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Public Perceptions of Teachers’ Status in Flanders (Belgium)

I. Introduction

The teaching profession has always had a special position in society. Over the last

few decades, that position has been the subject of much discussion, even though people in

the West are very familiar with teachers and value education highly. This has raised the

following questions in Flanders (Belgium):1 Does society value teachers and what status

does it grant them in comparison with other occupations? Teachers are often attributed a

high amount of prestige in technologically poor societies. However, the perception that

the elementary school teacher had high status in the first half of the 20th century in

Belgium has been qualified by historical research (De Paepe & Simon, 1997). The

prestige of elementary school teachers never did reach the level of that of the more

traditional professions such as medicine or law. This was also the case for secondary

school teachers, as we shall see later in this article.

In order to explain this phenomenon, we will use the concept of

professionalisation. Turner (1987, p. 140), discussing professionalisation as ‘a strategy of

occupational monopoly’, considers professionalisation to be composed of three

processes: 1) the development of specialized knowledge supported by university

education; 2) control over the market of clients with the exclusion of other professionals

from that market; and 3) the organization of a control system by the profession itself for

the control of the delivery of services to the exclusion of a governmental agency. When

these principles are applied to teaching, it is difficult to make teaching fit into this

pattern. To give only a few indicators: 1) the majority of the teachers in Belgium are

trained in colleges of higher education where scientific research is not a priority; only the

teachers for higher secondary education are trained at a university; 2) the market of

clients of teachers is determined by law (for instance, the right of all parents to freely

1 Since Belgium became a federal state in 1989, the Flemish, the French-speaking and the German-
speaking Communities became responsible for policy towards culture and personal issues (education,
culture, language, welfare, and health).
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choose a school for their children), and schools may be established freely; and 3) the

work of teachers is largely controlled by the government. For these reasons and many

more, we would rather speak of teaching as a semi-profession, as did Etzioni in 1969.

In the meantime, a process promoting the professionalisation of teaching was

encouraged in many countries. However, instead of bringing researchers to the

conclusion that teaching would ultimately become a profession, some concluded that

teachers are increasingly being subjected to a process of deprofessionalisation and even

proletarianisation (Densmore, 1987; Ozga & Lawn, 1988; Carlgren, 1999; Crozier,

2000).

Proletarianisation is not an easy concept, and it has taken on different meanings

during the years. Ozga and Lawn (1988, p. 324) define proletarianisation as ‘the process

which results when the worker is deprived of the capacity to both initiate and execute

work, it is the separation of the conception from execution, and the breaking down of

execution into separate, controllable, simple parts.’ It is a process of deskilling and

diminution of autonomy (Giesbers & Bergen, 1990; Klaassen, Beijaard &

Kelchtermans,1999). Although this idea is certainly not shared by the majority of the

educational researchers, it cannot be denied that this experience would contribute to a

feeling of devaluation among teachers and a decrease of valuation of teachers in society.

The valuation of teachers not only is a consequence of processes immediately

connected with the teaching activity but also is dependent on the wider value system of

the society. Our society may be characterized as a society in which a neo-conservative

and neo-liberal ideology has come increasingly to the fore. In this society utility and

efficiency are highly valued (Brown et al., 1997). This means that education is seen as a

product to be delivered by a school that works like a factory, with the parents and the

students being the customers. The headmaster is seen as a manager, and the teachers as

producers of a product. Neo-liberal thinking holds that competition between schools will

reduce the cost of education and simultaneously raise the standards. In this neo-

conservative society, succeeding in life, achievement, the pursuit of profit, efficiency, and



4

competitiveness are stressed. Also important is a form of ‘economic individualism’ that

supports the belief that inequalities among individuals are the consequence of unequal

effort by, and capacities of, the individuals. Consequently, inequality is seen as the result

of personal achievement more than of social opportunity. Those values are not always

compatible with the core values of the teaching profession. Teachers work in an

educational system in which there are conflicting value systems. Personal interest (status,

opportunity for promotion, etc.), professional interest (the position of the teaching

subject, discipline, etc.), and social and political interest (the social functions of

education: education as a reproduction of the social order or as a source of social

innovation) may well conflict (Giesbers & Bergen, 1990). Although they have to prepare

their students for a competitive society in which personal achievement is very important,

teachers in Belgium have a job where the remuneration does not vary with achievement

and there are no opportunities for promotion (unless the teacher leaves teaching).

Therefore, teachers may be seen by the other members of society as being outside the

mainstream of values of society. One of our hypotheses is that individuals who identify

themselves more with utilitarian individualism value teachers less than others because the

neo-liberal society greatly appreciates individualism and utilitarianism. This might

contribute to the undervaluation of teaching in comparison with other occupations and

professions.

In Belgium, the problem of valuation of teachers was recognized not only by

researchers, but also by policy makers and teachers’ unions. Teachers’ unions, for

instance, use these feelings of undervaluation of teachers in their negotiations for better

work conditions and higher salaries. Indeed, teachers experience a decline in status and

therefore feel they are under-valued by society (Aelterman, 1992; Engels, 1994). But is

this really so?

This question has attracted the attention of researchers and policy makers in

several countries. We mention only those who have sought to answer it through research,

namely, in the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Sweden, and Taiwan. The problem

with these studies is that they use different indicators to measure the valuation of teachers
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in society. In spite of these differences, it is worthwhile to look at some indicators. In the

Netherlands, about 89% of the respondents admit appreciating the elementary school

teacher and 86% the secondary school teacher, but we do not know how much they

appreciate them (Vrieze, Tiebosch & Van Kessel, 2001, p. 2). The British study

‘Attitudes toward teachers’ reported a high valuation of teachers, and 78% of the

respondents even think that teachers deserve to be valued more highly by society than

they are (General Teaching Council for England, 2002). 81% of the sample are very

satisfied with the work of teachers, and 91% consider the teaching profession as ‘highly

qualified’. The Swedish report is less positive about the position of teachers in Swedish

society. One of the statements of the questionnaire was ‘Teachers in Sweden have low

social status’. 55% of the respondents agreed, 36% disagreed, and 9% did not give an

opinion (Skolverket, 2000). The Taiwanese report is more positive, presumably because

of the traditional social structure of Chinese society in which teachers are seen as

scholars, who traditionally enjoyed high prestige, and because of a policy that supports

that tradition (Fwu & Wang, 2002). This report also shows that Taiwanese citizens place

teachers on average higher than Treiman’s (1977) respondents do in the international

classification.

Nevertheless, this mostly positive valuation of teachers needs correcting. In an

earlier survey in Flanders concerning secondary school teachers, the researchers found

that 90.5% of the respondents expressed a positive personal attitude toward teachers, but

only 64.1% gave a positive answer on the question ‘How do you think that secondary

school teachers in general are valued by people?’ (Daems et al., 1996). The same

discrepancy was found in the Netherlands. In general, most people have a favourable

attitude toward teachers, but only 45% think that others share it (Vrieze et al., 2000). On

the basis, of these discrepancies, Sikkes (2000) thinks that teachers have transmitted their

own feeling of undervaluation to the population at large.

Flanders has hitherto not had a clear picture of the public perception of teachers’

status and valuation on the basis of a representative survey that went beyond

predominantly partial impressions. To remove this deficiency, a representative survey of
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about a thousand adults was conducted in Flanders.2 Since little information about the

perception of teachers in Flanders is available, we want to stress that this study is

primarily exploratory and descriptive. The main question concerns the social valuation of

the teacher in Flanders. Within this, we will focus on two subordinate questions: to what

extent does the public appreciate the teacher and how high does it place the occupational

status of the teacher?

First, we will explain the conceptual framework and the research methods. Then

we will present the most important results of the study and finish with a short conclusion.

II. The conceptual framework

The social valuation of the teacher is examined from two perspectives, the social

esteem of the teachers and the social status of teaching. These two concepts may not be

understood as being entirely separate and distinct from each other nor would it be correct

to consider them synonyms.

Esteem for an occupational group is described by Hoyle (2001, p. 147) as ‘the

regard in which an occupation is held by the general public by virtue of the personal

qualities which members are perceived as bringing to their core task.’ Esteem refers to

perceptions, images, and feelings that occur in individuals particularly about the qualities

of the practitioners of an occupation. Since teachers teach in different types of schools,

teach different subjects, etc., it is possible that individuals would hold these different

categories of teachers in different degrees of esteem. In secondary education, there is an

obvious difference between general secondary education, technical secondary education,

vocational secondary education, and artistic secondary education. General secondary

education emphasises broad academic training and is intended to provide a strong basis

for higher education. Technical secondary education is concerned mainly with general

and technical theoretical subjects in order to prepare the student for professional life or

2 The data of this article were compiled in the framework of a project worked out for the Department of
Education of the Flemish Community (Belgium) (OBPWO 00.03).
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higher technical education. Practical courses are also included in the training. In

vocational secondary education, the students acquire specific skills and simultaneously

receive general education. For them, access to higher education is possible but rarely do

studentsactually go on. In vocational secondary education, one may find not only young

people gifted with practical minds who wish to learn a trade but also those whose

previous school career has been marked by a series of failures or learning difficulties,

sometimes from primary school onwards. Artistic secondary education is a form of

secondary education in the 2nd and 3rd stages of secondary school. It provides a more

‘artistic’ kind of education by giving more attention to art and providing an artistic and

technical basis to prepare the student for higher education, artistic or otherwise.

On the elementary and secondary school levels, there is also special education for

children with special needs. Because the pupils from this type of education differ

considerably, for example, in reading and writing skills, the work of these teachers might

be very different, and people may also value them differently.

However, even when people have high esteem for an occupation, the question

remains whether this esteem is higher or lower than for other occupations. This brings us

to the question of where teaching is placed in a scale of occupational prestige vis à vis

other occupations. Following Hoyle (2001, p. 139) social status3 is defined as ‘the public

perception of the relative position of an occupation in a hierarchy of occupations’. Social

status refers to the position that an individual or a group occupies on a scale of social

prestige, in other words, a place somewhere in the social stratification of a country.

The study of social stratification in sociology has a long tradition and uses

different approaches. Broom et al. (1981, pp. 288-290) identified three approaches to

social stratification: the objective, the subjective, and the reputational. The objective

approach places individuals in the same stratum using indicators such as income, level of

schooling, occupation, and formal position of authority. When the individuals share the

3 What Hoyle (2001) places under the term ‘occupational prestige’ is for us ‘status’. Indeed, it is on the
basis of prestige that status is generated.
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same characteristic or share a characteristic within a certain range, they are considered to

belong to the same stratum. A problem with this classification is that it does not inform

us about the way actors make use of money, schooling, etc. The subjective approach

detects social strata by asking individuals where they place themselves on a social ladder

of different criteria or on a scale of strata. People may be asked to express to which

stratum from a list of strata they belong. The third approach ranks people on a scale on

the basis of the reputation of a person, the reputation of an occupation, or of another

socially relevant characteristic.

Sociological theory looks differently at social stratification depending on the basic

assumptions about society and scientific research shared by the theorists. We mention

only a few. The Marxist approaches collect data mostly concerning the position of a

person vis à vis the production relations. Some people own production factors, others do

not. Depending on this relationship, Karl Marx distinguished between the class of the

landowners and capitalists (those who own capital) and the class of wage earners (those

who do not own capital) (Broom et al., 1981, pp. 290-291; Bottero, 2005, pp.34-39). Here

social stratification is mainly reduced to two classes, depending on the possession of

capital or not, although more differentiations are possible. Nevertheless, it was accepted

that an objective class could develop to become a subjective class, and members could

become aware of their class relation.

Functionalists see social stratification as a necessary characteristic of each

society. Societies need different positions to fulfil their needs. Since not all needs have

the same meaning for a society, the positions will be differentiated depending on what

they contribute to society. Therefore, society becomes stratified. ‘Social inequality is thus

an unconsciously evolved device by which societies insure that the most important

positions are conscientiously filled by the most qualified persons’ (Davis & Moore, 1944,

p. 243). Hence, the social stratification of a society is determined by two factors: the

differential functional importance of a position and the differential scarcity of people

available for that position. The functional importance of a position is seen as a necessary

but not a sufficient condition to give somebody his or her social status. Moreover, it is not
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easy to determine what the functional importance of a position is as it depends on the

shared values in a society. The second condition refers to the skills and talents of people

available to fulfil a function. Obviously, education and training play here an important

role. Social stratification will here be studied using a reputational or subjective approach.

The reputational and subjective approaches are also essential for the study of

social stratification according to the symbolic interactionists (Karp et al. 1977, p. 174;

Stone, 1970). For the actors, what is important is how they themselves see their status

and how it is seen by others. Stone refers in this respect to different ways people

experience their status, that is, status is circumstantial and situational. ‘Status is a

circumstantial fact for some people, a network of life fate, but, for others, status is a

situational phenomenon, eminently capable of manipulation and established by one’s

social self or one’s social circle by the artful staging of appearances’ (Stone, 1970, p.

250). Status as a circumstantial phenomenon is defined by objective indicators (for

instance, property, clothing, and friends) linked with a particular status, whereas status as

a situation has to be seen as a transformation made by the bearer of the status. Although

status as a circumstantial phenomenon seems to refer to an objective approach, it should

be stressed that also these circumstances derive their meaning from interacting actors. A

symbolic interactionist approach to social stratification focuses mainly on the

stratification of small communities.

Because it is our purpose to compare the position of teachers with other

occupations, we need a general stratification scale. We found this in the standardized

international scale of Treiman (1977), which was corrected and adapted to the Belgian

context by M. Elchardus (1979). The advantages of this scale are that it was constructed

on the basis of a classification of characteristics of a large number of occupations in

industrialized countries and that the rating of the status level was the result of the

assessment by 150 judges selected at random. Thus, we have here a mixture of the

objective and the reputational approach. We opted for this rather functional approach

because it gave us the possibility of comparing the status of teachers with an instrument
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that has national and international validity and allowed us to define the social status of

our respondents.

The purpose of this article is mainly exploratory and descriptive of the value the

Flemish public places on teachers and where it places teachers on the social ladder.

Therefore, we checked first for differences between the age and the sex categories of the

respondents. Second, we took as an exploratory principle the cultural reproduction theory

of Bourdieu and Passeron (1970) (see also Verhoeven & Kochuyt, 1993). Social

inequality is the result not only of the inequalities of economic capital among families but

also of the subtle transfer of inequalities of cultural and social capital among families.

This transfer of cultural capital to the members of the family will be supported or

hindered by the social capital of the family (Bourdieu, 1986, pp. 248-252). Well-to-do

families share a cultural capital that fits the school culture, and this is supported by ‘a

durable network of institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and

recognition’, i.e., social capital (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 248). Members of these families have

more chance of having a successful school career than do members of poor families. The

transfer of these different forms of culture is supported by the development of a habitus

in the families, i.e. ‘a product of the internalisation of the cultural principles that can be

maintained when the pedagogical practice is finished’ (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1970, p.

47). This habitus is linked to the social class of the family. This theory suggests that the

attitude of individuals toward the teacher might be influenced by the different forms of

capital of the families to which the actor belongs. Therefore, we will pay attention to the

occupational situation of the actors as an expression of the different forms of capital they

have. We take for granted that more highly situated occupations in the occupational

stratification will value teachers more because they support the values these individuals

are striving for (the cultural capital fits). Moreover, we hypothesised that those having or

having had contacts with members of the school system and/or having or having had long

and rewarding contact with the school system will value teachers much more than others

will. Indeed, these contacts are forms of social capital that might contribute to the cultural

and social capital the actors seek.
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III. The research methods

Survey

Sampling

In 2001-2002, we conducted a survey of a representative random sample of nearly

1000 respondents of the Flemish population4 between 18 and 71 years old. The

representativeness was supported by a two-stage cluster sample proportionally stratified

by province. The sampling was carried out in two steps: first, the selection of primary

entities (i.e., the selection at random of 86 municipalities proportionally spread according

to the population of the 22 districts (spread over 5 provinces,5 the provincial capital was

always included); second, within each municipality the secondary entities (respondents)

were randomly selected. Following this procedure, we randomly selected four samples,

each composed of 1000 persons, by means of the central information system of the

government. We used one list to make the initial selections and the others only when we

had to replace a person because one of the persons of the first list would or could not be

interviewed. The trained interviewers received strict instructions to approach every

respondent twice. If, after the second contact, the respondent would not or could not grant

the interview, this respondent was replaced by another respondent with similar

characteristics (age and sex) from one of the reserve lists. At the end, 63% of the

respondents approached by the interviewers were interviewed. In that way, 982 (98.2%)

of the 1000 interviews chosen according to the sample plan were conducted.

Weighting of the sample

A closer look at the sample showed that certain categories of the population were

under or overrepresented, which problem was resolved by applying a weighting factor.

This means that a person with a profile that was proportionally overrepresented in the

data would count for less than one in the weighted analyses, and a person with a profile

that was underrepresented would be assigned a weighting factor greater than one. These

weighting factors were reduced or increased according to the proportional

4 The Flemish population between 18 and 71 years old was 3,928,319.
5 Flanders is divided into 5 provinces, and each province is divided into several administrative districts (22
districts spread over Flanders).
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overrepresentation or underrepresentation of the category in the population. We opted for

weighting on the basis of three vital socio-demographic characteristics: sex, age, and

qualification. A comparison of our sample with the corresponding figures of the

population showed the following underrepresentation in our sample: men, persons

between 25 and 34 years of age, and people with at the most a qualification of lower

secondary education. People with a higher non-university degree were overrepresented in

the sample. On the basis of these data, we decided to use weighting factors that corrected

for the combination of age, sex, and qualification. This weighting factor was used in all

the analyses unless specifically stated otherwise.

The construction of the questionnaire for the survey

The questionnaire for the survey was developed on the basis of a previous study

of the literature concerning the professionalisation, valuation, and social status of

teachers and twelve panel discussions. Those panels represented the different actors

involved in education in Flanders (the parents, the policy makers, the students, the

teachers themselves, the teacher trainers, the school directors, etc.). The results of the

panel discussions (important issues and problems related to the functioning of the

teacher, and the valuation and social status of the teaching profession) were integrated

into the questionnaire.

Variables and pattern of analysis

Since esteem for teachers and the status of teaching are at the core of our research

question, we will look first at the indicators for esteem (and satisfaction with the

functioning of the teacher) and social status. Although this study is mainly exploratory,

we will use these variables as independent variables.

The study of the esteem of the population for teachers focuses on two phenomena:

the personal esteem and the degree of satisfaction or dissatisfaction about the functioning

of teachers. The level of personal esteem for teachers was expressed by answering a

simple question concerning the esteem they have for the work of teachers. To get an idea
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about the level of satisfaction with some practices of teachers, we offered the respondents

seven items (see Table 4) to evaluate.

The ‘status’ of the teaching profession was studied within the framework of the

social stratification of the population of the country. Therefore, we made use of an

occupational prestige scale that places the practitioners of an occupation on a social

ladder. In the last century, several occupational prestige scales were developed. We

applied the occupational prestige scale (GIB) of Elchardus (1979), which is the Belgian

version of the Standard International Occupational Prestige Scale (SIOPS) of Treiman

(1977), who was convinced that one could measure structural aspects of inequality with

the aid of prestige scales. Somewhat simplified, his reasoning is as follows: in each

society there is the need for division of labor. Because of the small number of possible

organizational forms, the need for functional differentiation in each society is met in a

similar manner by means of ‘a similar complement of occupational roles’. This universal

mechanism of division of labor is reflected in the collective consciousness of a society,

which makes individual estimates of prestige not cultural but translations of structural

differences. To defend his theory, Treiman cited the invariance of prestige scales over

some 60 countries, across estimators from different levels of the population, and even

over time.

In this regard, it is interesting to describe the two-dimensional occupational scale

of Arien Blees-Booij (1994), which follows a similar logic. In 1994, Blees-Booij

presented a two-dimensional scale of socio-economic status that distinguished between

the cultural status and the economic status of a profession. He found that the teaching

profession has a high cultural status but a less favourable economic status. Research by J

I. Pasteels (1995) conducted in Flanders showed that there is a strong correlation between

these scores and the scores in the GIB scale.

Goldthorpe & Hope (1974) considered a prestige scale as nothing other than a

research result that might be appealing but is further of little use. Our position in this
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regard is that prestige scales certainly have a place within stratification research but their

results may not be made absolute.

In our research we asked the respondents to rank teachers in comparison with two

other occupations using five criteria. This was done in analogy with the research of J.

Vanhoutvinck (1975), who asked judges to rank occupations according to the salary,

knowledge, responsibility, social utility, and social influence that people ascribed to

them. In our study, we did the same for teaching (from kindergarten to secondary

education). However, our method differed in two respects. First, we did not ask that

teaching be compared with other occupations as regards social influence but rather as

regards prestige. Second, it was impossible in a survey to have teaching compared with

many other occupations. Therefore, the respondents were asked to compare teaching

with two occupations that were situated close to teaching on this international

occupational prestige scale. Our respondents made a comparison between:

 kindergarten teacher – local policeman / bank teller

 elementary school teacher – head nurse / secretary

 secondary school teacher – bookkeeper / social worker

 lower secondary school teacher – social worker / bookkeeper

 higher secondary school teacher – bank manager of a local branch / pharmacist

The status scores of these occupations are given in Table 1.

Table 1 Status scores of the teaching occupations and some other occupations of
reference (GIB, Belgium)(Elchardus, 1979)

Occupation Score

Medical doctors 78

Headmaster secondary school 72

Solicitor 71

Bank Manager of a local branch 67

Headmaster elementary school 66

Pharmacist 64

Teacher higher secondary education (general, technical) 64

Teacher of handicapped children 62

Personnel manager 58
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Head nurse 58

Teacher lower secondary education (including technical
education)

57

Teacher elementary school 57

Teacher of vocational education 57

Social worker 56

Journalist 55

Bookkeeper 55

Secretary 53

Bank teller 48

Priest 49

Kindergarten teacher 49

Local policeman 40

In an exploratory manner, we tried to determine which independent variables

played a role with respect to the esteem and status of the teaching profession without

venturing to use such terms as ‘causal relations’. Figure 1 gives an overview of the

variables studied. As regards the independent variables, a number of respondent

characteristics were requested: age, sex, qualification, occupational situation,

occupational status, whether or not one had children of one’s own, satisfaction with the

teachers of one’s own children, one’s own school experience, one’s own professional

involvement in school, voluntary involvement in school, professional involvement in

school of significant others, interest in education, and utilitarian individualism. We chose

the first two variables to describe the differences between the age cohorts and the gender

categories; the other variables are expressions of the cultural and social capital of the

respondents (see II above). We will explain the control variables later on.



Figure 1: Model of the variables studied
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In order to gauge the repondents’ ‘own school experience’, they were asked how

happy they themselves were when going to school and the number of teachers of whom

they had good memories.  On the basis of these questions (α = .66),7 the respondents were

divided into three categories: one group with few positive experiences of their own time

at school, a middle group, and a group with predominantly positive experiences.

The respondents were also asked about the degree to which they were satisfied

with their children’s teachers, these being divided into kindergarten, primary school, and

secondary school. The average of these three questions was used to place the respondents

into three categories: little satisfied, moderately satisfied, and very satisfied.

For the scale ‘utilitarian individualism’, we applied the work of Elchardus and

Heyvaert (1990). This scale (α = .71) contains seven judgment items that measure the 

general orientation to self-interest and individual success. On the basis of this scale, we

could divide the respondents as follows: strong, moderate, or weakly utilitarian

individualists.

Their own professional involvement in school was measured by means of the

following question: ‘Do you or did you ever work in a school?’ The following response

categories were provided: 1) never, 2) in the past, and 3) now.

On the basis of the voluntary involvement in a school (by means of parent

committees, school councils, school parties, etc.), we distinguished between a group of

respondents who never were involved in a school and a group that was previously or still

is involved.

We also examined the professional involvement of significant others (partner,

parents, children, brothers, or sisters) in schools. Concretely, we determined whether one

or more of these significant others work in education and, if so, we asked about the extent

7 Hair et al. (1998: 118) set .70 as the norm for the alpha values but accept values up to .60 in exploratory
research.
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to which the respondent talks about education with them. We distinguished three groups

of respondents: those who, through their significant others, were involved in school not at

all, little or moderately, or highly.

The last independent variable concerns the interest in education. On the basis of

results from a three-item scale (α = .70), we divided the group of respondents into three 

categories: a group with little or no interest, a middle group, and a group with moderate

to much interest.

Finally, we want to note that, for the measurement of the dissatisfaction with the

functioning of teachers, use was made of a five-point scale on the basis of seven

statements about the degree in which people have the feeling that teachers fail (α = .66).  

The analysis proceeded as follows: in the first phase, univariate analyses of

variance were conducted in order to determine whether or not each of the independent

variables had a significant relationship with the dependent variables (cf. Figure 1). If a

significant relationship emerged, it was checked in the second phase for spurious

relationships by means of ‘control variables’. For the control variables, we selected those

independent variables that yielded the most effect in the univariate analysis, namely

qualifications, own school experience, interest in education, and satisfaction with the

teachers of one’s own children. Moreover, these four control variables reflect important

aspects of the respondent’s social and cultural capital (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1970). In

the discussion of the results, we comment only on the variables for which significant

differences were established (at a level of significance of .05) and this under the control

of the four control variables. The variables for which no significant relationship was

found are not discussed.

IV. Results

1. Esteem
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Our first question concerns the esteem (the valuation) for teachers in Flanders.

First, we provide a general description of the findings and then indicate whether

significant differences occured in function of the group to which the respondents belong.

1.1. Personal esteem

In order to measure personal esteem for teachers, we asked the following

question: ‘In general do you have esteem for the manner in which kindergarten teachers

(primary school teachers, etc.) do their work?’ To this, the respondents could give four

replies: 1) for none at all, 2) for a few of them, 3) for most of them, or 4) for all of them.

On this basis, we prepared a four-point scale with four indicating a very high level of

esteem for teachers.

Table 2 Esteem for teachers (in %)

Esteem Kindergarten
teachers

Primary school
teachers

Secondary
school
teachers

for none at all 0.62 0.85 1.18
for some 4.28 7.62 15.37
for most 57.28 71.91 67.51
for all 37.82 19.62 15.94
Total 100.00 100.00 100.00

In general, teachers in kindergarten, primary education, and secondary education

can count on a high degree of esteem for their work (cf. Table 3). It is important to note

that the esteem depends on a number of background characteristics of the respondents.

The variables that point to positive experiences and contacts with school and teachers, in

particular, exert a favourable influence. We summarize the most important findings for

each level of education of the respondents.

Kindergarten teachers enjoy considerable esteem from the Flemings. Almost

38% appreciated all, and 57% appreciated most kindergarten teachers for the way they do

their work. After controlling for the core variables, only satisfaction with the teachers of

one’s own children played a significant role. Parents who were moderately or highly
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satisfied with the teachers of their children had the most esteem for the kindergarten

teachers (F(2,627) = 26.61, p < .0001).

Just as the kindergarten teachers, primary school teachers can clearly count on

esteem for their work. Almost 72% of the participants esteem most of the teachers in

primary education and almost 20% even stated that they appreciate all teachers. Two

respondent characteristics had a significant influence, namely occupational situation and

satisfaction with the teachers of one’s own children. The occupationally active had

limited but significantly less esteem than the non-occupationally active (for example,

housewives, retired people, the disabled) (F(2,925) = 6.86, p = .001). Satisfaction with

the teachers of one’s own children also had an impact on the esteem for the work of

teachers (F(2,626) = 22.92, p < .0001). The more satisfied the respondents were with the

teachers their children had or have, the higher was the work of teachers esteemed.

Secondary school teachers can also count on high esteem in Flanders for their

work: 67.5% of the respondents esteem most secondary school teachers, and 16% esteem

all secondary school teachers for the way in which they do their work. As regards

secondary school teachers, however, detailed analyses show that teachers in vocational

and technical secondary education can count on more esteem than their colleagues in

general secondary education.8 The reason of this is probably that teachers of vocational

and technical schools have an audience that on average is not always interested in school

or have to contend with learning and other difficulties. In the opinion of the majority, this

makes teaching there more difficult than in general education.

It is striking that the respondent’s own school experience was very significant for

the esteem for secondary school teachers (F(2,912) = 12.38, p < .0001). The respondents

who had very good memories of their own primary and secondary school time held

teachers in secondary education in higher esteem than did the respondents who had less

positive or rather negative memories. Nevertheless, the latter still had high esteem for

8 81% of the respondents stated that they esteem most to all teachers in vocational secondary education: for
technical education the figure is 78%; for general secondary education 69%; and for artistic secondary
education 60%.
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most secondary school teachers. Perhaps, their negative memories were of a few teachers

whom they had encountered during their school careers or with whom they associated

their personal failure.

Not only having a good memory of one’s own school time but also having had a

good experience with the teachers of one’s own children had a positive effect on esteem

for the secondary school teacher. Parents who were very satisfied with the teachers of

their children also reported more pronounced positive appreciation of secondary school

teachers than those who were moderately or not satisfied (F(2,608) = 26.58, p < .0001).

The respondents were also asked if they perceived a major evolution in the social

esteem for the teacher. Most of the respondents did not think that such an evolution had

occurred, although a slight decline in esteem was noted for teachers in primary and

secondary education.

Table 3 Judgment about the evolution in social esteem for teachers in
kindergarten, primary, and secondary education (score 1 to 5) (in %)

In comparison with the
past, the esteem is

N X SD now
much
less

now a
little
less

about the
same

now a
little
more

now
much
more

Kindergarten teachers 946 2.88 1.15 12 28 27 25 8

Primary school teachers 962 2.40 1.06 19 43 21 13 4

Secondary school teachers 946 2.42 1.00 17 41 27 12 3

Finally, about two thirds of the respondents disagreed with the statement: ‘I

would never advise my son or daughter to become a teacher’. This, too, points to a

certain degree of esteem for teaching.

1.2. Degree of dissatisfaction with the functioning of teachers

The positions in the table below gauge the degree to which the respondents felt

that teachers fail. These statements were generally judged neutrally, which indicates that

the wider society is satisfied to a considerable degree with the teachers. It is striking that
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the respondents clearly indicated that the teachers should give more attention to assisting

pupils with both their learning and their socio-emotional problems.

Table 4 Degree of dissatisfaction with the functioning of teachers (mean and
total number of answers) (score 1 to 5)

N X SD

I think that teachers should give more attention to children who
have learning problems.

965 4.12 1.00

I think that teachers demand too much from their pupils. 960 2.77 1.13

I think that teachers should give more attention to children who
have problems at home.

968 4.03 0.97

I think that teachers should take more account of what parents
expect.

971 2.78 1.06

I think that teachers know too little about what occupies young
people.

953 2.92 1.07

I think that teachers have too little concern about what pupils do
after school.

940 2.88 1.08

I think that teachers are too little involved in what is happening
in the society.

929 2.92 1.05

Several personal characteristics yielded significant differences in dissatisfaction

with the functioning of teachers. As may be expected, the respondents who were very

satisfied with the teachers of their own children were more satisfied with the functioning

of teachers in general than the respondents who were not satisfied with the teachers of

their own children (F(2, 658) = 7, p = .001). Not only the experiences with teachers of

their own children but also their own professional experience in education and

involvement in education through others contributed to whether or not one was satisfied

with the functioning of teachers. The respondents who were involved in education

themselves were more satisfied with the functioning of teachers than those who were not

(F(2, 979) = 10.38, p < .0001). Also those who were highly involved in education

through others expressed themselves more positively about the functioning of teachers
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than those who were little involved in education through others (F(2, 979) = 28.82, p <

.0001). Being interested in education produced a similar effect. Those who were not

particularly interested in education were more apt to think that teachers fail in their duties

than those who showed some interest in education (F(2, 974) = 14.22, p < .0001). As

regards the qualification, we note a clear linear relationship: the degree of dissatisfaction

declines as the level of qualification of the respondents rises (F(4, 877) = 16.08, p <

.0001). The last characteristic that yielded a significant difference is the degree of

utilitarian individualistic disposition. Strongly utilitarian individualists were more

convinced that teachers fail than people who were considered little or moderately

utilitarian individualistic (F(2, 979) = 9.85, p < .0001).

1.3. Conclusion

In general, this study provides indications that the social under-valuation of

teachers is – as Sikkes (2000) said – a ‘myth’. In general, teachers in kindergarten,

primary and secondary school education can count on high esteem for their work,

although personal esteem is the highest for teachers in primary education. In line with the

high esteem that Flemings expressed for teachers, we note that the society in general is

substantially satisfied with the functioning of teachers: teachers meet the expectations of

the society, although the respondents did consider that teachers fail as regards supporting

pupils with learning or socio-emotional difficulties.

It is important to notice that esteem for teachers and satisfaction or dissatisfaction

over the functioning of teachers are associated with a number of respondent

characteristics. The variables that indicate positive experiences and contacts with school

and teachers, in particular, favorably influence the esteem for teachers. However, the

connections with age, qualification, and occupation are ambiguous, which factors are

more meaningful in their relationship with satisfaction about the functioning of teachers.

Those who themselves had professional experience in education evaluated teachers more

positively. Further, it appears that satisfaction with the functioning of teachers declines

as the qualification level or the occupational prestige of the respondent declines. A
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possible explanation for this is that people who themselves had less success at school

held the teachers responsible to some degree. Moreover, this statement also supports the

theory that individuals belonging to the lower qualification levels and occupational strata

are not much interested in the cultural and socal capital provided by the schools.

Consequently, they value less than the other strata the bearers of this cultural and social

capital, the teachers.

2. Status of teaching

From the above discussion, we can conclude that teaching is highly esteemed in

Flanders. High esteem, however, does not necessarily coincide with high status. Apart

from an overall picture of the public esteem, our study gives some indications of the

status of the teaching profession in Flanders, but the questions did not enable us to draw

conclusions about the status of teaching as such. This follows from the method used. In

the survey, the respondents were asked to compare teaching by educational level with

two occupations that were situated near teaching on the occupational prestige scale of

Elchardus (1979). The levels of training (the studies) that lead to these occupations are

comparable. The comparison was made each time on the basis of five status components:

pay, knowledge, responsibility, social utility, and prestige.

Just as for personal esteem, we also investigated whether significant differences

emerged in function of specific respondent characteristics. Here, too, only those

variables are discussed in which significant differences emerged (at a level of

significance of .05) taking into account the control variables (interest in education,

qualifications, own school experience, and satisfaction with the teachers of one's own

children). The remaining variables, which showed no significant relations, are not

discussed.

2.1. Status of the kindergarten teacher
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Kindergarten teachers were compared with the local policemen and bank tellers.

This yielded the following results.

Table 5 Ranking of the kindergarten teacher in comparison with the local
policeman (N = 956) and a bank teller (N = 962) (%)

The kindergarten teacher
is ranked ... than

a local policeman a bank teller

much lower 8.48 18.13
lower 21.18 30.46
neither lower nor higher 12.25 11.38
higher 36.18 25.46
much higher 21.91 14.57
Total 100.00 100.00

The status of kindergarten teachers was placed higher than that of local policemen

by some 60% of the respondents, but a number of variables yielded significant

differences. The women ranked kindergarten teachers higher than local policemen than

did the men (F(1, 962)= 35.72, p < .0001); the respondents with children ranked

kindergarten teachers higher than did the respondents without children (F(1, 962) = 8.43,

p = .004); and those who were involved more in education via significant others also

placed kindergarten teachers higher than did those who only had moderate or little

involvement via others in education (F(2, 916) = 7.01, p = .001). Interest in education

also apparently played a role in the ranking of the two occupations: those who were

highly interested in education ranked the kindergarten teacher higher than did those who

had little interest in it (F(2, 957) = 4.12, p = .0046).

Likewise, important differences occurred depending on the various status

components. This means in the concrete that the knowledge, responsibility, and social

utility of the kindergarten teacher were, indeed, ranked higher than those of local

policemen, but the local policemen were ranked higher as regards pay and prestige.

The comparison with bank tellers provides a symmetric response pattern: 40% of

the respondents placed kindergarten teachers higher; 39% placed bank tellers higher; and
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the remaining 11% placed them equal. The respondents who were strongly or moderately

interested in education ranked the kindergarten teachers higher than bank tellers (F(2,

960) = 5.79, p = .013) as did those who were moderately or weakly individualistically

utilitarian oriented (F(2, 965) = 10.93, p < .0003).

As regards the division in function of the various status components, the pay of

kindergarten teachers was placed lower than that of bank tellers. The knowledge required

for the occupation of kindergarten teacher was also estimated to be less than that required

for the occupation of bank teller. As far as responsibility and social utility are concerned,

however, the kindergarten teachers scored better. The prestige of the two occupations was

gauged to be about the same.

2.2. Status of the primary school teacher

The primary school teacher was compared with the head nurse and the secretary.

Table 6 Ranking of the primary school teacher in comparison with a head nurse
(N=960) and a secretary (N=961) (%)

The primary school
teacher is ranked … than

a head nurse a secretary

much lower 56.13 5.03
lower 29.33 12.69
neither lower nor higher 5.70 5.89
higher 6.34 26.48
much higher 2.49 49.91
Total 100.00 100.00

In the comparison with head nurses, the result is very clear: the status of primary school

teachers was ranked lower than that of head nurses. For each distinguishing status

characteristic (pay, knowledge, responsibility, social utility, prestige), head nurses were

ranked higher than the primary school teacher.

The comparison of primary school teachers with secretaries turned out differently:

a good three fourths of the respondents gauged the status of primary school teachers
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higher than that of secretaries. There are two respondent characteristics that influenced

this: the qualification and the utilitarian individualistic disposition of the respondent. As

regards the qualification, the general trend is that the higher the qualification, the higher

primary school teachers were placed in comparison with a secretary (F(4, 864) = 9.52, p

< .0001). The group that scored the highest on the scale of utilitarian individualism

placed the primary school teachers lower than did the other two groups (F(2, 965) =

13.98, p < .0001). Divided into status dimensions, we have the following picture: while

the pay level of both occupations was estimated to be about the same, primary school

teachers always scored better than did the secretaries for the other status characteristics.

2.3. Status of the secondary school teacher

2.3.1. General

The status of the secondary school teacher was compared to the status of a

bookkeeper and a social worker.

Table 7 Status of secondary school teacher in comparison with that of a social
worker (N = 374) and a bookkeeper (N = 378)9 (in %)

The secondary school teacher is ranked …
than

a social worker bookkeeper

much lower 22.44 25.49
lower 17.77 26.64
neither lower nor higher 10.32 11.79
higher 21.74 22.31
much higher 27.73 13.77
Total 100.00 100.00

Half of the respondents judged the status of secondary school teachers to be less than that

of bookkeepers; almost 12% judged it to be the same; and some 36% ranked teachers

higher than bookkeepers. The greatest difference occurred as regards the pay. The pay of

9 The low number of respondents for these two comparisons is due to this reason: only the respondents who
did not know the difference between a teacher for lower and higher secondary education were asked to
make these two comparisons (secondary education teacher – social worker and secondary education teacher
– bookkeeper). For the respondents who did know the difference, a division was made (see Tables 9 and
10).
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teachers was placed much lower than the pay of bookkeepers. The knowledge and the

responsibility of teachers were also judged to be less than the knowledge and

responsibility of bookkeepers. As regards social utility, however, teachers were ranked

clearly higher than bookkeepers. The prestige of both occupations was judged to be about

the same.

The comparison with social workers provides more or less an inverse response

pattern. Half of the respondents placed teachers higher than social workers, some 10%

placed them about the same, and about 40% ranked teachers lower. Only voluntary

involvement of the respondents in a school yielded a significant difference. Respondents

who were not or had not been voluntarily involved in a school ranked secondary school

teachers significantly higher than those who were or had been involved (F(1, 363) = 4.78,

p = .0295). This result is somewhat unexpected, and more research is needed to clarify it.

As for the various status dimensions, an inverse response pattern is also apparent.

The pay, knowledge, and prestige of teachers were judged on average to be higher than

those of social workers. According to the respondents, social workers would have a

higher degree of social utility than teachers. The responsibility of the two groups,

however, was rated about the same.

In the next sections, the comparison of the secondary school teacher with two

other professions is differentiated in function of the amount of studies required for the

teacher. This provides an interesting comparison.

2.3.2. Status of the teacher for lower secondary education10

The comparison of the status of the lower secondary education (LSE) teacher with

that of a social worker and of a bookkeeper provided few unambiguous results.

10 This teacher has completed his studies in a college of higher education (earning a BA) and teaches in the
lower years of secondary education.
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Table 8 Ranking of the teacher LSE in comparison with a social worker (N =
534) and a bookkeeper (N = 536) (in %)

The teacher LSE is ranked …
than

a social worker a bookkeeper

much lower 17.71 21.50
lower 26.18 32.02
neither lower nor higher 11.49 10.79
higher 25.79 20.69
much higher 18.83 14.99
Total 100.00 100.00

In the comparison LSE teacher/social worker, the categories of much lower, lower, and

much higher, higher are balanced. Some 44% of the respondents ranked LSE teachers

higher than social workers; another 44% ranked the LSE teachers lower. The remaining

12% gauged the two occupations to be equal. Here, too, we note a clear difference

depending on the five status dimensions. The pay and the prestige of LSE teachers were

judged higher than those of social workers. Social workers, however, would have more

responsibility and social utility. As regards knowledge, the respondents placed the two

occupations on the same level.

The comparison LSE teacher/bookkeeper gave the following results: 53.5% of the

respondents ranked LSE teachers lower; almost 11% ranked the two occupations equally;

and the remaining 35.5% ranked LSE teachers higher. When we translate this in terms of

the five status dimensions, the following picture emerges. As far as pay, responsibility,

and prestige are concerned, LSE teachers compare unfavourably. The knowledge of

bookkeepers was also ranked somewhat higher. As regards social utility, LSE teachers

were clearly valued more than bookkeepers.

2.3.3. Status of the licentiate11

The status of the licentiate in education in comparison with a pharmacist and a

bank manager yielded the clearest results.

11 A ‘licentiate’ has completed university or has had other higher academic education and teaches in the
upper stages of secondary education. From 2005 on the title of licentiate will be replaced by MA.
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Table 9 Ranking of the licentiate in comparison with a bank manager (N = 537)
and a pharmacist (N = 594) (in %)

The licentiate is ranked … than a pharmacist a bank manager
much lower 73.18 45.30
lower 18.84 34.15
neither lower nor higher 1.83 6.12
higher 4.18 11.91
much higher 1.97 2.53
Total 100.00 100.00

The licentiate teacher was ranked much lower than the bank manager and the pharmacist:

92% of the respondents assigned pharmacists a much higher status than the licentiate

teachers, and 80% placed bank managers above the licentiate teachers. Only for social

utility – and then only in comparison with bank managers – were the licentiate teachers

ranked higher.

2.4. Conclusion

We note that the public image of teachers’ status is quite generally widespread

and accepted. Indeed, very few respondent characteristics influenced the assessment of

the status. This indicates that there is a specific image of the occupation among the

general public that, as it were, lives its own life.

Another striking observation concerns the status inconsistency with which

teaching has to contend. The various status components of the occupation were often

assessed in various ways. A higher ranking of teaching with respect to another

occupation does not automatically mean that the teacher was placed higher for each of the

five aspects. In general, the salary of teachers was often placed lower or much lower than

the salary of the other occupations. This contrasts with social utility, for which teaching

scored clearly better than did the other occupations. On average, the elements of

‘knowledge’ and ‘prestige’ were assessed somewhat lower for teaching, but the

differences were minimal. The results with regard to the status dimension

‘responsibility’ were quite unclear and strongly dependent on the occupation with which
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it was being compared. This tension between the various dimensions yields an

incoherent picture of the status of the occupation in the society. Vanhoutvinck (1975)

reported similar findings. This indicates that the status of teaching is inconsistent but

quite stable. Hoyle (2001) argues that this has to do with the horizontal dimension (the

teacher-student relationship), which is central in teaching. From this dimension, he

developed a hypothetical model with determining factors for the status of teaching in

which he started from the given that the children are the clients of the teachers. This

influences the status of teaching in several ways. First and foremost, there is a rather

large clientele present. Many clients require many teachers, which has financial

implications, namely via salaries, which are less than those of the occupations that are

accorded higher status. The results of our study support this position in the sense that

teaching is, indeed, assessed quite negatively as regards salary. Second, there is a certain

ambiguity as regards the expertise (knowledge) of teachers. This ambiguity emerges

from the broader educational task of teachers. Teachers must, Hoyle contends, develop

the whole child. In times when specialization is still the primary source of status, this

naturally restricts the status of the teacher. The central horizontal dimension of teaching,

finally, means that the teacher constantly occupies an intermediate position. This was also

the position of the teachers in the late 19th and the beginning of the 20th century (Novoa,

1994; De Paepe & Simon, 1997) The teacher was and still is highly valued, his mission

being clearly acknowlegded, but he or she stands between the world of adults and the

world of children, between the dominant groups in society and the general public,

between the world of the school and the world of work, between the world of knowledge

transmission and the world of knowledge creation. The fact that teachers remain in this

position while their pupils progress to another situation makes it difficult for them to

enhance the image of their occupation and their status.

V General Conclusions and Discussion

The results of this exploratory study concerning the social recognition of the

teacher indicate that the teacher does enjoy a positive image among most Flemings.
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Consistent with the recognition of their important social role, the Flemings

express high esteem for teachers. Our findings support the position of Hoyle (2001) that

esteem for teachers is influenced primarily by personal experiences with teachers. Those

respondents with a certain involvement and positive experiences in education expressed

significantly more esteem for teachers than did those who were involved less and/or have

had less good experiences. We also noted that there is a difference in the degree of

appreciation in function of the educational level. In the concrete, this means that

kindergarten teachers are appreciated more than primary school teachers, who, in turn,

can count on more appreciation than teachers in secondary education. An explanation that

might be offered for these results might refer to the frequency and the nature of the

contact with the teacher proper to a specific educational level. In kindergarten, there is a

closer relationship between the parents and the teacher than in primary school and

certainly in secondary school, where a pupil has different teachers in his or her class. The

observation that personal experiences have a clear influence on esteem for teaching, of

course, places a certain degree of responsibility on the teachers themselves. Indeed, they

have this esteem largely in their own hands and can improve it. Satisfaction with

education, the well-being of the pupils, the assumption of the role of child-raiser, and the

involvement and interest of parents – these are all aspects that the teacher can realize by

the way in which he or she deals with pupils and their parents. Armed with the results of

this study, they can also contribute to destroying the myth that society has no esteem for

teachers.

Status, however, is a macro-sociological phenomenon that is more difficult to

influence. The social status of teachers was measured in this study by means of

comparison with other occupations. The results show that, in comparison with the 1970s

and with other occupations, there is no drop in status for teachers. Rather, their status is

quite stable (for the kindergarten teacher, there has been a certain enhancement, for the

licentiate a certain decrease). A status inconsistency must be noted: the various

components of the concept of ‘status’ were not scored equally. The salary of the teacher

is generally ranked lower; the knowledge and prestige of the teacher is ranked relatively

lower; and the responsibility of the teacher is ranked higher or lower depending on the
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occupation being compared with, but the social utility of teaching is generally gauged

higher.
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