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Thank you for "professionally flavoured" insights about the characteristics of "positive" gender roles. Gary Barker is reminding us that "positive" is a relative term and culturally - specific. While agreeing with his recommendations for engaging men in child care, and mapping gender roles in specific settings, I think we can leave such valuable recommendations for a later stage, and still continue a little bit more on what constitutes "positive gender role". Can we get more specific?
Hajara Ndayidde reminds us that religious values and upbringing, as intertwined with cultural values, are important factors in gender socialization, and Christy Swatley (Ph.D. Student) referring to her middle-class US upbringing, reminds us that there are so many similarities in our gender conditioning around the world. 
Christy however takes a radical stand and completely refuses "girl approved" activities. What does it mean? What would have made her feel more "positive" about her gender role attributed to her sex? Similar questions are also valid for boys.
Nurper Ulkuer, Ph.D.
Program Officer
ECD (Early Childhood Development) Unit/Program Division
UNICEF New York
Moderator of this eDiscussion


Looking at Nurper's questions, I think various issues emerge:

- The need to have culturally specific responses to the question of: what specific cultures expect from boys and girls. What is "positive" in each culture will vary but the important point will be to build on those aspects of early gender socialization that are positive. Raising boys to be part of household production, or protectors can be positive if not exaggerated. Likewise raising girls to participate in the running of the household can also be positive as part of social reproduction if not exclusive to girls. The challenge is how to introduce notions of gender equality so that they are not external impositions (what outsiders think about how parents raise children) but negotiated with and discussed with communities.

- I agree with the various comments about the need to focus on parenting (not just in a nuclear family context but parenting in general when it is carried out collectively). Worldwide we know that women (whether as mothers, sisters, aunts, daycare workers, etc.) provide the vast majority of care for young children. This in an of itself is one of the major challenges to promoting gender equality in early childhood. From the start of life, we send clear messages to children (in nearly all settings) that caring for others, being attuned to the bodily/health-related and emotional needs of others is the work of women and that men and boys have other roles (work outside the home, breadwinners, protectors, etc.). Engaging men to a greater extent in the care of children is in itself a tremendous pathway to promoting gender equality from early childhood (and pregnancy) onward.

- Mapping gender roles in specific settings, understanding where change is already happening and understanding how this change can be tapped or accelerated is also key. Women and men (adult and youth) in many parts of the world are questioning tradition as it applies to gender roles. This questioning will be the key. How do parents and caregivers in a specific setting view what it means to be a boy or a girl? How has this changed? What problems do they see in this raising of boys and girls? What could change? What are the salient issues related to the raising of boys or girls in any given setting: boys' victimization by external violence (that is certainly in the forefront in Brazil, where we work), girls' school enrollment (a major issue in much of Africa, South Asia, etc.), girls' work as domestics, either in their own home or in the homes of others, etc.? A "mapping" of gender roles, challenges and opportunities for change would, to me, be the place to start -- including in this process the voices of girls and boys. Rather than having some ideal notions of gender equality and equity, a process like this starts with what parents, children, and local leaders say about gender roles and expectations and identifies contextually specific points of entry and opportunities for promoting change. 


Gary Barker
Instituto Promundo
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil


I would say ender socialization starts as early as the time a child is born. What parents say to and do to support a child develop skills and knowledge in many times is gender biased. For examples: 
· Some Muslim communities a girl will not lead in recitation of any prayer. This starts as early as the age of three years. This implies that a girl should not talk amongst boys. 
· In some other cultures a girl is expected to sit, eat or walk in a particular way as opposed to a boy. This is what parents help they baby girls learn. This will start as early as the child starts to learn to walk, sit etc. 
· Some girls who come out and do some activities or dressing in a way that associated with boys will be cautioned and even labeled. 
In addition to selecting gender specific toys, and giving gender based assignments, parents and caregivers tend to have ways of talking and handling a girl or a boy. For example parents think that a girl can go for long hours without eating while a boy can't; a boy can do tough work while a girl needs to be given simple tasks. 
Hajara Ndayidde
Project Officer, Early Childhood Development
UNICEF 


Girls Incorporated just a study about gender expectations in the United States and how they affect school-age girls. More information is available at http://www.girlsinc.org/ic/page.php?id=2.4.30 

Alexander Kopelman
Director of Marketing and Communications
Girls Incorporated


My own experiences with gender socialization are rooted in middle class, southern U.S. From a young age I couldn’t understand “why” I was not allowed to do certain things and did not find the answer “because girls do not do that” satisfactory. A lot of the gender socialization seems to center around religion in this part of the world. I assume it is that way everywhere to some extent. I was told either directly or through actions that girls are weaker than boys, not as good in math or science, should know how to sew on a button, should know how to cook etc. 35 years later, I am still haunted by gender socialization. I refuse to accept vague answers and will debate any and all weak arguments regarding “gender roles”. I do not consider the “girl approved” activities I’ve rejected to be of any great consequence; however, it does seem to lead to feelings of anger and resentment in others. My lack of conformity with society has resulted in a strained relationship with my family. I consider gender socialization a disgusting habit that needs to be broken. How to accomplish this? I do not know. All I can do is lead by example. 

Christy L. Swatley
Ph.D. Student (Economics)
University of Memphis
Memphis, Tennessee U.S.A


Gender socialization starts from when a woman becomes pregnant, according to my tradition in the Benue State of Nigeria, once a woman is pregnant her legs gets swollen as though it is their own signs of knowing if a woman is carrying is carrying a baby boy, but if she becomes more beautiful they say is a baby girl, and sometimes it comes true. Therefore the decision of what to put on the baby starts (that is either Blue for boys or Pink for girls respectively), as soon as the baby given birth to, his or her choice of playing objects determine as well, that is a football for boys while a doll or other girlish playing objects for the girls. Therefore, if this is allowed to continue, it may lead gender discrimination, that is the capability of the boys will be regarded higher than that of the girls and their education life will be tempered. So there should be commonness between the two sexes to avoid things like that. 

Sarah Williams Ochapa
Nigeria 
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