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NASUWT 
 THE CAREER TEACHERS’ ORGANISATION 

  

 FOREWORD 
  
 The NASUWT welcomes this independent report which provides 

primary teachers, advisers and all those interested in children’s 
development and education with useful thought provoking 
material.  

NASUWT believes that the widespread dissemination of this 
report in the primary sector will cause teachers to reflect on 
current school and classroom practices. It should encourage the 
development of equal opportunities policies to help counter the 
narrow stereotyped views and attitudes of pupils. It is vital in the 
1990s that women are able to play their full part at every level and 
in all occupations. Teachers in primary schools have a crucial role 
in enabling this to happen. 

NASUWT is particularly appreciative of the issues which have 
been raised in the report in respect of the introduction of the 
National Curriculum and the problems faced by primary teachers. 
The findings add weight to our view that many teachers’ jobs are 
made unnecessarily difficult because of under resourcing and lack 
of support, training and time. Indeed the lack of adequate non-
contact time in primary schools is a grave concern. The tragic loss 
of talent to the nation through gender stereotyping cannot be 
resolved without a properly resourced primary education service. 

 

 

 Nigel de Gruchy 
 General Secretary 
 National Association of Schoolmasters Union of Women Teachers 

Hillscourt Education Centre, Rednal, Birmingham B45 8RS 
 
Telephone: 021-453 6150 
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 FOREWORD 
  
 The results of the research into the attitudes of young children 

outlined in this booklet should be of great interest to all involved 
with primary school pupils.  

The Engineering Council which, together with the Equal 
Opportunities Commission, initiated the Women Into Science and 
Engineering (WISE) campaign in 1984, welcomes the contribution 
that this report makes to our understanding of the gender issue 
and is particularly supportive of the recommendation that girls 
should be helped and encouraged to fully involve themselves in 
the science and technology curricula. Women have a vital role to 
play in UK engineering and the nation cannot afford to ignore the 
fact that, for too long, early stereotyping has deterred women from 
entering the exciting world of engineering. 

The Council also welcomes the plea that more people with good 
science qualifications should be attracted into the teaching 
profession to teach the youngest children. In this age of high 
technology, if we are to compete with other European countries, 
we must ensure that young children acquire confidence in, and 
understanding of, technical issues. 

l hope that this report will be widely read in the primary school 
sector and used as a platform for discussion within the profession 
and with parents. 

 

 

 Denis E. Filer TD FEng 
 Director General 
 The Engineering Council 

10, Maltravers Street, London WC2R 3ER 
 
Telephone: 071-240 7891 
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 RECOMMENDATIONS 
  
  1.  Teachers be made aware of the extent and 

pervasiveness of gender stereotyping among young 
children; 

   

  2.  Girls be helped and encouraged to fully involve 
themselves in the science and technology curricula;    

  3.  More men, it possible, be attracted into teaching in 
infants’ schools;    

  4.  More people with good science qualifications be 
attracted into teaching the youngest children;    

  5.  The National Curriculum be kept under scrutiny to 
avoid any advantage going unwittingly to one sex or the 
other, and particular attention be paid to any sex 
differences emerging in performance in the SATs; 

   

  6.  The campaign for a better deal for education continues; 
   

  7.  The working day of teachers of young children be 
reviewed with the aim of introducing periods of non-
contact time; 

   

  8.  Infants’ classes should not exceed 25 pupils and 
preferably be no more than 20, so that children can 
receive individual attention. 

   

  9.  More ancillary help should be available for early-years 
teachers;    

  10.  Current in-service provision be evaluated to identity 
what improvements can be made.    
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 I INTRODUCTION 
  
  1.1  One of the remarkable things about human life is the way that 

activities tend to divide along sex lines. Anthropological studies1 
show that across a wide variety of societies men tend to take on 
one set of tasks and women another. As well as those differences 
which can reasonably be related to biological nature, hunting or 
child-rearing for example, a whole host of other behaviours seem 
to have become associated with one sex or the other. 

   

  1.2  There is nothing wrong in this in itself. In any society there has to 
be division of labour, and there is no particular virtue in having all 
roles occupied by equal numbers of men and women (other than 
to remove the sex effect on status). But specialisation by sex does 
become a problem if it causes people to write themselves off from 
something that they would otherwise enjoy and be good at merely 
because of some prejudice. 

   

  1.3  One of the more puzzling sex differences is why so few girls go 
into the physical sciences and engineering. It has been 
extensively investigated but no conclusive determining biological 
or social factor has been identified. Girls do tend to be better with 
words, have lower visual-spatial and mathematical abilities, and to 
be less aggressive than boys? But these are small differences, on 
average, in distributions which overlap to a great extent, and none 
seems adequate to account for the major differences in subject 
choice. Visual-spatial skills have sometimes been seen as the 
key, but these are just as, if not more, important in biology which 
is a science popular with girls. 

   

  1.4  More likely, it is ‘old scripts’ that are being played out. The 
connection between maleness and hunting generalised, as the 
anthropologists have shown, to weapon making, and it is not too 
implausible to extend the association as far as the science and 
technology needed to make more and better weapons. Moreover, 
women have had to struggle to get an education of any kind and, 
in the UK, the earliest girls’ schools tended not to teach the 
sciences (except botany for its aesthetic qualities) which were 
regarded as both low status and expensive. It is possible therefore 
that, for what are now historical and irrelevant reasons, the 
physical sciences have come to be thought inappropriate for 
women, and today’s children are following the ‘social recipes’ of 
their parents and grandparents. 

   

  1.5  Such ‘scripts’ although pervasive can be changed. One of the 
purposes of education is to challenge young people so that they 
can discover who they are, and what they can do and like doing. 
The National Curriculum has as one of its aims to ensure that all 
children have equal access to all core and foundation subjects, 
and it is likely to have a major impact on the culture of schools. 
This study has been designed to try to discover at an early stage 
(so as to be able to influence the eventual outcomes) what its 
effects are likely to be on the sex typing of subjects and other 
areas of life. 
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  1.6  Specifically, it has the following objectives: 

   (i) to describe what children in first-year infants’ think is 
appropriate behaviour for ‘men only’, ‘women only’, or ‘both 
sexes’; 

(ii) to survey a representative sample of teachers of those 
children to ascertain, among other things: 
(a) if they are aware of the gender-role conceptions of their 

pupils; 
(b) to relate this to their background and training as teachers; 
(c) to see what preparation they received for implementing 

the National Curriculum; 

(iii) to scrutinise the National Curriculum in science, maths and 
English for five-year-olds to ask: 

(a) if the language in which the attainment targets is 
expressed contains any unwitting sex bias; 

(b) what is it explicitly trying to achieve; 
(c) what seems to be actually happening; 

(iv) to discover from the representative sample of teachers 
whether the National Curriculum in their view is making any 
difference to stereotyping; 

(v) to recommend ways of counteracting gender stereotyping. 

  1.7  These objectives are couched in the language of ‘sex’ and 
‘gender’. The two words are often used to distinguish men and 
women. Technically ‘sex’ is used to refer to biological nature and 
‘gender’ to what is sensed or socially defined. Strictly then, while 
‘sex’ is the right word to distinguish the maleness and femaleness 
of Olympic athletes (which is decided from their chromosomes), 
‘gender’ is more suitable for the notions of masculinity and 
femininity with which we are concerned in this report. The 
distinction, however, becomes crucially important only when, as in 
trans-sexuals, ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ point in different directions. We 
are not working with such fine-grained analysis and since ‘sex’ 
has a sharpness and directness in everyday language it will often 
be used here for ease of expression. 

   

  1.8  New information for the study was obtained by: 

    testing a national sample of 259 boys and 247 girls on a 
gender-role inventory; 

 a questionnaire completed by a nationally-distributed 
sample of 218 teachers of 5-6 year-old children; 

 in-depth interviews with 44 of the teachers. 

Full details of these methods are given in the Appendix. 

  1.9  It seemed important at the outset to establish whether boys and 
girls as young as five do make distinctions in what they see as 
suitable for the two sexes. This was investigated by testing a 
number of children individually using a specially-designed pictorial 
measure, and the results are reported in Chapter II. 
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  1.10  Whether the teachers found a recognisable reality in the results, 
and whether they themselves thought 5-6 year-old children saw 
activities as being gender-linked are explored in Chapter III, which 
also considers what interventions the teachers made, how the 
pupils responded to them and what the teachers thought the 
impact of the National Curriculum would be. 

   

  1.11  Chapter IV looks at the qualifications of the teachers and their 
confidence in being able to teach the range of core and foundation 
subjects, and, in Chapter V, we consider how the introduction of 
the National Curriculum into infant schools is going - through the 
eyes of the teachers. Ln Chapter VI we identify the issues we see 
as arising and make some recommendations. 

   

 
  
  



 

6 

 II GENDER ROLE 
  

  DIFFERENTIATION 
  
  2.1  Trying to get inside young children’s heads is not easy, but we 

have approached the problem of the extent to which they see 
things as suitable for one sex only through a specially designed 
picture test – which was fun to do. It involved showing each child 
a card depicting some activity which was then described. The 
child was asked to point to, or pick up, one of three picture cards 
to indicate whether he or she thought the activity was suitable for 
men only, women only or both. There were 20 items in all. The 
children’s teachers, operating to standard instructions, carried out 
the testing to ensure, as far as possible, that the children took it in 
their stride and understood what was asked. 

   

  2.2  Table 2.1 shows that five-year-old children do apparently pigeon-
hole activities. Car repairs and woodwork were seen as almost 
exclusively the province of men, and mending and washing 
clothes of women. Both boys and girls saw it this way. 

   

  2.3  There is evidence3 to suggest that these associations are held 
below consciousness and that the children are, to a large extent, 
reflecting back what they have picked up from their parents and 
other influences upon them. As they go through life, they will be 
able to play a greater part in forming their own views, but it seems 
that from birth onwards children are exposed to a powerful social 
representation of separate expectations tor men and women, 
which may become emotionally deep-seated. 

   

  2.4  Even where a child has direct experience of both sexes occupying 
the same role – as with a teacher or doctor – there is still some 
tendency to gender stereotype. Table 2.2 looks at the results in 
another way, this time listing the activities in order of their 
perceived suitability for ‘both sexes’. ‘Wearing trousers’, 
‘shopping’ and, interestingly, ‘looking after someone who is ill’ 
were the three items most frequently seen as all right for both men 
and women, presumably because the children will have had direct 
experience of their parents or guardians doing them. But, 
curiously and worryingly, ‘scientist’ came out as the most sex-
typed of all the occupations on the list, which suggests that there 
is quite a psychological barrier to be overcome.  

   

  2.5  When the items indicated as suitable for one sex only are added 
together to get a gender differentiation score – the higher, the 
greater the sex linkage – some interesting differences emerged 
with social group. But what was most striking was the essential 
similarity among children of 5-6 years of age across the sections 
of society. Overall, on average, nearly 15 (14.77) of the items (out 
of 20) were checked as suitable tor one sex only. 

   

  2.6  There was, however, some tendency for the extent of sex-typing 
to be related to:    

   sex – boys, higher (15.08); 
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social class – manual background, higher (15.03); 

mother’s occupation – professional, lower (12.14); 

ethnic origin – Asian, higher (17.41); 

family composition – those with brothers and sisters, higher 
(15.63). 

  2.7  Teachers were also asked to rate the pupils participating in terms 
of their verbal, matching, number bonding and fine motor skills, 
and these were added to give an overall ability score. 
Interestingly, as Table 2.3 shows, the girls were consistently rated 
higher, which has implications for teacher assessments as part of 
Key Stage 1 testing. The higher rating could be because girls 
were genuinely ahead and this would be consistent with studies of 
child development. Or it could be that teachers are more 
sympathetic to ‘sugar and spice’ than ‘puppy-dogs’ tails’. 

   

 
 
  TABLE 2.1: 
  

  GENDER STEREOTYPING 
 

     per cent1 
       

  Activity Men Only Women Only 
       

   Boys Girls Boys Girls 
       

  Car repairs 95.8 88.7 1.5 5.7 

  Woodwork 90.3 84.2 3.9 10.1 

  Fire-fighter 84.9 80.2 3.9 4.5 

  Climbing mountains 80.3 70.0 3.1 5.7 

  Scientist 72.6 65.6 9.3 9.7 

  War films 71.8 67.6 5.0 6.9 

  Cutting grass 69.9 64.0 9.3 11.3 

  Doctor 48.6 46.2 14.3 15.8 

  Wearing trousers 44.4 38.9 6.6 8.5 

  Proposing marriage 40.2 45.7 29.7 30.8 

  Typist 27.4 21.1 35.1 39.3 

  Talking about clothes 10.0 4.0 58.7 59.5 

  Looking after someone who is ill 6.9 4.0 51.0 60.3 

  Hairdresser 6.6 2.8 67.6 69.6 

  Shopping 6.2 3.6 51.4 49.4 

  Teaching young children 6.2 2.8 53.3 59.9 

  Mending clothes 5.8 4.9 87.3 85.8 

  Cooking 4.6 4.5 64.1 65.2 

  Wearing jewellery 3.5 2.4 76.8 82.2 

  Washing clothes 3.1 3.2 84.9 86.2 

  1. Of 259 boys and 247 girls.     
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  2.8  Dividing the 17-point ability scale (4-20) into three, as in Table 2.4, 
shows that it is the children rated as less able by their teachers 
who are sex-typing activities to the greatest extent. The children 
rated as more able, particularly the girls, tended to see more 
activities as suitable for both sexes. 

   

  2.9  As a group though children aged 5-6 do seem to hold over-
simplified and exaggerated views of what it is proper for the sexes 
to do. The overall similarity is consistent with the children being all 
more or less at the same stage of cognitive development, and the 
differences with sex, social class, ability and ethnic origin all seem 
plausible, giving us some confidence in the measure. 

   

 
 
  TABLE 2.2: 
  

  APPROPRIATE FOR BOTH SEXES 
 

   per cent1   
       

  Activity Boys Girls   
       

  Wearing trousers 48.3 52.2   

  Shopping 42.1 47.0   

  Looking after someone who is ill 41.7 35.2   

  Teaching young children 40.2 36.8   

  Typist 36.7 39.3   

  Doctor 36.7 37.7   

  Cooking 30.9 30.4   

  Proposing marriage 29.0 21.9   

  Talking about clothes 27.8 34.8   

  Hairdresser 25.5 27.5   

  War films 22.0 23.5   

  Cutting grass 20.5 24.7   

  Wearing jewellery 19.3 15.0   

  Scientist 16.2 23.1   

  Climbing mountains 15.1 22.7   

  Washing clothes 11.2 10.5   

  Firefighter 10.8 15.4   

  Mending clothes 6.6 8.5   

  Woodwork 5.4 5.7   

  Car repairs 2.3 5.7   

  1 Percentages of Tables 2.1 and 2.2 do not necessarily add to 
‘100’ since ‘no response’ was also possible. 
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  TABLE 2.3: 
  

  TEACHERS’ RATINGS OF ABILITY 
       

     ratings1  
       

  Skill Boys Girls t  
       

  Verbal 3.58 3.69 1.23  

  Matching 3.62 3.81 2.16*  

  Number-bonding 3.43 3.52 1.00  

  Fine motor 3.24 3.65 4.69*  

  Overall 13.87 14.68 2.50*  

  1. Scale ‘5’ very good through to ‘1’ very poor. 

* Statistically significant 

   

 
 
  TABLE 2.4: 
  

  ABILITY AND SEX TYPING 
 

   Gender Scores  
       

  Ability Boys Girls All  
       

  Low 
(4-9) 

15.52 16.11 15.75  

  Average 
(10-14) 

15.24 14.90 15.10  

  High 
(15-20) 

14.99 14.25 14.58  

 
 
  2.10  ln the interviews with the teachers we asked if they were 

surprised at the results. Their replies ranged from: 

“I wasn’t aware of their attitudes until I conducted this test. 
The children do not display stereotyped attitudes in the 
classroom situation.” 

to: “We expected more or less the results we had. As young as 
they are, even when they’re playing in the ‘home corner’ 
they’re very much in a traditional male and female role. I had 
one child in my class whose father is a tailor, yet he 
associated sewing with his mother and not his father. Even 
though he brings in lots of material because of daddy’s work, 
he didn’t associate that with the home at all.” 

Which is the more typical we can see from the national survey 
reported in the next chapter. 
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  2.11  One reply touched on the way the children seemed to be 
operating at a level below consciousness: 

“I wouldn’t say surprised. However much we try and get less 
of an obvious sexual discrimination with the way we work it’s 
what comes in from home. The thing that is surprising is that 
they will see a picture of a lady in a white coat with a 
stethoscope and say ‘That’s a nurse’, but when you ask them 
on another occasion when they say they've been to the 
doctors, you discover their doctor is female. Nevertheless 
when they see it in picture form they will say only men can 
become doctors. It’s very strange. And yet there are other 
times when they’ll chirp up with things like ‘My daddy does 
the cleaning. My daddy does the washing up’. But show 
them a vacuum cleaner and ask them who uses it and they’ll 
say mummy. Show them a sign and they’ll make an 
automatic reaction without actually thinking what they’re 
saying.” 

   

  2.12  From the earliest years children seem to be absorbing hints and 
clues that it is proper tor men and women to do different things, 
and there is clearly a task for education to make them fully 
aware of the opportunities open to them and that they do not 
have to accept what seems to be their lot. 
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 III TEACHERS’ AWARENESS 
  

  AND INTERVENTIONS 
  
  3.1  Teachers’ views on sex-typing by 5-6-year-olds was taken further 

in a survey of 218 teachers of that age group across a 
representative sample of 167 infants, primary, first, and first and 
middle schools in England and Wales. In particular, awareness of 
gender stereotyping, interventions, and pupil responses were 
explored. 

   

 
 AWARENESS 

    
  3.2  Seventy per cent of the teachers said that they had encountered 

sex-typing and thirty per cent said it was news to them: 

“l have never been aware in all my years of teaching of this 
situation arising within the 5-6 age group. Boys and girls 
naturally enjoy the classroom activities regardless of what the 
activity is.” 

   

  Drawn to Different Things 
    

  3.3  Those saying that they thought it did happen were asked to tell us 
more about their reasons for believing this. Most said it was 
because in their experience boys and girls tended to be drawn to 
different things: 

“Boys enjoy aggressive games at playtime while girls bring 
skipping ropes. During free choice time the boys head straight 
for the Lego, the girls enjoy painting, drawing, writing stories.” 

“Boys use and create space, are active, use ‘boys’ equipment 
and play ‘boys’ games. Girls on the periphery of classroom 
and playground, use ‘girls’ equipment and play ‘girls’ games.” 

“Even at five the girls, given choice, seem to be drawn towards 
the ‘home corner’ and boys towards construction kits. I attempt 
to encourage children to try a range of experiences but these 
often fail even though l think a great deal about gender-free 
approaches.” 

“Some of the girls still prefer the mother role in the ‘home 
corner‘. They do not wish to join in boys’ games, e.g. football. 
Girls prefer drawing / colouring; boys prefer building / 
modelling.” 

“ln free choice activities the majority of boys choose to build 
cars, rockets, boats, etc., while the girls enjoy dressing up 
games, drawing and playing ‘house’.” 

“That boys play with cars, trains, and know more about 
science than girls. That girls play with dolls, play house, sew, 
etc., and are less able in science.” 
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  Boys Dominate 
    

  3.4  In some cases the teachers noticed that it was the boys who 
seemed to be calling the tune: 

“The boys tend to exclude girls from some playground games, 
and think they should be allowed to reserve some equipment 
for their own use, e.g. train / garage set. Some boys 
automatically assumed that the girls would take on the role of 
nurses in hospital play, and cast themselves as the doctors.” 

“Boys have claimed sewing is ‘women’s work’. They do not like 
girls working with them with construction toys, C.D.T. They 
tend to take over and treat the girls as inferior. Girls tidy the 
classroom and ‘help’ boys put things away etc. – boys let them 
do it!” 

   

 
 Parents 

    

  3.5  Implied in many of the comments was that the attitudes had been 
absorbed in the home: 

“Many of the children learn these attitudes from parents and 
siblings and bring them into school. These are evident in their 
responses when girls are asked to use a saw, or play football. 
Fathers at parents’ evenings have been known to say about 
their mathematically-able daughter “What a waste on a girl”.” 

“The children relate to the activities undertaken by their 
parents. l have noticed that the children of working mothers 
are less stereotyped. This may be because in such 
circumstances fathers are more willing to undertake tasks 
traditionally done by the females, and possibly working 
mothers are more confident and will attempt activities 
traditionally undertaken by men.” 

   

 
 INTERVENTIONS 

    
  3.6  Most teachers said that they attempted to counteract gender 

stereotyping. When asked if they took positive steps to try to 
achieve a balance in what the sexes did, 83.8 per cent said ‘yes’, 
12.1 per cent ‘no’ and 3.5 per cent ‘no need’. When asked more 
specifically whether they intervened if girls were taking a 
secondary role, the proportion indicating that there was no need 
rose to 15.6 per cent. This was mainly because they felt that 
characteristics other than sex were more important: 

“We do not find this necessary. Group leaders emerge as boys 
or girls dependent upon individual character.”  

“Also depends on the individual personalities – l would hope to 
encourage any child taking a secondary role to participate 
more fully.” 
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 Encouragement 

    

  3.7  Those teachers intervening mainly did so by encouraging the children to 
try things that they may have thought were mainly for the opposite sex: 

“Have done away with ‘home corner’. Use it as a cafe where there 
can be waiter/waitress, chef/cook, etc. Encouraged girls to use Lego 
with appropriate cards. Encouraged a ‘mixed’ line and ‘mixed’ 
partners. Encouraged boys to draw and design. Encouraged girls to 
draw and design and play football.” 

“Encouraging girls into the construction bay, praising their model-
making efforts equally with those of the boys. Providing unisex items 
of clothing in the ‘role play’ area, mixed register, mixed lines, books 
and pictures depicting different role models. ‘Helpers’ picked from 
both boys and girls.” 

“Equal sharing in use of constructional toys (girls positively 
encouraged to have their turn). ‘Home corner’ play (boys given 
access to dress up in skirts, be ‘mum’ if they want to), etc. 
Care of dolls.” 

“All children are given equal access and opportunity to all 
activities as far as possible. I even admit to positive 
discrimination. Whenever possible I question the children s 
assumptions about gender stereotyping.” 

“We have a method of the children planning the activities 
they’re going to be involved in, and then recording them. I 
keep this as a record, so I tend to encourage children who 
haven’t played with a certain activity to do so. For example, if 
the girls haven’t chosen to go in the bricks or the Lego or any 
other form of construction then I encourage them to do so. It’s 
the same with boys in other areas.” 

   

 
 Distracting Boys 

    

  3.8  Some teachers mentioned having to distract or divert the boys so 
that the girls got a look in: 

“The biggest problem area concerns our one computer If this 
is on, there are three boys who simply cannot keep their hands 
off it! I try to make sure those three are involved with 
something the other side of the classroom and do my best to 
encourage the girls (and less confident boys) to use it.” 

“On wet days they were allowed to use construction stuff. The 
boys grabbed it on the first afternoon I was there, so l said 
‘That’s new’, and they said ‘Oh, yes, that’s for the boys’. I said 
‘Who had it in the morning?’ (as I wasn’t in then) and the boys 
said ‘Uh, we did’. The girls were not getting a look in because 
the boys were being so aggressive about the construction 
toys, so I changed it.”  

“I always offer the children a chance to contribute, and if it is 
always the same group of boys answering l hold them back 
until we have ensured that no girl can contribute. Usually I find 
that there are at least as many girls who can think of answers 
to problem-solving situations – but it’s the boys who can solve 
construction problems.” 
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 PUPILS’ RESPONSE 

    
  3.9  In the interviews with teachers we explored how the pupils reacted 

to the challenges to their first way of doing things. Some were 
evidently startled: 

“Teachers gone mad! I think they take everything the teacher 
says at that age as gospel, so if you say it’s ok for the boys to 
be girls, then it's ok. The trouble is they have no experience so 
they don’t know what to do when they’re in that role, but if you 
give them that experience I think they find out. I offer 
suggestions. The girls love it when they’re allowed to be 
robbers, they’d rather be stealing things than making the tea. 
The boys quite like making the tea, saying “Come on, get 
yourself here and get your tea.” Bossy in the girls’ role.” 

“I do, very frequently. When they say to me ‘Uh, she can’t do 
that, she’s a girl’. ‘She can’t play in our game Miss, ‘cos she's 
a girl and they don’t have girls in Hero Turtles’. So I say, ‘This 
isn’t television, this is real life, and girls can do anything the 
boys can do, and boys can do anything the girls can do’. They 
never turn round and say that boys can’t do cookery when we 
have cookery activities, but they turn round and say that girls 
can’t play with the Lego with them or girls can’t play with the 
cars. But they never excuse themselves, as boys, from the 
activities that you would think they would class as girls’. It's not 
very often that the girls exclude the boys. When they’re in the 
‘home corner’ they’ll be at home and there will be a father and 
a mother and the usual, and the mother will be bringing the 
father a cup of tea and things like that, and boys always take 
on the role of postman, doctor, dentist. It’s not very often you 
see them letting a girl do that. They say, ‘You can’t do that, 
you’re a girl’. So l say, ‘Well, I'm very sorry but girls can be 
doctors just as well as boys can’. They look at me as if to think 
‘Huh! She’s spoilt it again’.” 

“The children come into school with fixed ideas in their minds. 
In the ‘hospital’ the children laughed when l suggested a girl 
be the doctor and a boy the nurse. ln the playground our 5-6 
year olds chant ‘Girls are sexy, boys are strong’.” 

“You sometimes hear them muttering ‘Oh, that's a poofter’s 
job’. l generally railroad it through.” 

   

  3.10  The sex linking seemed to be operating at below the level of 
consciousness and when forced to think about it the children 
began to realise that they could do things that they had accepted 
as not for them: 

“Usually, l find if they stop to think about it. If l say, ‘Well, why 
do you say that’s for boys only?’ There is still the slight 
tendency even for girls to say that cars are for boys. But again 
once you ask them to think about who drives cars, and 
therefore if mummies can drive cars can’t you play with the 
car, then they accept it. They don’t argue, they sort of grin and 
say ‘Oh, yes’. There definitely does seem to be a difference 
between their instinctive reaction and when they think about 
what they’re saying.” 

   



 

15 

But there were doubts among the teachers that they would have a 
lasting effect: 

“They'll have a go and sometimes they’ll quite enjoy it, but l 
still think that’s because you force them into it, it’s not a natural 
choice. So I don’t know if that is something that would change 
them permanently / don’t think schools would have that much 
influence over them to be honest. You can only try your best.” 

 
 CONCLUSION 

    
  3.11  Most teachers were aware that their charges of 5-6 years-old 

were making sharp gender-role distinctions, but a minority denied 
this was happening and claimed that children felt free to do things 
regardless of sex. A number of teachers thought sex was less 
important in what the children did than ability or personality. 

   

  3.12  Where teachers recognised that gender stereotyping was 
occurring they often intervened. But the teachers said that while 
children seemed to know it was all right to do things traditionally 
associated with the opposite sex, they did not always feel it. Out 
of school or with our picture-test they seemed to revert to type. 

   

  3.13  It is perhaps not surprising then that the teachers in our survey 
should be cautious about their chances of success. They were 
right to recognise that gender stereotyping is deep-seated and 
pervasive and not easily changed. But they are also right to 
challenge the children to step outside traditional roles and become 
aware of the possibilities open to them. 

   

  3.14  In some cases, however, the teachers’ efforts seemed to be 
diffuse and aimed at some generalised unisex ideal. Perhaps, in 
the circumstances, it is not surprising that the children should be 
puzzled, and doubts entertained about any lasting effect. A more 
limited and attainable focus could be to counter the notion of boys’ 
and girls’ subjects: there seems to be no good reason why girls 
should not choose and enjoy the sciences. 
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 IV IMPACT OF THE 
  

  NATIONAL CURRICULUM 
  
  4.1  About two-thirds (62.7%) of the teachers in the survey thought the 

National Curriculum would help to lessen gender stereotyping, a 
quarter (25.4%) thought it would not and 11.9 per cent didn’t 
know. The main reason for thinking it would be beneficial was that 
all children would now have to take the full range of subjects. But 
those doubting that there would be much impact did so either 
because they thought the National Curriculum was, in essence, 
already being covered or that it could do relatively little against the 
rest of society. 

   

 
 Beneficial 

    

   “ln time I think it will, because science, maths and technology 
are now being taught in a more structured way in the early 
years, and with the recording that is to take place, if girls are 
failing in these somewhat traditional male subjects they should 
not be able to slip through the net.” 

“Hopefully because all children are expected to cover certain 
topics, etc. There will be no arbitrary decisions made as to 
which children are most suited to what activity.” 

“As all children must now be taught the full range of subjects, 
there is now no excuse or opportunity for either the child or the 
teacher to opt out on the grounds of suitability or otherwise for 
either gender Hopefully, if implemented correctly, the barriers 
of prejudice could be broken down.” 

“By virtue of the fact that all children will by law be having to 
study all aspects of the curriculum. The days when the 
teachers’ least favourite curricular areas can be skimped are in 
the past.” 

 
 Already Covered 

    

   “l do not feel that it will have any effect. We have worked 
towards equal opportunities for some years now, and the 
implementation of the National Curriculum has not changed 
anything.” 

“It should make little difference in that little of what the National 
Curriculum contains is ‘new’ and l honestly feel l have been 
teaching the material for many years and the only difference 
the National Curriculum makes is that it requires me to keep 
more detailed records.” 

   

 



 

17 

   

 

   

 

  TABLE 4.1: QUALIFICATIONS OF 
  

  TEACHERS OF 5-6 YEAR-OLDS 
 

     per cent 
       

   Type of Qualification  
     

  
Main Subject 

Certificate 
(N=153) 

B.Ed. 
(N=41) 

BSc/BA 
(N=24) 

All 
(N=218) 

       

  English 12.4 4.1 2.7 19.3 

  Maths 2.8 2.8 0.0 5.5 

  Science 5.5 1.8 3.2 10.5 

  History 9.6 3.2 0.9 13.8 

  Geography 9.2 2.3 0.5 11.9 

  Art 11.9 0.9 0.0 12.8 

  Music 4.6 0.0 1.4 6.0 

  RE 6.4 1.4 0.0 7.8 

  Other 7.7 2.3 2.3 2.4 

  Total 70.2 18.8 11.0 100.0 

 
 
  TABLE 4.2: CONFIDENCE IN TEACHING 
  

  NATIONAL CURRICULUM SUBJECTS 
 

  Confidence in Teaching  Subjects1 
            

Main Subject  Eng. Maths Sci. Hist. Geog. Art Mus. R.E. P.E. Tech. 
            

English 
 

1.6 2.1 2.6 2.9 3.1 2.5 3.4 3.0 2.7 3.2 

Maths 
 

1.8 1.4 1.9 2.9 2.9 2.3 3.3 2.6 2.6 2.4 

Science 
 

1.9 2.2 2.2 2.9 2.8 2.6 3.2 2.8 2.8 3.1 

History 
 

1.6 1.9 2.5 2.2 2.4 2.5 3.2 2.6 2.5 3.4 

Geography 
 

1.7 1.9 2.5 2.7 2.1 2.2 3.3 2.7 2.9 3.1 

Art 
 

1.9 2.2 2.7 3.1 2.8 1.8 3.5 2.5 2.8 3.1 

Music 
 

2.4 2.6 3.0 3.1 3.5 3.0 2.4 2.8 2.9 3.7 

RE 
 

1.9 2.3 2.8 3.3 3.3 2.6 3.5 2.3 2.8 2.9 

All 
 

1.8 2.1 2.5 2.8 2.8 2.4 3.2 2.7 2.7 3.1 

 
1. Scale ‘1’ high to ‘5’ low. 
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 Deeply Embedded in Society 

    

   “In theory, as each child will be expected to cover the same 
areas. But so much is still subjective, dependent on the 
teacher, and it will take more than the National Curriculum to 
change some teachers’ attitudes and expectations. Surely it is 
society’s prejudices which must be changed to have any 
effect. Ban Manta Force, Barbie Dolls and My Little Pony!” 

“It has become evident that the children do not associate what 
they do in school with the outside world. Although they cook 
and sew, perform scientific experiments and build with saws, 
wood and boxes, they regard sewing at home as mummy’s 
work, while woodwork is for daddy.” 

   “l really don’t know. Children in our area mostly come from 
very traditional working class homes with firmly divided 
male/female roles. This background has a strong influence 
and l doubt that the National Curriculum would redress the 
balance much.” 

“This may be a naive viewpoint but an issue such as gender 
stereotyping in my opinion will remain unaffected by the 
National Curriculum either positively or negatively because the 
influencing factor is the people important to the child in their 
formative years. ln order to effect any change, awareness of 
gender stereotyping would have to be heightened amongst the 
population in general and amongst the teaching profession.” 

 
 MEDIATED BY TEACHERS 

    
  4.2  There was widespread recognition that the attitudes of the 

teachers to gender stereotyping and the subjects would greatly 
affect what the National Curriculum could achieve. Nearly all (96% 
– Table A.3 p.30) of the teachers of 5-6 year-olds in our sample 
were women. The main role models available to the children will 
therefore tend to be strongly sex-linked – women caring for them 
at home and teaching them in school, with the men elsewhere. 
The children were perhaps learning one thing and seeing another. 

   

 
 Qualifications 

    

  4.3  Table 4.1 shows that more than two-thirds (70.2%) of the teachers 
were qualified by certificate, most often in English or art. History 
and geography were also well represented, but only one in 20 had 
a qualification in maths. About ten per cent of the teachers had 
their main qualification in science ranging from a PhD in Zoology 
(a man who had wanted to become a university lecturer but there 
were no jobs, and he had got “switched-on” to infants’ teaching 
though he had found it difficult to get a place to train for this age 
range) to a teachers’ certificate in rural science and geography. All 
the science degrees except one (chemistry) were in some aspect 
of biology (including psychology). None were in physics or 
technology. Those with certificates also had biology (or general 
science) as their main subject. This subject spread is perhaps not 
surprising, reflecting, though hopefully not reinforcing, the areas 
which those with strong ‘people-values’ have traditionally gone 
into.5 
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 Confidence 

    

  4.4  The teachers were asked about their confidence in teaching the 
subjects of the National Curriculum. Table 4.2 shows that this was 
highest in English and maths, and low in technology. Music which 
requires special talents and looms large in infants’ schools came 
out lowest of all. Those with some background in maths and 
science were the most confident in teaching Key Stage 1 science, 
but none of the other subject groups admitted to being particularly 
daunted by the prospect. Confidence in teaching a subject to 5-6 
year-olds seemed to depend on familiarity with what it involved, as 
well as the qualifications obtained. 

   

 
 GENDER BIAS IN THE 

    

 
 NATIONAL CURRICULUM 

 
   

  4.5  The National Curriculum documents were carefully scrutinised 
and no obvious gender bias found in the way the statements of 
attainment and programmes of study have been expressed. 
(Though it depends on how far you go; it has been objected – we 
think humorously – that even person is gender biased). But given 
the different interests and development rates of boys and girls it 
will be difficult to devise gender-fair Standard Attainment Tasks. It 
will be interesting to see how the two sexes fare. 

   

 
 CONCLUSION 

 
   

  4.6  The teachers saw that an important advantage of the National 
Curriculum was that neither the pupils nor they, themselves, 
would be able to opt out of their least favourite areas. As far as 
gender stereotyping is concerned, the National Curriculum should 
help because activities are less likely to be assigned by sex. The 
teachers, however, recognised that the National Curriculum is 
only a framework and that what actually happens will depend on 
their attitudes and expertise. They themselves are role models, 
and it should be noted that few are male or from the sciences. 

   

  4.7  The National Curriculum has been designed to promote equality 
of access to all subjects. The documents have been written with 
equal opportunities in mind and we detected no ostensible gender 
bias in the way they were framed. Nevertheless, it will be difficult 
to devise gender-fair SATs. Indeed, given the very different 
experiences of the two sexes in our culture, it is probably an 
illusory ideal for the present. A close watch will have to be kept on 
the patterns of scores to emerge to see if they tend to divide along 
sex lines. 
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 V IMPLEMENTING THE 
  

  NATIONAL CURRICULUM 
  
  5.1  The National Curriculum has already been a major force for 

change in primary schools. ln our survey we asked the teachers 
what had taken place in theirs. Table 5.1 shows that the most 
frequently mentioned adaptations were more attention to school 
policies, more planning, better record-keeping and more pooling 
of ideas and resources: 

“A change of school policy, especially science and Welsh, 
where more time has been allocated to these subjects on our 
timetable. Also new methods of assessment have been 
devised and a more detailed method of record-keeping.” 

“A complete re-thinking about organisation throughout the 
school, to ensure that the requirements of the National 
Curriculum are met. This includes cross-curricular topic work.” 

“(1) review of school policy documents; (2) formulation of 
assessment procedures; (3) new record-keeping format 
(curriculum); and (4) team planning / establishing team 
teaching areas.” 

   

 
 
  TABLE 5.1: ADAPTING TO THE 
  

  NATIONAL CURRICULUM 
 

  
Change Responses1 

Per Cent of 
Respondents2 

     

  School policies re-written/reviewed 90 48.1 

  Cross-curricular planning 68 36.4 

  More precise record-keeping 45 24.1 

  Setting up of NC groups/more team 
planning 

43 23.0 

  More training and discussion now 31 16.6 

  Schemes of work set at the beginning of 
the school year 

22 11.8 

  Better organisation of materials and space 16 8.6 

  Formed support/discussion/resource group 
with other schools 

6 3.2 

  All work geared to attainment targets – fun 
activities (e.g. seasonal) difficult to fit in 

5 2.7 

  1. Total responses 326. 

2. 187 respondents. 
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   “Regular in-depth consultation with staff, particularly relating to 
policy-forming and extension of curriculum subjects.” 

“We now work even more closely than before with other small 
schools in the area to pool ideas and resources.” 

  5.2  Some schools had to make relatively few changes: 

“We were pleasantly surprised that our schools policy fitted in 
perfectly with the National Curriculum requirements. Extra 
record-keeping has been added to already existing records. As 
this is an all-age class, subjects are geared to suit individuals.” 

And there is resistance in others: 

“School policies have not really been changed. We are trying 
to fit the National Curriculum into our philosophy rather than 
vice versa.”  

But generally schools seem to have gone in for healthy 
reappraisal of their activities. However, the great majority of 
the teachers were unhappy at the way the National Curriculum 
had been introduced. 

   

 
 CONCERN 

   

 
  5.3  Ninety per cent of the teachers expressed concern with aspects of 

its implementation. Table 5.2 shows that over two-thirds (69.6%) 
indicated (in response to an open question i.e. not merely ticking a 
box) that there had been too much change too quickly: 

“The lack of time for preparation and thorough planning before 
being required to implement the National Curriculum; in other 
words having to work out how to deliver it while already doing 
so.” 

   

 
 
  TABLE 5.2: AREAS OF CONCERN 

 
  

Concern Responses1 
Per Cent of 

Respondents2 
     

  Too much change too quickly 135 69.6 

  Workload 75 38.7 

  Assessment 58 29.9 

  Resources 36 18.6 

  In-service provision 26 13.4 

  Too much emphasis on attainment 
targets 

15 7.7 

  Class sizes too large 8 4.1 

  Undervaluing of reading 6 3.1 

  1. Total responses 359.  
2. 194 respondents, 24 left this part of the question blank, including four who said 

the National Curriculum was causing concern. 
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    “The technology document has only recently been received by 

the school and yet it is to be implemented in September. The 
National Curriculum implementation itself is not causing great 
concern but with all the other changes – LMS, SATs, Profiling, 
Teacher Appraisal – too much is happening too quickly.” 

“l consider we should have received the curriculum documents 
well in advance. Fear of the unknown has caused a lot of 
unnecessary stress among teachers.” 

  5.4  Nearly 40 per cent (38.7%) mentioned the workload particularly 
how time-consuming and distracting all the continuous 
assessment and recording seemed to be: 

“The workload is horrendous. Everybody’s complaining about 
it. l find if you’re not careful you end up being an administrator 
That’s what I’m fighting against because I’ve always said l 
didn’t come into this job to be a pen-pusher l want to be with 
the children and l want the reward of working alongside 
children. There is a danger of forgetting all that with record 
sheets and so on.” 

“The practical approaches of these subjects demand more 
individual teaching but no additional help is available. This also 
applies in the preparation of material and no non-contact time. 
No time allocated for recording and this is time consuming, 
much of which l do at home. As a result l am considering 
retiring earlier than l would have done under other 
circumstances.” 

   

  5.5  Thirty per cent expressed doubts about assessment, particularly 
whether it is a good idea to try to formally test children as young 
as seven: 

“As a teacher of young children, who are changing and 
developing all the time, l think it is quite wrong to make any 
kind of definitive statement about the attainments of seven 
year-old children, even if it were possible, which l doubt.” 

“Pupil assessment seems an impossible task. It is very difficult 
to find the time to do this properly, and if it is not done properly 
it has little value.” 

“l would love to have someone come and show me (i.e. in 
class with real children!) how to conduct and follow through a 
series of ‘test’ situations so that l could be confident of what is 
expected of me.” 

“Testing is also an area of concern, especially in younger age 
ranges. l hope it will be diagnostic and not tests of what 
children know. The National Curriculum could lead away from 
child-centred education.” 

This threat to what is seen as good primary practice by setting 
attainment targets was mentioned by a further 7.7 per cent: 

“Losing sight of good primary practice and returning to a 
slavish system of tick charts, fractured curriculum and working 
to a ‘test’.” 
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  5.6  Resources (18.6%) and training (13.4%) were also frequently 
brought up, but as they were the subjects of separate questions 
they will be explored more fully below. Many teachers gave 
several reasons, and, in some cases, effectively summarised the 
way, in general, infants’ teachers see it: 

“No account being taken of large class size in small 
classrooms – makes the types of group work and ‘hands on’ 
very difficult to organise.” 

   

   Assessing and recording for so many will leave no time for life 
outside teaching. So much factual work to cover leaves little 
time for hearing children read and little ‘individual’ time with 
each child to deal with problems and worries. Its introduction in 
bits and pieces – no idea the form assessment tests are going 
to take, etc. – make it difficult to make sense of the whole 
thing. l think all aspects – all subjects, all tests – should have 
been devised and presented as a whole to teachers. Working 
the way we are – receiving new documents every year – is 
very confusing, rushed. Most of us are not against a National 
Curriculum, just the way it has been put upon us, like a 
punishment for not working hard in the past, or not knowing 
‘what we are about’. Very insulting.” 

 
 RESOURCES 

    
  5.7  Nearly 90 per cent (88.0%) felt the introduction of the National 

Curriculum was not being properly resourced. Most mentioned 
money: 

“We do not have the resources in our school to cover science 
adequately. Our budget for the next financial year has now 
been cut by £9,000, so where we are going to get the 
resources from for any new subjects we do not know.” 

“There is no money! Most schools can’t manage their budget 
as it is, with all the extra science, CDT and computer 
equipment we are supposed to use. It will be impossible 
without PTA input.” 

“LMS is being used to make cuts in educational spending in 
small schools. Schools are expected to make savings. The 
only area where savings can be made is in spending on books 
and other resources.” 

   

  5.8  Frequently it seems as if the parents and even the teachers 
themselves had to chip in: 

“Our capitation just about covers the basic things. We do have 
a Nimbus computer, but our parents had to pay for half of it, 
which was £1,000. But bigger schools get given theirs, little 
schools are at the end of the list. We always seem to be 
asking parents for money.” 

“We’re short of all the things to do with science. We do need 
things to take the children a stage further instead of all the 
junk. The PTA are very good, they raised £1,000 in a week.” 

“Facilities are absolutely abominable in this county. We’ve had 
no input of money to equip ourselves with exercise things. 
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There have been no courses. My own children are growing up 
now and they’ve gone through jigsaws and that sort of thing – 
dolls’ house, garage, and anything like that l want my infants to 
use, I’ve brought from home. Once l go they’ll find things a bit 
bare, but I do have to put my hand in my pocket a lot.” 

  5.9  The problem is not just money, but also lack of time and support: 

“It seems to have been rushed through into schools with little 
thought as to the cost of resourcing, for example, the science 
and design technology aspects of the curriculum. Schools 
need to purchase new equipment on a yearly basis. Time is a 
valuable resource for a teacher too, and primary teachers 
need non-contact time and extra help in the classroom, 
especially with assessment.” 

“Many of the suggestions for the programmes of study and 
assessment assume: (I) non-contact time to pursue records, 
etc., (2) facilities at hand for all pupils, like computers, cassette 
tape recorders (which we would need to have in more 
abundance to carry out work in the given time scale), and (3) 
seems to assume small classes or classroom support if some 
of the suggestions are to be at all practical.” 

   

  5.10  Only 9.7 per cent felt they were adequately resourced, and then 
sometimes it was because of a good Parent Teacher Association: 

“We’ve got enough; we've got plenty. You might be chasing 
the glue gun all over, but we’re gradually building up our 
resources.” 

“We have fairly good facilities, because we have a good PTA.” 

   

 
 TRAINING AND PREPARATION 

    
  5.11  Two-thirds (64.5%) of the sample felt that in-service training and 

preparation had been inadequate, and a third (35.0%) were 
satisfied: 

“l think the authority has tried its best to prepare us for 
implementation of the National Curriculum, but l also feel that 
the advisers were only one step ahead of us and we all 
seemed to be feeling our way in the dark. l, probably like many 
other teachers, felt very confused about implementing 
science.” 

“Odd days for training are not satisfactory. After school 
courses have more depth, but teachers are tired. No real 
continuity given to training. Inadequate resources in schools to 
meet needs.” 

“Although useful up to a point, have often been ‘the blind 
leading the blind’, i.e. people trying to pass on information 
before they have sufficient know/edge themselves.” 

“This authority has provided good in-service training. At the 
end of the day it is individual teacher expertise in managing 
and organising a learning environment for the National 
Curriculum to be implemented.” 
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 NON-CONTACT TIME 

    
  5.12  Infants’ teachers unlike their colleagues in secondary schools 

have very little time free from the children. Table 5.3 shows that 
over two-thirds (66.5%) said they had no free periods at all, and a 
further 10.2 per cent an hour or less per week. A few thought this 
was reasonable: 

“As an infant teacher l feel my time should be spent with the 
children. The staff here use break times and lunch times to 
help children with their work. I am quite prepared (and do so) 
to stay at school until 5.00 p.m. to prepare for the next day and 
keep my records up to date.” 

   

 
 

  TABLE 5.3: NON-CONTACT TIME 
 

     per cent 
       

  Non-Contact 
Time None Some 

Per Day Per Week 

 <1 hr >1 hr 1hr Half Day/Day 
         

  Actual 
(N=167) 

66.5 - 20.4 2.3 10.2 0.6 

  Desired 
(N=161) 

5.6 21.7 28.6 13.7 9.3 21.1 

 
 

   And some just could not imagine it: 

“A pipe dream in an infant school – l can see no point in 
answering the question!” 

   

  5.13  But the great majority, as Table 5.3 indicates, thought that some 
non-contact time was urgently needed if the National Curriculum 
is to be a success, particularly to keep up-to-date with the extra 
record-keeping, but also tor planning, preparation, reading, 
assessment, evaluation, and collaboration (all of which have to be 
fitted in as best they can at present): 

“Difficult to say when you have never had any. If we should 
have the equivalent of the time it takes for planning / 
preparation / marking / assessment, etc. (i.e. the time we put 
in on top of our working day) then l would say three one to two 
hour slots. Realistically half a day a week (en bloc).” 

“One hour per day would help for planning, reading, assessing 
– to partly relieve my twelve hour day.” 

“Difficult to say. Most infant teachers are reluctant to hand over 
their classes to a supply. But at least one teaching period per 
week would be useful when the class could be having music or 
an area like this where l felt someone could offer more 
expertise than l possess. It would be useful to release me for 
the up-dating of pupil records and for pupil assessment.” 

“One half-day a week. This is the second day of my Easter 
holiday in which l have worked solidly on school work and l 
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haven’t yet started the class reports. I am exhausted and have 
had a cold for three weeks. I could not take time off because 
the school was having difficulties finding supply cover for 
another teacher off ill. Our deputy head has also had to 
struggle on.” 

“Would like to have non-contact time, principally for planning 
and evaluation as a team. This is at present done in twilight 
hours, approximately one and a half hours per week, and so l 
feel this is an unrealistic expectation. With the onset of 
assessment by observation I think there will be the necessity 
for non-contact time (a) for certain specific observations and 
(b) to discuss and corroborate with the team.” 

“Two periods per week would be very helpful for the extra time 
spent on record-keeping and assessment. Also for the 
preparation of lessons.” 

“It would be ideal to have one free session each day. We do 
not have opportunities to observe other teachers and give 
support if necessary. Record-keeping is also very time 
consuming.” 

 
 WORKING CONDITIONS 

 
   

  5.14  The teachers were asked what improvements they would like to 
see in their working conditions. Smaller classes frequently came 
first to mind, followed by pleas tor ancillary help, and more 
space and equipment: 

“More than anything else, class size. With a class of 20 
children, or fewer, it would be humanly much more possible to 
consider each child’s needs. Also, more space for all the 
activities we need to carry out – water play, model-making, 
etc.” 

“l have 28 children (10 reception, 18 year one) and would 
welcome a reduction in class size. l do have some ancillary 
help averaging about an hour each day, also parental help, but 
could still do with more. l need more space. Conditions are 
cramped and lots of activities are difficult, e.g. water play and 
sand play, painting, etc. always have to be set up. l wish they 
could be on tap. A general need of replacement reading 
books/apparatus, etc. is ever present.” 

“Smaller class size (25 maximum). Renewal of equipment and 
books and additional equipment (e. g. computer, audio-visual, 
play equipment not shared). Regular and reliable ancillary help 
(not having to rely on parental volunteers). Improvement in 
general school environment (e.g. furnishings, carpet, bean 
bags, etc.)” 

   

  5.15  Resources, non-contact time, staffing, which we have already 
considered, came up time and again: 

“Small classes, i.e. no more than 20. At least one ancillary 
staff per class. More non-contact time to cope with extra 
workload.” 

   



 

27 

“Extra funding to schools so that the National Curriculum can 
be adequately resourced and not brought in on the cheap. 
Nursery nurses based in reception classes permanently More 
time, i.e. extra teachers available.” 

 
 CONCLUSION 

    
  5.16  It is evident that many of the teachers felt they are working in sub-

optimal conditions, as they try to get the National Curriculum up 
and running. Although many agree with its aims and report on the 
improvements that it is bringing to their schools, they are sad to 
be so short of time and money. Specifically, they would like to 
have some non-contact periods and smaller classes. The National 
Curriculum will not bring all the benefits that it could, including 
counteracting gender stereotyping, if the teachers are not properly 
supported to make it work. 
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 VI ISSUES 
  
  6.1  The teachers, particularly the younger ones (of which there were 

relatively few – only 20 per cent aged 35 or below), seemed alert 
to gender stereotyping and willing to intervene to try to build up 
the confidence of any child, boy or girl, seeming diffident. They 
also appeared anxious to challenge children’s stereotyped 
conceptions of the sex-appropriateness of various activities and 
occupations. But not all seemed fully aware of just how over-
simplified and exaggerated the views of the children (mirroring 
society) really are, and a first recommendation is that: 

Teachers be made aware of the extent and pervasiveness 
of gender stereotyping among young children. 

It is hoped that the findings presented in this report can be a step 
towards achieving that aim. 

   

  6.2  Through their awareness teachers can awaken their pupils to the 
fact that they do not have to accept their lot as given. But the 
efforts of some teachers seemed to lack focus and be based on 
the assumption that for boys and girls to do different things was 
somehow ‘bad’. Girls do not have to be boys, or boys, girls. The 
problem of gender stereotyping is not differences, but people 
writing themselves off from things unnecessarily. School subjects 
are a prime example and, as a specific and attainable goal, we 
recommend that: 

Girls be helped and encouraged to fully involve 
themselves in the science and technology curricula. 

   

  6.3  There is some irony in one of the most sex-linked occupations, 
teaching young children, being responsible for getting it across to 
children that occupations need not be sex linked. What the 
children are seeing is different from what they are hearing. We 
wonder whether it is desirable that women should dominate early-
years education to such a large extent. We therefore recommend 
that: 

More men, if possible, be attracted into teaching in infant 
schools. 

   

  6.4  Associated with this we feel that the balance of qualifications in 
infants’ schools does raise questions about how well the science 
and technology is going to be taught, and we recommend that: 

More people with good science qualifications he attracted 
into teaching the youngest children. 

   

  6.5  The National Curriculum documents have been prepared with 
equal opportunities in mind and there is no obvious gender bias. 
Similarly it is intended that the Standard Attainment Tasks should 
give equal chances to both sexes, but this may be difficult given 
their traditionally different interests. We recommend that: 

The National curriculum be kept under scrutiny to avoid 
any advantage going unwittingly to one sex or the other, 
and particular attention be paid to any sex differences 
emerging in performance on SATs. 
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  6.6  The Government has been anxious to get ahead as quickly as 
possible with the introduction of the National Curriculum and this 
has led to great pressure on teachers. Ninety per cent of our 
sample expressed concern at some aspect of its implementation. 
Most felt that there had been too much change too quickly leading 
to an excessive workload. The problems have been exacerbated 
by chronic under-funding. We recommend that: 

The campaign for a better deal for education continues. 

   

  6.7  But a particular feature of infants’ school teaching that needs to be 
highlighted is the lack of free time. More than two-thirds of our 
sample said they had no non-contact time at all. Given all the 
extra demands in the way of preparation and recording we would 
suggest that some is essential. We would recommend that: 

The working day of teachers of young children be 
reviewed with the aim of introducing periods of non-
contact time. 

   

  6.8  The conditions under which many infants’ teachers work leaves a 
lot to be desired, and more non-contact time is only one of the 
ways in which they could be helped. Young children require 
individual attention and much of the National Curriculum and 
testing, as planned, depends on individual diagnosis and 
recording. The number of children per teacher is therefore crucial 
and we accept the argument that: 

Infants’ classes should not exceed 25 pupils and 
preferably be no more than 20. 

   

  6.9  We would also recommend that: 

More ancillary help be available for early-years teachers. 
   

  6.10  In seeking to improve education we have to start from where we 
are now, which makes in-service education and training especially 
important. Two-thirds of our sample felt that the training and 
preparation that they had received in relation to the National 
Curriculum had not been adequate. We would therefore suggest 
that: 

Current in-service provision be evaluated to identify what 
improvements can he made. 

   

  6.11  Improvements in the working conditions of infants’ school 
teachers should make it easier to attract and retain staff, and give 
the National Curriculum a better chance of working effectively in 
relation to gender stereotyping and the other benefits it is hoped it 
will bring. It is essential for the opportunities of young people and 
the prosperity of the nation that the necessary investment be 
made. 
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  APPENDIX 
  
 

 METHODS 
    

 
 Sampling 

    

  A.1  The aim was a ten per cent sample of all local education authorities in 
England and Wales (N=104 at the time) structured by standard region, 
with half the schools from metropolitan districts and half from non-
metropolitan counties. A one in three sample of all the infant, first / lower, 
primary, and first and middle schools in each of the ten selected local 
education authorities was drawn from The Primary Education Directory 
1989. The sample was stratified by type of school and was drawn by the 
random interval method within each sub-group. 

   

 
 Response Rate 

    

  A.2  In January 1990 a letter was sent to the chief education officers of 
the ten sample authorities. Two authorities declined to take part: 
one in East Anglia because its primary schools were already 
involved in the STAIR pilot project on standard assessment tasks; 
the other in Greater London because the lLEA was due to be 
disbanded in April 1990. These two authorities were replaced. 

   

  A.3  The target school sample was 517. A sub-sample of one hundred 
schools was invited to administer the gender-role inventory. In 
February 1990 a letter, together with a reply form and a pre-paid 
envelope, was sent to the headteachers of all sample schools 
requesting their participation in the project. Two hundred and 
ninety seven schools agreed to take part. 

   

 
  TABLE A.1:  
  

  SAMPLE BY STANDARD REGION 
 

  
Region 

  Responses 

  Target Agreed Schools Teachers 

  Greater London* 12 10 8 11 

  Wales 73 42 15 20 

  Yorks and Humberside* 33 20 14 22 

  North West* 20 13 6 10 

  North* 26 14 7 9 

  East Anglia 109 66 40 45 

  East Midlands 77 46 28 37 

  West Midlands* 19 11 6 7 

  South East 64 35 18 24 

  South West 84 40 25 33 

  Total 517 297 167 218 

  * Metropolitan District.   
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  TABLE A.2:  
  

  COMPOSITION OF SCHOOLS SAMPLE 
 

  Characteristic Category N Per cent 

  Nursery Provision  48 28.7 

  Size of School: Less than 25 6 3.6 

   26-50 14 8.4 

   51-100 31 18.6 

   101-200 51 30.5 

   201-300 44 26.3 

   301-400 16 9.6 

   401 or more 5 3.0 

  Vertically Streamed:  115 68.9 

  Age Range: 3-7 11 6.6 

   4-7 15 9.0 

   5-7 8 4.8 

   3-11 13 7.8 

   4-11 35 21.0 

   5-11 35 21.0 

   3-9 3 1.8 

   4-9 9 5.4 

   5-9 6 3.6 

   5-10 2 1.2 

   3-12 1 0.6 

   4-12 1 0.6 

   5-12 7 4.2 

   4-8 15 9.0 

   5-8 6 3.6 
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  TABLE A.3:  
  

  COMPOSITION OF TEACHER SAMPLE 
 

  Characteristic Category N Per cent 

  Gender: Male 8 3.7 

   Female 210 96.3 

  Age: 22-25 9 4.1 

   26-30 16 7.3 

   31-35 17 7.8 

   36-40 56 25.7 

   41-45 47 21.6 

   46-50 36 16.5 

   51+ 31 14.2 

  Years Teaching: 2 13 6.0 

   3-5 16 7.3 

   6-10 35 16.1 

   11-15 51 23.4 

   16-20 47 21.6 

   21-25 28 12.8 

   26-30 20 9.2 

   31+ 1 0.5 

  Post: Head 19 8.7 

   Deputy Head 28 12.8 

   Teacher 171 78.4 

  Age Group Training: Infant 84 38.5 

   Primary 117 53.7 

   Middle 8 3.7 

   Secondary 4 1.8 

   Other 4 1.8 

  Teacher Training: Cert. Ed. 161 73.9 

   B.Ed. 33 15.1 

   PGCE 17 7.8 

   Not stated 5 2.3 

  Allowances: MPG 121 55.5 

   A 36 16.5 

   B 15 6.9 

   Not given 46 21.1 
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  A.4  Each participating school was sent a package containing: (i) a 
school-details form and (ii) enough questionnaires for all the 
teachers of pupils on Key Stage 1 of the National Curriculum (this 
had been given on the reply slip), with pre-paid envelopes to 
enable the replies to be sent back individually. In the sub-sample 
75 schools agreed to take part in the testing and therefore, along 
with the questionnaires, were sent a test pack to be used with ten 
of their five-year-old children. Despite numerous phone calls and 
promises the response rate was fifty-four out of the original one 
hundred contacted. The main reason given for not taking part was 
‘lack of time’. The distribution of the sample by standard region is 
shown in Table A.1, and the composition of the school and 
teachers samples in Tables A.2 and A.3. 

   

  A.5  Questionnaires were passed on to individual teachers by the 
headteachers and, while we were able to get in touch with the 
headteachers, we had no direct contact with the class teachers 
themselves. Included in the questionnaire was a reply slip which 
individual teachers could return if they were willing to be 
interviewed in more depth on the issues raised. Forty-six teachers 
(27.5% of those who completed the questionnaire) responded to 
our request and forty-tour have been interviewed. The remaining 
two declined later to take part due, in one case, to illness and, in 
the other, to lack of time. 

   

 
 Data Collection and Analysis 

    

  A.6  The questionnaires were completed by the class teachers of those 
children who were aged five but not six by 1st September, 1989. 
They were piloted in non-sample schools initially. Data from the 
218 teacher replies were coded and processed by computer. 

   

  A.7  ln-depth interviews were conducted with 44 class teachers. The 
interview schedules were drawn up and piloted before being used. 
The interviews were taped and transcribed, with verbatim extracts 
used in the report. 

   

 
 Gender-Role Inventory 

    

  A.8  The gender-role measure was based on that of Smithers and 
Smithers (1984). It involved showing a series of twenty cards each 
depicting an activity or occupation. Four of the cards are 
illustrated in Figure A.t. Each card was shown and described in 
turn and the child was asked to point to, or pick up, one of three 
picture cards (shown in Figure A.2) to indicate whether he or she 
thought the activity was suitable tor ‘men only’, ‘women only’ or 
‘both’. The sheet on which teachers recorded the responses is 
given in Figure A.3. 

   

  A.9  The test was administered by the children's teachers, operating to 
standard instructions. A total of 508 children took part (259 boys 
and 247 girls, with two for whom sex was not recorded). 
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  FIGURE A.1: ACTIVITY CARDS 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  FIGURE A.2: RESPONSE CARDS 
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   FIGURE A.3: RESPONSE SHEET  
    
  GENDER-ROLE MEASURE  

  SCHOOL NUMBER ...............  CHILD’S NUMBER ...................  SEX OF CHILD ...........   

 
 DATE OF BIRTH ..........................................  ETHNIC ORIGIN ........................................   

 
 FAMILY COMPOSITION .....................................................................................................   

  (e.g. 2 brothers, 1 sister; youngest child)  

 
 FATHER’S/GUARDIAN’S OCCUPATION ..........................................................................   

 
 MOTHER’S/GUARDIAN’S OCCUPATION .........................................................................   

 
 PRE-SCHOOL EXPERIENCE (if possible) .......................................................................   

  (e.g. nursery, play group, none.)  

 
 ABILITY OF CHILD  

  (Please use a scale of 1 to 5 to rate the following where 
1 = very good, 2 = good, 3 = average, 4 = poor, 5 = very poor): 

 

 
 a) verbal skills ........................................  b) matching skills ..........................................   

 
 c) number bonding skills ......................  d) fine motor skills ........................................   

 
   

  

ACTIVITY    NEITHER 

NO 
RESPONS

E 

 

  1  Washing the clothes       

  2  Working as a scientist       

  3  Cutting the grass       

  4  Talking about clothes       

  5  Doing car repairs       

  6  Mending Clothes       

  7  Being a hairdresser       

  8  Teaching young children       

  9  Enjoying war films       

  10 Wearing jewellery       

  11 Asking someone to marry you       

  12 Doing woodwork       

  13 Looking after someone who is ill       

  14 Working as a typist       

  15 Cooking       

  16 Shopping       

  17 Being a doctor       

  18 Climbing mountains       

  19 Being a fire-fighter       

  20 Wearing trousers       

         

 



 

 

 


