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Exploring the impact of sexual harassment on teacher identity: An autoethnography 

 

ABSTRACT 

This research examines the impact of sexual harassment on teacher identity and, in so doing, 

opens up conversations around gendered harassment in institutional settings. Drawing from my 

own experiences, I use autoethnography to lift the curtain on the unacknowledged, 

misunderstood and often overlooked. Autoethnography moves beyond traditional methods of 

inquiry to wholly embrace the subjective position of the researcher (Chang, 2008). In this way 

it is able to offer insights into the ways that identity, power, and culture interrelate in 

institutional settings. In documenting and then critically reflecting on my personal and 

professional challenges of being an experienced white female teacher newly employed at an 

Independent Australian School in a large capital city, I shed light on the gendered nature of 

workplace harassment from a position that is often silenced. In intertwining my first-hand 

experiences with the literature, I weave between feelings of powerlessness, critical reflexivity, 

and scholarly reflection to explore the construction of institutionalised norms and examine how 

language, subjectivity, and power-relations impact on gender. This research builds on existing 

knowledge by offering an alternative perspective – that of the researcher’s – to deepen 

understandings of the social complexities and challenges many women face in institutional 

workplaces. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

     Bullying, aggressive conduct, and sexual harassment are undeniably pervasive problems, 

with significant longstanding consequences for targeted individuals, offenders, bystanders, and 

wider communities (Halim & Riding, 2018). While the reporting of bullying and harassment 

in entertainment, sport, and politics has garnered extensive global media attention, the study of 

workplace bullying and sexual harassment in schools is a largely neglected area, leaving 

researchers increasingly concerned that teachers are becoming prime targets of incivility, 

retaliation, and abuse (De Wet, 2014; Fahie, 2014; Husrevsahi, 2015; King & Piotrowski, 2015; 

Mourssi-Alfash, 2014). While international research regarding bullying and harassment in 

schools has significantly increased over the past decade, there is a lack of inquiry in Australian 

contexts.  

     One possible reason for the absence of research in Australia is the lack of clear, universal 

definitions that can be measured on a global level. Despite the advancement of scholarly 

literature, it is evident that researchers are not unanimous as to what constitutes workplace 

bullying and harassment (Husrevsahi, 2015; Mourssi-Alfash, 2014; Riley, Duncan, & 

Edwards, 2011). Definitions can vary according to nationality, culture, and organisation, and 

the difficulty in interpreting negative behaviours is that they are highly personal and subject to 

multiple interpretations (Lewis, 2004). Bullying may be defined as the repeated manipulation 

of power (Rigby, 2002) in which destructive behaviours are systematically employed to 

directly or indirectly abuse or exploit another person (Olweus, 1999). While studies typically 

focus on the management of student-student relationships, adult-adult bullying – particularly 

in workplace conditions – has become progressively more disturbing. Zapf and Einarsen (2001) 

suggest that it is comparable to that of schoolyard bullying, with the emphasis on recurring 

damaging behaviours that are intended to threaten or injure another individual of a subordinate 
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position. Providing an Australian context, Riley, Duncan, and Edwards (2011) argue that the 

key component of workplace bullying in an institutional setting is the systematic occurrence of 

negative acts against an individual. 

     Similarly, sexual harassment in the workplace is poorly understood, and therefore, subject 

to multiple interpretations (Birinxhikaj & Guggisberg, 2017). Henningsen (2004) argues that 

not all sexual behaviours in the workplace amount to sexual harassment. Keyton and Rhodes 

(1999) suggest that professional interactions in the workplace can be placed on a social 

continuum, with reciprocal flirting at one end of the spectrum and “coercive sexual demands” 

(p. 159) at the other. With no universally recognised definition, the difficulty in identifying 

sexual harassment in the workplace lies in defining the problem. Consistent with the Sex 

Discrimination Act 1984, the Australian Human Rights Commission [AHRC] (2008) described 

sexual harassment as any unsolicited sexual advances, sexual intimidation or coercion, and 

uninvited sexual conduct that offends, threatens, or humiliates the individual exposed to it. 

Furthermore, the AHRC (2012) considered sexual harassment as any unwelcome sexual 

behaviour or conduct that is likely to offend, humiliate, or intimidate another individual. Such 

behaviours include sexualised comments, emails or text messages that contain sexual content, 

and physical contact that may be understood as offensive by the victim. 

     There may also be a correlation between a lack of inquiry in Australian contexts and 

insufficient evidence. Instead of reporting experiences, educators may abstain from voicing 

thoughts, observations, and feelings for fear of retribution. Fahie and Devine (2014) contend 

that institutionalised relationships can manipulate and shape “perception, action and being” (p. 

239), and that silence may be a form of self-protection preservation when subjected to “the 

micro physics of power” (p. 239) embedded in institutional cultures. Similarly, Mourssi-Alfash 

(2014) argues that teachers may choose to refrain from verbalising opinions and concerns if 

their beliefs are not supported by the dominant discourse within the institution. Husrevsahi 
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(2015) concurs, adding that individuals without empowerment tend to express views and ideas 

only when they feel supported by the collective group. Fear of conflict, self-preservation, and 

a desire for acceptance by the collective group play a part in collegial silence, which suggest 

that educators are often reluctant to speak out and challenge the dominant framework for fear 

of being labelled weak or troublesome (McDonald & Flood, 2012). 

     International literature indicates that a negative workplace environment influences the 

performance of an organisation and those within it (De Wet, 2014; Fahie, 2014; Fahie & 

Devine, 2014; Lewis, 2004). While government agencies in Australia have recognised these 

problems and attempted to enact legislative guidelines for identifying and reducing certain 

discriminatory behaviours (Birinxhikaj & Guggisberg, 2017; Safe Work Australia, 2018), 

institutional bullying and harassment can significantly impact on the management, 

productivity, and efficacy of our schools. A climate of systematic bullying and constant 

exposure to conflict not only affects employee behaviour, but also influences teaching practices 

at whole-school and individual levels, specifically in the way teachers feel about themselves, 

their vocation, and their identity as educators (De Wet, 2014; Mourssi-Alfash, 2014).  

     Unlike physical forms of violence, workplace bullying and harassment involve 

psychological cruelty (Lee, Smith, & Monks, 2011; Mourssi-Alfash, 2014). De Wet (2014) and 

Husrevsahi (2015) contend that frequent episodes of public humiliation, social rejection, and 

marginalisation at the expense of the individual has a tendency to result in diminished self-

worth. King and Piotrowski (2015) concur, adding that this can lead to an educator withdrawing 

from social and professional activities in order to avoid further negative interactions. 

Researchers agree that teachers experiencing these forms of harassment report a deterioration 

in professional relationships with colleagues, a compromised decision-making process within 

the establishment, a gradual disengagement from work, and a strong urge to seek employment 

elsewhere (Fahie, 2014; Mourssi-Alfash, 2014). 
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     A number of consistent findings have emerged: there is a high prevalence of aggressive and 

intimidating behaviours in educational institutions worldwide; these behaviours severely 

impact on teacher efficacy and identity over time; and there is still a very narrow understanding 

of the phenomena (Halim & Riding, 2018). Taking a positivist approach to inquiry, Riley et al. 

(2011) conducted the first national survey to estimate the breadth of workplace bullying and 

harassment in Australian schools, revealing that 99.6% of educators have experienced some 

form of bullying or harassment during their employment. While executives and principals are 

seen as the most prevalent and widespread offenders, findings suggest that an increasing 

number of parents are displaying aggressive tendencies towards teachers, support staff, and 

school management. Though staff bullying in Australian schools may not be strictly 

hierarchical (Riley at al., 2011), international findings identify that the most established and 

damaging bully holds a position of authority, with the ability to potentially exploit and misuse 

power with detrimental consequences (De Wet, 2014; Fahie, 2014; Husrevsahi, 2015; Mourssi-

Alfash, 2014). 

     Incidents of workplace bullying and harassment may undermine the potential for building 

mutual cooperation among teaching staff and can impact on institutional health and safety 

standards. According to Mourssi-Alfash (2014), negative discourses that become the dominant 

means of interaction within an institution tend to subjectify teachers in ways that are almost 

impossible to challenge or combat. Similarly, Fahie and Devine (2014) argue that targeted 

individuals tend to modify their behaviours in response to negative interactions with the 

offender. Furthermore, teachers who have experienced recurrences of bullying often report that 

the issue had gone beyond the initial incident, which subsequently created an unstable school 

culture that is fraught with tension (Lewis, 2004). 

     Studies also identify that ineffective leadership can be a catalyst that allows a negative 

culture to develop where bullying-like behaviours are tacitly condoned through passive 
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indifference and unresponsiveness (De Wet, 2014; Fahie, 2014; King & Piotrowski, 2015). An 

institution that wordlessly tolerates such behaviours, and silently accepts hostile interactions, 

may unknowingly cultivate a malevolent and punitive sociocultural climate, where self-worth 

and dignity can be manipulated and mistreated (De Wet, 2014; Husrevsahi, 2015). When 

management disregard negative behaviours through a sense of apathy, reports of bullying and 

harassment are often dismissed, minimised, or ignored (Husrevsahi, 2015). Moreover, an 

antagonistic culture that intensifies over time eventually leads to a sense of helplessness in the 

sufferer, and has been identified as one of the most challenging issues facing educators today 

(Fahie, 2014; King & Piotrowski, 2015). 

     Literature reveals that educational settings have become high-risk spaces for hostility (De 

Wet, 2014; Fahie & Devine, 2014). Persistent exposure to sexist and aggressive conduct not 

only causes extensive damage to the emotional wellbeing of the individual, but also influences 

perceptions of procedural justice (Husrevsahi, 2015; Mourssi-Alfash, 2014). Unreasonable 

deadlines, excessive workloads, and unmanageable objectives – often contentious ‘grey’ areas 

in relation to workplace bullying and harassment – may heighten feelings of mistreatment and 

further contribute to intimidation between educators, principals, and administration. Despite 

the argument that aggressive behaviours may simply be normal characteristics of busy, creative 

schools on their quest for excellence, if educators perceive themselves as being bullied they 

will eventually respond accordingly (Fahie & Devine, 2014; Mourssi-Alfash, 2014).  

     Studies further indicate that while male and female teachers encounter incidents of bullying, 

women are more likely to be subjected to repeated acts of sexual harassment in an educational 

setting (Mourssi-Alfash, 2014; Riley et al., 2011). Reported cases of sexual harassment include 

making sexual jokes or lewd suggestions, obscene gestures, unwelcomed physical contact, and 

sharing sexually offensive material through written, telephonic, and electronic devices 

(Birinxhikaj & Guggisberg, 2017). Further research is required to ascertain the detailed effects 
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of gendered harassment and unwanted sexualised attention in educational settings, specifically 

in the areas of shame and powerlessness that may be experienced by the victim (Birinxhikaj & 

Guggisberg, 2017; Lewis, 2004). Lewis (2004) suggests that understanding female 

vulnerability may be more significant than exploring the motives of the offender. Regardless 

of the source of unwanted sexualised behaviours, the internalisation of shame, guilt, and 

anxiety can continue to impact on the individual long after incidents have ended (2004). 

Researchers report that coping with the covert nature of sexual harassment can become all-

consuming in an effort to “survive” (Fahie & Devine, 2014, p. 248), and further research is 

needed to understand the longitudinal effects of sexual hostility and gendered abuse towards 

female teachers (Lewis, 2004; Mourssi-Alfash, 2014). 

     While literature reveals that women are more likely to attract higher incidences of 

institutional sexism, sexual coercion, and gendered humiliation than men, perhaps the most 

alarming aspect is the reluctance most females feel in reporting these forms of harassment 

(Birinxhikaj & Guggisberg, 2017; Henry & Powell, 2016; Mourssi-Alfash, 2014; Riley et al., 

2011; Vickers, 2007). Reasons for not reporting these actions may include the perception that 

experiences are not serious enough to disclose, support is not available in schools, not knowing 

how to report occurrences, and fear of exacerbating the situation (Mourssi-Alfash, 2014; 

Vickers, 2007; Whitley & Page, 2015). Despite the fact that education is seen as a 

predominantly feminised profession, most high-ranking positions are occupied by men (Fahie, 

2014). When reports of sexual harassment and gendered abuse are viewed with a nonchalant 

‘boys will be boys’ attitude at male-dominated executive levels, or trivialised via jovial taunts 

and misogynistic language, problematic behaviour becomes accepted, defended, and 

normalised (Fahie, 2014). 

     While the prevalence of sexual harassment in educational settings is undetermined due to 

low victimisation reporting, data indicate that it is a common phenomenon in Australia 
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(Birinxhikaj & Guggisberg, 2017). Given that most sexual harassment cases involve a male 

offender and a female target, feeling exposed and at the mercy of another person can cause 

intense emotional distress for the accuser (Birinxhikaj & Guggisberg, 2017; Vickers, 2007). 

Humiliation can take on a cumulative effect, and depending on how much harassment a woman 

has experienced, she may choose to minimise events, blame herself, and become isolated from 

others. 

     Literature also reveals wider cultural issues, such as the representation of women in 

Australian society (Birinxhikaj & Guggisberg, 2017; Riley et al., 2011). Vickers (2007) 

purposefully raises fundamental questions about the forms of masculinity that are currently 

being embraced in educational settings. It takes courage to push back against toxic gender 

traits, contest inappropriate behaviours, and make it clear that institutional sexism is not to be 

tolerated. Changing entrenched sociocultural understandings can be an intimidating prospect, 

bearing in mind that men typically benefit from taking on traditional masculine attitudes and 

behaviours. However, more women who have experienced sexual harassment and gendered 

abuse in the workplace are finding their voice in relation to the embedded systems that centre 

on entitlement and privilege. 

METHODOLOGY 

     That sexual harassment is interconnected with institutional sexism and workplace bullying 

is the starting principle of this research. My interest is in understanding the ways that sexism 

and sexual harassment are enabled and perpetuated among teachers in an educational 

environment. Specifically, I am focused on exploring the discursive powers that circulates 

within these institutional relationships that makes sexual harassment difficult to name, and how 

this affects the professional self. In understanding the impact of sexual harassment on teacher 

identity, my research raises three questions through the writing of my own experiences. How 

did incidents of sexual harassment affect my teacher identity? What contributed to the difficulty 
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in reporting incidents of sexual harassment? How do my experiences contribute to a bigger 

cultural story? 

     In this section, I examine the position of autoethnography in the wider epistemological 

research context. I consider a range of definitions, recognise the strengths and limitations of 

the approach, and inquire into the diverse nature of its praxis. In view of my own 

autoethnography, I explore how data are collated, and I detail the process of collecting, 

organising, and managing contemporaneous materials.  

AUTOETHNOGRAPHY IN CONTEXT 

     Grounded in postmodern interpretivist philosophy, autoethnography embraces the belief 

that knowledge and reality is inherently subjective, socially constructed and continuously 

changing (Creswell, 2009; Kumar, 2011). While positivist researchers seek one objective 

reality and endeavour to remove or at best reduce their presence throughout the methodological 

process, researchers working in the interpretivist paradigm uphold the understanding that all 

knowledge involves aspects of subjectivity and that multiple truths exist. Denzin (2006) 

contends that “ethnography is not an innocent practice” (p. 422) and it could be argued that all 

researchers, through their presence and actions, use elements of subjectivity to connect with 

participants and guide them through the research process (Schwandt, 2015). As such, my 

interpretation is a limited viewpoint, contingent on my personal history and lived experiences 

(LeCompte & Schensul, 2010; Neuman & Peterson, 1997). 

     Autoethnography moves beyond traditional methodological paths to holistically embrace 

the subjective position of the researcher. The approach emerged in response to positivist 

approaches to inquiry and was designed to foster “research processes, products and works to 

be more inclusive of how life is lived and how experience is storied” (Adams, Holman Jones, 

& Ellis, 2013, p. 673). Autoethnography seeks to blur the boundaries between science and art 
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(Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011) through progressive themes as varied as death and dying 

(Richardson, 2007), critical race theory, feminist theory, sexual assault, identity development 

and queer theory (Holman Jones, 2016).  

     Derived from the edges of dominant cultural practices, the approach acknowledges the 

“inextricable link between the personal and the cultural” (Wall, 2008, p. 146) and seeks to be 

ethnographic in its methodology, cultural in its interpretive outlook, and autobiographical in 

content (Chang, 2008; Doloriert & Sambrook, 2009, 2012; Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011; 

Spry, 2001). By framing knowledge as partial and localised, autoethnographers use the 

combination of self-reflective narration, cultural analysis, and interpretation to explore the 

interconnectedness of the self and relational others (Chang, 2008; Doloriert & Sambrook, 2009, 

2012; Spry, 2001). 

DEFINITIONS OF AUTOETHNOGRAPHY 

     Established by Hayano in 1979, autoethnography is the term used for research that brings 

the lived experience of the writer to the forefront. Definitions are plentiful and subject to 

numerous explanations. McIlveen (2008) defines autoethnography as “a reflexive means by 

which the researcher-practitioner consciously embeds himself or herself amidst theory and 

practice, and by way of intimate autobiographic account, explicates a phenomenon under 

investigation or intervention” (p. 1). Sparkes (2000) describes autoethnographies as “highly 

personalised accounts that draw upon the experience of the author/researcher for the purposes 

of extending sociological understanding” (p. 21). The methodology searches for the 

inextricable intersection between the individual and the cultural to offer layers of consciousness 

through which social and political norms are made visible and subject to change (Ellis & 

Bochner, 2000; Laslett, 1999; Wall, 2008).  
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     Autoethnography differs from other forms of self-narrative writing. In understanding the 

methodology, each element of the term must be considered. The approach aims to describe and 

systemically analyse (graphy) the personal narrative (auto) in order to examine cultural 

experiences, evoke deeper social understandings and identify how identity, relationships and 

culture are interrelated (ethno) (Chang, 2008; Ellis, 2004). Ellis and Bochner (2000) assert that 

by examining the “multiple layers” (p. 739) of their own consciousness, autoethnographers are 

better able to understand how micro and macro cultural influences shape individual stories 

(Chang, 2008). By linking “the personal to the cultural, social and political” (Ellis & Bochner, 

2000, p. 739), experiences, reflections and interpretations are contextualised in relation to the 

connections in which they are situated (Chang, 2008).  

     Autoethnography gathers “knowledge from the past and not necessarily about the past” 

(Bochner, 2007, p. 203) to offer a different way of reading that inspires social change (Bochner 

& Ellis, 1996). Despite the advancement of autoethnography, researchers are not unanimous in 

describing its research processes, leaving the praxis of autoethnography abstract and undefined. 

Ellis and Bochner (2000) capture the elusive nature of this approach: 

Back and forth autoethnographers gaze, first through an ethnographic wide-angle lens, 

focusing outward on social and cultural aspects of their personal experience; then, they 

look inward, exposing a vulnerable self that is moved by and may move through, refract 

and resist cultural interpretations. (p. 739) 

     Autoethnographic methodologies range from personal narrative, lived experience, 

evocative narrative, reflexive ethnography, personal sociology, analytical autoethnography, 

and auto-anthropology (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, pp. 739-740). Depending on the preferred 

approach of the researcher, methodological frameworks can vary greatly, with evocative 

narrative at one end of the continuum and analytical autoethnography at the other (Anderson, 

2006). Self-narratives encompass a wide range of data. Evocative autoethnography draws on a 
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variety of creative genres that include fiction, poetry, art, montage and drama to demonstrate 

understanding and share new insights, whereas analytical autoethnography makes use of 

external sources and third party evidence to produce triangulated description (Anderson, 2006; 

Chang, 2008). While the unconventional nature of autoethnography leaves it open to potential 

criticism, it could be argued that its lack of structure is one reason the methodology has risen 

as an alternative to more formulaic, results-oriented approaches.  

STRENGTHS OF AUTOETHNOGRAPHY 

     Autoethnography is applauded for its advancement in qualitative inquiry, due to the 

researcher’s unique ability to write as a participant living in the reality and as a learned observer 

understanding past experiences. One of the strengths of autoethnography is that it empowers 

the researcher and the reader to embrace an alternate perspective and gain access to ‘insider’ 

knowledge that may otherwise remain hidden. The combination of studying the human 

condition through both the subjective and objective lens opens up new possibilities and insights 

for others to positively draw on (Smith, 1999). Autoethnography invites the reader to discover 

“covert, elusive, and/or personal experiences like cognitive processes, emotions, motives, 

concealed actions, omitted actions, and socially restricted activities” (Rodriguez & Ryave, 

2001, p. 3). By embracing the inner self, autoethnographers are arguably in a better position to 

articulate complex or taboo topics than more traditional researchers. Through personal critical 

reflection, they are able to meticulously examine unsettling material and disentangle evidence 

that is otherwise “taken-for-granted, habituated, and/or unconscious” (p. 4) to change 

understanding.  

     With sensitivity and self-awareness, the autoethnographic researcher is in the unique 

position to collect and analyse multilayered data that may not be revealed via more clinical 

third party data collection methods, particularly when investigating aspects of gendered 
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harassment in the workplace. Capturing a different, more vulnerable perspective allows the 

researcher to explore personal and cultural connections with a depth and richness that may be 

lacking in more traditional research methods. By lifting the curtain on the unacknowledged, 

and often overlooked, autoethnography can provide a necessary voice for a silenced minority. 

The potential to open up new narratives, build on existing knowledge to advance academic 

understanding, and remove the stigma experienced by those ostracised by hegemonic discourse 

is aptly summarised by Richardson (1990): 

People live by stories. If the available narrative is limiting, destructive or at odds with 

actual life, people’s lives end up being limited and textually disenfranchised. Stories 

that deviate from standard cultural plots provide new narratives; hearing them 

legitimates replotting one’s own life. (p. 68) 

     Margaret Vickers’ paper, “Autoethnography as sensemaking: A story of bullying” (2007), 

demonstrates how inviting the reader into the world of the writer can offer new ways of thinking 

and analysing an area of research. Her narrative, in contrast to other literature on workplace 

bullying and harassment, unflinchingly illustrates the raw vulnerability of the writer to reveal 

the social complexities many women face in institutional workplaces. Describing in vivid detail 

the social and psychological impact of workplace bullying, her autoethnography is an example 

that a researcher publicly identifying and claiming her own story can be more powerful than 

any other weapon in the fight against gendered harassment. By making the private visible 

without the “safety net” (2002, p. 608) of anonymity, Vickers (2002) embraces the 

complexities of writing from a destabilised position to examine how identity and self-

knowledge are often at the mercy of embedded power structures. She states: 

As I doggedly persist with authentic writing – present, past and future – I continually 

find myself in this treacherous space. My anxiety is undiminished as I consider who 

might read this – colleagues, strangers, even enemies. However, the response in the past 
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has been overwhelming positive. Thus, I remain encouraged – despite the risk. I 

encourage other organisational researchers to think about writing about what they 

know. There are few among us who have not suffered from or been elevated by the 

vagaries and challenges of life. (pp. 608-609) 

As such, autoethnography contributes to the healing process by providing validation and 

inclusiveness to those stigmatised by the dominant discourse of society (Denshire & Lee, 2013; 

Gannon, 2006). 

CRITICISMS OF AUTOETHNOGRAPHY 

     Autoethnographic researchers are continually challenged to reveal moments of personal 

grief without losing sight of how their stories are embedded in a cultural setting (Roth, 2009). 

While vulnerability can add depth to an investigation, single-authored autoethnographies may 

be criticised as lacking detachment and unbiasedness due to the researcher and participant 

being the same person (Emerald & Carpenter, 2015). Critics contend that autoethnography is 

no more than individual storytelling, offering little in the way of academic research (Holt, 2003; 

Wright, 2009). Some argue that the role of the researcher is to be neutral; an agent for 

understanding rather than a source of data (Holt, 2003; Sparkes, 2002). For others, 

overemphasising the ‘auto’ reduces researcher transparency, nullifying the ethnographic 

protocol of learning about culture (Anderson, 2006).  

     With the understanding that autoethnography is a difficult approach to pigeonhole, Holt 

(2008) concedes that normative benchmarks such as credibility, dependability and 

trustworthiness are hard to apply. According to Atkinson (1997), autoethnography offers little 

more than an idealistic, “hyperauthentic” (p. 337) construction of the self. Similarly, Clough 

(2000) describes autoethnography as the idealisation of postmodern “trauma culture” (p. 287) 

that romanticises anguish and pain though the portrayal of an “(over)excited subjectivity” (p. 
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287). Some critics contend that autoethnographers are simply opportunists trying to “ransack 

their biological past looking for good texts to perform” (Denzin, 2014, p. 78), with little respect 

for immediate family, colleagues, and the status of positivist research. Many fear that the telling 

and writing of the self may encourage future researchers to ignore ethnographic conventions 

of data validity, leading to a generation of scholars focused on self-glorification rather than 

theoretical understandings to examine global social issues (Charmaz, 2006; Delamont, 2009; 

Denzin, 2014). Philaretou and Allen (2006) identify the primary weaknesses of 

autoethnography as its limited ability to add to make generalisations or to predict attitudes and 

behaviours.  

     Autoethnographers have responded to such scepticism. Ellis (2004) argues that emotions 

and attitudes of the self, typically absent in traditional ethnographies, are central to 

autoethnographic methodology as they have the ability to evoke a strong response in the reader. 

Through a play in four acts (2009), she acknowledges that critics who adopt a realist social 

science position view the approach as “too aesthetic and literary” (p. 371), poststructuralists 

upholding the interpretivist view believe that it “is too realist and linear” (p. 371), and classical 

writers contend that it “isn’t sufficiently aesthetic and literary and is too concerned with being 

science” (p. 372). She argues that the strength of autoethnography is that it encapsulates 

elements of all three domains to provide opportunities for credible analysis and interpretation 

of evidence. Through the process of story-telling as a way of knowing and humanising, 

autoethnography continually seeks to integrate and bridge together qualitative inquiries to 

continue contributing new knowledge (Bruner, 2001; Frank, 2016; Lapadat, 2017). By drawing 

on a variety of creative genres as ways of understanding identity and sharing rich sociocultural 

insights, autoethnography has grown in the wider context of epistemological research. 
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THE USE OF DATA IN AUTOETHNOGRAPHY 

     Muncey (2005), describes autoethnography as a “patchwork of feelings, experiences, 

emotions, and behaviours that portray a more complete view of … life” (p. 84). Personal 

memory is a unique source of information for autoethnographers; however, if used in isolation, 

it can be an unreliable and inadequate form of data, leaving the researcher susceptible to 

criticism. On its own, memory can inhibit past experience and can create an unwillingness to 

delve deeper into unpleasant incidents (Chang, 2008). Ellis (1999) summarises the challenge 

of simply relying on personal recollections to capture lived experience. She states:  

The truth is that we can never capture experience. Narrative is always a story about the 

past, and that’s really all field notes are: one selective story about what happened 

written from a particular point of view at a particular point in time for a particular 

purpose. But if representation is your goal, it’s best to have as many sources and levels 

of story recorded at different times as possible. Even so, realize that every story is 

partial and situated. (p. 673) 

Chang (2008) advises that using “multiple sources of data can provide bases for triangulation 

that will help enhance content accuracy and validity of the autoethnographic writing” (p. 17). 

Internal recollections combined with external data sources “help fill in the richness, nuance, 

and complexity of the landscape, returning the reflecting researcher to a richer, more complex, 

and puzzling landscape than memory alone is likely to construct” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, 

p. 83). 

     Philaretou and Allen (2006) assert that personal documents, such as diary entries and journal 

excerpts, can be especially valuable in exploring an individual’s “moods, intrapsychic states of 

being, and most intimate thoughts and actions” (p. 68). Data in the form of correspondence 

allow the autoethnographer to examine and reflect on connections with relational others. In 
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particular, letters, emails, notes and messages offer opportunities to study the complex nature 

of interpersonal relationships and observe the frame of mind of the self and corresponding 

others. Similarly, Muncey (2008) argues that the use of photographs, artefacts and third-party 

documents should not be undervalued as sources of data for autoethnography.  

     However, Philaretou and Allen (2006) warn against the compulsion to reconfigure or 

“mold” (p. 68) lived experiences to accommodate evolving themes in external documents and 

records. When events are constructed, internalized and reconstructed with the assistance of 

external sources, the process of shaping and cultivating selected memories can potentially 

change the nature of the autoethnographer’s lived experience. They caution that an “eagerness 

to fill the various voids left after analysing written documents and interviews may lead one to 

knowingly or even unknowingly alter his or her personal recollections to better fit the nature 

of the emerging themes” (p. 68). As such, it is proposed that the writing of personal 

recollections precedes external data collection and analysis. 

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 

     Influenced by Vickers (2007), my autoethnography centres on my perceptions and 

experiences of being a target of sexual harassment and bullying instigated by a central male 

figure in an independent Australian school in a large capital city. The research weaves between 

feelings of powerlessness, critical reflexivity and self-analysis, and scholarly reflection and 

reinterpretation of self. The combination of past experiences, present-day observations, and 

theoretical reasoning involves the following research processes: 

1. The construction of an autobiographical narrative, taken from personal recollections, 

formal grievances, journal entries, and contemporaneous field notes that I kept at the 

time (from which I share portions of dialogue and observed behaviours) and other forms 

of written correspondence from external sources to reveal my perception of self in 
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relation to the cultural context. Such documents reveal a fundamental change of identity 

from one who had been optimistic and self-assured to a person who struggled with 

feelings of humiliation, resentment, and self-blame. 

2. Throughout the narrative, critical reflexivity and self-investigation are employed as 

tools to re-enter events from an analytical perspective. I endeavour to interpret and 

make sense of past experiences by using a historical perspective and placing data within 

a poststructural framework to understand institutional attitudes and assumptions. 

Taking a retrospective approach limits the possibility of an overly emotional 

interpretation and enables me to go further than the raw feelings that are connected to 

these memories. 

3. While a subjective stance is critical and inescapable, a scholarly reflection offers a 

reinterpretation of lived experiences and identity. I explore the construction, 

deconstruction, and reconstruction of the self in relation to social norms and I examine 

how language, subjectivity, and power-relations impact on gender. The formation of 

new insights builds on existing poststructural theory to deepen understandings of the 

social complexities and challenges many women face in institutional workplaces.  

According to Vickers, narratives “are profoundly situational, contingent on the changing fabric 

of a person’s entire social experiences, as well as their interactions with others and the 

organisation” (2007, p. 225). As a result, my narrative is composed of collective memories 

acknowledged in the present, combined with contemporaneous evidence from the past, that 

capture behaviours, emotions, and relationships within a cultural context.  

     I credit my approach of intertwining first-hand experiences with theoretical text to Lievrouw 

(1996) and the building of my story is communicated through the components of selectivity, 

ordering, place, ranking, conflict, closure, and interpretability. Through a purposeful 
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combination of past experiences, present-day interpretative analysis and a historical 

perspective, this research illustrates how micro and macro cultural influences have shaped my 

story. While I note that self-examination can affect the collection of autoethnographic data, 

echoing Lievrouw’s approach to narrative-building has allowed me to interconnect evidence 

that is significant to this research and exclude details that may derail or interfere with the 

progression of events. Following the autoethnography of Vickers (2007), I use self-observation 

and self-reflection when assembling autobiographical evidence (Chang, 2008), to help 

intertwine the research forwards and backwards – inwards and outwards – in reference to the 

past, present, and future (Clandinin & Connelly, 1994). 

DATA COLLECTION 

     At the time of the critical incidents, I kept a journal as autoethnographers commonly do, 

and I actively collected external data as they were presented to me. Initially, my journal was a 

work logbook: a list of organisational teaching tasks and school-related events. In time, the 

journal became more personal and entries progressively focused on a broken, more 

marginalised version of myself. I began to use the journal as a tool to record the times I felt 

distressed or isolated from relational others at work. It became a coping mechanism as I 

endured difficult incidents on campus or when my anxiety and distrust intensified. The journal 

provided evidence of my suffering as events occurred in the ‘here and now’ and gave an insight 

into the triggers of distress. In particular, it captured the manifestations of personal anxieties 

and revealed the onset of invasive thoughts. 

     As I continued through this initial stage of writing, I recognised that the data gathered from 

a collection of fragmented memories told only half the story. While journal entries described 

incidents through a subjective lens, I required corresponding data to examine events through 

institutional perspectives and actively transform autobiographical data into a culturally 
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meaningful study. Firstly, I organised data in chronological order, hierarchy of importance, and 

frequency of incidents. I used journal entries as a timeline and I mapped dated emails, letters 

documented by the school, as well as investigative notes, reports, and court transcripts onto the 

timeline so that I could plot the relationship between the behaviour of relational others, 

institutional attitudes, and my feelings and emotions during that time. Using third party data 

sources to triangulate my depiction of events resulted in a methodological approach that was 

at the analytical end of the autoethnographic continuum. 

     Exploring each data source and its material interdependence on other sources, I cautiously 

began to construct a brief exploratory narrative to illustrate my emotional state as events 

occurred. After assembling preliminary notes and roughly shaping fragments of narrative 

together, core topics were identified and named for further analysis and interpretation (Chang, 

2008). Notable topics included anxiety manifested through concerns about the sexualised 

behaviours of relational others and my fears surrounding isolation and retribution. Additional 

data management included classifying labelled discoveries according to recurring cultural 

themes to reveal behavioural patterns, value systems, and latent beliefs (openly declared or 

implied) that were wordlessly tolerated or commonly acknowledged in the institution (Chang, 

2008). Emerging themes included the impact of sexual harassment on my teacher identity, 

institutional attitudes surrounding complaint-making, and confidentiality. I then began writing 

as fully as I could about these events and their impact on me. 

     Raw data enable the autoethnographer to preserve vivid details of historical events and give 

rich insights that intersect the subjectivity of the inner world with the objectivity of the outer 

world (Anderson, 2006; Chang, 2008; Vickers, 2007). For this research to be meaningful, 

carefully chosen raw data from third party sources were presented in my story; however, not 

all data appeared in their entirety. Instead, information was fragmented, rearranged, and 

cautiously blended together to represent a holistic sociocultural account. Sometimes, small 
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glimpses of observed phenomena give the reader considerable insight into a socially-embedded 

cultural issue and what this means to the researcher (Chang, 2008; Ellis, 2004; Sobre-Denton, 

2012; Spry, 2001; Vickers, 2007). 

     During the course of data gathering process, I made self-observational notes to identify my 

attitudes and emotions at the time of the critical incident and shed light on typical routines, 

social roles of relational others, and cultural circumstances (Anderson, 2006; Chang, 2008). 

Equally, I began to take additional self-reflective notes to represent my feelings about the 

research process as I accumulated descriptive data (Chang, 2008), considering that much of the 

data presented to me by external sources were in stark contrast to my perceptions of myself 

and events at that time. 

     According to Chang (2008), autoethnographic data collection is naturally “intertwined” (p. 

8) with data analysis and interpretation. The process of assembling, investigating and 

evaluating autobiographical evidence often takes place contemporaneously to help move the 

research back and forth and “inform each other in a web-like fashion” (p. 8). Reflecting this 

approach, my autoethnography progressed forwards and backwards – inwards and outwards – 

between the self and relational others, “zooming in and out of the personal and social realm, 

and submerging in and emerging out of data” (p. 9) in reference to the past, present and future. 

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

     While autoethnography is a dynamic approach, the methodology faces a number of ethical 

challenges, which include the representation of others, the reliability of the narrative, and 

researcher vulnerability (Ellis, 2007; Tullis, 2013). The following section examines the ethical 

implications of this research. I consider each of the themes and I inquire into the possible 

influence my autoethnography has on relational others, my personal and professional identities, 

and the integrity of the research itself. 
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THE REPRESENTATION OF OTHERS 

     When a scholar becomes the centre of an investigation, it is tempting to assume that 

challenges only relate to the researcher as the sole participant in the study (Forber-Pratt, 2015). 

This, however, is seldom the case. Relational others are almost always present in self-narratives 

in that they place the self in context to facilitate the social and relational construction of 

identity. Even though incidents depicted in this research are focused on my personal 

experiences, I recognise that my autoethnography does not stand alone. In utilising a self-

narrative approach, it is unavoidable that others will be present to further sociological 

understanding. As Roth (2009) aptly states: “Without the Other, there is no consciousness … 

without consciousness there cannot be self-consciousness. Consciousness-for-oneself always 

and already is consciousness-for-the-Other” (para.11). 

     With the inevitable inclusion of references to relational others, I have wondered whether 

this story is mine to tell (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Drawing on Couser (2004), I have 

repeatedly asked myself: Do I have the freedom to narrate my own life experiences, or do the 

rights of others to privacy limit my ownership of this story? In light of this question, Sparkes 

(2013) determines that stories do not belong to one individual, but are owned by many, and 

that documenting the actions of the self inescapably involves the writing of others. Similarly, 

Morse (2002) supports the view that autoethnographers do not have exclusive ownership of 

their stories; rather, the construction of the self relies on “information about others who are, by 

association, recognisable even if their names have been changed” (p. 1159). As such, I am 

mindful that my autoethnography must contend with a number of relational challenges; 

maintaining existing relationships, protecting the wellbeing of others, and not stigmatising 

myself while I present an authentic interpretative account of lived experiences. 

     Consistent with many autoethnographies, this research is a retrospective reflection on a life 

event that draws on historical data to enhance recollection and enrich understanding. It should 
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be noted that the critical incidents took place six years before I decided to embark on this 

research. I was not involved in research at the time of the events, nor did I have future plans to 

do so. I did not seek to create the circumstances relating to incidents in my story; my experience 

existed before I resolved to use it in a research project, and its impact on my life extends beyond 

this academic consideration. 

     I acknowledge the ethical dilemma regarding the portrayal of others in my story (Chang, 

2008). Individuals mentioned in the narrative were not be given the opportunity to respond to 

the representations of them that my research invokes. While I strongly believe that my story is 

one that needs to be shared for the value of academic understanding from which others can 

learn, obtaining retrospective consent was not practical or recommended given the 

circumstances at the time (Medford, 2006). I have endeavoured to protect the identities of 

relational others as much as possible in my story. I have disguised identities through the 

omission of all identifiable information not crucial to the narrative (Chang, 2008). Pseudonyms 

were given. I have referred to other individuals by fictionalised job titles only and have 

disguised the school’s geographical location and omitted the name of the school. Like me, all 

relational others depicted in my story have left the school. Information that was irrelevant to 

the research was not present in my account. 

     Even though relational others, institutions, and geographical settings have been de-

identified, those who know me or have worked with me, may be able to identify the school. 

However, it is highly unlikely that relational others will be identified through this research. 

Medford (2006) advises that autoethnographers should not publish anything they would not 

show to those reflected in the account. I may not have the occasion to share the contents of this 

study with those depicted in my narrative; however, I agree with this recommendation. I am 

aware that relational others may encounter my work one day. Should the occasion materialise, 
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I would welcome the opportunity to share my interpretation of events directly with those 

connected to my story. 

     As a researcher at the beginning of my academic career, I draw strength from more 

established autoethnographers, who have written powerful accounts about events that have 

caused harm. For example, Brison (2002) wrote about being raped and Adams (2011) presented 

an account of homophobic violence. Lee (2018) used her own experiences as a school teacher 

and a lesbian to reflect on heteronormative discursive practices in rural educational settings. 

Higham (2018) has described being a victim of sexual harassment perpetrated by one of her 

students through a sexually violent comment posted about her online. Ellis (2007) recognises 

that there may be instances when seeking informed consent from relational others may not be 

appropriate, and these examples support my approach to this thesis. She states: “Sometimes 

you may decide not to take your work back to those you write about. In those cases, you should 

be able to defend your reasons for not seeking their responses (p. 25).” That said, as the 

researcher, I fully acknowledge that I have a responsibility to all stakeholders and I am 

committed to telling my story with scholarly integrity. 

     Muncey (2008) argues that a central feature of autoethnography is its potential to give a 

voice to those facing oppression or marginalisation. Victims of domestic abuse (Olson, 2004), 

rape (Brison, 2002; Curry, 2010), sexual harassment (Higham, 2018), gendered abuse (Vickers, 

2007), and homophobia (McLaurin, 2003; Adams, 2011; Lee, 2018) have all been given a voice 

through autoethnography. Using this powerful and rigourous epistemological approach, 

scholars are able to explore the intersection between the individual and the cultural in order to 

offer a unique perspective that challenges and disrupts power inequities. I hope that in 

following the lead of these established autoethnographers, I too might contribute another voice. 
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“RELIABILITY” OF THE NARRATIVE 

     Medford (2006) argues that “autoethnographic scholars know that writing the Truth or the 

objective account of reality, is not possible” (p. 853); instead, they endeavour to present parts 

of the self and aspects of their experience as a catalyst for further sociological understanding. 

Consistent with all research, autoethnographers determine what to incorporate and what to 

omit, and information that is unrelated to the main focus of the narrative may be excluded. 

According to Chang (2008), memory can help or hinder the narrative process. With the passage 

of time, the researcher may fail to remember conversations in perfect detail. While memory 

enables the researcher to draw on a plethora of data unattainable by others, it can interfere with 

recollection or set off an unwillingness to unearth uncomfortable past experiences. The use of 

third party data can serve to fill in the gaps and reinforce the reliability of the narrative. They 

point to forgotten details or reveal inaccuracies regarding dates and timelines that help the 

researcher confront difficult or suppressed memories. External data sources have agency in my 

story and demonstrate how relational others construed my experiences through a different lens, 

adding another dimension to the narrative.  

     Swartz (2009) contends that “personal identity cannot be clean, consistent, or concise, nor 

can it ever be fixed and permanent, nor yet can it be individually bounded” (p. 794). Expanding 

on the view that the self cannot stand alone, independent from one’s life, I recognise that the 

depictions of myself in this research are coloured by my past and shaped by my subjectivity.  

Representations of critical incidents and relational others are therefore personal, partial and 

fragmented. Throughout the course of my autoethnography, as connections with relational 

others are explored and analysed, interpretations of the self are examined and re-examined in 

view of new knowledge. Reed-Danahay (1997) refers to autoethnography as a way of 

deconstructing the divisions between the personal self (auto) and the social context (ethno).  
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     Through the process of telling my story, I move to and fro – forwards and backwards – 

between layers of consciousness to demonstrate the fluid nature of identity and analyse 

conflicting tensions that connect the self to relational others. Pupchek (2010) contends that 

autoethnography, as a construction of the self, is a permanently incomplete journey, always 

present and ever-changing. In this way, I share my autoethnography as a work in progress 

centred on unanswered questions and fractured experiences, with the recognition that my story 

intersects with multiple truths, voices and realities (Mizzi, 2010). 

THE VULNERABLE SELF 

     Autoethnography can be a challenging process, demanding the writer to be visible, 

unguarded, and open to unanticipated outcomes (Behar, 1996). Ellis (1999) concurs: 

Then there’s the vulnerability of revealing yourself, not being to be able to take back 

what you have written or having any control how readers interpret it. It is hard not to 

feel your life is being critiqued as well as your work. (p. 672) 

By implication, writing intimately and personally about a lived experience invites the reader to 

make a judgement that extends beyond the valuation of an academic contribution. Sharing a 

traumatic personal story publicly can induce strong emotions and stir up unresolved grief 

within the researcher (Bochner, 2007). In her paper, “‘Do thyself no harm’: Protecting 

Ourselves as Autoethnographers”, Chatham-Carpenter (2010) explores the ethical challenge of 

writing about the pain of living with an eating disorder. Less worried about negative judgement 

from readers, Chatham-Carpenter draws attention to her own emotional distress with re-

experiencing past trauma, and counsels that exposure to “previously disengaged unhealthy 

thinking” (p. 1) can affect the research process with unforeseen consequences. She cautions 

that reconnecting with unresolved grief can lead to further vulnerability, and she recommends 

that autoethnographers consider ways to care for themselves as well as other relationships. 
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     Philaretou and Allen (2006) contend that in order to articulate a lived experience, an 

autoethnographer is often confronted with the precarious decision to expose certain negative 

traits that may be hard to identify and accept. Journal entries demonstrate how my anxiety 

intensified over time. They portray a version of myself that family members, friends, and 

colleagues do not know existed. I have drafted and redrafted many sections of the narrative, 

and struggled with the representations of myself and relational others, in an effort to accept my 

own narrative voice. Revealing a time when I felt as my most fragile leads me to wonder 

whether writing from an autoethnographic perspective will be valued: Will presenting myself 

so vulnerably have consequences for present and future relationships? 

     Nevertheless, there are varying degrees of vulnerability and exposure. This research goes 

far beyond the context of a singular personal experience, and sharing my story may open up 

new opportunities and insights for others. While connecting with a lived experience may lead 

to moments of uncertainty and self-doubt, an autoethnography can help the writer understand 

and learn from past trauma, as well as lessen the sense of isolation that some readers may feel 

regarding their own grief (Grant, 2010). Purposefully opening up facets of one’s life, and 

embracing the vulnerable self, can be a therapeutic, empowering, and rewarding process that 

can lead the researcher and the reader towards positive change (Philaretou & Allen, 2006).  

     According to Ellis (2004), the value of autoethnography is that it “gives a voice to those 

who have been ‘silenced and othered’ … in telling their stories the ‘otherness’ can dissipate” 

(p. 200). While the data may not be generalisable or replicable, identified themes and patterns 

can help readers transfer the research to their own actions, situations, and experiences, 

encouraging self-reflection among those who face similar circumstances. Inviting readers into 

the world of the writer, and offering a different way of reading, may empower audiences to 

challenge long-established notions around relations, performances, and inequities (Lennon, 

Riley, & Monks, 2018).  
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     While analysing the stories of others is vital, Vickers (2002) asserts that researchers also 

must be willing to take an educated risk and bring to light their own experiences. In her view, 

“being prepared to ask another to risk exposing his or her life implies that we might at least be 

prepared to do the same. Our ‘privileged’ place carries with it an obligation to give of 

ourselves” (p. 619). Therefore, I would argue that the development of first-hand perspectives, 

and the exploration of cultural understandings for its own sake or to inspire further research, 

remain at the heart of this research.  

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

     This research fits into a feminist paradigm, with the understanding that women’s 

experiences can be a source of scholarly knowledge, validation, and empowerment. My 

approach is not contingent on a single reality or truth, and instead, embraces the notion that 

knowledge is socially constructed and continuously influenced by power relations (Ellis, 

2004). A feminist model of understanding, situated “within and against traditional approaches 

to social science” (Denshire, 2014, p. 837), allows for the recognition that there are many ways 

of knowing and inquiring. By adopting a feminist stance, I invite the reader to deepen 

understandings of the social complexities and challenges that many women face in institutional 

work spaces. 

     This research follows critical ontology and adopts the position that reality is a socially 

created entity and subject to change (Creswell, 2009; Kumar, 2011). In questioning embedded 

self beliefs, my autoethnography explores how social identities are constructed and “the ways 

power shapes us” (Kincheloe, 2003, p.53). In this context, as deeper personal and social 

understandings are revealed, critical ontology enables me to observe how the self and the world 

interconnect, and understand how power, language, and identity are culturally intertwined.  
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     By using a subjectivist epistemology, my autoethnography embraces the understanding that 

we cannot disengage from what we know or recognise as true. My research is aligned with the 

view that identity, knowledge, and language are interconnected, and that reality is shaped 

through social discourse together with cultural attitudes (Ellis, 2004). Through the 

interweaving of first-hand experiences with the literature, I explore how experiences influence 

personal beliefs about one’s position in the world that may include a broken sense of self. 

     A poststructuralist theoretical perspective underpins this research. Taking this approach puts 

“knowledge, power, difference, and discourse” (English, 2010, p. 711) in the forefront and 

recognises that the construction of identity is continually influenced by the cultural qualities of 

others (Chang, 2008). My autoethnography adopts the understanding that teacher identity and 

autoethnographer identity are fluid and perpetually evolving in response to social, cultural, and 

political influences (Butler, 1990; Ellis, 2004). I explore how discursive practices that posit 

identity within sociocultural contexts privilege certain identities and marginalise others. I also 

position the writing of lived experience as a deconstructive process that is continuously moving 

to reveal multiple layers of a person’s identity. 

     While I do not claim that my account of events documented in this research is the only 

version, drawing on a poststructuralist perspective enables me to explore systems of 

equivalence and collective assumptions (Chang, 2008; Neuman, 2006). Adopting this position 

allows me to investigate ways in which the dominant discourse, often inferred as the benchmark 

of rationality and common sense, embodies “conventional meanings and modes of being” 

(Davies, 1990, as cited in Barratt, 2005, p. 80) and how language, culture, and power impact 

on gendered identities. Analysing systems of power that “intersect and entwine in the lives of 

women” (English, 2010, p. 711) allows for the recognition that subjectivity, agency, and bias 

are embedded in discourse. By offering an alternate frame of reference, I am able to 

contextualise experiences, reflections, and sensemaking interpretations to explore how cultural 
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assumptions become normalised in settings that perpetuate the dominant paradigm. As a result, 

my autoethnography opens up opportunities to examine the ways in which institutional power 

is multifaceted and engrained in all sociocultural relationships, and how moments of struggle, 

conflict, and resistance are formed. 

TEACHER IDENTITY 

     Drawing on the poststructuralist position that underpins this research, I argue against the 

essentialist view that a core teacher identity exists. Instead, this research contends that teacher 

identity is continuously moving according to experiences and relationships, and that the 

professional self is primarily constructed and reconstructed through hegemonic discursive 

practices that circulate in institutional settings (Zembylas, 2003). Further, I explore the part 

emotion plays in teacher identity and I reflect on the multilayered nature of vulnerability as it 

impacts on the professional self via interactions with institutionalised attitudes and 

understandings of competence. 

     There is a common view that those who teach are inherently ‘born teachers’ (Malikow, 

2006; Thompson, 2008). A number of researchers suggest that successful teachers possess a 

core identity: Malikow (2006) asserts that effective teachers are naturally gifted with unique 

personality traits that make them particularly well-matched to the profession; Lasky (2005) 

identifies “core aspects of teacher identity” (p. 906) that inherently align an individual to the 

profession; and Day, Kington, Stobart, and Sammons (2006) explore the possibility of 

constructing and sustaining a singular, fixed teacher identity that remains constant over time, 

unaffected by context.  

     Rather than follow paradigms that posit identity as predetermined and embedded in biology, 

this research supports the understanding that teacher identity can be recognised as multifaceted, 

continuously influenced by discourses of power that encircle schools, society, and the politics 
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of education (Zembylas, 2003). MacLure (1993) recognises teacher identity as a “continuing 

site of struggle” (p. 313) that is perpetually in flux. MacLure (1993) suggests that a teacher’s 

identity is not a fixed entity; rather, it is actively surfacing and changing “in relation to other 

people, and to the contexts in which they operate’’ (p. 312). Paechter (2007) explains that 

identity is a perpetually shifting “collective endeavour” (p. 1); a cluster of created and recreated 

narratives that are negotiated as a consequence of shared experiences to produce new 

understandings about the self in relation to others. Similarly, Lasky (2005) supports the view 

that teacher identity “shapes and is shaped by the structural and cultural features of society and 

school culture” (p. 900).  

     According to Zembylas (2003), the construction of the professional self is a “messy” (p. 

109), ever-evolving process that is interconnected to discourses of power, shared connections, 

and self-reflection. The environment in which one works: the school, its community, location, 

policies (implemented, modified or ignored), leadership, curriculum responsibilities, and 

assessment practices all influence and build on a teacher’s sense of professional identity and 

agency. As the profession evolves and as careers progress, identities are repositioned and 

discursively reconstructed according to the dominant discourse within the institution (Lasky, 

2005). Therefore, teacher identity is not exclusively centred on the personal, but is positioned 

within socio-political discourse and cultural context (Sfard & Prusak, 2005). 

     There is increasing interest in the construction of teacher identity and emotion (Zembylas, 

2003; Lasky, 2005; Flores & Day, 2006). Using poststructuralist understandings, Zembylas 

(2003) asserts that teacher identity is immersed in frameworks of power and “comes to be 

constituted through social interactions, performances, and daily negotiations within a school 

culture that privileges emotional self-discipline” (p. 109). Flores and Day (2006) concur: 

Teaching calls for and, at its best, involves daily, intensive and extensive use of both 

emotional labor (e.g. smiling on the outside whilst feeling anything but happy on the 
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inside) and emotional work which enables teachers to manage the challenges of 

teaching classes which contain students with a range of diverse motivations, personal 

histories and learning capacities. (p. 221) 

     The constant requirement to assemble, disassemble, and reassemble one’s professional 

identity according to institutional structures is laden with emotion. It is a profession that 

requires teachers to adopt numerous roles – educator, advisor, friend, and colleague – each 

demanding significant and ongoing emotional investment that can positively and adversely 

affect teacher identity. Hierarchical interactions play an integral role in the production and 

negotiation of emotional discourses, giving preferentiality to some identities while ostracising 

others depending on the narrative in the school (Zembylas, 2003).  

     Lasky (2005) advocates that while emotion is partially inherent, it is primarily a social, 

organisational, and historical construction that is “inextricably interconnected with belief, 

context, power, and culture” (p. 901). She refers to vulnerability as “a fluctuating state of being, 

with critical incidents acting as triggers to intensify or in other ways change a person’s existing 

state” (p. 901). Professional vulnerability may be described as a complex, multilayered 

emotional experience that can progress to “feelings of powerlessness, betrayal or 

defencelessness in situations of high anxiety or fear” (p.901) when institutional systems of 

belief intersect with standards of behaviour and perceptions of self-worth. As such, feelings of 

negativity and vulnerability may become heightened when a teacher’s professional identity is 

interrogated or “when control of long held principles and practices is challenged” (Flores & 

Day, 2006, p. 221). While this is a challenge for every teacher it is especially demanding for 

those who find themselves positioned outside the hegemonic discourse (Lasky, 2005; 

Kelchtermans, 1996). 

     In understanding how teacher identity is shaped, Zembylas (2003) makes reference to 

Foucault’s understanding of Bentham’s Panopticon and the management of emotion in 



Page 35 
 

teaching. He asserts that teaching is predominantly associated with normalising power and 

internalising self-regulation. The “emotional regimes” (p. 127) imposed on teachers, through 

imagined or actual observation, can affect a teacher’s identity depending on which emotions 

are privileged and which are minimised by the dominant discourse of the school. Those who 

are seen as failing to yield to institutionalised norms, and therefore made to feel marginalised 

by being positioned outside the dominant discourse, must remain silent or become isolated 

from the school community. 

AUTOETHNOGRAPHY AND IDENTITY 

     My autoethnography aims to demonstrate how a series of critical incidents infringed upon 

my professional self, which in turn, created tension with my personal self and had a significant 

impact on how I perceived my identity. By continuing to adopt a poststructuralist paradigm my 

self-narrative interprets identity as undetermined, fluid and continuously shifting. Sfard and 

Prusak (2005) advocate that identity is not a single story but a collection of stories about an 

individual, and it is through writing about the self that the construction and deconstruction of 

identity is revealed. Richardson and St. Pierre (2005) recognise autoethnography as the 

deconstructive analysis of the self that enables the researcher to create new understandings of 

identity. They state: “Language does not ‘reflect’ social reality but rather produces meaning 

and creates social reality … it is the place where one’s sense of self – one’s subjectivity – is 

constructed” (p. 961).  

     Similarly, Bruner (1993, 2004) recognises that the construction of identity and the writing 

of lived experience is a fluid and continuously evolving process. He argues against the view 

that autoethnography is a single, uncontested autobiographical version of the self; instead, 

writing of the self “is a way of construing experience” (1993, pp. 38-39). It offers an 

interpretation and reinterpretation of one’s own actions and motives that, according to past 
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memories, reflect a cultural phenomenon and give insight into the nature of subjectivity. 

Russell (1998) concurs, adding that the self is shaped and reshaped via three autoethnographic 

voices: the narrator, the observer, and the observed. She contends that it is the wide-ranging 

potential combinations of these shared voices that create a depth and abundance of 

autoethnography. In this way, it could be argued that autoethnography is the process of 

constructing, deconstructing and reconstructing multiple stories of identity to seek new 

understandings of the self and the sociocultural spaces in which the self is situated (Austin & 

Hickey, 2007). 

     Autoethnography, as a research method, peels back the layers of consciousness to reveal 

multiple versions of the self and experiences (Bruner, 1993; Richardson, 1990). Russell (1998) 

describes the approach as a “strategy for challenging imposed forms of identity” (p. 1), and 

asserts that there is an authoethnographic responsibility to explore difficult life events or 

turning points, where the self may be presented in distressing or negative ways, to advance 

social change. Embracing a more vulnerable version of the self can generate new 

understandings of stigmatised identities to offer a different perspective for others to positively 

learn from (Ellis & Bochner, 2000).  

     In his influential essay ‘Self Writing’, Foucault (1997) illustrates how an awareness of the 

reader’s ‘gaze’ can affect what the writer chooses to reveal about themselves: 

In the case of the epistolary account of oneself, it is a matter of bringing into congruence 

the gaze of the other and that gaze which one aims at oneself when one measures one’s 

everyday actions according to the rules of a technique of living. (p. 9) 

Similarly, Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) emphasise the part the reader plays in the writing 

of identity. While most writers strive to portray themselves in ways that are pleasing to the 

reader, the strength of an autoethnography is the ability to challenge institutionalised 
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interpretations of identity by giving a voice to those disempowered by the hegemonic 

discourse.  

     Drawing on the works of poststructural theorists that include Foucault, Barthes, Derrida, 

and Cixous, Gannon (2006) contends: “In poststructural autoethnography, the writing writes 

the writer as a complex (im)possible subject in a world where (self) knowledge can only ever 

be tentative, contingent, and situated” (p. 474). By adopting the view that writing about the self 

subverts the binaries between the personal and the theoretical, she contends that 

autoethnography can only be a temporary snapshot of a partial and fragmented identity. 

Similarly, Butler (1997) states that while writing about the self is the regeneration of the self, 

autoethnography is a limited representation of identity that has since been shaped and reshaped 

by a number of other experiences and memories. In this way, my autoethnography does not 

present a single identity, but reflects on multiple identities to examine how “subjectivities 

intersect, impact, and rebound” (Austin, 2005, p. 17) in different discursive spaces in which 

the self is (or was) situated. 

MY STORY 

     It was the beginning of the school year. New school. New peer group. I had been offered a 

full time teaching position, with the hint of a potential leadership position, albeit one that was 

temporary and reliant on other circumstances. The panel of interviewers, which included Mr 

Smith and Mrs Jones, informed me that the School often presented teachers with leadership 

opportunities to see what they could accomplish and how they coped with adversity. They 

alluded to the possibility of expanding the managerial team and the likelihood of a future 

leadership role for me. In the interim, my assignment was to update past work programs that 

had built up over time in the School. In the past, staff had set their own curriculum and this had 

led to a lack of cohesion across the School regarding what was taught. When I questioned the 



Page 38 
 

logistics of this project, Mr Smith assured me that the role was flexible, a golden opportunity 

to advance my career, and the task itself would be relatively easy. Nothing was formally 

documented. Trust and loyalty were paramount. 

     The School had an enrolment of 250 students and was located in the South Eastern suburbs 

of a large metropolitan city in Australia. My classroom was large, square and relatively empty. 

It smelled musty and felt stuffy. The air-conditioner in the room was broken, and I later learned 

that it had been this way for years. I had been reassured that the room was due to be renovated 

and felt optimistic that this was a minor hiccup that would soon be rectified. While I had some 

reservations about the workload in front of me, I told myself that the sick feeling in the pit of 

my stomach was merely a symptom of the apprehension I had about the new job. Learning the 

ropes at a new school is always tough, no matter how experienced a teacher might be. Still, I 

felt unsettled, almost as though I were an intruder. 

     Staff meetings were hypercompetitive and fraught with conflict. Departments were their 

own entities, segregated from one another, all competing for a slice of the school budget. To 

me, it appeared to be survival of the fittest and there seemed to be a shared understanding that 

it was best to attack before being attacked. Conquer or be conquered. Senior management sat 

centre stage, radiating authority and success. Among them were the School Director, Mr Smith 

and Mrs Jones. Middle management, the Unit Team Leaders, were rowdy and energetic. They 

dominated group discussions and had nicknames for one another. Mr Smith assigned a space 

for me next to him and from then on referred to me as ‘Roxy’. The term felt slightly 

disrespectful and condescending, but he was resolute that nicknames were a fun, laid-back way 

to convey friendship and build relationships. They symbolised ‘mateship’ and were a playful 

reminder not to take oneself too seriously. He casually remarked that my actual name was too 

difficult to pronounce and ‘Roxy’ made me come across as more ‘likeable’. 
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     The School’s workplace culture was highly sexualised. Incidents involved groping gestures, 

crude practical jokes, and the circulation of provocative material via personal mobile phones. 

Such practices, usually instigated by middle tier leaders, were dismissed by senior management 

as normal everyday occurrences. No-one seemed to realise that words and actions had 

consequences; instead, when a staff member objected, hands were usually thrown in the air 

with the lines: ‘You’re the one taking offence! It’s just a joke!’ Female teachers were sexually 

taunted and their bodies laughed at by team leaders when their backs were turned. Male co-

workers openly described their sexual partners, discussed the sex lives of other employees, and 

graded female colleagues from one to five according to their body parts. If I walked away I 

was told that I was a ‘wet blanket’ or a ‘spoilsport’. Male staff often shared bawdy jokes about 

threesomes and debated which female colleagues they would prefer to sleep with. While people 

nonchalantly laughed it off, the casual acceptance of such remarks made it difficult to address 

deeper issues when it came to sexism in the School. 

     I was saddened to see the few male staff members who did not participate in these 

performances called ‘gay’, ‘wimps’ or being told to ‘man up’. A form of hypermasculine, male 

privilege permeated the School, and this culture was supported from the top down. Male 

teachers talked sports, networked with the ‘old boys club’, controlled the finances, and had the 

last word on all school-related (and non-school related) matters. Female teachers weren’t given 

the same opportunities; instead assuming care-giving roles involving the social and emotional 

support of others in the School. Often, women were belittled to the point that they were made 

to feel self-conscious. As a woman I understood that I was meant to keep silent and fall in line. 

After an incident, most of the staff would roll their eyes, share embarrassed smiles or simply 

shrug: the universal language for ‘boys will be boys’. While the behaviour in the staffroom 

wasn’t intentionally aggressive or directly sexist, it was upsetting to see a female’s self-worth 

measured by her weight, age, physical attractiveness, and ability to take a joke. Old attitudes 
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ran deep. Before too long, I began to question my role in the School. Did I have the fortitude 

to challenge the double standards that confronted me or would it be easier turn a blind eye? 

PART ONE 

     The School tacitly compelled everyone – including women – to behave in ways that were 

overtly sexualised; however, it was evident that men were to be held to a different standard. 

They didn’t have to be yielding. They were allowed to be curt and disagreeable. To me, it 

appeared that male colleagues were promoted on their perceived potential, whereas females 

needed to demonstrate their ability and work harder for recognition. I noticed that female staff 

were strategically placed in opposition to each other so that some careers progressed whereas 

others stagnated. In fact, women were pitted against each other so frequently that staff had 

become accustomed to it; gossip circulated freely throughout the School, much to the 

amusement of male colleagues. Comments of needing to uphold a certain reputation and image 

seemed designed to make women feel that they had to compete with – and outperform – others 

around them. Women in managerial positions did not mentor other women. Instead, there 

seemed to an unspoken understanding that if a female singlehandedly made it to the top 

unsupported in this system, then so should others. 

     The School was a patriarchal institution, complete with its own web of conflicting rules and 

regulations, codes and conventions. There were ceremonies of commitment and devotion, 

methods of enforcement, sanctions and forbidden places. All this had been naturalised before 

I began working here. At first glance, it seemed like it would be a smart strategy to align oneself 

with the powerful rather than the powerless. Conformity to the status quo brought ample 

privileges. Loyalty was rewarded with plenty of additional benefits. While total compliance 

made life easier for some in the short term, many were paying a high price for this. Refusal to 

conform resulted in being ignored or ostracised. Those reaping the rewards remained silent 
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when they witnessed or experienced sexism in the School, and refused to speak up when 

women were criticised on the basis of their appearance or their attitude. Colleagues were 

distrustful of, and antagonistic towards, one another. The culture that had been created meant 

that female staff looked at me with suspicion. We were rivals, not allies. While I craved their 

friendship and support, I felt distrust and competitiveness. 

     Staff meetings were not happy experiences. Management often used these occasions to 

publicly reprimand underperforming employees, or criticise them for causing conflict in the 

School. Teachers were repeatedly singled out and openly disciplined for innocuous reasons: 

not replenishing the photocopy machine, consuming too much tea or coffee, unnecessary use 

of school supplies. I found these public humiliations excessive and unprofessional. It was 

particularly disconcerting to see that those chastised were often females in subordinate 

positions. The ramifications of such misdemeanours were extreme: photocopy pin numbers 

were restricted, basic staffroom amenities were locked away, budgets were slashed. Staff rarely 

spoke in these meetings; to voice an opinion was to risk being humiliated in front of the entire 

staff. It was perplexing and unnerving. To me, these behaviours explained the huge turnover 

of staff the School was facing. I couldn’t help wondering how many talented female teachers 

might have left to go elsewhere. 

     Mr Smith’s unpredictability was becoming increasingly problematic for me. His emails 

often began with the lines: “The children, parents and staff as well as myself are very happy 

with your work and contributions so far”, yet concluded with him asking to meet with me 

socially. Each time I declined he would write: “So I’ll take that as a yes” or “The ball’s in your 

court”. Mr Smith’s persistence in setting up meetings to tell me lewd jokes and sexualised 

stories seemed to be a deliberate strategy designed to catch me off guard and offend me. He 

appeared to enjoy seeing me squirm as a consequence of his behaviour and language. It was 

exhausting. Meetings seemed to be a game of cat and mouse designed to ascertain how far he 
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could push me. I was constantly being thrown off balance. He would be agreeable and 

cooperative one moment, and then reduce me to tears in the next. I tried repeatedly to push my 

feelings to one side and stumble my way through these personal invasions. Sometimes I was 

more successful than others. 

     After these meetings, I would attempt to express my concerns to Mrs Jones, but was 

repeatedly met with indifference. While she was aware of Mr Smith’s temperamental 

personality, and agreed that he was renowned for his erratic outbursts, there seemed to be an 

institutionalised acceptance that his behaviour was nothing more than a desire for academic 

excellence. She praised my work ethic, commended my ability to uphold the values and goals 

of the School, and was quick to offer me a role as Unit Team Leader along with additional 

financial incentives. However, she remained firm in the belief that Mr Smith deserved the 

benefit of the doubt and implied that I was exaggerating events. I accepted the leadership 

position and for the next 3 months I let it go. I didn’t want to rock the boat. Fear of retribution, 

both personal and professional, can be a powerful incentive to remain silent, and as a result, I 

withdrew my complaint, apologised to senior management, and chastised myself for being 

overly cynical about a colleague. I repeatedly told myself to do better, be better, be less 

sensitive. Words that had been entrenched in me from a young age became my mantra: ‘Don’t 

cause trouble. Don’t be that girl. Don’t upset others.’ So I stayed silent and tried to focus on 

my work. 

     However, doubt continually tugged at my sleeve. With all the policies and protocols the 

school had in place, there was no information and no guidelines that could help me deal with 

sexual harassment and workplace bullying. I felt a responsibility to myself and my colleagues 

to approach Mr Smith directly. I wanted to work with him in an environment where he wouldn’t 

discuss his sexual encounters with me. I wondered if I should talk quietly to Mr Smith about 

his behaviour. While I didn’t want to offend him and escalate the situation, I was feeling  



Page 43 
 

increasingly uncomfortable with the status quo. What would I say? What would he say? I kept 

all of this from my husband. I didn’t want to burden him. He had enough to worry about and I 

thought this was something I could handle myself. 

     My aim was not to sound accusatory, but to keep things simple and politely stand my 

ground. I asked Mr Smith to consider setting a different tone in staff meetings. I didn’t know 

what I had hoped for. An apology? Assurance that we could move forward from this? Instead, 

he walked to where I was sitting until he stood directly in front of my face. He said: ‘Don’t you 

dare speak to me like that again.’ His tone inferred that he had no intention of discontinuing 

his behaviour. He assured me that he was powerful, valuable, and because of that, protected. I 

on the other hand needed to know my place. It was a cautionary moment. I wanted to tell him 

to take a step back, but the words became entangled in my throat. My chest felt as though it 

had been punctured, making it difficult to breathe. 

     Following our conversation, something shifted in the School. Without warning, my teaching 

roster changed and my workload increased. I was ordered to do extra cleaning and schoolyard 

duties. My teaching budget was unexpectedly slashed. Applications for class funding were 

denied and my requests to attend conferences were ignored. Pre-arranged excursions were 

cancelled. I pleaded for more funding. My class budget was already stretched and I had been 

dipping into my personal finances for some time to ensure students had writing materials. The 

increased workload meant that it was difficult to stay on top of daily administrative tasks. I was 

working late into the night and spending more of my weekends on campus. Senior management 

didn’t respond to my emails.  

     Meanwhile, Mr Smith’s behaviour intensified and he became more brazen. Every encounter 

felt like a David and Goliath battle. He became increasingly argumentative and combative with 

me in public, frequently catching me off-guard so that situations escalated quickly and 

discussions deteriorated into heated exchanges. Other times he barely spoke to me, making it 
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clear to staff that he was ‘icing me out’. Other members of senior management, including Mrs 

Jones, duly took his lead. Colleagues stayed silent and kept their distance. Every meeting 

somehow became more awkward and oppressive. I stopped voicing ideas. I felt it was best to 

stay silent and not draw attention to myself. Feeling increasingly compromised, I sent an email 

to Mr Smith informing him of my need to relinquish my role as Unit Team Leader. It said: 

After careful consideration, I wish to step down from my position as Unit Team Leader. 

As it is my first year at [the School] I wish to focus all my energy and strengths into 

teaching and nurturing my students. I feel that taking on this leadership position as well 

as fulltime teaching has been too much to manage, especially at this early stage of my 

time at [the School]. I appreciate your understanding and your support in this matter. 

     Upon receiving this email, Mr Smith began to summon me to his office on a regular basis, 

usually on the insistence that he had something urgent to discuss. There was no mention of my 

standing down as Unit Team Leader. Instead, these meetings became long-winded monologues 

about the need to change my attitude and work on my physical appearance. He opined that my 

temperament needed controlling and disclosed that the School was in favour of placing me 

under surveillance. One encounter was particularly difficult. He sat a metre from my own seat, 

but felt closer. Without warning, he admitted that he enjoyed provoking me. He said it was 

amusing, a bit of a thrill. He liked creating paranoia, but knew his limits and it was harmless 

fun. He added: ‘This is our little secret. You love secrets. I’ve heard you do. I’ve done some 

digging. I know all about you.’ My face felt clammy and the collar of my shirt became tight 

against my throat. My eyes went soft and blurry around the edges. I picked up my pen and 

scribbled in my notebook just to keep my head down. But this time it wasn’t working, I could 

feel tears coming. I dug my nails into the palm of my hand and focused on breathing, fighting 

the urge to run out of the room and the entire building. Mr Smith said some other things, but I 
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couldn’t seem to catch the words. Everything had slowed down as though I were drowning 

under water. 

     Escaping to the bathroom, I turned on the taps to muffle the sound of my vomiting and 

watched the water flow over the food, forming a clumpy pulp in the basin. Tears came as I 

pushed the regurgitated food down the drain with my fingers. I knew I wasn’t coping. As I 

washed my mouth and hands, I focused on the sound of the water and its coolness on my skin. 

I was appalled that Mr Smith expected his behaviour to become our private secret. I was angry 

that the narrative had changed so that it seemed like I was complicit, a willing participant. 

Walking back to my classroom, students waiting, a wave of sadness, anger and guilt hit me. 

How could I tell my husband about this conversation? It would only upset him. At least if I 

kept this to myself, there would be only one casualty. 

     I asked to meet with the School Director. At our meeting, he spent most of the time rolling 

his eyes, scoffing loudly, repositioning his tie, fussing over his watch. Eventually he 

interjected, informing me that my claims were unfounded and offensive. He complained that 

the world was becoming too politically correct and lamented that men could no longer say 

something ‘nice’ to a woman without her taking offense. He questioned my intellect and 

recommended that I learned to become less emotional and more rational. He seemed to 

associate emotionality with irrationality. He scolded me for not smiling enough and decided 

that I needed to demonstrate a perkier, more upbeat attitude. He examined the length of my 

skirt, which came just above the knee, and indicated that it was a distraction, inviting unwanted 

attention. He then advised me to be more gracious, declaring that a male openly admiring a 

female was a compliment. The longer the School Director spoke the more incensed he became. 

Exasperated, he proclaimed that my concerns were simply fictitious stories designed to gain 

attention. The message was clear: Mr Smith was a male and therefore more believable than me. 

After insisting that I apologise for soiling the school’s reputation, he verbally patted me on the 
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head and told me to become better informed. I felt defensive when he told me not to live my 

life as a victim, as though I had been making a big deal over nothing. These statements stung. 

They felt like a rejection mixed with shame, and it was disheartening to think that my 

experiences were so insignificant they warranted no consideration. This seemed to be my 

burden. My failure. 

PART TWO 

     Within a week of meeting with the School Director I received a letter from Human 

Resources (HR). Signed by Mr Smith, the letter informed me that he had concerns about my 

loyalty to the School. It said: 

Rochelle, you have failed to view yourself as an enthusiastic and cooperative member 

of the team, prepared to seek advice, listen to others, and share knowledge and skills. 

You have failed to give support and loyalty to the Principal, senior management and 

colleagues. You have failed to support senior management in making decisions in the 

best interest of the School. You have failed to communicate with fellow staff members 

in a professional and respectful manner. 

As a consequence, I was placed on a ‘program’ called ‘Due Process’ and I was instructed to 

meet with Mr Smith the following day. Initially, I was confused and thought there must have 

been an error or misunderstanding; however, HR were steadfast in this decision and were 

seemingly unable to intervene. In fact, they informed me that the program had been fast-tracked 

to help me overcome ‘areas of unsatisfactory conduct’. An influx of letters, all signed and hand 

delivered by Mr Smith, presented similar messages: 

I have some serious concerns about your current performance in the role of class 

teacher. These concerns relate to your professional conduct and performance and are in 

line with the Professional Standards of Practice for the renewal of your teaching 



Page 47 
 

registration as outlined by [State Governing Services]. Due Process is a process that is 

designed to assist you to overcome what I believe to be areas of unsatisfactory conduct 

and performance on your part.  

Please note that I take this course of action in both your interests and the interests of 

the School. Discussions will be held regarding the expected timeline of Due Process 

and whether the process needs to be extended. I am hopeful that this will be a positive 

process in which my concerns will be satisfactorily addressed to the benefit of both you 

and the School. Under the conditions of your employment, you are required to attend 

all Due Process meetings.  

Regretfully, I must inform you that if the Due Process is not successful, the School may 

terminate your employment. I again note that Due Process is a process designed to assist 

you to overcome areas of unsatisfactory performance. I expect that you will participate 

in this program fully. 

     Due Process demanded absolute compliance and my undivided attention so that I had the 

opportunity to acknowledge my faults (which seemed to be multiplying by the day) and win 

back my position in the School. Mrs Jones declined to speak to me about the specifics of the 

complaint and refused to release documentation that I assumed I was entitled to see. I felt the 

walls of panic gradually creep up. I feared that the point of Due Process was to keep my 

attention fixed on my immediate crisis, fuel self-doubt, and discourage all activities not 

consistent with compliance. With great dexterity, Mr Smith had redirected attention away from 

his behaviours to my apparent failings: If I weren’t so difficult, he wouldn’t be so punitive. I 

had become the problem. 

     Due Process controlled who I communicated with, who I worked with, and how my lessons 

were planned. Mr Smith, who was supervising the program, was the only person I was in 
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contact with each day and I spent most of my time with him. He seemed to believe that he was 

an instrument of justice and that it was his duty to monitor and control my every move. I often 

wondered if this was the perfect cover for him. When I challenged Mr Smith’s role in the 

program and requested a support person, he complained in writing that I wasn’t taking Due 

Process seriously enough and called for tougher penalties. Internal emails between Mr Smith 

and a school advisor revealed his impatience: 

Mr Smith: Had meeting last night. Rochelle in attendance. Rochelle didn’t take on 

board any concerns at all. Rochelle’s role in the school is minimal and at times non-

existent. Staff often feel uneasy in communications and Rochelle’s lack of presence 

outside face-to-face teaching time has contributed to this. She fails to act professionally. 

She refuses to come to meetings. As she is not coming to the party, I’m not sure of the 

next step. 

School Advisor: That is disappointing, however not uncommon in these situations. The 

next step is to send the other template letter regarding instigating Due Process. You can 

draft something and I’ll have a look at it if you like. Do you still have the template letter 

or do you want me to flick it through again? 

Mr Smith: I asked Rochelle to my office during school assembly (9.30am) to again 

inform her about my concerns regarding her conduct. Rochelle smiled and said she was 

entitled to a support person. I tried to get more out of her, but she again just smiled and 

said she wanted a support person with her. At this point I said that I will advise her later 

today if she had nothing else to offer. 

School Advisor: I have made some amendments to your proposed letter. Please feel 

free to use. 



Page 49 
 

Mr Smith: At approx. 12.30pm I gave Rochelle another letter stating that the process 

will continue with or without a support person. Please see attached. 

School Advisor: Please find attached another suggested letter. I think at this stage, the 

introduction of the possibility of termination is a little pre-emptive. Please give me a 

call. 

Ms Smith: Just to update you. Rochelle walked out of school at 3.35pm today. I sent 

her another letter requesting a meeting, but I still have not heard from her. What are my 

options here? 

School Advisor: I suggest the following response:  

“Dear Rochelle, Please advise when you are able to attend the Due Process meeting 

as soon as you are able and certainly by no later than 5.00pm on 5 September. As the 

Due Process review meetings planned for 9:00am on 17 September, 15 October and 29 

October will go ahead as planned. This meeting will need to take place promptly in 

order to allow me sufficient time to address the concerns I have outlined to you. I note 

that you have already responded to the issues I outlined to you in my letter of 3 

September. Despite your response, I still hold concerns about your performance and 

conduct. The focus of Due Process is on addressing concerns rather than responding 

to them.” 

     Due Process made everything more difficult and my world became progressively smaller. I 

was no longer invited to participate in staff meetings and I was locked out of my school email 

account. The Head of HR confirmed this to me via written correspondence: 

Rochelle is no longer required to attend work related events or meetings, which is 

consistent with the requirements of Due Process. It is considered unnecessary for her 

and in her interests that access to her school email not occur while on Due Process. It 
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is [School Director]’s preference that Rochelle not access her work email until the 

matter [of Due Process] is finalised. However, access to her work email is available on 

the following conditions: a) She is not required to send or respond to emails regarding 

work related matters; and, b) Strict confidentiality in relation to matters concerning her 

complaint or matters raised before or during Due Process. 

     Senior management had forbidden staff to speak to me so all information came from Mr 

Smith. He became my only frame of reference. I craved information. I struggled with the 

secrecy and the isolation. I didn’t want to be segregated from staff and I was desperate to talk 

to colleagues to clear the air. But Due Process had muddied the waters in such a way that HR 

were adamant that I was a risk to others, and if I spoke to staff I violated the terms of the 

program, warranting instant dismissal. It felt as though the goal of Due Process was total 

suppression rather than an attempt to resolve a particular issue. To be cut off from the group 

and solely dependent on Mr Smith was debilitating: I approached every day with dread. 

     I felt a change within myself. The belittling insults no longer affected me. The coarse 

language and name-calling occurred so frequently they became inconsequential. The public 

displays of humiliation were the new norm and they were as regular as breathing. In an instant, 

Due Process created an atmosphere of coercion, secrecy and vague threats, all of which left me 

frozen and panicked. Perhaps that was the purpose. There was an abrupt change in Mr Smith’s 

behaviour. Prior to my formal complaint he had been openly hostile to much of the staff and 

was generally anti-social. He suddenly became very focused on me and I had to navigate a 

different set of actions. A swift move of the head, a sharp intake of breath, a penetrating stare 

were all reminders of what he was capable of – and prepared to do – and that was enough to 

alarm me. 

     Mr Smith no longer requested meetings in his office. Instead, he interrupted lessons in a 

manner that was loud and disconcerting. On each occasion he would enter the room highly 
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animated, creating confusion by clapping his hands, whistling, and whooping loudly. His 

presence turned my normally calm, harmonious classroom into a frenzied state of chaos and 

hyperactivity. In these moments, I tried to become as still as possible in the hope that he may 

turn and leave. By whipping the students into a frantic state of excitement, he was able to weave 

his way towards me and shove a Due Process letter into my rib cage without being detected. 

The power and energy behind these movements often forced me to recoil and take multiple 

steps back. Occasionally, I was able to extend my arms in front of me in an attempt to protect 

myself. Each disruption was quick, forceful, and over within a matter of minutes. The letters 

felt like signals to me: red flags intended to intimidate me and erode my sense of self in ways 

that nobody else could detect. Due Process seeped into my thoughts and actions to the extent 

that my judgement was becoming clouded and I was beginning to second guess myself. Over 

time, guilt turned into shame. Apart from feeling responsible for the negative atmosphere in 

the school – I began to feel that I was a bad person. Every time my personal space was invaded, 

shame spiralled throughout my body, gradually sapping my physical and emotional strength. 

     I wrote to the School Director describing in detail my experiences with Mr Smith and asking 

for mediation; however, he remained silent, which told me that my grievances continued to be 

a non-issue. I made several phone calls to the Australian Education Union (AEU) and the 

Independent Education Union of Australia (IEU). But my membership with both organisations 

had lapsed, and I was unable to access their services or obtain information. In desperation, I 

sought legal advice. After spending many nights documenting evidence with solicitors and 

other legal representatives, I was advised to file an application with Fair Work Commission 

regarding Due Process. The following notice, addressed to Mr Smith, was sent on my behalf: 

Our client alleges that [the School] is subjecting her to adverse action because of her 

exercises of workplace rights. On this basis, it would be inappropriate to hold further 

meetings with our client regarding your proposed ‘Due Process’. Further, our client 



Page 52 
 

requires a support person to be present at any meetings regarding the ‘Due Process’ and 

will need at least 48 hours’ notice prior to any proposed meeting. Any future adverse 

action our client is subjected to may be in further breach of the Fair Work Act in light 

of the application she has filed. We trust that future meetings will be cancelled. 

A flurry of emails between Mr Smith and a school advisor ensued: 

Mr Smith: Please see attached. I will call later today. 

School Advisor: I am available tomorrow to speak to you about the Rochelle Banks 

matter. Can you meet me here? I’ll come find you. 

Mr Smith: Yes. I’ll be there. 

School Advisor: I’ll call you. Can you bring in Rochelle Banks’ Position of Leadership 

appointment letters and her contract if you have them? 

Mr Smith: Hi guys, Regarding Rochelle’s contract – over the past couple of days a 

situation has arisen with this case that I know I will have future concerns with. When 

we advertised for a senior teacher we were in serious need of some leadership 

experience in the school. This is what we advertised for and thought we filled. Given 

that Rochelle will no longer take on anything but a classroom role, do I have any 

comeback in terms of her contract? 

School Advisor: Are you telling me she is not going to be compliant? Regarding the 

process, give her directions but leave out the details. Come in a bit earlier. 

     Arbitration with Fair Work Commission was arduous. I had expected it to be an opportunity 

for both Mr Smith and I to air our grievances and discuss ways to move forward. However, this 

was not the case. Mr Smith entered the room with a team of industrial relations officers, union 

representatives and legal consultants. They spoke on behalf of Mr Smith and submitted a 

written statement that explained Due Process as “a practice unique to [the School] that allows 
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employees to be placed in a program to rectify any performance or misconduct concerns, and 

stands in place of the usual practice of warnings.”  

     They also produced a document called ‘Attachment A’. It was a photocopy of an online 

advertisement placed by Mr Smith on behalf of the School for a senior leadership position. 

Passages from Attachment A were read out to all in the room: “This position will carry a senior 

leadership position within the school. Exact roles will depend upon the experience and skills 

of the successful applicant.” Industrial relations officers then made the claim that I had been 

placed on Due Process due to my refusal to accept the responsibilities highlighted in 

Attachment A. However, on closer inspection, the application dates in Attachment A did not 

correspond to the year I had applied for a position at the School, and it became evident that this 

was not the teaching advertisement to which I had responded. The School passed around copies 

of my contract and letter of offer. Again, dates and details in these documents did not match 

Attachment A. As I voiced my concerns, the School’s legal team noisily declared that I was 

obfuscating the arbitration process and they abruptly terminated the meeting. 

     The following morning Mr Smith demanded a meeting in his office. He was agitated, talking 

over me. With the Deputy Principal standing beside him, he said that I was pushing his buttons, 

that he deserved more respect, and had no choice but to call the police to have me removed 

from school premises. His words were a shock to the system. Due Process had drummed into 

me that my dismissal was inevitable and fast approaching: I suspected the moment had arrived. 

While I tried to feel outraged that Mr Smith had just threatened to call the police, I couldn’t 

summon the energy. Instead, a quiet resignation formed in the pit of my stomach. Illogically, 

a part of me hoped that I would be terminated. Disempowerment does that. 

     I felt myself nodding as I was instructed to wait in the classroom until the police arrived. 

Mr Smith barricaded the entrance of the room and stood watching me from the other side of 

the doorway. His face kept twitching as though he was making faces at me. The pressure of 
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tears was building behind my eyes; however, I couldn’t show any emotion lest he labelled me 

‘unhinged’ or ‘hysterical’. I pretended to drop a pen under my desk, so that I could hide from 

him for a moment and frantically wipe my eyes. My breath felt shallow in my lungs and I stared 

out of the window, wishing I could slide it open just a little. The air conditioner in the room 

was still broken and the air felt sticky and oppressive. While I tried to compose my thoughts, I 

found it hard to focus. It was as though I was standing still watching the outside world 

accelerate around me. I felt heavy and claustrophobic inside my own body.  

     I felt a deep misery leaking into my life. Before this place of employment, I was open, 

happy, confident. I was now reduced to someone utterly unrecognisable, even to myself. After 

an hour, Mrs Jones entered the classroom to inform me that the police had not arrived and I 

was to return to teaching. Without making eye contact, she gave me a note penned by Mr Smith: 

“Police are not coming. There is an expectation that you teach. Mr Smith apologises for the 

way the attempt at today’s meeting eventuated.” Later in the day, she delivered another 

message from Mr Smith that stated: 

I refer to the unnecessary escalation of our discussion this morning. While [Mrs Jones] 

has delivered an apology on my behalf to you, I also wish to apologise to you directly 

by this note. I would much prefer to speak to you in person and apologise face to face. 

However, for today, I believe you would prefer we not meet. My original intention this 

morning was only to engage in conversation. 

     I wrote a formal complaint to the School Governing Body. Several weeks’ later industrial 

relations officers, appointed by the School, informed me that they were prepared to investigate 

the incident. However, I wasn’t allowed to speak to the investigator without agreeing to very 

specific terms: it would be an internal investigation and all information would remain in-house. 

A statement was required. The investigator was a legally qualified lawyer who worked for the 

School on a regular basis. Her actual title was a mystery, but she seemed to operate in the 
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School’s shadows. The meeting place was well off the beaten track and so uninviting that I 

thought I had been given the wrong address. The investigator had a slightly distracted quality 

about her. She looked tired, as though she had heard it all before.  

     Before proceeding, the investigator advised me that the purpose of the investigation was to 

examine one incident, not a series of incidences. Immediately, I felt the walls creep up and I 

wondered if the investigator knew more than she was saying. I was required to retell my story 

multiple times. The investigator made frequent interruptions, checking the recording device, 

asking me to speak up or repeat parts of my story. At times she appeared annoyed with my 

answers, often pausing to remind me of the terms of reference and the need to respect the 

boundaries of the investigation. She reiterated that Mr Smith deserved ‘natural justice’ and 

spent a considerable amount of time explaining the School’s position. Her questioning 

primarily centred on my actions rather than Mr Smith’s behaviour: Had I acted emotionally or 

rationally? Was I confident? Possibly overconfident? Had I been too articulate? Not articulate 

enough?  

     Repeating my version of events at the investigator’s insistence was difficult and exhausting, 

especially when it felt as though it wouldn’t change a thing. I brought my journal excerpts as 

references to aid my accuracy and photocopies of my notes were taken. My clothing choices 

were examined. What did I wear that day? Did I wear makeup? I felt my body brace itself each 

time she interjected to dwell on my attitude or consider whether my temperament had 

influenced Mr Smith’s actions. After informing me to take accountability of my emotions the 

investigator asked: ‘What could you have done differently?’ 

     In the end, I was silenced with a four-page testimonial written by Mr Smith. Large sections 

of the sharply-worded statement were emphasised and defended: 
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I write to formally deny the content and/or context of the allegations directed towards 

me by Ms Rochelle Banks. I admit to saying that the Police would be called in to escort 

Rochelle off the school premises. However I believe that the context and detail provided 

by Ms Banks to be entirely incorrect. I asked Rochelle in a normal tone to come into 

my office. At this point Rochelle agreed to talk to me but said she wanted to go to her 

room first to put her things down. As we were literally 2 metres from my door, I said 

that I would rather talk to her now before she went to her room. The difficulties in 

communicating with Rochelle had been growing during the course of the term. They 

had progressively gotten worse to the extent where Rochelle would only communicate 

in writing on many occasions. Rochelle had stalled any and all meetings whenever she 

could. If this was stalled for even ten minutes it would be too late to deal with and may 

be blown into something much bigger. Knowing that communications with Rochelle 

were difficult at the best of times and not wanting to appear to be picking on her, I 

gestured to [Mrs Jones] to stand with me. Both [Mrs Jones] and myself followed 

Rochelle into her room. 

All I wanted to do was talk to her about her conduct. She said she would not meet with 

me without a witness. I said [Mrs Jones] was the witness. She refused again. At this 

point I allowed my frustrations at not being able to enter into any meaningful dialogue 

get the better of me and said that if she wasn’t prepared to meet with me she may as 

well go home. At this point I said that I would call the police and have them escort her 

from the school. While saying this I pulled my mobile phone from my pocket. Her 

response was to say that she was not going to meet with me as I would shout at her. At 

this point I again said the police would escort her from the school, but I put the mobile 

phone back in my pocket. I had realised that saying I would get the police was silly and 
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wrong. I firmly believe that Rochelle was of the understanding that considering I put 

the phone away that no police were in fact being called. 

Frustrated by the situation and still concerned that this could blow up much bigger with 

all the school community coming together now in only a few minutes, I called [School 

Advisor] to inform him and seek advice on what had just transpired. [School Advisor] 

confirmed what I already knew, saying that I’d call the Police was not a good idea. He 

suggested that I needed to seek clarification that Rochelle was of the same inference as 

myself that a) the police were not coming and that b) yes, it was expected that she 

indeed teach her class as expected today and c) that I needed to apologise for my 

response to her unwillingness to meet. [School Advisor] suggested that I do not do this 

in person as if Rochelle is upset, approaching her may only make her more upset. I 

agreed with all of these suggestions and had [Mrs Jones] deliver a note outlining all 

these things. Afterwards Rochelle calmed down, took her classes and the day went by 

without another incident thankfully. After [Mrs Jones] returned to inform me that she 

had delivered the note I asked [her] to take some time to record her recollections of the 

day and hold on to them. 

     By his own admission, Mr Smith was ‘frustrated by the situation’ and called his own 

behaviour ‘silly’ and ‘wrong’. However, he argued that he was the victim and had no choice 

but to involve the police. I was disturbed that Mr Smith’s sense of victimhood made him feel 

that his behaviour was warranted and necessary. According to his own testimonial, he admitted 

to displaying acts of harassment, but qualified his actions with excuses. His statement showed 

no remorse and very little self-reflection or accountability. In fact, Mr Smith seemed to believe 

that the incident had occurred for my own good.  

     The investigator gave me a copy of his account with verbal instructions to read it alone later 

in order to understand his viewpoint and appreciate his frustration. I was told not to chase 
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accountability, but display forgiveness. I disagreed with her assessment that my personality 

had instigated a ‘situation’ that led to Mr Smith’s recklessness. For me, Mr Smith chose to act 

in such a manner because he wanted to. Because it made him feel good. It made him feel 

powerful. The incident, even in isolation, was a reflection of Mr Smith’s motivations and 

issues, which had nothing to do with me. As I discussed my intention to take my complaint 

further, the atmosphere in the room became highly animated and this idea was vigorously 

discouraged. The investigator was keen to keep everything in-house, hidden from public 

scrutiny. In the end, I was told not to ‘play the victim card’: these experiences were ‘gifts’ that 

would make me a stronger person. 

     According to the final report, this was an isolated, one-off occurrence. The investigator 

concluded that my refusal ‘to comply with a reasonable direction’ had provoked Mr Smith. In 

her judgement, it didn’t make sense that a woman who had made a complaint against a male 

colleague would freely walk into the same workplace environment and repeatedly put herself 

in the same situation. I had hoped that the process would give me a voice and bring a sense of 

closure, but I was unprepared for the judgement imposed on my character. Notes belonging to 

the investigation determined that I had assumed a victim mentality, and that this tendency to 

become a victim alongside my emotional temperament, had influenced Mr Smith’s behaviour 

and affected his position in the School. By not trusting Mr Smith enough to meet with him, I 

had significantly contributed to the volatility in the School. The investigation concluded that 

there was nothing else to cover. 

     The final report also included a letter to Mr Smith apologising for the inconvenience the 

investigation may have caused. It stated: 

Taking into account all of the circumstances, the only aspect of your conduct which 

constitutes a departure from the standards expected of you are the references you made 

to calling the police and having them escort Mrs Banks from the premises. This is 
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considered to be well outside the scope of appropriate conduct and was a 

disproportionate response to Mrs Banks’ refusal to meet with you. That said, it is 

accepted that you were frustrated and at a loss as to what measure could be taken to 

encourage Mrs Banks to meet with you and that your references to the police were 

borne out of frustration and your desire to resolve the issue and prevent its escalation.  

You failed to apologise to Mrs Banks in person despite her saying that she would be 

prepared for you to do so if a witness was present. It is noted that you were acting on 

advice from [School Advisor] from the [School Governing Body]. However, had 

[School Advisor] been told that Mrs Banks was prepared to hear an apology in person 

with a witness, he may well have indicated that this was appropriate. However, no such 

information was provided to [School Advisor] as it may not have been heard or 

processed by you, when it was relayed to you by [Mrs Jones].  

It is considered that it would have been ideal for you to apologise to Mrs Banks in 

person given the disproportionate response to Mrs Banks’ refusal to meet with you and 

given that you ought to have known that Mrs Banks was prepared to apologise in person 

if a witness was present. However, there is a distinction between what is ideal, or best 

practice, and conduct that is a departure from the standards expected of you as a [senior 

member of the leadership team]. The question as to whether or not you should have 

apologised in person ultimately came down to your professional judgement based on 

the day. In all circumstances, it would be harsh to find that your proven conduct 

constitutes a departure from the standards expected of you. I acknowledge that this 

process has been a difficult one for you but I note that I was obligated to initiate the 

investigation based on Mrs Banks’ formal complaint. Thank you for your co-operation 

in the investigation. I hope that you are able to move forward positively and put this 

matter behind you. 
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     I was dismayed that more importance was placed on validating Mr Smith’s actions than 

understanding my distress. I found it difficult to accept that Mr Smith’s ‘frustration’ was 

considered ‘reasonable’ yet my reactions were ‘unreasonable’. The investigator sent a follow-

up letter to the School Director, affirming that “the complaint of bullying and harassment 

against [Mr Smith] is not substantiated and I do not recommend any action being taken against 

him.” Word spread quickly around the School and the lesson for others was clear: If you spoke 

up, your complaint went nowhere and your life became hell. You made a complaint at your 

own peril.  

     The results of the investigation created a snowball effect. Feeling vindicated, Mr Smith 

pointed the finger at me, claiming that I had sensationalised events. For many in the School, 

the toxic behaviour wasn’t the issue, I was at fault for complaining about it. Alongside Mr 

Smith, others became emboldened with their own behaviours, knowing that there would be 

rewards and little accountability if they did so. Many disliked me for holding Mr Smith to 

account. Anonymous letters and handwritten notes were covertly placed in my pigeon hole in 

the staffroom. Some were disturbing, most were untrue, but that didn’t seem to be the point. I 

wondered if the relentless nature of these messages was to cause additional anxiety and wear 

me down. They included: 

9.20am: [Mr Smith] went to see Rochelle who opens up notebook and takes notes. 

Rochelle in staffroom and not talking to anyone. [Mr Smith] said good morning to 

Rochelle but got nothing back. 

10.10am: Rochelle crying in playground on Fri afternoon. Staff feeling uncomfortable. 

Friday lunchtime: Rochelle breaking down. Crying in staffroom. Staff feeling 

uncomfortable. Rochelle not talking. Seems to be crying every day. Photographs? 
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9.15am: [Mr Smith] just called IR about Rochelle. Rochelle leaving school @ 3.35pm 

instead of 3.45pm on 2 occasions. 

9.49am: [Mr Smith] has issues with RB. RB should not be contacting you or talking to 

you. Do not contact her. Not a word. 

     I didn’t mention these notes to anyone. It didn’t seem to matter whether senior management 

knew about their existence, and I had come to the conclusion that nothing would be done about 

them so I kept them to myself. 

     There were times when I felt human; teaching provided a light against the darkness I was 

experiencing. It was frequently my escape. My relief. But I was often on auto-pilot at work and 

I constantly felt guilty that the students deserved better. My class ran smoothly and for that, I 

was grateful. The School had become a battlefield and every battle wore me down. I felt as 

though I were a lightweight amateur against a heavyweight pro and every round brought me to 

my knees. Shadows startled me. The smallest noise made me jump. I became nervous around 

staff. Rumours circulated throughout the School. Accusations crystallised into truths. Opinions 

became facts: I was a drama queen prone to exaggeration with a vendetta to ruin the School. I 

felt exhausted and sick from constantly being on high alert, and I didn’t know how to negotiate 

the isolation from my colleagues and the perpetual loneliness inside and outside the School. 

Tears flowed freely under the shower at night so as not to alert my husband that I was struggling 

emotionally. 

     The majority of staff positioned themselves as neutral bystanders. They were indifferent, 

neither positive nor negative towards me, choosing to keep their heads down and do nothing. 

Observing from the sidelines, they didn’t feel obligated to involve themselves unless they were 

personally impacted, and even then, they preferred to look the other way. Why get involved 

and risk exposure to hostility and grief if they didn’t have to? There were times when I felt 
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those around me could have taken a stronger stance in the School. It was difficult to walk into 

the staffroom and see colleagues silently turn away from me as I approached. I felt unseen and 

alone. I often wondered what they were thinking as they left the room without looking me in 

the eye: What’s wrong with her? Why doesn’t she just leave? She must secretly like the drama. 

If she really hates it here, she should just go. She must’ve done something to deserve this. 

However, staff weren’t aware that my husband was unemployed and we didn’t have any other 

income, so the pressure was on my shoulders to make this work. Our bills exceeded my monthly 

pay cheque and we depended on this job to get us through a financially difficult time. I didn’t 

know if I had the energy to find alternative employment. I felt fragile and didn’t think I could 

submit myself to job interviews without crying. By coming forward, I had forfeited future 

employment prospects. I was no longer considered a person with ‘leadership potential’ and 

future career goals were on hold. While men like Mr Smith had the clout, the profile and the 

power, I felt burdened with anxiety. 

     To outsiders, these events sounded nonsensical and farfetched. Incidents were so tightly 

interwoven, and had become so intricate and secretive, that it was impossible to describe fully 

what was happening to me without feeling tortured. I went to the police to lodge a complaint. 

The officer had a relaxed manner that came close to weariness and indifference. He seemed 

frustrated at having to respond to my concerns. With no proof other than my story, he claimed 

there was nothing they could do and the matter wasn’t worth the paperwork. He even added, if 

there was no evidence on my skin, nothing could be proven – and in his view, the events 

sounded too outlandish to have occurred. But what evidence was I supposed to bring? I felt 

overwhelmed. It had taken me several months to gather the courage to make a report, only to 

be told ‘that’s life’. The officer advised me to stay away from Mr Smith, and jokingly suggested 

that I take my issue to the media. He chuckled at his own attempt at humour as I took a ragged 

breath in and tried to compose my thoughts. How was I supposed to keep away from Mr Smith 



Page 63 
 

when I worked with him? How could I tell him to stay away when he continuously followed 

me around the School? I didn’t have the answers. 

     Senior management launched several investigations into my conduct prior to Due Process 

and appointed a team of industrial relations officers to visit the school and review my 

behaviour. Their omnipresence became the new norm. Behind closed doors to avoid scrutiny, 

trivialities were painstakingly broken down in front of me, leaving me to wonder what these 

meetings were trying to achieve. Was this my punishment for seeking an investigation and a 

message for anyone else who was considering doing the same? Needless to say, I was exhausted 

by constantly monitoring my surroundings. One meeting I remember being conducted at the 

back of the School away from staff and students. I was placed on a wooden chair, while an 

industrial relations officer and the School Director had plush oversized seats in front of me. 

The officer had all the traits of a bully, using convoluted legalistic language as his weapon of 

choice. He immediately took charge and spoke with a cold detachment about the need to issue 

me with a non-disclosure agreement (NDA) and a resignation package. He told me that the 

odds were stacked against me, that it was in my own interest to resign, and warned me if I took 

the matter further they were prepared to defend the School’s reputation in court. Firing 

questions at me in quick succession, he left me little time to digest information. If I wasn’t 

quick enough with my answers, the verbal intimidation escalated. His tactics made me feel as 

though he was trying to force a confession from me. The terms of the NDA were: 

The Employer at [the School] is prepared to settle all matters relating to the employment 

of Ms Banks on the following basis: 

1. She agrees to resigns effective immediately 

2. She is paid the equivalent of 18 weeks salary from the above date as an ETP 

(Gross $28,996.02) plus outstanding leave entitlements (Gross $3,467.24) 
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3. She enters into a settlement agreement confirming the above and including–  

a. Appropriate releases 

b. No disparagement obligations 

c. Confidentiality 

d. This offer expires at midday tomorrow. If the offer is not accepted by 

the above time, appropriate meetings will be arranged with Ms Banks to 

clarify and address concerns about her conduct in the School. 

     The officer reinforced several times that this was not a harassment settlement; instead, he 

called it a ‘severance’ payment. To me, these words were simply a technicality and it was clear 

that this agreement was designed to restrain me from speaking. Silence was the primary 

objective. In addition to the non-disclosure and non-disparagement clauses, the officer handed 

me a deed of release, which required me to “release and forever discharge” Mr Smith and “all 

directors, employees, assignees or successors from any liability past, present or future and from 

all claims, actions or proceedings” arising out of Due Process. As well as requisitioning that I 

wholly discontinue “Matter C2013/1484 as part of a settlement agreement”, the officer took 

the additional step of demanding that my lawyer, doctors, and family members relinquish their 

right to ever speak about the events surrounding Due Process and Fair Work Commission. 

While the School Director silently watched on, the officer picked up a bible and handed it to 

me over the table. With an air of authority, he instructed me to swear an oath and pledge to be 

truthful with him at all times. For me, this was the decisive tipping point and I went on 

indefinite leave due to stress.  

     However, the intimidation tactics continued and industrial relations officers upped the ante 

by targeting my family at home. Letters obsessed with secrecy, loyalty, and truth-telling were 

sent to my house via a courier who wouldn’t leave until I had signed for them. One officer took 
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it upon himself to ring my house on a nightly basis, warning me that communication with the 

school community was forbidden – to do so would be a betrayal of trust that would lead to 

severe consequences. It seemed that no matter what I did, escape was impossible. With little 

trust and nothing to be gained, I didn’t reply. Instead, I resigned. 

PART THREE 

     I was told by my lawyer the justice system was not sympathetic to women and there was a 

strong possibility that my workplace bullying and harassment claim would not succeed. I was 

warned that it would be extremely difficult for the truth to be uncovered in court. A guilty 

verdict rarely happened. However, in theory, I was considered the ‘perfect victim’: white, 

female, middle class, no prior convictions. The type of victim who looked visibly agreeable 

and wouldn’t embarrass or cause discomfort to others. True to their word, the School played 

hardball and fought me at every post. Lawsuits never come cheap, but money was no object to 

them. The School financed Mr Smith’s defence and they hired one of the most prolific and 

combative barristers. I, on the other hand, was self-funded. 

     The School contested every component of my claim, and dragged out proceedings by 

postponing hearings and withholding documents. I was told by my own lawyer that it was 

common practice for defendants to deliberately stall a trial in the hope that the complainant 

would be unable to follow through and eventually drop the case. Legal loopholes allowed the 

School to duck and weave out of some of the claims. Official statements from them were 

labelled classified by their own legal team and could not be used in court. It was excruciating 

to learn that critical evidence would remain hidden from the courtroom. The School redacted 

information within their statements, and in some instances, entire documents were blacked out, 

which further delayed the process. Many of their discovery folders contained nothing: they 

were just empty files. The School continuously ignored requests for missing material to be 
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turned over. They seemed able to pick and choose what information was passed on. Mr Smith 

refused to give an affidavit; instead, the School Director provided a statement of evidence on 

behalf of the School. Mr Smith’s silence seemed stark against my painfully detailed testimony. 

     The School pursued me for taxation statements, employee group certificates, university 

transcripts, and employment history. They wanted all medical records as well as any 

psychological reports and they were unrelenting in their determination. While my own lawyer 

was unconcerned – blasé even – I found the demands invasive. Why would the School want 

access to my medical history? It felt excessive and voyeuristic. Lawyers for the School also 

wanted to look through my phone records; however, this request was denied as they had the 

potential to examine personal communications that had nothing to do with the case. Keeping 

informed was a costly process. I rarely knew what was happening and I got the distinct 

impression that everything was constantly up in the air and could be retracted at any time. I 

was desperate for any information, any update – good or bad – regarding my case to ease the 

anxiety. Things repeatedly went missing and I frequently had to resend documents because 

they got lost in the system. While I tried not to be demanding, it was difficult to fully trust the 

process and I was terrified of being blindsided. 

     Twenty months later, walking into the courtroom was like crossing over into a parallel 

universe where common sense was turned upside down. It felt as though I had stepped into to 

an alternate reality where logic seemed to be reversed: I was no longer a victim of sexual 

harassment in need of protection, I had become the one who caused the problems and the 

perpetrator was the victim. Looking back, I had no idea what I was walking into. The trial was 

supposed to be straight forward: a routine hearing, over in a couple of days. What happened in 

the courtroom was an entirely different matter. The defence changed direction and embarked 

on something completely unexpected. Mr Smith was the victim, the court was told, and the 

School requested a suppression order on the bulk of my evidence. The defence proceeded to 
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tell the court that they had a number of character witnesses – eleven in total – all prepared to 

go on the stand on behalf of Mr Smith and the School. They also reserved the right to file for 

indemnity costs and intended to take legal action against me for defamation. It frightened me 

to think that the School was going to such lengths to fight me and it felt as though the matter 

was between me and an army of people. My barrister seemed unprepared for this and his hands 

were tied. 

     No one had prepared me for the feeling of trauma that engulfed me as I entered the witness 

stand. The pain in the room was tangible. Until now, I had tried to show little emotion; however, 

the grief and anxiety that I had repressed over time came to the forefront. Cross-examination 

was punishing and went on for days. The defence barrister was prepared – well prepared – and 

his manner of questioning seemed well beyond the norm, often overtly aggressive and 

unrestrained. He used every trick in the book to trip me up and responses became a tortuous 

memory test. I felt my body recoil as a series of rapid-fire questions were hurled at me, and my 

distress was palpable as I mentally raced through dates and timelines. The defence barrister 

had the usual explanations: I was a liar, a gold digger, a loose cannon, a parasite with a hidden 

agenda. The more I resisted, the harder he pushed back. At one point he pushed a little too hard, 

called me a liar one too many times, and was cordially chastised by the judge. 

     The trial was open to members of the public and to the media. They were permitted to attend 

proceedings and had access to court transcripts. Anyone who wanted to watch my hearing could 

do so as long as a seat was available. The courtroom provided seating for up to thirty people 

and each day the room was spilling over with spectators and Federal Court reporters. Excerpts 

from my personal journals were passed from person to person in the room and I sat silently as 

details of my experiences circulated around me. Everything felt too invasive to be read out to 

a room full of strangers. The defence deliberated over the wording of my victim statements, 

and they tried to convince the room that events depicted in my journals seemed too contrived 
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and must have been fabricated. I found it hard to reconcile with the notion that my phrasing of 

events seemed more shocking than the events themselves. 

     Walking into a barrage of verbal aggression day in day out was taking its toll. The need for 

me to continually re-enact my victimhood in the witness stand in front of Mr Smith and the 

School left me emotionally beaten down. As I publicly punished myself for their benefit, my 

grief turned into a quiet, poisonous suffering. The re-victimisation process for me wasn’t about 

the incidents that occurred at the School, it was about the unrelenting abuse of power in the 

courtroom. The more resources and witnesses the School had, the more ruthless they were in 

pushing back, leaving me totally immobilised.  

     At times, the atmosphere in the courtroom seemed like a twisted pantomime. In front of a 

roomful of faces, the defence barrister often behaved as though he knew my most intimate fears 

and insecurities. Each time he waved his ego in my face, the air in the room became 

supercharged with entitlement and toxic attitudes. Every provocation was geared towards 

making things as difficult as possible for me. Nothing was off-limits. As the defence paraded 

me around the courtroom, I was angry to think that the School had gone to such lengths to 

suppress critical evidence, leaving a vacuum for them to fill with disinformation. The extensive 

redactions and blanked-out information would remain unseen; instead, the defence barrister 

regaled the room with offensive stories at my expense, much to the enjoyment of several 

members of the public sniggering at the back. Sitting there, listening to the verbal abuse, the 

name-calling, and the stonewalling, I looked around at these men and wondered how they lived 

with their own consciences. Is this how they treated the women in their lives? Did the witness 

stand bolster their sense of entitlement allowing them to carry out such cruelty? The courtroom 

seemed like yet another opportunity for powerful men to repeatedly inflict harmful behaviours 

onto a woman. My barrister, a middle-aged man, sat there unblinking as though it was just 

routine procedure. 
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     In the crowded room, I looked at my husband and my parents sitting in the front row. I 

thought about how much they had sacrificed to help me and how savage this had all become. 

Their faces looked sad, appalled, angry. My father, newly diagnosed with a brain tumour, was 

experiencing some cognitive impairment. He often became agitated in the court room, calling 

out in distress. Each time he wept, it felt like a bullet to the chest. Perhaps if I had been alone, 

I may not have cried as much as I did. I had been told that barristers looked for cracks in a 

complainant’s armour and my family were my Achilles’ heel. In contrast, the School Director, 

Mr Smith, several members of senior management, and industrial relations officers sat calmly 

shaking their heads and passing notes to one another as I spoke. They were presented as 

composed and rational. Firm, defiant, strength in numbers. Mr Smith didn’t appear concerned. 

Knowing he had the backing of the School, he seemed quite jovial and at ease. There was no 

sign of distress as his lawyers denied all of the allegations I had made against him. 

     Partway through the trial, my barrister unexpectedly informed me that he had resigned from 

the case. His tone was detached, slightly condescending. In his assessment, I had been too 

emotional in the witness stand, which hadn’t impressed the judge. Just as I had feared, I wasn’t 

considered a ‘true’ victim, and therefore, I didn’t deserve to be believed: I was imperfect and 

my matter had become a highly contentious issue that went beyond his area of expertise. 

Despite all the strong talk, he wasn’t willing to step up and challenge the current situation. 

Before walking away, he indicated that against the School’s wealth and expensive lawyers, I 

never stood a chance; however, he had negotiated a deal with the defence to ensure that each 

side paid its own court costs, which had been conservatively estimated as $10,000 per day. As 

he spoke about the legal system having a long way to go in understanding sexual harassment, 

I thought of all the missed opportunities – and the inaction of those in higher governing 

positions – that set off a chain reaction that compromised further responses. My complaint had 
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become a drop in the ocean of complaints. I was simply clogging an overcrowded system. In 

the end, the mental exhaustion and overwhelming sense of guilt had become too much.  

     After two years of litigation and an accumulation of $200,000 in legal fees, my husband and 

I were left with precious little and no alternative but to walk away. I had come to the realisation 

that I wanted the pain to stop, and try to pick up the pieces of my life and move on. In the 

hallway, several male members of the public clapped and shouted as the announcement was 

made that my barrister had resigned and the case was dropped. They slapped each other on the 

back and gave one another high-fives; one triumphantly punched a fist into the air. It took all 

my effort to keep it together and contain my anger until I was safely out of sight. 

PART FOUR 

     In the months that followed, legal letters and NDAs on behalf of Mr Smith continued to 

periodically land on my doorstep. My husband and I could no longer afford legal advice, so we 

ignored them. Nevertheless, they infiltrated my thoughts and invaded my personal space, 

reminding me of my powerlessness. Just like in the classroom, Mr Smith was still in control. 

He was devouring my time, my energy, my life. I resented him for abusing his position and 

taking away my love of teaching. The jarring disconnect between my reality of sexual 

harassment and institutionalised responses to it left dark emotional bruises deep under the skin. 

I couldn’t seem to banish the courtroom from my thoughts. Memories were replayed over and 

over in my mind, resulting in countless unanswered questions and unremitting self-doubt. 

Words such as ‘crazy, psychotic bitch’ and ‘attention-seeking liar’ continued to assault my 

mind when I slept, causing me to wake up frantic and distressed. Tears came easily for no 

reason. I realised that I wasn’t crying because of what Mr Smith had done to me, I was crying 

because of what he was still doing to me. My husband didn’t fully understand why I couldn’t 

seem to move on from the trial. But I couldn’t. I constantly felt Mr Smith’s eyes on me, to the 
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point that I felt sure that if I looked up at any time, I would see him. He was always there. As 

a result, I avoided social gatherings and rarely left the house. My husband and I were deeply 

unhappy and we knew something had to change. Within a year of the trial, we sold our house, 

packed most of our belongings, and moved away. 

LIMITATIONS OF THE RESEARCH 

     This research focuses on a set of circumstances that happened to one person in one 

Australian school. The narrative is the embodiment of a single uncontested interpretation of 

events. Consequently, generalisations are inappropriate and recommendations are difficult. 

Personal documents, legal affidavits, and court transcripts have provided much of the 

autoethnographic data. External legal agencies recorded the story I told them. While they 

evaluated the evidence and determined that my set of circumstances were credible, they were 

not witnesses to the incidents.  

The autoethnography also relies on data contributions recorded by third party sources (Mr 

Smith, school representatives and legislative bodies) to substantiate the reliability of this 

research. Much of the data provided by the institution were redacted, and as a result, parts of 

my story remain concealed and unknown. The lack of institutional documentation leaves me 

with many unanswered questions about the handling of my sexual harassment case and I 

acknowledge that my story is incomplete.  

     The narrative underpinning this research invites the reader into the subjective world of the 

female protagonist. By presenting a vivid ‘insider’ perspective, my story offers an intimate 

insight into the ways sexual harassment against a woman can become obscured and affect her 

professional identity. That it was unrealistic to obtain the consent of Mr Smith and relational 

others for the purpose of this research influences the conclusions I can draw. Without their 
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consent Mr Smith and relational others are not research participants; instead, they are 

characters in a story and their depictions are partial and fragmented. 

IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEM 

     Bringing attention to sexual harassment in an institutional setting – where it is visible and 

able to be discussed – can be an intimidating process. One reason for this difficulty is the 

distinct hierarchical structure of relationships that give power to institutional sexism and sexual 

harassment. Newly appointed teachers, regardless of their experience, are structurally 

positioned to be dependent on those in positions of higher authority, creating the potential for 

institutionally-enabled manipulation of employees by those upon whom they are professionally 

and financially dependent. The power embedded within these hierarchical relationships 

generates an uneven dynamic that can leave employees feeling unprotected when that power is 

abused. The leverage and power that a male senior executive can wield over a younger female 

teacher may be understood as intimidation (Whitley & Page, 2015). His institutional position 

in connection with her is related to the way he is able to take advantage of workplace situations 

in order to harass her. This can occur by treating work-related meetings and events as occasions 

to intrude upon her professional boundaries that can leave her feeling uncertain and vulnerable. 

     Whitley and Page (2015) argue that sexual harassment is not a problem that occurs only in 

isolated spaces away from witnesses. It circulates freely, openly and without obstruction in the 

presence of colleagues and students. Sexist remarks, harassing comments and unwelcome 

physical contact may be witnessed by a number of bystanders. The casual acceptance of 

sexualised jokes, anecdotes, and stories that occur at the expense of a woman’s self-worth 

makes it difficult to address deeper issues when it comes to institutional sexism and harassment. 

It is in these public spaces that sexual harassment can take place so brazenly and yet fail to be 

seen as abuse. A contributing factor to women publicly tolerating incidents of sexist and 
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sexualised behaviour is the indifference of others and their unwillingness to challenge the 

harassment. 

     There may be an aversion to openly identify and object to the problem. Bystanders may feel 

incapable of reacting to incidents of sexual harassment that occur openly in front of them due 

to fear of their own precarious positions within the institution (Whitley & Page, 2015). The 

same misuse of power that enables sexual harassment can also tacitly allow punitive actions 

against junior members of staff who resist. In my case, refusal to conform often resulted in 

being socially rejected or ostracised by the dominant discourse. Colleagues appeared conflicted 

about what to do around Mr Smith. They seemed afraid that their careers would be sidelined if 

they didn’t follow his lead. 

     According to Schaumberg, given that institutionalised cultures tend to replicate patriarchal 

biases and inequalities, women are on the whole institutionally positioned with less power than 

their harassers (2009). Under patriarchy, there are invisible boundaries around ‘acceptable’ 

behaviour for both genders; men must be dominant, unemotional and confident, and women 

are nurturing, co-operative and dependent (2009). As the patriarchal framework continues to 

shape and uphold academic institutions, women have a tendency to occupy more marginalised 

and compliant roles than the men who harass them. In understanding gendered behaviours in 

the school, I wrote: 

The School tacitly compelled everyone – including women – to behave in ways that 

were overtly sexualised; however, it was evident that men were to be held to a different 

standard. They didn’t have to be yielding. They were allowed to be curt and 

disagreeable. To me, it appeared that male colleagues were promoted on their 

perceived potential, whereas females needed to demonstrate their ability and work 

harder for recognition. I noticed that female staff were strategically placed in 
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opposition to each other so that some careers progressed whereas others stagnated. 

(My Story, Part One) 

     Patriarchy existed in the school; it was nuanced, complex and multifaceted. While teaching 

positions were female-dominated, positions of power are held predominantly by men. As a 

group, male colleagues were loud, dominant, and privileged in relation to women. The failure 

to identify hierarchical imbalances of power can make it difficult for a woman to publicly reject 

unwelcome sexualised behaviour. Her silence may be construed as evidence of consent. Failing 

to publicly respond to sexual harassment can appear as institutional acceptance of the 

behaviour. However, the reluctance to recognise sexual harassment as harassment may tacitly 

encourage the continuation of sexual objectification and subordination of female staff and 

students throughout the institution, which is detrimental to women both professionally and 

personally (Schaumberg, 2009).  

     Sexual harassment can persist through responses that trivialise rather than object to the 

problem. In this way, sexual harassment is not purposefully ignored; instead, it is normalised 

and dismissed as everyday occurrences through the agency of laughter. Humour and words 

such as ‘only joking’ can become a way of registering incidents of sexual harassment, while 

also defending and institutionalising the behaviour. Instead of understanding the 

embarrassment and unease caused by sexual harassment, bystanders may treat it as amusing. 

The action of laughing silences and immobilises other responses: It is the universal language 

for ‘boys will be boys’ and a public declaration that the harassment is frivolous and not to be 

taken too seriously (Whitley & Page, 2015). As a woman, I understood that I was meant to be 

compliant, keep silent and fall in line. 

     For a woman being harassed, or for those fearful of becoming the next target of harassment, 

enduring unwelcome sexualised behaviour becomes an integral part of the job, and the social 

pressure to tolerate harassment is communicated through laughter (Schaumberg, 2009). 
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However, this toleration serves to normalise sexism. Refusing to challenge sexual harassment, 

or minimising it through shared smirks and laughter, both work to normalise and perpetuate 

sexual harassment in the educational setting. While these behaviours are not intentionally 

aggressive or directly sexist, they become powerful silencing mechanisms that serve to deny 

women the power to interpret and voice their own experiences.  

     It is difficult to avoid a colleague who exerts institutional power. When this power is 

employed punitively, reprisals do not have to be imposed to control behaviour. Providing there 

is a fear of antagonising the harasser due to the possibility of retaliatory behaviour, a woman 

may be bound by this sense of powerlessness. His power over her in the professional space also 

creates a tension within her as she endeavours to disengage and remove herself from sexualised 

situations, yet also remain uncomplaining and agreeable. Articulating this dynamic, I wrote: 

Mr Smith’s persistence in setting up meetings to tell me lewd jokes and sexualised 

stories seemed to be a deliberate strategy designed to catch me off guard and offend 

me. He appeared to enjoy seeing me squirm as a consequence of his behaviour and 

language. It was exhausting. Meetings seemed to be a game of cat and mouse designed 

to ascertain how far he could push me. (My Story, Part One) 

Fear of retribution can be a powerful reason for enduring abusive behaviour. A woman may 

decide to unobtrusively manage oppressive behaviours while silently distrusting the harasser. 

In this way, the problem of sexual harassment can fail to be visible; it is hidden by the same 

structures of institutional power that allow it from the beginning. 

MALE AUTHORITATIVE GAZE 

     Foucault (1980; 1995) regarded power as a continuous, interpersonal process, evident in its 

everyday language and micro-practices. He likened institutional regulation and disciplinary 

power to Bentham’s (1791) Panopticon prison model where inmates could be visible at all 



Page 76 
 

times from a central vantage point (1995). Based on the understanding that individuals are 

unable to know when or how they are being observed, the panoptic gaze can be used as a means 

for privileging those in power and disconnecting the relationship between watching and being 

watched (Jones, 2004; Riley, Evans, & Mackiewicz, 2016). 

     The power instilled in “hierarchical observation” (Foucault, 1995, p. 173) is an authoritative 

mix of institutional ideologies and normalising discourse, “where the gazer at any scene or 

setting owns reason, and where the gazed upon endure reciprocal unreason” (Hollinshead, 

1999, p. 13). By appearing “to see everything constantly” (Foucault, 1995, p. 173), the 

authoritative gaze is often utilised as a tool to validate the dominant cultural framework and 

monopolise individual autonomy, giving the impression of pervasive dominance. By enforcing 

the belief that the authoritative gaze is omnipresent and all-encompassing, the prospect of being 

watched on any occasion is enough to generate internal conflict and control individual 

behaviour (1995). 

     Foucault (1995) asserts that when “permanent visibility” (p. 201) becomes a universalised 

form of praxis, those who believe that they are being surveyed often turn the observation 

inwards – reflecting, assessing and regulating their own behaviour. He states: 

He who is subjected to the field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes responsibility 

for the constraints of power; he makes them play spontaneously upon himself; he 

inscribes in himself the power relations in which he simultaneously plays both roles; he 

becomes the principal of his own subjection. (p. 202) 

     Even though I did not know exactly when I was being watched, anonymous letters and 

messages – written about me and delivered to me – were constant reminders that my actions 

could always be seen. They became a critical disciplinary mechanism that lead to retributions, 

isolation, and judgement. As described in my own words: 
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Many disliked me for holding Mr Smith to account. Anonymous letters and handwritten 

notes were covertly placed in my pigeon hole in the staffroom. Some were disturbing, 

most were untrue, but that didn’t seem to be the point. I wondered if the relentless 

nature of these messages was to cause additional anxiety and wear me down. (My 

Story, Part Two) 

The constant monitoring and prompt punishments became a cyclical process that calcified my 

position as ‘other’ and exemplified the discursive limitations that were enforced in the 

institution. As a subject under close observation, I felt that I was always seen but I did not have 

the power to speak out. Greater importance was placed on watching and reporting on my 

actions rather than communicating with me directly. As a result, I was constantly aware of the 

presence of authority, even though I didn’t know exactly when or how I was being observed.  

     While I was unable to ascertain who was monitoring my behaviour, the unremitting belief 

that I was being visible at all times led me to regulate my own behaviour inside the school and 

in the wider community. I made certain that interactions with students and the wider 

community were always visible to observers. I only went into rooms in which I could be seen 

at all times. I kept classroom doors open, avoided small gatherings, and stopped speaking to 

students one-to-one. I saw these new behaviours as necessary protectors to safeguard myself 

against further allegations of wrongdoing. Sikes and Piper (2010) argue that a heightened 

awareness of invasive behaviour can result in an “operational expectation of abusive 

behaviour” (p. 20). As the authoritative gaze spread and grew more vitriolic, I began to 

subscribe to the belief that all relational others in the School were against me or intentionally 

trying to smear my reputation. 

     The internalisation of the male authoritative gaze left me feeling uncomfortable in my own 

skin. Mr Smith used his ‘gaze’ as a method to intimidate and establish his dominance. His non-

verbal language began to distress me. To other staff, a disapproving glare, a disdainful sneer, 
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or an icy silence may have seemed tediously unremarkable, but to me, they turned into warning 

signs to which I became hyper-attuned. A turn of the head, a glare, simply staring at me, all 

became red flags. They signalled that danger was approaching, or that something had already 

happened. I had become extremely sensitive to the smallest gesture. 

     Looking intently at someone is a distinctive yet subtle form of communication that is 

implicitly weighed down with meaning and shared understanding. According to Garland-

Thomson (2005), a penetrating stare has the power to be a “highly charged interpersonal 

encounter … to put a sharp point on what we mean, think, or want” (p. 174) that includes 

private warning signals and hidden codes of conduct. She states: 

Staring is a vivid form of human communication. Part of our enormous communal 

vocabulary of the eyes, staring is a particularly emphatic way of expressing our 

response to others … staring starkly registers intense interest and endows it with 

meaning … The stare is a highly charged interpersonal encounter. (2005, p. 174) 

The disciplining effect of the authoritative male gaze may be internalised by a female in relation 

to her own body. Each stare reflects an undercurrent of familiarity and an inference of an 

intimate connection. For me, the secretive nature of these interactions left me feeling vulnerable 

and progressively more watchful. I was endlessly hypervigilant, alert to the need to adapt my 

own behaviour to prevent further harassment. Needless to say, I was exhausted by constantly 

monitoring my surroundings. 

COMPLAINT 

     Raising a formal objection to sexual harassment involves generic workplace dispute forms. 

The same forms may be used for a variety of grievances. However, as Sarah Ahmed (2019) 

describes: 
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A complaint is usually required to initiate an inquiry. Once a complaint is lodged, a 

procedure is followed, supposedly automatically. What is supposed to happen does not 

always happen. A process can be quite different from a procedure even when a 

procedure is followed. (p. 515) 

The language that surrounds the complaint-making process has significant outcomes. By 

defining a written objection to sexual harassment as a ‘complaint’ the severity of the problem 

is minimised, and the behaviour of objecting is institutionally positioned as outside the norms 

of compliance, even before the report is processed (Ahmed, 2019). According to Whitley and 

Page (2015), “When a woman files an objection to sexual harassment she becomes in the 

language of the institution a woman who complains, and by extension a complainer” (p. 43). 

By structurally shaping the action of complaining as conduct that is harmful to the institution, 

attention is redirected away from the problem of sexual harassment to the objector who is 

naming the problem. 

     As Ahmed (2012) states: “To bring a problem to institutional attention can mean becoming 

the problem you bring – becoming what ‘gets in the way’ of institutional happiness” (pp. 146-

147). Whitley and Page (2015) concur, adding that by formally putting a name to a problem, 

the individual becomes connected to the problem. Specifically, when a woman publicly calls 

attention to sexual harassment, she may unearth latent emotions that make others feel 

uncomfortable. In speaking up and exposing feelings of vulnerability within others, she 

becomes attached to these emotions and may be seen to be causing animosity within the 

institution (Ahmed, 2010, 2012; Whitley & Page, 2015). Voicing experiences of sexual 

harassment and objecting to incidents of institutional sexism can be interpreted as refusing to 

embrace socially accepted codes of behaviour. By implication, when a woman stands firm 

against harassment, voices her objections to it, and refuses to yield to unwanted advances, she 

can be seen as harming the group dynamics by undermining the status quo. 
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     When some bodies are obligated to yield so that “institutional happiness” Ahmed, 2012, p. 

147) is maintained, objecting to these physical and emotional demands may be construed as 

refusing one’s hierarchical place in the group and causing trouble. Articulating this dynamic, I 

wrote: 

My aim was not to sound accusatory, but to keep things simple and politely stand my 

ground. I asked Mr Smith to consider setting a different tone in staff meetings. I didn’t 

know what I had hoped for. An apology? Assurance that we could move forward from 

this? Instead, he walked to where I was sitting until he stood directly in front of my face. 

He said: ‘Don’t you dare speak to me like that again.’ His tone inferred that he had no 

intention of discontinuing his behaviour. He assured me that he was powerful, valuable, 

and because of that, protected. I on the other hand needed to know my place. It was a 

cautionary moment. (My Story, Part One) 

     Instead of recognising the gravity of sexual harassment, there is a tendency to reconfigure 

the problem as one that centres on an emotional and irrational woman. This enables the 

institution to reconstruct the narrative and point the finger at the complainer for refusing to act 

in accordance with the group, disrupting teaching programs, and potentially jeopardising the 

professional and social reputations of other staff members (Whitley & Page, 2015). In the 

words of Ahmed (2010): “To refuse to go along with it, to refuse the place in which you are 

placed, is to be seen as causing trouble, as causing discomfort for others” (pp. 68-69). As events 

occurred in the school, I increasingly felt self-conscious and misunderstood. Happy chatter 

surrounded me, only to abruptly stop whenever I entered a room. I often wondered what 

relational others were thinking: ‘What’s wrong with her? Why doesn’t she just leave? Who does 

she think she is? If she really hates it here, she should just go. She must secretly like the drama. 

It’s only logical, right?’ Perhaps relational others persisted with the question ‘why doesn’t she 
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leave?’ rather than ‘why doesn’t he leave her alone?’ because it was easier to separate 

themselves from events by positioning the victim as illogical. 

     The significance of this stance is that attention is drawn away from the seriousness of sexual 

harassment and its impact on the individual and the wider school community. Instead, 

resistance to harassment is represented as a potential threat to both the harasser and the 

institution, while the impact of sexual harassment on the personal and professional life of the 

accuser is minimised. Sexual harassment is not explicitly named, or challenged in any way; 

instead, greater emphasis is placed on protecting the wellbeing and safety of the harasser. As 

an example, it was implicitly understood in the institution that Mrs Jones was the ‘peacemaker’, 

neutralising problems and diffusing volatile situations that often stemmed from hierarchical 

masculine authority. Her role of ‘keeping the peace’ arose from the authoritative and often 

intimidating disciplinary measures that were imposed on relational others in the school. 

Discussions of sexual harassment were disguised through euphemisms such as ‘an unfortunate 

incident’ or ‘a momentary lapse in judgement’. As such, Mr Smith relied on Mrs Jones to 

conceal patterns of behaviour, and I argue that her ability to ‘smooth over’ problems 

contributed to the tolerance and acceptance of sexual harassment in the school. 

     Paradoxically, the feminised role of ‘peacemaker’ can serve to reinforce the hegemonic 

masculine power and authority in the institution and hide the extensiveness of the problem. 

The act of safeguarding the harasser’s position in the institution allows the problem of sexual 

harassment to remain unchallenged and temporarily recede into the background. When the 

primary focus is to shield him from potential harm, it is tacitly accepted that his professional 

reputation and career overrides the potential harm to others. Protecting the harasser works as a 

mechanism to shift the focus from sexual harassment (Ahmed, 2010). 

     A sexual harassment complaint against a senior member of staff may prompt hostility from 

other colleagues. Responses from relational others show that, for many, the toxic behaviour is 
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not the issue; instead, the individual is at fault for complaining about it. The complaint, rather 

than being recognised as the manifestation of a problem, is held responsible for igniting a series 

of responses that can result in the interruption of a teaching career. As reactions reposition the 

complaint as the cause of the problem, the harasser is free to continue being unaffected by the 

harm his actions have caused. In this way, his behaviours recede into the background and he 

evades responsibility either for the sexual harassment or for the eventual professional and 

personal harm that results from this harassment. 

INVISIBILITY 

     The precarious nature of sexual harassment is that, irrespective of the evidence, a complaint 

is extremely difficult to measure and substantiate. When a complaint is positioned as a threat 

to those invested in, and committed to, the preservation of specific institutional power 

structures, there is a tendency to represent the complaint – together with the complainer – as 

the cause of the problem (Ahmed, 2012; Whitley & Page, 2015). Dominant discourses tend to 

relocate the sexual harassment in ways that allow the problem to become separated from 

experiences of sexual harassment and gendered oppression within the institution. 

     When a sexual harassment complaint is formally reported, the discourse shifts again and the 

responsibility for sexual harassment becomes obscured. The complaints process is structured 

in a way that enables the institution to treat reported incidents of sexual harassment as isolated, 

one-off cases rather than the perpetuation of systemic attitudes (Whitley & Page, 2015). In my 

own words, I wrote: 

Before proceeding, the investigator advised me that the purpose of the investigation 

was to examine one incident, not a series of incidences. Immediately, I felt the walls 

creep up and I wondered if the investigator knew more than she was saying. (My Story, 

Part Two) 
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While it is mandatory to identify the staff member responsible for the harassment, names of 

witnesses who have tolerated the harassment and allowed it to spiral are often redacted from 

official documents. In this way, the institution is able to shape the narrative so that sexual 

misconduct is located at the individual level and the part that institutional cultures play in 

perpetuating sexual harassment remains hidden. By representing a reported incident of sexual 

harassment as a singular encounter instigated by an individual member of staff, the institution 

remains detached from the problem of sexual harassment and preserves its reputation. 

     An internal investigation can be used as a mechanism to conceal the problem and create 

further barriers. According to Butler (1997), power operates through obscuration; however, the 

problem with such investigations is that the complaint “comes to appear as something other 

than itself” (p. 36). It can become entangled in a web of bureaucratic procedures that enables 

the complaint to be repositioned. Drawing upon Foucault, she contends that power does not 

originate from a single point; instead, it can emerge through various locations. An investigation 

can become an exercise of institutional power that moves freely back and forth between 

individuals and the institution. By repositioning the complaint, sexual harassment alternates 

between being seen and unseen; it appears and withdraws, yet continues to persist unnamed. 

In the extract below, I described the fluid nature of the problem:  

My clothing choices were examined. What did I wear that day? Did I wear makeup? I 

felt my body brace itself each time she interjected to dwell on my attitude or consider 

whether my temperament had influenced Mr Smith’s actions. After informing me to take 

accountability of my emotions the investigator asked: ‘What could you have done 

differently?’ (My Story, Part Two) 

     Edward Said (2002) states that this can be attributed to “the normalized quiet of unseen 

power” (p. 31). The dominant discourse, through a structure of internal disciplinary procedures, 

can repress debate to such a degree that grievances become “practically unrealistic, irrational 
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and utopian” (p. 32). In the case of sexual harassment in an educational setting, this form of 

power can obfuscate and misrepresent women’s experiences by restricting access to resources 

and services that equip women with the means to resist the normalised silence that obscures 

experiences of oppression. 

     Complaints procedures can operate in ways that tacitly allow the institution to shift and hide 

sexual harassment and distance itself from taking responsibility for the harassment (Whitley & 

Page, 2015). Through the use of lengthy enquiry procedures, minimum communication, and 

complex confidentiality agreements, sexual harassment is able to be concealed and 

misrepresented to protect the reputation of the institution. “Because complaints can be seen as 

harmful at the institutional level” (p. 46), there is a tendency to search for ways to suppress the 

apparent threat so that the institution can return to its normalised state. The act of engaging in 

organisational change is often resisted; instead, it is more convenient to contend with the person 

or the object that reveals the problem rather than the source of the problem. By implication, a 

woman who exposes a problem such as sexual harassment is seen as a problem for the 

institution (Ahmed, 2012). 

     When a sexual harassment complaint reveals evidence that the problem extends beyond a 

single incident, the dominant discourse becomes disrupted and the narrative is reshaped again. 

In my case, my claims proved to be accurate and were substantiated. A defensive response was 

prepared by the harasser, which claimed that incidents depicted in the complaint had been 

overstated and questioned the fairness of my representation of events. His statement 

acknowledged that problems existed, but constructed elaborate explanations and a number of 

backstories to rationalize the offending behaviour. Admissions were made, qualified by 

excuses. 

     Part of the narrative of sexual harassment is the continuing incomprehension on the part of 

the harasser that unwelcome sexualised behaviour could be construed as harassment, and the 
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disregard of its personal and professional impact on others. According to Mr Smith’s 

testimonial, he was bewildered that his actions constituted sexual harassment:  

…He admitted to displaying acts of harassment, but qualified his actions with excuses. 

His statement showed no remorse and very little self-reflection or accountability. In 

fact, Mr Smith seemed to believe that the incident had occurred for my own good. (My 

Story, Part Two) 

Mr Smith acknowledged that his behaviour was questionable and troubling, but felt that the 

complaint had exaggerated the extent of the problem and had misconstrued his intentions. Such 

a response enables the institution to change the discourse, generate uncertainty, and question 

the credibility of those reporting harassment in their ability to comprehend what transpired. 

     As Carol Bacchi (1999) writes, part of the issue is that to some extent institutions see 

themselves as unconnected to, and independent of, sexual misconduct. When internal 

understandings do not recognise sexism and sexual harassment at an institutional level, there 

is a tendency to approach a harassment complaint as a problem that is instigated and generated 

outside the institution itself. By positioning the problem of sexism and sexual harassment as 

isolated or private incidents between two individuals that are separate to institutional practices, 

those involved are assigned flexible roles that can be moved and even reversed throughout 

investigative proceedings. In this way, the dominant discourse reshapes the narrative again to 

“constitute the recipient of the behaviour as the attacker and the sexual harasser as the attacked” 

(p. 76) without addressing the systemic nature of these particular behaviours.  

     When institutional perceptions position sexual misconduct at an individual level and 

approach inappropriate sexualised behaviour on a case-by-case basis, internal grievance 

procedures are more likely to be driven by technicalities rather than the need to understand how 

harassment is circulated and sustained. As the complaint swings backwards and forwards, 
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shifting between the individual and the institution, the discourse continues to change. By 

continuously moving the problem, the institution is able to deny that the problem of sexual 

harassment exists; that which the victim is naming is acknowledged as something else. Because 

naming sexual harassment always appears to be beyond reach, institutional sexism comes to 

be re-circulated. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

     In circumstances that involve sexual harassment, a confidentiality agreement predominantly 

works as a mechanism to protect the accuser and maintain the professional reputation of 

harasser. It can also be instrumental in minimising the institution’s risk of breaching its legal 

obligations. However, a confidentiality agreement can also be used as a means to obfuscate 

and conceal the problem of sexual harassment at both individual and institutional levels 

(Whitley & Page, 2015). When a sexual harassment complaint is formally made public, the 

problem becomes manifested in ways that may counter to unreported observations made by 

relational others. The complaint itself directs attention to behaviours that are frequently 

unpredictable and brings institutional codes of conduct to the forefront. 

     In the lead up to an investigation into alleged sexual misconduct, a senior member of staff 

may have the freedom to take leave of absence with full pay; the reasons for his absenteeism 

are treated with confidentiality. While the institution silences the accuser through binding 

confidentiality agreements during the investigation, she may also practise self-censorship due 

to the fear of retaliation for openly naming and reporting the problem. In my case, workplace 

policies did little to protect me from further harm. Instead, the silence imposed on me 

functioned to keep the cause of sexual harassment out of sight. Much of Mr Smith’s actions 

were largely hidden from view, and I was constantly under threat to keep it that way. 
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     As such, the secrecy surrounding disciplinary proceedings means that internal records can 

disguise and even remove evidence of sexual harassment from the institution. When parts of 

the narrative are concealed or erased, sexual harassment remains invisible from public scrutiny. 

Despite the evidence, a claim may not be upheld, allowing the senior staff member who 

engaged in sexual misconduct to remain in his position and continue to move forward with his 

career. If a harasser is asked to leave his position and resign from the institution, documents 

connected to the investigation are suppressed. Confidentiality clauses prevent the disclosure of 

details relating to disciplinary proceedings. A resignation can be an outcome that mutually 

benefits the institution and the harasser. As there are no formal records regarding the 

circumstances surrounding his departure, he is free to fabricate a narrative that defends his 

resignation. The problem disappears and moves to the next institution. 

THE VICTIM NARRATIVE 

     Christie, Tint, Wagner, and Winter (2008) contend that the role of victim may be perceived 

as personal weakness. Walklate (2012) offers an alternate understanding, arguing that recent 

cultural movements have defined victim status as a representation of bravery rather than 

helplessness. While I concur with Walklate, I have struggled with the victim narrative. Initially, 

I resisted calling myself a victim of sexual harassment. Instead, I worried that I had become a 

victim of my own illogical fears and hyperbolic thoughts. Nevertheless, as I began to put pen 

to paper my victim identity gradually became evident and evolved through the narrative. 

Determined to avoid writing an autoethnography that is overindulgent and self-absorbed 

(Sparkes, 2002), I have written and rewritten parts of the narrative a number of times in an 

attempt to erase my victim identity from the story. However, it has persisted. Until Mr Smith 

placed me on Due Process, I had not viewed our professional relationship in the context of a 

victim-perpetrator binary. Due Process gave Mr Smith the power to interrogate me privately. 
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In my view, my own harasser interrogating me was oppressive; however, I did not feel entitled 

to power. For Mr Smith, it was this entitlement to power that drove his behaviour. 

     Meyer (2016) contends that stigmatisation and a lack of empathy may occur when victims 

of sexual misconduct insist on staying or returning to the environment of victimization. 

Reasons for returning may be complex and not fully understood. The stigma associated with 

sexual harassment goes beyond a private matter between two individuals behind closed doors. 

Choosing to stay and endure current state of affairs may foster victim-blaming attitudes that 

shape the victim as weak-minded and irrational. Such attitudes condemn the victim’s behaviour 

and stigmatise her decision making as complicit in her own distress (2016). As seen in the 

investigator’s notes: 

According to the final report, this was an isolated, one-off occurrence. The investigator 

concluded that my refusal ‘to comply with a reasonable direction’ had provoked Mr 

Smith. In her judgement, it didn’t make sense that a woman who had made a complaint 

against a male colleague would freely walk into the same workplace environment and 

repeatedly put herself in the same situation. (My Story, Part Two) 

Therefore, accessing support can become difficult when victim-blaming attitudes position the 

victim as contributing to her own mistreatment. Victims seeking formal support services are 

often confronted with responses that demand them to prove that they are not actively causing 

their own suffering (Meyer, 2016). As such, the discourse surrounding the complaint shifts 

from seeking institutional accountability to self-improvement and the ability to create a new 

identity that is removed from the victimised self. 

CONCLUDING COMMENT 

     In closing, I have examined how autoethnography advances new ways of understanding the 

self. Drawing on a poststructuralist perspective, I have represented autoethnography as an ever-
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enduring deconstructive process that examines multiple layers of identity. A key aspect of this 

self-narrative is the difficulty in naming and reporting sexism and sexual harassment, possibly 

due to a lack of institutional understanding of what behaviours may be regarded as sexual 

harassment in the workplace. Consequently, this research provides a deeper insight into the 

nature of sexual harassment as a multifaceted and complex phenomenon that is intrinsically 

intertwined in daily institutional practices.  

     That sexism is institutionalised and perpetuated at the individual and organisational level of 

an institution is the basis of my analysis. Nonchalant attitudes to the repercussions of sexual 

hostility, the open brazenness of the harasser, the lack of effective intervention strategies, and 

treating the behaviour as just another grievance can become institutional processes that silence, 

marginalise, and render invisible sexual harassment. The widespread acceptance of sexual 

harassment as appropriate behaviour among men and discursive practices that label sexualised 

behaviour as ‘boys being boys’ can be mechanisms that construe the woman as the problem, 

and shift the focus from an understanding of power relations to one of empathy for the harasser 

and contempt for the victim. 

     When sexism and sexual harassment become naturalised in systemic attitudes, and 

perpetuated at individual and organisational levels, they are difficult to measure. They become 

intertwined in regulations and responsibilities, and can be concealed within the culture, 

policies, and hierarchies of an institution. Institutional procedures surrounding my own 

complaint became patriarchal tools that tacitly allowed discourses of power to shift and hide 

sexual harassment. They were powerful silencing mechanisms that served to disrupt my 

professional identity, which left me feeling that I had become the cause of the problems in the 

institution.  

     The secrecy entangled in the complaint-making process generated an uneven power 

dynamic that left my harasser believing he was immune to consequences. As a result of being 
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seen as the problem, I internalised the problem. Bureaucratic procedures were not trusted; they 

denied me the opportunity to make sense of being a target of sexual harassment, and instead, 

served to maintain the gendered status quo. Weak justice responses caused me to feel incapable 

of seeking help. Having to repeatedly defend my claims of harassment weakened my 

confidence both professionally and personally, and eventually interfered with my career in the 

teaching profession. This research adds to the limited Australian literature and opens the door 

for further research. Creating a shift in institutional attitudes remains a crucial task and sexual 

harassment in schools deserves our continuing efforts and attention.  
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