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Unmarried, well behaved and well dressed: The 
socialization process of female teachers in 
early twentieth-century Finland and Slovenia

Devetnajsto in zgodnje dvajseto stoletje je 

-

zahtevam so morala dekleta zadostiti za vpis 

-

-

-

morale biti moralne, spodobne, vzorne in skro-

-

Abstract
The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
saw the feminization of the teaching profession. 
The aim of this article is to examine the pro-
fessionalization process of female teachers in 
Finland and Slovenia in the early twentieth cen-
tury. As such, the article focuses on answering 
the following questions: What were the require-
ments for young women to enter teacher-train-

female teachers supposed to learn at teacher-

-
cal source materials, this article reveals both 

In addition to stating the various requirements 
for entrance to teacher-training colleges, the 
article indicates the teaching skills and indi-
vidual characteristics that were expected of fe-

teachers were expected to be moral and decent 
individuals, who behaved well and dressed mod-
estly. Thus, this article raises questions about 
how and why notions of the ideal female teacher 
vary across countries and over time.
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Introduction

The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw the feminization of the 
teaching profession in many countries (Albisetti 1993), including Finland and 

which promoted the establishment of primary schools in Finland. Existing stud-

At the end of the nineteenth century, the teaching profession became an im-

several teacher-training colleges were founded in Finland to prepare female stu-

male and female students studied in the same building, their classrooms were 

from middle class families and rural backgrounds, the female teachers were from 

accordance with the Temporary Act of Regulations. According to this act, lower 
elementary teacher education would last for two years, female students would 

-
ied would be geography, mathematics, handicrafts, drawing, writing, vocal and 
instrumental music, gymnastics and teaching practice (Temporary Act of Regu-

-

-

-
an half of the Habsburg Empire (Austro-Hungarian Monarchy) with authority 
centralized at the state level in Vienna. Nevertheless, the Slovenian lands of 

-

(Štajerska) and Prekmurje (which was part of the Hungarian half of the Empire) 
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to schools established the control of the state and land authorities in place of the 

twentieth century. Training for the profession of primary school teacher opened 
up a route to a higher level of education for women (initially only secondary) and 
granted them professional and personal independence. Female teachers were 
among the women who played the most prominent role in sociocultural develop-
ment. They were involved in professional, educational and cultural work within 

The teacher-training colleges in Slovenia were quite similar to those in 
-

teachers in Slovenia were nuns (mainly Ursulines), who taught girls at convent 
schools. These convents also fostered teachers who went on to teach at the con-
vent schools.1 The subject of women’s handicrafts was taught by female teachers 

cases, these women were the wives of teachers and were only rarely remunerated 

called for teachers to marry women skilled in women’s craft work.
The impetus for increasing women’s involvement in the teaching profession 

introducing an eight-year primary school, the act made the teaching profession 
less lucrative for men, requiring them to forgo some of the indirect sources of 

of candidates for the teaching profession. 

of primary school. Since this change also required that their education be at the 
same level as that of their male colleagues, it was an important step forward in the 

-
ing of female teacher-training colleges and, with them, the possibility for women 
to continue their education within the public school system after completing 

a public school for girls. They also founded a kindergarten, private and public lower secondary 
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Research questions

The feminization of the teaching profession in Finland and Slovenia, as in 
many other European countries, raises questions about how female teachers were 
taught and socialized at teacher-training colleges and the discourses on teach-
ing and femininity that guided this process. This article focuses on what may 
be termed professional socialization, which denotes the process that a member 
undergoes to become part of the profession at hand. During this process, the in-
dividual becomes familiar with the norms, regulations, skills and ideology which 
are integral to the occupation and also learns how to act in accordance with the 

which are understood in this article as a two-way process: the female students act 
as role-takers and the teacher-training colleges and society as role-makers

The aim of this article is to examine this professionalization process that 
female teachers followed in Finland and Slovenia in the early twentieth century. 

female teachers supposed to learn at teacher-training colleges? How were female 
teachers expected to dress and behave?

Data and method

The data were collected from archives located in Finland and Slovenia. They 
were carefully analysed using the historical method, which emphasizes the value 
of the original source. However, when using these sources, it is also critical to 
consider the kinds of questions to which answers are being sought. The objective 
was to employ the data to draw a big picture of the history of Finnish and Slove-

-
ble attention to female teachers and women’s education through its research and 
exhibition. The research of Tatjana Hojan2, a historian in the Slovenian School 
Museum, in the late twentieth century, encouraged further examination of the 

2 

 -

-
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activities of female teachers and of women in history3 and, in recent years, several 
collections of papers  on women’s education have been published. 

The data presented in this article were gathered from a combination of 
primary sources including archival sources from the Slovenian School Muse-
um, pedagogical journals and the annual reports of teacher-training colleges in 

3

-

-

-
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Requirements for female teachers

admit only the most suitable women. The entrance exams for these colleges in 
both countries were designed to be rigorous. 

-

First, young women would submit their applications. Second, those deemed the 
most suitable according to these applications were invited to the college to take 

as music, mathematics, drawing, Finnish language and environmental studies. 
Then the candidates were interviewed by the teachers at the college and were 
subsequently sent for doctor’s check-ups. Even after gaining acceptance at a 

-

-

-
ment in public schools failed to produce enough new teachers, permission was 

-
leges, a new education law called for the establishment of four-year state-run 

-
ing colleges was released containing all the details regarding the operation of 
teacher-training colleges (organization of courses, curriculum and professional 
development). The entrance exam required knowledge of the subject matter as 
envisaged by the curriculum of the preparatory class. To take the entrance exam, 

-
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tions (i.e. physical and mental health, moral integrity, appropriate prerequisites 
and being at least 15 years of age), one could complete the entrance exam. The 
oral portion of the exam included issues of religious education, language of in-
struction, geography and history, natural history, science and computational 
geometric morphology. The written portion of the exam included language of 
instruction, arithmetic, drawing and practical test skills of handicrafts. Regula-
tions were one thing, but practice was another. Due to poor prior knowledge of 
the candidates (because they could not attract enough candidates), the entrance 

However, the high number of graduates from teacher-training colleges in 
Finland and Slovenia per year indicates that the student selection process was 

classes. After this, the number of female students began increasing again. The 
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5

-
dents and, in this way, encouraged the employment of female teachers, thereby 

-

Students in teacher-training colleges in Finland in the early twentieth cen-

religion, Finnish language, environmental studies, mathematics, sports, music, 
arts and handicrafts. Besides being prepared for the teaching profession and 
meeting its requirements, students gained skills that they would need as women 
in the society. Depending on the location of the college, the teaching was either 
conducted in Finnish or Swedish (in Swedish speaking areas). (Teacher Training 

-

religion, pedagogy with practical exercises, language of instruction, mathemat-
ics, science, natural history, geography, history, economics, French language, 
writing, free drawing, music, piano playing, gymnastics, women’s handicrafts 
and a practical part. All subjects except for religion and language were taught 

methodology were taught in the Slovene language. After four years of schooling, 
the teacher candidates had to pass the matura exam, which was divided into three 
parts (written, oral and practical). The written and oral portions of the exam in-
cluded pedagogy, language of instruction, mathematics, natural history, science, 
geography and history. Students had to demonstrate their methodical knowledge 
and practical skills through a self-learning tutorial, which was performed in June, 
before the end of their lessons, while written and oral exams were held in July 

Although female teachers had equal education and put in the same number 
of working hours as their male counterparts, they were by no means considered 
equal. Not only were female teachers in Slovenia limited by the constraint of 
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-

-

that a female teacher could make for her career. Staying single meant that they 
could devote more hours to teaching and their pupils. This was mentioned in a 
textbook which was used in teacher-training colleges (Salmela 1931, 10, 130–132).

Throughout Slovenia, as mentioned above, female teachers were paid less 
than their male counterparts. During the time of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 

families. At the same time, municipalities deliberately saved money by hiring 

the poor conditions, the teaching profession feminized and became increasingly 

of Slovene Teacher’s Association failed to give female members the support they 

-
ciation in Slovenia. The goals were to represent the interests of its members and 

Graduates at Female teacher-training college in Ljubljana / Maturantke 
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equal rights for equal responsibilities (Report of the 30th Anniversary of the As-

What was the character of female teachers?

-
lectuals to enter public life. These specially trained young women were initially 

professions. Daughters of aristocratic families enrolled in teacher-training col-
leges only to obtain a degree that was appropriate for their status. Middle class 
girls chose the teaching profession for the joy of teaching, but primarily because 

The formation of the image, ideal and moral character of female teach-

century in Slovenia, it was believed that a teacher should not educate by strict 

teachers should exemplify what they wanted to their students to be – serious, 
silent, humble, reasonable, wise, patient, modest, gentle, observant, people of 

All of the aforementioned characteristics were embodied in the Sloveni-
an female teacher at the end of the nineteenth century. She had to be cheerful 
regardless of her income and had to endure all the negative. She had to be an 
exemplary citizen of her homeland, who loved her nation and the people with 
whom she was working. Slovenian female teachers were also expected to be char-
itable and help poor children. They collected clothes and provided children with 
notebooks to enable them to attend school and study. Especially in winter, many 

therefore, the aid was heartily welcomed. Female teachers also organized school 
-

cation and commitment to their profession, they attended teachers´ meetings 
and participated in preparing lectures on various topics. 

-
eth century, they were not allowed to attend dances, smoke cigarettes or drink 

for women were enforced from the time of their teacher studies. (Provincial 
-
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-
tieth century, the colour and length of dresses were determined and make-up 
and hair colouring were forbidden. Teachers were not allowed to smoke or drink 

-
iour was extremely important because teachers were seen as model citizens. They 
had to be role models for young people and novice teachers, and such character 
was consistent with the expected role of the profession in Slovenian society. Fe-
male teachers also had to be well-dressed and well-spoken professionals.

Around 1900, suitable apparel for female teachers in Slovenia included se-
vere lines, high buttoned (white) blouses with long sleeves and skirts reaching 

learned how to sew and made their own clothes, especially for special occasions 
-

Courtyard of Ursuline convent in Ljubljana as female school center /  
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a circular at the time reads as follows: "Teachers shall not be fashionable ladies 
with shorn hair, painted cheeks, luxurious and fashionable clothes and glitter-
ing jewellery, all of which turns on it the attention of the street and gives cause 
for suitable and unsuitable remarks and degrades the dignity and importance in 

Conclusion

-
rounding the feminization of the teaching profession in the nineteenth and 

Slovenia in the early twentieth century, this article has highlighted the great ex-

of a range of school subjects, female teachers were supposed to be model citizens, 
behave well and dress modestly. Furthermore, they had to be hard-working and 
lead healthy lives. For instance, the image of a teacher included abstinence, and 
being unmarried and devoted to teaching were virtues.

Apart from linking these ideals to the professional socialization of teachers – 
that is, the process of becoming part of a profession or an occupational group – this 

Šolski hodnik v Uršulinskem samostanu v Ljubljani, pred 1918 /  
School hallway in the Ursuline convent in Ljubljana, before 1918.  



article has placed this process in the context of nineteenth-century schooling. The 
expansion of primary schooling required a larger number of teachers which the 
male teacher profession could not supply. As a result, female teachers had to be 

exclusively male arenas. Thus, the ideal of a female teacher may be understood as 
a way of adapting the female teaching profession to this context, where there were 
great expectations, but where one could not expect much of a salary in return.

Therefore, this article raises further questions regarding the similarities and 

were certainly striking similarities between Finland and Slovenia in the early 
twentieth century. These questions also concern societal changes over time and 
how they were related to changes in the school system. 
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