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Gender Bias in Early Years Play: A Literature Review

Abstract
The presence of gender bias in early childhood education environments is a layered issue that impacts the growth and development of children significantly. This literature review critically examines the existing research evidence regarding gender bias in early childhood play, with a focus on the ways in which practitioners can affect or mitigate this phenomenon. This review seeks to enhance comprehension of this critical area by systematically analysing current research, policy frameworks, and curriculum requirements with regards to gender bias play within the early years. By identifying salient findings and contrasting diverse perspectives, the review aspires to contribute to the existing body of knowledge.
Literature Review Gender Bias in Early Years Play
Studies have repeatedly highlighted the significant impact of gender stereotypes in early childhood education settings, which can greatly affect how children play and learn. Play is an essential tool that allows children to explore their identities, develop social skills, and learn about the world around them. Nidirect Government Services (no date) state that play is when a child decides and controls their play following their own instincts, imagination and interests.  Nonetheless, conventional gender roles frequently establish parameters regarding the toys, activities, and environments that are considered suitable for individuals based on their gender. However, the National Library of Medicine (2024) highlights that their research showed the preferences for gender-typical over gender-atypical toys were also large and significant, and girls and boys showed gender-related differences of similar magnitude. When only dolls and vehicles were considered, within-sex differences were even larger and of comparable size for boys and girls. This study's outcomes reveal that women showed a higher inclination toward toys classified as neutral by the researchers in comparison to men. The preferences for gender-typical toys as opposed to gender-atypical toys were found to be substantial and statistically significant. Furthermore, both girls and boys exhibited gender-related differences of comparable magnitude regarding these preferences. The research also emphasized that toys may have been inaccurately categorized, which could subsequently influence the outcomes associated with gender-biased play.
s outcomes reveal that women showed a higher inclination toward toys classified as neutral by the researchers in comparison to men. The prefereuld subsequently influence the outcomes associated wThe Role of Practitioners
Practitioners in early childhood education play a vital role in addressing and breaking down existing gender stereotypes. Westminster Foundation (2023) highlights  that early years practitioners and settings and parents are thus well-placed to inform gender expectations – and aspirations – at this crucial stage. Early Years provision is therefore clearly critical in gender socialisation and ensuring education supports equitable futures.  However, Wingrave, M. (2016) identifies that the findings indicated that there is a belief amongst the group of practitioners that gender is either innate or learned and that EYPs play no role in its development. Through the creation of play settings that are both inclusive and equitable, practitioners can enhance children’s self-identity and help them learn to respect others. King. T  et al a(2021) identifies that they seek cues that direct them to which of the available categories or characteristics are important for classifying others, within a particular context (Bigler & Liben, 2007) Studies show that professionals who adopt a gender-neutral mindset, demonstrate inclusive actions, and directly challenge gender stereotypes can bring about significant transformations. Additionally, professionals can encourage mixed gender play by creating environments that foster teamwork and joint interactions. The provision of a diverse array of toys, resources, and activities can serve to challenge and dismantle conventional gender roles. By exercising awareness regarding their language and actions, practitioners can foster a positive and supportive environment conducive to the development of all children. King.T et al b(2021) also highlights that early childhood settings may be ideal for approaches seeking to set the foundations for egalitarian gender attitudes before the onset of entrenched behaviours and attitudes.

Policy and Curriculum Requirements
The presence of gender bias in early childhood education is closely connected to larger societal structures and is perpetuated by current policies, curricula, and laws. Children actively engage in the construction of gender identities through their play, and the surrounding environment plays a crucial role in shaping these identities. UNESDOC (no date) By aligning policies, curriculum, and practice with a gender-inclusive approach, educators can empower children to develop a strong sense of self and challenge limiting gender norms. Still, traditional gender stereotypes often infiltrate early childhood education settings, limiting the experiences and ambitions of children. Curriculum development, informed by theorists like Thorne argues that the organization and meaning of gender are influenced by age, ethnicity, race, sexuality, and social class, and that they shift with social context (APA Phys Net (2016). Thorne sees gender identity not through the lens of individual socialization or difference, but rather as a social process involving groups of children and should focus on creating inclusive environments that encourage diverse play choices. Additionally, legislative frameworks like the Equality Act 2010 protect children from discrimination and provide a foundation for promoting gender equality in early years settings. Childrens Rights Alliance (no date) identifies The Equality Act came into force in 2010 to protect everyone, including children and young people, from discrimination and to advance equality and opportunity for all. Similarly  UNESDOC (no date) states gender equality is not only a fundamental human right, but it is also an important component of inclusive education and can contribute to fostering equity and inclusion in education systems. By aligning policies, curriculum, and practice with a gender-inclusive approach, educators can empower children to develop a strong sense of self and challenge limiting gender norms.
 Children actively engage in the construction of their gender identities through play, and the surrounding environment plays a crucial role in shaping these identity formations. Journal of Childhood Studies (2020) highlights that Gunn and MacNaughton (2007) assert that children do gender in multiple ways and that their gender performances can change based on the learning setting, the context, and others around them. Nonetheless, traditional gender stereotypes frequently permeate early childhood educational environments, thereby constraining the experiences and aspirations of children. To counteract this, policies such as the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) in England emphasise equality and diversity, providing a framework for challenging gender stereotypes. GOV.UK (2024) highlights that The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework in England offers a comprehensive and inclusive educational curriculum designed for children from birth to the age of five years. This passage emphasizes the importance of promoting equality and diversity, encouraging educators to create learning environments that recognize and appreciate unique individual traits. Although the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) does not directly address gender bias, it establishes a structure that enables practitioners to question stereotypes and advocate for gender equality.

Comparison and Contrast of Findings
Numerous studies consistently demonstrate the existence of gender bias in early childhood play, highlighting the vital importance of practitioner intervention to tackle these discrepancies. King.T et al c(2024) states that six studies reported on the children’s expressed gender norms and stereotypes…. interest in gender-typed and neutral toys, and perceptions of others’ interest in toys was assessed in two studies by Dinella et al. (2017). In the initial study, a selection of 20 toys was introduced, comprising items classified as masculine-typed, feminine-typed, and gender-neutral. Fifty percent of the toys possessed propulsive properties, while the remaining fifty percent did not. Children demonstrated a greater preference for gender-typed toys in comparison to cross-gender-typed toys. Furthermore, both boys and girls reported an equal level of enjoyment for gender-neutral toys as they did for toys that corresponded with their assigned gender. In contrast to prevailing assumptions, the gender-neutral non-propulsive toy elicited the most significant interest from both male and female participants. There was no indication that the propulsive characteristics of toys influence gender-based disparities in toy preferences. However King.T et al d(2024) also identifies that Cherney and Dempsey (2010) findings were that boys played longer and more often with toys they considered to be masculine and girls were less likely than boys to label ambiguous and neutral toys as belonging to their own gender. Although there is overall agreement on these topics, the specific focus areas and the depth of research differ across various studies. Several studies emphasize the impact of gender stereotypes on children's development, while other research focuses on strategies that educators can implement to foster inclusive learning environments. There is a wide range of recommended strategies for dealing with gender bias. Although extensive research supports the creation of mixed-gender play opportunities and the importance of combating stereotypes, a clear consensus on the effectiveness of certain intervention approaches is noticeably lacking. Additional research is needed to assess how various methodologies influence children's developmental results.
The findings from this review clarify the intricate links between gender, play, and the education of young children. It is evident that gender stereotypes are deeply rooted in societal frameworks and continuously shape the experiences of children. Despite the comprehensive framework for inclusive practices outlined by the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), additional specific guidance is required to effectively tackle gender bias. Practitioners necessitate continuous professional development to acquire the requisite knowledge and skills essential for fostering gender-equitable environments. Furthermore, it is imperative that future research investigates the long-term effects of early interventions on the development of children's gender identities and attitudes. Overcoming these challenges enables the creation of a more equitable and inclusive future for all young people.

Methodology
 The methodology section outlines the systematic approach employed in this study to investigate the research questions posed. USC Libraries (2024) identify that he methods section describes actions taken to investigate a research problem and the rationale for the application of specific procedures or techniques used to identify, select, process, and analyze information applied to understanding the problem, thereby, allowing the reader to critically evaluate a study’s overall validity and reliability. It encompasses the design, data collection, and analysis techniques utilized to ensure the validity and reliability of the findings. The chosen methodology is grounded in appropriate theoretical frameworks and is aligned with the research objectives. Thorough accounts of the sampling strategies, rephrased tools, and analytic frameworks are presented to aid in replication efforts and increase the methodological rigor of the study.
The proposed research intends to address these gaps by employing a mixed methods approach that facilitates a comprehensive understanding of both the contextual factors and the interactions present within play environments. Triangulation is a research method aimed at enhancing the credibility and validity of empirical results. Research Method Net (2024) states when triangulated, data from different sources can be combined and analyzed to produce a more accurate understanding of the phenomenon being studied. Triangulation can be used in both quantitative and qualitative research and can be implemented at any stage of the research process. By integrating multiple perspectives, data sources, or methods, can strengthen their inquiry and enhance the robustness of their conclusions. Quantitative research can utilize triangulation by methodically examining and contrasting results from various statistical analyses or experimental setups. In closing, the implementation of triangulation signifies a serious approach to methodological thoroughness while recognizing the complexity of social issues, thereby improving the trustworthiness of the research.
This study will adopt a mixed methods approach, integrating both qualitative and quantitative data collection techniques. Harvard Catalyst (2024) highlights that mixed method approaches allow researchers to use a diversity of methods, combining inductive and deductive thinking, and offsetting limitations of exclusively quantitative and qualitative research through a complementary approach that maximizes strengths of each data type and facilitates a more comprehensive understanding of health issues and potential resolutions This approach facilitates a thorough comprehension of the phenomenon by incorporating the lived experiences of both children and educators.
Data Collection:
The proposed research will entail a systematic observation of the interactions between children and teachers, as well as an examination of the diverse play opportunities available, across various early childhood educational settings. A structured observational framework will be utilized by observers to consistently capture instances of gender bias, including statements about suitable toys or activities for each gender. Research Method (2024) states that data collection is the process of gathering and collecting information from various sources to analyse and make informed  decisions based on the data collected. This can involve various methods, such as surveys, interviews, experiments, and observation.
This study will employ semi-structured interviews as a methodological approach to gather insights from educators and parents. This methodology facilitates an exploration of the diverse experiences and perspectives regarding gender bias in play. Research Gate (2022) highlights that the semi-structured interview is more powerful than other types of interviews for qualitative research because it allows for researchers to acquire in-depth information and evidence from interviewees while considering the focus of the study The interviews will investigate educators' awareness of gender bias as well as their strategies for fostering inclusive play environments.
Sample:
A purposive sampling technique will be employed to select participants for the study. This approach guarantees that the sample encompasses a broad spectrum of early childhood environments, including, but not limited to, daycare centres, preschools, and both public and private educational institutions. Researcher Life (2024) highlights the idea behind purposive sampling is to select cases, individuals, or communities that serve as the dataset from which meaningful information pertaining to the research question can be derived. Participant inclusion will also take into account socioeconomic factors in order to facilitate a comprehensive understanding of potential variations in gender bias across different contexts. The determination of the specific sample size will be contingent upon the concept of data saturation. Recruitment efforts will persist until the point is reached at which no new information is forthcoming
The selected methodologies present numerous advantages. Observational methods enable the systematic documentation of authentic behaviours and interactions occurring within the context of natural play environments. In conducting this study on gender bias within play, several observational methodologies are available for consideration. Among these, the use of a timed recording, an area map, or a video recording may be employed to systematically document participants' choices and thereby facilitate data collection. Informed consent would be necessary for both the participants and their guardians, along with a careful consideration of the potential variability in the children's behaviour in response to the awareness of being observed. Paterson, B. L., Bottorff, J. L., & Hewat, R. (2003) identify the two common observational strategies are participant observation, or the in-person observation by a researcher (Marshall & Rossman, 1995), and video recording of behaviours and interactions as they occur. This approach facilitates a deeper comprehension of the ways in which gender bias is expressed within early childhood environments, encompassing both subtle cues and unconscious behaviours. Research Net (2005) explains the mosaic approach provides an effective framework for investigating gender bias in the field of play research Mosaic approach brings together a range of methods for listening to young children’s perspectives about their lives. Observation sits alongside participatory tools. Researchers can achieve a deeper comprehension of how children relate to play environments and shape their identities by unpacking the complexities of gender alongside other social identities. This approach ultimately promotes the development of more inclusive play experiences for all children.
Observational methods are susceptible to the Hawthorne effect, wherein participants may alter their behaviour as a result of being observed. AQR (2024)highlights the Hawthorne effect (also referred to as the observer effect or viewing effect) is where individuals modify or improve an aspect of their behaviour in response to their awareness of being observed. To address this issue, the research methodology will require a broad range of settings for effective implementation, also the observer will engage in familiarization with the environment and will sustain a consistent presence in order to minimize disruptions. SHIVERS, C.H. a(1998) stated to control for the Hawthorne Effect, we made an equal number of visits to the control group and the training group" (Latham and Locke 401). In other words, both groups received equal attention, so both had similar reason to be motivated by participation. The potential impact of the Halo effect will be rigorously explored through the utilization of a structured observational instrument, complemented by ongoing training designed to improve data collection methodologies. SHIVERS, C.H. b(1998)states that according to Kirkpatrick, who describes the effect as it relates to the workplace and employee performance evaluation, the Halo Effect is a tendency to overrate the person being observed. The Halo Effect is relevant to this study and the examination of children's choices in relation to gender-biased play.
Semi-structured interviews facilitate a comprehensive exploration of the perceptions held by educators and parents, thereby enhancing the understanding of the observed behaviours. The mixed methods approach facilitates triangulation, which involves integrating data from diverse sources to enhance the validity of the study and to offer a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. Research Method Net (2005) identifies that surveys involve collecting data from a large number of participants using standardized questionnaires. This approach to collecting information could enhance the comprehension of how parents and practitioners view the impact of gender bias. However, it is important to note that administering surveys to young children may present significant challenges. Children may struggle to comprehend the questions posed or may subsequently lose interest in the activity. Engaging in discussions or focus groups regarding their preferred toys and games may serve as a method for data collection. Research Method Net (2005) highlight researchers may use different types of focus groups, such as traditional focus groups or online focus groups, to collect data. 

Ethical Considerations in Working and Researching with Young Children

Working and researching with young children presents a unique set of ethical challenges. Their developing capacity for understanding, vulnerability, and dependence on adults necessitates careful consideration to ensure their well-being and respect for their rights. Legal Services Data Protection Office a(2019) identifies that Article 6(1) GDPR lists consent as one potential basis for processing personal data. However, the GDPR imposes very strict requirements in order for consent to be valid. In particular, consent must be freely given, specific and informed and unambiguous. Individuals may withdraw their consent at any time. Acquiring informed consent is a key aspect of maintaining ethical standards in research practices. However, due to the limited cognitive abilities exhibited by young children, it is essential to adopt a dual approach in their educational and developmental processes. Parental consent is essential in the research process, as it ensures that guardians possess a comprehensive understanding of the study's objectives, methodologies, and the potential risks and benefits associated with participation. Legal Service Data Protection Office b(2019) highlights that in exceptional circumstances and following the receipt of approval from the Data Protection Office, you do choose to rely on consent as the legal basis for processing you must always consider whether the individual child has the competence to understand and consent for themselves. If not, the child’s consent will not be valid.  Where a child is not competent to give consent, the consent of someone with parental authority over them will need to be obtained. In addition to obtaining parental consent, researchers should seek to secure assent from child participants whenever feasible. Researchers must refrain from employing any form of coercion or undue pressure to solicit participation in their studies. This may necessitate the implementation of measures to ensure that participation does not provide disproportionate advantages to children or their families.
Research involving children should be conducted with careful consideration to ensure that participants are not subjected to excessive risks. This encompasses the potential for emotional distress, the presence of social stigmas, and the pressure to engage in participation. The research design must prioritize a minimal intrusion into the lives of children. Furthermore, it is imperative for researchers to establish well-defined protocols to manage any unforeseen risks that may occur throughout the research process. Researchers are encouraged to undertake comprehensive risk assessments and to develop well-defined strategies for the management of potential hazards. GOV.UK (2022) identifies the risk assessment must be specific to the proposed trial and whilst the process may include templates or a guide on the areas to consider in the risk assessment, care should be taken to examine the potential risks of the proposed trial, which may present new areas that have not been considered in previous trials. This is why it is a bespoke approach. This may involve ensuring the availability of qualified personnel to effectively address any emotional or psychological concerns that may emerge.
Transparent and candid communication is essential throughout the research process. Researchers should be consistently accessible to respond to inquiries from children and their parents, as well as to address any arising concerns. This cultivates trust and facilitates informed decision-making. Furthermore, it is imperative for researchers to furnish participants with explicit information regarding the methods of dissemination and intended applications of the research findings.
The information sheet distributed to parents and, when appropriate, to children should be characterized by clarity, conciseness, and suitability for the developmental level of the intended audience. The research protocol must comprehensively outline the purpose of the study, the methodologies employed, potential risks and benefits associated with participation, measures taken to ensure confidentiality, and participants' rights, including the option to withdraw from the research at any time without penalty. National Library of Medicine (2020) informs that institutional review boards (IRBs), duly constituted under the Office of Human Research Protection, have the federally mandated responsibility of reviewing research involving human subjects to ensure that a proposed protocol meets the appropriate ethical guidelines before subjects may be enrolled in any study. These resources may prove to be especially advantageous when developing information sheets for research conducted with young children.
Protecting the privacy of children is extremely important. Researchers are required to uphold data confidentiality by anonymizing the information collected whenever feasible. GOV.UK (2024) highlights The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) came into force on 25 May 2018 through the Data Protection Act 2018. It’s about protecting citizens’ personal data when it is being processed or moved. The United Kingdom's General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) delineates rigorous standards pertaining to data protection and privacy, which are crucial to take into account when engaging with children. Ensuring confidentiality is vital, particularly in studies that deal with sensitive issues. This entails implementing measures to guarantee that no participant can be readily identifiable from the research outcomes. Researchers ought to rigorously evaluate the potential implications of their findings on children's social status and future opportunities. Data collection methods ought to be tailored to be developmentally appropriate for children and should be designed to minimize any disruption to their daily routines. Data storage practices must adhere to applicable governmental regulations, such as the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) in the United Kingdom. These regulations mandate the implementation of secure storage protocols and robust data protection measures. Understanding data management and sharing plans is essential, as these components serve as necessary conditions for the successful execution of research studies. Establishing a strategic plan improves the allocation of time and effort, resulting in a streamlined research process. By examining the types of data that will be generated and the methodologies employed in their creation, one can ascertain whether the requisite support systems are adequately established. Strategic planning facilitates the formulation of informed decisions by taking into account the broader context and potential implications associated with various alternative. DCC (2011) Publishers and research funders may require that you share your data so it is worth investing time to plan for effective data management. Several funders ask for data plans as part of grant proposals.

Conclusion
An extensive analysis of gender bias in play is necessary to shed light on the nuanced ways that gender affects children's experiences and their overall development. By deeply exploring this field, one can identify intricate and prevalent biases that may greatly influence the continuation of inequalities as individuals age.. Furthermore, interdisciplinary collaborations among psychologists, sociologists, and educators may yield a more comprehensive understanding of the issue at hand. To conclude, a thorough investigation of gender bias in play is vital for creating successful interventions that enhance gender equality and nurture more equitable play settings for every child.
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