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 This article presents an exploration of a group of Early Years Practitioners’ (EYPs) perceptions of 
gender that may provide some insight into the growing divide between boys’ and girls’ educational 
performance (Burusic et al., 2012).  I argue that the current media and educational interest in the 
gendered brain (Sax, 2005) and the influences that surround the child (Eckert and McConnell, 2013), 
can result in children acquiring social expectations and attitudes to learning that are different for 
both sexes. The frequent dimorphic treatment of boys and girls is often based on assumed biological 
differences (Baron-Cohen et al, 2004) that suggest that the sexes learn differently. This can result in 
the approaches to the care and education of children being established on their sex categories 
rather than their individual needs. My focus here is to explore practitioners’ expectations and 
understanding of children’s behaviour and learning in the nursery environment. The study is 
premised on the belief that practitioners’ perceptions of gender could, as argued by Eliot (2009), 
result in self-fulfilling prophecies being (re)produced and (re)created. The deployment of 
stereotypical assumptions and practices could, I suggest, limit children's opportunities. The data 
used here is drawn from my doctoral study of the nature of gender as was understood by eight EYPs 
who took part in five discussion group sessions. An interpretative paradigm was adopted, where the 
EYPs’ discussed their experiences and understanding of gender from their practice.  Following 
Holloway and Wheeler (2013), the study explored experiences and perceptions in order to illuminate 
meaning and understanding. The findings indicated that there is a belief amongst the group of 
practitioners with whom I worked that gender is either innate or learned and that EYPs play no role 
in its development.  The tentative conclusions suggest that changes to the education and training of 
EYPs are required in order to raise awareness of gender issues in nurseries. I suggest that there is a 
need to place gender back on the education and training agenda for EYP in order to support changes 
to practice that could, in turn, provide children with more equitable teaching and learning 
experiences. 
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There are many who would argue that ‘(g)irls have not only achieved 
equality, but superiority.  

                                           (Sadker and Zittleman, 2009:51). 

Introduction 

According Sadker and Zittleman (2009) gender for some is no longer an issue and that 

equality has been achieved. For others ‘equal but not the same’ (Sama, 2013: online) has 

become an accepted view of the sexes, where particular and distinct needs, learning styles 

and roles in society are believed to be innate.  Some of the arguments used to support these 

perceptions emerge from previous discourses about the nature of men and women, whilst 

others are new and use modern technology to suggest proof of these theories. In this research 

I engaged with practitioners to discover how they understood gender. I did not enter the 

process to claim to have discovered that Early Year Practitioners (EYPs) exhibit gendered 

practices; rather I wanted to explore how EYPs, like other groups in society, ‘do’ gender.  It 

is important to acknowledge that whilst gender is the focus of this study, I do not suggest that 

it should or could be studied as a ‘discrete’ issue, separate from other key systems, categories 

or structures in society. I acknowledge McCall’s (2005:1771) caution of the ‘limitations of 

gender as a single analytical category’, noting that, of course, gender intersects with other 

aspects of being for example: class, colour, ability, age, ethnicity and religion. Collins (2000) 

claims that areas of intersectionality reinforce and overlap with each other resulting in 

complex interactions and intersections which lead to different experiences and concepts of 

identity, it is the intersection of gender with these that can lead to inequalities.  Whilst I did 

not adopt the methodology of intersectionality to study the ‘relationships among multiple 

dimensions and modalities of social relationships and subject formations’(McCall,2005:1771) 

in this study, I nonetheless acknowledge its importance. For the purposes of this research 

how gender is understood is considered and viewed discretely in order to understand why 

some perceptions and theories of difference exist between the sexes and can have powerful 

effects on those who teach, care and nurture children.    

 

In this I research sought to discover if EYPs were aware that they could be conveying 

stereotypical assumptions and practices that could be perpetuating particular images of boys 
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and girls. My concern was based on Ruble et al’s. (2007) concern that theories can become 

truths that can become self-fulfilling prophecies, as over time truths can become practices 

that are so embedded they often go unchallenged. Thus, the very sector charged and trusted 

with promoting justice through education and care may, through the adoption of pseudo-

scientific practices or blindness to practices, reproduce the old rhetoric that boys and girls are 

immutably different and require different educational experiences.  How gender is done 

depends on how it is perceived by those who influence and nurture children’s development in 

the world (Lynch, 2015).  

 

Here, two main approaches to gender are examined: biology which it is claimed determines 

the differences between the sexes and socialisation which considers that the majority of 

differences are determined by the environment and relationships.  

 

How gender can be viewed: Biological determinism 

 

According to Moi(1999) biological determinism views gender differences as originating from 

biological or evolutionary origins. LeMay Sheffield (2004) notes that Aristotle advised that 

the significant biological differences between men and women were founded on their 

reproductive capabilities, which dictated that women and men had separate and different 

social roles and zones. According to O’Brien (2009), the first sustained questioning of sex as 

a fixed biological and social determining factor was during the Enlightenment period, which 

provided opportunities for the historical and philosophical questioning of traditional, political 

and social positions of men and women.  The discussions that emerged from this period 

created a structure and a language for understanding gendered organisations of society (ibid).  

McRobbie (2004) optimistically suggests that many feminist aspirations of equality and 

recognition for women have been successfully been assimilated into Western society in the 

21st Century through the struggles of feminism in successive generations. As the quote at the 

start of this article suggests there are some who believe that women are now viewed as 

superior to their male counterparts (Sadker and Zittleman, 2009). However, whilst women’s 

experiences and opportunities have altered and been embraced in relation to a progressive 

societal understanding of feminism (ibid)  biological determinism has once again been raised 

and supported with the use of modern technology. This focus and determination to return to 

biological determinism could, as eloquently put by Davies (1998:131), result in society 
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‘knitting back up the unravelled world of the old discourses with every pattern we thought we 

had just pulled undone’.  

 

 

Functional magnetic resonance imaging, commonly known as fMRI scanning, produces 

images of the brain that show the changes in blood oxygen levels relating to brain activity. 

This imaging, according to Schoning et al. (2007), allows claims to be made about cognitive 

activity  and do appear to indicate sex differences in the development of the brain that appear 

to manifest in early in childhood (ibid)suggesting that there may be innately fixed differences 

between male and female brains. These differences, it has been proposed by researchers such 

as Baron-Cohen et al. (2004) and Wolpert (2014), have developed over the course of 

evolution and could have become incorporated into human development either through 

hormones that babies are exposed to prenatally or through genetic differences.  According to 

Sax (2005:28), biology and the brain explain everything: ‘(g)irls and boys behave differently 

because their brains are wired differently’.  It would therefore appear that fMRI scans provide 

the proof that many have been looking for to show that males and females are fundamentally 

different. 

 

Further, Lenroot et al. (2007) note that female and male brains differ in areas such as size, 

white or grey matter and images produced by fMRI scanning.  Kimmel notes that in ‘the ratio 

of brain surface to body surface...men’s brains would ‘win’ but...the ratio of brain weight to 

body weight, women’s brains would appear superior’ (2005:31). Haier et al. (2005) observed 

that white matter is generally associated with women’s aptitude and grey matter relates to 

men’s but exactly why different parts of the brain are used by the sexes remains unanswered.  

As such, Haier et al. (ibid) advocate caution when drawing conclusions from their work and 

they state that further research and observations needs to be undertaken before theory relating 

to why these differences exist can be formulated.  

 

 

Schmidtz (2010) claims that when examining the brain its plasticity1 and malleability needs 

to be considered as it appears that experiences in terms of the relationships and environments 

in which a child is nurtured plays a significant role in the changes that occur in the brain’s 

                                                 
1  Plasticity refers to the brain's ability to change as a result of experiences. 
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neurological pathways over time. Schmidtz (ibid: 70) argues that experiences have profound 

effects on the brain, which can affect how it continues to develop and can result in particular 

pathways being formed. If, as Millett (1971) famously argued, experiences are fundamentally 

different for girls and boys it is not surprising that males and females show different brain 

patterns.  

 

It has been suggested that ‘...there is a far greater range of differences among males and 

among females than there is between males and females’ (Kimmel, 2005:33) and there 

appears to be no firm evidence that the differences observed in male and female behaviours, 

cognition or preferences are due wholly to biology.  However, claims made by some (for 

example, Sax, 2005: Wolpert, 2014) that fMRI scanning provides definitive proof that the 

differences observed in the male and female brain confirm they are innate, recommend 

different teaching and nurturing approaches for boys and girls. This advice may in fact be 

creating and reinforcing many of the observed differences.  

 

 Eliot (2009), also observed that nurture in the form of life experiences can become nature, 

where biological or physiological changes occur in the brain and can be seen by fMRI scans. 

This suggests that neurological pathways are not fixed and that with exposure to new and 

different experiences the brain can change, with the possibility that if new experiences are 

introduced then new pathways can be created.   

 

This leads to the examination of the social construction of gender as Schmidtz (2010) and 

Eliot’s (2009) findings, suggest that experiences impact on the development of neurological 

pathways in the brain. Thus, where fMRI scans show differences in male and female brains 

and similarities in brains of those of the same gender, these could be the result of gendered 

practices that reinforce particular behaviours and preferences.   

 
Influence of Socialisation.  
 
Collins (2000) suggests that gendering begins at birth and continues throughout life.  Further 

that adults pass on to the child their particular societal knowledge about gender. Thus, each 

child is taught a particular gender script that reifies their sex. This is learned through the 

adults’ behaviours and actions towards the child which reflect the adults’ own expectations 

and views of what it is to be a boy or a girl.  Ryle (2012) notes that there are many social 

norms about how boys or girls are treated—some may encourage their girls to be ‘girlie girls’ 
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whilst others do not—results in variations of expectations and responses. However, societal 

trends still have an influence that result in some gendered practices being perpetuated whilst 

other practices change and shift over time (Massey, 2013).   

Many studies suggest that the adults induct children into their gender roles through social 

interaction (ibid). However, exactly how this learning takes place is widely debated and it is 

acknowledged that there are many theories of social learning which cannot all be covered 

within the scope of this paper. Therefore, a focus on Gender Schema Theory (GST) will be 

presented as it seeks to understand how children learn to gender in the society and culture in 

which they live through the development of cognitive ‘schemas’.  

 

Gender Schemas 

 
Schemas can be understood as ‘mental structures children use to encode and process 

information’ (Siann, 1994:73). Lipsitz-Bem(1983) claims that children of two to three years 

old will start to relate to binary categorisations of male and female. Additionally, Martin and 

Halverson (1981) suggests that children organise and attach meaning to the information 

observed. This gendering process is assumed to start when the child is able to classify 

her/himself as one of the binary categories. Weinraub et al. (1984) observed that as children 

advance in mobility and cognition their awareness of gender increases through observation 

and the modelling of actions of those of their own sex. Leinbach and Fagot(1993) suggest 

that the development of gender schemas can begin as early as one-year-old and the child 

being able to recognise her/his sex allows her/him to develop an awareness of the gender 

stereotypes that exist in the surroundings. 

 

Shaffer (2009:20) argues that children also control and create their own gender identity and 

that they are able to regulate and construct rules about the ‘other’ gender. This could help 

explain why some children acquire very different views, interests and skills as they develop; 

it also explains why some children—and adults—have flexible views towards gender roles 

and behaviours whilst others have very fixed views. The construction of rules may also 

provide some insight into why some people who live in the same society will defy gender 

stereotypes and are critical of sexism whilst others continue to reinforce and perpetuate the 

status quo (Swim and Hyers, 2009). the child evaluating situations or behaviours based on 

their own cognitive reasoning. For example, a boy may observe that it is girls who tend to 

dress up and that it is they who receive positive feedback from adults for this activity. 
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However, based on his self-schema, which tells him that he enjoys and has fun dressing up, 

he may continue to play dress up despite the lack of positive feedback or in some cases 

negative feedback.  The evaluation of an activity by the child explains why some children do 

not always conform to the norms expected by the adults.  Tobin et al. (2010) claim that 

learning gender is complex and that gender is acquired through social interaction where there 

is a combination of the internalisation of gender identify, the assimilation of gender 

stereotypes which inform the child about gender expectations and each child’s unique 

experience of gender, thus gender acquisition is both an individual and a societal experience. 

 

Eckert and McConnell, (2013) observation of adults noted that children’s behaviours are 

confirmed or negated by the adults as being that of a boy or of a girl.  This socialisation can 

result in children learning social expectations that are different for both sexes and that are 

supported by obvious and oblique, intentional and unintentional influences from families, 

friends, schools and the media(ibid).  Further, Trawick-Smith et al. (2015) found that gender 

play differences are evident during free play. Boys and girls, even when playing with the 

same toys, engage differently with the toys along gender lines and the quality of play appears 

to promoted different skills.  Suggesting that children may learn to play with toys from 

significant adults who inculcate and promote particular gender behaviours. This is also 

reflected in Lynch’s (2015) research in to the gendered attitudes and expectations of 

kindergarten teachers’ which found that the adults’ assumed gendered expectations about the 

children’s conduct influenced the pre-school children engagement and behaviours with the 

play activities. It is recognised, as noted by Chappell (2011), that there is no setting that is a 

wholly neutral space and that gender behaviours are learned, modified and reproduced in all 

areas of children’s lives as a result of gender specificity existing in all institutions.   

 

Learning Gender in the pre-5 setting 

 

O’Brien et al. (2000), observed that girls and boys learn and think about being male and 

female differently in response to the ways in which these qualities are presented to them in 

social contexts.  Gestwicki and Bertrand (2011) claim that the nursery environment is the first 

sustained institutional encounter, beyond the home, where children experience society’s 

expectations about gender.  As such, EYP play an important role in the schemas and 

stereotypes that children develop (Robson, 2012). Fundamental in this process, according to 

Erden and Wolfgang (2004), is the practitioners’ own beliefs and attitudes about gender 
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because these, along with other factors as discussed above, play a significant role in what 

children learn.  Hilliard and Liben (2010) suggest that children quickly absorb and replicate 

the gendered opinions of the adults around them and they then start to organise themselves 

according to these gender categories. Thus, practices and resources in the playroom can lead 

to gender stereotypes and divisions that produce two distinct cultures for boys and girls. This 

can, after even short exposure, strengthen gender beliefs and subsequently lead to segregation 

and a variance of expectations (ibid). 

 
According to Laevers and Verboven (2000), children’s entry into the education and care 

system results in gender differences extending and being more openly expressed.  Play, they 

observed, quickly conforms to widely held gender stereotypes, with girls playing with 

creative activities whilst boys tend to play with physical activities(bid). Laevers and 

Verboven (2000:28) note that the physical materials that are used to support learning and 

play often continue to depict traditional stereotypes. They conclude that all materials used 

should be selected with care and caution to avoid re-emphasising these.  Another site of 

gendering is the structure and organisation of the setting. Early Years, internationally, is a 

profession which is predominately female, often as a result of care being viewed as the 

domain of women and the pay and conditions often not rewarding enough to attract male 

practitioners (Peeters, 2013). Moss (2003) notes that it is predominantly women who provide 

professional childcare and that in education more broadly the age of the child correlates to the 

percentage of women in that area, with early years being staffed by 97.5% women compared 

to 55% in the secondary sector. 

 

However, one of the main concerns focuses around the messages conveyed by adults to 

children which often conform to many of the stereotypes about gender as these can, along 

with other external factors, result in the perpetuations and replication of gendered 

expectations and behaviours. (Ärlemalm ‐Hagsér, 2010; Hilliard and Lisben, 2010; Robson, 

2012).  Behaviours often highlight that the sex of a child is not only an important factor, but 

in fact one that will shape their treatment and place in society’s order with Laevers and 

Verboven (2000:28) claiming that practitioners responded to boys more often and tend to 

present them with more challenging activities than they did to girls. Dobbs et al. (2004) 

observed that EYP often value girls’ behaviour more highly than boys’ behaviour claiming 

girls are better behaved and calmer than the boys.  
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This suggests that the adults in the pre-5 sector treat boys and girls as distinct homogenous 

groups where there are different expectations and norms based on the children’s sex category. 

If this is the case, it would appear that those who work in the pre-5 settings could be 

contributing to the reinforcement of traditional stereotypes. Ärlemalm ‐Hagsér’s (2010:519) 

research, and that  of others (for example, Hilliard and Lisben, 2010; Robson, 2012), suggests 

that the relationships developed in the playroom result in the adults’ understanding and 

consideration of gender being conveyed to the children, who can quickly absorb and recreate 

them. Erden and Wolfgang (2004) also opine the beliefs and attitudes of practitioners play an 

important role in what children learn about gender and that a starting point for any change 

requires the development of a heighten awareness with those involved with children so that 

they become aware of their own beliefs and behaviours. It is from these understandings and 

concerns that this study was initiated. The study seeks to identify perceptions which may 

indicate variations of practice based on perceived or assumed differences between boys and 

girls. In the next section, the methodology and methods used to explore a group of EYPs’ 

understanding and attitudes towards gender is presented.  

 

Methodology, methods and analysis 

 

Research purpose and methodology 

The intention of this project was to discuss with a group of eight EYP their views and 

attitudes to gender.  After ethical approval was given by the University of Glasgow, I sought 

to recruit the participants for the project. The students were BA students studying for an 

undergraduate qualification in Childhood Practice (SSSC, 2015)2.  These students all had 

practice qualifications and were experienced EYP, who due to registration requirements, 

were required to complete a Scottish Certificate and Quality Framework3 (SCQF) Level 9 

qualification as a Leader and Manger (SCCC, 2015)4. In order to gain entry to the degree 

programme students were required to be in practice for a minimum of four years.  

 

The group involved in the research were all women, which both reflects the demographic of 

the workforce (Rodd, 2012) and the profile of the programme. The First Year students on the 
                                                 
2 Childhood Practice consists of students who are leaders and managers in non-compulsory children services; 
this includes those who work in Early Years, Residential Children’s Homes, Women’s Refuges and Out of 
School Services. 
3SCQF Level 9 is equivalent to an ordinary degree. 
4 SSSC registration requirements for Leaders and managers in Childhood Practice settings: 
http://www.sssc.uk.com/registration/do-i-need-to-register/is-registration-compulsory 
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programme were asked to opt in to the research project through a message on the 

University’s virtual learning environment. This group was selected as I had not yet taught 

them and I would not be responsible for the marking of their current course work. My 

requested was that participants should come from the EY sector of Childhood Practice and I 

selected the first class group in which eight students responded to the posting. The eight 

participants were asked to attend four discussion groups followed by a feedback session as 

part of my doctoral research where further themes were uncovered and discussed. The 

presentation of the themes in this paper permeated all the discussion groups.  

 

This grouping was adopted to obtain insights from the practitioners’ perspective (Burrell and 

Morgan, 1979) of gender development in their nurseries which allowed the generating of 

qualitative data.  This followed advice from Holloway and Wheeler (2013) who suggest that 

although there is no optimum or definitive number of participants in a discussion group, six 

to eight individuals would be adequate if those involved come from a similar sphere. Here the 

similar sphere was the individuals’ membership of a learning cohort on the BA in Childhood 

Practice and their shared experience of working in EY.  

 

Oates (2006) advises that the methodology should be chosen at the levels of ontology, 

epistemology and axiology, in order to situate the study within a suitable paradigmatic 

framework. Weaver and Olson (2006) claim that the paradigm allows beliefs and 

understandings to be articulated about the project and brings to the fore any assumptions and 

principles of the researcher. The ontology of this research assumed that those involved would 

not have one reality and that their experiences, and the meanings attached to these, would be 

individual ‘truths’ for them.  The EYP’s epistemology, their knowledge, was constructed 

through interactions and experience, which illuminated their perceptions of gender.  This, 

according to Guba and Lincoln, (2005), would result in numerous truths. Further, these truths 

viewed along with Heron and Reason’s (1997:287) explanation of the term axiology in social 

science research, acknowledged that ‘human states are to be valued simply because of what 

they are’ and that this should be considered in the context of people’s lives’. These 

understandings, allowed the project to be located in an interpretative paradigm. This method 

therefore acknowledged  the experiences and perceptions of those involved are based in 

particular situations and come from individual understandings (Schutz and Luckmann, 1983).   
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Congruent with the paradigm, the project illuminated opinions, experiences and observations 

of the EYPs’ understanding of gender and it does not seek, nor claims generalizability or 

representativeness (Putman, 1983).   

 

 

The research group and protocols 

At the first session (DG1), the participants were given a Plain Language Statement which 

explained that the discussions would be recorded and a transcript of the recordings, along 

with notes indicating the codes and themes identified, would be sent by email to each 

participant. It was acknowledged that the participants could, if they wanted, suggest new 

themes for discussion or contest any of the interpretations made. Thus, the next iteration 

would be based upon the areas which emerged from the previous discussion, making the 

project data driven.  Guba and Lincoln (2005) advise involving the participants in the 

production of the themes and explanations as it allows the information gathered to be 

credible, representative and authentic to them. Silverman (2006) suggests this approach 

would provide the participants with a chance to reflect on their former contributions and it 

would demonstrate the researcher’s commitment to participants being valued in the process 

(Kezar and Dee, 2011).  Groundwater-Smith and Mockler (2007), also advises that the 

participants should be encouraged to challenge and respond to the data collected and analysed 

in order to keep the project ethical. Despite the opportunities to respond the participants did 

not add to the themes although they did provide clarification of their contributions.  This 

approach to practitioner research, where the participants are permitted to question the 

analysis of the data, makes it more credible and acknowledges the sensitivity of the 

researcher to the power relationships that existed between the researcher and the participants 

(Groundwater-Smith and Mockler, 2007).   

 

Data Analysis 

An approach described by Braun and Clarke (2006) as Thematic Analysis was used to 

examine the discussion group data. The analysis considered both the data and literature and 

theories to support the presentation of the findings.  Analysis took place after each DG 

session, resulting in the process being undertaken in four parts as an inductive process, where 

as suggested by Denzin and Lincoln (2005) explanations shifted from interpretation which 

were explicit to broader generalisations. Following Hollinshead, (1996) this process was 

open-ended and cautious:  I was not presenting or assuming conclusive ‘answers’. This 
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permitted themes to be created by the data and supported the production of the themes 

(Figure 1).  Braun and Clarke (2006:89) suggest ‘engagement with the literature can enhance 

your analysis’, so throughout the process, theory reinforced the analysis and elucidated 

articulations allowing codes, categories and themes of transcripts to be created.   

 

Corden and Sainsbury (2006:98) highlight the need for researchers to ‘clarify the links 

between data, interpretation and conclusions’ so after each DG the participants were sent a 

copy of the transcript along with its analysis. Each subsequent DG was based on the initial 

conclusions allowing time and scope for the group to confer (Morse and Richards, 2002).  

 

The following section maps the findings and uses quotes and short group statements (SGS), 

to present the voices of the EYP responses and experiences of gender in their setting.  

At the start of the research everyone was asked to consider if they believed gender to be 

innate or whether they considered it to be created, although this topic was both explicitly and 

implicitly referred to throughout the DG meetings. The participants appeared to oscillate 

between a number of positions: explaining gendered behaviours, physical features, learning 

and attitudes to gender as being either biological or created by others.  All the participants 

expressed unfounded biological deterministic views, which reflect traditional folk wisdom, 

and were institution based. Yet there was an acknowledgement that gender could be 

influenced and created by those beyond the nursery environment. Mixtures of beliefs, where 

ideas existed within other ideas or beliefs, presented a multi-layered understanding of gender 

which, at times, appeared to be muddled or contradictory. As discussed above this is because 

determining exactly where biological influences ends and where behaviours which are 

influenced by culture or environment begin is not possible.  

 

The data and discussion that now follows focused on two aspects which underpinned the 

EYP discussions. Biological—where learning and specific behaviours were assumed to be 

biological and therefore ‘naturally’ associated with the sexes The other aspect focused on the 

recognised constructed aspect of gender—specifically relating to the parents of the children. 

Additionally, the practitioners claimed that they are gender blind and that owing to their 

training they do not contribute to children’s gender learning.  

 

Biological 
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...they say boys have a more logical brain which can accept maths and numbers more easily 
than girls can.               
                 DG1RP15 
  

..baby boys have a different shape of head than baby girls     
                                                                            DG1RP3  
                

I think from a young age wee boys and girls have a different manner in the way they come 
across  
        DG1RP8 
 

These comments suggested that the participants believed that there are physical, biological 

and psychological differences which mark boys and girls out as being different. The 

comments showed a tendency to interchangeably use the terms sex and gender. This was 

similarly noted by Meyer (2010), who claimed that often the sex differences; male/female, 

boy/girl, are confused with socially acquired notions of masculine and feminine. It is possible 

that this confusion adds to, or has led to, assumptions that biological differences explain 

observed dissimilarities in learning and other aspects such as behaviours.   

 

All the participants reported that there were particular attitudes and areas of learning they 

believed were natural and specific to the sexes. Table 1 illustrates reported gender 

preferences that girls and boys show towards particular learning. The participants all 

confirmed that boys take more time to settle to activities and that their concentration tends to 

be fleeting. Conversely, girls were associated with language and creative activities where 

they were reported as exhibiting more passive behaviours and the ability to focus for periods 

of time. Whilst it was generally proposed that the children display gender differences in their 

choices for where and what they learned, a few participants acknowledged that some children 

showed preferences which were opposite to the manner associated with their sex. However, 

these accounts were often presented as exceptions. The information presented illustrates the 

areas that the participants indicated what the sexes prefer.  It should be noted that this table 

does not record the frequency of how often the sites were mentioned but rather records that 

reference to these locations were made and were not challenged by the other participants. 

 

  

                                                 
5 DG1RP1 – Discussion Group 1 respondent 1 
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The participants acknowledged and confirmed that nursery education practices are adopted to 

accommodate these perceived differences between the sexes, in order to meet the children’s 

individual needs. Typically, an area underused by one of the sexes will be incentivised with 

the incorporation of a toy which is reported to be of interest to that sex: 

 
I would say...for example we did tend to have a lot of boys playing in it 
(construction) so we put a castle in it...with some ponies so now the girls will 
build bridges for their ponies...and doing different things like that.  
           DG1RP8 
 

This would suggest that this participant is aware of actively creating an environment which 

merges stereotypical toys in order to attract both sexes. The use of the castle and ponies will 

be an incentive to encourage the girls to play in an area traditionally associated with the boys 

as it is reported that the girls do not play in this area. According to Andersen and Taylor 

(2007), the environment in which a child plays conveys messages about norms and the 

reported behaviours here could be related to what popular research which argues that boys 

and girls are drawn to different activities due to innate biological preferences (see: Baron-

Cohen, et al., 2004: Sax, 2005) rather than the areas themselves being stereotyped as areas for 

boys/girls to play in. The following SGS demonstrates the confirmation and affirmation that 

the participants give to each other to support commonly held opinions which give credence to 

and corroboration of biological differences requiring differentiated practices and approaches 

to the children’s learning based on their sex:  

 

Despite the popularity and appeal of theories which suggest and influence beliefs that there 

are fixed binary characteristics attributable to female and male learning, there is no 

categorical verification that there are particular neural processes which are inherently unique 

to boys or girls in the way they learn (for example, Lehrer, 2008; Eliot, 2009). As discussed 

by Kimmel (2005) the range of differences between the sexes is relatively small compared to 

the similarities which exist. The assumption that nature is the only cause of these differences 

will result in other possibilities, for instance, behaviours and preference being learned, being 

ignored or dismissed. This can result in fatalistic expectations where practices are based on 

presumed hard-wiring which cannot be altered. The participants’ acknowledgement and 

confirmation of these supposed attributes for each sex, and their intentions to accommodate 

them to meet the needs of the children, could imply that the children are being taught to self-

regulate their learning in an inherently gendered manner. Hence as described by Martin and 

Ruble (2009), behaviours and practices become inculcated and normalised for both in-groups 
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and out-groups. This helps to signpost for the children which behaviours are appropriate for 

them. This in turn results in gendered practices and expectations, furthering the belief that the 

features of learning are natural, dependable and cannot be changed. 

 

Across the DGs the participants also reported specific and different social and physical 

behaviours for boys and girls which are believed to be innate due to their consistent nature.  

The differences reported (Table 2) tended to focus on how the sexes settle into the nursery 

environment and the manner in which they exhibit social behaviours.  

 

The participants all confirmed the claim that girls are emotionally more mature, are able to 

express their feelings and needs, and are calmer and have more developed fine-motor skills. 

Positive expectations were expressed in relation to girls’ behaviours and their emotional 

development.  In addition, the participants recount that boys were more physically active and 

exhibit better gross-motor development. The reported behaviours tended to conform to 

generally held stereotypes which depict girls as being more compliant than boys, who are 

livelier and who require more redirection (Jones and Myhill, 2004).  These observations 

reflect Walters’ (2010) concerns where she suggests that the sexes are often divided into two 

distinct groups where the exhibited behaviours could be viewed as the antithesis of each other 

and where their consistency is attributed to innate factors: 

 

I know there's always a few exceptions but I think in general....I think girls come 
across a bit softer and a bit less rough than boys.  
                DG1RP8 

 

There was a consensus that the observed differences between the sexes inform teaching and 

learning and that these are sometimes exploited to optimise learning and development for 

boys and girls.  

 
For boys who are always at the dinosaurs or always at the blocks and if 
you have a certain thing you have got to teach...you have to improvise 
and maybe use that area to do the teaching in. If they wanted to 
learn...you're going to improvise and do something...in the areas that 
they like. 
         DG3RP5 

 

Sites of learning and play which adopt approaches consistent with the sex of the child can 

result in the child experiencing a specific environment where they learn particular 
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behaviours, attitudes and proficiencies (Walters, 2010). This can result in a very focused and 

limited environment for learning where the child develops scripts which allow them to 

operate in and interact appropriately with that environment.   This it could be argued 

maintains and creates specific expectations and norms of behaviours and aptitudes. Freed 

(2003) cautions that children can develop schemas of socially acceptable behaviours, which 

can be interpreted as being the result of biological qualities rather than learned because they 

appear to be consistent in how they manifest themselves.  This suggests that what adults do 

could be responsible for the reinforcement of behaviours, learning and attitudes resulting in 

them appearing to be innate (ibid). The practitioners’ responses, concerns and attention can 

therefore highlight behaviours which are consequentially reinforced. However, as previously 

signposted, the participants do not view all behaviours as innate. There is recognition that 

some aptitudes and preferences are the result of the influence of parents and others, although 

the participants expressed the belief that EYPs do not generally contribute to this 

development. The next section focuses on the construction of gender as described by the 

practitioners and evident in the DGs transcripts. 

 

The participants suggest that often parents exhibit fatalistic attitudes towards their son’s 

behaviours and when they are very small some parents appear to positively reinforce 

boisterous and active behaviour in boys. When discussing parents’ comments and behaviours 

little is said about girls, as the discussion focused primarily on boys and their behaviours: 

 

...whereas mums of boys tend not to care because that is what boys do. 
         DG3RP7 

 
Participants’ comments also illuminate different attitudes of mothers and fathers towards the 

sexes. Once again the results presented here do not represent frequency counts, rather they 

are comments made and agreed or developed by the participants. From the descriptions two 

distinct worlds are created: 

 

The world of a girl is depicted as a quiet clean haven where she is protected by men while she 

looks after the needs of others. The views of mothers as reported by the participants focus on 

how girls should appear to the world. This is in contrast to the fathers’ views which depict 

their daughters as being decorative and fragile, in need of protection. However, boys 

distinctly appear to inhabit a world where they are active and motivated and engaged. The 

mothers’ views presented by the participants depict boys whose behaviour is endorsed as 



16 
 

masculine. The fathers are reported as encouraging masculine behaviours and there are 

indications that the boys should be protective of females. The worlds created here conform to 

well establish documented beliefs about females being passive and males being active (for 

example, Rubin, 1975) and resonate with the findings of Snow, Jacklin and Maccoby in 1983 

who found that fathers tend to be more boisterous and engaged in rough-and-tumble play 

with their sons. However, whilst the reporting of these attributes depict inherently 

stereotypical attitudes displayed by the parents, it is important to emphasise that these are 

assigned by the participants to the parents.  

 

The stereotypical views presented above in SGS2, by the participants perhaps may be more 

representative of the participants’ opinions and perceptions of the parents’ behaviours and 

parenting habits rather than truly reflecting the parents’ opinions and attitudes. 

 

All the participants maintain that they do not see the children as boys or girls; rather they 

view them as individuals.  As with other elements of the discussions, there are contradictions 

and inconsistencies. As discussed by Morgan (1997), this was to be expected in this method 

of gathering data as the participants’ reflected upon their ideas and thoughts during the DGs. 

The main areas of contention are illustrated in Table 4 and each area will be examined in this 

section:  

 

Participants typically express the view that whilst children are treated equally, there is a 

requirement that the sex differences which exist should be highlighted as part of the 

children’s education: In addition to this, the participants acknowledge that there are times 

when they respond to the sexes differently and that knowing if a child is a boy or a girl will 

allow them to respond to the child appropriately. Despite this, the participants do not believe 

that they create a gendered environment and as professionals they do not gender. The off-

loading of gendered behaviours as the responsibility of others and the mitigating factor of the 

children’s ages—they are small—alongside the training the participants receive, all help to 

reconcile the power of gender with their own individual professional agency. The participants 

do not believe they are influential nor do they believe they contribute to gender as they 

consistently reported that children are not treated differently from each other in the nursery. 

Citation of the individual child and responding to the needs of the child are used to explain 

that there is no intention to encourage or discourage gendered type behaviours or learning. 
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Conclusions 

I think a nursery is always a totally different environment because we have the 
training and we understand...  
                                      DG4RP8 

 

All the participants expressed the view that the nursery and the staff provided a haven, 

exempt from playing any role in the children’s development of gender. It is not until DG3 

that some acceptance and recognition of their potential role in the gendering process 

emerged, but this was not sustained and by DG4 it was evident that the participants held the 

belief that the nursery uniquely provided a gender free environment. The discussions 

illustrate that ‘nature versus nurture' arguments about gender are prevalent and contribute to 

the practitioners’ understanding of boys and girls in the nursery although it appears that often 

little or no specific theory underpins the views offered. However, the data suggests that the 

participants are aware that gendered expectations can result in the limiting of what children 

can become based on beliefs about the nature of boys and girls but that parents are 

predominately responsible for this gendering. Further, the belief that parents determine the 

children’s gendered behaviours before they enter the nursery environment appears to result in 

a resignation that there is little the nursery staff can do about reversing these more pervasive 

influences.  

 

Kimmel (2005) argues that the range of differences between the sexes is relatively small 

compared to the similarities which exist. The assumption that nature is the only cause of 

these differences will result in other possibilities, for instance, behaviours and preference 

being learned, being ignored or dismissed. This can result in fatalistic expectations where 

practices are based on presumed hard-wiring which cannot be altered. The participants’ 

acknowledgement and confirmation of these supposed attributes for each sex, and their 

intentions to accommodate them to meet the needs of the children, could imply that the 

children are being taught to self-regulate their learning in an inherently gendered manner. 

The general feeling expressed by all the participants was that as they were trained 

professionals, they were in some way immunised against transference of gendered messages. 

There was acceptance that some aspects of gender could be constructed but that this was the 

results of parental practices.  The EYP believed they could protect the children by insulating 

and redressing these malignant influences through their non-gendered practices.  

The recorded gender blindness of the participants provided an insight into the belief that 

gender messages are conveyed by others and not them. However, the analysis illustrates that 
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EYPs are no more and thereby no less gendered than any practitioners in any other 

institutions or professions. This has implications for the expectations and norms conveyed to 

the children as these consequently impact upon the children’s development and acceptance of 

the nursery’s gendered practices. 

 

The Future 

 

Branisa et al. (2010) caution that a world that accepts asymmetrical stereotypes will 

(re)produce parallel worlds which are differentiated by power.  Unless these can be disrupted 

these stereotypes, boys and girls, and men and women, will continue to see each other as 

opposites. Acceptance of equal but different fails to recognise individuals as, primarily, 

human beings rather than boys or girls, men or women. I suggest these beliefs can result in 

the (re)creation and (re)production of stereotypes associated with what it is to be male and 

female. Consequently, parallel experiences based on the sex of the children may be 

constructed.  

 

 In order that transformative change can take place in nurseries, I argue that EYPs should 

consider both gender theory and practice in order to support a defamiliarisation of gender, 

where it is necessary to eliminate the damaging acceptance of stereotypes and folklore 

assumptions along with essentialist principles that continue to produce and reinforce 

polarized and gendered dichotomies. This can be done by considering the training of all those 

entering the profession and the need to highlight and challenge practices and attitudes which 

accept that girls and boys should play in particular and separate areas or that girls and boys 

have particular strengths due to their sex category 

 

Further, gender education needs to focus on both new practitioners and the ongoing 

development of reflective EYPs as part of career long professional learning. Programmes 

should encourage EYPs to identify practices which can lead to the development and creation 

of stereotypes.  As society and technologies change so do concepts and understandings of 

gender where new and different biological deterministic views emerge which continue to 

divide society. It is therefore important that everyone in education takes responsibility:  

researchers, further education colleges, universities and those who are involved in the 

creation of policies to support ways of conceptualizing and defining practice by challenging 

and re-directing gendering.  
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For as long as those who work with young children continue to view boys and girls as 

immutably different, rather than as individuals then children will experience and continue to 

replicate social norms in two different and two gendered worlds. Through well trained 

enlightened practitioners, children can be offered experiences that can offer multiple and 

fluid understandings of what it is to be an individual. Such understandings could mean that 

girls are no longer positioned as the inferior ‘other’ or the compliant, quieter, cleaner version 

of males or that boys are not defined by limited understandings of masculinity. Rather, an 

acceptance of a variety of play behaviours for both boys and girls would be seen as a healthy 

expression of exploration and learning. Putting gender firmly back onto the education and 

training agenda for EYPs, could help to enable this workforce in the provision of a socially 

just, stimulating and creative learning space for all children.  
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