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Thepurposeofthisresearchwastoexplorethedevelopmentofidentityandsocialinteractionswithinas
econdgrade
classroom.Specifically,genderwasatthefoundationofthisstudy.“Nooneisimmune.Sexrolesocializ
ationanditseffectsare
pervasive.Gendertraininghasbeenvariouslydescribedas‘“ubiquitous”,“omnirelevant”,and“prima
ry”.Itmayalsobe
inevitable.NochildseemstoavoidwhatZellaLuriareferredtoasthe“gendercurriculum”.Infact,typic
allybyagethree,gender
awarenessisferventlypresent,howeveritislikelythatgenderstereotypescanbemalleablewithadultin
put.Assuchthisstudy specificallyinvestigatedthewayasecond-
gradeteacherimplementedlessonsassociatedwithgenderstereotypeswithinthe
regularcurriculum,inanattempttobeginimportantdiscussionsandthoughtfulnessrelatedtosex-
rolestereotypes.

Tocreateanidentityforoneselfistopositiononeselfintheworldaroundthem;tofindaplacewhereones
eemsto“fit”’in

ourcommunities, familiesandvastlycomplexsocialsystem.Ouridentitiesareconstantlyevolvingasp
eople;bothadultsand
childrengrowandchangewithtimeandnewexperiences,andtheiridentitiesare‘‘constructedthrought
heintersectionofmultiple

dimensions” . Forinstance,anysingleperson’sidentityisinfluencedbyamultitudeoffactors,includin
grace,ethnicity,religion,
sex,sexuality,gender,familylife,communityinvolvement,socialclass,language,physicalandmenta
lability,health,agency,

perceivedpowerandability,andeducation. Theresearcherswererecentlytoldbyanelementarystuden
tthatsheidentifiesas

“atomboywhoisdarkerthanbothof[her]parents”. However,thisidentityistransientandmaychangeo
vertime.lItisgenerally
believedthatindividualshavecompleteagencytochoosetheirownidentities,especiallyinademocrati
ccountryliketheUnited
Stateswherepeoplemaylovewhomevertheychoose,worshipinachurchesoftheirchoosing,andspea
kfreely. Theseindividual
freedomsmaymakeitseemasifouridentitiescanbemoldedentirelyonourown,butduetowaysinwhic
haliberalsociety
maystillostracize,excludeandphysicallyharmpeopledeemeddifferent,especiallyintermsofgender,
individualsarelimitedin choosingtheiridentitiesundercircumstancesbeyondtheircontrol.
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Socialandculturalnormsdictatewhatnormalandacceptablebehavioris,andindividualsmustthendeci
detoconformtothesenormstoacertaindegreeornot.Since““‘genderdevelopmentoccursinrelationtoso
meoneorsomethingelse”studies
haveshownthatchildrenlearnfromayoungagetointernalizegenderstereotypesthattheyareexposedto
athome,inthemedia,
andfromteachersandpeersatschool.ltisdifficulttopinpointwhichinfluencemaybestrongestforyoung
children,butina studyofAustralianfour-andfive-
yearolds,maleandfemalechildrenwereabletowatchtelevisionclipsandsurmisethatmen
wouldperformstereotypicallymasculineactivitiessuchasfixingcars, fightingfires,drivingtrucksand
evenbecomingdoctors,
whilemostchildrenguessedthatwomenwouldbetheonestosew,becomenurses,cookdinnerandwash
dishes.Bothmale
andfemalechildrenseemedtoholdamorerigidviewofmasculinity,fortheyansweredmoreoftenthatm
enshouldcomplete
thestereotypicallymasculinetasks,notbothsexes.Forthestereotypicallyfemaletasks,morechildrena
nsweredthateither
womenorbothsexesmightcompletethetasks.Whenaskedabouttheirownabilitiestoperformeachofth
esetaskswhenthey grewupiftheysodesired,four-year-
oldchildrenofbothsexessawthemselvesascompetentinbothgenderedsetsoftasks,but five-year-
oldfemalesexpresseddoubtthattheywouldbeabletoperformthemorestereotypicallymasculinetasksi

ftheywanted
to. Thisresearchsuggeststhatyoungchildrenalreadyholdstrongideasaboutwhatmasculinityandfemi
ninityentailbythetime theyenterkindergarten.Five-year-

oldfemaleshavealreadyreceivedmessagesastowhichpartsofsocietytheirsexisexcluded
from,as“theseparticipantsfeltthatsomemasculineactivitieswerenotlikelytobewithintheircompeten
ce”.Identityformation
istherebylimitedinchildren,astheylearntonavigate“oppressiveandexclusionarysystemsofgender”.
Eventhelanguagethatchildrenhaveavailabletodefinethemselvesintermsofgenderisextremelylimitin
g,asitfitsa
rigid,binaryconstructofgenderthatforceschildrentochoosetoeitherbea*“she”ora*“he”. Almostallchildr
enaregivena
biologicallyassignedgenderatbirth,eveniftheyarebornintersex.Becausewestillliveinasocietywheret
ransgender,gender
nonconformingandintersexpeopleareoftennotgrantedtherightsthattheydeserve,identityformationca
nbeaverypainful
processforchildrenwhoidentifyoutsideoftherigidconstructsthatwehaveofsexandgenderinoursociety
,particularlywhen
ourlanguagemayexcludethemfrombelongingtoarecognized,acceptedsocialgroup(i.e.“typical ’boys
andgirls).
Significantly,inourcurrentsociety,nochildisimmunetowhatZellaLuriatermedthe“gendercurriculum
”,whichimplicitly teachesandreinforcessex-
rolesocialization. Adultsimposegenderonchildrenbeforetheyareevenborn,astheyanxiouslyask
expectingparentswhichsextheirbabywillbe,andpresentthemwithpinkclothesforbabygirlsandbluecl
othesforbabyboys.
Adultswillalsopickupgenderedtoyswhenplayingwithmaleandfemaleinfants,andoftenfeeluncomfor
tablewithknowing
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howtoaddresshabiesifthesexisnotimmediatelydiscernable. Thishasstrongimplicationsforteachersan
dparents,who
mustbecomeawareofgenderstereotypesthattheyhaveinternalizedandfightagainstthesebiases,andstr
ongimplicationsfor
childrenandstudents,whomustbetaughttorecognizeandactivelycounterthenegativeattentionthatgen
dernonconformity
receivesinourworld.Examplesofgenderstereotypesthatchildreninternalizebeforeandshortlyafterent
eringschoolinclude
thefactthatbeingagirloraboycomeswithachecklistofthingsonemustdo“right”,andcompletingtheseit
emsmakesitmore
likelythatachildwillbetreatedfavorablybypeers.Forinstance,ayoungmalechildlovestowearpinkandc
arrypurses,butthe nightbeforebeginningkindergarten,heswitcheshispinkcrocsoutforbluecross.

This abstract is partially presented at the International Conference on Sustainable Society
during March 17-18, 2020 in Berlin, Germany



