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Abstract Sweden is often hailed as a pioneering country regarding gender equity,

but it still has gender equity issues to deal with, and gender stereotyping is some-

times mentioned as one of them. Since the 1990s, Sweden has seen the emergence

of many gender pedagogy projects, not least in pre-schools. With gender equity

projects among adults yielding limited results, the focus has shifted to children to

see if gender stereotypes can be countered in childhood. This article aims to provide

an overview of the gender pedagogy projects that have been carried out in Swedish

pre-schools. The article covers background, methods and insights gained.
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Standpoint on Gender and Education in Sweden

The current approach to gender and education in Sweden goes back to the early

1960s. It was then that the gender role concept was introduced, and with it the idea

that the division of labor and power was not biologically predestined but socially

constructed ([40], 42, [47], 257). Gender discussions in the 1960s and 1970s focused

mostly on widening traditional female and male gender roles into an holistic human

role ([40], 42), as explained by Scheu [39] who suggested that traditional gender

roles are mainly the result of socialisation in infancy and childhood. It is this aim

towards widened gender roles for both girls and boys that still permeates the

Swedish gender equity policy, although the impetus is not as strong today as it was

in the 1960s and 1970s ([40], 42).
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With the establishment of the 9-year comprehensive school (in Swedish,

grundskolan) in 1962 came a new curriculum, and this curriculum was the first step

towards gender equity [7]. One of the objectives of the second curriculum of the 9-

year comprehensive school, issued in 1969, was to change stereotypic gender roles

([50], 17).

Prior to January 1, 1998, pre-schools were the responsibility of the Ministry of

Health and Social Affairs. When pre-schools became the responsibility of the

Ministry of Education and Research, a comprehensive curriculum for pre-schools

was developed and made public for the first time. One of the clearly stated

objectives of this curriculum was to counter gender stereotypes ([45], 4):

The ways in which adults respond to girls and boys, as well as the demands

and expectations imposed on them [girls and boys] contribute to the shaping of

girls’ and boys’ understanding of what is feminine and masculine. Pre-schools

should work to counteract traditional gender and gender roles. Girls and boys

in pre-schools should have the same opportunities to try and develop their

abilities and interests without being limited by stereotyped gender roles. (page

4 My translation.)

Documented Gender Stereotyping in Educational Settings

Gender differences in school settings have been extensively documented in the last

few decades. (See for example [6, 32, 34, 38, 49] regarding the situation in Sweden.)

Research in schools (primary and secondary level) shows that boys are more unruly

and boisterous ([49], 254, 256, [38], 78–80) while girls are self-deprecating and

develop low self-esteem ([49], 262, [38], 85–88, 107). Boys dominate classrooms

and play the leading parts in the classroom while the girls play minor parts in the

classroom ([6], 119, 149, 166, [40], 16, 18, [38], 66–67, [32], 14, 21, 56). Boys talk

considerably more than girls in the classroom ([6], 82), and elicit teacher attention

more often than girls ([49], 233, 239, 254, [6], 178, 202, [40], 23, [38], 74, 77, [32],

14, [50], 40). But boys also receive more negative attention than girls in the form of

criticism and disciplinary action ([49], 216, 254, [38], 12, 66). Research also shows

that boys engage in offensive behavior against girls ([6], 218, [34], 19), including

verbal and physical abuse ([32], 35–39, [38], 12, 88–95), while school staff rarely if

ever stand up for the girls against the boys but often rather excused the boys’

behavior ([38], 12, 88–95, [34], 27, 34, 38, [32], 15–16). Other recurring features

include preferences among both boys and girls to engage in same-sex activities,

both in the classroom and outside ([49], 233). In addition girls help each other while

boys tend to compete with each other ([49], 176). Girls not only help their class-

mates, but also assist their teachers with various chores ([49], 235, [6], 73, 74, 78,

79, 97, 98, 106, 123, 127, 161, 186, 216, 218, 222, 237, 239, 251, [38], 37, 42, 47,

62, [32], 17, 21). Girls are also placed among boys to make them less boisterous and

get them to behave in a more acceptable way ([6], 86, [38], 37). Behavior that is

consistent with one’s gender role is regarded more positively than behavior that

deviates from the gender norm ([49], 186, 188, [40], 13). This means for example
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that misbehavior and challenging school staff is generally regarded as more serious

if carried out by girls than if carried out by boys ([49], 181, 183, [40], 13, [38], 39,

83–84, [34], 25, [32], 17). The differing expectations and teacher treatment of pupils

depending on their sex is so characteristic that researchers have even spoken of a

double hidden curriculum (in Swedish, dubbla dolda läroplanen [6], 77).

Moving on to pre-school settings, the findings there are quite similar to those

found in schools: boys are more boisterous and physically active than girls ([37],

29–30, 35–36, [33], 53, 56), and they take up more space than girls ([37], 29–30).

Boys also engage in offensive behavior, such as disturbing or teasing girls ([33], 38–

39, 43, 52–53, 56, 76). As in school settings, boys dominate pre-school settings and

play the leading parts, while girls play minor roles ([23] notes this primarily in part-

time pre-school settings), ([37], 34, 61, [33], 63, 83). Girls often stay close to pre-

school staff ([31], 31), acting as little assistants and helping staff with various chores

such as tidying up etc. ([23], 23, 48, 55, [37], 41–43, [31], 169, 170, 201). Boys

initiate and elicit more attention from pre-school staff than do girls ([23] notes this

primarily in part-time pre-school settings (27, 45, 55, 58, 60, 61, 82), ([37], 28–34,

[33], 80–122, [31], 148–149, 160–161, 164, 197, 200). Pre-school staff demands

more of girls than of boys and are stricter and more controlling with girls than with

boys ([33], 121, [31], 192–193). As in school settings, behavior that is consistent

with ones gender role is regarded more positively than behavior that deviates from

the gender norm ([37], 11, 37, [33], 20, 140, 142, [31], 30, 202).

Many of these findings are fairly similar in that they show a clear pattern of boys

taking up more space and time, and with more of teacher time and attention being

devoted to boys than girls. Girls and boys in pre-school settings are thus exposed to

very different experiences in the same physical environment.

Gender stereotypes among pre-school and school children are not unique for

Sweden but have also been documented elsewhere, for example in other Nordic

countries [12], the UK [3] and the US [5].

Introducing Gender Pedagogy Projects

The 1990s saw the emergence of several gender pedagogy projects across Sweden,

projects that aimed primarily at widening gender roles. In December 2003, the

Swedish Government appointed the Delegation for Gender Equity (my translation)

in pre-schools and the delegation produced two official reports: gendered pre-
schools—the importance of gender equity and gender in the pedagogical work of
pre-schools (my translation) [44] and Gender equity in pre-schools—the importance
of gender equity and gender in the pedagogical work of pre-schools (my translation)

[46]. During 2004, the Delegation for gender equity in pre-schools approved

SKr 2.5 million (around US$ 314,000) to be dedicated to a total of 18 projects

aimed at increasing gender equity in pre-schools ([44], 24). Although actual figures

are lacking, a rough estimate is that out of the 334,000 children that attend pre-

schools around 15% have attended pre-schools that have carried out gender

pedagogy projects ([44], 24).
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Projects to promote gender equity among adults in Sweden have often yielded

limited results, which is one of the reasons for shifting focus increasingly towards

children to see if gender stereotypes can somehow be countered in schools and pre-

schools ([48], 5–6). This was the case with one of the most well-known of these

gender pedagogy projects, the one carried out at two pre-schools in Gävle town, the

Björntomten and Tittmyran pre-schools. The project also generated two books,

Gender pedagogy: a thought and action provoking book for work with children and
young people (my translation) by Kajsa Svaleryd (then a pedagogue in one of the

pre-schools) and Girls, boys and pedagogues (my translation) by Kajsa Wahlström

(then head of the pre-schools in Gävle).

Some of the projects involved the participation of pre-school staff and

researchers in so-called research study circles (in Swedish, forskningscirklar).

Study circles are an old tradition in Sweden and have been organised as early as the

beginning of the 20th century. These study circles, involving pre-school staff, also

included researchers (hence the term research study circle) to add knowledge on

gender issues as well as to document the progress of the gender pedagogy projects

[13].

Recording Interaction on Film—Uncovering Gender Stereotypes

One strategy used widely in gender related pre-school projects is to film pre-school

staff and the children to see how they interact ([4, 31, 32], 31, [48], [1], 8, [13], 18,

21, 32, 56, 57). This method was suggested as early as 1991 by Susanne Rithander

in her book (75) Girls and boys in pre-schools—help teachers and rebels (my

translation). Another strategy, adopted by some pre-schools, was for staff to keep

diaries of every-day activities to help them reflect over their own interaction with

the children ([4], 8, 39, 40, 70).

Adults (educational staff as well as parents) often believe they treat children

equally, irrespective of gender ([31], 205, [42], 8, 9, [32], 29). But although the staff

generally believed they were gender neutral in their interaction with the children,

the footage often revealed very gender specific patterns with girls and boys being

approached very differently ([42], 9). While staff used extensive verbal commu-

nication vis-à-vis the girls, the boys were faced with less verbal communication and

were instead given more orders. Meanwhile, boys’ needs were met more urgently

than girls’ needs and boys were allowed to take up more space and make themselves

heard more often than girls [4, 44, 48]. The notion that boys’ needs have to be met

urgently is such a prominent feature that it has been given a name—boy panic (in

Swedish, pojkpanik; [44], 14, [46], 60). Svaleryd [42], 18–19 notes that by always

meeting boys’ needs urgently, and often at the expense of girls’ needs, pre-school

staff (and other adults) indirectly indicate that boys have power, and that girls come

second and aren’t as important as boys.

Children are very responsive to all signals indicating expectations, requirements,

and conditions regarding gender. Expectations surrounding gender roles is an aspect

that reappears in various publications regarding either gender roles or education

matters [4, 6, 10, 45, 46]. For example, these expectations dictate that girls should
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be pretty, caring and complaisant, while boys are expected to be mischievous, brave

and strong ([4], 47, [46], 61, 64). Boys are not expected to be able to wait their turn

but to require to have their needs met urgently ([10], 23), and they are expected to

achieve great things without any guidance ([10], 26, 34). Svaleryd ([42], 37)

illustrates this by talking of an instance when she taught physical fitness to a group

of 5-year-olds and noticed that one of the boys helped a friend by offering support

during an exercise. She praised the boy for being helpful, and only later on during

the class did she realise the girls had been helping one another all along without her

even having noticed, as she subconsciously believed girls were always naturally

helpful. At a very early stage children realise what is particular for boys and girls,

respectively ([31], 206, [42], 12). The development of traditionally gendered

behavior is the result of an interaction process between a child and its environment

(for example pre-school staff, parents and other children) where the child responds

to situations that reinforces or confirms previously gendered traits ([23], 85), so that

for example crying is accepted among girls but not boys while mischievous

behavior or verbal opposition is less accepted among girls than boys ([37], 11).

Adults, parents and educational staff alike, are so entrenched in stereotypical

gender roles they often don’t even realise they treat boys and girls differently,

thereby reproducing those same gender roles in the children in their care ([4], 49).

Many pre-school teachers have been surprised or even shocked to find themselves

approaching children in very different ways depending on the sex of the child in

question when looking at footage of their own interaction with the children ([4], 29,

49, [42], 9, [48], 56, 57).

Pre-school staff in many of the gender pedagogy projects have realised they need

to change their own stereotypical views of gender roles in order to make any

changes in their work with the children in their care ([4], 7, 61, 65, [32], 29, [48],

201, 215, [1], 20, [16], 22)—but also, prior to these gender pedagogy projects ([37],

83). Hence, these projects have indicated that gender awareness and a change in

behavior could be necessary not only among the pre-school children, but equally so

regarding the pre-school staff ([4], 7, 45, 61, 65, [32], 32, [48], 201, 215, [1], 16,

[13], 28, 38, 45, 48, 49, 51, 52, 53, 54, 57, 60, 76, 78).

Methods Used to Counter Gender Stereotypes

A common method used in pre-schools have been what is referred to as

compensatory pedagogy (in Swedish, kompensatorisk pedagogik) [1, 46, 48], a

concept originally developed by the Danish pedagogue Anne Mette Kruse ([46], 24,

[28]). Compensatory pedagogy builds on the notion that boys are traditionally raised

to develop autonomy while girls are traditionally raised to develop closeness with

other people. In order to give both girls and boys the opportunity to develop both

autonomy and closeness with other people, children are encouraged to practise what

they are least trained in otherwise, so typically boys are helped to develop closeness

with other people while girls are helped to develop autonomy.

In order to facilitate compensatory pedagogy, some pre-schools have occasion-

ally switched into single-sex activities, an approach that is sometimes criticised for
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increasing gender stereotypes ([46], 52). This strategy is ascribed to not only Anne

Mette Kruse but also to the so-called Hjalli pedagogy, a method developed by the

Icelandish pedagogue Margrét Pála Ólafsdóttir that involves single-sex groups. It is

important to note that the end goal of gender pedagogy is not to cater for single-sex

education on a permanent basis. Instead, introducing occasional single-sex activities

was done in order to facilitate the encouragement of practising those skills least

used by each sex ([48], 135, [46], 51). It may enable children otherwise inhibited by

mixed-sex groups to dare trying activities not usually associated with their gender.

Wahlström ([48], 142–150) illustrates how letting the children eat lunch in single-

sex units facilitated the practising of skills least used by boys and girls, respectively.

Film footage had shown a clear pattern of girls catering to the boys needs by serving

them food and handing them various things at the boys’ beck and call, the call mostly

consisting of a monosyllabic utterance, ‘‘öh’’. When organised into single-sex groups

at different tables the staff focused on different things for the girls and boys: whereas

the girls needed to practise a positive self-image, learning to act on their own wishes,

viewing differences positively and showing a sense of humour, boys needed to

practise a positive self-image and being helpful, being considerate to others,

following set rules, waiting their turn and using their verbal skills ([48], 144).

Following a period of filming the interaction of the staff and children, many

projects set out to plan pre-school activities and settings to encourage both girls and

boys to develop those traits that were least developed in each one. Hence the term

compensatory pedagogy, i.e., girls learn traits least common in girls (declaring their

views and requests, being proud of themselves and their own views, helping

themselves to things they want, daring to fail, daring to show anger, developing

their experimenting skills) and boys learn traits least common in boys (such as

cooperating, listening to others, showing respect, learning to wait their turn, verbal

abilities in general, verbalising emotions), thereby compensating for what they don’t

already have and so widening their gender roles. Often, this meant teaching the boys

to be more verbally communicative and caring, whilst encouraging girls to speak up

for themselves and claim space, thereby evening out the gender gaps and widening

the roles of all the children ([4], 50, [48], 138–141).

There were some concrete measures adopted in order to facilitate the gender

pedagogy aim. In some places the projects involved removing some of the gender

specific toys, such as dolls and cars, while focusing instead on more gender neutral

items such as jigsaws and painting material [35, 42, 48]. Another strategy was to set

up various play stations and have the children rotating between these stations at

regular intervals in order to give everyone the chance to use the various resources at

the pre-school; The footage at one particular pre-school often showed a small group

of boys claiming specific items for themselves, at the expense of the other children

([48], 185–189). But like many other measures to counter gender stereotypes, the

setting up of various play stations requires monitoring and follow-ups to ensure this

does not return the pre-school children into old gender stereotypes albeit manifested

differently.

One method suggested by [42], 121 is to invite men and women who have jobs

not usually associated with their gender, such as a female pilot or a male horse carer,

to visit the pre-school and talk about their work.
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Elvin-Nowak and Thomsson ([8], 247–248) suggest reading stories to children

with swapped gender roles where for example the beautiful prince is saved by the

brave princess, an approach practised by Davis [5].

The debate on gender in pre-schools also brought to light the fact that while boys

have a name for their private parts (in Swedish, snopp), no female equivalent

existed. This creates tension and taboo around female private parts, tension and

taboo which do not exist for males. In 2001, Anna Kosztovics at the RFSU, the

Swedish Association for Sexuality Education, launched the word snippa to denote

the female private part and in 2006, the word was included in the Swedish Academy

wordlist (in Swedish, Svenska akademiens ordlista) [36].

Working with gender issues sometimes went beyond the immediate pre-school

setting. Stereotypical gender roles incorporate views on parents’ responsibility,

notably mothers’ responsibility, for their children, that is to say it is often the mother

who is contacted if the pre-school needs to get in touch with parents ([11], 152, [8],

242), thus reproducing the stereotypic view that childcare is mostly or solely the

mother’s responsibility. Some pre-schools therefore made a point of keeping in

touch with both mothers and fathers regarding the children, in an attempt to break

the pattern of just keeping in touch with the mothers ([46], 123).

Insights Gained

Kajsa Wahlström, head of the pre-schools in Gävle where gender pedagogy was

developed between 1996 and 2000, says that broadening gender roles among pre-

school children was most difficult with those girls who had held the most

subordinate roles, the most quiet girls. In order to broaden their gender roles, girls

have to learn to appreciate themselves and each other. This is a much more difficult

starting point than to get boys, already starting from a superior starting point, to

broaden their gender roles ([48], 176–177).

Gender pedagogy projects have not received positive responses but have also

been met with suspicion and resentment, both among parents and pre-school staff.

Some parents show concern, and in particular much concern is focused on the

welfare, sexuality and future of the boys ([32], 32, [44], 56, [1], 20, [16], 23, 27,

[46], 69, 122, 161, 200, [13], 19, 32, 39, 42, 46, 50, [19], 17, 19, 25, [25]). The fact

that widening gender roles for boys is much more controversial than widening

gender roles for girls has to do with the male-as-norm in society which implies that

whereas females may adopt male gender traits and activities and thus conform to the

male norm, males cannot adopt female gender traits and activities and thus diverge

from the male norm ([42], 62, [25]). In this context it is important to remember that

parents are not the ones deciding whether pre-schools should work with gender

issues, but rather pre-schools have an obligation to work towards gender equity,

according to various laws and regulations ([46], 120, 122). These laws and

regulations include the Discrimination Act [17] and the first pre-school curriculum

from 1998 (in Swedish, Lpfö 98).

Wahlström ([48], 79) notes that breaking rules is something often associated with

being male. Could it be that adults socialise boys into being unruly because this is
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regarded as a sign of strength and initiative ([48], 66)? A potential downside of this

association of unruliness with the male gender role is that boys often receive

negative feedback. Wahlström ([48], 124) poses the question whether boys receive

reprimands for other people’s ill-deeds as well as their own.

The work with gender issues also unveiled the fact that many children grow up in

families not consisting of a heterosexual mother and father, but either in families

with only one parent or with lesbian or gay parents ([46], 123). It is estimated that

around 40,000 children in Sweden grow up with lesbian or gay parents ([46], 162).

It has been noted that not all municipalities are actively endorsing gender equity

goals, for example by arguing that they have already achieved gender equity or that

they lack time, assigning a low priority to gender equity measures in pre-schools

etc., [16]. In some places, parents or staff express eagerness that their pre-school

start working with gender issues, highlighting this work is still not in place

everywhere ([44], 57, [46], 84). Also, a report by the Swedish National Agency for

Education notes that regarding further education for pre-school teachers, gender role

issues rank as the last but two out of the 19 listed areas of priority ([41], 94).

Regarding the Call for More Males in Pre-Schools

It is sometimes mentioned that more male staff in pre-schools would increase

gender equity ([46], 52), a common argument being that children need male as well

as female role models ([4], 24, 47). However, it has been noted by for example

Rithander ([37], 87) that more men working in pre-schools will not automatically

increase gender equity. Male staff will have to contribute in terms of widened

gender role models rather than traditional masculinity or they will decrease, rather

than increase, gender equity ([51], 22) and this source is also quoted by ([38], 113,

[33], 20 and [18], 20–21, [44], 41, [16], 17, 24, 28, [46], 56).

Hence, an even distribution of female and male staff in educational settings is not

an objective per se, according to the Swedish model. The objective is to eliminate

gender stereotypes and widen gender roles among children.

Male pre-school staff, too, seem keen to emphasise their pedagogical skills rather

than the fact that they are men when discussing their work [26, 27].

The Road Ahead

Results from all gender pedagogy projects indicate that the work of eliminating

gender stereotypes has only just begun. Although much has been achieved, a lot still

remains to be done, and Sweden has a long way to go if it is to eliminate gender

stereotypes and allow all people to act within the full spectrum that is neither male

nor female, but simply a holistic human.

However, it appears the gender pedagogy projects have had some effects, judging

by an article in a Swedish newspaper [24]. There, two of the former pre-school

children from the Tittmyran pre-school, now in their teens, explain some of their

experiences from their pre-school years. The girl points out that girls who have
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attended the gender pedagogy pre-schools demonstrated more assertiveness than

other girls, while the boy feels less prejudiced against gender untypical behavior.

The gender pedagogy projects also note changes in children, such as girls being

better at helping themselves to what they want ([4], 64).

Also, it seems the gender pedagogy projects have raised the awareness of gender

issues in general and gender stereotypes in particular among the people participating

in the projects. And with gender equity issues being a matter of awareness ([42], 33,

[14], 3), this is a vital step in the right direction. Many people involved in the gender

pedagogy projects have spoken of their gained knowledge in metaphorical terms,

saying they have put on their gender glasses (in Swedish, genusglasögon/

jämställdhetsglasögon), meaning they see the world around them through a filter

of gender awareness ([4], 35, [44], 14, [1], 16, 19, 21, 22, [46], 58, 59, 95, 130, [13],

7, 19, 20, 24, 25, 43, 64, 66, 67, 81).

Several books on gender and education have been published in recent years (see

for example [2, 9, 14, 15, 20–22, 29, 30, 34, 42, 43, 48]. Also, gender pedagogy

projects have attracted some media attention; A free-text search for articles

containing the word ‘‘genuspedagogik’’ (the Swedish word for gender pedagogy)

between 1996 and 2008 in the newspaper article databases Artikelsök, Mediearkivet
and Presstext generates 13, 78 and 37 hits, respectively. University courses on

gender and education are organised (at Stockholms University, Umeå University

and Växjö University). These facts all suggest that the topic of gender pedagogy has

not lost momentum since the gender pedagogy projects were evaluated in the second

official report from the Delegation for gender equity in pre-schools [46].

But the second official report from the Delegation for gender equity in pre-

schools [46] reiterates the need to proceed with gender pedagogy, maintaining the

official Swedish view that gender roles are mostly the effect of socialisation

processes throughout life.

One hurdle, as noted by some ([35], [46], 305–306) is that although pre-schools,

however aptly they apply gender pedagogy while the children are in their care,

cannot account for the gender stereotypes reproduced by other parts of society (for

example family and friends, schools, media) and so may face the difficult task of

implementing a gender neutral approach that may be either resisted or even opposed

by much of society. The sometimes stereotypical gender roles of pre-school staff

([4], 29, 49, [42], 9, [48], 56, 57) and parents ([32], 32, [44], 56, [16], 23, 27, [46],

69, 122, 161, 200, [19], 17, 19, 25) as well as other adults in society generates the

question of how to widen children’s gender roles with a sustainable result while

adults remain limited in their gender roles.

And maybe this is the ultimate challenge of any gender pedagogy project: given

the discovery of how adults treat boys and girls differently and also how adults have

different expectations for boys and girls, and considering the fact that the

development of stereotyped gender roles is shaped partly in child-adult interaction

(for example between pre-school staff and children), the pre-school gender

pedagogy projects seem to be faced with something of a catch 22—gender equity

projects aimed at educational settings have partly come about as a result of the

limited success of adult gender equity projects. But how can children be expected to
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change their stereotyped gender behavior if the adults around them cannot do the

same?
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förskolan, Lpfö 98. Available from: http://www.skolverket.se/skolfs?id=572 (Accessed 1 Jan 2009).

46. Utbildningsdepartementet (The Swedish Ministry of Education and Research) (2006b). Jämställdhet i
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