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Gender Differences 

From the minute children are born, they are brought into a society that is embedded with 

many gender stereotypes that each gender is expected to follow.  Children will notice this due to 

the social cues from people around them and from observing others on a daily basis.  Depending 

on the gender, the mother and father will choose the ‘appropriate’ color of the child’s room and 

the clothes that that child should wear.  These ideas of what is right and what is wrong of a 

gender is passed from one generation to the next and is never ending.  However, little do most 

people realize that children are actually paying attention to these gender differences.  Children 

are watching the figure who is more like them the most, where the daughter will watch what her 

mother does more and the son will watch his father.  Through their actions, children will learn 

and grow up to believe that they are only allowed to do something as long as it falls within their 

gender.  If a child does something that is not normal for their gender, they will become socially 

isolated from peers.  Children are building schemas based off of what they view in the 

environment around them.  They are establishing an identity from the characteristics they see 

from their gender due to the social interactions that they witness from both genders.   

 Gender schemas are defined as the stored information in specific neural networks that 

provide you with strategies on how to behave or act depending on your gender.  Children clearly 

see adults behaving in this manner and easily pick up on the mannerisms which they feel as their 

duty to perform.  This only happens, however, once a child identifies themselves as male or 

female.  The children understand that males and females do and play with different things that 



sometimes the opposite sex would not play with.  For example, boys may be found climbing on 

the jungle gym or doing some kind of rough and tumble play, while girls may be playing house 

in the dramatic play area.  In this incident, there were two boys who were observed chasing each 

other while two girls sat in the shade and were talking to one another.  As the two boys were 

running around, screaming, pointing, and laughing at one another, the two girls were being very 

quiet and were sitting close to one another.  The two boys were using more aggressive behaviors 

as they would run up to each other and tag one another with a slight push before running in 

another direction to not get tagged.  This suggests that the two girls would rather sit down and 

talk to one another rather than chase each other like the two boys.  This is very stereotypical 

behavior for both genders as boys would rather participate in active games while girls like to sit 

down more and socialize.   

Through child to child interactions, children learn gender scripts meaning they show an 

understanding of the same sex roles rather than gender scripts of the opposite sex.  Infants are 

able to differentiate between males and females, but have no awareness of the stereotypes that 

follow ‘appropriate’ gender roles.  Once children are in preschool, they are more aware of these 

gender stereotypes and begin experimenting what is appropriate and inappropriate based on the 

reactions of peers and adults due to the child’s gender.  For example, two boys were observed 

digging in the sand area with shovels.  As they were digging a female teacher came up to them 

and asked them, “What they were digging for?”  They told the teacher that they were digging for 

buried treasure and that they were pirates.  In the children’s schema regarding gender, they may 

have come across that the idea of being a pirate is manly, aggressive, and that they are tough.  

The boys may think that digging falls within their gender script because they are digging in the 



sand and this could be related to maybe seeing their fathers digging while doing yard work while 

they may have seen their mother cleaning the house. 

 Gender stereotyping is composed of three phases in which the child develops these 

schemas and ideas of what roles are expected of that child based on their gender.  Once the child 

reaches the age of five the gender roles become really strict until about the age of seven where 

they begin to level off until adolescence.  Between the years of five and seven children perceive 

activities strictly based on whether it is something a girl is supposed to do or whether it is a boy 

activity.  There is no overlapping of the activities for the children in this age range or to 

participate in an activity that is not an appropriate behavior for that specific gender.  Once the 

child reaches the age of eight years, the child will have more flexibility towards interacting with 

children of the opposite sex during opposite sex activities.  When children develop into their 

adolescent years, they separate themselves from activities that do not correlate with their gender 

roles.   

Children are able to examine how males and females behave through imitation and 

observation of how others act in certain situations.  For example, four boys and two girls were 

playing with handkerchiefs where each child had a partner. The two girls were partners while 

there were two sets of boy pairs.  The two girls gently tossed it at one another and smiled and 

giggled when the other child caught the handkerchief.  One set of the boys stood further apart 

from one another compared to the girl group.  The boys would throw the handkerchief as hard as 

they could at one another rather than being gentle like the girls.  That same pair of boys threw 

theirs on the roof of the building on purpose.  This shows that boys are more willing to 

experiment with the objects that they play with and take more risks where as the girls were being 



more gentle and safe with their object.  It relates to how girls are more nurturing while boys are 

more aggressive.   

 As children develop, they have the notion of gender constancy meaning they understand 

that their gender remains constant throughout life and that it does not change.  Children will 

observe this by judging ones dress or through what kinds of activities that they are engaging in.  

Children as young as three years old have a hard time understanding this concept because they 

believe if somebody engages in the opposite sex play, their gender has changed and is now the 

other gender.  Children at this age also have a hard time determining whether an infant is a boy 

or girl without his or her clothes on.  The way people dress is something that children rely on in 

order to know whether someone is a boy or a girl.  It is not until later on that the children turns 

towards a person’s features other than ones clothing choices.   

There are three components that make up gender constancy which are gender identity, 

gender stability, and gender consistency and that these all happen in an ordered sequence as the 

child develops.  For example, when it came to playing soccer with a male teacher, only boys 

were playing.  They were running and kicking the ball as the teacher would try to steal it away 

from them with his foot.  There were three boys who participated in this and they were laughing 

for the majority of the time.  The children were also throwing the ball against the fence 

producing a loud noise and trying to throw the ball at the teacher when he was not looking.  This 

was clearly rough and tumble play where the boys were participating in more of an aggressive 

activity that is very gender stereotypical.  None of the girls within the classroom tried to 

participate in this activity.  Even though both genders play soccer, the children at this age must 

have formed a specific schema regarding gender where they think that since the male adult figure 



is playing this game and only boys are over there playing, it means girls must not play that sport 

or game.   

Gender identity is defined as being aware of ones’ own gender and having the ability to 

identify whether he or she is female or male.  Through this the child is able to identify other 

children and adults around them as male or female as well.  Gender stability is the idea that the 

child understands that he or she is born with one gender and that gender remains the same 

throughout his or her lifetime.  The idea of gender consistency is when a child is able to 

recognize that when a person is wearing the opposite sex clothes or has opposite sex behavior the 

person’s gender remains the same regardless.  Gender constancy is believed to be fully 

established by the time the child reaches their middle childhood years.  Once a child understands 

their identity of self, he or she begins to pay more attention to adult figures, who have the same 

gender as them.  They begin paying attention to how that adult behaves and what activities the 

adult participates in.  A child will look at a toy and is capable of determining whether it is for 

someone for their gender to play with or for a child of the opposite sex.  If the object is for the 

opposite sex, the child will move onto something else and will not want anything to do with it.   

Boys are more likely to participate in gross motor activities, where as girls are more 

likely to participate in fine motor activities.  For example, two girls were observed playing in a 

dollhouse with their dolls.  They were both communicating with each other about how the 

mommy was cleaning the kitchen.  There were no boys trying to include themselves in the 

activity while this play was taking place.  Due to this being a stereotypical girl activity, many of 

the boys stayed far away from this activity and were spotted in more rough and tumble play on 

the playground.  These girls who have the same gender as their mothers probably watch their 

mothers actions at home and have a specific schema as to knowing that the mothers stereotypical 



job in the household is to clean the house.  On the other hand, there were two boys who were 

being observed climbing on the jungle gym.  Both boys were climbing up the jungle gym to see 

who could get up there the fastest.  When they would do this, they would jump back down and 

try to do it again as they would laugh.   

 In contrast, there have been studies that have shown that there is no relationship to gender 

related toys and gender identity in children.  The children displayed behaviors and played with 

toys of their liking before they could identify their own gender.  Results have shown that it 

depends whether the child has received the androgens, the male hormone, during the prenatal 

development.  This holds true for both boys and girls.  Due to an increased amount of androgens 

in the body, the child will be more likely to play with masculine toys.  For example, two boys 

and one girl were observed riding their tricycles along the bike path and they went around the 

track several times.  This showed that this toy was in fact a gender neutral toy and that both 

genders were able to use it.  These children may have witnessed males and females in their 

environment riding bicycles and had come to the conclusion that it is socially acceptable for both 

genders to participate in this activity. 

 As children form schemas, they develop theories as to what the two genders do and not 

do and try to figure out how the two differentiate.  For example, through the observation there 

were two girls and a boy who were walking around and were not sure what they should do.  They 

were all talking together as the two girls walked together linking arms while the boy led the way.  

This is something that is socially acceptable because the male is in front of the females and has 

taken charge of the group while the two females are together and following him.  It would not be 

as socially acceptable to see two males linking arms with a female in the lead trying to find an 

activity to do.  After a while the group split apart with the two girls running side by side to the 



dramatic play area to play dress up while the boy began chasing the other boys in a game of tag.  

The three children were experimenting with playing with the opposite sex, but instead of finding 

an activity together they reverted back to their gender stereotypical behavior.   

 As children grow up they begin to identify themselves as male or female and become 

accustomed to the gender stereotypical behavior within their environment.  From a young age, a 

child understands that there are differences between males and females and as they develop, they 

learn to differentiate between the two.  They are constantly watching the actions and behaviors of 

those in their environment to understand what is supposed to be appropriate behavior of them.  

Boys are more likely to engage in aggressive related behaviors while girls are more likely to be 

more nurturing. This is something that was learned from our ancestors and has carried on from 

one generation to the next and still hold true today. 
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