I 

was disappointed by his reaction and as a consequence, I tried even harder to let him know the 

value of that gold medal.  I could see it was falling on deaf ears, which is in contradiction to 

research that indicated that praising children is a positive parenting trait and may have positive 

effects on their children (Swenson et al., 2016).  This is not how Matthew saw the praise he was 

given.  There are different kinds of praise and the type that Matthew talked about may be 

referred to as “empty praise,” when a child receives praise that is not grounded in reality (Tabak 

& Zawadzka, 2017).  This kind of praise may do more harm than good.  Parents may feel that if 

their children seem to have low self-esteem, more praise would be an antidote, but as 

Brummelman, Thomaes, Orobio de Castro, Overbeek, and Bushman (2014) indicated, it may 

actually do the opposite.  When parents give “inflated praise” to children who have low self-

esteem, they may avoid challenges.  This may then affect them in their academic life because 

they may avoid challenging tasks, which then may hinder their learning.   

 I wanted to know if he felt like his parents spent enough time with him while growing up. 

Again, he went back to the issue of “too much.”  He did say that he attributed all of this attention 
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from M and me because he was an only child.  He believed that if there were other children, our 

attention would have been divided in other ways and the focus would not have been all on him.  

He did say that it was not the time spent with him that was the issue, it was our over 

protectiveness and “sort of sheltering him from outside crap.”  He felt he was not able to deal 

with outside influences that happened in his life because of that over protection while growing 

up.  With respect to “helicopter parenting” (p. 408) once again, Odenweller et al. (2014) wrote 

about parents who try to shelter their children from pain or problems: 

Helicopter parents’ tendency to intervene and to “save” their children from difficult 

situations may alleviate their children’s discomfort in the short term, but this enabling 

behaviour eventually impairs their physical, social, and emotional development and 

wellbeing.  In fact, children who rely on their helicopter parents’ constant assistance 

likely rely on other relational partners to satisfy their needs. (p. 419) 

Although parents who are over protective usually are doing this out of concern and love for their 

children, as shown in this quote, it may have long-term negative effects on the growing adult.  

After M left, Matthew’s life was shifted off balance, and as I said earlier, I was not 

helpful in guiding him through this pain.  This was a time when he started showing signs of 

depression.  This was not a smooth trajectory downward.  There were times when he would show 

signs of feeling better, especially through Grade 11.  I made the decision to take a leave of 

absence from teaching when he was 17 years old.  It was after the time when he was supposed to 

graduate, and I felt like I could not stay in Houston anymore. I thought I did my best to get 

Matthew to graduation.  He made the decision to stop going to school, so I really felt like I was 

justified in making the decision to leave.  Now of course, I know that he was struggling with 

depression and leaving was not in his best interest.  Diagnosing adolescent depression is not a 
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simple task, but there are certain symptoms to look for according to Stephanie Harstelle, who 

was interviewed for “Chapter 4: The Perils: Teens, Drugs and Mental Illness” (2018).  Anger, 

especially in boys, is one sign, in addition to problems with sleeping, gaining or losing a lot of 

weight, and isolation.  Matthew experienced all of these symptoms and, knowing that now, makes 

it difficult for me to admit that I left him in Houston alone while I went to live in Kamloops.   

He was living in an apartment by himself and attempted to complete Grade 12 for the 

second time.  His depression got much worse during this period of his life.  He would sleep 

during the day and stay awake all night which was not conducive to attending school.  One 

teacher would come by many mornings, bring Matthew food, and talk to him about coming into 

school that day.  Even this did not seem to help his attendance.  Another reason I am confident 

that Matthew was experiencing depression is because 80% of people who experience depression 

have also experienced a major stressful life event (Auerbach, Adom, & Pizzagalli, 2014).  I 

would get phone calls from Matthew while I was living in Kamloops and he would be in such 

pain.  There was one time that I drove up north to see if I could help him because the phone call 

scared me.  This was such a difficult time in his life.  It is painful to write about because it 

requires me to go back to that time in his life and knowing that I may have been a contributing 

factor to his pain is not easy to live with.  No one in our lives knew what to do to help.  I 

remember many family members telling me what I should be doing, and that Matthew just 

needed a “kick in the ass” to complete his Grade 12 diploma.  They would tell me that he was 

just lazy.  I knew this was not true, but not many people wanted to hear it.  And maybe it would 

have been easier if he was just lazy because that is not nearly as serious a problem, and he could 

be blamed for his situation.  However, depression is serious, and it was not his fault that he was 

in this situation.   
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A couple of things helped him deal with his depression.  First of all, he got a job which 

happened after a pivotal incident for Matthew.  He was in Prince George for an orthodontist 

appointment and to visit a friend of his.  It got to the point where he did not have enough money 

for gas to drive back to Houston.  He ended up staying there until I came back from my 

residency in Victoria.  I put gas in his car and he drove me home.  He was absolutely broke and 

knew that something needed to change.  He was tired of asking M for money and wanted to 

become an independent person.  Shortly thereafter, he got the job at the pellet plant and has been 

working there ever since.  

The second major decision he made was moving to Smithers.  Although he was feeling 

better and being more independent because he had money and no longer had to rely on anyone 

for financial help, he was still struggling with depression.  He was living with me at this time and 

I could see the highs and lows he was experiencing.  I had learned by that point to mind my own 

business.  I would no longer give unsolicited advice and would not ask him too many questions. 

It was important that I allowed him the chance to figure things out on his own and only help 

when asked. As an adolescent grows into adulthood, the people they rely on for help changes 

(Szwedo, Hessel, Loeb, Hafen, & Allen, 2017).  Those who ask for help when needed are more 

likely able to transition into adulthood in a healthy way.  According to Szwedo et al. (2017), 

adolescence is a time to learn independence, but knowing who they can depend on for help is 

important for emerging into adulthood.  The people they depend on changes over time, from 

mother, to friends, to romantic partners between the ages of 13 and 21 (p. 959).   

Moving to Smithers was important because Matthew was able to find like-minded 

people.  When describing Houston, his first reaction was negative.  He described the culture of 

Houston as red neck and right-wing conservative, which is the opposite to the way he described 
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himself.  He no longer felt like he fit in Houston and he struggled with that.  It is a beautifully 

scenic town but not a place that matched his ideals and thought processes.  The sense of 

belonging, or the lack of the feeling of belonging, may be very isolating which is another 

indicator that may contribute to depression (Goosby, Bellatorre, Walsemann, & Cheadle, 2013). 

In Smithers, he found a community in which he felt like he could be himself and was able to 

create a social identity (Greenaway et al., 2016).  Spending time with people with the same 

interests, such as body building in the gym or playing the guitar, seemed to contribute to his 

well-being and life satisfaction and fostered a sense of connection with others.   

As he looked back at growing up in Houston, he said it was a good place to have a 

childhood.  It felt cozy and he had fond memories of his friends and how close everyone was.  It 

has felt like “home” to him until just recently.  The realization that he no longer fit into Houston 

did not happen quickly.  It was a gradual process which he ultimately determined it was time for 

him to go.  This is a personality trait of Matthew’s.  When he finally decides something, it 

happens immediately.  It may take him time to get there, but once the decision is made, he is fast 

to act upon it..   

He was raised in a liberal thinking household and because I am a feminist who sees 

equality between the sexes as fundamental to a successful society, I certainly tried to influence 

Matthew into having the same mindset.  He talked about having a strong female role model in 

me and how I influenced his beliefs about race, class, gender and education.  However, when I 

asked about who a strong male role model was, he said he did not have one.  It was just matter of 

fact, then he talked about what it has been like not having a father figure in his life for many 

years. 
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M was not around for the formative years of Matthew’s life.  When Matthew turned 19, 

he said that he started thinking about his biological father and how he feels that there is a hole in 

his life. He did say that “it’s not negatively affecting me now, but it’s there all the time.”  Over 

the years, Matthew and I have talked about the lack of having a biological father in his life.  I 

never kept it a secret about how I became pregnant as a 22-year old.  I never knew the name of 

the guy and after finding out I was pregnant I was happy that I was Matthew’s only parent.  Of 

course, that is a selfish point of view!  I just thought that I would never have to share Matthew 

with anyone else and no one else had any rights to him.  I did not want him taken away from me 

for the summers, or even worse, I was afraid that if someone found out I was a single mum, 

going to school full time, he would try to take Matthew away from me permanently because I was 

not a fit mother.  I have never talked to anyone about feeling this way as a young mother, but I 

was actually afraid of losing Matthew.  Now I can see that not knowing the biological father has 

left a hole in Matthew’s life that can never be dealt with.  I take full responsibility for my actions 

and the decisions I made, not having any idea of how those decisions would impact my little boy 

as he grew into a man.  

It is during adolescence that people may begin to question their identity and who they are 

(Mahmood & Visser, 2015).  From the study by Mahmood and Visser (2015) on adopted 

children, it was the adolescents who became curious about their roots and where they came from, 

and at times, they would find it difficult to work with others and focus in the classroom.  So, not 

only was Matthew going through the trauma of M leaving the way he did and his mother 

becoming self-absorbed, this was a time in human development where questions arise about self-

identity.  All of these things may have contributed to the depression and anxiety he felt for five 

years of his life.  
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Two people who have been a part of his life since his birth are my mum and her husband. 

From this point on, they will be referred to as his grandparents or grannie and grandpa.  My mum 

was in the room when Matthew was born.  We lived with them for the first year of his life, which 

created an important bond between those three people.  Matthew spoke highly of his 

grandparents and included them in his immediate family.  I am including a very short piece of 

our conversation about his grandparents and how important they were for Matthew’s 

development, and how the relationship with a grandparent can be much different than a parent, 

even if the grandparents are acting in almost a parental role. Because this section is so short, I am 

including the entire conversation: 

M: mm, I don’t really think so, specific experiences anyways.  Definitely a lot of positive 

experiences with my grandparents that was a big one, cause they were a pretty crucial 

part of me growing up through all stages 

Me: yes 

M: through baby, kid, teenager, to adult like they are just been there the whole way  

Me: and would you say that that relationship has been basically, was there a high and low 

like with your parents or would you say that was a more stable relationship 

M: much more stable, it’s always been like these are my grandparents, they’re practically 

second parents, they’re just like, it’s very stable, there’s never been any tension or drama, 

it’s just there 

Me: right so you felt like you could always count on them no matter what stage of life 

you were in 

M: yes, 100% 
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The important relationship with grandparents has been included in all five stories of my 

participants.  I believe this evidence should not be taken lightly, especially as there has been an 

influx of information about the importance of social interactions as we age.  I was listening to 

CBC radio and this topic kept coming up over a two-week period while I was writing my 

dissertation.  Fostering relationships with grandparents can be symbiotic in which both parties 

flourish and can learn from each other.  Attachments can be formed over three generations, and 

this is usually done through the mother and maternal grandmother (Cassibba, Coppola, Sette, 

Curci, & Costantini, 2017).  These attachments are likely to continue through adulthood for the 

grandchild, only if the attachments are secure.  Cassibba et al. (2017) indicated that the 

relationships with the maternal side of the family are much stronger than the paternal side.  What 

I think is noteworthy is that the attachments with grandparents can last for the lifetime of the 

grandparent and can be important in healthy development and well-being of children (Li, Cui, 

Cao, & Liu, 2016).   

 Because of his liberal mindset, Matthew believed that masculinity and femininity are just 

arbitrary terms used within society to label people.  He has found it frustrating because the labels 

can be limiting for people, and this seems to be especially true for people in a town such as 

Houston.  I am including the portion of our conversation about masculinity and femininity.  I 

think it is important to include this because I do not want the reader to think that I am 

interpreting what Matthew is saying, so that he reflects my beliefs.  His words are his own. 

Again, to focus on what Matthew is saying, I am excluding non-essential responses from me: 

M: honestly, I think, unless you’re talking about um, sex differences, you know, vagina, 

penis, testicles, chromosomes, I think masculinity and femininity is all arbitrary  

M: like it’s all just made up 
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M: 100%,  

Me: yah, and that’s why I’m using the word masculinity and not male um, and that’s why 

the question is, can a female have masculine traits, as you just described 

M: well, obviously, yes, but like I said, I, it’s all, it’s all crap really, a man can be a 

nurturer, nurturer and caretaker that everyone goes to for questions, and a woman can be 

head strong and good with her hands, this isn’t the 50s anymore, everyone can be what 

they want to be for the most part in the country that we live in  

M: we’re not really restricted like we were a long time ago 

Me: yah, but how about in Houston, because like we talked about in Houston last time, 

uh, how gender roles seem to be a little more black and white so do you see much cross 

over in Houston 

M: pretty much the stereotypical masculinity and femininity, what I just described is 

Houston to a tee 

M: like, like I said in the last interview, the women, their jobs, they’re retail customer 

service workers who aren’t really aspiring, or maybe not able to, do much else and their 

job is with the home 

M: and the man protects and provides, like I said earlier 

Me: yah, when you were in high school, did you notice any of the guys um, who weren’t 

say as masculine as say the hockey players or the more masculine types, did you notice 

that ever 

M: no, we were all, I think things started changing when my generation was on the scene 

and I honestly think that is a very, very recent shift  
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M: like just a few years, everyone just became more casual and open about everything, I 

mean, you know, emotions and sadness were still kind of repressed, that’s kind of a hard 

one to let go from the past  

Me: for men you mean 

M: for men, yah, 

The part of the conversation I want to address is how he saw that shifting a mindset was 

not easy and it could be difficult to let go of past behaviours and ideologies.  Research has shown 

that the ideology of the strong, emotionless male can be detrimental to men (Coen et al., 2013; 

Creighton et al., 2017).  If men suppress their emotions, it can be difficult to manage those 

emotions because they need to be dealt with in some way.  Further to this idea, when adhering to 

strict ideologies of masculinity such as “emotional stoicism, physical toughness, and autonomy” 

(Gupta et al., 2013, p. 65), there “may be lower-quality friendships as well as poorer health” (p. 

66).  Matthew did say that he believes these ideologies are changing with his generation because 

he was never concerned about showing emotions and letting his male friends know that he cared. 

There are certain things in his life which have contributed to his happiness and overall 

satisfaction with his life.  He believes that the ability to let things go and not dwell on the 

negative will aid in a person’s happiness. He admitted that it is easy for him to be overwhelmed 

by the negative which is something he constantly battles. Having good relationships are also 

imperative to good mental health for him. Based on their study, Guarnieri, Smorti, and Tani 

(2015) supported Matthew’s idea of the importance of good relationships, in particular romantic 

relationships on the well-being for emerging adults.  One area that has made a tremendous 

impact on his happiness is having financial stability.  He does not need to be rich but wants to be 

comfortable and independent.  
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The potential irony of parenting and money is that when parents just give their children 

money whenever they want it, it may create dependent young adults.  Matthew was extremely 

depressed when taking money from M.  I never really understood the importance of young adults 

making their own money and not having to rely on parents for help, until I saw the effect on 

Matthew’s mental health after he started working.  Money is a large factor for Matthew not 

attending post-secondary school.  He never wants to have to rely on anyone for money ever 

again.  Kirkpatrick Johnson (2013) studied the effects of parental financial help for emerging 

adults.  She found a connection to depressive symptoms in emerging adults and financial 

assistance from parents.  There seems to be an association between lower self-esteem and 

accepting financial help as well.  As adolescents approach adulthood and continue to be 

financially dependent on their parents there is an increased risk of depressive symptoms.  When 

emerging adults are students and accepting financial assistance from parents, they do not have 

the same feelings of depression and lower self-esteem (Kirkpatrick Johnson, 2013).  

Over the years, we have had many discussions about teachers, education, and gender.  

When comparing his male and female high school teachers, he said that the men were more 

relaxed, and he enjoyed learning from males for this reason.  Matthew also has a very relaxed 

attitude about most things, so a more relaxed approach was suitable to who he was as a learner 

and person.  But one female teacher stands out as one of his favourites.  He was in English 12 

and was given an opportunity to showcase his learning in a project he chose based on the novel 

1984. I am including this part of our conversation.  Again, because the topic of education and 

teaching to the individual is very close to me, I do not want to interpret Matthew’s words.  The 

story he tells is one of the best learning moments he had in high school.  With the exclusion of 

my one-word responses, Matthew’s words show a vividly clear memory: 
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M: and um, I would do well whenever I would show up, cause English was my strongest 

course, far and away, it’s not even close, and um, we had a book report essay on 1984, 

just classic, and I remember there were three different options that Mrs. Q had for 

everybody, I can’t remember what they were and me being me, I wanted to do my own 

thing, so I went up to her and asked, hey, can I base this book and do a slide off of like 

finding the similarities and the correlation between Muse’s album The Resistance and the 

book 1984 and she thought that was just a great idea, cause she’s a pretty musical woman 

to begin with so she was very supportive of that, she was like I think that’s fantastic 

M: as long as you get the themes and narrative of the book, as long as you actually do 

some of the criteria, fantastic, and then, I remember I did that, I did the entire thing the 

night before the presentation, all of it, I was just listening to classical music uh, 

Rachmaninoff, which Matt Belamy from Muse gets lots of his influence from, so I was 

just listening to that till probably till 2 am or whatever, bangin’ away on that essay, or 

slide, and putting it altogether, and my notes together and then if I recall correctly I got 

90 or 95 percent on that, and I’m also a naturally good presenter too, um, it’s easy for me 

to talk about things that I’m passionate about  

M: so she loved and thought it was fantastic, I loved it because I loved working on that 

sort of thing, I only put effort into things that I’m passionate about and I know it’s not 

great because I know a lot of people are like just put your head down and you know, 

work hard no matter, even if you hate it but I’m just the type of person that I will only 

work hard on it if I care about it, it’s just how I am 

M: so when Mrs. Q gave me the opportunity to work on something I did care about I was 

extremely appreciative of that and it showed  
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Me: yes, so did you feel in high school there just wasn’t enough moments where you 

could learn what you wanted to learn, like you didn’t care about any of it cause you 

didn’t try  

M: like I know you remember, I was learning every single day, not the high school 

criteria though 

M: I was going on google and researching stuff about physics, biology, biochemistry, I 

mean not in detail, I was an idiot teenager, like I don’t know anything about physics but I 

was interested in it, I was googling like different things about it just cause I was 

interested in it and a lot of history too 

M: like everything that’s in high school, but I want to do it my own way 

M: and cause I was passionate, I am passionate about learning, I love learning about new 

things, biomechanics especially, and I, I just wish there was more guided learning in high 

school 

This was a time in Matthew’s life when he was rarely attending school, so I believe this is an 

important story to tell.  He showed learning in his own way, and he actually showed up to school 

to present it to his teacher and classmates because of his passion and interest in this project.   

 He likes to be in control over everything in his life.  He also likes to learn which he said 

in the previous transcript.  I remember talking to the principal during Matthew’s first Grade 12 

year.  The principal told me that it was unfortunate that Matthew was not going to graduate 

because he was the most intelligent non-graduate that he had met. So, what does that mean?  All 

the teachers knew of his abilities, but because of the way the education system is set up, it did not 

allow, in part, for someone like Matthew to graduate.  Of course, there needs to be expectations 

of learning from students, but I would wager that if there was more time for students to be 
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creative within their own learning, within the confines of schools, we would have more 

successful learners.  I also want to add that graduation rates and learning do not necessarily go 

together, as my participants have pointed out.  The graduation requirements have changed since 

my participants left high school.  When they were in school, they were expected to write 

provincial exams in English 10, 11, & 12, Science 10, Math 10, and Social Studies 11 & 12 as 

requirements of graduation.  In the year 2018, the only provincial exam required is English 12.  

Students are also expected to write a numeracy assessment starting in 2018 and will eventually 

be writing a literacy assessment by 2020.  These assessments are to show proficiency in the two 

areas and are only required to be written to graduate, they are not required to “pass” in order to 

graduate (taken from The Grad Planner 2017/2018, BC Ministry of Education, 2018).  

 When I asked Matthew about whether he thought Houston had an impact on his identity, 

he said that it did not.  The biggest impact on him was how he was raised.  He did not go 

camping, fishing, and hunting.  We never owned a quad or a snowmobile.  We traveled a little 

bit, spending time in cities when we could.  He was only in hockey for a couple of seasons when 

he was in Grades 5 and 6.  He was in TaeKwonDo and he was one of the only one of his friends 

participating in that sport.  He also grew up with a teacher and a pharmacist for parents.  The 

family is the first place where children learn about who they are as gendered beings (Carter, 

2014; Endendijk et al., 2018).  Gender identity is not as simple as how parents raise their 

children.  It can also include biological aspects, hormones, and as the child grows; school, 

community events, engagement in sports, and making friends are all contributors to gender 

identity and how the child understands gender. 

 All of these factors are major contributors to who Matthew has become and where his 

interests lie.  He was the only participant who did not play hockey seriously and was the only 
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one who has not attended post-secondary.  He was the only one not to graduate with his cohort 

and the only one who had parents who worked as professionals.  Although he spent time out at 

the farm of his grandparents, Matthew never acquired outdoor skills and had no interest in 

camping and fishing as he got older.  I can fully admit that I never wanted Matthew to play 

hockey based on my perceptions of hockey players I saw growing up.  I did not like their 

attitudes and was determined that my son was not going to be one of the hockey players.  My 

biases definitely impacted Matthew’s choices of activities and the way I raised him, but I would 

say this is true of all parents.  Parents decide what to introduce to their children, based on many 

decisions.  I never thought it was important for Matthew to play in a team sport, and I liked the 

individuality and discipline that TaeKwonDo provided and that is one of the reasons I chose that 

sport for Matthew. 

 There are two places where Matthew saw males and females being treated differently.  

One was at the high school, where girls would hit boys with no consequences.  And the other 

was when working at the mill on weekend cleanup.  When talking about Canfor, he believed that 

management had a more difficult time disciplining young women than they do young men.  

Research has shown that there may be two reasons for the different treatment of males and 

females in the workplace.  One reason is hostile sexism, which is simply that men are sexist 

towards women in the workplace and will treat them poorly, which can create a hostile work 

environment (Hammond & Overall, 2013; Hideg & Ferris, 2016).  The second reason may be 

due to benevolent sexism, which is what I believe is happening.  Benevolent sexism is when men 

have positive views of women, but their thoughts are framed in a context of female weakness 

(Hammond & Overall, 2013; Hideg & Ferris, 2016).  Although this may not look like sexism, 
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these authors pointed out that these attitudes continue to maintain inequality between men and 

women in the workplace.  

 Growing up in the family he did, there as an expectation that he would be attending post-

secondary school.  University was talked about as part of life and not something that is scary or 

too difficult to attain.  By about the time Matthew was in Grade 12, I knew this was not the path 

he was going to follow.  I no longer saw post-secondary school as the only way to achieve 

happiness and life satisfaction.  I am thankful I earned my MA when I did, as it certainly opened 

my eyes to the various ways of learning in Language Arts.  I thought: If this was true, what about 

in all areas of life?  I wanted to be more open to the variety of possibilities for Matthew and not 

just expect him to love university as much as I did.  It’s not easy letting go of the dreams for your 

child but eventually I understood that it was more important for Matthew to follow his own 

dreams, and not those that I made for him.   

  At this point, I am going to go back to the depression and anxiety of Matthew’s life. It 

really was a part of most of his adolescence and impacted every area of his life.  It impacted our 

relationship in a very negative way, to the point where he was no longer welcome in my home. 

In the upcoming transcription, Matthew talks about the day I asked him to leave and he thought 

it was because of D, the man I was in a relationship with at the time, gave me an ultimatum, 

which is actually not true.  The decision was my own, thinking that there was nothing more I 

could do for Matthew; and, if anything I was contributing to the negativity Matthew was 

experiencing.  I am including this extremely personal story from Matthew to help the reader 

understand one young man’s experience of depression.  I have excluded my one-word responses 

because there are so many of them, because when Matthew was telling the story I did not want to 

interject too much:  



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

201 

M: so I get back, and I move in with you in your new place, a block away from where 

you used to live, and you were living with D at the time, obviously because you guys 

were still together 

M: and um, that didn’t work out very well cause I wasn’t working, I was a bum, I was 

morbidly depressed, ooof, I was bringing down the entire house, and I would just play 

DOTA all the time  

M: in my room, and I mean, clearly I had some anger issues because there are a few dents 

in the room, um, yah, it was just, I was obviously still unhappy, I was pretty much 

unhappy for seven years at that point  

M: it was long, and when you have that much accumulation of unhappiness, it ends up 

turning into just straight depression 

M: which is what it was, I was in the worst place mentally, actually, no, I’ve been in 

worse places, but we’ll get to that um, I was in a really bad place, I just felt empty, sad, 

depressed, I would just like, it would be night time and I would just be standing in the 

hallway, just standing there, just staring at the wall sort of not even thinking about 

anything, just like is this my life, is this me 

M: just staring like at two or three a.m. just staring at the wall, I don’t know, just feeling 

miserable,  

M: I guess I went to bed at some point, playing more video games to fill the massive hole 

in my soul, and um, and it got to the point where, I’m assuming D probably talked to you 

and said, look, either this kid goes or I go, that’s what I’m assuming ended up happening, 

so you made the rough decision of kicking me out 

M: I know it was very hard for you  
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M: I was pretty calm, I said yah, you, I remember, cause I remember I was sitting on the 

piano bench, playing my guitar and you came downstairs and very tearful and you said 

you have to go and I say hey, yah, ok, I get it  

M: that was pretty much all I said 

M: and then I got an apartment for myself  

Me: that’s when you moved to grannie and grandpa’s  

M: no 

Me: yah, because you took off, I didn’t even know where you went  

M: ok, right, yah 

M: sorry, you’re right 

Me: and then that, she took you to emergency, and that’s when  

M: sorry, I forgot about that 

Me: yah, so that’s when you were out there, and you were living in their fifth wheel  

M: oh right, I was, yah, I was in their fifth wheel, and so, they drove me to emerge, and 

they take my vitals and everything, my blood pressure, my pulse is good and um, they 

asked me some questions, and this is a big pivotal moment in my life, the doctor brings 

up the last time you had blood work done, your testosterone levels were low, I really 

didn’t know anything about anything at that point 

M: biology, testosterone, estrogen-wise, I just didn’t know 

M: and he said, he was an older guy, probably pretty old school, and he, he asked me 

like, oh does that make you feel like less of a man, and it was like, uh, I don’t really care, 

I don’t, cause I didn’t know 
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M: I was like, I don’t know, I don’t think I care and um, so, he was like, ok,  I guess they 

diagnosed me with depression,  

M: I mean, cause grannie and grandpa were very concerned  

M: I did obviously have a form of depression, I don’t think I had clinical depression, I 

just think I was miserable, clinical depression is a thing 

M: when there is an imbalance, I just think I had a lot of other issues 

M: I don’t honestly think I had clinical depression,  

M: um, so they gave me celtalipram it’s called, that’s one of those common anti-

depressants, and another thing for sleep, and I started taking that stuff and it made me feel 

worse 

M: I was getting weird headaches, like it felt like a tiny little cleaver, just a little one 

going straight through the top of my skull and obviously, it was from the celtalipram 

because I have never felt that before even once, and then I googled, and ok, that’s a thing 

apparently 

M: dry throat, no improved mood whatsoever, I still felt the same, 

M: still felt like a slug, no energy, um, sad still, like no improvements, yah, I just had 

negative side effects and no positive anything 

M: yah, so I mean, and grannie and gramps thought I was feeling better cause I would go 

and get firewood and I would be in a good mood after that because I got some physical 

activity 

M: that’s when I was feeling better 

Me: yes, and some fresh air and hanging out with gramps 
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M: getting some fresh air, that’s all positives right there and so, I think I talked to M at 

the time, I was like this drug isn’t doing anything for me and he said yah, you should just 

stop it  

M: and so once I got his sort of seal of approval, cause I told him that at first, like the first 

few days I thought I would let it do its thing, and then I think I said after a couple of 

weeks, ok, at this point  

Me: it should be kicking in at this point, right 

M: so, I stopped taking it and once again, I didn’t feel any better, it’s not as though, it 

was like oh wow, I feel great now that I’m off the anti-depressants, I just didn’t have the 

side effects 

 Once Matthew moved to Smithers and started his new life there, his mood started to shift. 

He spent many hours researching, reading and watching podcasts online about nutrition, weight 

lifting, and depression.  He started playing the guitar again, a creative outlet that he dabbled in 

over his teenage years.  Smithers has a place for musicians like Matthew, and he felt that he had 

a community there.  In order to keep the depression at bay, he knew that he needed to keep 

physically active, to go to work, to have enough macro and micro nutrients, and to stay 

connected with people.  Being physically active may be an important factor in combatting 

depressive symptoms in adolescence (Kremer at al., 2014).  This is one thing that helped 

Matthew tremendously, and I think being a part of a close community in the gym and with his 

music was vital for Matthew dealing with his depression.  Cruwys et al. (2013) wrote that being 

a member of groups can “be both protective against the development of depression among an 

initially non-depressed sample, and curative of depression symptoms among an initially 

depressed sample” (p. 183).  They argued that this finding is significant because there are not 
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many studies that show what can be done to help a person actually get through depression.  Good 

and adequate research is important because healing needs to be based on solid evidence, 

especially if adolescents are confronted with life events out of their control; knowledge upon 

which they can rely for self-help seems to be fundamental. 

 Matthew discovered all of these things through his own learning and experiences.  He 

figured out what worked for him and what did not.  He met a young woman at the gym, who is 

now his girlfriend, knowing that he needed a relationship with someone who works out and 

spends as much time at the gym as he did.  She introduced him to cross fit and he was open to 

learning a different style of workout.  He has always been a learner.  Although the learning has 

not always come from traditional sources, he still wants to understand and learn.  He has always 

been a person who wants to do things his way.  Even now, he talks about making most of the 

decisions in his romantic relationship.  She has a difficult time making decisions, so it seems to 

balance out.  He said that being told what to do has never worked for him, and even if he may 

think it is a good idea, he no longer wants to do it.  All the decisions that have created the life he 

has now, have come from him, and moving away from Houston was one of the biggest factors 

for his improvement.   

 He said that his family impacted him the most while growing up, but as he became a 

young adult, living in Houston was no longer working for him.  He continued to work in 

Houston but was willing to make the 65 kilometre commute. He said that he just needed to stay 

away for a while, so would go to work, and head straight back to Smithers.  He would get that 

same feeling of dread that Brad talked about when seeing the “Houston” sign when coming into 

town.  When I asked him why he thinks he felt that way he said that he connected depression 

with Houston, so wanted to avoid it for quite some time.   
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Although the change in Matthew has been dramatic but it is important to say that it took 

time, learning, and being open to forming relationships.  He had to work for these improvements 

and admitted that he needs to stay on top of his nutrition, workouts, and spending time with 

people. He works at understanding what triggers his moods and finding healthy ways of handling 

it.  Finally, when I asked him what it was like being interviewed, he was somewhat nonchalant 

about the entire process.  I will include his last words to me here: 

M: uh, I don’t think it’s affected me, I have enjoyed the process, I think it’s interesting 

and it’s kind of enjoyable to talk about my past and maybe think about things a little bit 

more about my past that I maybe wouldn’t, like think about why they were the way they 

were, why things are the way they are, that sort of thing, um, yah, I don’t feel like it’s had 

an impact on me though 

Me: ok 

M: I feel just, I go about my day pretty normally afterwards, but it is just enjoyable to talk 

though  

Me: and so why do you think it is enjoyable to talk about your life, or yourself 

M: I think it’s a little bit cathartic I guess and just a bit of a release to do something like 

that, there’s stuff inside that just saying it, it feels like a bit of a relief to just say that, like 

maybe you don’t think about it specifically but it still feels good to say it 

Analytical Summary 

 Three themes emerged from Matthew’s story. The first is how adolescents may be 

impacted by family trauma.  Secondly, education and learning can happen in a variety of ways 

and may not always include being formally educated. Lastly, there are avenues of resilience that 

are connected to finding a way through depression.   
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 As I have discussed in this work before, adolescence is a time when youth may question 

the adults in their lives and begin to form their own identity, an identity which may be different 

from their parents (Kiani et al., 2016).  If a trauma happens during this time in life, it may have 

major negative effects on the psychological development of the adolescent (Kiani et al., 2016). 

As Stikkelbroek et al. (2016) wrote, “Stressful life events have an impact on emotion regulation, 

which in turn influences the degree of depressive symptoms” (Introduction section, para. 5). 

 Depression may be demonstrated in many ways, such as lack of sleep (Urrila, Paunio, 

Palomäki, & Marttunen, 2015), dropping out of school, experiencing higher levels of conflict 

with parents (Ozdemir, 2014), and weight gain (Heiskanen et al., 2013).  There may be more 

symptoms, but these are the ones directly related to Matthew’s experience.  All of these 

symptoms can make life more difficult to manage, and they may contribute to isolating oneself, 

which then contributes to feeling more depressed because of the negative impacts of social 

isolation and loneliness (Puri & Sharma, 2016).  However, even if depression becomes a part of 

someone’s life, there is hope that it can be managed.  Matthew started researching and learning 

on his own to further understand what he was going through.  He became educated on his own, 

well beyond the topic of depression. 

 The topic of what it means to be educated, especially self-educated, has interested me in 

the past five years or so.  Griffin (2014) wrote extensively about this topic and challenged some 

of the Western ideas of what it means to be educated.  There have been many successful people 

who did not fit within the standard education system, and they were “judged by their teachers as 

unlikely to succeed.  They include leading artists, Nobel prize-winning scientists, business 

people and politicians” (p. 5).  This is an example of why I believe there should be an expanded 

view of what it means to be educated.  So many skills can be learned online, through podcasts 
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and YouTube videos, which include, guitar playing skills, nutrition and fitness, and the steps to 

managing depression.  These are not courses taught in the high school or available for students to 

learn.  Band is taught at the high school, and nutrition is a component within the Physical 

Education curriculum, but neither are taught in-depth, where students are able to learn what they 

want in ways that will help them develop into who they want to be.  At this point in time, 

although curriculum in BC is becoming more diverse and teachers have more leeway within their 

subjects, there seems to be a disconnect between students like Matthew, who are individualists 

and want to explore topics of their own choosing, and the reality of the high school system. 

 One final note about education, I want to add the statistics of the chances of dropping out 

of school in the family circumstance of Matthew.  When both parents have university degrees, 

there is only a 1% chance of their child dropping out of high school (Foley, Gallipoli, & Green, 

2014).  This may be an indication that the circumstances of life and the depression Matthew 

experienced overshadowed everything else in his life.  Finally, I want to comment on resiliency 

of people who do experience family trauma, depression, and dropping out of school. 

 Resiliency is when people are able to cope with adversity or a major negative event in 

their lives (Lee et al., 2013).  Some people are able to avoid depression and anxiety through their 

own resiliency by using strategies that work well for them.  Some of these strategies include 

“being active and engaged in one’s response to stress or traumatic situations” (Iacoviello & 

Charney, 2014, p. 2).  Being aware of how they feel and expressing those feelings to someone, 

may also help people in avoiding the negative impacts of life trauma. 

 Some people have difficulty avoiding the negative effects and may experience depression 

and anxiety as a result.  When this happens, Lee et al. (2013) wrote about the ability to “bounce 
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back” (p. 269), which I understand to mean that people may experience the trauma, but over 

time, they are able to find a way to cope with what happened and become more resilient.   

 Iacoviello and Charney (2014) wrote about the way people are able to become resilient 

and three components stood out which were the same strategies Matthew found over time.  They 

wrote about the importance of physical activity, establishing a social network, and focusing on 

physical well-being (pp. 4-5).  There seems to be a strong connection between resiliency and 

healthy lifestyle.  When people are able to spend time on their nutrition and physical activity, 

they can work towards feeling better, which can be the first steps in managing depressive 

symptoms.  In addition, creating a social network and creating a social identity seems to aid in 

health and well-being (Greenaway et al., 2016).  Clearly, joining groups and feeling like a part of 

a group can be helpful over time. 

 Many people can experience trauma in their lives, but I believe those experiences do not 

have to define who they are.  Becoming resilient and finding ways to manage depression is 

possible.  My hope is that Matthew’s story is an example of resiliency and the importance of 

self-education.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: ANALYSIS 

 I have organized this chapter on the basis of themes that developed from the analysis of 

the interviews.  These broad thematic areas are the framework of the analysis, and they provide 

links to the theoretical synthesis.   

The Context of Education 

 Schools exist within a larger culture.  Both elementary schools and the secondary school 

are important parts of the community.  There has been talk in recent years of closing one of the 

elementary schools in Houston because of declining enrolment.  People become passionate about 

keeping their children’s school open, and meetings surrounding this topic were well attended by 

community members, a clear indication of how connected communities can be to their schools. 

 Because the school exists within the wider culture of Houston, I believe that some 

ideologies and the curriculum are influenced by that culture.  Schools are sites for the 

construction of gender, which may happen overtly or covertly on a daily basis (Morris, 2012).  In 

fact, money was spent at the secondary school to enhance the existent wood and mechanic shops 

into larger spaces where trades programs can be offered to its students, and that same money was 

not put into arts or academic programs.  The way in which money is spent can be a way that 

values are demonstrated by the school board, and what programs will thrive, and which ones will 

dissolve altogether.   

 My hope is that my research will influence policies that promote diverse experiences for 

students within school.  If students are not able to play minor hockey for whatever the reason, I 

believe they should have that opportunity during school time.  Students who already play hockey 

outside of school, could expand their experiences by joining band or learning how to cook in the 

foods program.  Because of the vast benefits of playing a sport, such as a social connection, 
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increased physical activity, and feeling of belonging (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005; Greenaway et 

al., 2016; Howie et al., 2018), it is reasonable to expect that in an equitable education, the 

Hockey Academy at Houston Secondary should be for those who cannot play outside of school.  

I believe this would allow students to create a broader identity and to feel good about being a 

part of a group.  It would also encourage a more diverse and equitable environment for all 

students.   

School is about the people within it; in particular, students and teacher.  It is a place 

where lives can be changed (Howe & Covell, 2013; Wang & Sheikh-Khalil, 2014).  I think once 

there is an understanding of the importance of what happens in schools, and how it may 

potentially affect students’ choices and behaviours, then it may become a place of passion and 

learning.  Throughout the conversations with my participants about education, and their 

experiences in school, the memories did not come to them quickly.  When talking with Shad, 

Chel, Andrew, and Brad, it was difficult for them to remember details of elementary school, but 

memories of high school were a little clearer.  Matthew’s memories were the opposite of that.  

He was able to recall some specific memories of elementary school, but memories of high school 

were vague and unclear. 

 The overall consensus was that elementary school was more social than educational for 

my participants.  They could not pinpoint what they had learned academically but could talk 

easily about their friendships and the fun they had in elementary school.  These boys would play 

with their friends and most memories surround the friendships they developed, and some of these 

friendships continue to this day. 

Four out of five of my participants said that if they could have done things differently in 

school, they would have.  They talked about wishing they were more engaged in their learning 



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

212 

and taking the opportunity to learn from those around them when they were in high school.  

Knowing this, it is important to understand what could have changed their attitudes about 

learning. For three of them, their focus was on hockey, to the point of exclusion of other 

opportunities while the fourth was dealing with chaos in his home life.  I contend that 

encouraging more passion projects geared to the passions of students (based on student input) 

may make a difference.  Asking students about why they are disengaged from learning, may also 

make a difference.  It was not until these boys left school that they had time to reflect upon the 

experience, so if teachers started talking to students about why they feel disengaged, it could 

give students a chance to think about those reasons during their time as a high school student.  

My participants showed that they could learn outside of the formal education structure.  

Andrew wished he had learned more about the importance of nutrition in athletics, so he spent 

time learning this on his own as a young adult.  Matthew spent much time learning about 

depression and anxiety and figuring out ways that he could manage symptoms and become 

mentally healthy.  Brad talked about the time in his life when he was not playing hockey 

anymore, how he craved learning, and would seek out different podcasts or books to help him 

understand himself and the world around him. 

 What can be learned from these experiences is that the young men want to learn and are 

able to do so.  So, what happened during their experiences in public-school in Houston?  They 

did not share stories of excitement and passion about their learning.  Matthew was the only one 

who talked about enjoying one part of his learning experience, through his story about his 

English project for Mrs. Q. who was open to the way Matthew wanted to show his learning.  

Howe and Covell (2013) wrote, “Traditional methods of teaching … tend to repress the child’s 

natural curiosity” (p. 120).  
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 To put it simplistically, I believe these young men wanted to learn.  Secondly, it is clear 

that if opportunities are given to students to learn about what interests them most, in ways that 

cover the curriculum, there is a much higher chance that students will leave high school with 

stories of how much they learned and will carry that learning into their futures.  Through my own 

experience of teaching Grade 7, and devoting most afternoons to “Individual Learning,” I believe 

that time needs to be created within the time table for students to learn what interests them.   

 Through my own experiences and understanding, I contend that teachers are the point of 

contact between students and learning within schools, which affects the kinds of experiences a 

student will have.  In the next section, I aim to show the importance of these relationships and 

how boys’ learning, and engagement has a strong connection to those relationships. 

Teachers 

  I am an insider because I was a teacher in Houston for 14 years. My experiences and 

observations come from being a teacher and social researcher.  My knowledge, in part, is based 

on how I formed relationships with my students in the latter half of my career. My contention is 

that if teachers develop authentic relationships with students, those students will have enhanced 

opportunities to engage and learn in school.  When I asked my participants if they saw any 

teachers as mentors or role models, Brad was the only one to talk about two teachers he admired 

but would not refer to them as role models or mentors.  

 Because relationships with teachers are an important part of the learning process for 

students (Reichert & Hawley, 2013) my belief is that developing relationships with students is 

just as important as teaching the curriculum.  I have first-hand experience with developing such 

relationships.  I found that it takes no extra time, but it takes awareness of how to connect to 

students.  I followed hockey scores, so I at least knew what was going on during the NHL 
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season.  I would join students during some PE classes, so they could see I was interested in 

fitness and trying to be healthy.  I would talk to them about my experiences, especially as a 

student. I would tell them how some of my doctorate classes were difficult for me, so I 

understood what it was like to struggle with learning.  When something was happening in current 

events I thought interesting, we would discuss it, which only takes 10-15 minutes but  allowed 

me time to hear what they think, or allow them time to actually think and develop ideas.  And 

finally, as a long-time Grade 7 teacher, I stood up for them and they knew it.  When decisions 

were being made in staff meetings that I believed would interfere with my Grade 7s enjoyment 

of their day, I would speak up.  They knew I cared about them because I told them.  It was as 

simple as that.  And, we had fun!   

 Clearly, if teachers are able to create close relationships with their students, students have 

a better chance of learning.  The teacher-student relationship is becoming more important to 

understand because of its relationship to students’ learning and achievement in school (Spilt et 

al., 2012).  As Spilt et al. (2012) indicated, teachers in their study claimed to have poorer 

relationships with boys than they did with girls.  My participants talked about their relationships 

with their teachers, and none of them really talked about any particular one that was close.  The 

relationships were not contentious, but they did not talk about real closeness either.   

 Establishing a positive relationship between teacher and student may not predict student 

engagement but it may affect student behaviour positively (Archambault et al., 2017).  

Archambault et al. focused on reading and writing, and they identified that an emotional bond 

between teacher and student is not enough to get students interested in reading and writing.  The 

way in which these subjects are taught, and the characteristics of teachers are more important for 

student engagement.  Teachers who showed that they cared about their students was an important 
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factor for students as well.  Matthew talked about liking those teachers who were fun, relaxed 

and enjoyed their jobs.  I believe strongly in teacher authenticity and its connection to student 

engagement. 

 Along with authenticity, there are other traits that a quality teacher will possess.  Howe 

and Covell (2013) wrote that a quality teacher will have traits that include setting measurable 

goals for their students and monitoring those goals closely.  Shad said that he believes that good 

teachers are those who have high standards for their students, but also understood that everyone 

has different learning abilities.  Not only are quality teachers concerned about the learning of 

their students, they also take time to reflect on their own practices and beliefs and adjust as they 

get to know their students.  High quality teachers “never assume the student is incapable” (p. 

112).  Research indicated that some teachers believe that boys are not as capable of learning 

academic material and are the students who have the most behaviour issues in the classroom 

(Carvalho, 2016; Clark et al., 2008; Heyder & Kessels, 2017; Spilt et al., 2012).  I contend that 

teachers do not go into the profession intending to treat boys in a particular way but if there are 

established cultural beliefs that boys are the troublemakers in the school, then teachers may 

arrive into their classrooms with the unconscious perception that boys will be a problem.  Many 

teachers go into the profession claiming to want to help people, but the reality does not always 

show this ideology (Howe & Covell, 2013).  The culture of a school can be powerful in setting 

standards of practice and behaviours of teachers.  I had the privilege of teaching in all three 

public-schools in Houston, and each one had a very distinct culture and “feel” to the school.  

And I have worked for at least a half dozen principals in my 14 years, and they can influence the 

culture of a school in a very real way as well. 
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 The teaching profession is one of complexity and importance.  Teachers can make a 

difference in how their students respond and understand gender stereotypes (J. Sandholtz & S. 

Sandholtz, 2010).  If teachers and counsellors feed into the gender stereotypes and provide 

different feedback to students based on being male or female, they may be instilling gender 

stereotypical values and mindsets.  However, if these same adults give advice or feedback that is 

not based on gender stereotypes, they may open up different ways of thinking for both boys and 

girls (Eccles, 2011).  My belief-and certainly this is a major finding in my work-is that the role of 

teachers is to broaden the minds of students, and not just teach to the status quo.  Challenging 

students’ way of thinking and expanding their knowledge means not limiting instruction to what 

students perceive to be the truth already.  This may also require teachers to challenge their own 

beliefs about gender.   

 When discussing masculinity, femininity, stereotypes, and the perceptions of gender, four 

out of five of my participants found these topics the most difficult to discuss.  The main reason 

for this difficulty was because they had never really thought about gender before or the reasons 

behind their ways of thinking about these topics.  This indicated to me that topics such as 

masculinity and femininity are not discussed in the high school setting or within homes in 

Houston.  I believe these topics need to be addressed in places like Houston, because there seems 

to be such traditional gender stereotypical ways of being.  Work is highly gendered, where men 

hold most of the jobs in forestry and industry and women fill the service sector. Children grow 

up seeing this, then participate in the labour force in the same way.  I was constantly talking to 

my students about gender and trying to bring up discussions based on gender stereotypes and I 

was trying to put it in a way that I was not judging their parents, but in a way for them to begin to 

just think about gender.  
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 I believe that perceptions of gender stereotypes should be included in the teaching in 

public-schools for two reasons.  First of all, children are active participants in their gender 

identity and development (Birkman et al., 2014; Rönnlund, 2015).  If they are not aware of how 

they contribute to their own gender identity, then they may adhere more strictly to gender 

stereotypical beliefs; beliefs that my interviewees discussed, such as men are strong and stoical, 

and women are weak and need to be taken care of.  This leads to my second reason for teaching 

about gender in public-schools.  Those who adhere strongly to traditional gender stereotypes may 

have limited choices in education, careers, and emotional and social development (Halpern & 

Perry-Jenkins, 2016).  Because my focus was on boys, I found that those boys who believe in 

traditional forms of masculinity have a higher chance of depressive symptoms and are less 

engaged in school (Rogers, DeLay, & Martin, 2017).  With this information at hand, school 

systems may be able to provide all students a chance to look at their own belief system, maybe 

with a better understanding of why they believe what they do, then expand their knowledge of 

gender identity for themselves.  This could be the framework for part of the curriculum at all 

grade levels.  

 Through my research and discussions with my participants, I would recommend that 

teacher education includes more awareness of gender and the way teachers participate in the 

construction of gender in their own classrooms.  It has been over 15 years since I attended 

university for my Bachelor of Education, where I took a “women in education” elective course, 

so I did a quick check online to see if universities require their education students to learn about 

gender in required courses in the 2018/2019 year.  I looked at five universities in BC who offer 

education programs and only one of the five included a required course that had gender as a topic 

within the course.  One university offered a “gender in education” course, but it was one of 
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eleven electives, where the student had to choose two of the eleven.  This quick look indicates to 

me that gender in education is still not really a part of the curriculum for new teachers, and it is 

something that I would like to see become more important in their training.  I would like teachers 

to think past the biology-based clichés that boys need to be moving around and that boys cannot 

control their behaviours.  I recommend that teachers no longer talk about boys as one 

homogenous group who needs to be fixed but see them as individuals with personalities unique 

to themselves.  I contend that to do this, teachers need to understand their own beliefs and values 

and how those may contribute to gender stereotypes.  Howe and Covell (2013) wrote, “The 

beliefs, attitudes, and motivations of a teacher appear to be as important as certification in 

predicting child outcomes” (p. 110).  What a powerful thought!  I believe that most teachers 

come into the profession to help students and create a positive learning environment for their 

students.  However, if they feed into stereotypes based on the sex of the student, this may hinder 

expectations for students and diminish their effectiveness.   

 Teachers have developed their own gender identity through their life-times. I believe, 

based on my research and reading, that most teachers are not aware of how their gender identities 

and attitudes develops; they are, in fact, taken-for-granted views that do not allow for 

questioning or self-reflection.  Stereotypical beliefs, as I have heard in staff rooms over the years, 

most often focus on boys being difficult to manage, and the common concern if there are “too 

many boys in a classroom.”  These attitudes seem to reveal the stereotypical view that boys are a 

homogenous group, a group that needs to be dealt with collectively, and handled in a different 

way from girls.  Through this research, I show the danger in treating all boys in the same way 

and not as individual and diverse learners.  Monolithic views of gender stem from ideologies of 

hegemonic masculinity, which views boys as inherently difficult to deal with in a classroom.  
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Again, through my own learning and experience, I have taught many large classes with many 

boys in therm.  Once I learned how powerful my role was in my classroom and how I was the 

one to set the tone, it changed my classroom for the better.  I rarely had issues with my students 

in my classroom, whether they were male or female, once I changed my actions and beliefs about 

gender.   

Masculinities 

 When I think about the experience of interviewing five young men who grew up in 

Houston through the 1990s, into the new millennium, I feel that I was able to understand who 

they were more as individuals, rather than part of a larger group.  Although my intention was to 

learn mostly about their experiences in school, I am lucky enough to have learned so much more 

than that.   

 Shad and Chel, who are brothers, brought up in the same house, played hockey, and 

graduated with their cohorts, experienced their lives in different ways.  They reacted differently 

to playing hockey and what hockey meant to them, but certain elements of hockey were talked 

about in the same way.  The topic of girls in hockey, was discussed by Shad, Chel, Andrew, and 

Brad by using the same language and understanding of how to treat girls.  They had never 

questioned the masculinist behaviour of protecting girls on the ice, and they were somewhat 

challenged in their way of thinking when I asked them why they think that culture in hockey 

existed.  

 Boys are the protector of girls on the ice.  This is not questioned, and this behaviour is not 

only specific to Houston minor hockey, but in minor hockey in general.  The ideology of boys 

that frames the behaviour of protector, seems to represent the belief that girls are weaker players 

who need that protection; as a result, they cannot be viewed as equals on the ice.  The 
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development of this kind of ingrained masculinity can foster beliefs about males and females 

away from the ice. 

 I do think this was shown by my participants, including Matthew who did not play 

hockey. They all believed part of their role as a man was to protect the women in their lives, 

although Matthew did point out that he expects his female partner to protect him when necessary 

as well.  At first thought, this may be seen as chivalrous and a positive quality.  But, as I wrote in 

my literature review, benevolent sexism is due to men believing that women need to be protected 

because they are weaker.  If men and women both believe in this, sexual equality seems an 

impossibility especially given the influence of team sports on young people-and the current 

movement towards co-educational sports.  

 Through this research I am also showing there can be commonalities of experiences, both 

across gender and age.  The way Chel talked about trying to get over the relationship with his ex-

girlfriend was very similar to my experience when I was 19 and trying to get over an ex-

boyfriend.  The way Brad described his experience of being lied to in a romantic relationship 

was almost word for word the way I described the experience when I was lied to for years.  We 

have a commonality as human beings across all dimensions of diversity and experience, so if we 

could better understand that in schools, I believe this would encourage a more equitable learning 

environment for all students.   

 What I am trying to demonstrate is that my participants expressed multiple masculinities, 

as group members and as individuals.  I could see layered masculinities within each participant at 

different times of the interviews.  I saw tears, frustration, humour, nonchalance, and passion 

from this group of males.  Each one showed their own personality, which I was open to 

understanding while listening to their life stories. There are so many factors that contribute to the 
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development of gender identity, such as family of origin, the culture in which one lives, and the 

expectations of behaviour within the school system to name a few.  My participants were 

influenced by all of these things and continue to develop their own gender identities as they age. 

Gender Identity 

 Gender identity is a construct and is influenced by “self-definition, self-ascribed traits 

and behaviour” (Schmader & Block, 2015, p. 475).  The influences that may impact that self-

definition are those from our family of origin, the culture that surrounds us, and the people 

within the schools we attend.  As I wrote earlier, I believe the culture in which we live surrounds 

the family and the schools, which influences ideologies and gender identity.  I believe the family 

may have the largest influence on that development, and that we are active participants in our 

own gender development, and I can use my participants’ stories as an example of this. 

 Shad and Chel both believe that males should take care of females.  Chel, in particular, 

saw his role of protector, and this belief was influenced by the way he was raised.  When talking 

with Shad, he admitted that he never thought about gender and what it meant until leaving 

Houston and attending university.  This may demonstrate that there is not much discussion about 

gender in schools or the homes because there are not many people who are questioning gender 

normative behaviours in Houston. 

 Gender identity is complex, and I, by no means, am suggesting that there are right and 

wrong ways of looking at it.  Endendijk et al. (2018) wrote about how very complex gender 

identity is to understand.  My intention is for people to be aware of gender, not only while raising 

children, but also when teaching them.  I believe that awareness of how teachers treat their 

students based on being male or female is the start of gender-equitable teaching within public-
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schools.  I am an example of how my awareness changed my teaching practices and provided my 

students with the most gender equitable classroom I could.   

 Parents are the first people who are models of behaviour and expectations of their 

children.  If the mother is the one who does the majority, or all of the care taking, including 

cooking, cleaning, and volunteering at schools, then her children will believe that is the role of 

the mother.  Once they start attending school and they see female teachers in care taking roles, 

along with female SEAs and receptionists, the female as caretaker is further reinforced.   

 The stories of my participants revealed that their mothers were the caretakers in the 

home, and dads most often went out to work.  Even though all the mothers had jobs outside of 

the home, they talked openly about their mothers doing the majority of the care taking.  

Andrew’s dad did the majority of the cooking, but other than that, the mothers were seen as the 

nurturers.  The family gender dynamic is fostered at birth through mechanisms that view babies 

in stereotypical ways.  Carter (2014) explained how boys develop their masculinity through what 

is perceived as appropriate male behaviour from early on.  This behaviour is reinforced later on 

when entering into a social setting and joining a group with similar behaviours.  Hockey provides 

an important example here; when a boy attends a hockey event with his father, there are 

expectations of behaviour and the boy quickly learns that he is part of a social group of males, 

which requires him to behave in a similar way.  My interviewees were clear in expressing this 

social dynamic.   

 Forming a gender identity goes beyond parenting as role models of behaviour.  There can 

also be feedback from the parents about what is appropriate for boys and for girls.  When raising 

Matthew, I was very aware of gender stereotypes, and I felt it was my duty as a feminist to raise 

my son in a way that encouraged emotions and communication.  I never told him to stop crying 
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if he was hurt and I made the decision to put him into martial arts instead of hockey.  Despite the 

reality that parents can influence gender development of their children, families exist within a 

community, and that community may then influence the parents’ expectations of their boys and 

girls.   

The Concept of Culture 

 Houston is a microcosm set within the Bulkley Valley in northern BC.  As four of my 

participants indicated, growing up here influenced who they are as men, but they had a difficult 

time pinpointing exactly how that happened.  All my participants described the culture of 

Houston as traditional, based on gender stereotypes.  It is a place of working hard and being 

tough, but this was mostly applied to males who live in Houston.  Although Andrew did talk 

about his Aunties who make raising a family and working hard look easy, so he did equate 

working hard with women in his life as well.  Overall, Houston was described as red neck, 

conservative, and a great place for huntin’ and fishin.’ Every participant dropped the “g” when 

talking about these activities in relation to Houston. 

 Because the term “red neck” was used to describe Houston by each participant, I would 

like to address this term.  This term can be seen as a joke, or something that really does not 

matter.  There seems to be a connection to being a red neck and being a white male (although 

this is starting to change and includes white females as well), especially within the working class 

(Morris, 2012). Morris (2012) devoted an entire chapter to the meaning of a red neck in his book 

about masculinity and education and clearly explained how boys can be described as red necks 

by their teachers, which is used as a derogatory term, but the boys do not necessarily see it that 

way.  I contend with the onslaught of television programming such as Duck Dynasty, being a red 

neck is now worn like a badge of honour and something that creates the masculine ideal.  
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O’Sullivan (2016) wrote, “Appearances and consumption practices associated with white, rural, 

working-class men hold tremendous symbolic power as markers of masculine authenticity” (p. 

370).  I believe analyzing this word in the context of being male in Houston is important, and 

when these ideologies do not line up with whom one is as a male, it may cause feelings of 

disconnection to the community and culture. 

 When my participants described men in Houston, they talked about all men being the 

same. They described the males of Houston as hard-working and tough, and it was much easier 

for them to talk about men in Houston, than to talk about women.  At first, Matthew said there 

was a difference between older men and men his age, until he started describing what they are 

like.  It was like each participant took himself out of the group of men or at least tried to appear 

to be non-typical.  This may be due to the fact that none of them live in Houston anymore.  My 

intention was to show that boys who grow up in towns like Houston have diverse masculinities, 

but there seems to be a perception of rural spaces in Canada as places where “monologic rural 

masculinities manifest” (Coen et al., 2013, p. 95).  These authors also showed through their study 

with Prince George, BC males, that they also did not associate themselves with the homogenous 

group of typical males in their city.  I believe it is this perception that made it difficult for my 

participants to stay in Houston through adulthood and as they developed individual identities 

which no longer fit with the perceived stereotypical male of Houston they felt the need to move 

elsewhere.  

 All but Chel said that they would not live back in Houston at any time.  Brad and 

Matthew were the two most vehement of his issue and were the two who spent the most time in 

Houston after high school.  They did not associate the perceived values and culture of Houston 

as their own.  I believe that leaving Houston had the biggest positive effect on Brad and 
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Matthew.  They talked about not “fitting in” and feeling isolated within the boundaries of 

Houston, so once they left, they were both able to be more authentically themselves. 

 Although the culture of Houston may have influenced some of the gender identity 

development of my participants, they talked about the impact of growing up in the family they 

did.  Andrew said that Houston showed him how to work hard, but Chel was the one who I felt 

articulated it the best.  He said that it really was his family who impacted who he is as a man the 

most, but Houston reinforced it.   

Family and Gender Development 

 All of my participants talked openly about how much of an impact their families had on 

their development, not only gender, but who they have become as people.  Matthew was the only 

participant to talk about the connection between how he was raised and his views about gender. 

He said that Houston made no difference to him; it was being raised by me and the way in which 

I talked about gender as he grew up that helped define his views of males and females.  

 Conversations are not the only way children are socialized, but it also occurs through the 

actions and activities the parents choose for their children.  Although I have mentioned four out 

of five of my participants talked about how hard their dads work and all of my participants 

equated working hard with men in Houston, they each had mothers who also worked outside of 

the home.  Now that they are at various stages of school and careers, each participant said they 

do not want to be constantly working hard.  They can see the value in having time off and 

enjoying leisure time.  I believe they do not equate working hard with being a strong man, or as a 

part of their masculine identity.  

 Going beyond working, the parents of my participants gave them freedom, which they 

enjoyed.  Matthew was the only one who said he felt too nurtured and did not have the same 
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kinds of freedoms as the other participants.  Parents also made choices for each boy when they 

were little.  Shad, Chel, Andrew, and Brad started playing hockey when they were little, and 

Matthew was put into TaeKwonDo.  Although Matthew did play hockey for a year and a half, it 

was not a part of his life or development.  My contention is that the choice of putting boys into 

hockey had a significant impact on how they developed their gender identities and how they 

view females.  

Hockey and the Construction of Gender 

 I feel this is the most contentious section of my analysis.  There have been many times 

when I have tried talking with citizens of Houston about hockey and the development of 

masculinity only to be faced with stony silence.  Body language changes, and I feel like it is a 

topic that people do not want to discuss.  I think it is important that I mention that I am not 

criticizing hockey players in Houston, or their parents.  I am trying to understand why the culture 

of hockey is so dominant and how those hockey players develop as young men, not only on the 

ice, but also outside the arena.  I am using the experiences of Shad, Chel, Andrew, and Brad and 

how they spoke about hockey, especially surrounding their interactions with female hockey 

players as a way of learning about the culture of hockey.  Again, because Matthew did not play 

hockey extensively, he is not included in this section of the analysis. 

 Sports, and particularly hockey in Canada, have been associated with high degrees of 

male dominance and traditional masculinity (Allain, 2008; Broch, 2016; Tjønndal, 2016). 

Throughout the stories of these four participants, they talked about how much time they devoted 

to hockey, and how hockey was their primary focus as they moved through their teenage years. 

Unfortunately, because I did not explicitly ask, they did not articulate how hockey impacted how 
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they developed their identities or masculinity, so my purpose in this section is to decipher their 

words, with a focus on their experiences of playing with girls in minor hockey.  

 Each of these four participants talked about how it was their role as male players to “stick 

up for” the female players which was a universal ideology throughout minor hockey.  They each 

said this, and almost word for word, described protecting female players as part of the 

expectations of male players.  When girls play hockey with boys, the belief system among the 

male players is that girls need to be protected on the ice, based on the presumption that girls are 

relatively weak.  Boys who are smaller than the girls do not garner protection, so it has nothing 

to do with size.  I believe it has to do with seeing girls as weaker and less skilled as players. 

 If girls are seen as weaker and less skilled, they cannot be seen as equal.  All my 

participants described the female players as weaker, and one commented about how girls get hurt 

more easily so needed the protection.  However, they also commented on how difficult it was to 

form a cohesive team with girls and girls changed the team dynamic.  One participant mentioned 

that it was difficult for the girls to be part of the team because there were very few of them and 

did not share a locker room with the guys, so the girls were not part of the locker room 

camaraderie and would even eat by themselves during out of town hockey tournaments.  All of 

these things point to the differences between male and female hockey players, which I believe 

goes beyond the arena.  Hockey took up the largest amount of time in my participants’ lives 

during their adolescence.  If there is a fundamental belief that girls need protecting because of 

weakness, it appears that this becomes learned behaviour outside of hockey as well.  What makes 

this more complex, though, is that each of these boys believed that males and females should be 

equal.  



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

228 

 The element of hockey, and how this may have impacted masculinity, is not simple by 

any means.  The three interviewees who went on to play in junior hockey described themselves 

as highly competitive, and one in particular talked about how he wanted to be the best player of 

all his peers.  The topic of females in hockey was just a part of what they talked about in relation 

to hockey.  They also talked about the time commitment it took to be at their skill level and the 

benefits of being part of a team.  Two of them, in particular, talked about making friends through 

hockey which have become lasting friendships.  I think to say that hockey did not have a major 

impact on the development of these boys would be wrong, but to say it impacted them all in the 

same way and developed their masculinities the same would also be incorrect.  It only adds to the 

complexity of masculinities in each of my participants.  

Limitations 

 My study has limitations, especially surrounding the sample of my participants.  They 

were not a racially diverse group, and the sample size was small.  I believe my research would 

have been more robust if I interviewed boys with diverse ethnicities and those who still live in 

Houston.  Although I tried in many ways to include a diverse group, I was not successful in 

finding more participants.   

Summary 

 There is a wealth of knowledge and experiences in all of us and certainly, each of us has 

a unique, important story to tell.  We can learn from our own stories, as much as others may 

learn from us.  This is the intention of my research.  First and foremost, I wanted to learn about 

boys’ experiences in Houston.  I cannot look at the world from a male’s point of view, so I 

wanted to begin to understand more about that point of view.  
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 My findings show multilayered masculinities from my participants.  They certainly were 

socialized through their families, the culture of Houston, and through hockey which formed their 

beliefs based on gender.  However, as four out of the five began to get older and experience life 

outside of Houston, their views of gender have broadened somewhat.  Three out of five may still 

hold gender-stereotypical beliefs, but I could see they were challenged by those beliefs through 

our conversations.  They believe in equality yet talked about women being care takers of the 

family and that men’s role if that of the bread winner.  All of them were very open to sharing 

their thoughts and experiences with me, and I believe they were honest about those experiences, 

even when the topics may have been difficult.   

 I believe this challenge came from not thinking about or being aware of gender while 

growing up.  I contend that awareness can lead to equity, but such awareness can only happen if 

parents and teachers are cognizant of gender identity and development.  As a result, I would like 

more emphasis to be put on the diversity of masculinities and having schools become places of 

promoting those masculinities.  “Masculinities are configurations of practice that are 

accomplished in social action and, therefore, can differ according to the gender relations in a 

particular setting” (Connell & Messerschmitt, 2005, p. 836).  

 I have a strong belief in the power of education.  I know how much it has changed my life 

for the better.  I became a much better teacher through my master’s degree in gender studies.  I 

was open to the learning and willing to challenge who I was as a teacher.  Being open to change 

was the key to my learning.  I have always been able to reflect on my practices, behaviours, and 

ideologies, and when needed, changed those things for the better.   

 I did not conduct this research to criticize public-school teachers, or parents, or the people 

of Houston.  Honestly, my research stemmed from wanting to understand Matthew’s experience 
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of going through high school in a more complete way.  And, I am constantly wanting to add to 

my learning and be a better teacher, and even more broadly, be a better person.  There is a lot 

that can be learned from my research. 

 All boys are not the same; they are unique and may require a variety of ways of learning.  

Each of us comes to school with a gender identity that started developing through our family 

experiences.  Beliefs of gender may become more entrenched and internalized if teachers 

promote gender-stereotypical behaviours through their own practice and policies made by the 

school administration.  The culture in which we live can also influence the gender identity of its 

residents, along with what is taught in its schools.  This shows the complexity of masculinities 

and why this is valuable research.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: THEORETICAL DISCUSSION 

 Part of my role as a social researcher is to use my research and apply it to a larger system, 

or to a grander way of thinking, in short, to generalize in a defensible way.  The stories of these 

five young men from Houston, BC, can help us expand our knowledge about place, culture, and 

masculinities.  I am applying these stories to a larger framework, in the hopes that educators may 

learn about the diversity of masculinities in the boys they teach, in order to provide equitable 

learning opportunities for all students. 

 Through this section my intention is to give my research some context within a broader 

scope.  What I am doing here is highlighting the concept of masculinities that Connell 

(2012,2014,2016) and Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) wrote about.  The definition of both 

masculinity and femininity was clearly defined by Priola (2010):  “Masculinity and femininity 

refer to values, meanings and, behaviours culturally associated with men and women 

respectively” (p. 547).  This discussion about masculinities is not based on biology, but the 

construction of masculinities and how gender identity is formed.  I am focusing on the concept of 

a hierarchy within those masculinities, showing that elite masculinities exist within a culture. 

However, what constitutes as elite masculinity may change through time and culture, depending 

on what is valued, based on the economy and needs of the society.  

 The study of masculinity became more pronounced in the world of academia in the 1980s 

(Connell, 2012).  Since then, studies have shown that multiple masculinities exist, and they 

change over time and culture.  Connell (2012) wrote about the importance of knowing that 

multiple masculinities exists because of the way the highly influential media portrays males as a 

rather homogenous, generic group.  But knowing that all men do not behave the same way, think 
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the same way, or develop gender identity the same way may help us combat the messages 

society is inundated with on a daily basis.   

 Even just talking to five young men, I could see how different they were from one 

another.  At various times, these young men showed emotions, kindness, care, nonchalance, 

heartbreak, and humour among a variety of other behaviours and attributes.  Even within 

discussion about hockey, one young man talked about the importance of being on a team and 

contributing positively to that team, while another talked about doing well to make his dad proud 

of him.  Although they each took something a bit different away from the experiences of hockey, 

I believe hockey influenced their development of masculinities.  My contention is that the culture 

of hockey has a strong influence on the development of an elite masculinity in Houston, which in 

itself has its own currency, not unlike the currency of elite masculinity that Connell (2016) 

discussed.   

 When participating within a culture that is deemed important, and the members are male, 

such as hockey in Houston, or corporate management in Japan in the late 20th century (Connell, 

2016), an elite masculinity may be formed.  Connell (2016) wrote about how the economy of a 

society can impact gender development.  It is possible that when the economy changes, such as 

the influx of oil patches in Canada, and there is a need for an increased labour force, there will be 

a concomitant change in the hierarchy and culture of masculinity.  Industry demands and fosters 

traditional masculinity and one of the best ways to convince a large group of men to participate 

in that industry, is to connect a strong sense of masculinity to the roles that need to be filled.  

 As noted by Connell (2016), cultures all over the world have been changing definitions of 

elite masculinity to ensure men’s participation in the economy.  Her example of “entrepreneurial 

masculinities” (p. 310) in China and India showed the importance of having men contributing to 
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the massive economy by becoming businessmen, and she noted that they are now “making 

fortunes comparable to the great fortunes in the US” (p. 310).  What I am trying to show here is 

that elite masculinities mean different things in different places, and they can even change 

through time, depending on the economic base of the community.   

 I believe schools are seen as part of the economic base of a community and the larger 

culture in which they reside.  From my experiences, and observations over the years, many 

people believe schools should be preparing students for the work force.  When the work force of 

the community is highly gendered, such as it is in Houston, the schools then may be contributing 

to the hierarchy of masculinity, where certain skills and attributes of the community are more 

valued than others.   

 Connell (2016) wrote about the working-class masculinity that developed in Australia 

when the economy changed, and there was a need for an industrial labour force.  When this need 

exits, government funding in public-schools may shift, so that money is available for trades 

programs and other non-academic learning in the high school system.  The high school in 

Houston is also an example of the shift in funding, in which a large trades shop was built in 

connection with the local community college.  High school credits were given to students who 

participated in the trades program and many would earn first-year tickets in a specific trade.  And 

these classes were filled almost exclusively by males.   

 This is one example of how schools may be contributing to the development of one kind 

of masculine identity, connecting masculinity to industrial labour.  Morris (2012) wrote 

extensively about boys choosing trades or vocational classes in high school because of how they 

connect being a man to working with his hands.  So, when Connell (2012) wrote that “education 

is dangerous” (p. 68), I agree with her, especially when there is not questions of how educational 
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institutions contribute to the inequalities found within society.  In resource communities where 

masculinity is tied to resources and is also the place where high wages reside, the society 

becomes inequitable based not only on wages but the importance of gender stereotypical 

masculinity.  This is evident in Houston, showing that males out earn females by an 

overwhelming rate at the higher end of the earning scale.  At this point, I looked more deeply 

into Connell’s (2016) work.  She wrote about the imbalance of power and elite masculinity 

within the corporate world as well as education and resource communities.  She wrote, “a closer 

look at the masculinities of the main power-holding elites in the contemporary world shows the 

huge task still ahead for the project of gender equality” (p. 312).  Clearly, the imbalance of 

wages does not only reside in resource communities but continues through many areas of the 

economy.      

 My contention is that the role of elite masculinity is the key to understanding why males 

occupy these higher income careers.  When the attributes of elite masculinity in a particular 

culture are taught to boys at an early age, they are more likely to fulfill the role that society 

expects of them. Connell (2012) wrote about the need for more economists to study how 

masculinities and the economy are linked and how that link may impact males and females in the 

business world.  I will even go further in saying that we need to start understanding masculinities 

in education as well, because of the important place schools hold within Western cultures.   

 There has been concern about boys’ education for years (Carvalho, 2016; Clark et al., 

2008; Connell, 2005; Morris, 2012), and it seems to me, the response in the public schools in 

Houston has been ineffectual.  There seems to be a push in providing less academic opportunities 

and more opportunities such as hockey and trades programs.  If these programs are occupied 

mostly by males, such programs may limit boys’ chances of furthering their educations outside 
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of high school.  My concern is not about these courses being offered as a way of giving students 

a variety of learning opportunities; my concern is about creating a gendered educational space, 

where boys are in trades and girls are in academics, based on masculine and feminine ideals.   

 I believe that gender construction exists as a way of focusing on differences between men 

and women, rather than the similarities.  In order to find any kind of equality, whether it is in the 

public-school system, corporations, or relationships on a personal level, I believe we need to 

further understand the reasons why masculinities and femininities exist.  My contention is that 

there is a system in place that goes unspoken and unrecognized as the norm, where males are 

associated with stereotypical masculinity and females with stereotypical femininity.  Connell 

(2012) wrote, “The strategic questions about change in gender relations involve not only 

personal relations, identities and intimate life, but also large-scale institutions and the structural 

conditions of social life” (p. 15).   

Through my research, my goal was to understand how growing up in Houston may affect 

a male’s gender identity. The development of masculinities is complex, with many factors 

attributing to that development, including family, teachers, siblings, and the culture and 

expectations of behaviour, but each person has her/his own personality that will affect the 

interactions with all of these factors.   

As a way of finishing this dissertation, I am providing the framework for a university 

level course for education students that flows from my research.  I provide this course in 

Appendix A as a series of essential readings and as a course not only to be taught to student 

teachers in education programs, but also as a practical application and an applied summary of my 

research.  I believe in knowledge and understanding about gender and how our perceptions may 
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influence how we teach our students.  My belief is that once we gain knowledge, we can then 

promote an equitable teaching space, no matter what place the school resides.   
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APPENDIX A: PROPOSAL FOR UNIVERSITY COURSE 

 The purpose of this course is to give time to think about our own gender identities and 

how that may affect teaching students.  It is not about men versus women, but about equality for 

all learners.  It is not about criticizing, but opening up dialogue, and understanding of gender.  It 

exists in every school, community, and household.  Our identities are tied to how we behave in 

the world and the way in which we teach.  Because of my background, I taught lessons about 

gender, Canadian Women’s History Month, and perceptions based on sex.  Many of my 

colleagues did not do those things because it was not part of their understanding of the world.  I 

contend that understanding gender perceptions and our own biases will help create a more 

equitable learning environment for all students.   

 Issues have come from my research that I believe should be included in an Educational 

Foundation course primarily focused on how masculinity is developed and how schools and 

educators may be promoting the elite masculinity over the various masculinities that exist.  I 

want to challenge the thinking that masculinity is inherently tied to males and femininity to 

females.  This approach based on dichotomies does not create an equitable learning environment 

and may hinder learning opportunities for students.  

 Another issue is that of the culture of the place in which teachers will be teaching.  Many 

teachers will be working in a place where they did not grow up.  I think that an awareness of the 

community and culture is important for two reasons.  First of all, to be good teachers, I think 

they should understand the students whom they are teaching and getting to know parents and 

other community members will be helpful, along with what industry drives the community, 

whether it is resource based, technology based, service based, and such.  An example of why 

understanding community is important comes from Houston.  In the forest industry, those who 
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work “in the bush” have two sets of time off, based on weather.  This time off varies in the year, 

and many families will take vacations during “break up” or “freeze up,” and this usually does not 

coincide with school holidays.  Many students will miss school, and that is something teachers in 

these resource communities need to understand, so they may need to adapt their thinking about 

students missing school for vacations.  Secondly, knowing the community will help in knowing 

how to expand the horizons and knowledge base of the students. Just because a culture already 

exists, it does not mean that students should not be challenged to think beyond where they have 

grown up. 

 Because this is a course intended for student teachers, I think they need to understand 

how important their role is within their classrooms, not just with teaching engaging lessons, but 

also in developing relationships with their students that are meaningful.  All of my participants 

talked about having teachers who are relaxed and fun but know the material they are teaching. 

When students respect their teachers, classroom management becomes less of an issue.  My 

classroom management skills were highly developed by the end of my public-school teaching 

career, and I believe more emphasis needs to be put on the importance of this skill in teacher 

training. 

 Lastly, I believe a course for student teachers should encourage teachers to inspire 

students to explore their own learning passions or to begin developing passions if they have not 

already done so.  This is an important part of my research and experience.  When students are 

given freedom to explore and learn about topics they want, I believe they become more engaged 

in school and education.  I have a strong belief that it is the role of teachers to encourage 

learning, not based on masculine or feminine ideals, but based on the individual student.  I 

created opportunities for my students in a Grade 7 class to explore endless topics of their choice.  
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They took ownership of their learning, explored a variety of topics and way of showing that 

learning, and developed a vast amount of skills and knowledge that they would not have acquired 

if they were not given this freedom of learning and exploration.  I am including a list of essential 

readings that I would include in a course for student teachers.  I have included the reasons why I 

think these are essential as part of the student teachers’ learning.   

Chapter 6 Sex Differences: Do Thy Matter in Education? (Mellanby & Theoblad, 2014) 

 The authors discuss the history of sex differences in education and the behaviours that 

became associated with males and females.  They show that culture may have an impact on 

scores, but they back away from that explanation when it comes to boys’ differences in scores in 

Language Arts. This makes for a good discussion about when biological differences may be used 

to explain differences or when culture is used. They talk about a variety of studies that have been 

conducted over the years showing differences in males and females at all levels of education 

from Kindergarten to university.  Through the cited studies, there is an underlying notion that the 

cultural expectations of males and females can influence how tests are made and conducted when 

trying to compare males and females.  The authors use biological differences as well as 

sociological differences between the sexes as a way of encouraging the reader to understand the 

complexity of the information about sex differences.  At the end of the chapter, a section called 

“Implications for Educators” is included, which I like.  Differences between boys and girls on 

test scores is smaller than the differences between the sexes.  This chapter gives a good amount 

of information using biology and sociology, but it does seem to bend more towards equality for 

women and not a completely balanced approach of equality for all. 
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Good Education in the Age of Measurement: On the Need to Reconnect with the Question 

of Purpose in Education (Biesta, 2009) 

 The question I have been asking my administration and colleagues for the past few years 

is about the purpose of education.  It is actually difficult for many people to answer, beyond 

preparing youth for their futures, but when my participants told me that school really did not do 

that for them, then education may not be fulfilling that role.  I will use this article as a way to get 

student teachers to think deeply about what their role is within the existing structure of 

education. The author of this article also pointed out how measurements and assessments are 

used in schools.  I have always been concerned about assessments and how those assessments are 

used, especially Foundational Skills Assessments in BC.  The ranking of schools should not be 

allowed, unless those rankings help the underfunded schools.  To be a good teacher, I believe it’s 

imperative to know what your purpose is and why you believe education is important.   

Just Education (Connell, 2012) 

 Very short article, but provocative.  The first line is “Education is dangerous” (p. 681). 

Connell does an excellent job in describing the need to understand how powerful education is, 

especially in reproducing existing culture.  I believe it is important for teachers to understand 

how much they can impact the experiences of students in their classrooms and how they have a 

responsibility to create an equitable environment, where all students have the ability to learn and 

grow as people.   

Improving School Practices in Education in the Best Interests of the Child (Howe & Covell, 

2013) 

 This article is about what makes quality teachers and effective classroom practices.  Of 

all the factors that contribute to the well-being of students and their learning, the quality of the 
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teacher is the most important.  The authors showed that there are universal qualities that make a 

teacher effective, and I believe that student teachers should be aware of these qualities.  I am also 

including the short section from these authors on effective classroom practices.  Through my 

experiences, I have seen new teachers struggle with this part of their job.  They may have 

excellent knowledge and ideas of how to teach lessons, but it is their practices in the classroom 

that will determine if the students will learn from those lessons.  Creating a structured classroom 

where there is an understanding that the teacher is the leader of the classroom, is an important 

step toward creating a successful learning environment.  Again, I have seen new teachers 

struggle with creating a structured classroom that has expectations of behaviour.  The authors 

articulate how a good education for students really depends on the teacher. 

Students’ Oppositional Behaviours and Engagement in School: The Differential Role of the 

Student-Teacher Relationship (Archambault et al., 2017) 

 In this article, the authors showed the importance of relationships between students and 

teachers as a way of engaging students.  They also show the differences in how boys and girls 

relate to their teachers and if those relationships may help combat oppositional behaviours. 

Because some students are going to be oppositional at school, I believe it is important to try to 

understand why this may be and how teachers may help students. 

Relationships Play Primary Role in Boys’ Learning (Reichert & Hawley, 2013) 

 In this article, the authors focused on the importance of teachers’ relationships with boys. 

Because other studies showed that teachers generally have a more difficult time with male 

students, I want to include this article to show how teachers may develop more positive 

relationships not only with boys, but also with girls.  It is a short article but gives a specific list of 

ways teachers may create relationships with their male students, and this list comes from a 
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comprehensive study by the authors.  It is also mentioned that teachers and students may 

perceive the breakdown of relationships differently.  The authors concluded that most boys are 

not opposed to learning and they do find value in education. 

Why Does Teacher Gender Matter? (Sansone, 2017) 

 Sansone (2017) took a good look into the debate about whether boys should have male 

teachers and girls should have female teachers in order to have optimum engaged learning.  The 

focus was on math and science, which seemed to be the most popular subjects to discuss in 

recent studies about education.  The conclusion is basically that the sex of the teacher does not 

matter but the quality of the teaching does.  The teacher needs to be well versed in the subject 

matter, which helps students become more engaged in their learning.  And students generally 

respect teachers who come into the classroom with confidence and knowing the material they are 

teaching. 

Are Boys Better Off with Male and Girls with Female Teachers? A Multilevel Investigation 

(Spilt, Koomen, & Jak, 2012) 

 This is another article discussing the relationships of teachers and students.  These 

authors focused on male and female teachers’ relationships with boys and girls and how teachers 

report the most difficulty relating to boys.  The authors gave some suggestions about why this 

may be, citing the feminization of education and how boys may be more anti-social than girls. 

Interestingly, the most conflictual relationships were between male teachers and boys.  I think it 

is important for student teachers to be aware of the importance of developing relationships with 

students and how it is their responsibility to create an environment to enhance positive 

relationships.  My hope is that his article encourages them to think beyond the stereotypes of 
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boys having the behaviour problems in the schools and need to be constantly managed.  What 

matters is seeing each student as an individual and as someone who is able to learn. 

Confronting Gender Issues in a Novice Teacher’s Classroom: Student and Parent/Teacher 

Educator Perspectives (J. Sandholtz & S. Sandholtz, 2010) 

 This is an excellent article about boys’ and girls’ perspectives within a real classroom. 

This article was written because of the author’s daughter’s experience in her sixth-grade class. 

Her teacher was a second-year male teacher, and Sarah, the author’s daughter, brought up a 

question about novels being chosen with male lead characters and that she believed that boys 

should be reading novels with strong female leads.  The boys said they do, and the teacher shut 

down the discussion very quickly with a statement about being cautious about gender stereotypes 

and “assertions that pit boys against girls” (p. 120).  Sarah was embarrassed by this exchange, to 

the point that it impacted what kind of writing she produced for future assignments.  The authors 

go on to show gender practices in reading in schools and give suggestions as to how the teacher 

may have handled the topic of gender stereotypes in the classroom.  Teachers can make a 

difference in how students respond to gender stereotypes, which is something I believe new 

teachers should understand.  I want them to figure out their own gender identities and what their 

beliefs are before starting their careers as teachers.  To quote from the article, “Teachers play a 

critical role in promoting equitable learning; yet researchers propose that they do not enter the 

profession prepared to teach in an equitable manner” (p. 131).  This is exactly why this course 

that I am proposing is critical for new teachers to have before entering the classroom. 
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Boys Don’t Work? On the Psychological Benefits of Showing Low Effort in High School 

(Heyder & Kessels, 2017) 

 A thorough look at why some boys do not put effort into their learning in high school and 

the reasons for that low effort is presented in this article.  The term “effortless achiever” (p. 72) 

is used to describe the type of student who is most popular and seen as most intelligent by 

teachers.  Teachers more often attributed low effort to boys and high effort to girls.  This article 

is about challenging our gender views of students and perceptions that may influence how we 

teach those students.  I believe in the importance of discussing why we think the way we do.  I 

also think that it is important for teachers to understand that there seems to be a payoff for boys 

when showing low effort in school, and that low effort and lack of motivation may not be 

related. Social status and popularity can be very important for students, and through my 

experiences, this topic is not discussed in-depth in schools. 

Pressures to perform: An interview study of Australian high-performance school-age 

athletes’ perceptions of balancing their school and sporting lives. (O’Neill, Allen, & Calder, 

2013) 

 Interviews conducted with high level athletes who are also high school students are 

presented in this article.  The participants talked about the difficulty of balancing school and their 

dreams of being a professional athlete.  These students talked about not just the impact on their 

learning, but the physical, social, and psychological toll it takes to be a high-level athlete.  I am 

including this article because, as teachers in Canada, they will come across students who are 

focused on sport.  Many of these students will not be high level athletes, but as my own research 

showed, there will be students who will be working towards high achievement in sport.  I believe 

there is value in understanding what is going on for these athletes.  This is an area I never 
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understood as a teacher, and I wish that I had read some of these kinds of articles through my 

career.  I think it would have helped me understand more about the pressures these students may 

be under, and why sport is the priority, and school is not. 

“All I have to do is pass”: A discursive analysis of student athletes’ talk about prioritising 

sport to the detriment of education to overcome stressors encountered in combining elite 

sport and tertiary education (Cosh & Tully, 2014) 

 This is a term I have heard many times in Houston, so an article like this is valuable for 

new teachers.  The athletes who were interviewed for this article articulated very well that they 

prioritized sport over education, which was because there was only so much time they had in a 

day.  As teachers, I think they want all students to crave learning and want to come to school, but 

this is not the reality of the situation.  Cosh and Tully (2014) showed that although athletes 

prioritized sport over education, it was not always a simple decision.  There was a suggestion 

that these athletes felt that they were passive in the decision making about their priorities.  The 

authors suggested that maybe there should be more connection between schools and sports 

organizations.  I contend that this is a good idea and believe that some discussions surrounding 

education and sport may be beneficial for the learning of athletes.  Again, I am including this 

article because I believe teachers should have some information about athletes before starting 

their careers, as the chances of them teaching student athletes, especially hockey players, is very 

high in Canada. 

It Might be Nice to be a Girl…Then you Wouldn’t Have to be Emotionless (Way et al., 

2014) 

 In this article, the authors showed boys who are resistant to the norms of masculinity and 

how this can change through adolescence.  This a good article to think about the definitions of 
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masculinity and how boys are not a part of one homogenous group.  I like how parts of the 

interviews with boys are included, so that we can learn more about these boys’ gender identities 

and how they think they may need to change their outward behaviours as they age.  The authors 

pointed out how attuned boys are to masculine norms, and they are not just passively going along 

with social expectations.  I am including this article to highlight the masculinities that I would 

like teachers to understand.  When teachers start their careers, the chances of them hearing about 

what should be done to fix boys, or there is a problem with boys, is very high.  However, one 

solution will not work for all boys, or for all girls for that matter.  As I have stated many times 

already, teachers have a large impact on the gender understanding in their classrooms.  My hope 

is that an article like this one will encourage each teacher to understand why boys behave the 

way they do, and it may be due to expected gender stereotypes, not because it is what the boys 

truly believe.  I would like teachers to encourage differences, not similarities, with all their 

students.  

The New Science of Cognitive Sex Differences (Miller & Halpern, 2014) 

 Because I do not want to only include articles about socialization, I am including a more 

biological understanding of sex differences.  This is a fairly recent article showing new research 

on what kinds of factors impact cognition.  The authors showed a comprehensive look at 

hormonal influences, brain differences, cultural influences, gender stereotypes, and 

biopsychosocial interaction.  Gender identity is not simple but is a complex issue that is shown 

through this article.  We become who we are because of many factors, not just one or two.  I am 

including this article to encourage student teachers to really think about how gender is acted out 

and how they can be a part of creating an equitable learning environment for all their students.  

  



NARRATIVES OF GENDER AND IDENTITY 
 

269 

Appendix B: Workshop/Presentation for Teachers 

  Beyond a university course, my plan is to develop a practical workshop/presentation for 

teachers about masculinities and gender identity in classrooms and ways of optimizing learning 

in the classroom.  I believe this is the way to reach many teachers and because of the workshop 

facilitator training I received from the BCTF, and my experience conducting workshops for 

teachers over the years, this would be a highly effective way of starting the dialogue about 

gender in classrooms.   

 I would like to conduct this workshop on Professional Development (ProD) days.  This is 

for practical reasons.  I know the engagement of teachers is much higher on ProD days than 

holding a session after school during the week.  After school, teachers can be tired and stressed 

out, and not in the mood for learning.  I know this through experience and as someone who has 

conducted workshops, I found it most effective on days when teachers were fresh, and the day 

was devoted to learning. 

 As a teacher who has attended many workshops over the years, I also know what it takes 

to be an engaged facilitator or presenter.  I always appreciated those who presented their ideas 

clearly, passionately and with expertise.  I have talked with a couple of my participants, and 

when they are able, they may join me to give their stories to the teachers in attendance.  I believe 

this will give my workshop/presentation more richness and make it more interesting. 

 My learning from my dissertation is vast, so I would like to focus on a few of the themes 

that arose from my research to be a part of the workshop/presentation.  First of all, I would like 

to talk about elementary school education, and using that as a time to develop social skills and 

incorporating Individual Learning within the school day.  At the high school level, I would like 

to use Matthew’s example of the project he completed in English class as a way of encouraging 
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more teachers to give students’ Individual Learning opportunities within their subject matter. 

Because the BC curriculum has changed in the past few years, it encourages more of this kind of 

learning in classrooms, it is just giving the teachers the courage to try.   

I would like to address gender biases and encourage teachers to think about how boys and 

girls are treated in their classrooms. I would do this in a way that is not judgemental, but more of 

a way of reflecting on practices, like the example I gave in the analysis about when there is 

group work, girls are almost exclusively the “note takers and organizers” of the group.  I would 

also share some ideas about how to give lessons on gender within the classroom.  I would have 

ready-made materials for discussions for various levels within the K-12 system as a way of 

encouraging teachers to have these discussions with their students.  Through my research I 

established that many teachers do not talk explicitly about gender and sex-based difference; my 

participants were unanimous in this.   

I am confident that creating this kind of workshop will start the discussions about gender 

equitable practices with teachers.  I look forward to going beyond the written media and taking 

my research to a wider audience of teachers and administrators.   

 

 

  

  

 

  


