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How We Address Gender
and Family Structure in the
Great First Eight Curriculum

Great First Eight wants all children to feel safe and accepted in child care and school settings. You may remember—from your
own education or experiences since then—children being teased because they were perceived as “tomboys,” bullied if they had

what was perceived as a nontraditional family structure, or subtly or even overtly discouraged from excelling in areas based on

their gender. Great First Eight uses research findings to work against these kinds of practices in age-appropriate ways.

Research finds that gender plays a role in children’s development at
an early age. The tendency to label the gender of others develops
in the toddler years, usually between 18-24 months.” At this

stage, children also begin to engage in gender-typed behavior,

or behavior that fits into their ideas about what they “should” or
“should not” do according to their gender.” Children develop
rudimentary gender stereotypes by age two and internalize them
further through the early years of school.

Unfortunately, these ideas about gender (and the “correct” be-
haviors based on gender) can create long-lasting harm, with youth
who do not fit their classmates’ ideas about gender often facing
discrimination and bullying in schools.” Historically, schools have
reinforced stereotypes about gender (including gender identity,
gender expression, and family structures), in part using books and
materials that show only traditional ideas of gender and family.” It is
vital, therefore, that schools are able to offer a vast representation of
different identities, interests, roles, expressions, and family structures
to expand how children think about gender. This representation

can help challenge stereotypes and create a supportive, inclusive
environment that values each child and their unique identity.”

The Great First Eight Curriculum seeks to help teachers create such
an environment in research-informed, age-appropriate ways. Some
key points of our approach are as follows:

*  We do not address sexuality or sexual orientation with this

age group.

We do include a wide range of family structures (for example:
an uncle raising a child, a mom and dad raising a child, two

mom:s raising a child) in books and other texts.

We do not emphasize gender in the classroom. For example,
we do not address the class as “boys and girls” (instead saying
“children,” “students,” or “classmates”), nor make a “boys’ line”
and a “girls’ line,” nor assign children areas of the playground
based on gender—the kinds of actions that may actually create
and strengthen gender stereotypes.” However, children are
welcome to talk about their own gender as they wish.

We do strive to ensure that collectively, the books and other
texts we feature in Great First Eight include a wide range of
gender expressions and avoid reinforcing gender stereotypes.
For example, we ensure that there are many books depicting
characters who are likely to be interpreted as females showing
interest and aptitude in math and science.

We do encourage teachers to resist reinforcing gender
stereotypes in their interactions with children. For example,

we encourage teachers to invite all children to visit the
construction/block area in the infant and toddler classroom
and encourage primary-grade teachers to avoid gender bias in

who they call on during class discussions.

We do teach teachers to create safe spaces for all children,
and we teach children to show kindness toward all classmates,
so phenomena such as bullying based on gender and gender

expression are actively resisted.
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