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Successful teaching is an art form that requires a special kind of artist--one with a passion, a drive, and a zest for educating. That said, someone who possesses this ambition and the innumerable skills required for the field should not be denied the opportunity to teach. Does this truth change if this individual is male, or homosexual? We live in a society so progressive that we have elected an African American president, built cars that can park themselves, and sent people to outer space. When it comes to men who want to teach small children, however, the general misconceptions are that they do not know how, or that they are perverts with sickening alternative agendas. These lines of thought are backwards, discriminatory, and entirely unfair. Males in education have had a stigma attached to them since the early twentieth century, and I would like to discuss this stigma, its history, its effects, and how we are combatting it as a progressive nation in the year 2013.
Teaching has not always been a female-dominated field. Like every other field, men once made up the entire educational labor force because the nation was still reluctant to allow women to enter the workplace. The general idea, one that still lingers even today, is that a woman’s place is at home keeping house and raising children. The thought that women cannot contribute equally to the workforce is an issue all to itself, but it is one that surrounds education as we know it. Men were also viewed as more intellectually capable and they had better access to education themselves, so it was only natural that men would be responsible for teaching as well, since women were viewed as unqualified by comparison. 
The exponential growth of schools and education created a monstrous demand for teachers. The issue with this demand was that they could only afford to pay them incredibly low wages. This made hiring women for teaching positions a more popular practice because they were willing to accept any work and were lenient about the wages.  These common schools hired women for low wages, helping to create one of the first instances of a gender pay gap in our nation’s economy between male and female teachers. By the early part of the twentieth century, women constituted upwards of ninety percent of teachers (Sadker 145). Teaching then became gendered as a female profession.
From then on, men who actually chose to stay in the field of education were highly scrutinized on many different levels. Since the job was not one of hard manual labor, people perceived male teachers to be effeminate.  A more effeminate nature was also, of course, associated with homosexuality.  From there, much of society concluded that gay males must be drawn to teaching. Worse yet, gay men were considered to be a teaching time bomb, because they would be poor role models for children (Sadker 146). People thought their lifestyle to be reckless, detrimental, and indiscriminate. This line of thinking put all male teachers under a microscope, and scared many men away from the profession. The Red Scare and McCarthyism around the 1950s also negatively influenced the factors surrounding the field. Much like Communism, homosexuality was considered a threat to children, families, and the country, so one could easily be fired, arrested, or exiled for exhibiting any kind of gay characteristics that raised any questions. 
	So what kinds of effects did these misconceptions and attacks of prejudice have on the educational industry? The few men who stayed in education were forced to constantly reaffirm their masculinity, and, preferably, their heterosexuality. School systems seemed to only want to hire men if they were married and exhibited other traditional values. As such, male educators were able to form their own sub-culture of teachers, choosing to take positions like school principal, some kind of coach, or a vocational technology teacher in shop, woodworking, or something less academic. These specific jobs within schools are usually held by males even today as the sphere of prior influence continues to stretch into the twenty-first century. 
	While men were able to successfully create their own niche in education with the positions mentioned above, we must address the stigma of men in early childhood education. According to the organization Men Teach and the United States Bureau of Labor statistics for 2011, only about 21.6 percent of education faculty in this country is male. This illustrates the gender gap we are still seeing in education. As well, men only make up about 11.5 percent of teachers in elementary and middle schools. Traditionally, child-rearing has been seen as the responsibility of female caregivers. Society has been led to believe that only mothers know how to interact with children, and fathers, or males in general, do not. It can be argued that women, on the whole, are better caregivers, but it should not be used to define a job position. A man can possess the characteristics to effectively take care of a child.  Similarly, if this man happens to be gay, it should not be assumed that he is incapable of care and therefore a threat to the child.
	There exists an even more pernicious bias: men who want to work with young children only do so out of some perverse sexual desire. This kind of narrow-minded belief paints a sad portrait of our society. While it cannot be ignored that this has and does happen, it should not be used as a stereotype for all male educators. According to the United States Bureau of Justice statistics (5), forty-percent of the offenders who victimized children under age six were juveniles themselves under the age of eighteen; more than seventy-five percent of violent crimes against children actually occurred either in the offender's home or the victim's, not in a school setting. These facts demonstrate that risk is ever-present, whether a child is with an adult or minor, or whether the child is in school or at home.
	Some parents even worry that a homosexual teacher might “turn” their child gay. In The Rutgers Camden Law Journal, distinguished law professor and researcher Joshua Dressler 
contended that there is no empirical proof that a gay teacher can affect the sexual preference of school-aged children. No curriculum out there provides a lapse in learning for a day for kids to pick a sexual orientation. This is not a subject that should ever even be taught in an early childhood classroom. A teacher should be responsible for encouraging values such as respect, fairness, and tolerance, but teaching this tolerance does not directly correlate with teaching a child a specific sexuality.  Arguably, sexuality is inherent, and not an element of a person that can be taught or altered. Gary Snapper, an English teacher, contributed an article to English Drama Media that outlines some of the work in tackling the issue of homophobia in schools, and gives details of resources which the teaching organization Stonewall provides to help high school teachers approach issues of sexuality in appropriate ways. He explains the importance of honesty and trust in the classroom so a comfortable environment for all can be easily reached. 
	Setting aside the passion I have for treating children with respect and dignity within the bounds of the law, for me personally, I could not imagine risking my job, my degree, my career, and my certification to do something inappropriate with a student. The cost to a perpetrator is far too high for any kind of cheap thrill he may get. When someone chooses to make an indecent move like that, they can never take it back. They can usually never work again, and have numerous rights and abilities stripped from them. After spending upwards of $30,000 on an education, and the time and effort spent on obtaining a job, one would have to be seriously demented to consciously make the decision to do something so wrong, and put so much at risk. 
Another question that can be raised is why a man would choose to work with young children when he could see a greater earning potential by teaching middle or high school. According to the United States Bureau of Labor statistics, an elementary school teacher’s mean salary is only about $33,150, compared to a high school teacher’s mean salary of $42,740. In essence, and to be perfectly blunt, working with young children is still devalued work, and is billed as such. This example brings us back to the fact that it is also traditionally a female field. People, straight and gay men included, want to work with young children because there are few things that are both so important and so rewarding at the same time. Early education in the elementary school setting sets the stage for all learning that will occur later in life. At the same time, for the most disadvantaged children, a high-quality early childhood education can make a huge difference in terms of the social, emotional, academic, physical, cognitive, and creative skills that are crucial to success, both in school and in life. 
Thankfully there are a few teacher organizations springing up that are specifically geared towards educators who are a part of the LGBTQIQA community. Thomas P. Juul says in his report, Joining Gay and Lesbian Teacher Organizations: A Study of Members and Non-Members (6), that organization members report significantly less stress at work related to their sexuality. This simple piece of mind for a homosexual teacher can mean the world. When you are in that kind of position, you live in constant fear of what might happen to you or what accusations you could suffer.  Gay teachers need protection from discrimination, just like any other minority.
Luckily, we are slowly but surely making a way for equity and equality of LGBTQIQA individuals across our country. In an article in The International Lawyer (1), David Austin gives a chronological listing of our progresses for the past year. He notes where the United Nations has commissioned a study to document discriminatory laws and practices and acts of violence against individuals based on their sexual orientation and gender identity, in all regions of the world, and how international human rights law can be used to end violence and related human rights violations based on sexual orientation and gender identity. It really impresses me that we can finally get the United Nations on board with this to begin fighting against these civil rights violations that have lasted far too long. It is time we work towards making a difference in the lives of all non-cisgendered individuals.
Personally, I want to be a part of making a positive difference in the lives of today’s youth. I want work with young children because I find it personally fulfilling. Since my personal experience working in a third grade classroom, I can tell you that no other work is quite so gratifying. Children look to teachers as role models, as confidants, and as leaders. The choice of behavior in all of these roles is up to the teacher. I will be a gentle, thoughtful, creative, artistic, passionate, practical early childhood professional. I may not make a lot of money, I may be only one of a few men in my field, and I may be labeled and scrutinized for my sexual orientation, but I could not imagine doing anything else for the next thirty years of my life.
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