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The use of the triangle as the roof of
a house by the 8 year old is most
unoriginal, as this was one of the
ideas that had been discouraged at
the discussion stage prior to the test.
Very little extra detail has been added
apart from the necessary door and
windows to identify the object. The
spacing of these is very poor. No
elaboration of the environment is
evident. Use of colour is limited to
one other colour apart from the
colour of the triangle. This is the
most uncreative and un-original of
all drawings by the test subjects. 

The second test which was administered to the children was an adaptation of
Circles and Squares (Torrance, 1979). Each child was given a page on which
two circles had been drawn, 5cm in diameter. The task was that the children
had to draw something which had the circle as the main element. They could
draw two separate pictures if they so wished. A discussion took place before the
administration of the test about objects that had a circle as a main part. The
most common responses were a clock, the sun, a football, a wheel and a face.
The children were encouraged to think of something which hadn't already been
mentioned and which no one else would think of. When the test was
completed the children were interviewed individually about their drawings and
their answers recorded. 

Analysing the responses, one notes the re-occurrence of features such as the sun
in 27% of the drawings, the human face in 54.5% and the clock face in 27%.
A common feature of the creations of children aged between three and five was
the drawing of items within the circle and the use of the circle provided as a
periphery, which had no relationship with the picture contained within. These
young children failed to grasp the idea that the circle was to be a main feature
of their drawings, perhaps this was too difficult for them to comprehend and
visualise. In some cases a circle was drawn within the circle, proving that they
understood the spatial order of enclosure.
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The use of the triangle as an umbrella
or a sun-shade is also rather creative.
Here we see the inclusion of more of
the environment than in previous
drawings by younger children. There
is also the inclusion of a ground line,
a sky-line and a no man’s land in-
between. There is more depth in this
picture than in previous ones. The
child tries to over-come trans-
locational problems of representing
the front and back legs of the table
and chairs by drawing them in a line

and at an angle. The child has elaborated in this drawing and communication
and sensitivity are evident. An awareness and use of the visual arts elements
colour, line, pattern, space and rhythm are also evident. 

The seven year olds’ use of the triangle
as the snowman’s nose is rather clever.
The snowman’s body is drawn facing
the viewer, but the head is turned to
the side, to make it possible to use the
triangle as the nose. The body includes
much detail – buttons, arms, a scarf,
which is patterned and feet. A ground
line is also included. This drawing is
quite big and the triangle forms only a
minor part of it. In the drawings of the
younger children, the triangle formed
a larger part of a smaller picture. This
drawing shows evidence of pattern in
the scarf and the buttons and one can
sense rhythm in it. A variety of lines
are included and there is good use of
space and colour. At this stage
children’s drawings of human figures are always facing the observer and
smiling. The snowman in this drawing is smiling also. 
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Title: A Bird and a Happy Face. This child said that he was originally going to
draw a flower, “but then I didn't”. The detail around the circumference of the
circle, which initially represented the petals, is now “curly hair”. Athey (1990)
states that children often label drawings as one thing and come back later and
label them as another. In this case the graphic theme underlying the
representations was the circle, and the petals double up very well as curly hair.
The depiction of the bird, made by adding a beak, a tail and two legs, is like
the original “tadpole” figures, where the circle represents the head and body.
These were two quite original drawings.

Much of the drawings among the 6, 7 and 8 year olds were very un-original.
The human and clock face were very common; the human face containing
much detail and the circle used as the circumference. No original uses for the
circle appeared apart from the following by a 7 year old:
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This drawing was only comprehensible with his verbalisations as there were
very few marks or co-ordinates added. There was much colour used, the circle
being completely filled in with mixtures of red, pink, orange and blue crayons.
The pleasure principle was operating here – the child drawing and colouring
what pleased and delighted his eye, irrespective of what the product looked like.
This would not be considered a creative drawing. 

Title: Children in School. This is an interesting aerial viewpoint of children
seated at a table in school, the table at which this child sat. One can see four
children grouped together at one end of the round table and one on his own at
the far end. The remainder of the circumference is left empty. Bower (1977)
has shown that proximity of objects is the earliest perceived topological space
relationship. As young children place objects very close to one another, in heaps
or bundles, so are marks made close together in their early drawings. Even
though the drawing does not portray spatial relations between the parts with
accuracy, there is a visual logic to the placement of parts on the page. This first
drawing is very creative, however, his second is very un-original as it is the sun.
Interestingly, this representation of the sun differs greatly from that of older
children, as the child enclosed it within the circle provided. The circle had
nothing whatsoever to do with the sun! Older children who drew the sun, used
the circle as the sun’s circumference. 
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Children's active participation in all learning experiences, where they have an
opportunity to use all their senses, stretches their creative talents. Therefore,
listening, feeling, touching, smelling and even tasting helps them develop a better
mental image of what they want to represent, rather than drawing solely from
memory and results in a more creative and meaningful drawing. An interested
adult talking to a child about his/her work and creations enhances the child’s self
esteem and confidence in his/her own ability in drawing. If a child has confidence
in his own ability and feels good about his own creations, there is less of a chance
that he will be concerned with conforming to peer pressure and stereotypes and
will instead foster his own creativity. 
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The use of the circles to represent “Daddy's glasses” by this seven year old is
very creative. Both circles are combined to make a pair of glasses. Overlay is not
a feature – the child represents the sides of the glasses by laying them out flat
on the page. Goodnow (1977) refers to these type drawings as “aerial
perspective” drawings. The child has some difficulty with spatial relations as the
eyebrows are contained within the glasses and the eyes are very small. In terms
of creativity however, this drawing would score highly, firstly as the child
viewed both circles together rather than individually and secondly, as it is
original, elaborate and communicative. A drawing as creative as this is most
unusual among this age group

CONCLUSIONS
Analysing the drawings in the two tests one can conclude that children aged
between 3 and 5 years of age are far more creative than older children. A drop
off in creative ideas reflected in drawings is evident around 6 years. The essence
of the younger children's creative thinking is only captured when the test is
extended to include their verbalisations about their drawings. We then get a
clearer picture of what they want to represent, as this elaborates their thoughts.
The older children's representations are more clearly understood, even without
verbalisations. This is due to the fact that older children's drawings relate more
to adult expectations of images and to stereotypical representations. This
finding concurs with other studies of creativity, where a drop off in creative
thinking has been noted at around 5 years of age. The pre-school period is
therefore particularly crucial in developing creativity and fostering its growth. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
Young children are naturally creative. Unfortunately, as they mature many of
them loose their creative ability. Creative thinking is promoted when they are
allowed and encouraged to think divergently. Creativity in drawing may be
fostered through young children’s play. Allowing children to meaningfully engage
in play, with a variety of materials, helps them come to an understanding of their
world. Everyday problems arise in play, problems which they must learn to solve
for themselves. They must be provided with an opportunity to think about how
such problems may be resolved. This allows for creative thoughts and possible
workable solutions to be discussed. Play is closely related to drawings, as in their
drawings, children are also attempting to come to an understanding of their
physical world, their imaginative world and their feelings and express it visually.
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society and the pattern of interaction established in the early years is of seminal
importance. The attitudes and expectations of Parents and Practitioners are
extraordinarily influential in the development of sex stereotypical behaviour. In
an attempt to illuminate the patterns of gender socialisation of children aged
Zero to Six Years as they occur in Homes, Pre- and Primary Schools, a study
was undertaken in Cork City during the school year 1999-2000 involving the
observation of 160 children. This study was eclectic in nature, encompassing a
Target Child Observational Schedule (providing a general record of children’s
activities, language and social settings), a study of the Physical Environment,
Interviews and an Interaction Analysis System (children aged 3 – 6 only).
Concurrent with the observational study, a questionnaire was circulated
nationally, to a randomly selected group of 100 Parents of children aged under
six and 100 State and Voluntary Practitioners. The results of these
investigations are presented in the following sections.  

ACTIVITIES
During the pre-school period , the differences between the sexes are apparent
in both toy preferences and type of play. Most boys prefer to play with bricks,
trucks and cars, while most girls prefer to play with dolls, kitchen sets and dress
up activities. Boys engage in more rough-and-tumble play and activities which
are loosely-structured, while girls’ activities are more structured. (Montemayor,
1974; Harper & Sanders, 1975; Carpenter, 1979; Di Pietro, 1981; Paley, 1986;
Cameron, Eisenberg & Kelly, 1985; Charlesworth & Dzur, 1987; Browne and
Ross, 1991; Murphy, 1997). 

In this study, the observation of 160 children under six years of age was undertaken,
toinvestigate the prevalence of gender-specific activities, language usage and social
groupings in Early Years settings. The thirty code category of the Target Child
Observational Schedule (Sylva et al, 1980) was considered suitable for use with
children under three years of age. The thirty activity code categories are divided
thus: categories 1 – 12, categories 13 – 16 and categories 17 – 30. Cognitive
Challenge can be assessed in the first sixteen categories. Patterns of gender-specific
activity were also assessed using these thirty categories. The manipulative, dramatic
and experiential learning, so essential to children’s cognitive development, was
allocated to categories 1 to 12. Categories 13 to 16 included rudimentary Three Rs
activities and Examining or Exploring an Object, while categories 17 to 30 contain
an indefinite amount of cognitive challenge (these are labelled Inscrutable). 
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A Portrayal of Practice:
Gender Socialisation in Early Years Education and
Care Settings

�aura 
unneen

Kindergarten is a triumph of self-stereotyping. No amount of
adult subterfuge or propaganda deflects the five-year-old’s passion
for segregation by sex. They think they have invented the
differences between boys and girls, and, as with any new
invention, must prove that it works.

(Paley, 1984, pix)

INTRODUCTION
Issues relating to Gender have occupied much attention in the recent past. The
publication of the Report of the Equality Authority (March, 2003) noted that
cases relating to gender discrimination accounted for the highest number of
submitted complaints – 33 per cent of the total. In a similar vein, the questioning
of men’s societal role occupied much discussion time on national radio. How does
such a situation still pertain in the Third Millennium? Why are the life
circumstances of so many people affected by their sex/gender roles?The answers to
these questions might be found in the gender socialisation practices of any human
society. The differential expectations of females and males begins even before birth,
as is evidenced by the results of research conducted by Rothman (1987). In this
study, mothers who had learned the sex of their baby through amniocentesis
described the male foetus as vigorously moving in the womb, whereas the female
foetus was considered quieter and less energetic. Mothers who did not know the
sex of their foetus discussed the pregnancy without describing the baby in such
terms. Furthermore, from the moment new born baby girls and boys are dressed
in Pink and Blue respectively, the process of gender socialisation has begun.
However, meta-analysis of many independent studies has concluded that “In
general, such reviews have concluded that differences between the sexes are small,
accounting for less than 5% of the variance …” (Ruble, 1988, p420).

The relationship between the sexes is one of the most fundamental in human
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were almost equal when Handling Objects of all kinds. Conversely, girls
dominated Play with Structured Materials and the Home Corner. They also had
a greater share of Art activities and, most interestingly, Sand and Water Play and
(once again) girls alone showed any interest in Musical activities. With regard to
Activity Categories 10-12 the following results emerged: 

Table 6.45 Time spent participating in Activity Categories 10 – 12,
according to Age and Sex 

In these findings, it is notable that the majority of boys’ time involved “horseplay”
(i.e. Informal Games and Social Play), with few instances of the use of language.
In fact, the majority of all instances of language based Social Play (involving
chatting, turn-taking and cuddling) in both age groups was initiated by girls. The
fact that girls have been found to possess greater verbal fluency than boys and have
superior recall of socially relevant information (Ippolitov, 1972; Maccoby and
Jacklin, 1974; Bahrick et al, 1975) finds expression in these particular findings.

While activity code categories 1 – 12 presented children with opportunities which
could provide high cognitive challenge, other forms of highly challenging behaviour
were recorded under activity codes 13 – 16 (Zero to Three Years) and codes 13 – 28
(Three to Six Years). For children aged under three, Examination of an Object and
Adult-directed Art and Manipulation skills provided a high cognitive challenge and
8.5 per cent of their time was spent in these activities. Boys of this age spent 5.2 per
cent of their time Looking at Books, while the equivalent amount of time for girls
was 3.0 per cent. Children aged over three spent 9.4 per cent of their time engaged
in activities such as Looking at Books, Counting and Examining and Art Skills. The
greater amount of girls’ time was spent Examining an Object (98 instances
recorded), while that of boys was expended in Art Skills (66 instances recorded).
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With regard to children aged three to six years, the forty-two categories of
Jowett’s (1981) modification of Sylva et al (1980) Target Child Observation
Schedule was deemed appropriate. These categories are divided in three groups,
namely categories 1 – 12, categories 13 – 28 and categories 29 – 42. The first
twenty-eight categories can be assessed for Cognitive Challenge. In this study,
these categories were examined with respect to the amount of gender-specific
activity which may be contained therein. With regard to Categories 1-9 the
results were as follows:

Table 6.44 Time spent participating in Activity Categories 1 – 9, 
according to Age and Sex 

A cursory glance at these findings reveals differences between the activities chosen
by the under threes and those of the over threes. Girls under three exceeded boys
in Gross Motor Activity and Pretend Play and were almost equal to them in
choice of Cars/ Animals and in Handling Objects. On the other hand, boys’
choice of Art activities and Structured Materials was greater than that of girls’.
With regard to the over threes, boys dominated Block Play and Cars and Animals,
and they were in the majority in Pretend and Gross Motor Play. Girls and boys
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It has been noted that, beginning in pre-school, teachers give boys more
attention (and a different form of attention) from that which girls receive. Such
differential attention includes: asking boys more questions, giving them more
individual attention, praise, encouragement, opportunities to answer questions
correctly and social interaction (Maccoby and Jacklin, 1974; Stallings, 1979;
Fennema et al, 1980; Becker, 1981; Stake and Katz, 1982; Gore and
Roumagoux, 1983; Putnam & Self, 1988; Luke, 1994). 

In this study, the seventeen settings provided differing levels and qualities of
language. Interestingly, silence reigned for 61.8 per cent of the total time
observed in the under three settings. Language utterances amounted to 22.7 per
cent of total time observed and included instances of Ego-Centric Speech and
Dialogue. It is interesting to note that, in this age bracket, girls initiated a
greater share of Utterances to Practitioners but they received practically the
same response as did boys. Furthermore, the desultory instances of recorded
Dialogue (0.2 per cent) were directed totally by (and at) boys.

In a further attempt to elucidate the patterns of gender socialisation which occur
in Early Years Settings, the amount of Admonitions and type of Responses (such
as “Wait”) received by Target Children were examined. Moreover, the instances
of Gendered Speech (such as “Girls” and “Boys”), together with Praises (such as
“Very Good” or “Excellent”), were also investigated. Not surprisingly, the results
would appear to concur with the hitherto mentioned research findings, i.e. boys
receive a greater share of many kinds of practitioner attention. 

Table 6.54 Percentage of Admonitions, Responses, Gendered 
Speech and Praises received by Target Children,
according to Age (Zero to Three Years) and Sex 
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The activity code categories 17 – 30 (Zero to Three Years) and 29 – 42 (Three
to Six Years) revealed the extent to which girls and boys participated in Adult-
led Group Activities and the amount of time they spent Watching and Waiting.
Children under three and over three spent 40.5 per cent and 51.3 per cent of
their respective total time observed engaged in such activities.

The aforementioned “Inscrutable” activities category illuminated some interesting
trends, with respect to gender difference in the behaviour of girls and boys according
to age. Boys in the under three group participated in more Adult-led Group
Activities and paid more Attention to Staff than did girls of a similar age. Meanwhile,
in the over three age group, girls participation in Adult-led Group Activities and
Attention to Staff were slightly greater than those of boys. In both age groups, boys
recorded the highest incidences of Aimless behaviour. These Inscrutable Activities
provided very little (if any) cognitive challenge to either girls or boys.

In conclusion, this analysis of the 30/42 activity code categories has also
unearthed a difference in the amount and type of highly cognitively challenging
activities in which girls and boys engage. It has been found that, in general,
boys in both age groups engaged in pursuits which required a higher level of
activity, developed their spatial and problem solving abilities and encouraged
creativity to a greater degree than did those of girls. Therefore, the importance
of providing, and encouraging, the use of as much varied equipment as possible
by both sexes cannot be overemphasised. 

Note: It must be stated that, whilst the Target Child Study Schedule did provide a general
record of children’s Activities, Language and Social Settings, it became necessary to devise
additional codes to outline, in particular, the use of gender-specific language and the
occurrence of gender-specific social pairs and groupings. The findings shown in the following
Language and Social Settings Tables utilise these additional codes. 

LANGUAGE
Research studies have shown that girls are more responsive to feedback from
teachers and peers of either sex, while boys are much less responsive or teacher-
orientated. Boys appear to lack interest in girls’ activities and ignore feedback
from them. Further, girls tend to seek the approval and assistance of adults
more so than boys. (Caplan, 1979; Carpenter and Huston-Stein, 1980;
Eiszler, 1982; Whyte, 1983).
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(sometimes unsolicited), Admonitions, Praises, Gendered Speech and instances of
Dialogue than did girls. Girls received a greater share of practitioner response (such
as “Wait a minute”) than did boys. Also, boys tended to have more Disagreements
with other boys than girls did with other girls. Finally, in this study, an analysis of
the patterns of gender socialisation with regard to recorded Language Utterances
tends to concur with the findings of empirical research conducted in this area. 

The findings of Brown’s Interaction Analysis Schedule highlighted some further
gender differences. Practitioners spoke for 51.4 per cent of time, while Silence and
Unclassified language accounted for a further 6.1 per cent of time. Voluntary
utterances on the part of pupils amounted to 35 per cent of time. However, further
analysis of the remaining 7.5 per cent of time (devoted to pupils responses)
indicated that boys were questioned approximately twice more frequently than were
girls. Thus, it emerged from these findings that the pattern of gender socialisation
in the linguistic domain produces somewhat different results for girls and boys, with
the latter sex being in receipt of a greater share of practitioner attention.

SOCIAL
As any Western infant teacher will confirm children in the early
years of schooling have tremendously stereotyped views about
gender-appropriate group membership and behaviour …
(Lloyd & Duveen, 1992; Francis, 1997, cited in Paechter, 1998, p45)

It has been found, in research conducted by MacNaughton (1997) and Howe
(1997, 2000), that single-sex groupings are a feature of pre-school life. When
an analysis was undertaken of the gender construction of groups in which the
Target Children participated, the following outcome resulted:

Table 6.61 Social Groupings of Target Children,
according to Age and Sex 
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In analysing the findings pertaining to the language domain of zero to three
year olds, an underlying pattern of gender socialisation is evident. Although
Female Target Children initiated greater instances of recorded Language
Utterances to Practitioner, the Response they received was approximately that
given to boys. Another area of difference concerned Gendered Speech, where
girls were in receipt of a greater share of such language. However, boys were in
receipt of a greater amount of practitioner attention (such as offers of help,
admonitions and praises). 

In the over three settings, silence reigned for 60.8 per cent of the total time
observed, while children spoke for 26.2 per cent of total time observed. Girls
addressed other children and the practitioner for 6.3 per cent and 4.9 per cent
of their total time observed, while the equivalent percentages for boys were 5.9
per cent and 6.4 per cent respectively.

In accordance with research conducted into the frequency of Admonitions,
type of Responses, Gendered Speech and amount of Praise received by zero to
three year olds, a similar study was conducted in these areas with regard to their
occurrence in the three to six year old cohort.

Table 6.58 Percentage of Admonitions, Responses, Gendered 
Speech and Praises received by Target Children,
according to Age (Three to Six Years) and Sex 

Thus, in analysing the recorded Language Utterances of Target Children aged
three to six years, the following findings resulted – boys were in receipt of a greater
share of practitioner attention than were girls. Boys received more offers of help
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different quality – practitioners usually asked them to “wait a minute” if they
required assistance. In fact, eight of the eleven practitioners voiced the opinion
that girls were “much more capable than boys” and that it was “best to leave
them to it”. Consequently, girls sought help from one another to a greater
degree than did boys from other boys. It was interesting to note that girls did
play more co-operatively than did boys, and boys did argue among themselves
to a greater degree than did girls. 

In summary, the main findings regarding social play and social groupings is
that single- sex groupings begin to form even before the age of three.
However, it is also noteworthy that girls of this age group are almost twice
as likely as boys to play in mixed groups. With regard to the over three age
group, the pattern of girls forming all female groups is intensified – in fact,
such groupings accounted for the majority of girls’ social settings in this
study. Likewise, it was noted that boys also formed single-sex groups (which
accounted for the majority of their social settings), although not to the
extent of those of girls. Again, with relation to this age group, an interesting
result was illustrated in the “Pair including Adult” category – boys were in
receipt of the greater amount of practitioner attention and interaction, yet,
in the under three group, both sexes were in receipt of almost the same
amount of adult attention. Thus, the patterns of gender socialisation
illuminated by these findings reveal trends which appear to be consistent
with empirical studies conducted in this area.

INFORMAL INTERVIEWS
In informal interviews conducted during the Pilot Study and the Main Study, the
following phrases emerged with regard to opinions voiced on girls and boys:

GIRLS BOYS·
l Quieter l Physical, e.g. fight/punch/prefer sports
l Eager to please l Loud
l Easy to manage l Boisterous
l More independent than boys  l Demand more attention
l More industrious (in school setting) l More fun
l Need to get things right  l Throw tantrums
l Do not need to impress other girls l Attached to their Mothers
l Neat (in their school work) situation l Longer to settle in school 
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In a further breakdown of the percentages for All Female/Male Pairs and
Groups and all Mixed Pairs and Groups, the following results emerged: 

Much of the activity conducted in the under three settings allowed the children
great freedom of movement and the social groupings observed were of a very
fluid nature. The social groupings which emerged among the three to six year
olds had some element of teacher direction, especially in the Junior and Senior
Infant classes. In the Pre-School settings, very little teacher direction was given
and freedom of movement was allowed.Research conducted in such settings has
noted that boys are in receipt of a greater amount of teacher attention and social
interaction (Serbin et al, 1973, 1984). In this study of the over threes, boys did
receive a greater share of teacher attention and social interaction – 8.1 per cent,
compared to that of 5.8 per cent received by girls. 

It was interesting to note that boys received such attention whether or not it
was sought. On more occasions than can be recounted, boys were asked by
practitioners in all eleven over three settings if they “were alright there”. Quite
an amount of this attention was unsolicited but, as seven of the eleven
practitioners stated, “you have to keep an eye on the boys”. In many instances,
this interest was totally unwarranted. The attention girls received was of a
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