
 

Sometimes when people hear 
the term gender equity, they 
assume it just means more 
“women’s lib.” But gender 
equity is about giving both 
girls and boys tools for 
emotional and academic 
success.  
 
Children look to adults and to 
their environment for cues 
about how they should behave. 
Most people recognize that our 
society tends to encourage girls 
to be more submissive than 
boys. But boys also receive 
negative messages about what 

their gender means for their 
capacity to learn. The hands-on 
learning style typical of many 
boys can sometimes be 
misinterpreted as a behavior 
problem.  
 
Girls may be dismissed as 
overly emotional while boys 
are discouraged from 
expressing their emotions and 
given few appropriate outlets 
for them.  
 
But these inequities don’t start 
affecting children until they are 
older, right?  Wrong. Children 

develop their gender identity 
early, between 2-4 years of age. 
And they begin gathering 
information about how each 
gender “should” behave even 
earlier than that.  
 
If we show children that their 
potential is linked more to their 
efforts than to their gender (or 
race, or socioeconomic status, 
etc.), we will prepare them for 
lifelong learning and give them 
a head start on achieving their 
own personal best.  
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NAEYC says: We know that...children between 2 and 5 start becoming aware 
of gender, race, ethnicity, and disabilities. They also begin to absorb both the 
positive attitudes and negative biases attached to these aspects of identity by 
family members and other significant adults in their lives. If we want children 
to like themselves and value diversity, we must learn how to help them resist 
the biases and prejudices that are still far too prevalent in our society. 
—from Early Years Are Learning Years, available online at www.naeyc.org 
 
The following practices are some of the ways we discourage gender bias at 
Gretchen’s House: 
 
• Inclusive language:  We use phrases like firefighter, mail carrier, etc. 

rather than gender-linked terms. We don’t separate children by gender. 
• We represent non-traditional gender roles in toys, books, posters, 

classroom visits and field trips. 
• Small-group activities promote cross-gender learning 
• Cross-discipline activities encourage children to reach beyond their 

comfort zones. 
• Self-diagnosis: Training and periodic observation help identify and 

address biases.  

 

Further reading 

 
• Horace and Morris but 

Mostly Dolores,          
by James Howe,  

• Raising Cain,              
by Daniel J. Kindlon 

• Reviving Ophelia,      
by Mary Bray Pipher 

• William’s Doll,          
by Charlotte Zolotow 

• You Forgot Your Skirt, 
Amelia Bloomer,         
by Shana Corey 



 

Children develop their gender identity in three 
basic stages: 
 
Gender Labeling:  Between 2 and 3½ years of 
age, children learn sex-linked labels like boy, girl, 
man, woman. They apply these labels 
systematically to the self and others. At this point 
they can only label their own gender correctly, and 
they don’t understand that it is constant. A boy 
might say “When I grow up to be a mommy,” and 
believe it to be possible.  
 
Gender Stability: Between 3½ -4½ years of age 
children begin to understand the permanence of 
their own gender. They believe that it will remain 

constant over time, and understand that boys grow 
up to be men, etc. But they may still believe that 
changing hairstyle, clothing, and “sex-appropriate” 
activities will lead to a change in gender. 
 
Gender Constancy: Sometime between 4 and 7 
years of age, children understand the situational 
constancy of their sex. They know that their gender 
will remain the same regardless of how they act or 
what they wear.  
 
Around 7-9 years of age, children understand that 
their gender is solely determined by their genitalia 
and understand the physical characteristics that 
define each sex. 

Won’t playing with dolls make my son a sissy? 
No, but it might help him become a great dad 
someday. Playing with dolls lets boys and girls 
practice nurturing skills, something they’ll need as 
older siblings, playmates, and eventually as 
parents! It also helps them work through 
conflicting emotions they may have concerning a 
new sibling.  
 
I don’t want you to let my son wear dresses at 
the center. Forbidding any type of play makes it 
more attractive, and sends confusing messages 
about perfectly normal childhood impulses. 
Studies show that, left to their own devices, both 

sexes are equally attracted to all toys, and that 
they benefit developmentally if allowed to play 
with both “boy” and “girl” toys. We allow all 
children to participate in any of the activities at 
our centers. 
 
We like traditional gender roles and are 
concerned that you may discourage them. 
What’s wrong with girls being nurturing? 
Absolutely nothing. We hope children of both 
sexes will emulate their parents’ best traits. Our 
primary goal with equitable gender practices is to 
erase some of the limiting stereotypes so that 
children can achieve their full potential.  
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Stereotypical gender roles limit children’s 
emotional growth and academic potential. Experts 
suggest that encouraging the following skills can 
help diminish the damaging impact of some 
gender-role expectations and help all children 
develop well-rounded skills. 
 
 For Girls: 
• Assertiveness 
• Risk-taking behaviors 

• Problem-solving skills 
• Leadership 
• Self-confidence 
 
For Boys: 
• Nurturing behaviors 
• Reflective thinking 
• Artistic exploration 
• Teamwork 
• Emotional expression 


