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What is already known on this
topic?

The issue of gender roles is one that
is oftenimplicitly conveyed to chil-
dren during the preschool period.
This is achievedthrough family rela-
tionships, media representations,
and educationalenvironments.

As demonstrated in preceding
studies, thesepatterns have been
shown to exert an influence on chil-
dren's play preferences,clothing
choices, and peer interactions.

The attitudes adopted by teachers
in theclassroom have been shown
to play a critical role in either
perpetuating orbreaking these
stereotypes.

What does this study add on
this topic?
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revealing the experiential lives of
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The present study systematically
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employed by teachers in the class-
room, including but notlimited to
drama, play-based approaches,
digital materials, and theincorpo-
ration of non-stereotypical roles.
The text highlights the manner
in which familyvalues, cultural
norms, social pressures and sys-
temic constraints serve tocom-
plicate such efforts, thereby
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transformativepedagogies.
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Abstract

Gender roles are often implicitly transmitted to children during early childhood through family dynamics, media repre-
sentations, and educational settings. This qualitative study aims to explore preschool teachers’ experiences with gen-
der stereotypes encountered in educational environments and the strategies they employ to challenge these patterns.
Using a phenomenological approach, the study conducted semi-structured focus group interviews with 13 purposefully
selected preschool teachers. Data were analyzed through content analysis. The findings indicate that gender norms are
reproduced in early childhood education through social representations, everyday practices, and institutional structures.
Teachers reported gender-based expectations across multiple domains, including normative portrayals, activity and cur-
riculum preferences, and children’s peer interactions. To counter these stereotypes, teachers described implementing
strategies such as drama activities, play-based approaches, the use of family involvement materials, and explicit class-
room discussions about gender roles. However, they also emphasized that family values, cultural norms, societal pres-
sures, and structural constraints within the education system may undermine these efforts. Overall, the study provides
insights into promoting gender equality in early childhood education by foregrounding teachers’ lived experiences and
highlights the need for transformative pedagogical approaches.

Keywords: Early childhood education, gender, gender roles, gender stereotypes, teacher experiences

Introduction

The concept of biological sex is typically grounded in individuals’ physiological characteristics, includ-
ing chromosomal patterns, hormone profiles, and reproductive anatomy. In contrast, gender is a sociocul-
tural construct shaped through social, cultural, and psychological processes (Burge & Filer, 2008). While
biological sex is often treated as a relatively stable attribute commonly classified as female or male, gen-
der refers to the masculine and feminine roles socially assigned to individuals, along with the norms and
expectations attached to these roles (Lindsey, 2021). Thus, whereas biological sex is commonly regarded
as innate, gender is understood as a dynamic and context-dependent concept that varies across societies
(Alabay & Ozdemir, 2020). Within this framework, gender stereotypes can be defined as widely shared and
generalized beliefs about the behaviors, traits, and roles deemed appropriate for different genders (Morais
et al., 2024). Such stereotypes play a significant role in individuals’ cognitive, social, and emotional devel-
opment and are deeply shaped by cultural contexts (Karabay et al., 2019). Although generalized judgments
may occasionally serve adaptive functions for individuals or groups, they can also produce inaccurate
and reductive evaluations, particularly when linked to negative attributes (Kneeskern & Reeder, 2022).
By assigning specific roles and behaviors to women and men, gender stereotypes may restrict individu-
als within social expectations and thereby reinforce inequality. Accordingly, understanding and critically
examining gender stereotypes is considered essential for advancing a more egalitarian society (Endendijk
etal., 2017; Li, 2022).

Gender stereotypes can be defined as a set of norms, values, and beliefs that individuals acquire through
their social environments beginning in the preschool years (Xiao et al., 2019). As Li (2022) argued, dur-
ing critical developmental periods such as preschool, children begin to internalize gender stereotypes and
develop an awareness of gender roles. Research indicates that children show signs of gender awareness as
early as age two, and by age three, they increasingly shape their behaviors and play preferences according to
gender norms learned from their social environment (Zosuls et al., 2009). In this context, preschool education
settings emerge as a critical arena in which gender stereotypes are not only learned and reproduced but also
contested and potentially transformed (Donertas, 2023).
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Research demonstrates that gender stereotypes exert a pervasive
influence across diverse domains, from children’s toy choices to
career aspirations (Alabay & Ozdemir, 2020). For example, boys are
often observed to prefer blue-colored and mechanical toys, whereas
girls tend to favor pink toys associated with domestic roles (Graziani
etal., 2021). This phenomenon reflects both individual preferences and
broader social influences, including family, media, and educational
institutions (Kollmayer et al., 2018). Preschool teachers play a particu-
larly significant role in this process, as their classroom practices and
pedagogical approaches play a decisive role in shaping children’s per-
ceptions of gender roles (Derman-Sparks et al., 2015). Nevertheless,
research remains limited regarding how gender stereotypes are
reflected in preschool education settings, how teachers address these
stereotypes, and the challenges they encounter. Further investigation
is therefore needed to inform policies and practices aimed at achieving
gender equality (Aina & Cameron, 2011). In this context, the present
study examines the reflection of gender stereotypes in preschool educa-
tion based on teachers’ experiences, their strategies for addressing such
stereotypes, and their perspectives on the difficulties encountered. The
study seeks to answer the following research questions:

1. What gender stereotypes do teachers encounter in early childhood
education settings, and how do they interpret and make sense of
these stereotypes?

2. How do gender stereotypes manifest in early childhood education
settings?

3. What strategies do teachers employ to address and challenge gen-
der stereotypes in their practice?

4.  What are the main challenges educators face when dealing with
gender stereotypes?

Theoretical Framework: Gender Schema Theory

The present research is grounded in Gender Schema Theory (Bem,
1981). The theory posits that individuals organize their knowledge
about gender through mental categories (schemas), which in turn guide
their perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors. According to Bem (1983),
schemas are cognitive structures that facilitate the selection, organiza-
tion, and interpretation of information from the environment. In the
context of gender development, children acquire gender-appropriate
behaviors through environmental cues and gradually develop gender
schemas accordingly. These schemas influence children’s decisions
regarding toys and play styles, shape their career aspirations, and con-
tribute to identity development (Carvalho Silva et al., 2024; Dinella
et al., 2017). Gender Schema Theory integrates key principles from
social learning and cognitive-developmental perspectives, emphasiz-
ing that gender roles are learned and therefore potentially changeable,
which underscores the influence of environmental factors in this pro-
cess. In this regard, family, media, peers, and particularly teachers play
significant roles in the development and reinforcement of children’s
gender perceptions (Boateng et al., 2024).

The preschool period has been identified as the stage at which
gender schemas are most intensely formed (Kollmayer et al., 2018).
During this period, children assimilate social gender norms through
the mediums of colors, toys, games, and occupational representations.
For instance, dolls are frequently regarded as being suitable for girls,
while vehicles are commonly associated with boys. In a similar man-
ner, occupations such as nursing and teaching are predominantly linked
to women, whereas engineering and piloting are more commonly asso-
ciated with men (Aina & Cameron, 2011; Skocaji¢ et al., 2020). In
this process, teachers have the capacity either to reinforce gender ste-
reotypes or to adopt a transformative role through the methods they
employ and the attitudes they display in the classroom (Gullberg et al.,
2018). Nevertheless, the limited awareness among some teaching pro-
fessionals creates challenges in addressing stereotypes and restricts the

implementation of egalitarian practices (Prioletta, 2020). Within this
context, Gender Schema Theory provides a theoretical foundation for
equality-based pedagogies, emphasizing that children can be raised as
individuals free from gender stereotypes (Bem, 1983).

The Influence of Family and Teachers on Gender Roles

Children are exposed to gender role stereotypes from an early age,
and these patterns shape their behaviors and preferences (Saygan &
Uludagli, 2021). The preschool period, in particular, is a critical stage
during which gender norms are learned and internalized, and the founda-
tions of identity are established (Boateng et al., 2024). During this time,
children acquire gender norms through toys, colors, games, occupational
representations, and media content, and develop preferences in line with
these norms (Dinella et al., 2017). By around the age of two, children
begin to recognize their social gender and make choices based on the
“girl” and “boy” categories offered by society (Carvalho Silva et al.,
2024). For example, pink and purple toys are typically associated with
girls, whereas blue and gray vehicles are linked to boys; housekeeping
games are attributed to girls, while competitive games are associated
with boys. In cartoons, female characters are often portrayed as emo-
tional and nurturing, whereas male characters are depicted as strong and
authoritative (Morais et al., 2024; Skocaji¢ et al., 2020). These represen-
tations are conveyed not only through family and school environments
but also via media, digital content, and the toy industry, reinforcing
the construction of gender roles. At this point, the family environment
emerges as the most powerful factor influencing a child’s perception of
gender. The toys parents provide, the types of play they encourage, and
the behaviors they model play a fundamental role in shaping gender ste-
reotypes (Li, 2022). Parents’ occupational representations, the division
of labour within the home, and communication styles can lead children
either to reinforce or to question gender norms (Aina & Cameron, 2011).
Research indicates that mothers tend to engage in relationship-oriented
play, while fathers are more likely to engage in achievement- and skill-
oriented interactions (Kollmayer et al., 2018). Children of parents who
share responsibilities equally are found to develop more flexible atti-
tudes towards gender norms (Carvalho Silva et al., 2024). Parents also
transmit values indirectly, for instance through storytelling, which fur-
ther shapes children’s gender perceptions (Li, 2022).

It is evident that the gender perceptions instilled in children within the
family environment can be either reinforced or transformed by educators
during the preschool period. In this process, teachers play a crucial role
in fostering egalitarian learning environments by supporting children in
questioning gender roles (Chofla, 2016). Research shows that pedagogi-
cal strategies can be developed to reduce gender-based discrimination
(Boateng et al., 2024). Providing equal access to toys and activities for
all children has been demonstrated to be an effective measure in miti-
gating the impact of stereotypes (Wolter et al., 2015). However, teach-
ers’ own internalized biases may unconsciously reproduce these norms
(Bigler et al., 2013). Consequently, while promoting STEM (Science,
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) disciplines for girls and
caregiving or creative activities for boys can support individual devel-
opment, it is essential to evaluate teaching materials through a gender
equality lens and to encourage critical thinking (Trawick-Smith, 2014;
UNICEF, 2023). Teachers’ attitudes towards gender directly shape class-
room practices (Farago et al., 2022), and their perceptions play a deci-
sive role in educational activities in Tirkiye (Yildiz & Erkan, 2023).
Furthermore, integrating gender-sensitive pedagogy into teacher training
programs enhances awareness and competence (Karabay et al., 2019).

Methods

Research Design
The present study adopted a qualitative research design to compre-
hensively examine preschool teachers’ perceptions and experiences
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regarding gender stereotypes. The research was conducted within a
phenomenological framework, with the aim of analyzing participants’
lived experiences of the phenomenon and gaining in-depth insights
through thematic analysis. The objective of a phenomenological design
is to explore in detail how individuals experience a phenomenon, the
meanings they attach to these experiences, and their emotional per-
ceptions (Creswell, 2013). This approach is predicated on the premise
that a more profound understanding of individuals’ subjective perspec-
tives and experiences can be achieved, thereby ultimately reaching the
essence of the phenomenon under investigation (Patton, 2015). In the
research process, data were collected through in-depth interviews and
analyzed using thematic analysis. This methodological approach facili-
tates a more profound comprehension of gender stereotypes while con-
currently unveiling the participants’ personal experiences.

Participants

The study group consisted of preschool teachers working in various
provinces of Tiirkiye. Within the scope of the study, easily accessible
teachers were contacted, and Google Forms was employed as the data
collection tool. In the initial stage, participants were presented with two
open-ended, fill-in-the-blank questions:

1. Because the subject is a woman or a man, they were compelled to
. If this had not happened, subsequent events would have
unfolded differently.
2. Due to my gender, I was not granted permission to T
had carried out this action, the consequences might have been
different.

Responses obtained from 93 teachers who completed the form were
analyzed to identify extreme cases. From among these, 13 teachers who
volunteered and met the criteria were included in the study group. The
identification of these participants was facilitated through outlier sam-
pling (deviant case sampling), which allows the selection of individu-
als who represent extreme points beyond typical situations in relation
to a given phenomenon (Patton, 2015). The purpose of this approach is
to obtain in-depth information and diverse perspectives by examining
unusual cases. Demographic information regarding the participants is
presented in Table 1 (see Appendix).

As illustrated in Table 1 (see Appendix), the demographic charac-
teristics of the participants are presented in detail. The predominance
of female teachers in the gender distribution can be attributed to the
sociocultural context in Tiirkiye, where the profession of preschool
teaching is largely associated with feminine identity and reinforced
by prevailing social norms. This reflects the influence of cultural and
social gender roles on career choices.

Tables 1.
Demographic Characteristics of Participants
Professional
Participants Gender Age, years Level of Education Experience
P1 Female 25-30 Bachelor’s Degree 1-5
P2 Female 31-35 Master’s Degree 6-10
P3 Male 41+ Bachelor’s Degree 16+
P4 Female 3640 Bachelor’s Degree 11-15
PS5 Female 31-35 Bachelor’s Degree 6-10
P6 Female 25-30 Master’s Degree 1-5
P7 Male 41+ Bachelor’s Degree 16+
P8 Male 36-40 Master’s Degree 11-15
P9 Female 31-35 Bachelor’s Degree 6-10
P10 Female 41+ Master’s Degree 16+
P11 Female 3640 Bachelor’s Degree 11-15
P12 Male 41+ Bachelor’s Degree 16+
P13 Female 31-35 Bachelor’s Degree 6-10

Data Collection Process

Following the selection of participants to be interviewed within the
scope of the study, they were divided into two groups based on their
availability. One group consisted of seven participants, while the other
included six. Focus group interviews were conducted separately with
each group by the same researcher, ensuring consistency and control-
ling for potential interviewer-related effects. The interviews took place
in April 2025. A total of 13 teachers, selected through purposive sam-
pling, had not previously been acquainted with one another. Prior to
data collection, participants were informed about the general purpose,
duration, and confidentiality principles of the study, and informed con-
sent was obtained. The interviews were conducted using a semi-struc-
tured interview form prepared in accordance with the approval granted
by the Siirt University Ethics Committee (Decision No. 8446, dated
February 6, 2025). Written informed consent was obtained from all vol-
unteer participants, and all procedures in the research process were car-
ried out in line with ethical principles and scientific standards. Given the
participants’ geographical distribution across Tiirkiye, the focus group
interviews were conducted online via the Google Meet platform. With
participants’ permission, all interviews were audio recorded.

During the development of the interview questions, input was
sought from three experts in early childhood education, all of whom
hold doctoral degrees. The experts noted that some of the questions
showed signs of repetition and recommended that the six questions in
the draft interview form be consolidated into four. In line with these
recommendations, the interview questions were finalized to align with
the objectives and scope of the study. To ensure clarity and relevance,
a pilot study was conducted with a different group of participants; the
data obtained from this pilot study were not included in the main analy-
sis. Following the interviews, the audio recordings were transcribed
verbatim, and the transcripts were shared with the participants. The
accuracy of the data was confirmed with participants’ consent, thereby
enhancing the reliability of the findings.

Data Analysis

The data analysis was conducted using content analysis methods,
with the data systematically and objectively examined, categorized,
and meaningful themes identified (Krippendorff, 2018). The researcher
then proceeded to transcribe and code the obtained data, seeking support
from two experts with experience in similar fields to enhance reliability.
The experts operated in an autonomous manner, initially engaging in
the coding process independently. Thereafter, they convened to under-
take a meticulous examination of the written texts, engaging in a thor-
ough discussion to finalize the common themes and codes, a process
informed by their comparative analysis. In order to ensure the accuracy
of the coding, 20% of the transcripts were reviewed by the experts in
accordance with the recommendations of Barber and Walczak (2009).
A 90% agreement rate was achieved in the calculations made using the
(2015) p (Percentage of Agreement) formula (Barber & Walczak, 2009;
Miles & Huberman, 2015). Participants were assigned numerical codes
(e.g., P1, P2, P3) to ensure confidentiality, and the findings obtained
were contextualized with direct quotations, contributing to an in-depth
interpretation of the research.

Findings and Discussion

The research data were analyzed, and four main themes were identi-
fied concerning preschool teachers’ experiences. These themes are: The
Construction of Gender, Reflections in the Educational Environment,
Methods for Coping with Stereotypical Roles, and Challenges. The
themes, sub-themes, and categories derived from teachers’ perspec-
tives are presented in Table 2 (see Appendix).

As illustrated in Table 2 (see Appendix), certain sub-themes recur
across different themes. The recurrence of the family sub-theme under
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multiple themes signifies an interconnected structural pattern within
the findings.

The Social Construction of Gender

The findings indicate that the overarching theme, “The Social
Construction of Gender,” comprises two sub-themes: “The Social
Representation of Gender” and “The Construction of Gender Through
Everyday Indicators.” The sub-theme “The Social Representation of
Gender” includes the categories of Occupation, Media, Behavioural
Expectations, and Games and Toys. The sub-theme “The Construction
of Gender Through Everyday Indicators” encompasses the categories
of Color, Smell, Family, and Religion.

The Social Representation of Gender

The sub-theme “Social Representation of Gender” is structured
around four categories: Occupation, Media, Behavioral Expectations,
and Games and Toys. Selected teachers’ perspectives on these catego-
ries are presented below:

[P8—E]: “I am a male preschool teacher, and children are initially
surprised. From a very young age, they learn that certain profes-
sions are considered more suitable for women than for men. For
instance, teaching is commonly associated with women, and this
directly shapes children’s perceptions of different professions.”
(Occupation)

[P13-K]: “In the cartoons and videos they watch, children see
men portrayed as strong and adventurous, whereas women are
often depicted as emotional and nurturing. Therefore, the media
has a significant influence on children. Over time, this leads them
to define themselves in line with these stereotypes.” (Media)

[P7-E]: “Society expects boys to demonstrate leadership and
bravery, whereas girls are expected to remain calm and compli-
ant. Dominant behaviour is valued in boys but perceived nega-
tively in girls.” (Behavioral Expectations)

[P4-K]: “The gender-based separation of toys and games rein-
forces stereotypes in children’s minds and restricts the scope of
their interests.” (Games and Toys)

The study’s findings reveal that gender roles begin to take shape
markedly during the preschool period, primarily through perceptions of
professions, media representations, behavioral expectations, and pref-
erences for games and toys. These findings are consistent with theo-
retical approaches that conceptualize gender as a socially constructed
process, internalized through cultural and visual representations (Bem,
1981). Children’s perceptions of gender roles are shaped from an early
age by occupational representations and media content. Research
indicates that children classify occupations by gender: girls are more
likely to prefer care-based occupations such as nursing and hairdress-
ing, whereas boys are more inclined toward status-bearing occupations
such as scientist, police officer, and engineer (Xiao et al., 2019). This
illustrates how gender schemas influence occupational preferences.

The portrayal of scientists predominantly as men and fashion figures
as women emphasizing beauty perpetuates representational inequality
(Avsar Erumit et al., 2024).

Similarly, the media plays a significant role in shaping children’s
perceptions of gender roles. Cartoons and animated characters influence
children’s attitudes by portraying gender roles in stereotypical ways. A
recent study (Viviani et al., 2025) found that boys tend to prefer charac-
ters associated with action and power, whereas girls tend to prefer char-
acters associated with aesthetics and emotion. While productions such
as Frozen attempt to challenge exclusionary stereotypes, their limited
acceptance among boys (Dias, 2020) demonstrates the enduring influ-
ence of gendered media. Furthermore, media and advertising reinforce
gender stereotypes by associating themes of beauty and emotionality
with girls and themes of heroism and struggle with boys (Kollmayer
et al., 2018). The transmission of gender stereotypes through behav-
ioral expectations is also evident in the preschool period. Boys are often
perceived as more aggressive, active, and demanding, whereas girls are
typically seen as calm, cooperative, and rule-abiding, highlighting that
teachers’ and parents’ attitudes vary by gender (Gullberg et al., 2018).
These differences reveal how expectations regarding gender roles are
reflected in pedagogical interactions, showing that girls and boys are
rewarded or punished differently based on their distinct behavioral pat-
terns (Eagly & Wood, 2012). Children’s aggressive or passive behav-
iors are shaped not only by gender norms but may also result in unequal
disciplinary measures in educational settings. Therefore, to create an
inclusive educational environment, behavioral management must inte-
grate gender equality principles and support each child according to
their individual needs (Boateng et al., 2024).

The study’s findings reveal that children’s internalization of gender
roles is strongly influenced by their game and toy preferences (Aina &
Cameron, 2011). Girls tend to play with dolls, kitchen sets, and house-
keeping games, whereas boys tend to prefer building sets, robots, rac-
ing games, and outdoor activities, illustrating how children encounter
norms of femininity and masculinity through play (Scapellato & De
Pedis, 2021). Marketing toys according to gender—for example, pink,
care-themed products for girls and blue, technology-themed products
for boys—further entrenches this distinction (Leaper & Brown, 2018).
Restricting boys from playing with “girls’ toys” (Viviani et al., 2025)
limits children’s freedom of choice and perpetuates normative roles.
Gender-based divisions are also evident in playgroups and styles: girls
tend towards more verbal and cooperative play, while boys gravitate
towards more physical and competitive games (Kung, 2021). These
findings underscore that games and toys function as powerful cultural
tools in the construction of gender, rather than serving merely as enter-
tainment (Graziani et al., 2021).

The Construction of Gender Through Everyday Indicators

The sub-theme Gender Construction Through Everyday Indicators
is structured around four categories: Color, Scent, Family, and
Religion. Selected teachers’ perspectives on these categories are pre-
sented below:

Tables 2.
Theme and Sub-Themes

Theme

Sub-Themes

Category

The social construction of gender

The construction of gender through everyday indicators

Reflections on the educational environment

and awareness activities
Teachers’ methods for coping with
stereotypical roles resources, pioneering names

Challenges

The social representation of gender

Occupation, media, behavioral expectations,
games, and toys

Colour, scent, family, and religion

Family, culture, media, educational materials, teachers, peers,
Drama, play, challenging roles in the classroom, digital

Society, family, culture, and the education system
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Activities. Selected teachers’ perspectives on these sub-themes are pre-
sented below:

[P10-K]: “Colours and clothing convey gender distinctions to
children from an early age. Pink is commonly associated with

girls, whereas blue is associated with boys. A boy wearing pink
often attracts attention.” (Color)

[P3—E]: “From an early age, girls are typically associated with
sweet, floral scents, whereas boys are linked to sharper, spic-
ier ones. When cologne was applied in class, some children
remarked, ‘This is a man’s scent.” In subsequent weeks, when
a female colleague entered the classroom wearing perfume, the
children immediately exclaimed, ‘Teacher, I can smell perfume!”
Over time, scents become linked to gender roles, and children
come to perceive these distinctions as natural.” (Scent)

[P11-K]: “Children perceive what they observe in their families
as correct. The mother undertakes housework and childcare,
while the father goes to work and earns money. Children inter-
nalise these roles to such an extent that they reproduce them in
the classroom. For instance, when playing house, girls typically
assume the role of the mother and engage in cooking, whereas
boys act as though they are at work. This process reinforces chil-
dren’s perceptions of gender roles.” (Family)

[P6-K]: “Some children perceive the mosque as a place reserved
exclusively for men. When I asked a female student whether she
had ever been to a mosque, she replied, ‘No, only men go to the
mosque.” Religious practices are also perceived differently by
boys and girls, and praying or participating in religious discus-
sions is often regarded as a male responsibility.” (Religion)

Research findings reveal that children construct understandings
of gender roles through the colors and scents they encounter in their
daily lives. Participants indicated that colors such as pink and purple
are associated with girls, while shades of blue and green are associ-
ated with boys (Aina & Cameron, 2011). Such color coding is particu-
larly reinforced through media representations (Boateng et al., 2024).
Cross-cultural studies further demonstrate that these color preferences
are established in childhood and extend into adulthood (Jonauskaite
et al., 2019). This suggests that colors function not only as aesthetic
choices but also as culturally gendered symbols (Skocaji¢ et al., 2020).
Similarly, the social meanings attributed to scents shape children’s
perceptions of gender. The labeling of neutral scents as “feminine”
or “masculine” illustrates that even sensory experiences are framed
within socially constructed notions of gender (Iseki et al., 2021).

The family constitutes a powerful arena for the internalization of
gender roles from an early age. Parents’ gender-based attitudes influ-
ence children’s perceptions of competence and orient them toward
specific occupational and behavioral trajectories (Donertas, 2023). For
example, encouraging boys in STEM subjects while directing girls
toward caregiving and social roles perpetuates this structure (Bian
et al., 2017). This interaction is sustained not only within the family
environment but also through advertisements, textbooks, and class-
room guidance (Viviani et al., 2025). Similarly, religion has historically
played a role in shaping gender roles. Although its influence has waned
in some modernized societies, it continues to exert a normative influ-
ence on gendered roles in many cultural contexts (Voicu, 2009). These
findings demonstrate that gender is produced and perpetuated through
both external representations and the symbolic elements embedded in
everyday life, including color, scent, family structures, and religious
systems (Boateng et al., 2024; Li, 2022).

Reflections on the Educational Environment
This theme is structured around the following sub-themes: Family,
Culture, Media, Educational Materials, Teachers, Peers, and Awareness

[P9-K]: “Some families impose such rigid gender roles on their
children at home that, no matter how hard we try to create an
egalitarian environment at school, children enter the classroom
with these preconceived notions. For instance, a boy might say,
‘That’s a girl’s job,” and refuse to take part in an activity, while
a girl might say, ‘My mom told me not to,” and decline to join
certain games. In these cases, the influence of family messages is
clearly evident in the classroom environment.” (Family)

[P12-E]: “Some cultural values are so strong that they almost
automatically shape children’s behavior. Children from tradi-
tional family structures, in particular, believe that girls should
be more domestic and boys more outgoing. I often observe these
attitudes in the classroom. Culture operates as an invisible guide
that determines how a child should behave, both at home and at
school.” (Culture)

[P4-K]: “Children are consistently exposed to recurring gender
stereotypes in digital media. Male characters are frequently por-
trayed as adventurous, strong, and occupying leadership roles,
whereas female characters are often depicted as glamorous,
emotional, or passive. These narratives become ingrained in
children’s minds, which is clearly observable in the classroom.
In games, storytelling, or character selection, children directly
reproduce these stereotypes. The uniform representations offered
by the digital world contradict the egalitarian messages we
attempt to convey in the classroom.” (Media)

[P2-K]: “There remains a clear gender distinction in textbooks
and storybooks. Men are predominantly depicted in occu-
pational or decision-making roles, whereas women are por-
trayed as engaged in household chores or supportive tasks. I
pay particular attention to this content when selecting materi-
als, as children perceive everything they read or see as a role
model. Consequently, the gender representation in these mate-
rials directly shapes the classroom environment.” (Educational
Materials)

[P5-K]: “Teachers may inadvertently perpetuate gender stereo-
types. For example, girls are often assigned tasks such as clean-
ing, while boys are given tasks related to repairs. However,
teachers should actively challenge these stereotypes through
their language and attitudes.” (Teacher)

[P4-K]: “Children often group themselves according to gen-
der. At the start of the day, for instance, girls tend to play with
baby and kitchen toys, whereas boys prefer cars and building
toys. These groups rarely mix. If a boy attempts to join a game
played by girls, he is sometimes excluded. Such peer distinc-
tions emerge at a very early age, with children influencing one
another’s behaviour by prescribing what is deemed ‘appropri-
ate.”” (Peer)

[P10-K]: “In the classroom, I organise awareness activities.
I show the children images of jobs that both men and women
can perform, and then we discuss them together. I also invite
guests from outside the school and arrange visits to different
workplaces. Last month, for instance, a female police officer
came to the classroom. The children were initially surprised but
subsequently listened with admiration. Such real-life examples
encourage children to critically question stereotypical roles.”
(Awareness Activities)
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Research findings highlight the intertwined effects of family,
culture, and visual media on the formation of gender roles within
preschool education settings. Parents’ gender-based attitudes and the
division of labour within the household directly shape children’s per-
ceptions of femininity and masculinity. An egalitarian family envi-
ronment fosters the internalization of more flexible and inclusive
gender roles (Epstein & Ward, 2011). Similarly, preschool teachers’
pedagogical approaches often reflect prevailing social values and
cultural norms; expectations regarding girls and boys may result in
discriminatory practices in classroom interactions. In patriarchal cul-
tural contexts, even the games offered to children, reward—punish-
ment systems, and interpretations of behavior may differ by gender,
thereby contributing to the reproduction of gender roles from an early
age (Tobin et al., 2009). Moreover, visual and auditory media content
also influences children’s perceptions of social roles. Repetitive rep-
resentations on screen function as a powerful social learning mecha-
nism, particularly for preschool-aged children who do not yet have
access to written texts (Skocaji¢ et al., 2020). Stereotypical depic-
tions of women and men in the media shape children’s beliefs about
professions, emotions, power, and relationships, influencing their
identification processes and social positioning (Coyne et al., 2014).
Taken together, family-based attitudes, cultural norms, and media
messages demonstrate that children’s gender-based identity construc-
tion is a multi-layered process embedded within their social environ-
ments. Therefore, holistic and culturally sensitive interventions that
prioritize gender equality in early childhood education are urgently
needed (Kollmayer et al., 2018).

Research findings indicate that educational materials, teacher atti-
tudes, and peer relationships play a pivotal role in shaping gender roles
during early childhood (Aina & Cameron, 2011). Educational materi-
als frequently perpetuate traditional gender stereotypes through maga-
zines, books, and textbooks aimed at children. For example, magazines
targeting girls often emphasize appearance, domestic roles, and emo-
tional support, whereas those targeting boys focus on work, leadership,
and technical topics (Aina & Cameron, 2011; Spinner et al., 2021).
Similarly, male characters in children’s books are commonly portrayed
as active and independent, while female characters are predominantly
depicted in the background, defined by domestic responsibilities
(Nandi et al., 2024). These representations constrain identification
processes and shape professional aspirations during children’s identity
development. Teachers play a pivotal role in mediating these materi-
als, often reflecting their own beliefs in classroom practices. Research
has shown that teachers may unconsciously reproduce gender stereo-
types (Morais et al., 2024). For instance, providing girls with feedback
based on politeness and orderliness, and boys with feedback based on
success and physical strength, segregates classroom guidance along
gendered lines (Skocaji¢ et al., 2020). Such discrimination can be rein-
forced through group distinctions, activity selection, and both verbal
and non-verbal communication. Teachers can counteract these patterns
and enable children to break free from stereotypes by adopting criti-
cal pedagogical approaches (Karabay et al., 2019). Peers, particularly
for boys, also play a significant role in enforcing gender norms. As
Morrow (2006) and Thorne (1993) note, boys are pressured to con-
form to traditional masculine roles within their peer groups, suppress
emotional expression, avoid playing with dolls, and exhibit less empa-
thetic behavior. Research further demonstrates that toy preferences
become more traditional when children are exposed to peer observation
(Kornienko et al., 2016).

Teachers’ Methods for Coping with Stereotypical Roles

In the field of early childhood education, educators employ diverse
strategies to challenge prevailing gender stereotypes. These methods
include the use of drama, play, awareness activities, challenging roles
in the classroom, digital resources, and the introduction of role models.

The following section presents the views of teachers on the aforemen-
tioned issues:

[P8—E]: “When we assign different roles to children during
drama activities, I see them begin to question their preconceived
ideas. For instance, when I give a boy the role of a nurse and
a girl the role of a firefighter, they are initially surprised, but
as they enact their roles, they realise that anyone can do any
job. This method allows us to stretch the boundaries of gender
through play.” (Drama)

[P6-K]: “During playtime, I observe that children gravitate
towards certain toys: boys generally want to play with cars,
whereas girls want to play with dolls. To break these patterns, I
arrange the toys differently, trying to give everyone the chance
to experience all the toys. I feel very happy when I encourage
children to take on different roles during free play and see girls
participating in car races or boys playing with dolls.” (Play)

[P2-K]: “To combat gender stereotypes, I consistently employ
gender-neutral language in the classroom. If I hear phrases
such as ‘this is a girl’s job’ or ‘this is a boy’s job,” I intervene
immediately. I actively encourage children to critically question
these stereotypes whenever the opportunity arises.” (Combating
Gender Roles in the Classroom)

[P6-K]: “T occasionally show short animations on the theme of
equality. For example, in one video, girls become superheroes,
which immediately alters the children’s perspective. Digital con-
tent often proves to be particularly effective.” (Digital Resources)

[P3-E]: “When we introduce female pilots and male nurses,
children are often surprised and ask, ‘Are they real?” This indi-
cates that the stereotypes embedded in their minds begin to
break down. I then introduce them to pioneers from the coun-
try, such as female scientists, male nurses, and female athletes.
The children are deeply impressed when they encounter these
examples. Exposure to real-life examples renders learning more
memorable, as it exerts a greater impact on their imagination.”
(Pioneering Names)

Research findings reveal that preschool teachers have adopted mul-
tifaceted strategies to combat gender stereotypes. These include drama
and play activities, awareness-raising, challenging classroom roles,
utilizing digital resources, and introducing pioneering figures in gen-
der equality. Drama constitutes a particularly powerful pedagogical
tool, enabling both teachers and parents to critically question gender
roles. Indeed, studies show that drama enhances women’s and mothers’
awareness of gender issues, helping them to develop alternative per-
spectives that transcend traditional roles (Altinova & Adigiizel, 2014).
These findings demonstrate that drama is not only an effective teach-
ing method but also a powerful instrument of social transformation
(Skocaji¢ et al., 2020). Similarly, play provides a pedagogical space
that responds to children’s developmental needs and allows them to
reconstruct gender roles (Wood, 2014). Prioletta’s (2020) research fur-
ther revealed that teachers evaluated play activities as a learning tool
through which children could experiment with alternative identities.
These findings demonstrate that play provides a space in which gender
patterns can be critically explored, enabling children to express them-
selves freely (Aina & Cameron, 2011).

Teachers employ awareness-raising activities on gender equality as
an effective pedagogical method. These activities particularly support
girls’ leadership, self-confidence, and communication skills, while also
laying the groundwork for teachers to develop egalitarian pedagogical
approaches (Nkya & Kibona, 2024). Gender-based activities included
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in diversity education programs for teachers have likewise proven
effective in raising awareness in this area (Diizen, 2023). Conscious
interventions regarding classroom roles demonstrate that teachers are
actively opposed to gender inequality. One study revealed that teachers'
behaviors, often unbeknownst to them, unintentionally placed girls at
a disadvantage (Sadker & Zittleman, 2009), while another emphasized
that the gender system is reproduced through classroom relationships
and can only be transformed through teachers’ intentional interventions
(Ridgeway & Correll, 2004). In this context, it is crucial for teach-
ers to adopt egalitarian attitudes in their interactions with students.
Furthermore, digital content and the introduction of pioneering figures
in the field of gender equality contribute directly to teachers’ profes-
sional development and classroom practices (Gullberg et al., 2018).
Digital storytelling has emerged as an effective method of increasing
gender awareness, enabling teachers and students to become more sen-
sitive to gender equality. Digital content thus constitutes a particularly
effective awareness tool for teachers, children, and young people alike
(Gachago et al., 2015). Taken together, these findings highlight the crit-
ical importance of supporting teachers with multifaceted strategies and
implementing these strategies holistically in early childhood education
settings to promote the internalization of gender equality from an early
age (Filipovi¢, 2018).

Challenges

Teacher’s report facing a range of challenges in ensuring gender
equality in preschool education. These challenges primarily stem from
societal structures, family dynamics, cultural norms, and the education
system. Selected teachers’ perspectives on these challenges are pre-
sented below:

[P13-K]: “Actually, society doesn’t need to tell children anything
directly. Everyone already knows which toys and behaviors are
‘appropriate’ for whom. Children learn these unwritten rules
on the street, in the park and on television. When they come to
class, they bring these rules with them, unquestioningly accept-
ing them. As teachers, we often find ourselves competing with
society’s silent but powerful voice as we try to challenge these
patterns.” (Society)

[P7-E]: “One of the most challenging issues I face with families
relates to gender roles. Some parents categorically oppose their
daughters playing with toy cars or their sons playing with baby
dolls. One parent even intervened, stating: ‘“My son doesn’t play
with babies; he should play like a boy.’ I have also encountered
families who do not want their daughters to be taught by a male
teacher. Such attitudes conflict with the egalitarian approach we
strive to foster at our school. This often creates the impression
that our efforts are undermined when families seek to preserve
these stereotypes rather than critically question them.” (Family)

[P1-K]: “Culture represents one of the most challenging areas I
contend with. For example, one day I said to a female student,
‘Come on, you ride a bike too,” and she replied, ‘Girls don’t ride
bikes in our village, teacher; it would be shameful.” She had so
deeply internalised this idea that it never even occurred to her to
question its validity. Sometimes I attempt to change such percep-
tions in the classroom, but the influence of culture is so strong
that children have already learned the expected behaviours. It
often feels as though they already know what to do before any
classroom guidance is offered.” (Culture)

[PS-K]: “The education system operates in a male-dominated
manner. Most principals, decision-makers, and role models are
men. This situation has a direct impact on children, who grow
up internalising the perception that boys should be indepen-
dent, while girls should conform. I strive to break this pattern

in the classroom, yet the system itself continually reproduces
it. At times, I feel profoundly isolated in these efforts.” (Male-
Dominated Management in Education)

A plethora of studies have demonstrated that preschool teachers
encounter a range of obstacles when attempting to promote gender
equality. The fundamental challenges experienced by individuals in
this regard are primarily attributed to societal, familial, cultural, and
educational factors. A significant challenge confronting preschool
teachers in their efforts to promote gender equality relates to the persis-
tence of stereotypes rooted in societal and family influences. The per-
vasiveness of conventional gender norms within social structures has
been identified as a key factor contributing to environmental resistance
to teachers’ egalitarian practices (Yildiz & Erkan, 2023). Teachers
have reported that these norms are reflected in children’s behaviors and
classroom interactions, and that differentiated expectations continue to
be imposed on girls and boys (Yagan & Giiler Yildiz, 2016). The fam-
ily is among the earliest and most influential agents in this process.
Research has demonstrated that gendered roles within the household
and the division of tasks have the capacity to influence children’s atti-
tudes at school. This suggests that such factors may act as a constraint
on teachers’ efforts to implement egalitarian approaches (Li, 2022).

In a similar fashion, cultural values and the education system also
present significant obstacles for teachers in terms of promoting gen-
der equality within classroom environments. Cultural expectations
regarding gender roles have been shown to shape children’s behav-
iors, thereby hindering educators’ efforts to cultivate egalitarian learn-
ing settings (Berenbaum et al., 2008). Cultural attitudes, such as the
tendency to assign greater value to boys, may contribute to the mar-
ginalization of girls within educational processes (Kollmayer et al.,
2018). Moreover, the Turkish education system appears to lack a suf-
ficiently robust framework to support this process. Despite the egalitar-
ian emphasis of education policies, gender-related issues are addressed
only to a limited extent within the curriculum and teacher training
programs, which restricts teachers’ capacity to develop and implement
egalitarian pedagogies.

Conclusion

The findings of this study reveal that preschool teachers develop
pedagogical strategies to promote gender equality, yet encounter
structural barriers rooted in society, family, culture, and the education
system. These findings are in strong resonance with Gender Schema
Theory (Bem, 1981), which provides the theoretical foundation of the
study. According to the theory, individuals structure their knowledge
about gender through mental schemas, which function as cognitive
patterns to guide children’s behavior. The research data demonstrate
the efficacy of these schemas in the realms of children’s play prefer-
ences, toy choices, perceptions of professions, and classroom roles. For
instance, stereotypical preferences such as boys playing with cars and
girls playing with dolls reflect gender schemas formed at an early age.
This finding lends further credence to the notion that children learn and
internalize gender-appropriate behaviors by relying on environmen-
tal cues, which are reinforced by family, media, and cultural norms.
However, the study demonstrates that these patterns can be interro-
gated and transformed through classroom strategies such as drama,
awareness-raising activities, digital content, and the introduction of
role models. In accordance with the principles of Gender Schema
Theory, the findings of this study demonstrate that schemas are not
only a product of learning but are also malleable structures. It is there-
fore the case that teachers can be regarded as pivotal agents capable of
reshaping children’s perceptions of gender. Concurrently, the data sug-
gests that some teachers may unconsciously reproduce stereotypes due
to limited awareness or skepticism regarding gender equality, thereby
indicating that environmental influences highlighted by the theory
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can also be transmitted through educators. In conclusion, this study
provides empirical support for the explanatory framework of Gender
Schema Theory, demonstrating that the preschool period is a critical
stage in which gender schemas are both formed and open to transfor-
mation. The reorganization of educational policies, the enhancement
of teacher training, and the consolidation of the relationship between
families and schools are all imperative in order to facilitate improved
educational outcomes.

This research aims to examine how gender stereotypes are reflected
in preschool education based on teachers’ experiences, the methods
they employ to address these patterns, and their views on the difficul-
ties encountered. The findings reveal that gender roles are constructed
in early childhood through diverse social representations and everyday
indicators. Domains such as occupation, media, play, behavioral pat-
terns, color, sensory cues, family, and religion are among the primary
sources shaping children’s mental schemas in this construction process.
Although teachers employ various pedagogical strategies—including
drama, play, awareness-raising activities, digital content, and the intro-
duction of pioneering role models—to transform these patterns, tradi-
tional family attitudes, entrenched societal norms, cultural values, and
structural limitations within the education system complicate this pro-
cess. These findings indicate that gender equality must be supported in
a multidimensional way, not only within the classroom but also across
families, society, and educational policies. In this regard, the study
shows that, due to their developmental characteristics in the preschool
period, children express their individual differences spontaneously
and freely rather than consciously questioning gender inequalities.
Therefore, supporting teachers in creating pedagogical environments
sensitive to gender equality, establishing learning contexts where chil-
dren can express themselves safely and freely, and embedding this
understanding in preschool education settings are indispensable for
fostering gender equality from the earliest years.

Recommendations
Recommendations based on the research findings are presented
below:

Recommendations for Implementation

e Within the domain of preschool education, it is of paramount
importance to arrange toys, colors, clothing, and occupational
representations in a manner that ensures equal access for both
girls and boys. Furthermore, the classroom environment should
be structured in such a manner that it does not perpetuate gender
stereotypes.

e The adoption of a gender-equality-sensitive approach in the class-
room, encompassing language use, role distribution, and every-
day pedagogical practices, is conducive to the creation of learning
environments in which children can freely express their individual
differences.

e Itis imperative to guarantee that storybooks, visual materials, and
media content employed in the preschool education process incor-
porate representations that reflect equality and diversity.

e It is hypothesized that initiatives promoting school-family col-
laboration to raise families’ awareness of gender stereotypes will
enhance the quality of preschool education environments.

Recommendations for Research

e It is recommended that future research focus on further stud-
ies examining the role of educational materials and classroom
arrangements in preschool settings in shaping children’s percep-
tions of gender.

e Itis anticipated that research investigating how teachers’ attitudes
and practices regarding gender equality are reflected in classroom

interactions will make a valuable contribution to the early child-
hood education literature.

e Research addressing school-family—teacher interactions collec-
tively is expected to provide a more comprehensive understanding
of how gender roles are shaped in early childhood.
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