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Abstract. The study of gender inequality and gender stereotypes in kindergarten
teaching and environment layout is helpful to preschool education practitioners
to change their gender concepts and teaching methods, which is beneficial for
children to form inclusive gender concepts and correct gender cognition.This study
illustrates the problems and challenges in realizing gender equity in preschool
education in China from three aspects: daily teaching of preschool teachers, the
kindergarten environment and teachingmaterials, and the absence ofmale teachers
in preschool education. This paper found that although teachers hold the education
concept of “gender neutrality”, the influence of gender stereotypes still exists in
the daily teaching, teaching materials, and decoration of kindergartens. Preschool
teachers’ different expectations for the roles of children of different genders lead
to different degrees of gender-stereotyped impressions, and biased ideas that are
reflected in preschool picture books, kindergartenwall decoration, and distribution
of children’s supplies. Gender stereotypes and prejudice have also caused a serious
imbalance in the ratio of male and female preschool teachers and the lack of male
teachers in China. However, male teachers play an irreplaceable positive role in
shaping the gender concept of children. This study explores the gender bias in
preschool education in China and the reasons for the shortage of male preschool
teachers and puts forward suggestions and countermeasures for future education
implications to reduce gender inequality.
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1 Introduction

Reducing gender inequality aims to ensure the all-around development of the educated,
which means both male and female students should be given fair and free development
space in education. However, influenced by gender stereotypes in traditional Chinese
culture, male and female students are always expected to play certain gender roles in
the process of study, which is not conducive to the formation of neutral gender con-
cepts and the lifelong development of students. At present, the Ministry of Education of
China pays more and more attention to cultivating students’ inclusive and neutral gen-
der cognition. However, compared with other stages of education, gender education in
preschool education has not been paid enough attention. Influenced by traditional gender
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concepts, preschool teachers are likely to impose gender stereotypes on students with-
out being aware of them. Such gender stereotypes are also reflected in preschool picture
books, kindergarten environment, and necessities procurement. Children’s gender con-
sciousness will be affected by preschool teachers’ teaching philosophy and kindergarten
environment, thus forming gender-related stereotypes. In order to better assist kinder-
gartens to reduce gender inequality, this paper studies the factors leading to preschoolers
being constrained by gender stereotypes through a comprehensive investigation of gen-
der inequality in the kindergarten teaching process, teachingmaterials, and environment.
In addition, the paper proposes some suggestions on how to better cultivate children’s
inclusive gender awareness based on the large gap betweenmale and female kindergarten
teachers in China.

2 Gender Inequality in Kindergarten Teaching

Although most teachers remain the education concept of “gender neutrality” in daily
teaching, due to the influence of gender stereotypes, most teachers find it difficult to
treat children of different genders fairly in teaching. In the in-depth observation of
kindergartens, it can still be found that gender stereotypes generally exist in the kinder-
garten environment. Preschool teachers’ stereotyped evaluation and role expectations
of children of different genders lead to their prejudice against students in kindergarten
teaching and games [1].

2.1 Gender Inequality in Teachers’ Daily Teaching

There is little research on the phenomenon of gender stereotypes or bias in classroom
teaching [2]. Although preschool teachers will try their best to evenly distribute the
opportunity to students of different genders in class, the different expectations of stu-
dent’s behavior in class will make teachers unconsciously treat male and female students
differently.

In daily teaching, boys are often regarded as naughty students in classroom inter-
action. Teachers’ impression of male students in class is that they are “courageous”,
“willing to cooperate with teachers” and “actively express themselves” [3]. Teachers
generally hope to get the learning feedback of children as soon as possible within the
limited class time, so as to decide whether to continue to explain or enter the next activ-
ity, thereby adjusting the teaching content and rhythm flexibly and timely. Therefore,
teachers see boys’ more active interaction as a way to participate in classes and activities.
Compared with girls, boys are more likely to make fun of each other, compete with each
other about who speaks louder, and misunderstand the question. However, under the
intervention of teachers, they will be more active in classroom debate and presentation,
while girls tend not to be as “radical” as boys.

In terms of kindergarten teachers, the image of girls in kindergarten class is more
conventional and cautious, and they often play the role of bystanders or assistants in
the classroom stage, only “a few will be very lively and unruly” [3]. From the teacher’s
perspective, it is noticeable to that the expectation of girls’ performance in class is “to
obey the rules”, “clever”, “careful and obedient”. Preschool teachers can understand
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girls’ shyness and quietness in class, and take it as a polite performance to educate
naughty boys. However, such relatively negative reactions will make it difficult for
teachers to interact in class and understand the learning situation. Coupled with the
stereotypes of girls as “gentle” and “weak”, girls are even more neglected in class.

In teacher-child interaction, teachers usually encourage children to actively partic-
ipate in class by making boys and girls compete in groups, so as to improve students’
attention and teaching effect. In daily life, teachers often emphasize the principle of
“ladies first,” which no longer appears in learning activities, but instead turns to “men
first”. In the children’s song learning activities, because the boys’ group’s voice and pro-
ficiency are not as good as the girls’ group, the teacher will say “Boys, try harder! You
should take care of girls in life, but you should be better than girls in class participation”
[4]. Teachers encourage children to compete fairly, but it is easy to reflect the attitude of
“boys should be winners” in attitude and behavior, and unconsciously show the view of
“boys are better than girls” in teaching behavior: girls’ temporary priority is due to boys’
modesty, and boys should be better than girls in activities. In some activities requiring
strength, teachers would give priority to boys to demonstrate and describe the reason
for success as “boys have more strength”, which shows the seeds of stereotyped knowl-
edge of gender in students’ minds and reduces girls’ motivation for achievement and
willingness to participate [1]. These preconceived views make teachers seem tolerant
to girls but ignore them in daily teaching activities while being strict with boys is more
conducive to their growth.

2.2 Gender Stereotypes in Kindergarten Environment

According to professor Yao’s research, social culture has a great influence on the growth
of children’s gender concepts and mental development, and the spread of the factor
has a strong uncontrollability [5]. Therefore, as a place for children to learn, whether
the environment of kindergarten can convey the concept of gender equality plays an
important role in children’s avoidance of gender stereotypes.

Different from the changes in the concept of gender education, the material environ-
ment andmaterials of kindergartens are difficult to replace and updated in time, resulting
in children still exposed to gender stereotypes in the content of picture books, classroom
layout and activity materials.

According toSunderland’s research, characters in children’s stories have traditionally
been constructed through a language based on established and pre-determined stereo-
types [6]. In a large number of picture books, male characters generally play a more
active role, while female characters seem more focused on pleasing the other partici-
pants around them. In addition, the number of female characters is also less than that of
male characters, leading to the fact that women are usually not valued enough from the
perspective of children.

Through actual observation in kindergarten, there are still different degrees of gen-
der stereotype influence in kindergarten classes, especially in the aspect of occupation
[7]. Male characters in picture books have more types of jobs and most of them are
technology-intensive, such as engineers, doctors and police officers; women’s roles are
less diverse and mostly service-intensive, such as secretaries and nurses. Although some



2526 X. Lu

picture books can balance the number of male and female characters, their career mod-
els are more male-dominated and deepen the auxiliary image of women in the career,
implying that gender roles expect men to be in leadership and dominance [1]. In a survey
of award-winning children’s picture books, the ratio of male leaders to female leaders
was 3:1, and 21 out of 25 pictures depicted women wearing aprons [8]. No matter the
occupation type or position in theworkplace, there is obvious gender bias in the depiction
of male and female occupations in children’s picture books, which may lead to gender
bias in children’s cognition of occupation.

In addition, there are obvious gender stereotypes in the description of family relations
in children’s picture books, especially in the role of themother’s participation far exceeds
that of the father. Unlike mothers, fathers are invisible in many picture books, and it is
difficult to see their participation in the stories. Even if there are father characters in some
picture books, they are mostly described as silent, unable to take care of the family, and
dedicated to work [9]. Fathers were significantly underrepresented in the 60 bestselling
pre-school picture books in The UK in 2008, and when they do appear, although they
are as disciplined as mothers, they are often verbally unemotional and rarely engage
fully with their children [10]. Another study of children’s books found that mothers in
picture books provided more parenting and care than fathers, who were more frequent
partners and financial providers [11]. The information conveyed in such picture books
is opposite and disjoint from the concept of equality in modern gender education. In this
kind of picture book, the favoritism of parents, not only children will have an incorrect
understanding of the role of parents in the family, but also new parents will be confused
to deciding what kind of parents they want to be [12].

Similar to the problems in picture books, gender stereotypes can also be reflected in
environmental creation and material placement. In the class wall decoration of kinder-
garten, the image of female characters can be summarized into two categories: one is
the image of household attendants wearing aprons and headscarves, and the other is
the image of professional women wearing skirts and braids. In contrast, men in wall
decorations are more likely to appear in the image of casual sportswear and suit shirts,
which are more likely to give students the impression that they do not undertake house-
work and have a higher degree of professionalism in their profession [13]. In terms of
color collocation, the environment of kindergarten is mostly created with bright colors
in strong contrast, but the use of colors tends to be relatively rigid and simple when it
comes to gender. For example, kindergarten teachers divide boys’ and girls’ play areas
with blue and pink.

The kindergarten also provides children with quilts, toothbrushes, towels and other
daily necessities. Aiming to distinguish the daily necessities of boys and girls, blue and
plaid products are often chosen for boys, while pink and cartoon products are preferred
for girls [14]. Admittedly, it is convenient for teachers to manage and makes it easier
for children to find their own items. But on the other hand, this distinction reinforces
children’s color stereotypes. In fact, there aremanyeffectiveways to distinguish students’
daily necessities. Teachers can try to have students mark their belongings with different
stickers or graffiti. Rather than using color to reinforce boys and girls’ stereotypes of
each other’s gender, it is better for each individual to express their own individuality.
In the distribution of props for kindergarten activities, boys are usually provided with
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dark props while girls are provided with bright colors. And boys are often recommended
to play with legos and puzzles, which require more spatial and logical thinking, while
girls are more likely to play with dolls and role-playing games, which in fact are equally
suitable for both [14]. Another good example is in the performance activity area of
kindergarten. Teachers usually only think that girls need to dress up, so they will provide
them with various decorations, while there are relatively few clothes for boys, which
directly leads to the decrease of boys’ enthusiasm for playing games [1].

3 Gender Imbalance of Preschool Education Teachers

The low number of male employees is a universal problem in the preschool education
field all over the world. According to Brody’s statistics, in most countries around the
world, only 1 to 3 percent of male professional’s work in preschool education, and few
countries have more than 3 percent [15]. In China, there are 5.198 million teachers and
staff in kindergartens. Among them, there were about 4.802 million female teaching
staff and 2.848 million full-time female teachers, accounting for 92.3 percent and 97.7
percent of the total, respectively [16].

3.1 The Absence of Male Kindergarten Teachers

Deep-rooted traditional attitudes and social perceptions make Chinese men either dis-
dain preschool education or afraid of being judged by others. In the traditional concept of
China, men are regarded as the leader of the family, so people often have certain discrim-
ination and distrust towards male preschool teachers [17]. As a result, male preschool
teachers are generally less recognized than female preschool teachers by parents and
kindergarten leaders. Moreover, the educational role of kindergartens in Chinese soci-
ety is not paid enough attention, and the expectation level of preschool teachers is still
equivalent to “nanny” [18]. Most parents do not think that male preschool teachers can
take good care of their children, which discourages the enthusiasm of men to dedicate
themselves to preschool education.

For male kindergarten teachers, the more serious problems are lower salaries and
limited opportunities for advancement. According to Jia’s statistics, the average salary
of kindergarten teachers in Jieshou city is about 2,500 yuan per month, while that of
private kindergarten teachers is less than 2,000 yuan per month [18]. Men from poor
families are less likely to work in the preschool education industry because they are the
breadwinner of the family. In the comparison ofmale and female preschool teachers with
teacher honors, it is obvious that the professional title level of male teachers is generally
low. Male teachers are rarely promoted because their performance in basic skills and
curriculum competitions is lower than that of female teachers of similar age [19].

Even with a stable income and the support of national policies, the heavy workload
still discourages many men from taking the job. As a few male teachers, they were often
required to undertake hard work and technical work: in the interview, teacher Henry said
that they even “used an electrical drill and a saw to decorate the classroom walls” [20].
Among them, male teachers were asked to do the most part-time jobs in information
technology, most of the time in the management of Wechat official accounts, websites
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and other publicity media [19]. In the current situation that all kindergartens attach
importance to network publicity and strive to get more parents’ attention, male preschool
teachers undoubtedly need to spend a lot of time and energy on the management of
these platforms. Due to social stereotypes of men, male teachers are expected by their
colleagues and superiors to take on more work, which is out of their scope and seldom
paid for. It canbe seen thatmale teachers are expected to exhibit domineeringmasculinity,
that is, they are expected to play the role of disciplinarian, deal with unruly students,
and throw themselves into work at all costs [21]. However, such high expectations and
heavy work burdens are unfair to male teachers and may cause them great psychological
pressure.

3.2 Pre-school Education Needs Male Teachers

Male teachers play an important role in children’s gender education, which helps chil-
dren to establish a correct gender awareness.Male teachers are like “fathers” for children
in kindergartens, which can effectively make up for the lack of male education in family
education and the absence of fathers in family companionship. At the same time, male
teachers’ participation in educational activities can eliminate the deficiency of children
imitating female teachers’ behavior. Most of children’s behaviors in society are com-
pleted by observing or imitating the people around them. For them, their teachers are
the best imitation models [22].

The participation of male teachers provides children with male social imitation sam-
ples, and enables them to compare men and women to explore the differences between
different genders. When children have a certain understanding of their own gender and
characteristics of the opposite sex, they can more clearly and actively make behaviors
in line with their gender identity, which is conducive to their personality building.

In terms of physical characteristics, male teachers are more adaptable and responsive
than female teachers and can organize more challenging activities in the actual teaching
process and ensure the safety of students [23]. Intense strenuous and challenging exercise
can better promote the development of children’s physical function so that children are
more willing to challenge themselves.

4 Conclusion

To conclude, the result reviews the existence of gender stereotypes and gender inequality
in kindergarten teaching inChina. Influencedby the traditional gender concept, preschool
teachers will unconsciously guide children to acquire characters that conform to social
gender expectations in the daily teaching process. In addition, gender bias is also reflected
in the inappropriate depiction of gender characteristics in children’s picture books, as
well as in the layout of the kindergarten environment and procurement of supplies.
The absence of male preschool teachers in kindergartens leads to the absence of gender
reference objects and further reduces the possibility of forming correct gender cognition.
Therefore, more attention should be paid to these factors in the kindergarten curriculum
and environmental design in the future.



Gender Inequality in China’s Preschool Education 2529

References

1. X.L. Zhao. (2021). Gender stereotypes in the kindergarten class environment research (a
master’s degree thesis, sichuan normal university). DOI: https://kns.cnki.net/KCMS/detail/
detail.aspx?dbname=CMFD202102&filename=10 21065790.nh

2. H. Lu & S.L. Jing. (2007). A Study on Teachers’ Gender Awareness Based on Social Gender
Theory -- A Case Study of Some Middle school teachers. Science of Education (02), 52-56.

3. Q. Guo. (2020). Teachers’ gender stereotypes in daily teaching situation and its countermea-
sures study (a master’s degree thesis, zhejiang normal university). DOI: https://kns.cnki.net/
KCMS/detail/detail.aspx?dbname=CMFD202101&filena me=1020381345.nh

4. L.X. Zhu. (2018). The classroom situation of children’s early education gender equity research
(a master’s degree thesis, northwest normal university). DOI: https://kns.cnki.net/KCMS/det
ail/detail.aspx?dbname=CMFD201901&filename=1 018161448.nh

5. S.X. Yao. (2007). Influencing factors and countermeasures of infant gender health education.
Journal of Shandong Branch of China Women’s University (03), 79-82.

6. Sunderland,&McGlashan,M. (2012). The linguistic, visual andmultimodal representation of
two-Mumand two-Dad families in children’s picturebooks. Language and Literature (Harlow,
England), 21(2), 189–210. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1177/0963947011435863

7. W.Q. Zhang. (2020). Analysis of gender Stereotypes in children’s picture books. Popular
Literature and Art (04), 71-72.

8. L. Dai. (2016). Research status and enlightenment of preschool children’s gender education.
Journal of the Chinese women’s college (4), 86-95. The doi: https://doi.org/10.13277/j.carolc
arrollnkijcwu.2016.04.014.

9. Y. Yu & L.H. Ma. (2020). A Comparative study on gender Stereotypes of Parents in Chinese
and English children’s picture books. Journal of Shaanxi Preschool Normal University (11),
16-23.

10. Adams,M.,Walker, C., O’Connell, P. (2011). Invisible or involved fathers?A content analysis
of representations of parenting in young children’s picturebooks in theUK.SexRoles, 65(3-4),
259-270. DOI: https://doi-org.ezproxy.depaul.edu/10.1007/s11199-011-0011-8

11. DeWitt, A. L., Cready, C. M., Seward, R. R. (2013). Parental role portrayals in twentieth
century children’s picture books: more egalitarian or ongoing stereotyping? Sex Roles, 69,
89-106. DOI: https://doi-org.ezproxy.depaul.edu/10.1007/s11199-013-0285-0

12. Anderson, Hamilton, M. C., Gilkison, G. M., & Palmer, S. K. (2021). Gender Socialization,
Family Leadership, and the Invisible Father in Children’s Literature. Journal of Family Issues,
192513–. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X21105882

13. L. Xu. (2018). Children’s gender stereotypes studies (master’s degree thesis, jiangxi normal
university of science and technology). DOI: https://kns.cnki.net/KCMS/detail/detail.aspx?
dbname=CMFD202001&filename=1019 264673.nh

14. X.E. Zhang. (2018). Gender stereotypes in kindergarten educational environment creation:
performance, harm and prevention. Educational Research and Experiment (01), 83-87.

15. Quinlan. (2015). David Brody, Men who teach young children: An international perspective
[Review of David Brody, Men who teach young children: An international perspective].
Journal of Early Childhood Literacy, 15(3), 427–429. SAGE Publications. DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1177/1468798414564926

16. Ministry of Education of China. (2020). “Number of Female Educational Personnel and Full-
time Teachers of Schools by Type and Level”. Retrieved May 13th, 2022, http://www.moe.
gov.cn/jyb_sjzl/moe_560/2020/quanguo/202108/t20210831_556359.html

17. Z.X. Li. (2018). Research on the current situation, problems and countermeasures of male
kindergarten teachers’ needs. New Curriculum (Comprehensive Edition) (02), 190.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0963947011435863
https://doi.org/10.13277/j.carolcarrollnkijcwu.2016.04.014
https://doi-org.ezproxy.depaul.edu/10.1007/s11199-011-0011-8
https://doi-org.ezproxy.depaul.edu/10.1007/s11199-013-0285-0
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X21105882
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468798414564926


2530 X. Lu

18. L.N. Jia. (2021). Research on the shortage of male teachers in kindergartens. Journal of Anhui
Education and Research (31), 11-12.

19. L. Xu. (2020). Public kindergarten male teachers present situation and the development
and research (a master’s degree thesis, central China normal university). https://kns.cnki.
net/KCMS/detail/detail.aspx?dbname=CMFDTEMP&filename=1021161313.nh.

20. Yang, & McNair, D. E. (2019). Male teachers in Shanghai public kindergartens: a phe-
nomenological study. Gender and Education, 31(2), 274–291. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/
09540253.2017.1332339

21. Mills, Haase, M., & Charlton, E. (2008). Being the “right” kind of male teacher: the disci-
plining of John. Pedagogy, Culture & Society, 16(1), 71–84. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/
1468136070187779

22. J.W. Zhou. (2021). Kindergarten Also Needs Male Teachers -- On the Important Role of male
teachers in early childhood education. Parents (35), 171-172.

23. X.H. Ren. (2017). On the Important role of male kindergarten teachers in early childhood
education. Curriculum Education Research (31), 209.

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/),
which permits any noncommercial use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any
medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source,
provide a link to the Creative Commons license and indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative
Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder.

https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2017.1332339
https://doi.org/10.1080/1468136070187779
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

	Gender Inequality in China’s Preschool Education
	1 Introduction
	2 Gender Inequality in Kindergarten Teaching
	2.1 Gender Inequality in Teachers’ Daily Teaching
	2.2 Gender Stereotypes in Kindergarten Environment

	3 Gender Imbalance of Preschool Education Teachers
	3.1 The Absence of Male Kindergarten Teachers
	3.2 Pre-school Education Needs Male Teachers

	4 Conclusion
	References




