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To my dad for arguing against me every step of the way, even when he secretly knows that I am right.
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Foreword


by Nic and Cat, founders of the Global Equality Collective


Virginia has given a gift to all parents, and every person working with young people, who wonders how and where to begin with gender equality. What’s the gift? This book will guide you through the questions you have and the ones you were worried about asking. Virginia is the ultimate mentor – both informing and educating us on what we need to know, and what we didn’t previously when it comes to gender equality.


The ‘everyday little things’ are the driving force behind change when it comes to gender equality. Virginia not only has invited us into her world as a parent of two little humans with Childhood Unlimited, but she explores the research and lived experiences behind it too. And, as such, we are invited to sit with her and see the world through her brilliant eyes – and confront the challenges of modern parenting with her.


The little voices of ‘stereotypes’ are everywhere – they are the ones that tell us what to wear, what to say, where we feel safe to go (and when), what our families think (or should think) and what our line managers accept as ‘normal’. But the real shocker comes when, as a parent, you realize that those voices are speaking to kids too – your kids. The systemic biases are present in the aisles of our supermarkets, the advertisements on the TV, and in their nurseries and classrooms.


This book takes that voice, sizes up to it and tells it exactly where it can go.


And that is all due to the author, Virginia. As a member of our Global Equality Collective she is one of our most trusted voices and speakers. Her knowledge and sensitive understanding of all things feminist, activist and fair are second to none. And she is someone we can always call on for a belly laugh.


It is this spirit, drive and expertise that she brings to this book – and into your hands. Her love, passion and evidence-based knowledge make it all so easy and accessible. Virginia also brings together many of our Global Equality Collective members to learn with and from in this book. The result is that in reading this, you will too.


You will be taken on the entire gender equality journey, beginning by understanding why our brains are trying to make life easier with mental shortcuts, but ultimately make barriers and obstacles. You will then review the impact of gender stereotypes on our children, both from Virginia’s truths as a parent as well as the research, and plenty of ‘takeaways’ so you can act too. It will help you create your own bookshelves where you can delight in inclusive, FUN and exciting pages of equality too. Yes, it is possible!


This book will also make you watch TV and films differently, forever. The stereotypes that beam into our homes every day can jar against the messages we teach our students or what they learn at school. As Virginia details, our responsibility is to talk, explain and let our young people review what they think of this – for them to deconstruct the signified meanings and for them to be able to give a distanced reading, a confident and media - literate response to what TV teams tell them they should like.


(Nic) As the mum to boy/girl twins, I know first-hand that the gendering of toys, the choice of clothes they wear and the colours – it is all nonsensical. Toys are a way for children (and adults!) to learn through play. Research tells us that we also learn about identity, role models and stereotypes through the toys we offer to our littlest learners.


This book will teach you why this matters and what you can do next.


When it comes to understanding gender stereotyping on individuals, the research is out there, but listening to Virginia and the incredible lived experiences and voices she has captured in this book brings it all to life. She teaches us that ‘normal’ is just what you are used to. This book encapsulates everything that we know is the ‘norm’ for many households out there – and will continue ‘to be on the right side of history’.


We read a lot of books on feminism, equality and inclusion, but they can often seem overly worthy, boring and with no call to action. The opposite is true of this book.


By reading this, Virginia will also help you to explore the how, the why and the what next with some of the globe’s leading DE&I (Diversity, Equality and Inclusion) thinkers and change makers. It will also empower you to investigate and challenge your own attitudes, to shape the experiences of all around you. And YOU will be the one sizing up to that ‘voice’ in the future, as will your kids too.


Go get them!


We thank you Virginia for bringing to life this incredible library of advice, life and love.


Nic and Cat
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About me and about this book




When my father-in-law was reading the beta version of this book to give me feedback, he told me he was surprised that I mentioned that I wanted to change the world with my books:




But I do want to change the world, Malachy.


Do you think you can change the world with your books?


Yes. I do.


You can’t say that. That sounds pretentious. Maybe you really will, but you can’t say that, definitely not yet.


Of course I can.





So I decided not only to keep that comment in Chapter 5 but also to start the book with it. Because I want to change the world. I want us all to change the world. In fact we all do, every day. It is a matter of how much, or in which direction, but I am a deep believer in collective actions that move things forward. I believe in our power as consumers, as voters, as citizens and, by all means, as parents to change the world.


I believe I change the world when I equip my kids to think openly and to act with kindness. I believe I change the world when I create an ethical company that supports my values. I believe that we all make decisions during our days, from challenging a sexist joke at work to recycling or eating less meat. And all those decisions, in conjunction with a lot of other people’s small decisions, have a massive impact.


My story with feminism, like most people’s story I imagine, is the story of a journey. From feeling that something was not quite right to starting to understand how deeply wrong it is; it is the journey of unlearning and relearning, of reading lots, having discussions, chewing on them, moving on. I am surprised at my own journey, from refusing to be called feminist to owning TheFeministShop.com. I am amazed at how it has affected every other aspect of my life, from parenting to friendships and career. The biggest thing I have learnt is that once you know, you can’t unknow, you can’t choose to unsee and you can’t choose not to care.


Don’t get me wrong, in a way it’s a curse. I can tell you that a lot of pleasures have been taken away from me. Simple joys of watching a film with my kids or reading a book are now clouded by anger. Anger that moves me to learn more, to do more, to change things faster.


Don’t worry, the purpose of this book is not to turn you into an angry feminist, although I can’t promise you that it won’t. It is a book about awareness, and data, and tips and tools, so you can make your own decisions and filter what is essential for you and how it fits with the way you want to raise your kids. This book will help you decide what things you are going to limit, which ones to encourage and how to readjust so the things that you pay the extra attention to align with your values. Yours.


I can’t tell you how to neutralize a whole society pushing your kids in the direction of being defined by their gender, I wish I could! But I can, and I will, highlight some of the things that perpetuate the message, and give you ideas on how to compensate for it or alleviate it. I will encourage you to put them into practice.


Like I said, I wasn’t always a feminist, but by the time my pregnancy test showed me two lines I was definitely one, and I made it my goal in life to make sure my kids, no matter who they were, had as many options and choices to be their true selves. Now, four years later, I have a boy and a girl and have spent an insane number of hours doing research, reading, paying attention, doing workshops with kids in schools, writing books for them, and making sure I know what I am doing, as much as you can be sure of anything at all in parenting.


Becoming a parent also has a very intense way of changing your values and priorities; you become impatient to change things because you are no longer changing them just for you. We want to give our kids all the great things we had in our childhood, while fixing every mistake our parents made, with the best of intentions of course.


It is great to see how parenting is now something we take so extremely seriously, but we need to remind ourselves that we are going to make mistakes, that we are not the only influence our kids have, and trust that they are going to be fine. So let’s try our best, let’s bring all that knowledge in, the awareness, but also let’s assume that parenting, like literally anything else in our life, is a journey we take.


These books will grow with my kids. I will hopefully write another one about their late childhood and pre-teens, and then teenage years, because the challenges will be different and because I can guarantee you that I will keep reading, and researching, and growing with them. I can’t predict what society will be like by then, because there’s no way of knowing the pace of change, so I am going to focus on the now, on children aged 0–5, and how amazingly important it is to establish good foundations for what is yet to come.


I want this book to be given to grandparents, and to nannies, and to be read in nurseries and pre-schools. I want parents to have something useful and research-based to gift or pass to friends when they are tired of justifying why they do what they do; something to feel like a non-judgemental conversation when they realize that those things matter to them. I want this book to bottle up the thousand conversations I have had with my friends in the last years because I love how they now text me to tell me ‘I could almost hear your voice pointing out this or that’. I love it because it wasn’t my voice, it was theirs, fully aware and ready to fight it. I want that voice in all of us.


So yes, this is my unapologetic attempt to change the world, or more precisely to prompt you to change it! This is an action - orientated book, one that is written with the goal of you seeing things a bit differently and tweaking things accordingly. I never said that I could fix the world, that would be delusional, but change it? Of course we can. Together.












Important note before reading this book


In order to understand this book, it is important to know the difference between sex and gender. People tend to use both terms interchangeably. But, while connected, the two terms are not equivalent:




	‘sex’ (female/male/intersex) describes biological traits.


	‘gender’ mean personal identity and social construct on how a person lives within society. One’s gender identity could be woman, man, non-binary and other possibilities.





Because it is a personal identity and it is socially constructed, gender definitely can’t be binary, but according to scientists, neither can sex.1 When referring to male and female we need to keep in mind that there is a huge variation within those categories, and also big overlaps across them. We are often taught that female bodies have one particular set of organs, hormones and appearances, and that male bodies have another set of organs, hormones and appearances – but the biology is not that simple.


Sex also exists as a spectrum because intersex people exist and can present as a wide variety of biological combinations. Current research estimates that intersex people compose 1.7% of the population,2 which makes being intersex about as common as having red hair.


While sex is not binary, it is true that sex characteristics tend to be bimodal, as Cade Hildreth explains on their website,3 meaning ‘there are clusters of characteristics that tend to be associated with people that we call “female” or “male”’.


On average, males do have penises and, on average, females do have vaginas, but it might not be the case with intersex people. On average, males tend to have XY chromosomes and females tend to have XX chromosomes; however, there are at least 16 different naturally occurring variations. Intersex means that a person was born with variations in their sex characteristics. These can include internal genitals, external genitals, gonads, chromosomes, gene expression, hormone levels, receptor sensitivity, brain structure, secondary sex characteristics …


Gender is even more complex because we have to add a more prevalent factor, individual identity, which is the most important of all. Gender is how we present to the world and how we feel about our individual selves.


This is important in this book because, although I have tried to avoid it as much as possible, sometimes the conversation sounds binary, because that is what society is still used to. Sometimes speaking about something in opposition of something else tends to forget the ‘everything’ else. I want to make clear that we shouldn’t forget it.


It is also important because sex and gender are sometimes considered the same and they are not. Some of the discriminations and realities that a person lives can be directly related with their sex, their biology. Some other times they are the result of their gender. Because this book focuses on the impact that society and its stereotypes play in who our kids become, unless specified directly I am talking about their gender, about the way the children identify and present to the world.
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Neuroplasticity

It took me what felt like forever to get pregnant. I always knew that I wanted to be a mum and I was at that point of my life where it felt ideal. I had just got married (tick), we both had stable jobs (tick) and I had just moved to another country, so the idea of having a perfect excuse to meet new people and put all my energy into being a mum seemed just great. Every month that I didn’t get pregnant added to my frustration. Things were not going according to my plan. I had a clear plan! I was going to be a young(ish) mother of two girls. Period.

I am so thrilled now that things didn’t go according to plan. Those were the months that I learnt the most about feminism, the months where a lot of my values shifted and my eyes were opened wider. By the time it finally happened, I knew what mattered and what was going to be really important for me as a mum. I even had a brilliant idea about a book for that kid – a beautiful bilingual children’s book against gender stereotypes, to teach them and reassure them that it doesn’t matter if you are a boy or a girl as long as you are your true self.

When I thought things were happening the way (I decided) they should, I found out my baby was a boy. I couldn’t believe it. And not in a good way. I cried and cried (I like to blame hormones because I feel extremely embarrassed by this). Despite having had a really emotionally draining miscarriage and finally being pregnant with a very much wanted baby, and despite having fallen in love with a book literally about the importance of raising kids free from stereotypes and expectations, I was crying and genuinely sad because I wasn’t having a girl.

That wasn’t the plan. I was already very proud of how I was going to parent my two (non-existing) daughters. I was going to be the super cool feminist mum who overcame the barriers that society puts on girls. But a boy? A privileged little boy? I felt robbed!

How wrong I was! And how glad I am now that things went that way. Not only because I love Eric and wouldn’t change him for the world, but also because it has broadened my horizons and it has become a much bigger and more exciting challenge to parent this way. It is a gift to see the impact on two completely different kids (Nora came 19 months after), and it makes my research more diverse and my interests wider.

The way I raise my kids (avoiding as many biases as possible), the choices I give them and the people they are becoming, does not come free of judgement. People love having an opinion about the way you educate your kids, no matter how hard you try or how long you spend talking about the stereotypes rooted in society and the harmful effects these can have. At some point, normally sooner rather than later, somebody claims ‘well, boys and girls just ARE different’ and of course they are. It would be impossible not to be when the realities they live are so different from the moment they are born.

That is why this first chapter explores the science behind the nature vs. nurture debate. This is the basis on which we build the rest of the pillars for Childhood Unlimited.

Almost everyone is willing to accept that our brains adapt, change and learn. Not only because scientists are in agreement on this point and have shown us the proof, but because it is common sense and we all have experienced it one way or another.

We have all learnt a skill. We have all witnessed children achieving milestones. Some of us have learnt a second language and realize that we understand it without having to translate it anymore. We can drive while talking or singing and just letting our hands and feet do the job, even people like me that failed their driving test six times! We learn to like flavours that we couldn’t stand, and songs that we used to love are now only guilty pleasures from the past. Our skills, interests, tastes and capacities change but somehow we think it’s rational to assume that girls are born already liking unicorns while boys are naturally predisposed to love dinosaurs.

There have been a lot of experiments regarding neuroplasticity that effectively show how specific events and exposure to different types of learning experiences – such as taxi-driving, juggling or playing Tetris – can change both the structure and function of the human brain.4 Mindfulness was found to increase cortical thickness in the hippocampus, which is important for learning and memory.5 Less tangible experiences – for example exposure to social attitudes and expectations – can also change the brain’s structure and function.6

Even more fascinating, not only has the association between objectively measured socioeconomic status and brain structure been demonstrated,7 but it has also been shown that perceived socioeconomic status, or where you think you are in the pecking order, can affect brain structure.8 So not only our reality but also our perceived reality has a massive impact on the way our brain develops; the stories we believe about ourselves can change the neurological pathways of our brain. Just imagine if that story about ourselves is repeated to us over and over and over … the same story repeated by the people we love and listen to, by the TV we watch, by the books we read.

The significance of these findings is that they provide powerful evidence of how ‘entangled’ our brains are with the world around us.9 It can take us beyond the old nature vs. nurture debate and illustrate that the way we interact with the world and the way society interacts with us has an effect on our brain and not the other way around. So, by creating completely different experiences for boys and girls from the moment they are born, we are creating a self-fulfilling prophecy – we just like to call it nature.

In a study based on the first whole-brain analyses of ‘male/female’ characteristics in structures and connections, studying over 1400 brains, it was found that there is no such thing as a ‘male’ or a ‘female’ brain. All brains, regardless of the sex of their owner, are a ‘mosaic’ of different characteristics10 arising from a range of ‘brain altering’ experiences.11 When we specifically look for the differences in our brains based on sex we are missing out the other sources of variability.

If we go into more detail, it has also been shown that many categories of behaviour, cognition, personality and aptitudes that have been assumed to belong mostly to men or to women in reality show very few consistent differences between the sexes.12 This includes things that are overwhelmingly socially accepted as ‘fact’, such as empathy being a feminine trait and the assumed natural masculine predisposition to sciences.

This is not exactly new. As early as 1949, Canadian neuropsychologist Donald Hebb introduced the now famous theory that ‘neurons that fire together wire together’13 so, when the connection between neurons is active, their synapses are strengthened and stabilized, while those that are not activated are pruned.

Later experiments confirmed that, via several mechanisms, changes to our brains’ neurons are indeed activity-dependent, a feature known as ‘synaptic plasticity’. At birth each neuron has thousands of connections; these increase rapidly in the first two years of life until the number of synapses is twice that of an adult brain. Never again in our lives will we have as many synapses as during those first two years.

This is followed by pruning of synapses, which, as Hebb postulated, will be based on use. ‘Use it or lose it’ and ‘use it and grow it’. The brain needs to declutter and the connections that haven’t been stimulated enough get discarded.

It is true that we are not born a blank canvas. The brain of a new-born comes with its own genetic predispositions and different defining factors already ‘loaded’ in from the beginning. But this is ‘a starter pack’ and our capacity to build on it is the real game changer. When we (consciously or unconsciously) stimulate certain areas, skills and tastes, we are directly affecting the areas which get strengthened or pruned. The early childhood, those first years, is very important for our kids’ development. However, we think that they are too small to understand any of the ‘important stuff’ and instead wait until they are older to have empowering talks. There is so much work that can be done in this early stage, much before the real conversations kick in. We have the opportunity to use their verbal and non-verbal experiences to ensure they don’t miss out on developing essential skills.

To break it down, there are indeed differences in the gendered brain, as Professor Gina Rippon, neuroscientist and author of The Gendered Brain, explains: ‘Our brains reflect the lives we have lived, the attitudes and experiences to which we have been exposed. And if we live in a world where there are many gender stereotypes about what girls and boys, women and men can and can’t do, where we are constantly bombarded with gendered messages, those experiences and those messages can change our brains.’14

By the time we are adults, men’s and women’s brains are indeed different. Our skills, our tastes and our inclinations diverge, but we can’t simply give all the credit to nature. Rather, these differences have been unconsciously nurtured as well.

The alarming part of this is that much of the time we are not conscious that we are stereotyping our kids. We genuinely believe that we are treating them equally, despite their gender. That lack of awareness about our own biases makes the job of correcting them almost impossible. This is the key part of this book, to bring that awareness and shine a light on things normally ignored, so we can actively correct them and reduce their impact on the early childhood of our kids and all that stems from this crucial phase.

It is important to remember that there is nothing abnormal about being biased. The society we live in is enormously gendered and, because of the self-fulfilling prophecy and dominant narrative, we feel that everything happens in a natural way. We see things around us and believe we have free choices, but do we? It is important to understand that I am not judging the choices in and of themselves and I am not trying to prove that there are good and bad options. It is not about defending blue or pink as the inherently ‘good’ colour. Instead it is about presenting a whole range of colours so that kids can benefit from what each of them has to offer.

I hear it all the time: ‘I haven’t done anything, my daughter just likes pink.’ And I am sure it is true that she does. I also think there is nothing wrong with liking or doing something perceived as gendered, but we need to understand that the free decisions that we talk about are not as free as we claim them to be. Instead, they have been subtly (in the best cases) pushed upon the child from the moment they were born.

My son’s favourite colour is pink, but it is also not a completely free choice. He claimed it as his favourite colour after I dyed my hair pink. I thought it was flattering that he loved pink because he associated with me and I celebrated it, reinforcing his choice. He feels that is our thing. Now Nora’s favourite colour is pink. It didn’t used to be, but the fact that Eric now always chooses the pink plates or bowls makes her think that there is something special about that colour and she doesn’t want to miss out. Of course, these are their choices, and there is nothing harmful about them – I find that colours are morally neutral, they are just colours – but I wouldn’t claim that their choice or preference is either innate, natural or coincidental.

Regarding the lack of awareness of our own biases, the BBC did an experiment for their documentary ‘No more boys and girls’. The programme studied the way adults deal with gender and kids from a very early stage. They changed the gendered clothes and the names of babies, leaving them with unfamiliar adults to play with them. The differences between how perceived girls and perceived boys were treated was easily spotted. ‘Girls’ were more often given soft toys and dolls, while ‘boys’ were physically interacted with more and offered toys that benefit spatial understanding. Differences in the way they were touched, spoken to and entertained were based on their perceived gender.

The documentary also showed those volunteers, reactions when they found out, and of course they were all very surprised and disappointed with themselves. They were shocked because they specifically thought of themselves as open-minded and non-biased. Biases are so ingrained in all of us that they become invisible. The good news is that once you start seeing them, you can’t unsee them again.

In the very same experiment, they note how completely different the stimulation is of each of the various toys and how this reinforces different brain abilities. Dolls and role-playing help with empathy and caring skills, while physical play and spatial toys are more useful for sports or science. There is nothing intrinsically good or bad with each of the choices, but it is the lack of awareness, as well as the constant stimulation always in the same direction, that becomes a larger problem down the line. That is why the aim of this book is to dissect some of these biases and make it easier to spot them and correct or neutralize them as easily as possible.

While it can seem disheartening that we are unconsciously enacting our biases, change is possible. I hope this chapter gives you the scientific backup and encouragement we all need to educate our children in a more open way. The following chapters will explore this further and give us the tools we need to do so.


Expert interview: Gina Rippon

Professor Gina Rippon is an international researcher in the field of cognitive neuroscience based at the Aston Brain Centre at Aston University in Birmingham. Her research involves the use of state-of-the-art brain imaging techniques to investigate developmental disorders such as autism. She also investigates the use of neuroscience techniques to explore social processes, including gender stereotyping and stereotype threat.

She is an outspoken critic of ’neurotrash’, the populist (mis)use of neuroscience research to (mis)represent our understanding of the brain and, most particularly, to prop up outdated stereotypes.

She is a regular contributor to events such as the British Science Festival, New Scientist Live and the Sceptics in the Pub series. In 2015 she was made an Honorary Fellow of the British Science Association for her contributions to the public communication of science. She is also an advocate for initiatives to help overcome the underrepresentation of women in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths) subjects. As part of a European Union Gender Equality Network, she has addressed conferences all over the world. She belongs to WISE and ScienceGrrl and is a member of Robert Peston’s Speakers4Schools programme and the Inspiring the Future initiative.

She also speaks on the relevance of contemporary neuroscience to diversity and inclusivity initiatives, and has given keynote addresses to business organizations and government policy groups, including the UK’s Cabinet Office.

In 2019, Rippon published her book The Gendered Brain: The New Neuroscience that Shatters the Myth of the Female Brain, which investigates the role of life experiences and biology in brain development (published by Bodley Head and Penguin Random House).

Why did you start working on neuroplasticity with a gender optic and why was it important for you?

I focused on this aspect of the story after a meeting of Neurogenderings, an international feminist neuroscience network I belong to. I met up with Cordelia Fine, Rebecca Jordan- Young and Anelis Kaiser and we hatched plans for a paper about the failure of sex/gender neuroscience research to acknowledge the significance of emerging understanding of adult neuroplasticity to theory and practice.15 So much of the traditional work in this area was based on the notion that biological contributions to brain differences were fixed, inevitable and invariant. Biology was ‘destiny’ and with respect to the implications of this for an understanding of sex and gender differences and/or gender gaps, it was important that this was challenged. A biological essentialist approach can seriously undermine any attempts at diversity and inclusivity so it was important to draw attention to this.

During your research and journey what was the biggest WOW moment you had, or what was the piece of research that had the biggest impact on you?

An early engagement with such issues was when a review of menstrual cycle research (from a neuroscience perspective) revealed how much self-fulfilling prophecy there is in the ‘weaponizing’ of female biology. I think the fact that most of the data was collected using a self-report questionnaire called ‘The Menstrual Distress Questionnaire’ says a lot!

Cordelia Fine’s Delusions of Gender remains a bible in this arena! She and I were working on the same issues in parallel, but she had got her thoughts together much more cogently than me.

Research showing that stereotype threat altered how the brain worked as well as affecting behaviour forms the basis of a core part of my argument about how social attitudes can affect biological processes (and not just the other way round).

In terms of parents as principal educators, if you were to give them two or three practical things that they could start doing right now at home regarding stereotypes in early childhood, what would those be?


	If you can, being a stern monitor/gatekeeper with respect to the kind of toy/clothes/stories/media they get exposed to is a good start. You will almost invariably encounter the ‘my little girl wants to be a pink princess’ and ‘my little boy cuts his toast into the shape of a gun’ phenomena, but being aware of the source of this and how many influences even tiny children are exposed to can be eye-opening.

	
Call it out! Where you (or your children) do encounter sexist stereotypes, find a way of challenging them (if, say, in their school environment) and/or having a conversation with your children about them. ‘Do you think only boys can be superheroes?’ ‘Can only girls do ballet?’ ‘Why do girls have to have all the pink stuff?!’ etc. Complain if your school Christmas fair is heavily gendered (Lucky Dip for boys, Lucky Dip for girls) or if the pictures of famous scientists are all male.

	Find as many counter-stereotypical examples as you can: wonderful feminist fairy stories such as The Paper Bag Princess, or books about boys wearing dresses or becoming ballet dancers or nurses. See <http://www.lettoysbetoys.org.uk/category/gift-guides/> and <https://www.notonlypinkandblue.com/> for suggestions.






For those parents wishing to learn more, are there any particular websites, books, videos, podcasts or other resources you would recommend to help them?

The Fawcett Society has recently published a report on the effect of gender stereotyping in the early years, packed with examples and recommendations about stereotyping in parenting, education and the commercial sector: <https://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/the-commission-on-gender-stereotypes-in-early-childhood>. This is a brilliant, wide-ranging resource (and not just because I was involved!).

Education specific: Lifting Limits <https://www.liftinglimits.org.uk/> is focused on schools but has lots of information and resources for anyone concerned with stereotyping in early education. The Fatherhood Institute <http://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/> helps fill the many gaps in advice for men, as does Men in the Early Years <https://miteyuk.org/>.

Toys, books, clothes: Websites/grassroots campaigns such as Let Toys Be Toys are brilliant: <https://www.lettoysbetoys.org.uk/about/>. Also look at books such as Cinderella Ate My Daughter by Peggy Orenstein and The Gender Agenda: A first-hand account of how girls and boys are treated differently by Ros Ball and James Millar.


If you take away just a few key points from this chapter, let them be these



	Scientific research proves that brains have a huge capacity to change: we are not born with tastes, capacities and abilities set in stone.

	The first years of life are very important in terms of brain development. What we stimulate will get stronger, what we ignore will weaken.

	What we consider free natural choices for kids evolve from a mix of everything they have experienced from the moment they are born.

	Biases are deeply ingrained in society and we all have them. Once we are aware of them, we can start to correct them.










What to do next

This chapter only requires a bit of introspection. Take just five minutes to allow yourself to ask questions and try to go further.



	What things do you love? Do you remember when you started loving them? What kind of memories are associated with them? Would those life experiences have been the same if you were a different gender?

	What things do you dislike, or feel that you are bad at? Do you remember when you started loathing them? What kind of memories are associated with them? Would those life experiences have been the same if you were a different gender?

	What stereotypical skills, attitudes, tastes do you have? How have they been reinforced because of your gender?

	What counter-stereotypical skills, attitudes, tastes do you have? Where do they come from? How did your gender interact with it all?
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What are stereotypes and what effects do they have?

Eric and Nora are not very aware of gender, but they are extremely aware of genitalia and refer to their body parts with insistence and curiosity. They also ask about everybody else’s parts, especially in public and especially with people we don’t necessarily know! For two tiny humans so interested in vulvas and penises, I don’t think they have any idea yet of the expectations that most people associate with them – which, if we think about it, even for a minute, is a very weird concept.

Because I am Spanish and our language is very gendered, I quite often find myself in the position of explaining why I use a masculine word instead of a feminine word, and somehow having to link it back to their genitalia as I can’t find another reason to explain why it is cow and bull, cock and hen or why Nora is my daughter and not my son, for example.

Being, as I am, really aware of the importance of creating a space for kids to explore their gender in an open way rather than through strict standards, I don’t feel particularly comfortable with any of this. If either of mine happens to be transgender I would like to know that they have always had room to openly speak, ask questions and feel loved and welcome. But for now, when they ask, I am forced back to the information that I think they will understand best. ‘Well, you know how mum and Nora have vulvas? That’s because we are girls and girls are daughters and not sons’ and vice versa. I could go through the whole gender and sex difference, but considering they are only two and four years old, it feels a bit much, so I just add a ‘it is a bit more complicated than that, but we will talk about it sometime in the future’.

Eric loves playing superheroes and houses, pretending to own a shop, to go to a spa, running, reading and doing shows. He likes painting his nails, jumping in puddles, scooters, bikes, baby dolls and cuddles on the sofa. He is not afraid of kissing or saying I love you and is, overall, a sweet, sensitive child. Since he was two I have been asked if I am worried about him being gay, or if I am concerned about him choosing ‘girly’ things. The truth is that he doesn’t solely choose those things that are normally understood as for girls (not that I believe that there are things for boys or for girls to start with), he chooses a huge variety of things, most of them completely overlooked when they meet traditional gender expectations (like playing Lego), but the ones that are slightly unexpected create unwarranted concern. The unexpected choices (and I am talking completely natural things like him pushing a pram or dressing up as Elsa) add up and they generate unease to the point that people feel they have to address it with us as parents, that feeling of it being a thing that we can’t pretend is not there. Here’s my typical response:
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