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[bookmark: _GoBack]A particular topic I have always found interesting is the idea of gender roles and how children perceive them. At what age do they become aware of gender roles? How much of their actions, such as the way they play and communicate are determined by gender? Are observable differences between boys and girls a result of natural instincts or from imitating parents and other influences? In this series of blogs I will address these questions and any further questions which may present themselves.
During my undergraduate course, I attended multiple placements in primary school classrooms. One of these was spend observing how children behaved in the reception class for an assignment about classroom management. I noted many different points about how the children played. Even from the young age of four, children in the reception class generally tended to play with toys which are stereotypically described as being “boy toys” or “girl toys” depending on their gender. I remember noticing how a group of girls always chose to draw and colour quietly in the mornings, and on the rare occasion a boy would join them he would finish his drawing quickly and move on. There was a Wendy house in the classroom and during my time on placement I didn’t observe a single boy playing there. The majority of the boys spent their playtime playing with the Lego and the trainset on the carpet, making a lot of noise, many of them throwing the toys around and often getting into trouble with the teacher for being rowdy. There were a couple of boys and girls who differed from the crowd, one or two girls enjoyed playing with the trainset while one of the boys tended to hover around the classroom playing with everything for about two minutes at a time. These children mostly played alone. 
I became very interested in the idea of gender roles and how much children are aware of them after this. I was surprised at how the majority of the children played with their own gender and played with stereotypically gendered toys. I had previously been under the impression that children so young had little concept of gender. So why did they? Was it just a coincidence? Had they already been influenced by the adults in their lives? Or could it simply be natural instincts? Maybe the majority of us are born as stereotypical boys or girls, with a few differing from the norm. I couldn’t be satisfied with this. I had to learn more.



Gender Roles in Children – 2nd Blog Post
In the previous post I described my own observations regarding how children play in the reception class and how much of their play is determined by gender stereotypes. I am not, however, an expert on child psychology or the science behind gender roles, so we will take a further look at observations professionals have made in the past and recently. 
Moyles (1994) noted that amongst the children he observed, boys tended to engage in more of what he described as “exercise play”. This is essentially play which involves physical activity, vigorous levels of gross locomotor movement. It is worth noting that as this observation was carried out in over fifteen years ago, changes in the classroom environment would be evident by today with the possibility of children engaging in more screen-based activities. However, this is similar to my own recent observation, where I noticed a large group of boys would play so vigorously with the Lego that they would receive warnings from their teacher. 
One rather interesting observation by Broadhead (2004) was carried out by observing girls playing with a water tray. The three girls began playing by imaging a perfume shop, where they would fill bottles with water and sell these “bottles of perfume” to each other. At this point it would appear the girls were playing a stereotypical girl’s game. However, they then changed the game to pretend the water was blood, splashing it on themselves and saying they were bleeding. The game had suddenly become rather different, and as stereotypes would suggest, more like boy’s play. Despite this, when a boy then came over to the water tray and attempted to join with their game, the girls refused. 
Broadhead (2010) carried out further observations six years later, which are also interesting to analyse. A group of boys and girls of four and five years old were all playing an imagination-based game together. They were role-playing generic day-to-day life, enjoying each other’s company. In contrast to the previously mentioned observation, the girls and boys were perfectly happy to play together, suggesting that some children will play with children outside their own gender while others will avoid this. Despite the fact that the boys and girls were playing together, Broadhead (2010) did notice gender stereotypes being portrayed in their play. As they were role-playing day-to-day life, it appeared they were imitating adults in their lives as some of the girls were pretending they were looking after babies whilst the boys were role-playing leaving the house to go to work. Even from such an early age, children are often aware of stereotypical gender roles even if they may be too young to understand. 
The children involved in this observation appears to be aware of societal expectations of gender, however, Sammons (2013) claims that children do not become aware or acknowledge differences between genders (aside from external features) until the age of seven. He claims that as children develop and mature, they make connections between gender and actions and consciously or subconsciously separate male and female and notice differences. If this is true, it would suggest that the children involved in Broadhead’s 2010 observation were acting purely out of instinct, potentially imitating their parents without being aware that this was the case. Furthermore, Paechter (2007) believes that differences between boys and girls become increasingly more evident as they age, with expectations of masculinity and femininity constantly changing and developing. 
Perhaps the question of ‘when do children become aware of gender roles’ is not one with a specific answer. It appears to be a gradual process, with children noticing differences in societal expectations and behaving accordingly over time. Furthermore, societal expectations of gender are not constant. Originally, blue was the traditional colour for girls and pink was for boys, these are now reversed. Women were expected to not work but rather stay at home and raise children, but in time it has become more and more common for women to earn a living and by the 21st Century, it is more unusual for a woman to not be working than to be employed (Scott, 2003). 
In the concluding post, we will discuss some natural and environmental factors affecting how boys and girls behave to determine potential reasons why they may play and behave differently. 



























Gender Roles in Children – 3rd Blog Post
There is theory to suggest that differences in behaviour between boys and girls of a very young age could be due to natural instincts. An experiment was carried out in 2008, where male and female monkeys were given a choice of toys to play with. The male monkeys played with toy vehicles and balls (toys which are stereotypically associated with boys) and the female monkeys played with cooking toys, pots and pans and with baby dolls (toys which are stereotypically associated with girls). While they tended to look at the cooking toys and gently knock them together, they played with the dolls in a similar way that young children do, by hugging them and carrying them gently (Kanazawa, 2008). In some ways, the results of this experiment are not entirely surprising and science does seem to explain these natural instincts, particularly with the female monkeys playing with dolls. With chimpanzees being the closest living relatives to humans, other primates also share similar moral tendencies, in particular females having maternal instinct and infant attachment (de Waal & Sherblom, 2018;Lents, 2016). If it is generally accepted that female animals naturally have maternal instincts, it shouldn’t be too surprising that young girls also show this by often choosing to play with dolls. 
An aspect of this which is more difficult to understand is the reason why the female monkeys chose to play with toy cooking utensils. It seems unlikely that monkeys have an understanding of what cooking utensils are, and they certainly don’t cook. Even if they did understand they were associated with food, male and female monkeys both search for and gather food (Jackson, 2002). 
Kanazawa (2008) has a theory for why the male monkeys chose to play with toy vehicles. Male monkeys, like many other animals, have a natural protective instinct. The monkeys which likely have seen real vehicles and associated them with danger, play with the toys out of curiosity for a learning opportunity. 

One of the reasons I have focused heavily on how children play in this blog is that playing is a common, natural activity that children often engage with by making their own choices and to explore their interests without being guided. This is an ideal opportunity to observe how children think and feel about their environment in a natural way. Another reason, however, is due to the link between play and learning. Children, especially very young children, do the majority of their learning through play, by exploring the environment, how the world works, their abilities and social skills by playing with others (Bruce, 2011). In the Welsh school curriculum, the importance of play is stated continuously, particularly in the younger years. In the Foundation Phase curriculum, there is reference to the use of play for learning in all seven of the areas for learning (each of the areas for learning focusing on a specific skill). The Foundation Phase curriculum states that the children in the classroom should "be involved in different types of play and a range of planned activities, including those that are child-initiated." (Welsh Government, 2015;p.47). 
With there being a strong link between play and learning (with many aspects of play being a direct learning opportunity) could there also be a link between how children play and how children learn? In our case, when boys and girls appear to generally be playing in different manners, could they also be learning differently too? There does appear to be a difference in achievement between boys and girls later on in their education. By the end of Year 6 in Primary School, girls generally outperform boys in the three areas of reading, writing and spelling whilst results in science and mathematics tend to be about equal for boys and girls. In secondary school, girls tend to continue to outperform boys in language skills, whilst boys outperform girls in science and mathematics, but by a smaller margin. (Grigg, 2015). It is not entirely clear what the reasons are for this. Could it be a natural tendency for girls to retain information about language and for boys to retain information about scientific? Or could there be a link between the way they used to play as young children?

We have discussed the possible natural reasons for girls and boys to play differently, but what about the possible environment reasons? Home influences and parental expectations could have an effect on the way children choose to behave. An example of this may be a father encouraging his son to share his interests simply because he is a boy, and the same case with a mother and her daughter (Grigg, 2015). It is often rather common for parents to expect their children of the same gender to behave like them, often due to the concept of them “seeing themselves in their children” (Burr, 1998). Hypothetically, a father may play football with his son, take him to football matches and buy him merchandise from a very young age. Therefore, the boy develops an interest in football and plays it with his friends, who are boys, in school as he is raised to believe that “football is for boys”. His friends then also develop an interest in football, and in the future then encourage their own sons to enjoy football and the trend continues. 
Building on this theory, the difference between the way boys and girls play may be due to a developing sense of identity and being part of a community. Even from the young age of 4 and 5, children become part of the “community” of their peers in the classroom. As such, they become aware of how they present themselves and how they are perceived by others. Different children will develop this sense of identity at different stages, and some children may develop this to various degrees (Paechter, 2007). As they observe the world around them, observing their parents, siblings, cousins, teachers and other children, they become aware of the differences in the ways males and females behave. According to the ‘gender schema theory’ even from the age of two, children are able to identify males and females from exterior appearance, and by observing others they begin to associate certain behaviours, objects and activities with gender. (Sammons, 2013). The theory states that children become aware of their own gender and attempt to conform with the way they believe they should according to their gender.  
Were the children I observed simply playing with the toys they simply enjoyed the most? Had their choices been influences by society? Or would they simply playing with the toys they felt they should be due to their gender in fear of being rejected if they played with something else? If these theories are true, it suggests that many of the differences in the ways boys and girls play is due to the expectations of society as a whole. If societal expectations change, the way boys and girls play will also change. 
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