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Abstract

Within the framework of Sustainable Development Goals, children are recognized as active change
agents in the global development agenda (The Lancet, 2022). Research has established that
engaging young children has the potential to promote gender equity and reduce other inequities in
society (UN Women 2020). Despite this, limited research has been conducted on gender equity
issues in education and early childhood education particularly in Pakistan (Pardhan & Pelletier,
2016). In response to this gap, collaborative action research was conducted to explore the
possibilities of creating a gender-equitable learning environment in an early childhood classroom
in Karachi Pakistan. This paper presents findings from the initial stage of the study. Data was
collected from two early years teachers and 43, 5-6 years old children (23 girls and 22 boys) over
three months. Data collection methods included field notes, semi-structured interviews, and
discussions, audio taping of children’s talk and actions during free play, and analysis of children’s
drawing. This paper explored how young children and their teachers actively participated in
producing and reproducing gender-stereotypical discourses in the classroom and beyond.
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Introduction

Discourse on early childhood reveals that early childhood experiences shape children’s
brain architecture, influencing their capacity to recognise, replicate and or resist biases and
stereotypes (Elliot, 2009). Therefore, fostering positive and equitable early childhood experiences
are crucial for establishing a strong and bias-free foundation for gender identity development
among young children. The process of gender identity formation starts even before birth with the
emotions exhibited by their parents, the selection of names, and choices related to dresses, toys,
and other materials including the colour and design of their nursery (Aina & Cameron, 2011). This
early gendered socialization teaches children to categorize themselves and others based on gender,
with gender stereotyping typically emerging by the age of two, forming a strong basis for identity
development (Martin & Ruble, 2004). Similarly, Daitsman (2011) explains that by the time
children reach preschool age, they begin to develop a self-image and perception of others. While
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literature recognizes that gender issues need to be addressed earlier, there is a huge difference in
opinion on the processes of gender identity development and preferred time for intervention
(Chapman, 2016). According to MacNaughton (2000),
Common perceptions may range from the view that gender doesn’t matter to young
children, through a sense that good early childhood practice produces equity for all, to
beliefs that pursuing gender equity compromises partnerships with parents and clashes with
multicultural perspectives in early childhood (p. 1).
Such perceptions often fail to acknowledge the limitations that gender-stereotypical experiences
can impose on children’s identity formation, as these stereotypes can constrain personal
aspirations, influence career choices, and perpetuate systemic inequalities (Hilliard & Liben, 2010;
Master, Cheryan, & Meltzoff, 2017). Literature from global sources reveals gender equity in early
childhood is critical for fostering attitudes that challenge gender inequality, prevent gender-based
violence, and transform societies (VicHealth 2006; WHO 2014). Early interventions in ECEC and
schools, as exhibited in Victoria's Respectful Relationships and Safe Schools programs, form
equitable attitudes in children, promoting gender equity and social transformation (Victoria State
Government 2020a, 2020b).

In the Pakistani context, studies revealed the classroom environment in early childhood to
be sexist and teachers held stereotypical views about gendered relationships in society (Pardhan
2012, 2011, 2009; Jessa, 2012 & Baig, 2012; Juma, 2016). These beliefs shape teacher interactions
with children, frequently placing girls at a disadvantage (Zainulabidin, 2007). Children’s early
experiences of gender are further influenced by schooling, where teachers’ expectations,
discriminatory textbooks, and classroom customs reinforce traditional gender roles (Zainulabidin,
2007). Such experiences can limit children’s early development and constrain their identity
formation as boys or girls.

Current Study

This paper aimed to explore the existing situation of an early childhood classroom with a quest to
create a gender-equitable learning environment. This paper specifically sought answers to the
following questions.

1. How do young children and their teachers actively participate in producing and or
reproducing existing gender discourses within early childhood classrooms in Karachi,
Pakistan?

2. What are the possibilities of creating a gender-equitable learning environment in an early
childhood classroom in Karachi, Pakistan?

The feminist poststructuralist approach to the study facilitated a critical examination of the
stereotypical ways of thinking, doing, and being gendered in the patriarchal context of Pakistan.
This approach further made us realize that the origins of certain dominant gender discourses in
Pakistani society are predominantly dictated by the deep-rooted socio-cultural and religious
discourses (Juma 2017), hence, it becomes complicated as well as significant to deliberate on the
deconstruction of dominant yet discriminatory gender discourses. Using such an approach allowed
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the participants (first author as a researcher, participating teachers, and children) in a collaborative
relationship to critically analyse their beliefs and practices and their implications for children in
our context.

Literature Review

Literature through a feminist poststructuralist lens posits that gender inequities perpetuate
because we live in a society that values and normalizes certain ways of being feminine and
masculine and these ways are often binary (Chapman, 2016; Robinson & Davies, 2007; Blaise,
2005; MacNaughton, 1998). Normalizing binary ways of being feminine and masculine limits
children’s choices to think, view, and perform gender (Robinson & Davies, 2007; MacNaughton,
2000).

The relevant literature to this paper has examined the various theoretical underpinnings of
gender identity formation in children and their implications for early childhood pedagogies.

Gender Identity Formation
Essentialism, Gender and Pedagogy

Contemporary literature on gender identity development presents ongoing, and sometimes
opposing, views on the root causes of gender differences observed in early childhood. These
discussions tend to emphasize the relative influence of biological traits (sex) versus learned
behaviours shaped through socialization (nurture). Essentialist standpoints present the differences
between girls and boys as biological and view widespread inequalities as natural originating from
their biological differences. This view positions gender differences among people as predictable,
fixed, and a part of the natural order (Blaise, 2005).

Historically, early childhood pedagogy is influenced by essentialist theories of gender
(Lyall, 2016). For example, Jean Piaget’s stage-based learning and Froebel’s play-based learning
are dominant early childhood practices and pedagogy that were driven by the perspective which
considers child development as a purely natural process (Robinson et al. 2006). Brown (2004)
further asserts that the conception of the naturally developing child “is still a very powerful concept
for early years’ practitioners” (p.14). Teachers and policymakers who adopt an essentialist
worldview perceive children’s gender-stereotypical behaviours as natural expressions of inherent
gender roles. Consequently, they are less likely to challenge such behaviours, potentially
reinforcing these stereotypes (Blaise, 2005). Lyall (2016) further explains that educators with
essentialist beliefs perceive themselves as having limited agency to disrupt or reshape what they
see as naturally occurring behaviours in children. According to Robinson et al. (2006), this
essentialist stance has been widely used to justify gender inequities in education, particularly in
early childhood settings.
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Socialization Theories, Gender and Pedagogy

Blaise (2005) explains that in response to the essentialist theory of gender, socialization
theories highlight the processes by which children learn to relate to a particular gender or a group.
Elliot (2009) observed that life experiences could significantly influence the biological and
physiological changes occurring in the brain. This suggests that neurological pathways in the brain
are not fixed, rather exposure to new and varying experiences can create new pathways in the
brain. Multiple theories of socialization suggest that environment, experiences, materials, and
people shape the gender differences among women and men (Wingrave, 2018, Massey 2013).

Teachers drawing from gender socialization theories may consider children’s gendered
play as their response to and emulation of gender roles and behaviours observed in their
surroundings (Blaise, 2005). This pedagogical stance emphasizes the need to eliminate gender-
stereotypical practices by incorporating gender-sensitive approaches, creating equitable learning
environments, and using gender-neutral toys, language, stories, and texts (Blaise, 2015, 2005;
Robinson et al. 2006). Such a perspective acknowledges that gender identity is malleable and
positions teachers as agents who can problematize and challenge gendered behaviours. However,
it does not necessarily ensure that teachers adopt a critical stance or encourage children to reflect
on and perform gender in alternative ways (Blaise, 2016; Robinson et al. 2006 & Brown, 2004).
Blaise in her work (2005, 2015) stresses that one must take a critical stance and challenge gender-
stereotypical behaviour on their own, rather they need to reflect critically on what and why children
are doing and how a teacher can best provide gender-equitable experiences to young children.

Feminist Poststructuralist Theory, Gender and Pedagogy

Feminist poststructuralist theory guided this paper in making sense of how young children
and their teachers reproduced and or resisted the male-female binary through their perceptions and
day-to-day practices. Concepts of discourse and subjectivity are central to feminist
poststructuralism, where discourses influence and create subjects and subjectivity influences the
discourses in complex ways (MacNaughton, 2000; Blaise, 2005: Robinson & Diaz, 2006).
According to Blaise (2005), “Discourse is a structuring principle in the classroom and society, and
language is always located within discourse... Discourses provide a framework for how we think”
(p. 16). So the discourses can “...establish various “truths” through the messages they carry about
what is normal and abnormal” (Prioletta (2005, p. 22). For example, in our society, it is recognized
that all girls are shy and all boys are aggressive. Similarly, it is also well-known that all girls like
to play or should play with dolls and all boys don’t like to play with dolls. While these are not
necessarily true for all girls and boys, these have certainly become a dominant gender discourse.
MacNaughton (2000 & 2006) asserts that children pick those discourses which are more
pleasurable for them. She further explains that pleasure is derived from the power within the
dominant discourses and the most powerful discourse for young children is how to be a normal
girl and a boy in a specific time, culture, and context. Hence, young children embrace those
discourses which categorize them as normal girls or boys and which enhance their satisfaction.
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Blaise (2005) explains that dominant discourses “...appear “natural,” supporting and
perpetuating existing power relations, tending to constitute the subjectivity of most people” (p.
16). Subjectivity, according to her, is people’s understanding of themselves concerning the world
which is socially and actively constructed through discourse and language” (Blaise, 2005, p. 17).
Following this argument, we can ascertain that children’s gender identities are affected by the
available dominant gender discourses as these discourses shape their beliefs about what it means
to be a girl or a boy. Dominant-gender discourses thus become powerful in establishing the “right”
way of being female or male. In this view, children become active agents in choosing their
positioning within multiple discourses of gender, as different discourses allow individuals to take
up a range of subjectivities. Because children recognize what is socially acceptable in a specific
context, they choose to behave accordingly.

The post-structural theory has been recognized as an effective stance to break gender
discriminatory practices and the role that feminist post-structural theory can play in teachers’
pedagogical practices (Blaise 2005; Browne 2004; McNaughton 2000; Robinson et al. 2006).
Teachers drawing from the post-structural theory of gender recognize children as active agents in
their gender identity development (McNaughton, 2000), thus engaging them in critical reflections
and dialogic processes (Blaise 2016). Further, feminist poststructuralist teachers consider the
importance of normalizing gender discourses available to children hence, constantly questioning
the stereotypical discourses available in the classroom and beyond (McNaughton, 2000). Juma’s
work (2017 & 2014) suggests that using feminist poststructuralist theory with early childhood
teachers and children in Pakistan, though a contemporary phenomenon, has a potential worldview
to bring about transformative changes in the way early childhood teachers, practitioners, and
children think, view, and be gendered.

Theoretical Framework of the Study

The Feminist poststructuralist theory was used as a framework to analyze the gender
discourses of the young children and their teachers in the study. This paper specifically focuses on
how the ECE teachers and children located themselves within the multiple gender discourses and
how they committed themselves to transforming classroom discourses by disrupting the processes
of promoting stereotypical masculine and feminine traits and oppressive gender relationships.

Research Methodology
Research Participants and Context

Following a qualitative approach to research, this paper reports the findings focusing on
two ECE teachers, Salma and Mahnoor (pseudonyms), and 43 (23 girls, 21 boys) children in an

early childhood classroom in one of the not-for-profit community-based schools in Karachi
Pakistan. The school is situated in the old city of Karachi and caters to the needs of diverse socio-
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economic backgrounds. Participating children and teachers also represented diverse ethnic,
language, and socio-economic backgrounds. Salma had ten years and Mahnoor had 3 years of
teaching experience at the time of data collection. Participating teachers and their classes were
selected based on the principal’s suggestions and teachers’ interest in the research problem.
Data Collection

Data were collected using qualitative approaches. Semi-structured interviews of
participating teachers helped in exploring their existing gender beliefs, their experiences of being
gendered, and their intentions toward the gender equity research. To get data from children, 15
observations were conducted of children while they were engaged in free play inside and outside
of the classroom. Two drawing activities were conducted to explore children’s ideas of femininity
and masculinity and conducted a post-drawing discussion with eight children to further understand
their points of view.

Findings from Participating Teachers

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with both the participating teachers at the
beginning of the data collection. After classroom observations, they were also engaged in informal
discussions. The focus of the semi-structured interviews was teachers’ beliefs of gender, their own
experience of gender, and their perceptions of their role as a teacher in creating a gender-equitable
learning environment for young children. Whereas, the informal discussions were mostly related
to the specific observations of their interactions with children.

Observations of Children's Engagements

Although primarily qualitative observation was used, to capture and portray the kind of
activities, selection of toys and playmates, storylines, and frequency of play at various times and
places, descriptive quantitative data is analysed. In the situation analysis stage, observations were
conducted focusing on the whole group. These data were collated in various tables during the
analysis.

Observations of indoor play focused on children’s free play time which happened once a
week for about an hour. For the free play experience, children were brought to the learning resource
center of the school which is a designated place for free play having a multitude of play materials
organized in various learning areas. These areas were dedicated to the language, mathematics area,
science and world around us, construction, art, home, and dramatic play.

Analysis of Children’s Drawings

To examine children’s gender beliefs and preferences they were engaged in a drawing
activity where they were asked to draw pictures of things that they like the most. To give more
choices, the drawing activity was kept open. For analysis, the drawings were classified into sexist,
non-sexist, and neutral categories.
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Findings

This next section presents the findings from the observations of students; analysis of their
drawings and their explanations. Observations and drawings of children are summarized in table
form. Further, an analysis of participating teachers’ interviews and discussions is also presented
here.

Summary of Frequency and Type of Children’s Play

Observational data revealed that children were mostly engaged in indoor activities except
for the break time and sports period which was mostly utilized in the swing area. During indoor
play, children were mostly found to be engaged in the art, construction, language, mathematics,
and home area. During my four observations, | hardly observed two boys in the art area as
compared to 14 girls. The construction area was equipped with Lego blocks, some low-cost
construction materials, wooden blocks, and big blocks made out of recycled boxes. This area was
predominantly male area with the exception of two girls who frequently visited this area.
Observations of the students’ imaginary plays revealed that these girls played as a single-sex pair
with small blocks, constructed a tower and never interacted with the boys. Whereas, boys were
found building extended projects like a hospital, a bridge, a road, and a shopping mall. They also
used a variety of materials including the bigger blocks.

The home area was seen completely occupied by the girls throughout observations. The
storyline of their imaginary play included dressing up dolls, cooking for a party, working on an
animal farm and organizing the kitchen and organizing the wardrobe. The dramatic area included
costumes of various characters in typical stories, some superhero (male) costumes like Superman,
Batman and Hulk. There were some frocks and shoes probably for fairy tales. Analysis of the
dramatic play activities revealed girls’ rare visitation of this area during the observation period;
one of the two girls picked a mask representing a bird and another girl picked the costume of a
lion but a boy pulled it from her and she left the spot without resisting. Whereas, three were seen
regularly visiting this area and playing superhero fights and rough play wearing costumes of
superheroes and animals like lions and dogs. Table 1 shows the types and frequency of indoor
experiences children had.

Table 1
Type and Frequency of Children's Experiences
Learning area  Girls  Type of Activity Boys  Type of Activity
Acrtistic Drawing,  painting,  printing 2 1 boy made a collage out of small twigs
14 cutting, and pasting and one boy sorted some art material for a
while and left
Construction 2 Building a tower with small blocks 23 Building hospitals, roads, bridges, and
area in only girl pair shopping malls
Home area Cooking, dressing up, caring, 1 He observed Passively while girls were
25 organizing of home, and looking looking after animals on the farm
after animals
Dramatic area Mostly stuffed animals play and 16 Variety of rough play including superhero
5 one girl pretended to be a hen and fight, jumping and roaring like animals
one girl once picked a line costume such lion and dogs

but a boy snatched it from her
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The above analysis reveals that during indoor play girls and boys in the research setting
were experiencing very different activities as such that they are reproducing sexist and
stereotypical gender-segregated norms and roles. Further, there were no or few meaningful
interactions between girls and boys during playtime. The teachers played the role of a manager
who looked for the safety of materials and showed concern only about the loud noise children were
making in some learning areas such as the construction area and dramatic area. In a later discussion
on gendered play activities, one of the teachers felt it was “very normal as far as children are
enjoying and doing things of their choice” (Post-Observation Discussion, March 3). The discussion
further revealed the school’s policy of free play and instructed teachers not to interrupt children’s
work while they played. It shows that the school and teachers believed in developmentally
appropriate pedagogy, which as McNaughton (2000) suggests encouraged gender-segregated and
sexist play as a socially appropriate way of doing gender.

Findings from Children’s Drawing Activity

To broaden the scope of the activity children were given the freedom to draw any of their
favourite items including toys, dresses, food etc. They were provided with paper, pencils, and
coloured pencils, and allocated 30 minutes to complete the task. The initial analysis of the drawings
revealed a diverse range of items, such as toys, clothing, jewelry, food, pets, houses, airplanes,
cars, and parks. However, further analysis uncovered a noticeable pattern of gendered preferences,
with children largely adhering to stereotypical choices associated with their gender. Only two girls
depicted cross-gender toys in their drawings, while five girls and three boys included gender-
neutral items. Table 2 presents children’s drawings.

Table 2
Type and Frequency of Children's Drawings

Drawing Girls Boys Analysis
Cars 2 15 Only two girls preferred a cross-gender toy
Ball 3 4 Two of these three girls also drew cars as mentioned above
Dolls 12 0 Sexist preference
Gun 5 Sexist preference
Superhero 10 Sexist preference
characters
Jewelry (doll- 5 0 Sexist preference
wearing)
Frock (pink color) 8 0 Sexist preference
Cat 1 1 Neutral
Dog 1 2 Neutral
Food items 2 4 Neutral

Analysis of the children’s play patterns and drawing activity observations reveals the sexist
and gender-stereotypical preferences of both girls and boys. The findings imply that if unchecked
and unchallenged these young kids will grow up with narrow and stereotypical gender beliefs
which according to literature can not only limit their ways of being and doing gender but can also
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influence their friends, families, and communities (Blaise 2016; Blaise 2005 & McNaughton,
2000).

Participating Teachers’ Existing Gender Positioning

Teachers’ Gender Beliefs

Analysis of the interviews and discussion data reveals both the ECE teachers possess
essentialist perspectives on gender differences in children. Mahnoor related gender differences
with girls’ and boys’ interest in performing certain tasks, plays and games. This meant she believed
that children’s play preferences were innate and considered the differences in physical strength
and abilities of men and women would determine specific tasks they could perform. An example
of this, according to her, was men and boys’ ability to “lift heavy things [that is why they work in
factories and construction sites]” (Int/Mahnoor/April, 20).

Salma had similar views about the bodily differences between boys and girls that would
become obvious as they grow up. She felt the gendered dress code and hairstyle resulted from this
pronounced variance. Salma’s conversation about the innate difference between boys and girls
reflects her attempt to blur the boundaries of nature and nurture. For her, the physiological features
determine the dress and hair choices girls and boys make.

There was a unanimous agreement about the absence of any difference in boys’ and girls’
academic performance, however, social and emotional differences were considered quite
pronounced. Salma said, “I cannot make any judgments on academic abilities as both boys and
girls are the same in my observation, but boys are more challenging in terms of social behavior”
(Int./Salma/Aug.13). Analysis revealed that with this understanding participating teachers socially
and emotionally categorized students based on their sex.

Developing Gender Categories

Analysis of the data revealed that both the participating teachers were unintentionally
developing gender binaries through their differing treatment of girls and boys during classroom
management. They used disciplining as a gendering tool which ultimately characterized boys to
be more disruptive, physical, and overpowering while girls to be delicate, complex, and
submissive.

Discipline Used as a Gendering Tool for Boys

Both the teachers complained about the boys’ non-conformity with the classroom rules.
Salma said, “My preference is never to punish any student in the class but sometimes it is over-
exhausting. I get mad over these boys in the class that is why I punish them” (pod./Salma/Aug.20).
In another talk, Salma submitted that regardless of her efforts to be a gender-neutral teacher, she
sometimes lost her control and acted harshly with boys. She explained her reason for treating boys
differently, “...boys are very tough and difficult to handle, at times it becomes very hard for
teachers to handle the situation” (pod./Salma/Aug.26). Mahnoor shared her similar experience:

...all boys have a similar nature, they are more active physically, they all like to roam
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around and are ready to touch everything literally everything in the classroom... that

creates a lot of discipline issues in the class and we can’t keep ourselves from punishing

them... we are helpless in such situations you see. (pod/Mahnoor/May.27)

The above justification of the punishment of boys by the ECE teachers reveals the apparent
unequal and problematic power relations between teachers and children in the class. Notably, these
teachers represented the discourse of hegemonic masculinity which portrays normal boys as
physically strong and active, aggressive, and non-conformant to the rules and teachers’ authority.
Interestingly, boys in the ECE classroom used power by exhibiting non-conformity to the rules,
while teachers used power by overpowering them through various disciplining strategies. Further,
focusing on boys’ disruptive behaviour meant the teachers unintentionally gave them more
attention. As an implication, girls were often quiet yet responsive to the teachers’ instructions,
stayed on the margins and received little or no attention from the teachers. This scheme of work
spontaneously reinforced and promoted the dominant forms of femininity and masculinity.

Categorizing Girls as Obedient and Sensitive

In line with homogenizing boys as a disruptive group, all the girls were projected to be gentle,

sensitive, and submissive by nature. For example, Mahnoor reiterated that:
Girls are very complex because of their sensitivity. It is very difficult to communicate with
them. When you say something unconsciously, they take a different meaning out of it and
convey it to their parents and they create an issue with the principal then. Because of this
issue, | always become very careful while dealing with girls (Int./Mahnoor/ May. 11).

Similarly, Salma stressed:

As compared to boys, girls are very complicated to deal with. When you don’t like any
action of a girl and simply show an angry gesture, that is enough to make a girl cry (she

laughs)... you see, while a boy will ignore my gestures, they need serious actions.
(Int./Salma/Aug.11)

Salma further explained that “sensitivity is not bad all the time; these girls are more
responsible and more compliant. They listen to the teacher, complete their work and focus on the
activities more as compared to the boys” (pod./Salma/Aug.20). Mahnoor’s this view is consistent
with Salma’s perspectives about girls being dutiful not only to the teachers but to their parents
also.

..that is why they are more responsive, they listen and understand the situation easily and

they are cooperative too in the class. That is why most of the time | feel love for them and

sometimes | hug them as a compliment (she opens her arms and pretends to hug).

(pod./Mahnoor/May.15)

This discussion illustrates these early years teachers’ actions and explanations seemed to
have planted the concepts of hyper-feminism and hegemonic masculinity as presented by Connel
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(1996) in terms of social and emotional skills.
Discussion

This paper critically examines the interaction between young children, early childhood education
(ECE) teachers, and the available gender discourses that shape classroom interactions, norms, and
practices. These findings emphasise how a school policy promoting free play, thinking it would
be appropriate for the development of children, enables and reinforces stereotypical gender roles.
Through their choices of toys, play areas, and playmates, children create gender-segregated and
often sexist learning spaces, actively contributing to the reinforcement of the female-male binary.
The discourses evident in children’s drawings, play activities, and peer interactions reveal
stereotypical narratives that reflect power imbalances and the influence of patriarchal values. From
a young age, children begin to internalise these biases, adopting roles such as boys don’t cry or
girls handle cleaning tasks (Tabak & Tuncay, 2020). Additionally, boys tend to use assertive or
forceful strategies to establish dominance in peer interactions, while girls often rely on more subtle,
indirect methods to achieve their goals (Gundogdu & Yasar, 2021).

Despite the weight of these societal expectations, children sometimes challenge gender norms
through their play (Juma 2017). For instance, a boy might take on a traditionally female role, or a
girl might reject the expected role of caregiver, subtly challenging the status quo (Blaise, 2005).
These moments of resistance can signal that the child is exploring their identity and questioning
societal norms (Xu, 2020).

However, such deviations from the norm often attract negative reactions, pushing children to
conform to dominant gender practices. Even though children occasionally resist these patterns, the
influence of patriarchy remains dominant in shaping their play and hence, their development. Their
actions reflect a complex negotiation between internalized societal norms and moments of
rebellion, illustrating both the power of cultural conditioning and the potential for change. This
collective engagement in constructing gendered identities aligns with feminist poststructuralist
perspectives, which argue that children are not passive recipients but are active agents in their
gender formation and maintaining the gender order (MacNaughton, 2000; Blaise, 2005; Robinson
& Diaz, 2006).

Blaise (2005) emphasizes that critically examining how children construct their gender identities
can open up new opportunities for educators to rethink their roles in shaping children’s
understanding of gender. For that, ECE teachers need to reflect on their gender philosophies, their
positioning, the roots of a specific positioning and the implications of such positioning for their
practice, and advocate for holistic child development. The findings of this study highlight how
ECE teachers’ gendered beliefs and practices, often rooted in biological and sex-role socialization
theories, reinforce dichotomous, binary, and essentialist views of femininity and masculinity.
These deep-rooted and rigid views perpetuate inequalities between boys and girls while excluding
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transgender individuals and children altogether. This is especially evident in contexts like Pakistan,
where sociocultural norms produce, reproduce, and perpetuate traditional gender roles.

Uncovering and shifting these practices necessitate a reconceptualization of teacher education and
classroom practices at all levels of education with a specific focus on early childhood education.
Reflective dialogues with teachers about their gendered beliefs and pedagogies revealed the
potential for transformative change. Teachers who critically examine their assumptions and
behaviours are more likely to create learning environments that encourage equitable and inclusive
gender narratives. The ability to challenge and shift children’s gender perceptions within the
classroom can have a ripple effect, influencing families and communities to adopt more inclusive
perspectives and attitudes.

Conclusion

This paper emphasizes the crucial influence that early childhood educators have in either
perpetuating or challenging gender-based norms within their classrooms and communities. While
children are often perceived as passive recipients of societal gender expectations, this study
highlights their active role in constructing and reinforcing gender identities through their choices,
interactions, and play. What became clear is that children's gendered behaviours are not just a
result of personal preference but are strongly influenced by the gendered expectations embedded
in their family environment, teachers, classroom materials, peer interaction and broader societal
norms all play a part. However, there is a significant potential to disrupt these entrenched patterns
and foster more gender-inclusive learning spaces. Teachers, as central figures in children’s early
development, have the capacity to drive meaningful change by reflecting on their own gender
biases and assumptions. Through continuous self-assessment and the adoption of inclusive
pedagogical practices that challenge traditional gender roles, educators can create environments
that promote equity. When teachers critically examine their practices and create spaces that value
all genders equally, children begin to internalize these values, which can have long-lasting effects
on their development.

To make this shift feasible, gender equity must be integrated into teacher training programs,
equipping educators with the necessary tools to identify and address gender biases. Achieving this
goes beyond theoretical understanding; it involves providing practical strategies to create inclusive
classrooms where children can explore, play, and learn without being constrained by traditional
gender norms.

This study also aligns with the broader objective of advancing the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGS), particularly SDG 5 (Gender Equality) and SDG 4 (Quality Education). Early intervention
during childhood is vital for challenging societal inequalities. By addressing gender biases in the
classroom, we are not only supporting children's development but also contributing to a more
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equitable society. If we want to see real change, these practices must extend beyond individual
classrooms, influencing educational systems, communities, and society.

this research advocates for a collective effort to rethink how gender is approached in early
childhood education. It is through the combination of reflective teaching, inclusive policies, and
parental engagement that we can begin to break down the barriers of gender inequality and create
a future where all children, regardless of gender, can thrive in an environment that values them
equally.
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