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Abstract
Recent study on gender representation in children’s literature has focused on the representations themselves, while there is 
less research regarding how children talk about these depictions in texts. Our work, a qualitative study of how kindergarten-
aged children discuss gender during picture book read-alouds, examined how children drew on the social binary of boy/girl 
as they made sense of the human and non-human characters’ identities. The study looked at how children responded to ques-
tions about gender across both ambiguously-gendered characters and texts where gender norms were deliberately questioned. 
The findings expressed in this paper provide insight into how students’ previous experiences, along with classroom norms 
and text choice, influence student response. Specifically, we found that children drew on similar social norms and gendered 
expectations across all character types, demonstrating the importance of these societal categories on their comprehension of 
texts and on their sense-making of their lives and classrooms. The paper ends with implications for early childhood educa-
tors in allowing for more diverse representations when selecting texts and deliberate listening to student conversations to 
recognize how young learners perceive gender and identity.
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Introduction

“There’s no such thing as a girl thing or a boy thing.”
-Janine,1 Age 5

The above quote was uttered by a kindergartner during 
a discussion of which toys are appropriate for children to 
play with. These words echo the sentiment spoken by many 
children in early elementary settings: that individuals can 
participate in whatever activities they choose, dress how-
ever they feel comfortable, and identify in ways that they 
feel authentic to themselves. Despite these expressions of 
equity and inclusion, the reality is that, under the surface, 
students’ perceptions and actions demonstrate a real and 
maintained systemic adherence to gender binaries (boy/
girl, male/female). While children often know what they are 

‘supposed to’ say, school spaces often maintain the gender 
norms of either/or identities—in bathrooms, classrooms, and 
hallways—to the detriment of children whose identities do 
not match these expectations (Drake et al. 2003). In many 
spaces, society embraces a wider range of gendered identi-
ties, how individuals present and describe their own sense of 
gender; therefore it is critical that the field of early childhood 
education also openly embrace these contexts in order to 
make schools safe and inclusive to all students.

For many years, the use of the term ‘gender’ was synony-
mous with biological sex (Francis and Paechter 2015); this 
trend created a widely-accepted social understanding that 
there are boy things and girl things, and that all students 
must fall into one of those categories, or boxes. Through 
socialization through media and home life experiences, 
young children enter school spaces with this binary in mind. 
The choices that educators make during day-to-day activities 
such as play and instruction, can lead to either maintain this 
view of gender, or push towards a more nuanced understand-
ing of identity. As one of the goals of early childhood educa-
tion is to support students’ developing social and emotional 
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awareness, issues of gender and acceptance are critical ones 
to address in these early school years.

Given the wide public discourse around gender in the 
United States, it is unsurprising that children come in with 
some knowledge of these topics or debates. In this study of 
children’s talk about gender representation in picture books, 
participants frequently cited this openness of identity by 
pointing out that there were no such things as girl things or 
boy things, and individuals had freedom of choice. How-
ever, when referring to texts such as books, movies, and 
other media, students referred to the social binary of boy/
girl. As we explored how students frequently talk about gen-
der in picture books where the characters were presented as 
ambiguous2 or performing against this supposed binary, we 
began to question whether student responses and justifica-
tion of claims changed when the characters were other than 
human—such as an anthropomorphized animal or object 
(what we refer to broadly as “non-human” in this paper). 
This study analyzed the reasoning behind student claims and 
assignment of gender based upon character type to better 
understand responses across human/nonhuman. This analy-
sis is guided by the following question:

• What evidence do young children draw on across char-
acter types, human versus non-human, when discussing 
gender in picture book representations?

Our findings indicate that children utilize similar mean-
ing making strategies regardless of character type focusing 
primarily on what could be seen in the illustrations more 
than the words contained in the text. These findings have 
significant implications for how educators might use texts 
with both human and anthropomorphized characters to open 
up discussions of gender diversity and expression in early 
childhood educational contexts and gain a clearer insight as 
to how student reasoning has been informed.

Previous Research

Recent studies that have focused of gender in children’s 
picture books have looked specifically at bias and inequali-
ties of representation within those texts towards a binary 
of male/female, boy/girl, and so on (Crisp and Hiller 2011; 

Mattix and Sobolak 2014). These works have shown that 
not only are there more male protagonists in high-quality 
children’s picture books, but those characters are given more 
interesting things to do than female or non-binary charac-
ters. Male gendered characters are permitted to solve their 
own problems, explore, and engage in adventurous activi-
ties. Female gendered characters are rarely the center of the 
narrative in these texts and are most frequently relegated to 
activities that maintain a binaried understanding of gender, 
where females are considered weaker, and not capable of 
performing such tasks, or given the opportunity to explore 
their own world. These studies focused on the content of 
these texts by looking specifically at surface level interpreta-
tions of the words and pictures. Very few studies exist which 
attempt to understand how early childhood students identify, 
problematize, and discuss gender in regard to representation. 
The larger study which this analysis is drawn from attempts 
to uncover and understand student talk about gender, perfor-
mance, conformity and non-conformity.

Before students begin formal schooling, they are pre-
sented with representations of what it means to be a boy 
and girl, which can be understood as very specific fea-
tures of masculinity and femininity (Blaise 2012; Crisp 
and Hiller 2011; Dutro 2016; Ryan et al. 2013; Smulders 
2015). Through media, family interactions, and reinforced 
through constant reproductions of these performances in 
social settings, young children are given messages on what 
is appropriate for individuals of specific genders, while per-
formances outside of these norms are often times considered 
rare, or even unfavorable. When students enter instructional 
settings, schools act as sites of reproduction in the way that 
teachers and administrators divide up play time materials, 
recess activities, and in responses to instructional inquiries 
(Sadker et al. 2009).

These perspectives are easily maintained as children tend 
to focus on what is real and concrete to them (Oakhill and 
Cain 2007). When understandings of what it means to be a 
boy and a girl are perpetuated through words and actions 
of peers, teachers, parents, and school personnel, students 
internalize and incorporate these ways of being into under-
standing as they are familiar to the students as being some-
thing they can recognize and accept. When other ways of 
performing gender are only talked about and not displayed 
in realistic, meaningful ways, then students will have a more 
difficult time of accepting these constructs. Because students 
are able to better internalize contexts with which they are 
already familiar, the binary is more readily maintained when 
texts, such as picture books, continue to portray gender iden-
tity as falling on either side of the supposed binary of boy 
things, and girl things. Texts that portray multiple ways of 
representing gender can allow students the opportunity to 
not only view other perspectives but allow for an opportunity 
to question previously held assumptions.

2 Books were determined to have ‘ambiguous’ characters when the 
character was not directly identified with names, pronouns, or other 
specific information. For example, in the text Owl Moon (Yolen 
1987), the character acts as the narrator for the story and refers to 
themselves in the first person. The character is not given a gender 
in the text as pronouns such as he/she are absent. We cite this as an 
example of an ambiguous character as the gender of the character is 
not important directly referenced within the plot of the story.
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Picture books specifically provide a unique opportunity in 
student’s lives to act as windows, mirror, and/or sliding glass 
doors (Bishop 1990) from which to view their own lived 
experiences, and those of others. More simply put, texts 
can act as a mirror from which students can see a reflection 
of their lives. The characters may look and talk like them, 
have similar experiences and family structures. The lives of 
the students are reinforced in these contexts. However, this 
metaphor assumes that the reflected identity fits the view 
comfortably; in other words, for children with fluid gender 
identities, these ‘mirror texts’ might feel more like fun-house 
mirrors, where the perception of their reality is stretched 
or altered to match the status quo rather than representing 
them as they see themselves. When acting as a window, chil-
dren’s literature allows individuals to look at the lives and 
experiences of others who may be different from them in 
simple ways, such as activities and family structures, to more 
complex instances such as language, socioeconomic status, 
or gender representation and performance. This metaphor 
implies that the student is able to comfortably remain in their 
own experiences without needing to question and remove 
themselves from their comfort zone. The most productive 
piece of this metaphor presented by Bishop is literature act-
ing as a sliding glass door. While similar to a window in that 
a student may look upon other experiences and contexts, a 
sliding door would allow the student to move freely between 
their experiences and those of others. It is the intent of this 
metaphor that by moving between understandings, students 
will better understand the lives of others, thus creating a 
more robust and dynamic understanding of race, class, gen-
der, and experience. Through exposure to different contexts 
through read alouds, students will be able to better under-
stand experiences outside of former ways of knowing, both 
ones they can witness, and others they be experiencing for 
the first time. These texts can allow students to see individu-
als that may appear to be different due to social markers such 
as an opposing gender, but will then allow the individual to 
make connections along similar features of their lives that 
were not as explicitly known on the surface. Early child-
hood students will not be able to make these connections on 
their own, but need the opportunity to see others in contexts 
similar to their own.

Methodology

Participants

The larger study from which this analysis was drawn aimed 
to uncover how students talked about gender when the iden-
tity was not made clear by the characters, authors, or illustra-
tors (Jacobs and Hill in press). Read alouds were conducted 
that took on an interactive theme that allowed students to 

engage in the conversation more openly than a traditional 
read aloud (Hoffman 2011; Sipe 2002, 2008). These liter-
acy-based activities were conducted by the authors in the 
two kindergarten classrooms of a school in the Rust Belt 
region of the United States, using the methods and style 
of read alouds already familiar to the student participants. 
The school in which this study was conducted is a self-
described progressive K-8 school. Twenty-four students 
were in each classroom and understood gender to be boy/
girl as reported by the teachers. While our study revealed 
that some students were somewhat aware of gender variety, 
especially the idea of transgender, as discovered by students 
raising this topic during introductory activities, there was 
still a shared idea that eventually all people fit into either 
a male or female categorization. In Classroom A, 10 students 
identified as boys, and 14 as girls, while Classroom B had 
an even split at 12. The children’s reported gender identities 
were shared by teachers and families. While there were a 
range of racial identities, the majority of the children were 
White and almost all spoke English as their first language at 
home. Socioeconomic status was not collected as it was not 
directly relevant to this study.

Data Collection

The read alouds were conducted in both whole group, and 
small group settings. The students participated in a whole 
group reading at the beginning and end of the study, while 
also participating in up to four small group activities through 
the duration. The small groups included 6–8 students and 
were created by the classroom teachers. Prior to the offi-
cial study, Author 2 was a regular visitor in the classroom, 
observing instruction and often engaging with students and 
teachers during instructional time. The study was conducted 
late in the school year, so we the authors deferred many 
decisions, such as group size and student placement, to the 
teachers as they had many months of experience with the 
students. In addition, the read aloud style was conducted to 
mirror what the classroom teachers do during literacy events 
(determined by observation of daily classroom interactions), 
and also following Sipe and Brightman’s (2009) protocols 
for conducting read-aloud research, which included allow-
ing students to participate as they felt comfortable doing so, 
and foregoing some normal classroom requirements, such 
as raising their hands and remaining seated. Students were 
permitted to call out, discuss with peers, and approach the 
book to respond naturally within the literacy event, and also 
when responding to researcher inquiry and request. This was 
done in an effort to preserve student interest and excitement, 
while honoring their early age and development.

Prior to starting the read aloud sessions, students were 
informed that there was going to be a specific focus on think-
ing about whether characters were boys or girls or ‘not sure’, 
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if the students were unable to assign an identity. This verbi-
age was used in response to the reporting of the classroom 
teacher that this was how the students had previously talked 
about gender in the classroom, as boy things and girl things. 
Students were also aware that we would be relying on their 
perceptions and understandings, and that the they would 
have the opportunity to discuss their thoughts and ideas 
during extended discussion sections. This was explained 
to the students so as to engage their thinking towards the 
overall goal of the read aloud task. It was believed by the 
authors that in doing so, students would be better prepared 
to talk about the subject matter allowing for more authentic 
responses.

Two rounds of texts were utilized in an effort to broaden 
the insight and perspectives of the students. The first set of 
texts were chosen as high-quality texts, using the selection 
as a Caldecott Award as our criteria. Specifically we then 
narrowed to texts whose main characters were ambiguous 
or ungendered (Crisp and Hiller 2011). These books were 
used to gauge how students identified and talked about gen-
der when textual and illustrative clues were not present. 
Owl Moon (Yolen 1987) was read to the students in a whole 
group setting to introduce the activity and the overall study. 
My Friend Rabbit (Rohmann 2002) and The House in the 
Night (Swanson 2008) were both read in small groups. As 
described above, these read alouds occurred in smaller, more 
intimate settings where students had a greater opportunity 
to respond without the distraction and possibility of being 
overlooked in a whole class event.

The second set of texts, many of which were also Calde-
cott Award winners, were chosen for narratives that deliber-
ately disrupted the boy/girl, male/female binary or addressed 
gender identity and representation specifically. These books 
were chosen to better understand how students addressed 
performance and identity when it was in conflict with their 
previous understandings as reported by the classroom teach-
ers and staff. The texts included You Forgot Your Skirt Ame-
lia Bloomer (Corey and Karlovitz 2000), William’s Doll 
(Zolotow 1972), My Princess Boy (Kilodavis 2011), The 
Worst Princess (Kemp 2012), Dogs Don’t Do Ballet (Kemp 
2010) and Roland Humphrey is Wearing a What (Kiernan-
Johnson 2012). All of the stories were read in small group 
settings, while Oliver Button is a Sissy (DePaola 1979) was 
read in large groups as a culminating activity toward the end 
of the data collection period.

Data Analysis

All read aloud sessions occurred in the spring of 2017 towards 
the end of the students’ school year and were audio recorded 
and transcribed by the authors. The documents were then 
uploaded into NVivo software and coded with an explicit 
focus on times when gender was discussed. We analyzed for 

themes that emerged from the data around children’s percep-
tions of gender, what aspects of the picture books they drew 
most heavily on for their understandings of characters’ gender, 
and on which conversations seemed to most promote gender 
equity and acceptance into the classroom. These findings were 
shared with the classroom teachers and the parents to foster 
an ongoing discussion regarding these topics in the classroom 
and the children’s homes.

We began with a priori codes based on our research ques-
tions and objectives and then did a cross-comparison analysis 
of the data to look for emic themes that emerged from the stu-
dents themselves. Transcripts were coded by each author inde-
pendently, the results of which were then compared between 
the two to ensure reliability in coding methodologies. Coding 
units (Miles et al. 2014) were then determined based on con-
tent analysis (Saldana 2016; Strauss and Corbin 1997). From 
these units, the codes found in Table 1 below show how con-
versations about gender identity and performance were framed 
during student led discussions, as well as through researcher 
guided prompts.

From this large-scale initial analysis (Jacobs and Hill in 
press), it was determined that students rely on social norms, 
binary, and stereotypes that authors and illustrators often 
employ for representing gender. These include the clothes that 
characters wear, the colors in which they are adorned, as well 
as the physical features of a character (Physical features: 31% 
of all visual codes; Clothing: 12% of all visual codes; Colors: 
5% of all visual codes). It is also evident through this coding 
that the visual clues presented through the illustrations were 
more valuable to student understanding that the written text 
which was read aloud to the students.

For this article, we looked specifically at the ways students 
engaged in talk when the characters were human versus non-
human, such as anthropomorphized animals and celestial bod-
ies. The goal was to determine what similarities and/or differ-
ences may occur when the portrayal of the character changes 
from depictions that are typically gendered, to those characters 
that are not typically given a gendered identity. The data was 
pulled from the above coding system and sorted into the cat-
egories of human or non-human during this stage of analysis. 
We then completed another round of coding in which we spe-
cifically looked at the ways in which the children’s responses 
to human/non-human characters varied in terms of how they 
interpreted their gendered identities. Specifically, we were 
curious as to whether or not non-human characters allowed 
for a wider range of perceived gender representation.

Findings

Differences in Character Types

For the purposes of this article, we analyzed the utterances 
of gender into the categories of human and non-human. 



97Early Childhood Education Journal (2020) 48:93–102 

1 3

Human was defined as characters who were children or 
adults and presented in a way that is familiar to most chil-
dren’s lived experiences, such as depictions of home life, 
engaging in play with other characters, wearing clothes, and 
attending school to name a few examples. Non-human char-
acters were those instances when an animal, such as Rabbit 
and Mouse in My Friend Rabbit (Rohmann 2002) performed 
typically human traits of playing with toys, celebrating a 
special event, and problem solving. This label was also 
attached when animals were depicted performing in typical 
ways to their species, such as a cat caring for kittens, as was 
seen in The House in the Night (Swanson 2008). Within this 
same text, the sun and the moon were depicted as having 

human faces, which the students noticed and commented on 
regarding whether they thought it was a boy or a girl. While 
it is unknown if the author and illustrator intended to gender 
these portrayals, the students, having engaged in similar dis-
cussions for a number of sessions, assigned representation 
in those instances.

Once the utterances were separated by character type, 
the codes were then re-evaluated to determine how students 
discussed the gender and the associated performances of an 
assumed gender identity. Table 2 below displays the data 
across character types, specifically noting that the codes 
Physical Attributes, Social Constructs, and References to 

Table 1  Topic units during gendered read aloud sessions

Prompting from the authors was centered specifically on representations of gender, as described above, but were framed in such a way that stu-
dents were asked how they came to their conclusions such as, A2: “You said boy, what in the words or pictures made you think boy?” “What 
about the character’s hair made you say it was a girl?”

Code Utterances Frequency 
of total 
codes

Example

Books as having their own references
 Reference to conventions 37 10% Child: “Usually, um, in books, um, boys don’t have eyelashes, because you don’t see 

them.”
 Reference to illustrations 59 17% Child: “…or maybe the author didn’t know how to draw boy, that, things that boys wear 

to ballet.”
 Reference to text 21 6% Child: “The grown up is definitely a boy…because they keep saying ‘Pa’”
 Color 21 6% Curtis: “Um, I think…that the person was a girl, like with like yellow, um, um, colors and 

scarf and hats, I think that’s a girl and…that one’s a boy because, because like, girls use 
yellow and boys use red.”

 Clothing 37 10% Hadley: “Because she has a pink dress on, and boys don’t wear dresses.”
 Personal connection 40 11% Mica: “…my cousin likes all the colors of the rainbow and so do I, so it just means some-

body should like something or not, there is no such thing in the world of a girl thing or 
a boy thing.”

 Physical attributes 57 16% Child: “Um…usually girls have longer hair and she has longer hair.”
 Social constructs 85 24% Child: “He’s exploring so he might be, like, a boy, cause if he is, like maybe it’s, like 

because if your job is to be an explorer, it’s more men than women, but there are some 
women.”

Total 357 100%

Table 2  Utterances by character 
type

Human Frequency of 
human codes

Non-human Frequency of 
non-human 
codes

Number of 
utterances

Number of utterances

Books as having their own references
 References to conventions 28 10% 9 11%
 References to illustrations 43 16% 16 19%
 References to text 12 4% 9 11%
 Color 15 5% 6 7%
 Clothing 32 12% 5 6%
 Personal connection 32 12% 8 10%
 Physical attributes 43 16% 14 17%
 Social constructs 69 25% 16 19%

Total 274 83
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Illustrations as the three most commonly used codes for 
utterances about gender.

Upon analysis and discussion by the research team, two 
major findings were determined from this information. 
First, students relied heavily upon social norms and previ-
ous understandings of what are boy things and girl things, 
regardless of character type. As elaborated upon below, 
students discussed their perceptions of a character’s gen-
der using similar evidence regardless if the portrayal is a 
child engaging in an outdoor activity with an adult, or a dog 
performing the final number in a ballet performance. The 
second finding directly relates to instruction, and the under-
standing that even when characters are presented without 
an assigned gender, students will engage in these conversa-
tions and focus on these identities as a way to make sense 
of the text.

Similarities Across Character Types

From this data, it can be determined that students rely on 
similar features of illustrated texts when assigning, ration-
alizing, and discussing gender and performance amongst 
the characters, regardless of type. Under the code Physical 
Attributes, for a human character, Sorrell elaborated, “So, 
what I was gonna say, was, not I actually think that her, um, 
this one’s the mom and this one’s the dad, and this one’s 
the little boy, because, um, now you can see them better.” 
Similarly, a child responding to My Friend Rabbit (Rohm-
ann 2002) stated, “Um, because boy, um, um, because the 
Mouse, um the Mouse is, um, looks like a boy.” In both of 
these instances the characters were portrayed in ways that 
physically prompted the students to believe that they were 
male gendered. This was exemplified by pointing out while 
they knew boys who had long hair, it was usual for girls to 
have hair styles that were longer than males. In addition, dur-
ing Owl Moon (Yolen 1987), students noted that girls tend to 
have paler faces, while boys are shown with having darker 
complexions. Other factors such as clothing or colors used 
for depictions were coded under those specific categories.

When discussing the Social Constructs that inform stu-
dents notions of gender and performance during a read 
aloud of Dogs Don’t Do Ballet (Kemp 2010), a student com-
mented, “Boys can wear tutus, but it’s usually only girls 
usually do it”. This was in direct reference to depictions of 
young children in a ballet class. When talking about Biff, 
the dog who wants to perform in a ballet, another child 
responded, “Well, boys can do ballet, like maybe it’s a girl.” 
In both these utterances, students acknowledge that males 
and boys can participate in ballet, but typically it’s only 
females who do so, and adhere to very specific standards of 
dress. These understandings did not vary between character 

types and were justifications for both human and non-human 
portrayals.

The code References to Illustrations was applied to utter-
ances that were speaking directly to narrative features of the 
illustrations in the text. When the pictures added something 
to the understanding of the story, the students discussed the 
events that were being depicted. This code was used when 
students discussed multiple features of the illustrations, such 
as clothing and color rather than pointing them out individu-
ally. During the whole group reading of Owl Moon (Yolen 
1987), Curtis pointed out, “…that the person was a girl, 
like with like yellow…colors and scarf and hats, and I think 
that’s a girl…that one’s a boy because, because like, girls use 
yellow and boys use red.” Later in that same text, Jody com-
mented on the body posture of the human character by stat-
ing, “…I know it’s a girl because she bend [sic] down and 
put her hands together.” In these instances, multiple features 
informed their assignment of a gender that were depicted in 
the illustrative narrative put forth by the text.

These types of responses allow educators to see what sto-
ries a picture can tell, or what is missing if the visual is not 
enough. One student commented on the lack of visual fea-
tures necessary for them to make a claim to the gender of a 
non-human character. While participating in a read aloud of 
My Friend Rabbit (Rohmann 2002) the following exchange 
occurred between the students and one of the authors:

Child: “We can’t tell because they don’t have clothes.”
A2: “Interesting. If they had clothes on would it be 
easier to tell if they were boys and girls?”
Multiple Children: “Yeah.”
Child: “Yeah cause of the colors and stuff.”

In this instance there was not enough information, either 
in the illustrations or the text for the students to adequately 
discuss the gender of the character thus adding to the finding 
that students rely heavily on social constructs and previous 
ways of knowing and talking about gender. Importantly, it 
was not the fact that the character was a mouse that seemed 
to disrupt the child’s certainty, but rather the lack of gender-
identified clothing and/or colors.

The code of ‘Social Constructs’ was the most frequently 
used justification for students in this study. We believe that 
this is the most powerful factor in reasoning for the stu-
dents, regardless of the character type. This reaffirms our 
stance referred throughout, that students’ prior knowledge 
and home lives have a deep and lasting impact on under-
standings of gender and performance, which are then used 
as justifications when texts are ambiguous, or characters 
perform against the supposed binary. With the students not 
differentiating their responses regardless of character type, 
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this provides for a wide range of implications that can influ-
ence instruction and read alouds.

The Reliance on Gender as a Meaning Making Tool

Read alouds can be a tool to rethink bias and social norms 
that students may enter school with. This study showed that 
through this literacy activity, young children felt comfortable 
discussing their own perspective on gender, by referring to 
previously held understandings of constructions of identity 
and performance learned outside of the school space. Dur-
ing a small group read aloud of The Worst Princess (Kemp 
2012), one of the participants recalled previous information 
by stating, “Because most prince, a prince means it’s a boy.” 
Almost immediately after, another student replied, “If it’s 
princess, that means it’s a girl.” We had not discussed with 
the students the labels of prince and princess during previ-
ous read aloud sessions, therefore the students used these 
literary elements to build their gendered knowledge about 
the characters.

By engaging in talk surrounding a topic through a piece 
of literature, students are given the opportunity to question 
previously held assumptions and hear the perspectives of 
peers who may hold different views of the world. Engaging 
in talk surrounding literature is one of the most effective 
ways for students to approach topics of gender, performance, 
race, and class (Brooks and Browne 2012). Through the 
guidance of a trusted adult or peer, students can be given 
the opportunity to talk through various contexts. Returning 
to The Worst Princess (Kemp 2012), one student offered that 
the dragon could not be female because girl dragons do not 
breathe smoke. This notion is rooted in the social construct 
that females are more delicate and could not possibly par-
ticipate in such a brutish activity. However, before the author 
could respond, another student chimed in that, “girl dragons 
can breathe fire, too.” Through the event of the read aloud, 
a student presented a gendered notion of performance while 
another refuted that point, opening opportunities to question 
these assumptions.

This process not only allows students to be exposed to 
new perspectives, but it is also an opportunity for students 
to question their own understandings. Through the act of the 
read aloud, with careful questioning, students can begin to 
uncover where those understandings have originated from. 
While listening to a story about Biff the dog and his desire to 
do ballet (Kemp 2010), many students compared the charac-
ters as they were portrayed in the illustrations, to their own 
pets, or other animals they have come into contact with. 
Making these connections to their personal lives, shows that 
a student’s understanding of gender and performance can be 
related to their experiences and how they came to these per-
spectives. For many children, these connections are crafted 
in the home during the developmental years as they have 

ample exposure to family beliefs and norms. Children can 
then begin to identify these points as being unique to their 
family and themselves, while learning from peers and adults 
that not everyone may hold the same set of values. Read 
alouds provide for a safe space through which to engage 
these differences without fear of criticism or punishment 
due to differing points of view.

Another outcome from this study was the impossibil-
ity of avoiding gender when young children are engaged 
in read alouds of picture books; specifically, how students 
assign and assume gendered identities even on characters 
who could be assumed to be agendered such as animals or 
anthropomorphized objects. While the goal of the study was 
to determine and include student voice and perspectives 
pertaining to gender of characters in picture books, what 
was not anticipated was how the students assigned these 
same understandings when the conversations were directed 
elsewhere. During observed play time prior to the start of 
and throughout the data collection process, students began 
talking about certain toys, such as trucks and blocks having 
a gender, as well as art supplies and other classroom materi-
als. In a first pass at understanding these instances, student 
responses were credited as being an extension of the read 
aloud activities in which students had just participated. How-
ever, when the researchers returned to the classroom for a 
culminating activity months after the conclusion of the data 
collection, these behaviors still existed during structured, 
and unstructured play times. The concepts of gender and 
identity remained with the students, when the activity they 
were engaged in was not specifically attempting to under-
stand, or engage in this topic

Discussion and Implications

As the findings indicate, discussions of gender are necessary 
aspects of early childhood education, as students view char-
acters in texts as similar regardless of the portrayal as being 
human, or a non-human character. Children come to school 
spaces already deeply aware of these social norms around 
gender. Even in progressive spaces, where children might 
be exposed to and speak more openly of gender diversity, 
the pervasive social narratives of the supposed binary still 
exist. In general, educators will be unable to avoid discus-
sions of gender that occur in the classroom and instructional 
spaces. As found through this study, gender is something 
that exists for students that is not constrained to understand-
ings of human existence. Early childhood learners believe 
animals, anthropomorphized objects, and everyday items 
have a gender than can be identified by specific features and 
ways of being. In children’s literature, even if the characters 
are ungendered or ambiguous, students still tend to ascribe 
human characteristics. It is the belief of the authors that this 
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was done to create an understanding of a text, through the 
lived experience of the individual in a familiar way, through 
classifying individuals by their characteristics. What these 
characteristics say about an identity, is what the larger pro-
ject from which this analysis stemmed and attempted to 
uncover.

Conversely, books in which ambiguously gendered ani-
mals or other objects are central characters can be utilized 
to get at these deeper meanings of gender and performance. 
Educators who are interested in uncovering student perspec-
tives and understanding of previously held notions of gen-
der, can implement these texts with ambiguous characters, 
in classroom instruction. This is in part because in these 
portrayals, the justification for claims must be made clearer 
than when a gendered character is presented. When students 
make claims, the evidence they provide can lead to deeper 
insights on the messages that society, school, and home 
lives provide to the children. In a study conducted on stu-
dent reading experiences with A Monster Calls (Ness 2011), 
Aggleton (2017) found that when students had illustrations 
connected to the text, they considered the story in greater 
depth than those who had text only. Similarly, in read alouds 
centered on very specific topics, such as gender, students 
will have the opportunity to respond in greater detail when 
picture books are utilized over text only stories.

While we used one very specific literacy act, researcher 
guided read alouds, these discussions can be used in less 
formal ways to not only discuss gender and performance, but 
also other social issues that educators believe are important 
to question and problematize. Students are willing to iden-
tify and relate to social issues in texts, especially in picture 
books for early childhood students. By allowing students the 
opportunity to talk about these and other representations in 
real and meaningful ways, they will become more comforta-
ble identifying their own perspectives and acknowledge how 
they can be used to shape understandings of larger social 
issues. Current educational policy in American schools is 
attempting to limit the rights of those students who identify 
outside of a supposed binary that is established and main-
tained by specific, and narrow, understandings of gender and 
performance. Allowing students to read and discuss a variety 
of topics will create a sense of understanding from which to 
draw upon to enact change for those in need of these positive 
representations.

We believe that these findings also demonstrate the 
importance of educators creating a space for these types 
of discussion and reflection. One suggestion would be an 
increased representation in the texts that are utilized in both 
formal literacy instruction, as well as available for less struc-
tured, free reading time. Students should not only see them-
selves represented in the text, but also the chance to interact 
with texts and characters from a wide variety of backgrounds 
and perspectives. By being exposed to these stories, students 

will have a wider understanding of gender and performance 
and will be better able to question and problematize static, 
binary representations that pervade social discourse. Addi-
tionally, we believe it is for the benefit of the students for 
educators to listen carefully to the discussions and conver-
sations that are already occurring in school-based settings. 
In doing so, the educator is better prepared to address any 
issues of misrepresentation that may be occurring, as well as 
to establish a base from which to begin these topics when the 
time arises. Students come to school spaces with ideas and 
conceptions about gender which can act as a natural starting 
point for any discussion that may need to occur. Being aware 
of these already held understandings will naturally aid in 
furthering the conversation.

Further Research

Listening to and understanding how kindergarteners identify 
and justify gender in both human and non-human characters 
provides an understanding of how larger societal influences 
play a role in student understanding. We will move forward 
with replicating these read alouds in older grades, second 
and fourth, to determine if similarities or differences may 
exist as the students age chronologically as well as academi-
cally. In addition, there were a number of instances when 
students identified a character as having a gender but by the 
end of the read aloud, had changed their assignment. Further 
analysis into how and why these assignments changed will 
be occurring with this and other data collected across grade 
levels. Lastly, the results of this analysis and the larger study 
from which it was based, has led to a line of inquiry ques-
tioning how students would take up issues of gender identity 
and performance in these texts, if they were not explicitly 
framed as points of interest, as expressed in this study. As 
we move away from a binary construct of gender, we as 
researchers and educators must begin to question not only 
how students come to identify gender and performance, but 
the subtle nuances that can lead to a greater understanding 
of acceptance and care.

Conclusion

This study looked at young children’s talk about gender 
during read aloud sessions, where the texts specifically did 
not identify characters as having a gender or disrupted the 
social binary of male/female that many children enter school 
spaces understanding. Regardless of whether the characters 
were human or non-human, students relied heavily on social 
constructions of what gender is, or should be, based upon 
familiar markers of color, physical features, and the actions 
the characters engage in. The act of the read aloud event can 
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provide an opportunity for students and teachers to engage 
in conversations that challenge and disrupt these previously 
held understandings. But the concept of gender cannot be 
fully avoided as it is a reliable marker of identification for 
young children to make meaning within a text. More impor-
tantly, this paper uncovered the lack of representation of 
various gendered, or ungendered identities in high-quality 
children’s books.

Often times, when identities that fall outside of the gen-
dered markers of the supposed binary are present, the story 
that is being told focuses on the identity itself as the crux 
of the narrative. The character is then forced to acknowl-
edge their identity and make attempts to come to terms with 
it or seek acceptance from others. This study shows that a 
larger set of texts need to be made available so that children 
can not only see themselves in the texts, but also interact 
with stories of other students, with whom they may share 
features of identity not considered before. Movements such 
as #WeNeedDiverseBooks calls for greater representation 
in children and young adult literature and provide an entry 
point for educators into ways of accessing these materials. 
Educators can use forums and information sharing entities 
such as these to meaningfully introduce these perspectives in 
classroom settings. Students are aware of multiple identities 
and are already engaging in these conversations. Educators 
can use texts similar to those utilized in this study to gain a 
deeper understanding of where students’ perceptions of gen-
der and identity originate. By understanding how children 
identify others, a space can be created for a wider acceptance 
of all individuals and further the conversations that begin 
before students enter the classroom. Due to the nature of 
students using similar identifiers across character types, we 
can better understand student reasoning without the need 
to determine if the portrayal is influencing their decisions.
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