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What influences the toy selections that boys and girls make, and what roles do parents, peers, and the media play in their decision-making?  What does the research say about how children select the toys they play with, and how did a survey of 52 third graders, relate to the research?  Finally, what can we do, as educators, to improve the school culture in regard to children and their gender biases about toys and games?  These were the questions that were explored on this paper about gender and toy selection.


Gender bias appears to begin at infancy, when girl infants receive pink outfits and rattles, and boy infants get blue outfits and trucks.  “Children start to define their gender identities in their preschool years”, according to Linda Kekelis and Barbara Buswell, authors of the study, How Schools Shortchange Girls, by the American Association of University Women.  In most preschools, you may find mainly girls playing with dolls in the housekeeping and dress-up corner, while boys build with blocks and play with trucks. Teachers and parents unconsciously promote these stereotypes, according to Kekelis, who says that researchers have found that “girls are praised when they play with dolls while boys are likely to be ignored when displaying nurturing behavior.”


Parental toy choices and child-parent interactions with toys appear to send a strong message to children regarding gender-typed behaviors.  According to one study, parents play with their child’s gender-same toys longer, react more positively to gender-same toys, and are more critical of cross-sexed toys (Langolis and Downs, 1980).  These researchers have also shown that fathers use toys, perhaps unintentionally, to socialize their children differently based on sex and there is evidence this gender-based socialization begins as early as the first year of the child’s life.  


In a February, 2001 article in Sex Roles: A Journal of Research, Eric W. Lindsey and Jacquelyn Mize analyzed children’s play behavior with their parents and with peers in “Contextual Differences in Parent-Child Play: Implications for Children’s Gender Role Development.”  He found that girls were more likely than boys to engage peers in pretend play and boys were more likely than girls to play physically with peers.  Children whose parents engaged in more pretense play engaged in more pretense play with a peer, and children whose parents engaged in more physical play engaged in more physical play with a peer.  These findings suggest that parents may contribute to children’s gender-typed play behaviors with peers.   

Some toys are clearly marketed toward boys or girls. The gender gap is obvious if you have visited a toy store lately.  You may see pink and purple in the “girl aisle” along with the sounds of dolls and music.  You can tell if you’re in the “boy aisle” by the primary and metallic colors, and the sounds of engines, beeps, and war toys.  


Gender typing of children’s toys may influence the development of gender role identity in children, and play a part in the differences noted in the cognitive and social skills of girls and boys.  According to a 1987 study by Miller, toys viewed as more appropriate for girls were also rated as attractive, creative, nurturing, and manipulative. Masculine toys were identified as more competitive, aggressive, constructive, conducive to handling, and reality based.  These differences in the function of gender biased toys appear to correspond with some of my students’ opinions. 


Our third grade students completed a survey on twenty different toys to determine whether they thought the toys would be played with by boys, girls, or both boys and girls.  Each toy was displayed, and the students were then asked to circle the letter or letters 

(b, g, b/g) to show an opinion about who might play with that particular toy.  They were asked not to say or do anything as each toy was held up, so personal opinions would not be influenced by a peer’s reaction to a toy.  


The results of 52 third grade surveys were examined. Thirty-nine students (75%) picked Luke Skywalker as the top choice for “boy only” toys, followed by the remote control car, which was selected by 34 students (66%).  Third was the toy snake chosen by 29 students (56%).   In regard to the “girl only” toys, 48 students (92%) picked the tea set first.  Next highest was the Barbie chosen by 47 students (90%), and third was the E-Z Bake Oven preferred by 40 students (77%).  The top choices for “both boy and girl” toys were Yahtzee (48 students or 92%), chess (46 students or 88%), and dominoes (43 students or 83%). 

Initially, we were surprised to see how the student preferences on the survey followed gender lines for the top “boy only” and “girl only” toys.  We expected to see less bias in the children’s choices.   However, after reading about the impact of parents and peers on toy choices, we were better able to understand the survey results. We were happy that the board games were popular choices in the “both boy and girl” toy category.  Students have the chance to use some higher order thinking strategies when playing these types of games. 


Our classes were then allowed to play with the toys they had been shown earlier. The toys were spread out in different areas of the room, and the children were allowed to explore for about 30 minutes.  It was interesting to watch the interaction of the children with the various toys.  Two or three of the girls played Dominoes and Yahtzee with two or three boys.  Both boys and girls played with the Pokemon cards and wooden blocks, but not at the same time.  The boys seemed to be drawn toward the Legos and remote control car.  Only the girls played with the E-Z Bake Oven, but a boy did ask if there were any mixes to go with it.  (There were none available, but that let us know he probably had used the E-Z Bake Oven before.)  Both boys and girls played with the soft, stuffed animal snake toy, but not at the same time.


William Pollack, a Harvard Psychologist, feels that “boys are still in a gender straitjacket.”  He also states that “male babies are actually more emotional and attached to their mothers than girls, but their natural gentleness is overwhelmed by social pressure to be strong and macho.  If boys were allowed to be sensitive and gentle, they’d likely grow up to be happily married and nurturing fathers,” according to Pollack.  It was discouraging  that so many of our 8 and 9 year old male students, already appear to be dressed in a “gender straitjacket,” since they did not want to be seen playing with what they obviously considered to be “girl toys”.


Roni Leiderman, a developmental psychologist and educator, feels that it’s important for adults to allow and even encourage play that deflates gender stereotypes.   She says it’s essential that children have a chance to play with a variety of toys in a variety of ways.  She encourages boys to nurture dolls if they choose to, and says to give girls the freedom to get messy and loud.  Dr. Leiderman believes that toys used in pretend play bring out the latent story-teller and encourage children’s emotional daily processing. She says toys that children use to build structures, vehicles, or creatures, especially those that “do” something afterwards, assist in perceptual, logical, and mathematical development.  We believe that both boys and girls need all of these skills.


Dr. Leiderman feels that educators should take the lead in inducing the toy industry to begin designing more directly for the classroom, in an attempt to make more specific curricular links between schools and toys.  Another suggestion for teachers and parents is to have a variety of toys and games available for children to play with that go across gender lines.  Our students are encouraged to play soccer, kickball, four-square, and jump rope.  We also participate in Brain Gym activities, which integrate physical fitness lessons into the basic third grade curriculum.  We think schools that encourage family nights, where there’s a focus on building technology skills, problem-solving math and/or science activities, is a terrific idea.   Teachers must have high expectations for all students.  Finally, we’ve learned how important it is to include media literacy lessons in the curriculum.  Our third graders have had discussions about toy and game commercials, and ads on television, on videos, and in magazines.

Children average 6 ½ hours a day in front of a screen (Woodard, 2002).  They are immersed in the media culture through television, videos, computer games, and the Internet.  Dr. David Walsh, founder of the National Institute on Media and the Family, believes violence in the media harms children and leads to an increase in anti-social and aggressive behavior.  He believes that children may become less sensitive to violence, may view the world as violent or mean, and will want to see more violence in entertainment and real life.  Dr. Walsh also thinks that children will view violence as an acceptable way to settle conflicts.

61% of television programs contain some violence, and no immediate punishment was depicted in nearly 75% of the violent scenes (Smith and Donnerstein, 1998).  Child Care Aware, an online newsletter for parents, states that many of the messages in the media can undermine children’s sense of safety and trust.  The impression created is that fighting or using weapons is normal and necessary.  It is recommended that adults talk to children about these concerns, develop responsible television viewing habits, and limit children’s television viewing time to no more than one hour per day.  According to Child Care Aware, teachers and caregivers across the country are expressing concerns about how the media, related toys, and other products affect children in the classroom.  Teachers report increased levels of aggression and more injuries.  The quality of play is less imaginative and often imitative rather than creative.  Many children confuse fantasy with reality.  In discussions with our third grade team, we agree with the suggestion that the quality of our students’ play time is less creative and imaginative.  We are concerned when we see our students imitate (often inappropriate) behavior from the media.

The National Association of School Psychologists recognizes that children 

watch a large number of violent acts in television programming, videotapes, toys, electronic and video games, movies, and cartoons.  The NASP created a resolution to inform public policy makers, leaders in media and toy industries, parents, educators, school psychologists, and others of research on the potential negative consequences that violence in media and toys may have for children.   Is it no wonder that, according to a 2001 study by the American Academy of Pediatrics, VIOLENCE (homicide, suicide, and trauma) is a leading cause of death for children, adolescents and young adults?  It is more prevalent than disease, cancer or congenital disorders.  

The deregulation of children’s television in 1984 resulted in a sudden rise in war-related cartoons and a rise in the sale of war toys linked to these shows.  According to Diane Levin, author of Remote Control Childhood? “within one year of deregulation, the sale of toys of violence, including action figures with weapons, soared more than 600% in three years.”  In addition, media “cross feeding” allows a child to view these same violent themes in a variety of media:  video games, movies, the internet, children’s books, and comic books.  Levin, an early childhood educator, makes some suggestions about how “to combat the hazards of media culture.”   She says to:

· Keep television sets out of children’s bedrooms 

· Select programs designed to promote children’s positive development and learning

· Limit viewing of violence as much as possible

· Try not to buy toys or products directly linked to violent TV shows or that are heavily advertised during violent programs

· Choose toys that promote creativity, can be played with in many ways, and will stay interesting over a period of time

· Ask your child’s teacher and school for help and support

A 2001 study published in Pediatric Adolescent Medicine, looked at the effects of

 reducing children’s television and video game use on aggressive behavior.  Two scholastically and sociodemographically matched public elementary schools in California were studied.  Third and fourth grade students with a mean age of 8.9 years, and their parents or guardians, were the focus of the study.  Children in one school received an 18 lesson, 6-month classroom curriculum to reduce television, videotape, and videogame use.  The results were that children in the intervention group had statistically significant decreases in peer ratings of aggression and observed verbal aggression.  These findings support the influences of these media on aggression and the potential benefits of reducing children’s media use.  This would be important information to share with parents.


In closing, it appears that gender bias in the selection of toys begins at infancy, when adults determine what toys they feel are appropriate for boy and girl babies.  Children’s choice of toys for play or purchase can also be influenced by their parents, peers and the media.  As educators, it is imperative that we teach our students how to become responsible media consumers.  We can encourage children to cut back on their “screen activities” and get more physical activity.   Media literacy activities can help students understand how commercials and ads are often misleading. The lessons can also make them aware of the fact that children’s toy, clothing, and food ad producers have one purpose: to brainwash them into buying something.  Finally, by working with other teachers, caregivers, and advocacy groups with the same goal, we can make a difference!  We are the consumers, and we have the power to insist media producers create less violent, less biased, and more quality educational programming for children. 

