Gender Stereotyping: A class at Hotwells School, Bristol, July 2009

COMMENTS

Positive outcomes

The use of Argos catalogues was very effective, the children enjoyed looking, cutting pasting and were discussing the ideas all along.  Interesting and unpredicted points came to light – eg that the boys felt restricted more than the girls – there was a cup cake maker they were very taken with but because it was pink did not feel they could ask for or use.

There was a good deal of thought and comment about the power of the media/producers to create these images/stereotypes which most children found limiting.

The brief statements written by each child at the end showed a real engagement, they enjoyed the session (it was ‘grate’ (sic) and ‘very interesting’) and there was a lot of comment along the lines of ‘why is it like this?’  and ‘the big companies should not be stereotyping in this way’. 

The class teacher thought that (time allowing – we were v. near the end of the summer term) he could usefully follow the session up with letter writing to manufacturers, catalogue distributors etc challenging their gender stereotyping.

The “Philosophy Session’ was something the class was used to doing.  We sat outside in a circle.  The ground rules were;

· All were to listen to whoever was speaking without interruption

· Holding your thumbs up indicated that you wished to speak

· The speaker would nod to the person of their choice to speak next

I was impressed by the concentration and respect shown by the group throughout (and it was the end of a hot summer’s day).  The structure meant that the discussion was genuinely child led with no intervention from the teacher, allowing their ideas/voices to flow.

Considerations for future development

In the Philosophy session – there seemed to be an inbuilt bias that concerned me and appeared to maintain the hegemonic relations of power that can be seen in the wider society ie white boys dominated the conversation (with thoughtful and sensible views – but giving plenty of space to the issue of the exclusion of boys from toys gendered female).  A boy was the first to speak and then handed the right to speak on to his mates. Some white girls got to speak (though less than the boys); an Asian girl who had her thumbs up throughout the entire session was never called on and had no recourse other than to silently, urgently and unsuccessfully wave her thumbs.

With this structure there was no way of intervening to ensure all voices got heard nor to reflect on ideas that came up: a KEY point that needed addressing was why pink (which absolutely dominated the toys gendered female) was seen so negatively – the girls felt that they could appropriate the toys coded male but definitely NOT the other way round , the word ‘humiliated’ came up in both discussion and written comments (boys risked ‘humiliation’ if they bought pink toys) but we could not invite thought about such a strong term and what it might mean for how boys and girls might think of themselves or their gender generally.  

We should have built this issue in to the discussion/activities at an earlier point.

Overall much was gained – from gathering data and considering it (observing for themselves, thinking critically about what they saw) BUT not enough time nor a particular activity was given to thinking about the VALUES that were embedded in what they found – the denigration of ‘pink’ (and therefore the feminine?) and also the implications for the kind of world and roles that children are being prepared for.
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At a meeting of the Diversity and Inclusion group at Hotwells school it was reported that the class teacher said he thought the lesson a great success, the students were engaged and interested and he is planning to include this in next year’s programme.   I.e. the lesson has entered their curriculum.

