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ABSTRACT  
To develop gender equality, teacher perception and pedagogical 
practices need to be challenged. This article sets out to explore 
challenging early childhood development (ECD) teachers’ perceptions 
and pedagogical practices regarding gender in South Africa. There is a 
dearth of research on gender pedagogical practices among ECD 
teachers. The research methodology employed participatory action 
research that focused on collaborative learning workshops. Data 
collection methods were interviews, observations, reflective journals 
and focus group discussions with 12 ECD teachers. Data was generated 
in two phases. The first phase revealed that teachers’ perceptions and 
pedagogical practices of gender needed to be challenged as they were 
gender biased. The second phase, teachers highlighted the influence of 
challenging their perceptions and pedagogical practices on gender. 
Findings revealed that learning environments were more gender aware 
by challenging teachers’ perceptions and pedagogical practices. The 
findings revealed that teachers’ development programmes are 
paramount to gender-equitable transformations at ECD centres.
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Introduction

South Africa is fraught with deep-seated gender inequalities, which deprive most children of their 
fundamental rights to equality in education (Ashley-Cooper, van Niekerk, and Atmore 2019). Chil-
dren are currently exposed to gender inequality consciously or unconsciously through the influences 
within the institution of schooling (Gansen 2017). Inequalities in gender tend to persist from the 
early years into adulthood and across life (Ashley-Cooper, van Niekerk, and Atmore 2019). Within 
early childhood development (ECD) centres, young children are vulnerable to several beliefs, 
myths, stereotypes, norms and values which influence their gender identity (Rogers and Way 
2021). Therefore, a substantial body of research (Aina and Cameron 2011; Chapman 2016; Stonku-
viene and Purvaneckiene 2022) indicates that early childhood is crucial for the formation of 
gender identity as an increasing number of children spend a larger portion of their time in early 
childhood centres. Early Childhood pedagogy establishes the foundation of gender stereotype 
development, evident in teacher perception, pedagogical processes, curricula and male dominance 
at ECD centres. The research was undertaken to determine whether a small sample of practitioners 
reflected the wider issues identified in the literature.
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Literature review

Teacher perceptions of gender inequality

In the process of gender perception, pre-school teachers play a pivotal role in the formation of chil-
dren’s gender perceptions (Yildiz and Erkan 2023). Every teacher has an individual understanding of 
gender, which is influenced by gender stereotypes (Chapman 2016). Gender bias is perceiving others 
positively or negatively based on their particular gender, and at times, bias is so ingrained that an 
individual is unaware of its existence (MacNaughton 2006). Heterosexuality and the notion of appro-
priate gender behaviours regulate teachers’ behaviour by informing their beliefs about appropriate 
and inappropriate gendered identity in children (Aina and Cameron 2011).

Teachers have a perception of gender inequality based on their own childhood experiences, and 
these ideas are passed on to children (Lynch 2015). ECD teachers’ perceptions have a significant 
impact on the proliferation of gender stereotypes. Teachers’ perceptions of gender are so deep- 
seated that they influence how children perceive and relate with themselves and others 
(Huysman et al. 2021). Teacher’s perceptions are reproduced to reflect stereotypical assumptions 
that influence gendered identities, choice of activities, disciplinary approaches, games, and toys 
(Lynch 2015; Meland and Kaltvedt 2019). Teachers who believe girls are sensitive are more likely 
to believe that girls should be disciplined more gently than boys (Gansen 2021). The teacher’s per-
ceptions of gender affect the achievement of boys and girls. Hence, teachers with gender-stereoty-
pical perceptions believe boys succeed in numerical activities (Berekashvili 2012). International 
research has illustrated that the teacher’s perceptions influence gender (Meland and Kaltvedt 
2019; Warin and Adriany 2017; Wingrave 2018).

The Nordic countries are known for their proactive advancements in gender (Kreitz-Sandberg and 
Lahelma 2021). Sweden, together with Finland, Norway, Denmark and Iceland, participated in the 
Nord-Lilia collaborated projects which promoted gender equality. First, to ensure that there is 
gender equality, the Nordic countries share a common policy to ensure that there is non-discrimi-
nation from ECCE to tertiary institutions. Second, the school environment ensures that all children 
have access to education, and there is gender neutrality. The implication is that all genders 
should respect each other, cooperate and not create gender disparities (Bromseth and Sörensdotter 
2014). Gender neutrality challenges stereotyping, and it influences teachers to be aware of how 
gender perceptions influence one’s behaviour and relations in the classroom (Blomberg, Waldemar-
son, and Žvinklienė 2014). Third, Nordic countries promoted teacher training so that all children are 
protected from discrimination (Chi 2018). Therefore, teachers have an awareness of diversity and 
develop respect as well as trust in all regardless of their race, gender or economic situation 
(Odrowąż-Coates 2015). However, in Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden, despite established 
policies, stereotypical perceptions of gender by teachers still persist in ECD (Chi 2018).

Many countries in Africa such as Lesotho, Namibia and Rwanda adhere to numerous international 
policies and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) that target gender inequality. These 
countries developed policies to ensure that all children, irrespective of gender, are enrolled at 
school (Morojele 2011). In addition, governments have enacted a range of activities to promote 
gender equality in education. These activities included increasing the number of female teachers, 
awarding scholarships to girls, and sensitising teachers to gender disparities (Straus and Waldorf 
2011). However, despite the policies and educational reform changes, there were gender disparities 
as teachers’ perceptions continued to influence gender-stereotypical practices. Patriarchal percep-
tions by the teachers encourage boys and girls to conform to gender roles (Lekhetho 2018), thus 
resulting in the development of gender inequalities. Therefore, many countries in Africa need to 
have a gender training programme for teachers to make them aware of the influence of their per-
ceptions on gender inequality.

Despite the South African constitution supporting gender equality, the country continues to be 
characterised by strong stereotypes of masculinity and femininity (Mayeza 2018). In terms of policy, 
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the new National Integrated Childhood Development Policy introduced a universal right for children 
from conception to 5 years (Ashley-Cooper, van Niekerk, and Atmore 2019). However, more than 2 
years after the policy, the implementation plan has not materialised. While ECD has been taken more 
seriously by the South African government, one of the most significant challenges is a lack of training 
for ECD teachers. There is a current mushrooming of ECD centres in rural areas, and ECD teachers 
have limited training. As a result of the lack of training and limited skills, these teachers are not 
aware of gender stereotypes. Therefore, they continue to reinforce gender inequalities (Makhubele 
and Baloyi 2018).

Pedagogical practices and gender inequality

The pedagogical practices regarding gender roles significantly affect the acquiring of knowledge, 
skills, attitudes, and dispositions among boys and girls (Wall, Litjen, and Taguma 2015). Pedagogical 
practices are the interactions between the teacher and the child during teaching and learning activi-
ties. Children in ECE are influenced and develop according to what is taught and how this facilitation 
occurs, from planning lessons to managing classrooms and evaluating performance (Anders 2015). 
ECD teachers arrange environments that are influenced by gender (Muasya and Kazungu 2018). Tea-
chers influence stereotypical gender behaviour in children through discriminatory and restrictive 
pedagogical practices. Therefore, teachers influence the self-confidence and achievement of boys 
and girls (Biemmi 2015).

Teachers reproduce stereotypical gendered identities, and children develop gender identities as 
they interact with their teachers (Aina and Cameron 2011). Teachers interact differently with boys 
and girls in pre-school settings because of their implicit beliefs and subconscious understanding 
of gender (Palomba 2022). Gender messages are received through interactions, and the classroom 
environment influences children’s gender identities (Baig 2015). The spaces, play materials, books, 
illustrations and language usage convey messages regarding gender roles (Aina and Cameron 
2011). The use of language in the classroom plays a role in the gender identity development of chil-
dren through interactions. Children construct their identities through interactions. Therefore, the 
learning environment, resources and learning material influence gender identity (Baig 2015). 
Although teachers do not openly discriminate against children’s gender, teachers’ discipline 
models, choice of toys, activities and games reinforce gender-stereotypical norms (Meland and Kalt-
vedt 2019).

The Nordic countries’ pedagogical practices have made advancements in gender equality 
through the encouragement of gender-inclusive language, which deviates from traditional 
norms. Therefore, in the classroom, there is a removal of gender-specific such as cars or dolls 
(Odrowąż-Coates 2015). Gender-stereotypical language is removed from the environment, litera-
ture, books and games (Odrowąż-Coates 2015). Furthermore, there are specific arrangements of 
activities, sports, and toys so that both boys and girls are not restricted by their gender 
(Engdahl and Nilsen 2011). In addition, the disciplinary practices are based on the democratic 
values that all children should be treated as equals. One of the central starting points of promot-
ing gender equality is that the rights of all children should be protected irrespective of gender 
(Odenbring 2014). However, in Nordic countries like Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden, tea-
chers need professional development to enhance gender awareness in pedagogical practices as 
gender inequalities still prevail (Chi 2018).

Research in America, Sweden, Spain, Serbia, India and Kenya revealed that ECD teachers 
arrange play environments, games, play spaces and story-telling according to gender (Muasya 
and Kazungu 2018). Research in Serbia illustrated that girls performed gendered play in the 
kitchen, and the teacher favoured girls over boys because girls behaved in a way that corre-
sponded with the feminine nature of the kindergarten culture. The teacher’s practice in Pakistan 
was guided by her perception of gender relationships in society. Therefore, girls are given dom-
estic roles such as cleaning activities such as washing the dishes. Girls are prepared for future 

EDUCATION 3-13 3



responsibilities confined to the household activities assigned to them from a young age. Further-
more, teachers expected girls to be quiet, and their physical movement was restricted while boys 
were active (Baig 2015). In addition, while girls were encouraged to take an interest in English, 
boys were encouraged to do mathematics activities (Baig 2015). It is through these messages 
that children construct gendered identities.

The fundamental concern is that teachers are often unaware of gender stereotypes that are 
reinforced through the hidden curriculum. The hidden curriculum refers to values and behaviours 
transferred by teachers and children in the learning environment without conscious intention and 
awareness (Sedigheh et al. 2019). An increased awareness would assist teachers in examining 
their attitudes. Research in the United Kingdom revealed that teachers enforce gender stereotypes 
by treating boys and girls differently using gender groupings, allocation of colour based on gen-
dered symbols, assigning gendered play areas and gendered tasks (Jennet 2022). A study by 
Meland and Kaltvedt (2019) in Norway revealed that teachers’ pedagogical practices profoundly 
affected children’s beliefs regarding gender.

Challenging gender stereotypes in teachers’ perceptions and pedagogical practices

Teachers’ pedagogical practices and perceptions need to be challenged by an awareness pro-
gramme in ECD aimed at conscientising gender. Gender awareness offers practical strategies 
for teachers to be gender sensitive in daily ECD activities to establish the foundations of 
gender equality. In ECD, children are aware of gender differences, but teachers have not been 
challenged to be gender-sensitised (Wang et al. 2022). Hence, teachers intervene during play 
to correct any gender stereotype. Teachers need to design their programmes, and activities 
and facilitate the support of children’s participation through a reflective approach (Xu 2020). Tea-
chers select educational resources to challenge gender stereotyping (Burton 2020). ECD teachers 
need to contest gender bias, which has far-reaching effects on the child’s interests and career 
choices. According to Dickins (2014), in the construction area, girls are discouraged from partici-
pating in playing with wheeled toys. The boys develop the foundational skills for later under-
standing STEM (science, technology, engineering and maths). Teacher awareness encourages 
girls to participate in STEM fields and encourages men’s participation in caring professions like 
teaching (Moosa and Bhana 2020). Thus our research aimed to understand the perceptions 
regarding gender among ECD teachers and to challenge ECD teachers’ perceptions and pedago-
gical practices regarding gender awareness. In this research study, teachers’ perceptions and ped-
agogical practices were challenged.

The research objectives were: 

1. To establish the current situation regarding the teachers’ perceptions and pedagogical practices 
of gender.

2. To challenge ECD teachers’ perceptions and pedagogical practices of gender.

Changes in perceptions and pedagogical practices

The teachers need to be challenged to be aware of gender-stereotypical norms at ECD (Warin and 
Adriany 2017). When teachers were challenged, they experienced changes in their perception of 
gender. Teachers become more conscious of gender stereotypes in the curriculum and the 
hidden curriculum at ECD centres. The teachers became more reflective and more conscious of 
gender expectations, perceptions and discipline in the classroom. In addition, there were changes 
in perception in the management of the classroom. Teachers became more aware of gender 
when planning teaching and learning activities.

Challenging the teachers influenced significant changes in pedagogical practices. The partici-
pants became conscious of gender equality in the classroom and the need to change their practices 
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as it is fundamental to gender-equitable early childhood environments (Lynch 2015). In addition, 
challenging teachers influenced significant changes in disciplinary approaches and the daily man-
agement of the classroom (Warin and Adriany 2017). Hence, teachers need sustainable workshops 
to be knowledgeable about the influence of perceptions on gender inequalities (Mulaudzi and Mud-
zielwana 2016).

Theoretical framework

The position taken in this study was that challenging teachers’ perceptions and pedagogical prac-
tices can be understood in relation to the teachers’ role in gender-stereotypical development 
(Ball, Cribbie, and Steele 2013). The concepts of discourses were used to frame the study drawing 
from post-structural theory. Discourses are a way of speaking, writing, thinking, feeling or acting 
that provides a framework for establishing a set of rules (Blaise and Taylor 2012). Children learn to 
position themselves to traditional discourses of femininity and masculinity (Martin and Muthukrishna 
2011). The discourses have rules and discursive practices that influence world views (Foucault 1972). 
The concept of discourses is the body of ideas or beliefs that are repeatedly enacted and gives 
meaning to masculinity and femininity (Blaise and Taylor 2012). The discourse regulates gendered 
behaviours, so boys comply with the discourse of masculinity, and girls comply with the discourse 
of femininity. The discourses provide insight into how children construct identities and the 
different power available to boys and girls (Blaise and Taylor 2012)

The discourse of femininity is powerful in ascribing particular ways of understanding and behaving. 
For girls to be seen as normal, they must participate in practices of a particular gender, so girls are gentle 
while boys are loud (Martin and Muthukrishna 2011). Second, the discourses of essential female sexu-
ality affect regulating behaviour. The regulatory practices of labelling were the punishment for devi-
ation from established gender stereotypes. As a result, if girls play with boys, they are ridiculed 
(Bhana, Nzimakwe, and Nzimakwe 2011). Third, the discourse of masculinity ensures the dominance 
of one group over another and regulates boys’ dominance over girls (Bhana, Nzimakwe, and Nzimakwe 
2011). Fourth, queer theory builds on the understanding of gender with the influence of heterosexual 
norms (Blaise and Taylor 2012). Fifth, the post-structural heterosexual discourse is a form of sexism 
which disempowers women and influences the stereotypical notion that everybody should be hetero-
sexual. As a result, boys are ridiculed when they play with make-up (Blaise and Taylor 2012).

It is through the understanding of discourses that teachers have an understanding of gender- 
stereotypical behaviour. Teachers need to question why certain groups dominate other groups. Tea-
chers using discourses should develop an awareness of gender inequality in ECE. Discourses provide 
insights into the need and approaches to challenge ECD teachers’ perceptions and pedagogical 
practices of gender (Martin and Muthukrishna 2011).

Central to post-structural theory is critical reflection, which enables teachers to develop a critical 
awareness of the power dynamics of gender (Gelot 2019). Teachers can examine dominant beliefs 
about gender entangled in the hidden curriculum. Post-structuralism develops critical reflective ped-
agogical strategies such as an anti-bias approach, analytical thinking, and encouraging discussion 
with teachers about gender, power, inclusion and exclusion (Blaise and Taylor 2012). Post-structur-
alism highlights the important role of discourses, power, subjectivity and agency in early childhood 
education. Post-structuralism asserts that the teacher’s experiences of prejudice, discrimination and 
homophobia influence gender identity (Blaise and Taylor 2012). Through reflective discussions of 
discourses, power, subjectivity and agency, teachers develop an awareness to challenge gender nor-
mative perceptions and pedagogical practices.

Research methodology

Post-structural theory emphasises that critical reflection is paramount to understanding the power 
relationships between institutions (Foucault 1970). In light of this, ECD is subject to inequalities, and 
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post-structuralism is concerned with uncovering inequalities. Post-structuralism provides a dynamic 
method for researching gender through reflective discussions of discourses, power, subjectivity and 
agency (Martin and Muthukrishna 2011). This approach offers the participants opportunities to cri-
tically interrogate gender and power through the formation of group discussions. The reflective dis-
cussions aim to conscientise and transform teachers’ perceptions and pedagogical practices. The 
outcome of the discussions is dynamic and collaboratively constructed. Each participant contributes 
unique experiences to the discussion, in which solutions are contextually relevant (Chevalier and 
Buckles 2019).

In this study, a case study was suitable because it allowed the utilisation of several instruments: inter-
views, workshops (PAR) and observations. Using the case study for this research was ideal as it estab-
lished an informative understanding of the phenomena in the natural setting (Yin 2012). The depth 
of the research was further enhanced by carrying out interviews, observations and workshops to 
allow participants to have open discussions and reflections. I used various data generation techniques 
to understand the participants’ diverse experiences about a specific case or situation (Yin 2012). In doing 
a case study, I engaged with the participants to gain insight into their perceptions and pedagogical 
practices. Obtaining data from the vast population of registered ECD centres would not be possible 
due to constraints of time and finance. Hence, a sample of four registered ECD centres was selected con-
sisting of twelve ECD teachers. I used purposively sampling to select twelve teachers with special cri-
teria. The participants have to be teachers of 3-or 4-year-old children and have five or more years of 
teaching experience. In addition, the participants must have an ECD teaching qualification and be 
able to communicate in English. The participants consisted of twelve Caucasian, Asian, Indian and 
African teachers from lower socio-economic and middle socio-economic ECD centres

There were only female participants, as no male teachers were in any of the ECD centres. A small 
research sample was appropriate as PAR aims to deeply understand the research problem and foster 
close relationships among participants (Wood, Louw, and Zuber-Skerritt 2017).

Description of research sites

In any qualitative research, it is important to describe the research setting to give the reader a clearer 
picture of the environment where a phenomenon is investigated. Descriptions of the selected sites 
assisted in providing an in-depth understanding of the participants’ experiences and the uniqueness 
of the environment. Suburban Centre A is situated in Midrand, Gauteng, as illustrated in Figure 1. 
This middle class ECD centre is specifically built for ECE purposes, with the playground built in 
the middle of the ECD centre. There are reading areas, a fantasy corner, an art area, and a library. 
The centre has been in existence for over 20 years.

Suburban centre B is situated in Centurion. Centurion is in the Gauteng province of South Africa, 
located between Pretoria and Midrand, as indicated in Figure 2. The centre was built for ECE with a 
Reggio Emilia approach around 16 years ago. The classroom is divided into different play areas. There 
is a construction corner where children learn about spatial relationships. There is an art centre, 
fantasy, library and music area where children develop observational, creative, imaginative and 
problem-solving skills.

Suburban Centre C is situated in Midrand, and the entire school was built according to the Mon-
tessori philosophy. There is a specific play area with a jungle gym, sand pit and slides, as depicted in 
Figure 3. There are 85 children at the school. The classrooms are divided into different areas such as 
language, a sensory area, the mathematics area, the cultural studies and the practical life area. Each 
area consists of work areas, and the children choose their work.

Township Centre D is situated in Ivory Park in the Gauteng province of South Africa, as illustrated 
in Figure 4. The African township is densely populated with informal settlement. The school is 
attached to a government clinic. The school was funded by a corporate organisation. There are 
small classrooms with a play area in front of the classrooms. There is a play area with a jungle 
gym, and swing. There is no library, music, art or fantasy areas in the ECD centre.
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Data was collected in four phases, and five collection techniques were employed. In the first 
phase, the researcher conducted observations. In phase 2, the researcher interviewed the teachers 
to elicit their perceptions and pedagogical practices regarding gender. The evaluated response 
from the participants led to the development of phase 3, which was the workshop that challenged 
teachers’ perceptions and pedagogical practices. During phase 4, teachers gave feedback on the 
effects of challenging their perceptions and pedagogical practices concerning gender.

The participatory action (PAR) workshops provided a dynamic method for researching challen-
ging teacher perceptions and pedagogical practices on gender. The first workshop focused on build-
ing relationships, and the participants were given ample opportunity to give feedback on their 
learning experiences during the group discussions. The activities for the workshop were planned 
so that sound relationships were established, which is essential to the success and sustainability 
of PAR (Wood, Louw, and Zuber-Skerritt 2017).

The learning experiences during the first workshop had to be evaluated to determine the partici-
pants’ needs, which in turn influenced the research cycle. The group discussions positively supported 
participants when their perceptions and pedagogical practices were challenged. However, group 
discussions need to be guided by the researcher so participants develop new knowledge that influ-
ences their professional development (Zuber-Skerritt 2018). The negative influence of group 
dynamics such as time constraints and conformity pressures are mitigated by the facilitation of 

Figure 1. ECD Centre A.
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the researcher. Furthermore, the participants were given ample opportunity to give feedback on 
their learning experiences during the group discussions (Zuber-Skerritt 2018). The learning experi-
ences during the first workshop had to be evaluated to determine the participants’ needs, which 

Figure 2. ECD Centre B.

Figure 3. ECD Centre C.
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in turn influenced the research cycle. The group discussion was anonymous, and participants could 
reflect on questions while they did the poster.

The participants were given ample opportunities to apply the new knowledge gained through 
collaborative discussions and critical self-reflection. Participatory action research is regarded as 
effective when participants can apply the new knowledge in their professional lives and when 
such application contributes to higher levels of self-efficacy (Zuber-Skerritt 2018).

The participants were given ample opportunities and three weeks to apply the new knowledge 
gained through collaborative discussions and critical self-reflection. Participants shared photographs 
and personal stories during discussions that developed a team spirit. During the second workshop, 
the participants were given ample opportunity to give feedback on their learning experiences after 
their perceptions and pedagogical practices were challenged (Zuber-Skerritt 2018). These methods 
allowed us to understand how ECD teachers understood and practised gender sensitivity concerning 
the discursive landscape. During the second workshop, there were critical reflections on the knowl-
edge created and the evaluation of the PAR research. Participatory action research (PAR) design goes 
beyond researching the phenomenon but aims to benefit the groups by ensuring learning and 
agency of participants in the field (Zuber-Skerritt 2018).

Participative Action Research (PAR) uses four main steps: planning, acting, observing and reflec-
tion (Clark et al. 2020). The planning stage consisted of interviews with the teachers, which provided 
an analysis of the situation prior to the intervention at a site to identify knowledge gaps among 
research participants. Teacher–child observations were conducted during the acting stage. The par-
ticipatory visual method conveys feelings, beliefs, and experiences and narrates their everyday 
experiences in their words (Luthuli 2019). Thirdly, teachers participated in the first workshops. 
During the workshop, the teachers watched a video that challenged gender stereotypes. After the 
video, teachers were involved in developing and presenting posters. The following questions 
were used to guide the development of the posters: 

1. How do teachers feel about challenging gender stereotypes?
2. How can teachers’ gender perceptions and pedagogical practices be challenged?
3. What are the teachers’ thoughts about challenging perceptions and pedagogical practices of 

gender?

Figure 4. ECD Centre D.
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4. How can teachers be made aware of gender stereotypes?
5. How do the findings support the values of gender awareness training with respect to gender 

inequality?

After that, teachers reflected and wrote their thoughts on the poster. The generated data was 
interpreted and analysed using thematic analysis (Lawless and Chen 2019). In thematic analysis, 
the recurring themes are noted. The research was categorised into three themes presented to the 
group for verification. Furthermore, the university’s ethical requirements and ethical considerations 
are accepted by all participants. To protect the rights of the participants, the study’s purpose, aim 
and relevant details were explained before the commencement of the research. Participants were 
informed that they could withdraw from the research process at any stage. Pseudonyms/codes 
were used to ensure confidentiality and anonymity. The potential benefits of the research 
findings were also shared with the participants.

Findings and discussion

The data analysis and interpretation strategy is a dynamic and systematic continuous learning 
process that provides insight into the study. All the data was generated at an ECD centre. I analysed 
the observations and teacher participants’ interviews in relationship to the perceptions and pedago-
gical practices of gender. The study adopted the thematic data analysis approach, which was carried 
out manually into the emerging themes and sub-themes. The collaborative discussion, interviews, 
observations and field notes after the workshop were organised, coded, grouped into categories 
and connections to emerging themes were then established.

The findings are presented according to three themes: teacher perceptions and gender inequality, 
pedagogical practices and gender inequality, and changes in perceptions and pedagogical practices.

Teacher perceptions of gender inequality

The research revealed that there were specific categories of gender inequality that were manifested. 
The participants revealed that there were gender unequal perceptions of boys and girls. First, the 
curriculum indicated gender inequal perceptions. The influence of the hidden curriculum in the 
ECD, especially in the way boys and girls are experiencing gender difference, influences gender at 
all the ECD centres in the study. In response to participants’ perceptions regarding gender identity, 
the participants illustrated that participants have gender inequality perceptions. The participants 
address children according to their gender, either as ‘girls’ or ‘boys’. In addition, the participants 
used distinctive gender-stereotypical language to address the boys and girls. The term ‘angel’ was 
used to address the girls in the class. In response to how the teachers’ perception of gender influ-
ences the curriculum, the participant asserted, ‘In the books, the boys are dressed in shorts and 
doing boisterous things. … Some of the books and materials have different roles for boys and 
girls’. The participants have indicated that curriculum resources have a gender-stereotypical por-
trayal in books.

Second, there are distinctive differences in disciplining boys and girls because of the influence of 
gender perceptions. Discipline is an important category of inequality in perception. The participants 
have indicated that ‘boys need firm discipline, but girls tend to be softer’. Additionally, participants 
indicated that ‘The boys tend to be more violent. The boys are aggressive. They will scream and 
shout’. There were differences between the ECD centres and the perceptions of gender. The partici-
pants in ECD centre D indicated that there were distinctive differences in discipline between the 
boys and girls. The participants in ECD articulated that boys were more aggressive than girls. 
Third, there are differences in how teachers manage their classrooms, and their perception influ-
ences the management of activities and resources for children. Early childhood practices in ECE 
remain gendered. In addition, the teacher’s gender influenced engagement and the use of 
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instructional strategies. Male teachers encouraged more student engagement, while female teachers 
preferred instructional strategies (Nejati, Hassani, and Sahrapour 2014). However, all the participants 
in the ECD centres were female. The participants asserted that ‘I had boys who would prefer blocks, 
and they liked [to] structure things. The girls prefer the dress up’. The participant opined, ‘When it 
comes to writing, I take girls first. When I am finished with the girls, I will take the boys. The boys 
are too slow’. Hence, classroom practices and teachers gendered expectations of children’s beha-
viours contribute to gender inequality (Gansen 2017). The teachers in the four ECD centres 
managed their classes based on gender. Therefore, there was a difference in criticism, praise and 
interaction between the children and the teacher. Boys received more interaction than girls. Thus 
gender inequality perception influences the discipline and classroom management.

Pedagogical practices and gender inequality

The participants explained that pedagogical practices were influenced by gender. The participants 
reflected on how their teaching practices affect gender. The semi-structured interviews and obser-
vations of participants from different ECD centres revealed two distinctive sub-themes that emerged 
from the study: the influence of teachers’ pedagogical practices on gender and the influence of the 
hidden curriculum on the gender identity of boys and girls. The hidden curriculum of gender is an 
internalised construction of boys’ and girls’ beliefs, thoughts, values and social practices (Hernández, 
González, and Sánchez 2013). Teachers do not realise that gender stereotypes are an aspect of the 
hidden curriculum (Safta 2017). The hidden curriculum was illustrated in the research findings in 
terms of the pedagogical practices and how their teaching influences gender. Early Childhood Devel-
opment (ECD) teachers have no formal training on gender equity, and through the hidden curricu-
lum, teachers are transmitting gender inequality. As a result, once there is a difference between 
children, the foundations of inequality are entrenched (Callahan and Nicholas 2019).

Two distinctive sub-themes emerged from the observations and interviews: first, the implemen-
tation of the hidden curriculum and the influence on boys’ behaviour. The observations confirmed 
that the hidden curriculum influenced boys’ behaviour. The observations of participants indicated 
that the boys receive more attention; boys are louder and rougher at ECD centres. In addition, 
boys were active, disruptive and attention-seeking. All the participants stated that boys were 
more of a challenge in the classroom as they lacked focus and preferred play. Teachers spent 
more time facilitating the learning of boys. These stereotypes are reinforced in the hidden curriculum 
in school through curriculum resources. The hidden curriculum reinforces gender bias and leads to 
social inequalities (Lee 2019).

Furthermore, all participants from the ECD centres stated that boys were more of a challenge in 
the classroom as they lacked focus and preferred play. Teachers spent more time facilitating the 
learning of boys. Furthermore, all participants asserted that boys were naughty, and as a result, par-
ticipants had to stop lessons to remind boys constantly to focus on the lesson. The teachers had to 
spend more time disciplining boys. Therefore, the stereotypical behaviours of boys prevailed in all 
ECD centres. Research has indicated that boys have higher levels of behavioural and academic pro-
blems (Owens 2016). Research in Chile indicated that teachers give more attention to boys, and boys 
talk more in classrooms. Therefore, raising teacher awareness of gender is paramount to ensure all 
children benefit from good teaching practices (Bassi et al. 2018).

The second sub-theme that emerged from the observations and interviews was implementing 
the hidden curriculum and its influence on girls’ behaviour. The observations confirmed that the tea-
chers are pivotal in influencing the girls’ behaviour. These stereotypes are enhanced in the hidden 
curriculum by the teachers. The observations illustrated that children learn these rules, norms and 
characteristics through the school socialisation process (Rahman 2013). Therefore, through the 
hidden curriculum, students receive the beliefs and ideologies of mainstream society. The obser-
vations showed a difference in discipline, criticism and praise between boys and girls. The girls 
received more praise from their teachers than the boys. Girls received less attention than boys, as 
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boys were more attention-seeking. Thus, teachers relate differently to boys and girls, and children 
adapt their behaviour to accommodate stereotypical gender patterns (Meland and Kaltvedt 2019).

In addition, teachers indicated that girls are more emotional than boys in ECD centre A, B, C and D. The 
observations revealed that girls need less discipline than boys and pedagogical practices influence the 
hidden curriculum. Participants from all the ECD centres addressed children by their gender-stereotypical 
norms. The teachers’ stereotypical practices, such as giving boys more time and attention than girls, 
influenced gender identity (Gansen and Martin 2018). The hidden curriculum influences girl’s behaviour 
and reinforces stereotypical behaviour of girls. Research in Norway illustrated that boys are boisterous, 
physical and active, while girls are calm and quiet (Meland and Kaltvedt 2019). The content of resources 
reinforces gender stereotypes. There are stereotypical images of girls doing household chores. The story-
books portray girls as ballerinas or princesses who need to be rescued by a boy. There are differences in 
the choice of activities between boys and girls. The girls tend to be in the dress-up area with other girls 
and verbalise their thoughts more than boys. Research in Romania illustrated that gender bias is so subtle 
that teachers are often unaware of stereotypical prejudice (Safta 2017).

Challenging gender stereotypes in teachers’ perceptions and pedagogical practices

In Phase 1, the teachers in ECD centre A, B, C and D did not intervene when children played accord-
ing to gender expectations. For example, when boys were constructing bridges and girls were 
making mud cakes, the teachers did not feel the need to challenge children’s play. The teachers 
need to be challenged so they are aware of gender stereotype development, as highlighted in a 
research study by Breneselovic and Krnjaja (2016). Second, teachers presented resources with 
gender-stereotypical images of boys and girls. The resources had stereotypical images of boys climb-
ing trees while the girls were playing with dolls. The resources reinforced gender bias. Teachers were 
unaware of the use of colour to reinforce gender stereotypes. During art activities, girls wanted pink 
and purple paint colours while the boys wanted blue paint. Gender is perpetuated through reading 
books as children shape their identity through stories (Burton 2020). In many stories, women are por-
trayed as beautiful princesses who need to be rescued by a male. Girls are often described as help-
less, while boys are the brave leaders. Teachers must critically evaluate resources, activities and 
books to challenge and transform children’s beliefs about gender roles.

Changes in perceptions and pedagogical practices

Teachers’ perceptions and pedagogical practices can harm gender stereotyping of impressionable 
children (Lynch 2015). Therefore, teachers must be challenged to develop greater conscientisation 
of gender-stereotypical norms (Warin and Adriany 2017). After Phase 2, the teachers from all the 
ECD centres in the study had a new awareness regarding gender stereotyping. The inner awareness 
was a catalyst for changes in the early learning environment. Therefore, the study argues that tea-
cher’s current perceptions about gender need to be challenged so that the learning environment 
can be a more gender-equitable space for children. The teachers indicated that challenging the tea-
chers’ perceptions made them knowledgeable of gender stereotypes roles, gender bias and the 
relationship between perceptions and pedagogical practice. The teachers became more reflective 
and more conscious of gender expectations in discipline, hidden curriculum, classroom manage-
ment. The research participants mentioned: 

I am more aware of my attitude to gender in books, charts and worksheets. I know that the curriculum influences 
gender, so I pay attention to gender stereotypes. I am more aware of gender when I am arranging classroom 
activities. I make sure both boys and girls do the same activities.

Therefore, to affect positive change in society, this study argues for change in the teachers’ aware-
ness. Teachers need to question their current thinking regarding gender as conscientisation through 
inner transformation can affect pedagogical practices. Gender stereotypes are implicitly carried 
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down from experiences that influence perception and pedagogy (Brown and Sekimoto 2017). The 
research participants mentioned: 

I have greater awareness of having gendered expectations of how boys and girls should behave in the class-
room. I choose books carefully to make sure books have both boys and girls as leaders.

Guided by post-structuralism and the principles of PAR, teachers shared their collaborative reflec-
tions and actions aimed to transform the learning environment by creating a more gender-inclusive 
space for children. By challenging ECE, teacher perceptions and pedagogical practices of gender, 
there is an equitable learning environment resulting in the transformation of the lives of the teachers 
and children and a possible wider transformation of society.

Phase 1 also revealed that teachers did not want to challenge gender stereotypes. Therefore, tea-
chers need workshops so they are aware of the long-term effects of gender stereotype roles to be 
knowledgeable about the influence of perceptions and pedagogical practices on gender inequalities 
(Mulaudzi and Mudzielwana 2016). When teachers are challenged, they have an awareness of the 
influence of gender stereotypes on resources, the hidden curriculum, discipline strategies and class-
room management techniques.

Conclusion and recommendations

The study aimed to challenge ECD teachers’ perceptions and pedagogical practices of gender and there-
fore relate to children in the pre-school, primary and secondary age. We first aimed to ascertain the 
current situation regarding the teachers’ perceptions and pedagogical practices of gender exclusion. 
The study was limited by the size of the sample and the data provided by the workshops. However, 
the data revealed that participants had gender-stereotypical perceptions and pedagogical practices. 
The aim was to challenge ECD teachers’ perceptions and pedagogical practices of gender. The reflective 
findings through workshops using PAR revealed a significant contribution as ECD centres could use the 
research design to foster gender equability through gender awareness pedagogy (GAP). In addition, the 
observations of participants further support the need for gender awareness. It has become urgent that 

Figure 5. The Renisha Singh Gender Awareness Pedagogy Framework (RS-GAP).
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Higher Educational Institutions teach gender sensitivity during the B.Ed. (Early Childhood Care and Edu-
cation). The modules on ‘Personal Identity and Belonging’ as well as ‘Curriculum and Pedagogy in Play-
rooms’ need to highlight the importance of gender equality and the need to be gender sensitive.

The first five years of a child’s life are crucial to their identity, and the Renisha Singh Gender Aware-
ness Pedagogy framework (RS-GAP) is recommended for implementing policies and practices in the 
ECD sector (Figure 5). The Renisha Singh Gender Awareness Pedagogy framework makes parents, tea-
chers, community stakeholders, ECD internal stakeholders and children aware of gender stereotypes. 
Furthermore, all stakeholders are made aware of gender bias in teaching and learning resources, 
language, social interactions, ECE activities, the hidden curriculum and social media. By fostering the 
development of gender awareness for all the stakeholders, a sustainable approach to creating 
gender equality can be created. The teachers can be supported by workshops which challenge their 
perceptions and pedagogical practices. The parents can be supported by outreach sessions which 
offer parental guidance on developing gender awareness. The community can be supported by pro-
moting partnership programmes to develop gender awareness. Therefore, implementing the 
Renisha Singh Gender Awareness Pedagogy Framework in ECE will establish the foundation of 
gender equality in ECE. When children develop gender-equitable identities in ECE, they influence 
the academic levels, career and socio-economic levels across society (Aubrey 2017)
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