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PRESCHOOL CHILDREN IN THE FACE OF GENDER STETEOTYPES 

 
Abstract 
 Since time immemorial, there has existed a stereotypical way of thinking about the 

gender, which is the perception of men and women through their typical features and 

behaviours attributed to them by the society. The gender stereotypes are formed  in the 

process of children’s socialization in their families,  preschools, and in their contacts with the 

mass media. Many researchers contend that during the early childhood boys and girls are 

socialized into separate and unequal genders. Little boys are taught independence and 

competence that is highly valued in the western culture. However, little girls are taught to be 

dependant, and passively and home-oriented features keep to be particularly developed in 

them.  

 The authors of the article focus on the issue of how gender stereotypes defined by 

adults are shared by preschool children. The authors have used the Sex Stereotype Measure – 

SSM II (Best et al., 1977) to describe the knowledge of features typical for the masculinity 

and femininity stereotypes in 3- to 6-year-old children. Basing on the listed 32 features 

characteristic for men and women, as well as on the story outlines presented in Best et al. 

(1977) the authors have created 32 stories that contained descriptions of those features. The 

stories have been presented to the children and then they have been asked to choose a figure 

(a woman or a man) that, in their opinion, the included description was suitable for. The 

collected research material has made it possible to calculate the indices of masculinity and 

femininity, as well as a common index. The data analysis has enabled the authors to formulate 

some conclusions, including the one that children as early as in their preschool age can share 

the gender stereotypes defined by adults. 
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Introduction 

Gender stereotypes are beliefs held about the "traits and activity domains that are 

characteristic (and deemed as appropriate) for men and women" (Wojcieszke, 2002, p. 418). 

The stereotypes about men and women are coined based on their perceived psychological and 



physical attributes. Men are stronger, taller and smarter, while women are weaker, shorter and 

in need of care. In a patriarchal world, the division of duties between the sexes was based on 

the above traits. Men hunted, fought and worked, while women gave birth, raised their 

children and took care of the home. In line with the patriarchal tradition, a man was the head 

of the family and an active participant in social and political life. A woman's role was mainly 

that of a wife, a mother and a home maker.   

Gender roles are learned from early childhood. Two-year-olds are able to sort pictures 

depicting men and women as well as their attributes (Fagot, Leinbach, Hagan, 1986; Kuhn, 

Nash, Brucken, 1978; O’Brien, Huston, 1985), three-year-olds can point to toys that are 

characteristic of every sex (Weinraub et al. 1984), while four-year-olds associate different 

colors with the sexes, the way adults do (Picariello, Greenberg, Pilmer, 1990). With time, 

children learn that certain types of behavior are considered characteristic of boys, while others 

are regarded as more appropriate for girls. When three-year-olds are asked about the activity 

domains of boys and girls, they are likely to give the following answers: "all boys do is fight", 

"girls talk all the time", "boys like cars and playing war", "girls like dolls and pots", "girls 

kiss", "girls have to be helped a lot". Gender stereotypes are shaped early in life, and they are 

manifested in the behavior and the activities of children (Schaffer, 2005). Researchers have 

observed that children under five do not have a completely formulated awareness of the 

stereotypical traits ascribed to each of the sexes (Vasta, Haith, Miller, 2004). Only some 5-

year-olds can recognize certain traits as more attributable to men or women. The ability to 

classify gender-related traits develops throughout childhood (Flerx, Fidler, Rogers, 1976; 

Williams, Bennett, Best, 1975). 

According to the model of gender stereotype development (Martin et al., 1990, p. 

1901), a child initially learns the traits and behaviors that are directly attributed to each of the 

sexes, such as toys ("boys play with cars", "girls play with dolls"). In the second stage that 

begins at the age of 4 to 6, a child develops more indirect and complex associations with 

activity domains that are seen as more appropriate for own sex. In the third stage at 

approximately the age of 8, a child can make indirect associations to the gender roles of both 

sexes. He or she gradually learns the concepts of masculinity and femininity, becoming able 

to formulate stereotypical judgments about men and women. As demonstrated by Best and 

Williams (2004), a child's knowledge of adult sex-role stereotypes becomes solidified at the 

age of 8.  

 The process of learning gender roles is explained by various theories. Psychoanalytic 

theories accentuate the role of the identification mechanism as well as subconscious drives 
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and complexes that are deeply rooted in the human psyche. Both classical and feminist 

versions of those theories point to significant differences in the characteristic traits of men and 

women which, argues Brannon (2002, p. 180), contributes to the reinforcement of gender 

stereotypes. The results of research into the learning of adult sex-roles by children indicate 

that the differences in the activity domains of boys and girls are much less significant than 

previously assumed (Schaffer, 2005). The differences between the sexes are becoming leveled 

out mostly due to the progressing redefinition of gender roles in Western societies (Brannon, 

2002). 

In the social learning theory, gender stereotypization is seen as a process based on the 

modeling, imitation and reinforcement of a child's behaviors that are consistent with the 

gender stereotype. Through interaction, gesturing, voice modulation, choice of toys, clothing 

and reinforcement (reward and punishment), parents, teachers and other members of the 

social environment support the child in identifying his/her sex group and the type of behaviors 

that are deemed appropriate for each of those groups.   

In the cognitive and developmental theory, the process of learning gender roles is 

associated with changes that take place during cognitive development. When moving through 

different stages of that process, a child acquires gender-related knowledge, and the "level of 

the acquired knowledge shapes his experiences" (Best, Williams, 2004, p. 140). The schema 

theory, which elaborates on the cognitive and developmental approach, postulates that gender-

based behaviors are not only the result of the progress made in cognitive development, but 

they also reflect a child's ability to build special gender-based schemata (Bem, 1981; Bem, 

2000; Brannon, 2002). A schema is a "cognitive structure, a network of associations which 

gives perception an organized structure and a direction" (Bem, 1981, p. 355). Gender 

schemata are formed in early childhood when the child makes the first attempts to understand 

the social world and searches for cognitive categories that would systematize the acquired 

knowledge (Fagot, Leinbach, 1989). According to Bem (1981), a gender schemata is one of 

the main tools in the process of filtering information and interpreting experiences. In the 

schema theory, children are not regarded as passive recipients of external stimuli, but are seen 

as persons who actively process and organize gender-related information that is supplied by 

the community. The source of the above information and, consequently, the point of reference 

for the formulation of gender schemata, is culture with its hidden presumptions concerning 

the way the members of the community should think, feel, behave and look. Gender schemata 

are determined by a child's cognitive efforts and its readiness to process gender-related 

information, but they are also shaped by the definitions of masculinity and femininity 
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applicable to the culture in which the child is raised (Bem, as cited in: Brannon, 2002, p. 192; 

Bem, 2000). 

The social and cultural context of a child's upbringing and socialization plays a 

significant role in the acquisition of gender stereotypes. A child builds its knowledge based on 

the information supplied by the family, educational institutions, peers and the mass media 

(Brannon, 2002; Chomczyńska-Rubacha, 2006a, 2006b; Fagot, Leinbach, 1989; Pankowska, 

2005; Renzetti, Curran, 2005; Schaffer, 2005; Vasta, Haith, Miller, 2004). Adults interact 

differently with boys and girls. Boys are encouraged to become involved in active play, while 

girls are discouraged from this type of activity (Fagot, 1978). Boys are given "masculine" and 

girls – "feminine" chores to perform at home (White, Brinkerhoff, 1981). Parents are more 

likely to talk about emotions with girls than with boys (Kuebli, Butler, Fivush, 1995; Adams, 

Kuebli, Boyle, Fivush, 1995). In general, girls are brought up to be dependent, passive and 

home-oriented, while boys are encouraged to be independent, curious and self-confident  

(Fagot, Hagan, 1991; Renzetti, Curran, 2005).  

The noted trends in a child's acquisition of gender stereotypes point to the need for 

follow-up research in a social and cultural context. This study attempts to answer the 

following questions: firstly, do pre-school age children have a knowledge of gender 

stereotypes; secondly, which gender stereotypes (masculine or feminine) are learned earlier 

and better mastered; and thirdly, does the knowledge of gender stereotypes grow with age at 

the pre-school level? In this study, the results of the authors' experiment are compared with 

the findings of cross-cultural researchers.   

 

Methods  

Surveyed subjects 

The experiment involved 79 children (37 girls and 42 boys) aged from 3 to 6 who 

were public kindergarten students. The studied group comprised: 15 3-year-olds (8 girls and 7 

boys), 18 4-year-olds (10 girls and 8 boys), 23 5-year-olds (9 girls and 14 boys) and 23 6-

year-olds (10 girls and 13 boys). The studied children came from families with a similar 

social and economic status.  

 
Measurement 

The children's knowledge of sex-trait stereotypes was determined with the Sex 

Stereotype Measure (SSM II) test developed by Best et al. (Best et al., 1977, as cited in Best, 

Williams, 2004, p. 131). The test comprised 32 stories which combined synonymous 
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adjectives describing male and female stereotypes. Gender stereotypes were described by 16 

stories each. This is an example of a story presenting a male stereotype: "One type of persons 

is strong. This person has strong arms and legs. This person can lift and carry weights, run a 

lot and even pull trucks. Which type is strong?". An example of a story with a female 

stereotype: "One type of persons is soft-hearted and cannot refuse when a child asks for 

another toy. Which type is soft-hearted?" 

The gathered experimental material was processed with the use of similar methods to 

those deployed by researchers in other countries (Best, Williams, 2004, p. 131). Three types 

of indices were computed: an index of female stereotypes, an index of male stereotypes and a 

composite index. Female and male indices were calculated on a scale of 0 to 16 points. 

Results approximating the random midpoint (8 points) suggested that the surveyed subject 

could not attribute the analyzed characteristic to a given sex. Results below the midpoint (8 

points) were indicative of a better knowledge of stereotypes. The total index was computed on 

the scale of 0-32 (midpoint of 16).    

Data was also processed by determining the percentage of children who chose a 

female figure and those who opted for a male figure in response to the questions asked in 

every story (Best, Williams, 2004, p. 133).  

 

Procedure 

 The test was carried out individually with every child in a separate, quiet room in the 

kindergarten. The surveyed child was presented one of the stories and was asked to choose a 

figure (female or male) which, according to the respondent, best fitted the description.   

 

Results 

Knowledge of sex stereotypes 

 The objective of this study was to measure the knowledge of gender stereotypes in 

pre-school age children. The obtained results were presented in the form of tables and a figure 

drawing.  

Table 1. Responses of 3- and 4-year-old children surveyed with the use of the Sex Stereotype 

Measure (SSM II) concerning stereotypical male and female traits. 

As illustrated by Table 1, 3- and 4-year-olds were more familiar with the characteristic 

traits attributed to men rather than women. The following stereotypical male traits were most 

accurately recognized by 3-year-olds: strong (15 out of 15 indications), cruel (15/15), 

aggressive (13/15), untidy (12/15), and 4-year-olds: strong (18/18), aggressive (18/18) and  
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(17/18). The following stereotypical male traits were least frequently indicated by 3-year-

olds: showing off (3/15), fun (4/15),  and by 4-year-olds: logical (6/18) and showing off (7/18). 

From among the list of traits popularly regarded as feminine, 3-year-olds recognized 

the following attributes: graceful (14/15), weak (13/15), soft-hearted (11/15), and 4-years-

olds: soft-hearted (16/18), gentle (15/18), graceful (14/16). Most 3-year-olds did not identify 

the following traits as feminine: careless (4/15), changeable (5/15), and 4-year-olds: picky 

and changeable (5/18). 

Table 2. Responses of 5- and 6-year-old children surveyed with the use of the Sex 

Stereotype Measure (SSM II) concerning stereotypical male and female traits 

According to Table 2 data, the surveyed 5- and 6-year-olds identified the following 

stereotypical traits as being most masculine: strong (5-year-olds: 23/23, 6-year-olds: 23/23), 

aggressive (23/23, 23/23), cruel (22/23, 23/23) and harsh (22/22, 22/22). They were least 

likely to perceive men as: fun (2/23, 9/23), logical (9/23, 9/23), showing off (5-year-olds: 

7/23) and reliable (6-year-old: 11/23). The surveyed 5- and 6-year-olds were most likely to 

recognize the following characteristic traits as feminine: weak (23/23, 23/23), graceful (23/23, 

23/23) and gentle (22/23), 23/23), and pointed to the following female attributes least often: 

picky (1/23, 8/23), talkative (5-year-olds: 8/23) and excitable (6-year-olds: 10/23). 

The results displayed in Tables 1 and 2 suggest that pre-school age children aged 3, 4, 

5 and 6 identify the male sex with strength, aggression, untidiness, and, to a smaller extent, 

reliability, fun and logic. Kindergarten students perceived women as weak, graceful, gentle 

and emotional.  

 Table 3 features a more detailed presentation of the differences in the perception of 

male and female stereotypes among various groups of pre-school age children.  

Table 3. Mean results of the SSM II test for male and female stereotypes 

 As demonstrated in Table 3, the mean results for a male stereotype was 10.6 for all 

surveyed students, and for the female stereotype – 10.0. The scored results indicate that the 

studied children were more familiar with male rather than female stereotypical traits. 

Regardless of the age group, children had a significant knowledge of the stereotypes 

attributed to both men and women. The mean results for the male and female stereotype were 

higher than the random midpoint (8.0), suggesting that the surveyed children had a well-

formulated set of perceptions concerning the stereotypical traits of both genders. The gathered 

data indicates that the knowledge of gender stereotypes increases with age. The above trend 

has been presented in graphic form (Fig. 1).  

Fig. 1. Mean results of the SSM II test for male and female stereotypes.  
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Knowledge of stereotypical traits from a cross-cultural perspective 

Best and Williams carried out a cross-cultural study of the knowledge of stereotypical 

gender traits in 24 countries around the world (Best et al., 1977; Williams, Best, 1990; Best, 

Williams, 2004). One of the surveyed populations was a group of 5-year-old children. The 

above findings were compared with the results of this study (Table 4).  

As illustrated by Table 4, the children surveyed by Best and Williams associated 12 

out of the 16 indicated masculine traits with a male figure (60% or more responses), scoring 

61% answers in the male characteristics test. As regards female characteristics, children 

pointed to 9 out of the 16 presented attributes as feminine (60% or more responses), scoring 

58% answers in the female traits test. According to Best and Williams (2004, p. 133), the 

results suggest that most children had a slightly better knowledge of the male rather than the 

female attributes. A lower percentage of responses in younger than in older children indicates 

that the knowledge of stereotypes increases gradually with age.  

Table 4 data was compared with the results of this study. The 5-year-olds surveyed by 

the authors produced 87.5% responses (14 out of 16) describing male stereotypes. In  the 

female attributes test, the children gave an average of 81.2% answers (13 out of 16), which 

was an equally high result. The above data suggests that similarly to 5-year-olds in other 

countries, the surveyed children had a better knowledge of the stereotypical traits ascribed to 

men rather than women.  

The differences in the results scored by 5-year-olds in 24 countries are presented in 

Table 5.  

Table 5. 5-year-olds: overall results for male and female stereotypes in descending order (24 

countries).  

Table 5 displays the overall results in the perception of male and female stereotypes 

scored by 5-year-old children in 24 countries. The mean result in all of the surveyed countries 

was 9.8 for the male stereotype and 9.3 for the female stereotype.  

A comparison of Table 5 data with the findings of this study indicates that Polish 5-

year-olds would rank third, along with Taiwan and New Zealand, as regards the male 

stereotype (10.6) and fifth, along with Great Britain, as regards the female stereotype (10.0). 

The results of the experiment indicate that 5-year-olds have a working knowledge of most 

characteristic traits that are attributed to men and women by the society. Stereotypical male 

traits were better recognized than female features in most surveyed countries (17 out of 24). 

In countries like Taiwan, France, Pakistan and Ireland, male attributes are more clearly 
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pronounced and, as claimed by Best and Williams (2004), are more easily recognized by 

children. The results of this study seem to be consistent with this conclusion. 

 

Discussion 

The results of this study indicate that pre-school age children are able to recognize 

gender stereotypes, and that they have a better knowledge of the male than the female 

stereotype. Children as young as 3 are familiar with gender stereotypes, and this knowledge is 

expanded and solidified with age. The surveyed students most frequently associated the 

following traits with masculinity: strong, aggressive and cruel, while reliable and showing off 

were least often attributed to men. The traits deemed typical of women – weak, charming, 

gentle, soft-hearted – were assimilated at a relatively young age, while other characteristics, 

such as excitable, picky and changeable, were weakly associated with femininity.  The above 

results are consistent with other researchers' findings (Best, Williams, 2004) which indicate 

that gender stereotypes are learned before the age of 5, and that male stereotypes are 

assimilated slightly earlier than female traits.  

A higher level of recognition of male stereotypes could be attributed to the type of 

gender socialization that children undergo in our culture. According to Zaworska – Nikoniuk 

(2004, p. 13), the dominant model of socialization and education in Poland is tainted with 

patriarchal values and gender stereotypes. Therefore, it should not come as a surprise that "in 

the process of socialization, boys are encouraged to become oriented towards professional and 

financial success which later becomes a measure of masculinity" (Chmura – Rutkowska, 

Ostrouch, 2007, p. 224). Girls are prepared to be good mothers and wives which, in turn, is a 

measure of femininity.  

Gender socialization of children is affected by a strongly polarized gender schema of 

teachers in early childhood education. This mental framework is manifested through teacher-

students relations which are tainted by "androcentric definitions of gender that surface in the 

course of daily communication in a school setting" (Kopciewicz, 2005, p. 55). A similar view 

is held by Renzetti and Curran (2005, p. 147): "teacher-student interactions are not based on 

the principle of justice, and their nature is determined by the sex of the pupil. Differences are 

observed in the frequency of teacher-student interactions and their constituent elements". The 

differences in the way and the rate at which male and female stereotypes are learned could, 

therefore, be attributed to variations in the teacher-student interaction style which is 

determined by the children's sex. The above was noted by Best and Williams (2004).  
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Recent years have witnessed a gradual change in attitudes to gender roles in Poland. 

Women are no longer confined to their homes, but are increasingly often present in the 

professional domain. Children observe and participate in those changes which undoubtedly 

affects the way they learn gender identity.  

A comparison of the results of this study with the findings of cross-cultural research 

leads to the conclusion that the social and cultural context is one of the crucial factors 

affecting the process of gender role learning. This view is upheld by Mead (1986) who writes 

that male and female stereotypes are dependent on cultural trends in a given society. Ruble 

(1988) notes, however, that the differences between male and female gender roles in every 

society do not exclude a cross-cultural similarity of gender traits due to biological and social 

factors (mainly socialization practices).    
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Table 1. Responses of 3- and 4-year-old children surveyed with the use of the Sex Stereotype 

Measure (SSM II) concerning stereotypical male and female traits. 

 
3-year-olds 

N=15 

4-year-olds 

N=18 

3-year-olds 

N=15 

4-year-olds 

N=18 

 

Masculine traits 

Number of indications 

 

Feminine traits 

Number of indications 

1. Strong 15 18 1. Weak 13 12 

2. Aggressive 13 18 2. Graceful 14 14 

3. Cruel 15 17 3. Soft-hearted 11 16 

4. Harsh 9 15 4. Affected 6 13 

5. Adventurous 10 12 5. Gentle 8 15 

6. Untidy 12 13 6. Submissive 6 10 

7. Noisy 6 11 7. Excitable 6 7 

8. Independent 6 12 8. Emotional 9 6 

9. Showing off 3 7 9. Tender 8 11 

10. Strict 10 13 10. Dependent 6 12 

11. Enterprising 6 12 11. Flirtatious 10 13 

12. Domineering 8 15 12. Complaining 6 8 

13. Self-confident 7 12 13. Picky 6 5 

14. Logical 6 6 14. Talkative 8 7 

15. Fun 4 8 15. Changeable 5 5 

16. Reliable 6 8 16. Careless 4 9 

Total 136 177 Total 126 163 
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Table 2. Responses of 5- and 6-year-old children surveyed with the use of the Sex Stereotype 

Measure (SSM II) concerning stereotypical male and female traits 

 
5-year-olds 

 N= 23 

6-year-olds 

N=23 

5-year-olds N= 

23 

6-year-olds 

N=23 

 

Masculine traits 

Number of indications 

 

Feminine traits 

Number of indications 

1. Strong 23 23              1. Weak 23 23 

2. Aggressive 23 23               2. Graceful 23 23 

3. Cruel 22 23                 3. Soft-hearted 17 20 

4. Harsh 22 22                4. Affected 12 14 

5. Adventurous 20 21                5. Gentle 22 23 

6. Untidy 16 22                6. Submissive 22 15 

7. Noisy 11 19                 7. Excitable 11 10 

8. Independent 16 16             8. Emotional 15 18 

9. Showing off 7 13               9. Tender 21 23 

10. Strict 20 16                10. Dependent 15 17 

11. Enterprising 18 14               11. Flirtatious 15 12 

12. Domineering 20 19 12. Complaining 18 13 

13. Self-confident 18 17 13. Picky 1 8 

14. Logical 9 9                  14. Talkative 8 15 

15. Fun 2 9               15. Changeable 12 14 

16. Reliable 18 11                 16. Careless 15 18 

Total 265 277 Total 250 266 

 
 

 
Table 3. Mean results of the SSM II test for male and female stereotypes 

 
 Respondents' age Male stereotype Female stereotype 

3-year-olds 9.1 8.4 

4-year-olds 9.8 9.1 

5-year-olds 11.5 10.9 

6-year-olds 12.0 11.6 

Mean 10.6 10.0 
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Fig. 1. Mean results of the SSM II test for male and female stereotypes.  
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Table 4. The mean percentage of stereotypical responses to the SSM II test given by 5-year-

olds in all countries. 

 
                    Masculine traits Feminine traits 

Trait 5-year-olds Trait 5-year-olds 

Strong 81 (23) Weak 66(16) 

Aggressive 76 (20) Graceful 63 (13) 

Cruel 72 (20) Soft-hearted 67 (20) 

Harsh 64 (14) Affected  66 (18)  

Adventurous 60 (12) Gentle 63 (14) 

Untidy 60(13) Submissive 64 (17) 

Noisy 63 (14) Excitable 60 (9) 

Independent 60 (14) Emotional 68 (200 

Showing off 64 (15) Tender 63 (18) 

Strict 61 (13) Dependent 54 (8) 

Enterprising 61 (14) Flirtatious 54 (70 

Domineering 61 (11) Complaining  50 (4) 

Self-confident 51 (5) Picky 47 (5) 

Logical 51 (9) Talkative 48 (2) 

Fun 46 (1) Changeable 52 (5) 

Reliable 44 (3) Careless 47 (4) 

Total  61 Total 58 

 
Based on: Williams and Best 1990a, p. 198. Copyright by Sage Publications. Table from: Best, Williams, 2004, 
p. 134. Copyright for the Polish edition by Gdańskie Wydawnictwo Psychologiczne.  
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Table 5. 5-year-olds: overall results for male and female stereotypes in descending order (24 

countries).  

 
Male stereotype Female stereotype Male-Female 

Pakistan 13.5 Pakistan 11.4 Taiwan +2.8 

Britain 10.8 New Zealand 11.2 France +2.4 

Taiwan 10.6 Germany 10.6 Pakistan +2.1 

New Zealand 10.6 Portugal 10.5 Ireland +1.5 

Canada 10.5 Britain 10.0 United States +1.2 

United States 10.3 Malaysia 9.9 Holland +1.2 

Japan 10.3 Canada 9.5 Canada +1.0 

Finland 10.2 Finland 9.5 Japan +0.9 

Malaysia 10.2 Nigeria 9.5 Norway +0.8 

Holland 10.2 Peru 9.5 India +0.8 

Peru 10.2 Chile 9.5 Britain +0.8 

Ireland 10.0 Japan 9.4 Finland +0.7 

Nigeria 9.9 Italy 9.2 Peru +0.7 

France 9.7 United States 9.1 Venezuela +0.7 

Norway 9.6 Holland 9.0 Thailand +0.4 

India 9.4 Spain 9.0 Nigeria +0.4 

Thailand 9.3 Brazil 9.0 Malaysia +0.3 

Venezuela 8.9 Thailand 8.9 Italy -0.3 

Italy 8.9 Norway 8.8 Spain -0.6 

Chile 8.8 India 8.8 New Zealand -0.6 

Portugal 8.7 Ireland 8.4 Chile -0.7 

Spain 8.4 Venezuela 8.2 Brazil -1.0 

Brazil 8.0 Taiwan 7.8 Portugal -1.8 

Germany 7.6 France 7.3 Germany -3.0 

 
Based on: Williams and Best 1990a, p.2 15. Copyright by Sage Publications. Table from: Best, Williams, 2004, 
p. 135. Copyright for the Polish edition by Gdańskie Wydawnictwo Psychologiczne.  
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