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Abstract
Early childhood education (ECE) has long been recognized as one of the most gendered
professions. This paper aims to examine how far ECE can become a space to deliver ‘gender
flexible pedagogy’, a concept that incorporates ideas about staff modelling of alternative
forms of masculinities and femininities, the value of a mixed gender workforce, and explicit
gender teaching within curricula. The theoretical underpinnings of this concept are discussed
drawing on data collected in discussions with pre-school teachers in order to understand the
potential of this principle and identify how it can be practiced. The paper is based on two
different interview based studies, one conducted in an Indonesian kindergarten and the other
with Swedish preschool pedagogues. The findings suggest that gendered practices in ECE are
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rooted in teachers’ implicit gender beliefs influenced by larger socio-political discourses.
Early childhood educators must develop an explicit gender consciousness before they can
deliver a gender conscious pedagogy.

Gender Flexible Pedagogy in Early Childhood Education

Introduction
The purpose of this paper is to consider the concept of a ‘gender flexible pedagogy’, an idea
that we have identified in order to apply Butler’s theoretical approach to gender and her
emphasis on gender flexibility (Butler, 1990). An international network of gender
researchers, funded by the Swedish Research Council from 2011 to 2014 created a forum for
comparing and discussing research on gender and teaching across a range of international
early childhood education sites and led to a focus on gender flexible teaching. We explore
the theoretical underpinnings of this concept and discuss its potential by drawing on data
from two small-scale interview studies with Early Childhood Education teachers, one in
Sweden and one in Indonesia, in order to understand what it might mean and how it can be
put into practice.

Our understanding of this concept emphasizes how early childhood educators, both men and
women, can model a flexible approach to the performance of gender which disrupts
prescriptions for men to model masculinities and women to model femininities. The concept
of gender flexible teaching also incorporates ideas about the resources and activities that
young children themselves may be encouraged to engage in, with an emphasis on playful and
experimental approaches to the performance of gender which allow for gender transgression.
The concept implies teachers’ consciousness of their own gender behaviors. Simultaneously
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it implies the need for responsiveness to children’s gender behaviors in order to open these
up. So it has implications for both what is taught and how, for ‘pedagogy’, the term that
incorporates both the implications for teachers and for teaching.

Focusing on gender specifically as an influential aspect of teacher learner relationships, we
discuss the possibility for teachers to make interventions in the social reproduction of
gendered practices and behaviors of those they teach. Preschool teachers are in a unique
position to subvert a continuation of traditionally differentiated gender roles through gender
flexible teaching because they have the opportunity to intervene at the very beginning of an
individual’s educational trajectory, yet this rarely occurs. Our data shows that only two
teachers, one in each setting, really tried to challenge traditional gender stereotypes in their
thinking and teaching.

There is a long tradition of research within the sociology of education that reveals the
intransigence of the gendered nature of educational institutions. In the late 1970s and
through the 1980s researchers drew attention to the ways that schools amplify the wider
society’s ideas about gender roles and “reinforce them in tougher form than they actually
exist in the world outside” (Delamont,1980 p4). Even where teachers were explicit about
their intentions to challenge gender roles, their management of the children and daily
discourse with them betrayed deeper and more habitual practices of gender differentiation
(Kamler, 1999). During the 1990s and 2000s the research has proliferated with an ever
growing list of gender researchers who have shown how the institutional forces that are
embedded in the hierarchical and heterosexist aspects of school, emphasise gender
differences (Blaise, 2005; Francis, 1998; Haywood & Mac An Ghaill, 1996; Skelton, 2001).
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Early childhood education (ECE) is a particularly significant context for exploring the
practices that may be associated with the concept of a gender flexible pedagogy. It has been
revealed to be a particularly potent location for the entrenchment of gender differences and
perpetuation of gender stereotypes between boys and girls as a number of researchers have
shown, for example Adriany (2013), Hellman (2012), Yoon (2007), Miu (2005), and
Sumsion (2000). ECE is a particularly fruitful ground for the growth of essentialist gender
differences for a number of reasons which we will now identify.

Firstly, ECE is very often dominated by a value for a child-centered approach. This value,
given critical emphasis by Walkerdine (1998) has spread across the globe (Adriany, 2013;
Newberry, 2010). The presence of a strong child-centered discourse means that challenges to
the traditional gender order are of secondary importance to following the child's "natural"
interests and motivations (Blaise, 2009). Within this ethos there is a tension between
challenging the child’s construction of the gender binary or following their lead. In addition,
many pre-school teachers believe that gender matters are not important to young children,
while others argue that young children are too young to be introduced to complex issues such
as gender (MacNaughton, 2000).

Another significant reason why ECE is considered to be a fertile ground for the development
of traditional, ‘essentialist’, gender differences is due to the gender imbalance of staff, with
men working in a very small minority. The worldwide pattern is for less than 3% as reported
by Brody (2014). Brody also tells us that the proportion of male workers is low across the
globe even in countries such as Norway which has had some very deliberate strategies for
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increasing male workers, where only 10% of staff are male. This pattern of staffing has led to
a concern in many countries with the recruitment of more men to work in ECE.

The media-led, problematic discourse of the ‘male role model’ underlines this debate about
bringing male teachers into ECE. It is argued that male teachers can provide ‘positive male
role models’ especially for boys, an idea that has become very popular in policy in recent
times, especially in England, a policy rhetoric that has been critiqued by Brownhill, (2014),
Adriany, (2013) and many others. The well-established feminist critique of this idea (for
example by Martino and Rezai-Rashti, 2012) reveals an underlying assumption that men and
women are fundamentally different and that men can therefore bring something distinctive to
the field of ECE. The ‘male role model’ concept is also revealed to be rooted in social
learning theory which assumes that the child imitates rather than re-interprets the adult
models they are presented with (Skelton, 2001). Our concept of ‘gender flexible pedagogy’
is aligned with a very different rationale for encouraging men into ECE. We argue that the
presence of men working alongside women in ECE settings has the potential for expanding
children’s understanding and construction of gender so that it becomes less rigid
(McCormack & Brownhill, 2014; Warin, 2006). However, the mere presence of men in ECE
is not enough by itself to disrupt gender stereotypes (Sumsion, 2005). What men actually do
within their preschool teaching and how they perform gender is a critical consideration for
the realization of this potential.

The aim of this paper is to explore how far ECE can become a space to deconstruct
traditional gender stereotypes, through gender flexible teaching. The paper is based on two
different research studies conducted separately by the authors of this paper. The studies
shared the same broad aim to explore the gendered beliefs, assumptions and practices of ECE
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staff. They also shared the same methodological approach to the conducting of dialogic
interviews with teachers (Blaise, 2005; Holstein and Gubrium, 1995; Rapley, 2001) where
there was an intention to open up a mutual discussion of the possibility of gender flexible
teaching and to tease out and challenge gender essentialist assumptions. However, they were
conducted in very different locations, (Warin’s in Sweden and Adriany’s in Indonesia). The
authors have engaged in a collaboration created through their participation in the international
network of Swedish Research Council funded gender researchers who aimed to examine the
conjunction of gender, teaching and care (xx and Gannerud, 2014). We draw together data
from both studies to focus on our shared question about how far teachers can deliver gender
flexible teaching in their preschool classroom. First we explain what we mean by a ‘gender
flexible pedagogy’ the key concept in our title.

The concept of a ‘Gender flexible pedagogy’

The concept of a ‘gender flexible pedagogy’ comes from three sources. Firstly, we need to
understand gender as an aspect of identity and this entails a look at broader underlying
theories of identity. The authors adopt a poststructuralist idea of identity that challenges
essentialist ideas about fixed selves (Davies and Harre, 1990; Gergen, 1991; Kearney, 2003;
Warin, 2010) and that understands the social construction of identity as variable and fluid in
response to changes in a person’s social environment. This recognition of the way that
identity adapts to different social and cultural contexts is closely aligned with Butler’s ideas
about identity as ‘performative’.

The second source then is Butler’s ideas about the gendered aspect of selves as performed
within different cultural environments. Her concept of performativity challenges gender as a
6

fixed identity and uncouples gender from sex. She says: “when the constructed status of
gender is theorised as radically independent of sex, gender itself becomes a free-floating
artifice, with the consequence that man and masculine might just as easily signify a female
body as a male one, and woman and feminine a male body as easily as a female one”. (Butler,
1990 p6). This is a radical idea to apply, for example, to debates about proportions of male
and female teachers in ECE staff teams where potentially we could understand gender as a
‘free-floating artifice’. Butler’s approach to gender as a fluid and free-floating construction
implies that an individual’s gender performance depends on what options are available to
them. If children are provided with rigid options, they are more likely to adopt traditional
gender beliefs. Yet if the choices given to them are varied and flexible, they will be more
likely to accept and perform flexible gender roles (Bartini, 2006). Löfdahl and Hjalmarsson
(2015) for example, describe the strategy used by pre-school staff to dismantle the traditional
‘home corner’ instead distributing dolls and kitchen utensils throughout the classroom in
order to challenge the compounding of the children’s gender stereotypical choices about
playmates and playthings which had previously led to an entrenchment of gender segregated
behaviour with only girls in the home corner.

The third source of this idea, specifically linked to teaching, is the identification of the
concept of “gender conscious pedagogy”, a very similar term but one which fails to
incorporate a sense of fluid and changeable identities. Eidevald and Lenz Taguchi (2011)
discuss ‘gender-conscious pedagogy’ which they claim is a Swedish concept that does not
have an equivalent in preschool pedagogies in other countries. This concept is discussed by
Lofdahl and Hjalmarsson (2015) who elaborate it as a means of achieving gender equality.
Hellman (2012) and Johansson (2011) have also shown how gender equality is produced
through this means within the Swedish context.
7

If teachers want to disrupt traditional and rigid gender discourse they must provide children
with various alternatives, presented through their own practices and behaviors alongside the
resources and learning experiences they provide. In order to create such alternatives they
must themselves be highly attuned to gender possibilities as an element of their overall self
awareness, a prerequisite for the ‘critically reflective emotional professional’ as advocated by
Osgood (2010:119). They must be alert to the subtle and often invisible ways that traditional
gender norms can persist within the power plays of the school. Gender flexible teaching can
only be practiced by teachers who are gender aware rather than gender blind (Hogan, 2012).

Several researchers have demonstrated the possibility for ECE to challenge existing gender
norms and have worked alongside teachers on initiatives designed with this aim (Davies,
1993, 2003; Marsh, 2000; Rennie, 2003). These researchers illuminate certain strategies and
initiatives used by ECE teachers to challenge traditional gender values whilst at the same
time expanding children’s understanding of gender discourse. For example, Davies’
undertook her groundbreaking work on challenging young children’s gender behaviors within
the context of their literacy practices (2003) whilst Rennie (2003) aimed to expand children’s
understanding of gender by harnessing the topic of pirates to deconstruct masculine
stereotypes. Marsh (2000) collaborated with an ECE teacher to create gender flexible
classroom resources, based on Batman/Batwoman, to encourage girls to engage in superhero
play.

These initiatives suggest a way forward for a gender flexible pedagogy. This could be
practiced by gender activists, both male and female teachers, who are not only attuned to the
ways in which traditional gender stereotypes become entrenched within preschool but who
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are also willing to actively resist them. The initiatives described above show how ECE
teachers can potentially transform gender discourse in the classroom. They also suggest a
model for early education gender researchers to work alongside teachers as ‘critical friends’
in order to enable the practice of alternative and nontraditional constructions of masculinities
and femininities.

Having set out the concept of a gender flexible pedagogy we now move on to examine data
from our respective interview studies though this particular lens. We ask the question: How
far do ECE teachers go in challenging traditional gender norms within their own pedagogic
beliefs and practices?

Background to the two studies
Indonesia and Sweden provide contrasting locations for the study of gendered practices
within ECE. Whilst Indonesia is developing a new interest in and awareness of gender equity
and equality by launching the Law of National Education System no 84 regarding Gender
Mainstreaming in Education (58/2009), Sweden has a long history of gender awareness and
gender sensitive social policy including education, in keeping with other Scandinavian
countries (Sundelin, 2008). There is no curriculum obligation for ECE professionals to
address gender in Indonesia as there is in Sweden. In addition, there is a long tradition of
research on gender in ECE in Sweden but very little in Indonesia. The international network
referred to above and funded by the Swedish Research council created a forum for comparing
and discussing research on gender and teaching across a range of international early
childhood education sites. This discussion forum led to a focus on gender flexible teaching,
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the subject of this paper. It seemed fruitful to compare the gender sensitivity of ECE staff in
Indonesia and in Sweden given the contrasting national contexts described above. What the
studies have in common is a shared focus on the possibilities for a ‘gender flexible pedagogy’
discussed in explorative conversations with ECE staff.

All names (of schools, staff and children) have been fictionalized in the following account.

Indonesian teacher perspectives
Background to the study and participants

Several studies have concluded that gender construction in Indonesia is the result of interplay
between politics and religious discourse (Blackburn, 2004; Oetomo, 2000; Parker, 1992;
Robinson & Bessell, 2002). Religion exerts a powerful reinforcement of a traditional
gendered division of labour since it emphasizes the ‘essential’ different characteristics of men
and women based on their biology and encourages a faithfulness to men’s and women’s
‘true’ natures (Yulandissari, 2006). X’s research purpose was to gain a deep understanding of
day-to-day practices of gender related behaviors and practices within a kindergarten in
Indonesia. She conducted an ethnography in one particular kindergarten, Kopo kindergarten
located in the city of Bandung, reported in Adriany (2013). Adriany adopted a participant
observer position in the field (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007) which enabled her to hold
informal discussions with teachers referring to classroom practices and specific incidents,
assuming the role of ‘critical friend’. She also undertook more formal one-to-one interviews
with the staff.
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There were 4 teachers, all female, responsible for 28 children, aged 2-6, divided into three
different age groups. The teachers were addressed as “Bunda”, a term normally used to
address a mother in Indonesia, and widely used in Indonesian preschools. The teachers in this
study were Bunda Sari, Bunda Siti, Bunda Intan and Bunda Euis. X ‘s data from teachers was
in the form of transcriptions of audio recorded interviews and in field notes. It was
incorporated into her overall analysis of her ethnographic data. She adopted a constructivist
grounded theory approach based on Charmaz (2006) using an ‘open coding ‘ process
followed by a ‘focused coding’ which compared the data through constant comparison to
produce a refined set of conceptual categories which included the key concept of gender
flexible teaching. The findings presented in this paper are confined to analysis of the
interviews and informal discussions that took place with staff since this paper is concerned
with ECE staff perspectives on the possibility for gender flexible practices in their pedagogy.

Findings: Accounts of gendered teaching practices
Findings from this study suggest that in general the teachers’ accounts of their practices and
underlying assumptions were highly gendered. The teachers made a clear differentiation
between boys and girls in the classroom, responding to them differently and holding different
expectations about their interests and needs. For example, the school used different pictorial
symbols for boys and girls placing flower pictures on the girls’ lockers and bug pictures on
the boys’ lockers. They also used a colored ticket to administer their system of ‘free choice
time’ with pink tickets for girls and blue tickets for boys. When the teachers at Kopo
kindergarten made materials for girls and boys, they often differentiated the items, as shown
in the following:
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Bunda Siti is preparing special hats for the children. The school’s theme for the week is
International Culture with special reference to Chinese Culture, so the hats are Chinese.
Interestingly, the teacher makes two different types of hats for boys and girls. Boys’ hats are
triangle shapes while the girls’ hats resemble a tiara. (Field notes, 17

th

May 2010.

Translated into English)
Adriany’s interviews with the Kopo teachers revealed how their gendered practices were
influenced by their underlying assumptions about gender differentiation subscribing to
implicit ideas about biological essentialism. As Bunda Sari said in one of her interviews:

I think, in the long term children need to understand that they are girls or boys and it should
be taught by us, from the way we treat them. We should treat boys like boys and treat girls
like girls. Then they’ll learn how to behave like girls or boys. Therefore, as teachers, we have
to be very careful in deciding which colour is suitable for boys and which one is suitable for
boys and girls. That’s what I think.

This biological argument, that was deeply embedded in the school’s practices, was strongly
associated with religious discourse. Given that Indonesia has the largest Muslim population
in the world, Islamic religious discourse is pervasive. The teachers frequently used the
concept of “kodrat”, originally an Arabic word, meaning the ‘innate’, ‘essential’ and
unchangeable characteristics of a person. Yulindrasari and McGregor (2011) believe the
discourse of kodrat has been embodied in gender discourse in Indonesia, referring to ‘natural’
and fixed characteristics (Yulindrasari, 2006, p. 10) showing an interdependence between
biological and religious essentialism (Adriany, 2013). Wieringa (2003) argues further that
within the notion of kodrat, whilst it regulates both men and women, it particularly
emphasizes the role of the woman as wife and mother. Suryakusuma (1987) asserts that the
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notion of kodrat has been used by the new-order regime in Indonesia to prevent women from
becoming politically active because of a fear this would challenge the status quo, as indeed it
did in the 1960s when they were. Consequently, this notion of kodrat has been widely
circulated. It is passed on, not through explicit curricular teaching, but implicitly within the
popular discourse of the family and clearly portrayed in the media, for example in magazines
and movies, perpetuating the domestication of women. This too was evident in the school, for
example Bunda Siti argued:

Yes, as I said today things have changed. In terms of occupation, women can do men’s job
and vice versa, but we have to keep in mind our “kodrat” as a woman.
The kodrat concept is also applied to the child and supports the strong child-centred approach
that was upheld in Kopo (Warin and Adriany, 2014) emphasizing the principle that the
child’s essential character should not be disturbed or forced. This belief meant that the
teachers felt they should not use their professional power to challenge children’s traditional
gender practices. As Bunda Siti asserted:

Maybe each child has a different character because we don’t want to force children to follow
us. I think it’s children’s characters.

A dissenting Voice: A possibility for delivering gender flexible teaching
Even though the findings indicated that the majority of the teachers upheld strong gender
essentialist beliefs they did not all agree that boys and girls should be treated differently. For
example, Bunda Intan, the youngest teacher in the school, did not support different treatment
for boys and girls. Her dissenting voice showed that Kopo kindergarten teachers’ voices
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cannot be reduced into a single voice and that multiple meanings of gender beliefs co-existed
in the school. As she said:

(laugh) I don’t know, I just don’t understand. Is being a boy or a girl only determined by the
colour they choose, the toys they play with, the way they talk or what? Can boys pick up
pink? I think they can. I am wondering whether such a distinction for boys and girls is
necessary? If boys like to play with Barbie, what’s wrong with that? Barbie can be good
sometimes.

Bunda Intan also argued that children need to expand their understanding of gender. She said
further in her interview:

I think for children in early years, we just give anything, everything to children. Let them
explore. Don’t differentiate them… That’s why, when I heard about Akang [3 year old boy],
who likes pink and occasionally wear girls’ clothes, I think he’s just exploring.

Bunda Intan’s statement showed the degree to which she understood the fluidity and
flexibility of gender and the importance of expanding children’s gender construction. Her
description of Akang’s ‘exploring’ implies her understanding of gender as ‘free-floating
artifice’ in the way that Butler has presented it (1990 p6). This idea is particularly
challenging to many ECE staff in Indonesia where religion and politics exert a powerful
influence in maintaining an essentialist binary construction of man and woman, masculinity
and femininity. Intan however discussed the possibility of teachers countering traditional
gender discourse. An interest in gender was stimulated through her involvement in Adriany’s
study. She was particularly receptive to Adriany’s challenges to the traditional gender order
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and Adriany’s modelling of gender flexible pedagogy in her own behavior as participant
observer with children. For example on one occasion Adriany gently rejected a child’s
request for her to take on the role of a princess and instead Adriany assumed the role of a
space warrior. More than the other teachers Intan was willing to engage in such challenges
herself and learn from the ‘critical friendship’ of Adriany as she worked alongside teachers in
the classroom. Intan’s interest in gender, and her desire to adopt a more challenging
approach than her colleagues, continued after the end of this study when she chose to write an
undergraduate dissertation on gender sensitive teaching in early childhood education as part
of the degree she was studying alongside her professional employment.

However, Bunda Intan’s views were exceptional and the analysis showed a clear pattern of
beliefs about innate gender differences combined with religious beliefs about each child’s
essential nature. The child-centred approach adopted within the school meant that teachers
did not feel they should interfere with nature. Educational values compounded religious
values with the outcome that gender flexible teaching was not the norm in this kindergarten.

Swedish teacher perspectives
Background to the study and research participants
Warin, a UK researcher, was interested in the strong UK view, perpetuated in the media, that
young children especially boys need “male role models”. Her theoretical critique of this
assumption influenced by Skelton (2001) and by Martino and Rezai-Rashti (2012) amongst
others, led to the formation of the network, referred to above, with Swedish researchers and
others who were similarly interested in gender pedagogies in early childhood education. This
forum produced the opportunity to contact preschools in Gothenburg and carry out interviews
with ECE teachers there in April/May 2012. Warin chose to interview male teachers since
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their minority status within the ECE workforce might imply the likelihood of a gender
consciousness.

Five teachers agreed to be interviewed: Jonas, Linus, Karl, Per and Geir. Four were working
in preschools and a fifth (Geir) had worked as a preschool teacher for ten years and had then
become a lecturer in teacher education. The interviews were all conducted in the men’s
workplaces, audio recorded and then transcribed. They followed the phenomenological
research tradition, aiming to access the men’s experiences of and perceptions about, their
professional preschool lives. The interviews were dialogic and reciprocal (Blaise, 2005;
Holstein & Gubrium, 1995; Lather, 1991) driven by the researcher’s intention to gain insight
into these men’s gender awareness (or gender blindness) in tandem with the men’s own
agendas and interests within the broad topic of gender concerns in the preschool. Specific
questions were asked about the men’s implicit theories of gender in relation to being male
teachers of this age group. What had motivated the adoption of this professional role? How
far were they trying to model gender flexibility? Or was gender perhaps quite low down their
list of priorities within their teaching aims? Following transcription, the five stages of data
analysis were then undertaken according to the procedure devised by Smith, Flowers, and
Larkin (2009), known as interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA). IPA is
particularly suited to phenomenological studies such as this one where the intention is to
examine how the participants make sense of their experiences, and is particularly appropriate
for small samples where there is an intention to do justice to each participants account
(Smith & Eatough, 2006). Nine cross themed connections emerged: entry into career, adult
gender roles, beliefs about children and childhood including an emphasis on freedom and
choice, playfulness and play, vocational motivation, gender knowledge and sensitivity,
sources of encouragement, the preschool as a mini society, strategies for workforce change.
16

The data selected for this paper focused particularly on the ‘gender knowledge and
sensitivity’ theme.

How far did the research participants articulate accounts of their practices that showed an
intention to subvert traditional gender patterns? How far could their teaching, according to
their own accounts, be described as gender flexible?

Findings. Gender sensitivity and the management of identity presentations within the
preschool

Familiarity with the gender principles in the preschool curriculum.
The first point of interest is that all the men made statements that showed a clear awareness
of the explicit gender goal that is enshrined within the Swedish curriculum: ‘The preschool
should counteract traditional gender patterns and gender roles’ (Skolverket, 2011, p. 4). As an
English researcher with familiarity of ECE Warin made implicit comparisons with the
English context where the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) curriculum has no such
explicit statement about gender. However, having a statement enshrined in the curriculum is
one thing but it is quite another to find that staff are necessarily aware of and practicing
according to such principles. The men’s readiness to display their knowledge of the gender
principles in their curriculum suggested quite a high degree of gender consciousness.

The men’s familiarity with this preschool curriculum goal was expressed in various ways.
For example Karl volunteered that the Swedish preschool curriculum requires active work
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against gender (his emphasis) and Geir stated, emphatically, “we need to teach gender in
preschool ”. Per also mentioned that he was very much aware of this element of the
curriculum, especially because parents frequently asked him about this aspect of his teaching
and wanted to monitor it. Linus pointed out that although the resources in his Montessori
preschool were gender neutral he was able to challenge gender roles through his influence on
peer group formation and free play. Even Jonas made a statement showing an implicit
sensitivity to this aspect of the preschool curriculum. This was particularly noteworthy since
he had received no formal training, and therefore no input on gender in the curriculum:

“ Although this is in the curriculum – nobody checks up. But you have to check up on
yourself I think”

This particular group of men were very much aware of the Swedish curriculum statement on
counteracting traditional gender behavior, a possible indication of their gender awareness and
sensitivity.

Gender consciousness and gender essentialism
A second point of significance is that two of the men, Karl and Geir, were both engaged in
the academic study of gender and teaching, Karl as a postgraduate student and Geir as a
lecturer. Consequently, they might be expected to be highly gender conscious individuals and
the analysis showed this was indeed the case. For example, in his teacher training role Geir
was aware of the need to sensitize both male and female trainees to gender issues and
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explained that he used various deliberate strategies to achieve this aim. At the time of the
interview, Karl was undertaking postgraduate study alongside his classroom teaching role and
was very interested in theories about gender, especially masculinities, and flexible identities
drawing on the work of (Connell, 1995). He discussed this in relation to a ‘line’ or
continuum of masculinity where he placed his personal hobby of kick-boxing at the ‘male
end’ and some aspects of his role as kindergarten teacher as ‘closer to the female’.

The men were very much aware of the current discourse, especially strong in England but
pervasive in many other countries including Sweden about the need to model certain types of
traditional masculinities to compensate for absent fathers. Yet these men did not express such
a value as governing their own practices. Indeed they were keen to describe the ways they
performed non-traditional, gender flexible practices in front of their ‘audience’ of children.
For example Karl told Warin that he believed it was important that the children should
witness him changing the diapers of the infants in his care, and Linus was deliberate in his
intentions to have the children witness his laying of the table before the midday meal: “They
see me laying the table and doing everything that women teachers do’. Their accounts
emphasize their deliberate performance of transgressive gender illustrating practice that is
consistent with Butler’s emphasis on gender as socially constructed and socially performed.

At a couple of points in the interview Karl mentioned that his masculine behavior was
learned , a term he emphasized , as in the following claim: ‘ I believe I have many classical
masculine qualities but this is what I have learned’ . This was consistent with his overview of
himself as having changeable and situation-specific identities. Karl also had a strong belief
that gender is socially constructed, which matched his belief that none of his identities are
fixed and essential. He mentioned his ‘changing identities: being a child, an adult, a male,
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female, a teacher, a student’. He was aware of these different identity presentations in front
of his different audiences, especially the children as observers and interpreters of information
about gender within their environment.

Yet it is important not to oversimplify the gender awareness of these five individuals. Karl’s
statement above about his ‘classical masculine qualities’ betrays an ambivalence about the
possibilities of gender transgression. This internal tension and contradiction was shown in his
response to questions about doll play:

Warin. Do you ever demonstrate doll play to the children?
K. Yes. I do. But I prefer to play adventure games with them [dolls]rather than to play
‘house’ . It doesn’t come naturally to me to play with dolls but if someone is sitting down
playing with a doll then I can join in. I can do this.

So, despite Karl’s clear statement that he has “learned” classical masculine qualities, which
suggests he does not subscribe to a biological essentialist belief about gender differences,
nevertheless it is interesting to see the word ‘naturally’ is slipped into his statement, a word
which betrays an assumption that he believes he has some essential gendered predispositions.

Methodological insights suggesting gender consciousness

Warin’s analysis also harnessed the important tool of researcher reflexivity and examined the
interactional nature of the interview conversations, including her own questions and
contributions. This was enlightening with view to the men’s gender awareness. So, a final
point about evidence of gender sensitivity concerns the gender positions that were taken up
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and negotiated within the interview itself. For example in response to a ‘Devil’s advocate’
question about rough and tumble play (a term that is often used to describe men’s play with
young children) Linus quickly pointed out that he is not ‘rough’ but ‘tender’ and added ‘I
like small children… I can calm them’. Some of the men were highly aware of gender, and
able to perform gender sensitivity in their presentation of self within this co-constructed
conversation since gender was an explicit element of, and raison d’etre for, the interaction. It
is interesting to speculate how a more ‘gender blind’ participant might have responded to the
same questions.

So overall, through the positions taken up within the interview and the values and views
described as part of the joint discussions, the men displayed a consciousness of the ways they
were manifesting gendered behaviors within the preschool.

Discussion: From gender blindness to gender consciousness.
So what have both studies revealed to us about the possibility and practicality of what we
have termed gender flexible teaching? Clearly both studies are concerned with small samples
so the conclusions we draw are necessarily exploratory. In addition there are differences
between the studies with respect to design and the gender composition of the samples: allfemale in the Indonesian study and all-male in the Swedish study. However, the studies are
comparable with respect to their authors’ purposes to reveal the potential for a ‘gender
flexible pedagogy’ in discussions with ECE staff. Taken together the studies show that there
are certainly cases of teachers who are very sensitive to gender matters within their own
teaching relationships and who have ideals about developing the children they work with so
that they are much less constrained by traditional and rigid forms of gender. In Adriany’s
study it was Bunda Intan who was willing to transgress gender norms and who was
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supportive of children who did not conform to gender stereotypical behavior in their choices
of toys and colours. In Warin’s study it was Karl who described his own intellectual interest
in gender and education which informed his gender sensitivity and consequent
experimentation in ‘troubling’ gender (Butler, 1990).

In comparing the two research contexts we can see that a very significant influence on the
gendered practices of the staff concerns the underlying beliefs they hold about gender,
particularly the gender essentialist views of most of the Indonesian staff and the social
constructivist views articulated by the Swedish staff.

The gender beliefs that were expressed to us and that shaped the preschool pedagogy and
practice were formed through the participants’ immersion within the cultural, political and
religious context of their different countries. In Indonesia, it is only recently that educational
policy makers have begun to address gender equality with a new programme entitled Gender
perspective school programme (aimed at primary school children upwards). By contrast
Sweden is famed internationally for its longstanding progressive focus on gender within the
related social policy areas of childcare and education. It is not surprising therefore to find
that Warin’s participants were, on the whole, much more “gender sensitive”.

We could suggest that by contrast Adriany’s participants were ‘gender blind’, in the
Indonesian study. Here we are using the term as defined in the European Commission
glossary of gender equality to mean ‘the failure to recognise that gender is an essential
determinant of social outcomes impacting on projects and policies’
(http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/glossary/index_en.htm) . However, this rather
simplistic contrast does not actually represent the women working in Kopo kindergarten.
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They were not gender blind but rather the majority of them held a very particular set of
assumptions about gender differences, rooted in an unquestioned essentialism. The
differences in the practices reported and rationalised to Adriany and those described to Warin
illustrate how deeply implicit assumptions about gender are manifested in classroom day-today practices and behaviours.

When do implicit assumptions about gender become critically available to a person and
therefore transformable into explicit theories? We could look at Bunda Intan (in Adriany’s
study) and at Karl and Geir (in Warin’s study ) as living examples of a transformation from
gender blindness to gender consciousness. For these three individuals their gender
consciousness has been developed, and continues to develop, through their critical
engagement with academic gender studies and also through their participation in gender
focused research. In their practices as preschool teachers we see a living struggle to challenge
themselves and the children they teach in the ways they perform gender.

Conclusion
It is both possible and desirable to train children and young people to become much more
alert to the ways in which they themselves and other people around them are performing and
thereby creating gender identities. If we are to tackle gender within ECE we need to advance
on two fronts simultaneously: developing gender conscious pedagogues and a gender
sensitive curriculum. In order to be able to confront and disrupt gendered performances in
children we have to develop greater gender sensitivity ourselves as educators (Houston,
1985). For example we have to notice gender stereotypical behaviours and then we have to
find thoughtful ways to challenge and expand them. X’s study implies a possible route to
increasing gender sensitivity in ECE teachers through working alongside a gender-conscious
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‘critical friend’. As Rogers (1967) points out only self-aware teachers can bring about selfawareness in pupils. The explicit development of gender sensitivity has to become a key
element of initial teacher training and continuing professional development if we want to
disrupt the slow but steady progress of gender entrenchment.

This paper has argued that we need a workforce in early childhood education who can create
gender flexible identities in their relationships with young children. The principle, that we
have termed ‘gender flexible pedagogy’, has the potential to ‘undo’ the establishment of
traditional gender performances and practices through an explicit focus on the creation of
gender consciousness and gender activism. We need to take Butler’s ideas on board within
the training of those who teach and care for young children, recognising the implications of
her theories for ‘troubling’ gender, for resisting traditional performances of gender and
subverting them through the creation of gender flexibility.
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