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Abstract
[bookmark: _Hlk60153598][bookmark: _Hlk60152054]This article addresses the interplay between motherhood and being a professional educator, focusing on female educators’ relationships in both the professional sphere and the private sphere, and on how these inform and impact one another. The research questions were: How do female educators experience the intersections between their roles as educators and mothers? How and why do each of these roles and identities impact one another?
The is a qualitative study, in which semi-structured interviews were conducted with 22 female early childhood educators. The findings reveal the interviewees’ desire to take part in the broader public sphere, where they might contribute their talents and professional experience beyond the confines of the workplace; their need to establish their professional status, which at times conflicts with their role as mothers; how they utilize mothering skills with their young pupils, and assist needy mothers even when it involves going beyond their professional role. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW
In this section, I discuss the way a mother’s relationship with her children affects their development; the scientific literature on how women learn maternal skills; maternal ambivalence; the emergence of the “preschool teacher” profession; the interface between maternal and professional identities among early childhood educators; empathy as part of educators’ self-identity; the interaction between the private sphere and public sphere for those working in the education system; and whether the job hours for early childhood educators should be considered “convenient.”
Development of Maternal Behaviors Among Women
Rudik (1989) outlines the concept of “maternal thinking,” which she defines as the practice of childcare. Rudik explains that biology is not a condition for maternal thinking, but that maternal thinking is socially-constructed. Thus, as girls are exposed to the mothering practices of raising children, and have received love and care from these women, it crystallizes into their own maternal thinking. According to Rich (1995), the cultural division of labor that assigns women the role of being the primary caregivers for children (in addition to giving birth and breastfeeding), means that most of the population learns what love, disappointment, strength, and tenderness are from the female figures in their lives. Apter (1985) argues that performance of the maternal role by females contributes to preserving the social constructs of motherhood, with girls taking upon themselves (when they grow up) the primary responsibility for child-rearing. However, Apter also notes that women naturally attribute greater importance to human connections; even as infants, girls exhibit more enthusiasm about human faces than baby boys do. Rich (1995) seems to be addressing this issue when she explains the meaning of motherhood and notes that a maternal potential does exist in women, but that the patriarchal culture directs this potential in ways that serve it.
Maternal Ambivalence
Beginning with the birth of her child, the mother vacillates between deep love for her infant and anger towards him/her; between anxiety about the child’s well-being, and the wish to avoid caring for him/her; between the desire to sacrifice herself for the child, and a sense of resentment; between seeing the infant as a part of her, and relating to him/her as a parasitic, foreign being; between confidence in her mothering abilities and calling them into question (Maoz 2015). Maternal ambivalence, explains Parker (1997), is created through the complicated relationship between one’s personal/internal world and the external, social, and cultural one. Peroni (2009) claims that what causes ambivalence in motherhood is the fantasy of the “ideal mother.” This is a universal construct, and both men and women hold this ideal. However, the ideal itself is full of contradictions: the mother is perceived, on the one hand, as guiding and shaping life, and as an anchor that symbolizes hope, while on the other hand she is held responsible for all of her children’s actions, especially their negative ones.
Real mothers have both positive and negative emotions towards their children, including love, frustration, compassion, and hatred (Parker 1997; Palgi-Hacker 2005). Palgi-Hacker (2005) states that mothers must first come to terms with these mixed feelings of love and hate. Afterwards, they must learn to manage their ambivalence, to live with it in peace. Finally, they must garner strength in order to cope with their own ambivalence and with the cultural wariness towards maternal ambivalence. Parker (1997) explains that only when a mother undergoes a healthy process in relating to herself and her children, will she be able to have the emotional space in which to experience both love, care, and compassion towards her children as well as anger, disappointment, and frustration. Thus, in “managing” one’s ambivalence properly, mothers can have healthy relationships with their children that are less riddled with guilt. The experience of maternal ambivalence plays a significant role in the way mothers understand the reality of motherhood, themselves, and their children, and this process of coming to terms with it fosters healthy differentiation between mothers and their children (Shiovitz-Gorman 2009). 

Development of the Early Childhood Education Profession
Friedrich Probel (1782-1852) is considered to be the “father” of the modern kindergarten.
Probel emphasized the crucial role of women in the first years of a child’s development, and gave priority to the status of mothers as educators (Snapir, Seton, and Russo-Chimet 2012).
The concept of kindergartens continued to develop in the mid-19th century, paralleling an emerging societal perception of women and their place in society. This perception led to a feminist ideological stream known as “spiritual motherhood,” which offered a new self-definition of women that justified their involvement in the public sphere, based on perceived differences between the sexes. This movement claimed that women are able to contribute to human society and to fulfill themselves by using their distinctive skills as women. 
The teachings of Pestalozzi and Probel contributed to the concept of spiritual motherhood and the belief that, in addition to physically caring for children, it is important to emphasize their social and moral education; following this logic, the belief was that children should be raised by educated women. Women who began working as kindergarten teachers in the spirit of Probel were part of a broad educational revolution, which touched on the education of children in general and the education of females in particular. The curriculum for the training of kindergarten teachers was comprehensive and included pedagogical training according to Probel’s teachings, as well as the study of science and philosophy. This gave women the opportunity to acquire higher education. This cultural revolution drew largely on young women who recognized the possibility of acquiring a profession and supporting themselves in a field where their status would be equal to that of men (Snapir, Seton, and Russo-Chimet 2012; Seton 2002). Thus, women were successfully integrated into the public sphere by utilizing both their maternal traits and the education they acquired.
[bookmark: _Hlk61255052]based on the history of kindergartens and the belief that mothering qualities are an important part of early childhood education, a core question arises regarding this profession: what is the right balance for early childhood educators between their use of maternal traits and of their higher education? 
Professional Identity Among Teachers and Early Childhood Educators
According to a postmodern viewpoint, professional identity includes multiple dynamic identities that respond to diverse and changing contexts, and negotiate social interactions (Warren 2012). Such contemporary conceptions of identity are based on four basic assumptions: The first assumption is that identity depends upon and is formed within a multiplicity of social, political, and historical contexts. The second is that identity is formed within an emotionally diverse system of relationships. The third assumption is that identity is unstable and may change. The fourth is that identity involves the construction and reconstruction of meaning through narratives.
Processes of identification operate in the space between intrapersonal and interpersonal discourse. Teachers must strive to build awareness of their professional identity (Rodgers and Scott 2008), since it influences their behavior, ways of working, ways of thinking, and beliefs (Altman and Katz 2001). According to Limor (2000), the identity of preschool teachers in the 21st century is moving in the direction of educational leadership that includes mastering management and pedagogic skills. On the one hand, these teachers must help preschool children progress according to their developmental stage, and understand and implement the various curricula. On the other hand, they must lead their team, and maintain relationships with parents and others in the immediate and extended community. Thus, preschool teachers are responsible for a broader system and for maintaining a professional relationship with many entities (Mevorach 2017). In the words of Frisch (2012:27), “As the principal kindergarten teacher and educational leader, you must present yourself and convey an impression to those in your environment that will enable you to succeed and achieve your professional goals.” 
Empathy as Part of Educators’ Self-identity 
Gee (2001) identifies four domains of identity: nature identity, institutional identity, discourse identity (dialogue with others) and affinity identity (connecting between various aspects). Each of these domains provides an interpretive system of individuals’ identity and connects people with identities sharing common practices. Therefore, people working together in the same organization are able to be empathic and identify with their partners in the system. 
Empathy means feeling and understanding another person’s reality as if it were one’s own, but without losing oneself (Kaniel 2013). It includes an inner, resonant experience that is partly intuitive and partly cognitive, conscious, and interpretive. That is, sometimes people feel empathy without intending to, and other times they open their feelings to others intentionally (Rosenheim 2003). Individuals’ personal history and background shape the relationship between their emotions and thoughts in various areas, including empathy (Kaniel 2013). 
Many female researchers have noted that women tend to have a higher capacity for empathy than men do, because the process of developing their sexual identity is built upon interrelationship rather than separation. Friedman (2007) explains that a daughter’s close personal relationship with her mother is the platform on which she builds her identity. According to Nardi and Nardi (2006), women learn to think of the needs of others before their own needs., and according to Friedman (2007), women grow up emphasizing their relationships with others over self-reliance. They tend to fulfill this internal imperative to satisfy the needs of those around them to the point that they are often unable to separate what is good for them from what is good for others.
Interaction Between the Private and Public Spheres and the Education System
It is understood that the organization of public life and discursive relations correspond to the organization of private life. Therefore, the school should be studied as a system of relationships with family, neighborhood, popular culture, and other entities outside the school (Grumet 1997). According to Frisch (2012), there must be an interactive and mutually respectful relationship between parents and the teacher. A system based on sharing and communication makes children feel more secure, and helps parents to trust the educational endeavor at the school, to learn from and teach the educators, and to give and receive support. 
A strong link has been found between parental involvement and their children’s achievements (Friedman 2010). This is especially true when children feel that there is a correspondence between the values of their home and the values of the educational institution. In addition, parental involvement can help educators in their practice in schools and preschools, and even provide emotional and moral support that can reduce their professional burnout (Friedman 2010). As in any relationship, a proper balance must be achieved in the teacher-parent relationship.
In order to further understand the way female educators manage these two roles, the research questions are as follows: How do female early childhood educators experience the interface between their professional and maternal roles and identities? How do these roles and identities impact each other, and why?

METHODOLOGY
Study Population
The study population included 22 teachers in preschools or grades 1-2 who are also mothers. The interviewees were ages 30-52, were all married in heterosexual relationships, and had between 2 and 4 children, ranging in age from 3 to 20. All of the interviewees live in the central region of Israel.
The interviewees in this study all hold a teaching certificate and a bachelor’s degree in education from one of the recognized colleges of education in Israel. Half of the interviewees additionally hold a master’s degree. The interviewees had worked in the education system for 7 to 22 years.
At the time of the interviews, 17 of the interviewees worked as preschool teachers. Of these, 6 taught at preschools for children aged 3-4 years; 5 taught kindergarten children aged 5-6; 4 taught in special education preschools, and 2 were substitute teachers in preschools (with an ongoing relationship in certain preschools where they teach one day a week). Five of the interviewees worked in elementary schools, teaching grades 1-2.
Locating Interviewees for the Study
The interviewees were recruited using the snowball method. I contacted friends and acquaintances and asked them to provide me with contact information for elementary school teachers and preschool teachers in their area. I personally contacted those women, explained to them the subject of the research, and asked if they would be willing to be interviewed.
Research Tool: Semi-structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the data collection tool for this study due to their suitability to serve as a basis for interpreting the field as defined in the research questions. Researchers in the field of feminist studies view semi-structured interviews as an appropriate tool for collecting data, as they allow for observation of women’s ideas, thoughts, perceptions, memories, and experiences, as stated in the words of the interviewees, rather than in the words of the researcher (Reinharz and Davidman 1992).
Examples of questions:
· Tell me about a regular afternoon in your home.
· Do you sometimes feel tension between the various theories you learned in your training and the reality in the field? How do you negotiate these theories?
· Do you ever have negative or ambivalent feelings about your own children?
· Mistakes and remorse: How do you feel when you thought you acted correctly, then it turns out you should have acted differently?
· Do you ever feel that the boundary between professionalism and motherhood is crossed?
· How do your knowledge and experience in education affect your path as a mother?
· How do the knowledge and experience you have gained by being a mother affect your professional path?
· What has the process been for your since you became a mother who is also an educator?
Ethics
Each interviewee received a written statement of confidentiality explaining that (a) the identity of participants will be known only to the researcher, (b) pseudonyms will replace real names, (c) interviewees’ place of residence or place of work will not be specified alongside the quoted material, and (d) every interviewee would be given the opportunity to read the interview after its transcription and during all stages of the study, to clarify what she said or to request to have something removed.
Data Analysis
In the current study, I combined a content-and-thematic approach to data analysis with analytical readings according to the Listening Guide of feminist researcher Carol Gilligan (Gilligan 1992). Gilligan’s Listening Guide proposes four readings of each of the texts created following an interview. Each reading invites the reader to look deeper into the text in different ways, thus necessitating subsequent readings. The first reading focuses on the interviewee and the social circles from which her voice emerges. The second reading focuses on the relationships that emerge in the contents of the interview. In the third reading, the researcher examines her own sensory memories and perceptions of the interview, using the notes she wrote during the interview and in a field diary immediately afterwards. In the fourth reading, the analysis focuses on the language used by the interviewee, with an emphasis on metaphors, specific words, and repeated phrases.
The insights elicited by these attentive readings of the interviews are analyzed and organized according to themes that recur in each interview and across all interviews. From these, it is possible to deduce the meanings the interviewees attributed to various subjects. Through these meanings, it is possible to examine the ways in which these interviewees construct their worlds. 
The primary advantage of the thematic analysis method lies in its uncovering of shared meanings that extend beyond any single interview. The thematic categories for the issue under consideration are not predetermined, but rather arise during the analysis process (Strauss and Corbin 1990). In a process of deliberate selection, the number of categories is reduced, and a “category tree” is developed, which is a schematic representation of the categories and the connections between them (Shkedi 2003). 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION	Comment by איריס גלילי: כעת זה רק ממצאים
In this section, I introduce the categories that were uncovered by applying this method of analysis to the interview contents. These categories express the social challenges faced by women who are early childhood educators and mothers.
· The female educator as a mother in the public sphere of her life
· Conflicts when choosing between maternal and professional commitments
· Between mother and teacher: female educators’ identification with their own children’s teachers 
· Blurring the boundaries of professionalism: Educator-mothers faced with parents who need assistance 
The Female Educator as a Mother in the Public Sphere of her Life
The following stories present maternal behaviors exhibited by female educators when they are in the public sphere of their lives, interacting with children they did not give birth to.
Amit’s story illustrates how she uses maternal behaviors intentionally, because she believes that her young audience needs this type of communication. Amit said this approach does not detract from her professionalism, and these behaviors are an inseparable part of her role as a teacher.
“I bring motherhood into the classroom because I work with preschoolers. It can’t only be professionalism. ... you need to be sensitive, hug them, hold them ... Many times, children get confused and call me mommy ... and I smile and say to them, ‘Yes, here I am your mommy. Here, I am a second mommy.’”
Like Amit, Kochi said she does not correct children who call her “mother”. She adds a layer to Amit’s method of combining her professionalism with maternal qualities, in that she perceives herself first and foremost as a mother, regardless of the sphere in which she is operating. For her, motherhood is a way of life.
“I am always giving hugs. One girl said to me, ‘You’re like a mother.’ ... I told her, ‘Yes, I’m a mother here at school.’ ... So what are you, a teacher, an educator or a mother? I’m first a mother, then an educator and teacher.”
The stories of Amit and Kochi portray an image of female educators who give their students warmth and love. They both seemed to assume that the children receive warmth and love at home, and that they, as early childhood educators, complete this social picture, so that the children grow up surrounded by maternal warmth and love, to the point where they sometimes do not notice which female figure is giving it to them. 
The stories of Irit and Relli express a reality in which warmth and love are not taken for granted in the relationship between a mother and her children. This finding of course does not contradict the fact that there is a range among mothers, and that not only mothers bear the burden of educating children. However, early education teachers tend to encounter children who suffer from emotional deprivation; Irit and Relli explain how they make sure to incorporate maternal traits into their work as preschool teachers, especially when they have identified children suffering from emotional deprivation. In these cases, the educators display emotional and physical affection and pay closer attention to these children.
Irit’s words illustrate the confusion the children expressed in Amit’s and Kochi’s stories where the children in the class call them “mother”, and show how this becomes more acute when dealing with children who suffer from a deficiency of maternal behaviors at home.
“There are children in the preschool for whom I become like a mother. There are kids in kindergarten who call me ‘mother’. They know why they call me ‘mother’. I replace what their mother does not give them: warmth, love, reassurance ... I call them ‘my children’.”
Relli also spoke about children who lack warmth and love. She said she makes an effort to give more love and warmth to them than to the other children. In her words, when she sees children suffering from emotional deprivation, she also can identify varying degrees of emotion within herself.
“There are children who really, really get into my heart ... children who I know have problems at home, and they lack a little warmth and love. It blurs the boundary between kindergarten teacher-mother. It is very important for me to do things with them. I feel a stronger emotion for them, more than for the other children.”
The sense of responsibility that Irit feels towards the children who lack warmth and love seems to occur for Relli through recruiting stronger emotions. Idit spoke about a symbiotic relationship, in which a child’s helplessness causes her to make an effort to protect the child and to help that child to deal with the situation.
“I had a child [in my preschool] for two years with PDD [pervasive developmental disorder]. A very, very complex child ... the relationship between us was symbiotic ... I acted towards him like a mother ... he was so helpless ... everyone who saw the relationship, said: ‘You are like his mother!’ He would put his head on me so he could feel my heartbeat, and that way he would relax. ... I understand things about professionalism, but a lot of times I act from a mothering place. ... It depends on what and with whom.”
The statements by Amit and Kochi bring up the binary nature of “maternal” and “professional” qualities. Irit and Relli addressed the use of maternal tools and skills in the education system, with Irit saying that she combines these traits as needed and by choice, out of a profound understanding of who she is dealing with and what the situation is.
This section has shown how women working in early childhood education integrate maternal traits into their professional role. 
Female educators choose when and how to apply the thought patterns and skills they have acquired in their process of identification as women and mothers, and when and how to use their education and professional tools. Thus, maternal behaviors become a professional tool of choice, used to respond to children who are in need of them. 
Conflict in the Choice Between Maternal and Professional Commitment
This section shows how interviewees’ commitment to their young students carries over into their lives even as they deal with the needs of their own children. Indeed, the conflicts that arise when choosing between commitment to one’s role of a mother in the private sphere and commitment to the role of educator in the public sphere involve intense emotions. This is not an absolute choice between roles; it is always a temporary choice, for example, when deciding whether or not to extend one’s maternity leave or use sick days to stay home with a sick child. However, the conflict is seen as particularly difficult for these female educators because, as mothers, they feel they are leaving their own children to invest their time and skills in other people’s children.
Deganit described, with great emotion, the first time she had to choose between her role as a mother and her role as an educator. The choice did not mean giving up either of the roles, but rather deciding which role she would choose to take on in the morning hours.
“I remember a stage where I became addicted to motherhood. This was the first stage after my daughter was born ... there was tension between my professionalism and the fact that I want to be a mother .... I am committed to the system, to the Ministry of Education, to my students. ... For the first few days, I got out of the car in tears. How can I leave my own child and go to take care of other children? Am I going out to make a living or to be a preschool teacher? Because if it’s only a livelihood, then I will stay [at home], I will give it up.... This is a place of ambivalence, because, on the one hand you want to give to others, and on the other hand you neglect what is yours. This is a huge conflict.”
Deganit’s difficulty deepened as her story progressed. At first, she was torn between motherhood and professionalism. She knew she had a strong desire for motherhood, but was also committed to her profession. After she made the decisions to return to work, and not extend her maternity leave, she was overwhelmed with remorse. The decision was not easy for her, and the conflict continued to plague her. 
Mali and Shilat spoke about conflicts and choices between these roles as a recurring motif in their lives. They said things taken for granted by most working mothers are not obvious for mothers working in the field of education. The responsibility that female educators feel towards preschool or elementary school children causes them to avoid missing work. Virtually every time that their presence is required in both spheres of their lives, the public sphere takes precedence. They find it difficult to make peace with this. 
As Mali began her story, she raised her voice in frustration: “You can’t miss days of work.” For her, this is a significant limitation in combining the role of mother with the role of kindergarten teacher. Her tone of voice made it clear that she was not happy with her choice, but her sense of responsibility was stronger.
“My girlfriends don’t mind missing [work]. My sister works at the Open University, and every time her daughter is sick, well, then the papers can wait a day or two .... when they [my children] are sick, they are always with someone else, instead of being at home with mom! .... Many times, Omar and Mirit would say, ‘The preschool is more important to you than us.’ ... There are afternoon activities [for the preschool] ... there is also preparation beforehand... They would say, ‘The preschool is more important to you than us.’”
[bookmark: _Hlk69903366]Mali’s remarks touched upon another aspect of the “myth of convenient hours,” By mentioning the afternoon activities and the preparation for classes, she included them in the hours she was not with her own children out of a sense of commitment and responsibility to the children in the education system.
Shilat’s story added a new layer to previous stories. She opened with a description of how she used to “distribute” her children when they were sick so she could go to her work in a preschool. She went on to mention the pangs of guilt that made her wonder why she did that. It led me, as the interviewer, to expect her to state her insights, but this did not come.
“When my children were little ... whenever they were sick, I would pass them on to their grandmother, a babysitter, a neighbor, the main thing was that I would go to the preschool. A mother will not miss a single day of work if her child is ill. ... today, when I look at it, I say: Why? Why did I do that? But I keep doing it. ... You see? It’s such a crazy thing. It’s not only my own children. I also ignore my own needs, for the sake of children in the preschool.”
Although Shilat claimed that she ignored her own needs for the sake of the preschool, I saw in her story an individualistic spark of someone who strives for professional success and recognition. She seems to be consistently following her professional path and not allowing anything to divert her.
In this section, I presented a central conflict that ostensibly forces female educators to choose between their own children and their “borrowed” children in the educational system. All the women in the current study said they choose their “borrowed” children and go to work even when their own children need them by their side. On subsequent readings, I concluded that the choice is not between their own children and the children under their responsibility, but between staying in the private sphere and caring for their own children informally (as any grandmother or babysitter can do) or going out into the public sphere to contribute their skills, and strengthen their professionalism and ultimately themselves. The desire to be an influential and consistent figure in the lives of the students in the kindergarten or elementary school caused them to return from maternity leave on time (without extending their leave) and to give up on sick days
Between Mother and Teacher: Female Educators’ Identification with Their Own Children’s Teachers 
This section discusses how educators’ commitment to the education system extends to their own children’s teachers, and how this stems from their sense of identification with them.
The women who participated in this study spoke about their tendency to identify with their own children’s teachers, despite their need to function as mothers and identify with their own children, when their children encountered difficulties in the school system. I begin by discussing the standard type of relationships that female educators develop with their children’s teachers, integrating their sense of identification with the teachers alongside recognizing their own children’s needs, to create a situation where everyone is satisfied. 
Following this, I discuss the conflicts faced by women who are educators and mothers, who often instinctively identify with teachers and the education system, and only later learn to logically manage the relationships with their children’s teachers in a way that places their own children at the center. I end with a discussion of how maternal insights can enable the children to internalize the feelings of the teacher and to identify with these feelings in a positive way.
Ilanit’s story illustrates her need to maintain respect for the teachers and to expose her children to their side in the situation.
“I often find myself on [the teacher’s] side... I bring her side to them [the children]. ... Uriel once told me another mother would ‘flip their desk over’ ... I maintain the teacher’s dignity. It’s not that I don’t stand up for my children. I am there when they need me.”
Ilanit’s remarks indicate that her children are dissatisfied with the empathy she shows towards their teachers. At the same time, she concluded with a statement that made it clear that, despite her identification with the teacher, she supports her children.
Like Ilanit, Idit also said she makes sure to respect her children’s teachers. She raised two additional issues. One is educating her children to treat the teacher as a fully subjective human being. The second is that in cases of conflict with her children’s teacher, she tries to keep the conflict modest and hide her negative feelings from her children.
“This year, I really did not like the teacher’s attitude, but my son never heard me speak badly about her. ... I came with him to school and told him: ‘You will be part of the conversation, but you will speak respectfully.’ I think 90% of mothers would have behaved differently ... but I know what it’s like to be on the other side, and I believe that adults should be respected. No matter what the teacher said, it can be resolved in a respectful way.”
Like Ilanit, Idit referred to the fact that other mothers would have behaved differently, and clearly showed her sense of identification with the teacher. This identification stems from personal experience in the professional sphere and in similar situations with parents and children. As mothers, the interviewees said they empathize with their children and want to protect them, but without sacrificing respect for their teachers. Thus, they find themselves in an additional role as mediators between teachers and their children.
Dana spoke about how she became a mediator between her son and his teacher, only after coming to fully understand the situation. At first, she automatically sided with the teacher. After clarifying the situation with her son, her perception of the situation broadened, and she tried to find the best way to deal with the issue.
“I had a situation with my son’s nature teacher. ... He told her he needed to use the bathroom and she told him: ‘You cannot not go to the bathroom.’ ... Towards the end of the class, he felt like his bladder was about to burst. He said to her, ‘I want to know the reason you won’t let me go out’. ... My first instinct was to defend the teacher, actually.... later when I talked to my son, he presented it from a child’s side. ... I stopped myself and connected to where he was, and started to treat it from a different angle.”
For these interviewees’, the advocacy role is particularly challenging because the mothers have an internal understanding of the side that is opposing their children in a given situation. This enables them to mediate between their children and their teachers in a way that presents the teachers’ side to the children, and makes them notice the teachers’ feelings and perspectives.
In these seemingly simple cases, identification with the teacher did not interfere with these educators’ relationship with their own children. These women said they felt that their approach was correct, in that they tried to teach their children to respect their teachers and to understand the other side as well.
In more difficult cases, dealing with complex situations and negative emotions, empathy with teachers can lead to frustration and heavy guilt among female educators. Shilat spoke about a difficult process she went through with her son. It began with her identifying with those in the education system who were addressing her son’s behavior. It ended with her coming to a completely different conclusion. In the midst of that process, Shilat realized that the one who needed her emotional support was her son. He needed to know that she accepted him, with all his challenges, so she could help him.
“Yonah has been a bundle of hardships from the day he was born. ... he is a kid who has ADHD. He’s sitting in class like an astronaut, hovering, sometimes disrupting. They don’t understand him. They are always getting mad at him ... instead of understanding him, I stumbled. I stumbled as if I was [a teacher] at the school. ... I was angry at him. I confronted him, instead of seeing how I could help him. Suddenly, I realized what was going on here. ... I switched and became like some kind of tiger protecting her cub ... In seventh grade, we started a process, he entered a special education class. The teacher was amazing. I talked to the teacher before, I’m in communication with her ... all the time. I realized that we kindergarten teachers sometimes have difficult children, and I know how difficult it is for us to cope, so I understood her instead of my son.”
Once Shilat was able to come to terms with her mixed feelings towards her son, she was able to break away from her aspiration for him to align with the demands of the education system, and to realize that he needed her help in order to overcome his difficulties.
Female educators vacillate between the roles they represent in the various spheres of their lives. The maternal role and the professional role do not necessarily depend on the realm in which the events take place. Rather, they depend on the situation. Thus, when dealing with her own children, a female educator may show empathy for their teachers, while in her dealings with her students and their parents, she may exhibit maternal behavior.
Blurring the Boundaries of Professionalism: Educator-Mothers Faced with Parents Who Need Assistance 
The women I interviewed expressed confidence in their use of maternal skills combined with professional capabilities. This sometimes led them to intervene in the private lives of their students, whose parents came to a meeting at the school. Sometimes the parents initiated an intervention. Other times, the teacher initiated it, and the parents accepted her professional opinion and cooperated.
The female educators interviewed in this study sometimes crossed the formal boundaries of their defined role in relation to their students, for whom they become more than teachers, and in relation to their parents. These teachers said they often serve as counselors for the parents. They enter into the family unit, get an intimate glimpse into it. They may assist in changing a counseling routine, or propose alternative intervention and counseling. In this way, the teacher crosses into a sphere beyond her professional role, and operates within the private sphere of the children’s lives.
From Sol’s story, a narrative emerged about the respect that the parents of the children in her kindergarten have for her professional experience. Sol spoke about how parents turn to her for advice that will help them cope with their children at home. Over time, she came to recognize the importance of the counseling aspect of her role as well.
“In recent years, I have found myself in the role of counselor for the parents, because I feel this is sorely lacking for them. ... Just now, when we had personal conversations to get to know each other, there was distress among the parents. Parents asked for help, parents asked for guidance, ... when I give a little advice or tips, they use it. Just today, one mother came and said to the teaching assistant: ‘Tell Sol that what she told me was very helpful.’”
Her words indicate that the relationship built between her and the parents motivates the parents to trust her professional opinion.
Relli spoke about how she reaches parents’ hearts through personal stories about her own motherhood. She said the parents trust her, due to her professionalism and her maternal knowledge and experiences that are similar to theirs.
“With the parents in the kindergarten, the fact that I am a mother helps a lot. ... I give my personal examples as a mother, when counseling other parents ... ‘this also happened to my son.’ I know when to give tips and how to help, and they rely on it. ... There are parents who are thirsty for these things.”
As part of their relationship with the parents, Sol and Relli said they give advice drawn from their professional knowledge and expertise. They explain to parents how they should conduct themselves with their children in their private life. In contrast, Irit depicted instances where the help she provided was more active and interventionist, crossing from the public sphere to the private sphere. At the end of the interview, after it seemed we had spoken about everything, I asked Irit if she had anything to add to this study. Irit paused for a moment and replied:
“I don’t know if this will help your research, but I think that a good preschool or elementary school teacher must have a psychologist nearby, to make this separation.”
Irit explained that, due to her personality, she is unable to stop herself from helping mothers in distress. In such cases, she says, another boundary is crossed. Irit may have also crossed a legal boundary as well, in the case that she described. 
“I once helped a mother run away from her home. ... and when she ran away from home with her son ... you don’t know what happened to me then ... you don’t understand what happened to my children at that time. I separated a family. I found this an unbearably difficult thing to do. But it was a kind of victory, too. I saved someone. This came from a place of rescuing ... they were being beaten ... This father came and threatened me. You do not understand what was happening here.”
Irit recognized the mother’s distress. She felt she had to take action before it was too late. In doing so, she exposed herself and her family to the threat of violence. Two parallel stories emerged from Irit’s narrative: the story of the family of the kindergarten student, and her own story, which developed alongside that of the other family. She presented the family’s story in a mixed-up and emotional way. This made it clear that she did indeed go through a difficult period, which was engraved in her memory as something that justified her preliminary remarks that sometimes teachers “must have a psychologist nearby, to make this separation.” Irit summed up this difficult story as a victory. More calmly, she explained that her unusual intervention was in fact positive. To prove her point, she moved on to another story about the empowerment of a mother and child amid a crisis. This story was described in a more orderly manner, and her voice was more stable.
“I was with one mother, and the father just up and left one day, because he had [some dealings in] the black market, [or] the gray market. One day he just got up and left. No dad. The end. Now, deal with a child who has no father. ... you need to push yourself to that place so you can also help the mother grow. You help her, so she has the strength to cope. These are the times when you say: Listen, we need to do this thing as women. But it’s not our job as preschool teachers.”
Irit came across these situations by virtue of her role as a preschool teacher, but her reaction stemmed from a personal need. According to her professional role, she should refer mothers to welfare agencies and continue to offer support to their children at the preschool. However, she chose to provide them with assistance from a desire to “rescue” or to “help the mother grow.” She said she believes this is the role of women, and therefore she could not separate herself from the situation or relate to it only through her role as a preschool teacher. Irit clearly and blatantly crossed professional boundaries. In her view, since she has the ability to help women who have fallen victim to social oppression, she must give support and backing to those who need it.
In this article, I have presented the words of female educators who, in the public sphere of their lives, display maternal thinking towards the children in the elementary school or kindergarten, towards her students’ parents who need guidance and counseling, and towards the students’ mothers, through a sense of female solidarity.
As the findings of this study show, female professionals maintain a de facto maternal identity, not only in the realm of their motherhood, but also in the classrooms and kindergartens where they work, and to which they feel committed. Observation of the relationship between being a mother and being an educator revealed that, on a social level, the interviewees’ have a desire to be part of a broad public arena, where they can contribute their skills and professional experience outside their work world as well. This issue was clarified by examining the professional perspective of female educators, as it is reflected in the connection between maternal identity and role and the professional identity and role.
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
In this article, I examine the social aspects of early childhood educators’ lives in the private and public spheres, and in the connections between their roles in these spheres. Combining the role of motherhood with the role of educator is a challenge for women, who are responsible for educating children in both spheres of their lives.
When discussing the concept of the educator as a mother in the public sphere, the interviewed women spoke of several types of attachment with their “borrowed” children in the schools. This stems from their belief that they can complement the relationship that their students have with their own mothers. They way in which female educators manage their relationships with their students in the education system correspond with the findings of Ainsworth et al. (1978), who described three styles of attachment (secure, ambivalent, and avoidant). Kindergarten and elementary school teachers can support children who have a secure attachment to their mother, and try to fill the gap for the children who have an ambivalent or insecure attachment with their mothers.
In addition, the interviewed women expressed a connection to children who need them due to personal characteristics, which are not related to the children’s relationship with their mother. In these cases, they combine maternal and professional skills to reach the hearts of the children who need them. Regarding the thematic category pertaining to the choice between maternal commitment and professional commitment, a conflict arises from the perception that as a mother, one must think first of the needs of others and only then of herself (Friedman 2007; Nardi and Nardi 2006). The early education teachers interviewed in this study said they listen to their inner voices and, in addition to caring for their own children’s needs, chose to fulfill their professional commitments. For example, in terms of the choice to extend maternity leave and take sick days, they chose their professional responsibility rather than staying at home with their children. Their words indicate that listening to their inner voice and adhering to professional responsibility caused them to feel a sense of remorse. They simultaneously realized their individuality, and failed to feel at peace with themselves. In order to come to terms with this they must, as Friedman (2007) explains, break free from a perception that equates the interests of the mother with the interests of the child.
With regards to the thematic category about female educators identifying with their own children’s teachers, the interviewees said they feel torn between the various identities and roles in their lives. The women I interviewed spoke about their tendency to identify with their children’s teachers alongside their need to fulfill their maternal role and identify with their own children when they face difficulties in the school system. This tendency among female early childhood educators echoes Kaniel’s (2013) explanation of empathy as the ability to feel and understand other people’s personal world without losing their sense of self: The interviewees empathized with their children’s teachers without losing their sense of self as mothers, and in the situations that routinely arise, they said they try to represent both sides in a balanced and effective way. In more challenging cases with their children, they said they first tend to understand the side of the teachers, and only later connect to the perspective of their children as well. The obvious reason for this that emerged in this study is the empathy they feel towards the teachers, which emerges from their professional identity. This recalls Gee’s (2001) explanation that people who work together in an organization are able to be empathic and identify with their partners in the system. It seems that, without detracting from this ability to identify with others, there is a latent reason expressed by Galili (2020a), that educators believe their children’s behavior represents them, and by demonstrating their skills as good mothers, they also show they are capable of being good teachers. This perception causes them to work with their children’s teachers to motivate their children to accept the norms of the educational system. Eventually, they recognize and come to terms with the fact that their children have other needs. Only then do they manage to give up the ideal of being a perfect mother and realize that their children’s behavior does not represent them as educators. Releasing themselves from the shackles of a need for perfection allows them to engage all of the partners involved to put their children at the center.
In the thematic category of blurring the boundaries between professionalism and motherhood, an issue arose in this study that is not mentioned in the professional literature on parent-teacher relationships and the education system. When researchers discuss parent-teacher relationships, the discourse is generally focused on the way parents are integrated into the education system. In the current study, I present a parent-teacher relationship in which female educators became involved in the family lives of their preschool and elementary school students. Friedman (2010) describes the strong link between parental involvement and children’s achievement, and how parental involvement gives practical help to teachers and provides them with emotional and mental support that can reduce professional burnout. However, the present study uncovered another aspect of the parent-teacher relationship: the female educators interviewed in this study believed that their involvement in students’ family life could provide practical assistance to parents and even provide them with emotional and mental support. In extreme cases, the teachers assisted mothers by giving practical and emotional support to help them continue to function in their maternal roles, including in particularly difficult times. As mothers themselves, the teachers felt they could empower other mothers; O’Reilly (2004a, 2004b) discusses this potential empowerment between mothers.
The present study sought to examine the relationships between two different and supposedly separate spheres of identity among mothers working in early childhood education: the professional sphere and the private family sphere. It was found that these spheres reciprocally influence one another. Sometimes this enriches the world of the educator, and allows her to enrich the world of those around her: her own children, her students in the education system, and their parents. At other times, the needs of the two spheres conflict, leading to remorse or feelings of missing out. 
The topics discussed in this article on the lives of female educators in both spheres of their lives reveal different than those familiar in public discourse. They provide a behind-the-scenes glimpse of a dual role that the public tends to perceive as “natural” and easy to integrate, revealing that this is not always the case.
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