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Activity in Gender Differences in Behavior


Play. It's said that all work and no play makes Jack a dull boy, and that all play and no work makes Jack a mere toy. The first part of that proverb is well known, it implies that one who spends all their time working is boring; I originally heard it during a childhood viewing of The Shining, a terrifying horror classic that, at the time, presented developmentally inappropriate material for my viewing pleasure. The second half, which implies that one who spends all their time playing is good for nothing but fun (and fun doesn't put food on the table), was added about a hundred and fifty years later by a separate author. Is the statement true? It may well be true for adults, but for children? No. Children have a definite need for play, ranging from functional play, the very basic, repetitive motor movements seen in infants, to 'games with rules', which usually don't emerge until about age seven years, when many children begin transitioning into concrete operations, the stage of cognitive development characterized by the ability to reverse thought, focus on the perceptions of others, and display notably less egocentricity. Functional play (birth to age two), though extremely simple in autonomy when viewed by an adult who lacks an adequate child development schema, allows a child to develop their physical skills, and is pleasurable. Construction play (two to three years old) involves building something out of available materials, aids in cognitive and physical development. (Henniger, 2005, Pg. 123) Symbolic play (three to seven years old), also known as Dramatic play, is play that requires a functioning imagination and the ability to pretend (Bjorklund, 2012, Pg. 89), "...young children advance upon their cognitions about people, objects, and actions and in this way construct increasingly sophisticated representations of the world." (Bjorklund, 2012, Pg. 89) Thus, without symbolic play children would have a much more difficult time creating schema with which to both assimilate and accommodate information into their growing cognitive understanding of reality. Games with Rules (seven years and up) mediate the development of a child's patience, or self-regulation, as the child waits for their turn, as well as various cognitive (such as mathematics in Monopoly) and moral (such as stealing or not stealing chips from other but distracted players in a game of poker) faculties, depending upon the game in question. (Henniger, 2005, Pg. 122) So, play is important for a child's cognitive, social, emotional, moral, linguistic, physical and creative development.


As per the instructions from the professor, observations were to be made, analyzed, and interpreted by each student in the class. Four framework options were given to the class to direct them: Cognitive Concept Formation, Frequency of Behavioral Occurrence, Gender Differences in Play, and Language Development, this paper will be focusing on Gender Differences in Play. The purpose being to increase and cement an understanding of the concepts, models, and theories found in the lectures of Professor Schwartz. The observations made were assigned three labels, depending upon the ratio of genders in the activity (predominantly male, predominantly female, and neutral), whether the activity utilized more inner (imagination based), outer (reality/physically based), or both forms of play, and the main type of motor skill involved (fine, gross, or both)). It was assumed for the sake of convenience that all of the types of play observed involved some kind of motor activity, though in the case of 'standing and chatting', this was limited, at times, to fine oral motor skills.


Seven separate activities were observed over the course of thirty minutes, and were each assigned a title: Sandbox, Tricycle/Car, Swings, Tag/Running, Mat/Tarp, Climbing Structure, and Standing/Chatting. Each activity was focused on for ten minutes, with three activities being observed simultaneously. Observations were made at Mi Escuelita Maya, a preschool I'm interning at this semester that's located locally. Two activities (Sandbox and Standing/Chatting) were gender neutral, although girls were slightly more represented in Standing/Chatting; Three activities (Tricycle/Car, Swings, and Mat/Tarp) were skewed towards female participation; Two activities (Tag/Running and Climbing Structure) had more boys than girls involved during the observation. Of the types of play witnessed, three (Tricycle/Car, Swings, Standing/Chatting) involved, primarily, an orientation towards the outer, physical reality; Three (Sandbox, Tag/Running, and Climbing Structure) required both inner and outer realities; Only the Mat/Tarp play utilized, primarily, the inner world. As for the type of motor skills, most (Tricycle/Car, Swings, Tag/Running, and Climbing Structure) were mainly gross motor; Fine motor skills were needed for Standing/Chatting; the Sandbox and Mat/Tarp related play used a relatively equal amount of both motor skills.[image: image1.emf]Gender Skew Inner/OuterMotor Type

Sandbox Neutral Both Both

Tricycle/Car Girl Out Gross

Swings Girl Out Gross

Tag/Running Boy Both Gross

Mat/Tarp Girl Inner Both

Climbing StructureBoy Both Gross

Standing/Chatting Neutral Out Fine
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The Mat/Tarp play involved children listening to a story being read to them by one of the program's teachers. Children would sit on the mat and cluster around the teacher and her props: a book, and three helmets. Children were allowed to put on the helmets and play around with them, thus using gross and fine motor skills as they passed and held the helmet and buckled the chinstrap. The boys seemed to have a more difficult time sitting still and paying attention to the story, this may be because the boys were younger than the girls, and so having a less developed executive function to facilitate the inhibition process and switch between applicable sets of rules (you can be active outside, you can't be active on the mat) (Bjorklund, 2012, Pg. 261-263). Even if the children were all the same age, the boys would still be at a disadvantage due to the developmental disparity between the sexes, that is, all other things being equal, a four year old girl's brain is slightly more developed than a four year old boy's. Another possible explanation for this is because girls acquire language earlier they can cognitively represent the world in a more complex manner sooner, thus allowing for an earlier developed executive function. Girls were much more likely than boys to be involved in the Mat/Tarp activity, and this reinforces the sex-stereotype that girls are more likely than boys to be engaged in play that is quiet and mellow. However, the teacher was female, and this factor  may have attracted more of the little girls than boys.
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Overall, girls were more likely than boys to engage in play that involved minimal physical movement. Outliers existed; girls played more with the tricycles and swings than boys, but the tricycles activity only had two girls involved, and they weren't playing simultaneously; the swings also had a small number of children playing with them. Notably, the girls that I observed playing on the swings and with the tricycles/cars were highly individualistic, autonomous, and independent of the other children. While these girls did participate in group activities with the other girls, the outlier girls usually had to be sought out for play if this group was to be established. At times such as during snack, the non-outliers would request the presence of the outliers, as in, "Bryce, come sit over here with me!" In which case the outlier-girls frequently assumed higher status positions within the group (to the extent that this is possible for three to five year old's), to the point that inter-group disagreements (as in: We should do X. No, we should do Y.) would often be trumped by the outliers-girls.
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More commonly, girls would stand and chat as an actual activity, rather than using it as a buffer in between activities as the boys did. This supports the theory that girls spend more time in types of play that focus on language and relationships, while boys spend more time engaged in active and aggressive play (Henniger, 2005, Pg. 134). In fact, when observed, girls were more likely to partake in Standing/Chatting than any other form of play. Note too, however, boys were also more likely to stand and chat, but the time boys spent standing and talking was largely time used to plan ahead or think of what active/aggressive play to do next. Boys were also more likely to abandon other boys that were crying or otherwise displaying some manifestation of pain, in which case a teacher was required to facilitate an ineffective intervention that mainly served to punish the non-crying boys and positively reinforce the crying boy (the crying boy learned that displaying pain means they can get their way; I've witnessed this cycle many times, and can even tell you which children at Mi Escuelita Maya have internalized this). Whereas girls would often comfort crying girls, and boys. This could be due to socialization, as the girls may have many models of women comforting others; at least at Mi Escuelita Maya the teachers (all female except for my occasional presence) are frequently comforting the children, and once in awhile each other as well.


Boys were more frequently involved in high energy activities, such as running and climbing. The running/tag play seemed to have some relation to superhero dramatic play, as many of the observed running boys had on capes, one girl also had on a cape, and the other girl involved in the primarily boys running/tag play was one of the aforementioned outliers. Running/tag had the group running back and forth between the grassy area, cement area, and the wood chip area, where the climbing structure was located. Once at the climbing structure, the boys would climb up into the tower like construction through either its hard wooden ladder, soft rope ladder, or via slide, and claim that no girls were allowed, which prompted the girls to grab the attention of a teacher, who told the boys that the tower was for everyone (negative reinforcement for the girls, response cost for the boys). Once the girls were allowed into the climbing structure, the boys lost interest in it, and proceeded to run to another area, which is consistent with the idea that during the younger years children play, mainly, with children of the same sex.
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The Sandbox was gender neutral, and this is probably because it requires relatively little lower body gross motor movement, and a mix of upper body fine and gross motor movement. Gross in the case of using a shovel or dumping a bucket of sand, water, or a mixed cocktail of both; fine in the case of carefully putting a leaf at the very top of a mound of sand and declaring it the flag. However, Sandbox play fits nicely with the gender neutral label as this form of play involves both the inner (in the case of a leaf becoming a flag) and outer (using real, physical sand) world, and both fine and gross motor movement. But, because there were very few children playing in the sandbox, it is possible that this gender balance was uncharacteristic of it. At the time of observation no more than three children were playing in the sandbox at any given time, each child played mainly in parallel with each other, though there were the occasional conflicts when one child wanted to use another's shovel or bucket; these disagreements were short lived, though. The main goal varied by child and gender. The girls were more interested in building neat mounds using the buckets as a frame for their construction, while the boys were more often mixing water with sand, or destroying the other children's creations, however, they did build as well. This reflects the earlier maturing brain of young girls who are more capable of appreciating others points of view, and so not destroying others creations, as well as having more patience from a more highly developed executive function and so a longer attention span allowing them to build sand castle-like constructions.


In conclusion, there may be some error in my observations due to my own bias; as a male I found myself more interested in the play of the male children because I was able to find a common thread between my past experiences and what I was currently observing. Also, my observations tended to focus on the more salient activities, that is, those that had several children participating; I never began an observation of an activity that had no children partaking in it.
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