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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Cur rent  f igures  f rom  the  Depar tment

fo r  Educat ion  show  that  the  number  of

men  work ing  in  ear l y  years  i s  around

3% ,  a  f igure  that  has  remained

stubborn ly  res i s tant  to  change  fo r

decades .  As  par t  of  the  GenderEYE

(Gender  in  Ear l y  Years )  pro ject ,  a  team

of  researchers  at  Lancaste r  Univers i t y

and  the  Fatherhood  Ins t i tu te

under took  a  26  month - l ong  s tudy  to

es tab l i sh  why  there  are  so  f ew  men

work ing  in  th i s  area ,  f ind  out  what

va lues  are  at t r ibuted  to  a  male

presence  and  how  best  to  rec ru i t ,

suppor t  and  re ta in  male  pract i t ioners .

The  overa l l  a im  of  the  pro ject  was  to

he lp  the  UK  divers i f y  the  gender  of  i t s

ear l y  years  work force  in  the  most

e f f i c ient  and  e f fect i ve  ways  poss ib le .  

The  GenderEYE  s tudy  began  with  a

knowledge  exchange  workshop  in

T rondhe im  (Norway )  with  both  UK  and

Norweg ian  researchers  and  ear l y  years

pro fess iona l s .  Over  3  days ,  par t ic ipants

shared  the i r  exper iences  of  rec ru i t ing

and  re ta in ing  male  pract i t ioners .  The

UK  ear l y  years  pro fess iona l s ,  who  had

been  advocat ing  fo r  an  inc rease  of

men  in  the  ear l y  years  work force   and

engaged  in  suppor t i ve  MITEY  (Men  in

the  Ear l y  Years )  reg iona l  networks  and

nat iona l  confe rences ,  were  se lected

f rom  four  Engl i sh  l oca l i t i e s ;  Bradford ,

Br i s to l ,  London  and  Southampton .

These  areas  became  the  research  hubs

for  the  s tudy  and  se rved  as  a  bas i s  fo r

data  co l lec t ion .

In  each  of  the  fou r  se lec ted  areas ,  the

GenderEYE  team  v i s i ted  two  ear l y  year s

se t t ings  which  employed  mixed  gender

work fo rces .  The  resea rcher  conducted

inte rv iews  with  male  and  f emale

pract i t ioner s  and  managers ,  and

observa t ions  of  l ea rn ing /play

sess ions  with  the  ch i ld ren .

A  se t  of  add i t iona l  i n te rv iews  were

conducted  with  key  f i gu res  f rom  the

ear l y  year s  sec to r  and  representa t i ves

f rom  t ra in ing  and  caree r s  prov ider s .

F ina l l y ,  data  was  a l so  co l lec ted  th rough

an  on l ine  su rvey  fo r  pract i t ioner s  (male

and  f emale ) ,  and  managers  of  ear l y

yea r s  se t t ings .  The  purpose  of  the

survey  was  to  ident i f y  how  many  men

were  employed  i n  ear l y  year s  se t t ings

and  to  ga in  a  broader  i n s ight  i n to  ro les ,

suppor t  and  t ra in ing .

The  f ind ings  revea l  an  absence  of  an

overa l l  s t ra tegy  i n  rec ru i t ing  and

suppor t ing  male  pract i t ioner s  i n  ear l y

yea r s  se t t ings .  Al though  the re  are

examples  of  good  pract i ce ,  of ten  i t  i s

i so la ted  i nd i v idua l s  or  se t t ings  that

take  smal l  but  s ign i f i cant  s teps

towards  rec ru i t ing  men .  Gaps  i n

ca ree r s  gu idance  were  a l so  ident i f i ed ;

the re  were  f ew  oppor tun i t i e s  fo r  boys

to  engage  with  ear l y  yea r s  work

exper ience ,  and  a  focus  on  s tudent - l ed

gu idance  by  the  caree r s  se rv i ces  meant

that  ear l y  year s  was  ra re l y  cons idered

by  boys  as  a  caree r .

 

The  s tudy  a l so  demonst ra ted  an

ins tab i l i t y  i n  men ’ s  ear l y  yea r s  caree r s

w i th  men  more  l i ke l y  to  move  i n ,

onwards  and  out  of  the  sec to r  than

women  (e i ther  to  new  se t t ings ,  post s  or

secto r s ) .  Most  managers  (55% )  repor ted

that  male  s ta f f  s tay  i n  post  fo r  l e s s

t ime  than  the i r  f emale  co l leagues  and

more  than  ha l f  (51%  of  men  vs  6%  of

women )  have  contempla ted  l eav ing  the

pro fess ion  due  to  concerns  around

a l legat ions  of  sexua l  abuse .   Al though

there  i s  a  l e ve l  of  ‘gender  bl indness ’

around  prov id ing  suppor t  spec i f i ca l l y

to  men ,  the  qua l i ta t i ve  data  shows  that

ta i lo red  suppor t  (based  on  the

pr inc ip les  of  equ i t y  ra ther  than

equa l i t y )  i n  moments  of  vu lnerab i l i t y  i s

key  to  re ta in ing  male  pract i t ioner s .



Gender  was  an  impor tant  component  of

th i s  s tudy .  Our  ev idence  shows  that  the

ear l y  yea r s  pract i t ioner  i s  v iewed  as  a

‘gender les s ’  ro le ,  sugges t ing  that  male

and  f emale  pract i t ioner s  are  ‘ the  same ’

i n  te rms  of  sk i l l s  and  ro les  a l though

each  may  br ing  di f fe rent  apt i tudes  and

persona l i t i e s .  However ,  the  f ind ings  of

the  s tudy  show  that  i n  everyday

pract i ces ,  gender  s te reotypes  s l ip  i n to

the  pract i t ioner  ro le ,  and  male

pract i t ioner s  may  adopt ,  be  a l located

or  exc luded  f rom  spec i f i c  (gendered )

tasks  such  as  nappy  chang ing  or  rough

and  tumble  play .   Our  s tudy  showed

that  the  emphas i s  on  the  ‘gender les s ’

pract i t ioner  may  h ide  the  ways  i n

wh ich  ro les  are  somet imes  ass igned  or

under taken  accord ing  to  gender .

I t  i s  c lea r  f rom  the  GenderEYE  s tudy

that  mixed  gender  work fo rces  br ing

oppor tun i t i e s  to  cha l lenge  gender

s te reotypes .  Nonethe less ,  both  male

and  f emale  pract i t ioner s  exper ience

tens ions  around  gender  e i ther  with

co l leagues  or  with  parents ,  and  i t  i s

o f ten  l e f t  to  i nd i v idua l  pract i t ioner s  to

manage  these .  

The  outcome  of  th i s  resea rch  shows

that  a l though  the re  i s  a  greate r

awareness  around  gender  s te reotyp ing

wi th in  ear l y  year s ,  the  deve lopment  of

mixed  gender  work fo rces  i s  s low  and

sporad ic .  Key  s t ra teg ies  must  be

implemented  i n  order  to  dive r s i f y  the

ear l y  year s  sec to r ,  i nc lud ing  more

gender  sens i t i ve  caree r s  gu idance  fo r

young  peop le ,  rec ru i tment  s t ra teg ies

and  embedding  act i v i t i e s  to  cha l lenge

gender  s te reotypes  with  ch i ld ren ,

parents  and  s ta f f .  Impor tant l y ,  the re

must  be  space  with in  ear l y  year s  fo r

re f l ec t i ve  pract i ces  on  gender .  

Gender  awareness / sens i t i v i t y  i s  not

par t  of  the  ear l y  year s   cur r i cu lum  and

i s  ra re l y  exp lo red  sy s temat ica l l y  with in

t ra in ing .  There  i s  a  need  fo r  both

fo rmal  and  i n fo rmal  t ra in ing  which

can  suppor t  pract i t ioner s  on  manag ing

key  i s sues  around  gender  but  a l so  i n

c reat ing  a  un i f i ed ,  embedded  whole

secto r / se t t ing  approach  on  how

gender  shou ld  be  exp lo red  i n  ear l y

yea r s  educat ion .
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1. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

WE ALSO WISHED TO:

Our main objectives were to:

i )  Explore  the  extent  and  nature  of  efforts  to  recruit  and  support  male  practit ioners ,  and

their  impact ;

i i )  Consider  how  the  value  of  men 's  presence  is  attributed ,  and  what  theories  (explicit

and  implicit )  are  articulated  to  support ,  refute  or  undermine  (consciously  or  otherwise )

the  recruitment  of  men ;

i i i )   Identify  barriers  to  male  recruitment ;  map  men 's  routes  into  early  years  education ;

understand  their  motivations  and  strategies  they  may  have  used  to  overcome  barriers ;

and  identify  what  support  is  needed  to  enable  male  employees  to  f lourish  and  remain  in

this  profession ;

iv )  Based  on  the  evidence  above ,  develop  a  workable  and  explicit  theoretical  framework

to  rationalise  the  value  of  including  men  within  the  early  years    workforce ;  and  create

accessible  training  and  resources  to  support  and  strengthen  efforts  to  make  the  sector

more  gender-diverse  and  gender-sensit ive .

The  GenderEYE  project  aimed  to  examine  how  men  are  recruited ,  supported  and

retained  in  the  early  years  workforce .  The  evidence  is  used  to  produce  a  clear

theoretical  rationale  and  practical  resources  to  enhance  efforts  to  create  more  gender-

diverse ,  gender-sensit ive  approaches .  

Explore what impacts a mixed gender
workforce has on all  participants in an early
years setting,  including any additional
potential  to challenge children's own gender-
stereotypical beliefs

Gain insights into how gender mediates the
division of labour in early years staff  teams,
and into public and practitioner fears
regarding this non-traditional work.

Develop specific workable strategies to harness
opportunities for young children to question
gender stereotypes

Provide rich learning experiences for the many
professionals reached through the project,  who
will  have the opportunity to engage with
academics to develop a theoretical  rationale for
the recruitment,  retention and support of men
in the early years.  



2. CONTRIBUTION OF THE
STUDY IN RELATION TO
EXISTING RESEARCH
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The  gender  imbalance  of  the  early  years

workforce  has  remained  resistant  to

change  over  decades .  In  their  recent  book

on  this  topic  Wright  and  Brownhil l  (2019

p21 )  say  ‘ i t ’s  been  stubbornly  l ike  this  for

years ’ .   Looking  back  at  policies  designed

to  change  this  pattern ,  the  Teacher

Training  Agency  and  the  DfEE  set  a  target

in  1998  for  the  UK  early  years  workforce  to

increase  male  recruitment  to  6% by  2004

(Lewis ,  2002 ) .  This  policy  target  was

accompanied  by  a  theoretical  interest  in

the  potential  benefits  of  a  mixed  gender

workforce  (Cameron ,  Moss  and  Owen ,

1999 ) .   During  this  same  period  attention

was  given  to  the  l inked  promotion  of

posit ive  fathering  and  the  increase  of

male  practit ioners  within  Sure  Start

centres  (Broadhead  and  Meleady ,  2008 ;

Warin ,  2006 ;  Chandler ,  1997 ) .  However ,

this  interest  did  not  lead  to  change  and

the  target  was  unmet ,  as  Rolfe  concluded

in  her  2005  overview .  Some  twenty  two

years  later  the  proportion  of  male  staff  in

the  workforce  remains  at  between  2% and

3% in  England  (DfE ,  2017 ;  DfE ,  2019 ) ,

matching  the  international  pattern

(Rohrmann  and  Emilsen ,  2015 )  and  this

key  policy  issue  has  remained  dormant .

Interest  has  recently  been  re-awakened  in

the  DfE ’s  ‘Early  Years  Workforce  Strategy ’

(2017 ) ,  where  there  is  a  strong  emphasis

on  the  value  of  increased  male

participation .   This  renewed  focus  requires

an  evidence  base  to  define  how

recruitment  might  be  developed ,  examine

what  has  worked  in  recruitment  and

retention  in  the  past  and  consider  what

methods  are  achieving  success ,  however

l imited ,  in  other  countries .   It  requires

evidence  to  support  the  current  drive  for

more  men  that  can  show  the  impact  and

potential  impact  of  this  policy  emphasis .  

This  paralysis  is  a  global  phenomenon

with  an  international  average  of  less  than

3% (Brody ,  2015 ) .  A  recent  OECD  report

(2019 )  claims  that  across  OECD  countries

just  3 .2% of  pre-primary  teachers  are

male .  Some  countries  have  directed

considerable  amounts  of  money  and

attention  to  the  problem  For  example  the

German  More  Men  in  Kitas  project

(Cremers  et  al ,  2010 )  was  supported  with

13 .5  mill ion  euros .  In  Norway ,  our  partner

in  the  GenderEYE  project ,  the  current

proportion  is  9% (Statistics  Norway ,  2019 ) . .

This  has  come  about  through  national

government  emphasis  on  joined-up

gender  policies .  During  the  last  decade

the  Norwegian  Government ’s  Ministry  of

Children ,  Equality  and  Social  Inclusion

put  together  a  series  of  gender  equality

action  plans  where  a  deliberate  targeted

promotion  of  men  in  kindergartens  was

linked  to  family- fr iendly  policies  such  as

equal  gender  representation  in

government ,  equal  pay  and  freedom  from

sexual  abuse  (Warin ,  2018 ) .   In  Norway  the

problem  is  understood  as  a  part  of  a

societal  sensit ivity  to  the  existence  of  ‘a

gender  order ’  and  Norway ’s  gender-

focused  policies  reflect  this  recognition .

In  many  other  countries  such  as  those

within  the  UK  this  broader  understanding

is  lacking .  However ,  since  the  mid-

nineties ,  there  has  been  a  growing

recognition  that  the  greater  involvement

of  men  within  the  caring  professions  has

the  potential  to  transform  wider  gender

relations  (Connell ,  1995 ;  Will iams ,1995 ;

Murray ,  1996 ;  King ,  1999 :   Drudy  et  al ,

2005 ;  Brownhil l ,  2011 ;  Warin  and

Wernersson ,  2016 ;  Davies ,  2019 ) .  The

transformation  to  a  more  gender

equitable  society  and  the  production  of

more  gender  f lexible  roles  and  relations

must  incorporate  a  shift  to  men ’s  caring

roles  (Warin ,  2014 ,  Lynch  et  al ,  2009 ) .  



Page | 5

Initial Hub Meetings

A  Knowledge  Exchange  visit  to  Norway ,  hosted  by  our  partner  Professor  Kari  Emilsen  at

Queen  Maud  University  College  of  Early  Childhood  Education ,  Trondheim ,  served  to

engage  the  research  team  with  early  years  professionals  who  were  advocates  for

increasing  the  numbers  of  men  in  the  English  early  years  workforce .  These  professionals

were  located  infour  key  ‘hubs ’  of  activity :  Bristol ,  Bradford ,  Southampton  and  London .

Following  the  Norway  visit  we  conducted  seminars  in  each  hub .  These  included  the  hub

leader ,  early  years  practit ioners ,  managers  and  representatives  from  l inked  training

providers  and  careers  services .  The  seminars  were  an  opportunity  for  the  GenderEYE

team  to  present  the  aims  of  the  study  and  for  the  leader  of  the  hub  to  disseminate

learning  from  the  Norwegian  visit .  The  f inal  part  of  the  hub  meeting  involved  a  focus

group  discussion  on  the  recruitment ,  support  and  retention  of  men  in  EYs ,  which  also

provided  an  opportunity  to  consider  settings  in  the  local  area  for  the  case  study  part  of

the  research .

Case studies

In  total ,  the  GenderEYE  research  team  conducted  7  case  studies  of  early  years  settings  in

the  hub  locations .  A  scheduled  8th  case  study  was  cancelled  due  to  the  closure  of

nurseries  resulting  from  the  Covid-19  pandemic .  During  the  case  studies ,  the  researcher

undertook  2-3  day  visits  to  each  setting ,  and  conducted  between  6  and  10  semi-

structured  interviews  with  male  and  female  practit ioners  and  managers ;  1-2  focus

groups ,  and  observations  in  classrooms /sessions  with  children ,  which  were  recorded

through  f ield  notes .  Through  the  case  studies ,  the  research  team  gathered  data  on  how

men  are  recruited  into  early  years  and  the  kinds  of  support  they  receive  while  employed .

They  also  collected  data  on  the  deployment  of  roles  according  to  gender  and  how  male

practit ioners  are  regarded  by  parents  and  colleagues .  

3. METHODOLOGY
3 . 1 .  RESEARCH  DESIGN

Supporting interviews

The  GenderEYE  team  conducted  interviews  with  15  individuals  involved  directly  in  the

early  years  profession  or  in  recruit ing  and  training .  This  included  early  years  consultants ,

teacher  trainers ,  recruitment  off icers ,  careers  personnel  in  schools ,  colleges  and

recruitment  agencies .  Researchers  also  interviewed  representatives  from  key  early  years

organisations .  The  interviews  took  place  face  to  face  and  by  telephone ,  and  provided

qualitative  data  on  recruitment  processes ,  training  and  careers  guidance  and

information .  They  also  provided  insights  into  the  wider  challenges  around  creating

mixed  gender  workforces  in  the  early  years  sector .  

The  qualitative  component  of  the  study ,  (hub  groups ,  case  studies  and  supporting

interviews )  was  led  by  RA  Joann  Wilkinson .  



Page | 6

Questionnaire

A  key  aim  of  the  questionnaire  was  to  explore ,  in  detail ,  the  frequently  cited  statist ic

concerning  the  proportion  of  male  practit ioners  who  work  within  the  early  years

workforce .  This  has  been  identif ied  as  2 /3% in  many  publications  on  this  topic  including

in  the  DfE  Early  Years  Workforce  Strategy  report  (DfE  2019 ) .   In  addition ,  we  wanted  to

find  out  more  about  who  these  men  are  in  terms  of  their  age  range ,  qualif ications ,

previous  experience  and  routes  into  the  profession .  This  information  would  give  us  the

basis  for  understanding  more  about  why  so  few  men  are  will ing  to  train  to  work  in  the

early  years  and  what  kinds  of  support  they  need  to  remain  in  this  work .   This  basic

descriptive  data  would  complement  the  qualitative  data .

We  created  two  surveys ,  using  Qualtrix  software ,  for  different  respondent  groups :

practit ioners /staff  in  early  years  settings ;  managers .  The  survey  for  practit ioners  covered

questions  about  age  group ,  previous  experience  in  early  years  work ,  roles ,  activit ies ,  types

of  interactions  with  children ,  perceptions  about  problematic  areas  of  work ,  preferred

activit ies ,  and  future  aspirations .   For  the  managers  there  were  two  options .  Participating

managers  could  take  our  “super  speedy  survey ”  promoted  as  “the  shortest  survey  you  will

ever  be  l ikely  to  do ” ,  intended  to  take  only  one  minute .  The  aim  here  was  to  gain  insight

into  the  very  straightforward  question  regarding  numbers  of  men  employed  in  settings .

Respondents  were  asked  to  answer  two  simple  questions :   number  of  overall  staff

currently  on  the  payroll  who  worked  directly  with  children ;  the  number  of  male  staff  on

the  payroll  who  worked  directly  with  children .  They  were  also  asked  a  third  question  to

identify  the  type  of  early  years   provision .  Managers  then  had  the  option  of  completing  a

longer  5-10  minute  survey  with   questions  profi l ing  the  male  employees  and  gaining

information  on  their  age  ranges ,  qualif ications ,  allocations  to  tasks ,   perceptions  of  male

task  preferences ,  strategies  for  attracting  men ,  numbers  of  applications  from  men ,  and

reasons  for  leaving  ( i f  relevant ) .  For  the  sake  of  focus  and  simplicity  we  ruled  out

childminder  provisions .  The  surveys  were  completely  anonymous .  They  were  available

between  September  and  December  2019 .  The  questionnaire  design  and  piloting  was

undertaken  by  Rebecca  Hibbin ,  with  analysis  undertaken  by  Helen  Greaves .  298  'speedy ' ,

manager ,   surveys  were  returned ,   184 ,  longer ,  manager  surveys  and  424  practit ioner

surveys .

Analysis of quantitative data

Questionnaire  i tems  were  init ial ly  mapped

onto  the  project ’s  broad  research  questions

to  ensure  a  consistency  of  focus  within  the

project ’s  scope  of  inquiry .  Analysis  was

undertaken  through  Qualtrix .  The  “speedy

survey ”  was  analysed  f irst  in  order  to  give  the

big  picture  statist ic  about  the  proportion  of

male  employees .  We  analysed  the  data  in

two  stages ,  answering  two  broad  questions :

how  many  men  are  employed ;  who  are  they?

Quantitative  analysis  was  undertaken  by

researcher  Helen  Greaves .

METHODOLOGY

3 .2 .  ANALYTIC  METHOD
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Analysis of qualitative data

NVivo  qualitative  data  software  was  used  to  store ,  categorise  and  analyse  the  data  set .

The  software  enables  the  assemblage  of  the  transcripts  of  case  study  interviews ,  focus

groups  and  observational  notes  together  with  the  transcripts  of  the  supporting

interviews .  The  analysis  of  the  qualitative  data  was  undertaken  fol lowing  the  model

promoted  by  Braun  and  Clarke  (2006 )  to  produce  a  set  of  analytic  themes  within  the

broader  framework  created  by  the  project ’s  key  research  questions .  In  the  f irst  instance ,

the  data  was  organised  into  meaningful  groups  (codes )  and  thereafter  organised  into

themes  from  which  the  analysis  was  undertaken .  Qualitative  analysis  was  completed  by

researcher  Joann  Wilkinson .

Integration of qualitative and quantitative data and collaborative cross team
member check

Following  the  production  of  a  reduced  set  of  quantitative  f indings  based  on  Greaves ’

analysis  together  with  a  reduced  set  of  qualitative  f indings  based  on  Wilkinson ’s  analysis

the  team  undertook  an  individual  revisit ing  of  the  project ’s  main  research  questions  and

each  produced  a  set  of  four  overarching  key  messages  from  both  the  analyses .  This

created  an  analytic  r igour  and  collaborative  process  for  checking  and  agreement  of  each

team  member ’s  interpretations  of  the  data .  This  was  then  discussed  in  a  collaborative

negotiated  manner  by  the  four  team  members  and  led  to  our  f inal  overview  of  integrated

findings  in  the  form  of  four  key  messages .  

METHODOLOGY
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Male Manager: We’re changing recruitment in general . . [ . . ]  to look more as I  said earlier

about values and personality and what we can teach people rather than what they might

have on paper.  And even the interview questions and the way that we interview and the

questions that we ask and the follow up questions are all  very values based for male and

female staff  to try and get away from, someone looks great on paper therefore we only

interview them, we don’t  interview that person. So it ’s  about what we look for and what

things we’re looking for on paper.  What kind of  l i fe  experiences they’ve had so that we can

strengthen our academy, strengthen our pedagogy team and then teach them all  the skil ls

that we have.  So I  think recruitment in general for us is  taking a very different tack and

approach to attract more of  the people that we would want (H3/SE/FG1)

Female Manager:  Our recruitment team know that an agenda we have is ,  any males you

get in,  let ’s  interview them. Let’s  not just take them on paper value but let ’s  see i f  we

could take them on as unqualif ied and then upskil l  them to be you know an even better

teacher than what we can see in them already. Because sometimes we’l l  get a CV through

and it  will  just say that they’ve been a delivery driver and they’ve done a bit  of  retail .  They

haven’t  had childcare experience but there’s obviously a reason why they’re applying for

this role within a nursery.  So let ’s  delve into that a l itt le bit  deeper… (H3/SE/FG1)

The  f indings  of  our  study  indicate  that  there  is  no  clear  overall  strategy  to  bring  men  into

early  years .  For  example ,  less  than  1  in  5  (14%) of  managers  report  having  used  specif ic

strategies ,  and  50% of  settings  have  received  no  applications  from  male  practit ioners .

It  is  often  isolated  individuals  or  settings  that  take  small  but  signif icant  steps  towards

recruiting  men .  This  includes ,  for  example ,  invit ing  men  in  for  informal  chats  even  when

there  are  no  posts  available ;  using  images  of  men  in  recruitment  drives  or  on  the  nursery

website .  In  the  fol lowing  section ,  a  manager  discusses  one  of  their  strategies  for  recruit ing

male  practit ioners :

4. FINDINGS
4 . 1 .  ABSENCE  OF  STRATEGY  IN  RECRUIT ING  AND

SUPPORTING  MALE  PRACTIT IONERS

Some  managers  try  to  recruit  male  practit ioners  by  focusing  on  the  values ,  personalit ies

and  l i fe  experiences  of  potential  candidates  rather  than  skil ls  and  qualif ications ,  as  the

participant  below  describes :  
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There  is  strong  recognition  of  an  unconscious  bias  within  the  early  years  recruitment

process ,  and  the  need  for  more  diverse  recruitment  panels .  On  the  whole ,  however ,

settings  were  very  much  aware  of  the  low  numbers  of  men  employed  in  their  settings  or

applying  for  posts  and  expressed  uncertainty  around  how  to  rectify  this .  Settings  also

expressed  concerns  around  posit ive  discrimination  and  the  impact  of  a  gendered

recruitment  process  on  safeguarding .

Our  study  also  identif ied  gaps  in  careers  guidance  The  perception  by  early  years

professionals  is  that  children  receive  careers  guidance  very  late  in  their  education  and

learning ,  for  example  in  Years  10  and  11 .  By  this  t ime ,  children  have  established  clear

ideas  around  gender  and  career  pathways ,  as  the  fol lowing  participant  suggests :

Funding Council Officer/National Government:  One of  our colleges did quite a big bit

of  research amongst the schools in their region. They did a survey of  twelve of  their high

schools and they surveyed boys who are 15 and asked them what they thought about a

career in Early Years,  and the pay aspects really didn’t  come up. What they did think was

that this was just a job that they didn’t  know anything about.  They didn’t ,  they weren’t

told about it  when they went to careers guidance.  There was no interaction,  and it ’s  just ,

it ’s  just something they’ve never come across (S.I .3)

EY Trainer/Advocate for Men in EYs: Quite honestly,  men will  not come unless they’re

invited.  That’s what I  think. Unless somebody’s saying,  come over here,  this is  a job for

you they’re not going to come, unless there’s more of  an effort. .[ . . ]  We’re attacking it  the

wrong way…[..]  We’re not inviting them in.  We’re not putting them off ,  they were never

put on in the f irst  place.  They never thought about it!  A lot of  them never knew anything

about it .  Not because of  any reasons,  not because of  the pay,  not because of  negative

things,  just cos they never thought about it  (S.I .5)

FINDINGS

Male Practitioner:  When I  was at school it  was clear that the female courses were

hairdressing,  beauty and childcare and the male ones were construction and engineering,

or mechanic.  So,  and for my group of  friends as well ,  the females went into the female

role,  courses and the male did,  so it  was just,  it  wouldn’t  have been natural for me to do

early years.  It  never crossed my mind basically (H4/SE/FG2)

Furthermore ,  changes  in  the  provision  of  schools  careers  services ,  for  example ,  the

increasing  costs  around  providing  work  experience  and  changing  perceptions  around  the

importance  of  careers  guidance  in  schools ,  have  impacted  on  the  quality  and

accessibil ity  of  this  service  for  young  people  and  children .  The  overall  f indings  of  our

study  indicate  that  boys  in  school  receive  very  l i tt le  exposure  to  early  years  as  a  career .  As

a  result ,  this  area  of  work  does  not  f igure  on  their  careers  radar .  There  is  an  absence  of

both  consideration  and  decision-making  when  exploring  a  career  in  early  years  education

.  These  points  are  highlighted  in  the  fol lowing  extracts :
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FINDINGS

A  further  area  to  consider  is  the  level  of  challenge  provided  by  the  careers  services  when

helping  young  people  choose  a  career  pathway .  The  f indings  of  our  study  suggest  that

careers  guidance  adopts  a  ‘neutral ’  or  ‘user- led ’  approach  in  which  advisors  f ind  out  what

children  l ike  and  feel  they  are  good  at ;  and  make  suggestions  accordingly .  This  encounter

may  be  a  conversation  between  a  human  advisor  and  the  young  person  or  may  involve

responding  to  answers  on  a  computer .  A  user- led  careers  guidance  is  often  perceived

posit ively  and ,  in  particular ,  as  a  way  to  avoid  career  stereotyping .  However ,  the  absence  of

interactions  (either  human  or  digital )  which  challenges  the  individual  or  helps  them

explore  areas  they  wouldn ’t  have  otherwise  considered  means  that  boys  do  not  choose ,  or

consider ,  early  years  as  a  career .

4 .2 .  “MEN  ON  THE  MOVE ” :

Instab i l i ty  with in  men ’s  careers  in  the  ear ly  years

The  qualitative  data  shows  that  men  experience  a  greater  sense  of  precariousness  within

their  careers  than  their  female  counterparts ,  and  that  men  are  more  l ikely  to  move  in ,

onwards  and  out  of  early  years  than  women  (either  to  new  settings ,  posts  or  sectors ) .  

Most  managers  (55%) reported  that  male  staff  stay  in  post  for  less  t ime  than  their  female

colleagues  and  more  than  half  (51% of  men  vs  6% of  women )  have  contemplated  leaving

the  profession  due  to  concerns  around  allegations  of  sexual  abuse .

Although  male  practit ioners  reported  they  were  happy  in  their  role  as  practit ioner ,  and

wanted  to  continue  working  with  young  children ,  many  men  looked  towards  moving  into

more  challenging  roles  or  special is ing  in  key  areas  such  as  special  needs  education ,  music

therapy  or  teacher  training ,  as  the  fol lowing  participants  indicate :  

Male practitioner :  I  mean the money’s fairly basic here and it ’s  not the most well  paid

work and I  know I could get work that pays a lot more,  so there is  that.  But I  enjoy doing

what I ’m doing and my plan was to get my Level  3,  maybe look to see i f  I  could work in

any special  needs schools,  maybe work in an infant school.  Obviously,  I  need more

qualif ications but I  could look into that once I ’ve got my Level  3.  So that’s my plan really.

So I  know I want the career with young children,  just not sure at the moment which way

to go with it  (H4/S1/Int7)

Male Practitioner:  So I  certainly want to stay in early years.  I  see this sort of

environment and this way of  learning as being a very productive and fruitful  area in terms

of supporting early years development and learning. I  would l ike to be able to be in a

position to make that more aware and bring that more to the mainstream if  possible.  So

the potential  in the future do more of  the training side of  it ,  because although I  do very

much enjoy the time I  spend with the children and particularly in an outdoor setting,  it ’s  a

very physically demanding job and I  don’t  want to lose my enthusiasm for it  but I  want to

also inspire that in other people as well  (H3/S2/Int1)
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FINDINGS

In  some  cases ,  male  practit ioners  wanted  to  remain  working  in  education  but  not  as

teachers  or  practit ioners ,  and  although  some  men  were  unsure  when ,  why  or  how  they

would  move  on  from  their  current  post ,  they  expressed  a  strong  sense  that  they  would  l ike

to  move  on  at  some  point .  Although  the  low  pay  was  a  strong  concern ,  this  alone  was  not

enough  to  consider  leaving  the  profession .  However ,  low  pay  combined  with  a  number  of

other  factors  including ,  lack  of  trust ,  change  in  leadership ,  long  commutes  and  low  levels

of  support  did  result  in  practit ioners  moving  into  new  roles  and  sectors .  

Our  study  shows  that  support  was  key  in  retaining  male  practit ioners .  However ,  gendered

support  was  viewed  negatively  by  male  and  female  practit ioners ,  as  the  fol lowing

participants  describe :  

Female Teacher (EYs): Yeah I  don’t  think there’s any particular reason why one person

would need more support.  I  mean obviously that support is  individually tailored isn’t  it  for

everyone’s needs.  We’re all  at  different points in our career.  We’re all  at  different points in

our learning and our next steps but as a gender thing,  no I  don’t  think there should be

separate support (H2/S2/Int1)

Male Teacher (EYs):  I  found myself  being invited to the local Men in Early Years Network

meetings which at that point was set up more as a support group and I  found it  quite

strange that the need for that was felt .  Just trying to think why that was.  I  think it ’s  easy to

make assumptions about men as a group and I  think it ’s  easy to,  yeah make assumptions

that men will  require certain things for a career.  And I  think the issue of  pay came up quite

a lot i f  I  remember rightly.  But I  guess beyond that I ’ve always had a bit  of  an issue about

men being treated as a homogenous group, men biologically (H2/S2/Int5)

For  many  practit ioners ,  male  and  female  staff  were  viewed  as  ‘the  same ’  and  therefore  i t

was  considered  they  should  be  provided  with  the  same  levels  of  support .  Furthermore ,

male  practit ioners ,  in  particular ,  expressed  concerns  around  support  based  on  men  as  a

homogenous  group .  Although  our  study  observed  a  level  of  ‘gender  blindness ’  within  some

of  the  concerns  around  providing  gendered  support ,  i t  is  clear  that  male  practit ioners  may

experience  moments  of  vulnerabil ity  for  which  support  is  key .  The  fol lowing  participant

highlights  this :

Male Practitioner:  I ’m just really aware that I ’m a man in this situation. So I ’m kind of

aware that a child sits on my lap maybe. If  I ’m alone in a room with a child,  I  don’t  know

it’s  just more aware of ,  l ike that someone could raise a f inger at me. I  don’t  know, I  feel  a

bit  more under the watch. It ’s  l ike,  the middle ground between anxious and aware and I

think mostly I  can deal with it  of  just being aware.  It  doesn’t  necessarily make me super

anxious…I think about stuff  you know with handling babies and stuff  where women maybe

don’t  have to think about it ,  you know. How something to you looks from the outside or

something I  guess,  because you know I don’t  want to,  I  don’t  know, because I ’m a man I

don’t  want to send any weird messages looking at me. I  don’t  know, feel  more just watched,

yes.  Maybe also more at the beginning when I  started (H4/S2/Int5)
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4 .3 .  ROLES :  THE  SAME  BUT  DIFFERENT

FINDINGS

The  f indings  of  our  study  show  that  tai lored  support  (based  on  the  principles  of  equity

rather  than  equality )  in  moments  of  vulnerabil ity  is  key  to  retaining  male  practit ioners .

Moments  of  vulnerabil ity  may  relate  to  parents ’  concerns  around  nappy  changing  or  not

accepting  male  practit ioners  as  key  workers .  It  also  relates  to  moments  of  change  such

as  moving  to  a  new  room ,  or  a  new  post ;  a  change  of  leadership  or  concerns  around  how

the  male  practit ioner  is  perceived  by  others .

In  terms  of  roles ,  male  and  female  practit ioners  were  viewed  by  staff  in  early  years

settings  as  ‘the  same ’ .  They  had  the  same  ‘ job  description ’ ,  and  thus  i t  was  considered

that  roles  and  responsibil it ies  should  be  undertaken  equally ,  as  the  fol lowing

speakers  highlights :  

The  job  description  posit ions  the  early  years  practit ioner  as  a  ‘genderless  role ’ .  This  means

that  staff  undertake  responsibil it ies  according  to  their  contractual  duties  and  not  in

relation  to  or  influenced  by  gender .  Managers  of  settings  place  emphasis  on  the

professionalism  of  the  practit ioner  role  and  indicate  that  gendered  roles  do  not  or  cannot

exist  within  early  years  settings .  The  f indings  of  our  study  indicate  that  although  the  job

description  is  a  valuable  tool ,  i t  may  however  discourage  managers  from  identifying

moments  when  roles  or  activit ies  do  become  gendered  within  early  years  settings .

Male Manager/Practitioner: Everybody is on exactly the same job description. Everyone’s

employed as an early years practitioner.  Some have different accountabilit ies or

responsibil it ies which they do. You know, l ike group leader or learning journals or that

sort of  thing.  But no,  everybody does everything (H2/S1/Int1)

Furthermore ,  although  male  and  female  staff  are  often  considered  ‘the  same ’  regarding

roles  and  responsibil it ies ,  they  are  also  perceived  as  ‘different ’  in  terms  of  their  interests ,

skil ls  and  personalit ies .  Whereas  some  male  practit ioners  adopt  more  traditionally

masculine  roles  such  as  outdoor  activit ies /physical  play ,  they  also  engage  in

nurturing /caring  tasks .  Similarly ,  female  staff  engage  in  non-traditional  female  activit ies

such  as  outdoor  or  manual  work .  Our  observations  of  early  years  settings  provided

examples  of  male  and  female  practit ioners  working  alongside  one  another ,  both  engaged

in  cuddling ,  play ,  getting  children  to  sleep ,  preparing  food ,  cleaning  up  and  t idying  away

and  helping  to  get  children  ready  for  going  out .  

In  spite  of  the  above ,  our  study  showed  that  gender  stereotypes  sl ip  into  everyday

practices .  For  example ,  signif icant  differences  between  the  genders  in  the  quantitative

data  shows  that  70% male  vs  46% female  practit ioners  enjoy  ‘rough  and  tumble ’ ;  78% of

female  vs  48% of  male  practit ioners  enjoy  dance .  Almost  one  in  f ive  managers  (17%)

reported  that  they  do  not  always  assign  the  same  tasks  to  male  and  female  practit ioners ;

in  some  cases  men ’s  participation  in  certain  aspects  of  early  years  work  is  restricted

(managers  say  12% rarely  undertake  nappy  changing  and  13% rarely  write  reports  or

undertake  learning  assessments ) .  Activit ies  such  as  rough  and  tumble ,  physical  play  or

being  si l ly /childl ike  fun  are  viewed  as  ‘natural ’ ,  or  easy  for  male  practit ioners  to  engage  in .
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FINDINGS

Furthermore ,  men ’s  engagement  in  rough  and  tumble /physical  play  was  perceived  by

some  staff  as  a  way  for  male  practit ioners  to  support  children  with  absent  fathers ,

particularly  in  settings  with  famil ies  from  disadvantaged  backgrounds .  

However ,  for  some  male  practit ioners ,  physical  play  was  both  an  enjoyable  task  and  a

concern .  Male  practit ioners  expressed  concerns  about  the  safety  of  the  children  and

around  managing  parent ’s  and  colleagues ’  perception  of  their  skil ls  and  abil it ies  as  a

responsible  and  serious  early  years  professional ,  as  the  fol lowing  participant  describes :

Male Practitioner:  I  think the only time I ’m not comfortable is  i f  there’s absolutely loads

of them and they’re starting to hurt each other,  and at the same time I  get uncomfortable.

I  think another time is i f  a parent walks in and I ’ve got l ike six,  seven kids on top of  me,

then I  feel  a l itt le bit  uncomfortable.  I ’m not so sure why. I  think it  would be the fact that

they come in and just see my laying on the f loor,  not really working. Not too sure,  yeh

(H4/S1/Int2)

Male  practit ioners  must  manage  the  expectations  of

parents ,  colleagues  and  children  in  terms  of  offering

something  ‘special ’ ,  novel  or  interesting ,  and  being  a

good ,  responsible  and  trustworthy  practit ioner .  In

addition  to  this ,  they  must  be  skil ful  and  trained  in

managing  physical  play  with  children .  As  this  area  of

learning  is  perceived  as  a  natural  characterist ic  in  men ,

the  need  for  training  on  how  to  engage  in  physical  play

with  children  is  sometimes  overlooked .

The  expectations  around  male  staff  and  physical  play

extended  into  the  area  of  r isk-taking  forms  of  play .  Male

practit ioners  are  sometimes  perceived  to  provide  greater

levels ,  or  more  genuine  r isky  play  than  their  female

counterparts .  This  can  be  observed  in  the  fol lowing

extract :

Almost one in
five managers
(17%) reported

that they do not
always assign
the same tasks

to male and
female

practitioners
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Female Practitioner 1:  It ’s  instinctive,  l ike you know. But it ’s  l ike for them to have someone

that they could be a bit  rough with whereas women can be a bit ,  oh no don’t  do that.  Where the

males are l ike,  come on then,  let ’s  do it

Female Practitioner 2: I  can notice that in the garden with Mike.  Boys l ike to play more

roughly with Mike and they l ike that.  They will  play different to women.

Female Practitioner 1:  Cos men never grow up do they,  let ’s  face it ,  they’re always l itt le boys

and they always want to play don’t  they.  I  know my husband does with my Grandson, you know

and Fred will  come up and try and jump on me and I ’m like,  no leave Nana alone (H4/S1/FG2)
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FINDINGS

Male Practitioner: One of the things I  definitely felt  in the early years classroom was that

I was able to challenge gender stereotypes and assumptions in a way that was possibly

easier than for my female colleagues.  So,  on purpose I  would do things l ike wear pink ties

because I  knew pretty much every time that it  would be commented on by a child and it

would open up a discussion about clothing and gender,  that kind of  thing,  which as I ’ve

discovered is sti l l  very deeply ingrained culturally (H2/S2/Int5)

Male Manager/Practitioner: Everybody is on exactly the same job description. Everyone’s

employed as an early years practitioner.  Some have different accountabilit ies or

responsibil it ies which they do. You know, l ike group leader or learning journals or that

sort of  thing.  But no,  everybody does everything (H2/S1/Int1)

Female Practitioner:  I  think there is  a perception that they’d be more risk involved if

there are men but it  depends on the person. Felix is  somebody that embraces risky play and

it ’s  not something I ’ve personally seen from James for example.  So you know there’s a

stereotype where at a previous setting,  there was a guy but he wasn’t  an employed member

of staff .  They employed him for risk,  to provide risk,  he had a nickname. He was l ike Risky

Pete or something. It  was l ike a gimmick. So look at us,  we’ve got Risky Pete.  So on a

Wednesday you’d get to spend the day with Risky Pete.  Risky Pete had been in the SAS and

like…. we had a f ire the other day at nursery and I  set  it  up and it  was all  done l ike that.

He did a f ire and he didn’t  manage it  properly and a child was burnt.  And then this big SAS

guy was frightened to tell  the parent so went to one of  the female staff  to get them to deal

with that….Wouldn’t  take responsibil ity for it .  He built  the f ire for the children to play,  you

know to sit  around. But i f  you have a f ire,  i f  you’ve been trained in early years and how to

do a f ire,  before you even set f ire to anything you explain the rules.  And that whole bit  had

not happened. It ’s  just come to me, he was Dangerous Dan. (H1/S1/Int1)

Risky  play ,  similar  to  physical  play ,  rough  and  tumble  become  naturalised  qualit ies ,

inherent  within  particular  forms  of  masculinity .  Early  years  practit ioner  skil ls

(understanding  children ,  l istening  and  learning ,  managing  relationships )  are  downplayed

in  this  event ,  which  also  reproduces  gendered  ideas  about  men ,  women ,  nature ,  f ire  and

risk .  In  settings  with  greater  numbers  of  male  staff ,  there  may  be  more  opportunities  to

observe  a  contrast  between  male  practit ioners ,  for  example ,  one  male  practit ioner

engages  in  rough  and  tumble ,  another  male  practit ioner  does  not .   This  results  in  greater

potential  to  undo  the  associations  between  masculinity  and  physical  play .

4 .4 .  ABSENCE  OF  GENDER  AWARENESS /SENSIT IV ITY

TRAINING

The  data  shows  that  mixed  gender  workforces  bring  opportunities  for  gender

awareness /sensit ivity .  Comments  and  discussions  about  gender  come  up  frequently  between

both  male  and  female  practit ioners  and  children  in  the  early  years  classroom .  In  particular ,

children  express  ideas  around  what  is  appropriate  behaviour  for  a  boy  or  a  girl ,  such  as  wearing

dresses  or  having  long  hair .  Practit ioners  demonstrated  a  posit ive  attitude  around  children

engaging  in  all  activit ies ,  and  highlighted  the  importance  of  other  children  accepting  this .

However ,  the  presence  of  male  practit ioners  sometimes  provides  new  opportunities  to

challenge  gender  stereotypes ,  as  the  fol lowing  practit ioner  demonstrates :
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FINDINGS

Less than 1 in 5 (16%)
practitioners had
participated in a

gender-based
intervention (e.g.

gender awareness /
unconscious bias

training)

Our  study  also  observed  that  male  and  female  practit ioners  ‘do ’  gender  sensit ivity

through  the  rhetoric  of  the  ‘genderless  child ,  suggesting  that  boys  and  girls  are  the

same /can  be  who  they  want  to  be .

Male Practitioner: It ’s  allowing people to be who they are..[ . . ]  you know there might be a

little boy who conforms completely to what the ‘typical man’ is- ,  you know and there might

be someone who’s completely against that.  And it ’s  about saying,  both of  them are ok and if

you want to be what is  seen as traditionally boyish then there’s nothing wrong with that.  But

equally,  it ’s  f ine i f  you want to wear a dress every day,  which one l itt le boy did every day.

And there’s nothing wrong with that (H4/SE/FG1)

Through  these  instances ,  children  with  the  support  of  practit ioners ,  learn  that  gender

boundaries  are /can  be  f luid ,  to  the  extent  that  (within  the  nursery  setting ) ,  children  are

able  to  be  who  they  want  to  be .  However ,  the  data  suggests  that  children ’s

understanding  of  gender  is  not  stretched  to  enable  them  to  understand  how  gender

works  in  other  aspects  of  their  l ives .  For  example ,  they  may  learn  that  boys  can  wear

dresses  but  they  also  need  to  learn  that  some  people  think  they  can ’t ,  and  that  outside  of

the  early  years  setting  this  activity  may  be  penalised  in  some  way .   It  means  that

practit ioners  teach  small  children  that  the  gender  system  does  not  exist .   Furthermore ,  as

children  grow  older ,  and  move  through  primary  and  secondary  education ,  opportunities

for  crossing  gender  boundaries  become  much  less .  Gender  sensit ivity  in  early  years

should  not  only  teach  children  that  gender  is  f lexible  but  also  that  in  some  contexts ,  this

f lexibil ity / freedom  may  be  challenged  or  denied .

Furthermore ,  both  male  and  female  practit ioners  experience  tensions  around  gender

either  with  colleagues  or  with  parents ,  and  i t  is  often  left  to  individual  practit ioners  to

manage  these .  Gender  awareness /sensit ivity  is  not  part  of  the  early  years  curriculum  and

is  rarely  explored  systematically  within  training .  The  quantitative  data  shows  that  less

than  a  third  (30%) of  early  years  practit ioners  engaged  in  formal /structured  discussions

about  gender  relating  to  staff  at  their  setting .  Less  than  1  in  5  (16%) had  participated  in  a

gender-based  intervention  (e .g .  gender  awareness  /  unconscious  bias  training ) .  

For  some  highly  trained  practit ioners ,  there

were  opportunities  to  explore  gender

stereotyping  (within  children )  more  deeply

during  undergraduate  degree  training .

However ,  there  were  few  opportunities  for

exploring  gender  during  lower  levels  of

training  (Level  1 /2 ) .  In  terms  of  gender  and

the  workforce ,  training  was  sometimes

based  on  essential ist  ideas  around  men  and

women  in  terms  of  their  skil ls  and

aptitudes ,  as  the  fol lowing  practit ioner

describes :
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Female Practitioner:  I  think there is  a perception that they’d be more risk inv

are men but it  depends on the person. Felix is  somebody that embraces risky p

not something I ’ve personally seen from James for example.  So you know ther

stereotype where at a previous setting,  there was a guy but he wasn’t  an empl

of staff .  They employed him for risk,  to provide risk,  he had a nickname. He w

Pete or something. It  was l ike a gimmick. So look at us,  we’ve got Risky Pete.  

Wednesday you’d get to spend the day with Risky Pete.  Risky Pete had been in

like…. we had a f ire the other day at nursery and I  set  it  up and it  was all  don

He did a f ire and he didn’t  manage it  properly and a child was burnt.  And then

guy was frightened to tell  the parent so went to one of  the female staff  to get 

with that….Wouldn’t  take responsibil ity for it .  He built  the f ire for the childre

know to sit  around. But i f  you have a f ire,  i f  you’ve been trained in early year

do a f ire,  before you even set f ire to anything you explain the rules.  And that w

not happened. It ’s  just come to me, he was Dangerous Dave..  (H1/S1/Int1)

Male Teacher: I  did my PGCE at the University of  [name] and there were about 120 people

on the course and about ten men within that.  Two of them were on the Early Years

programme and the rest of  us were general Primary,  and I  think they’d identif ied early on

that we were a vulnerable group that needed support.  And at that point I  thought,  oh okay

I wonder what that’s about.  I  went along and what it  really was,  there were two strands to

it  really.  The f irst  one was about protecting yourself  so there are no allegations made

against you about being inappropriate and the second one was,  we were told this.  Men or

boys,  you are not as good at paperwork,  so you’l l  be supported with your f i les.  And I  was

thinking,  right I  will  show you that my fi le is  going to be the best [LAUGHS].  So but I  was a

bit  taken aback then by the assumptions that were being made (H2/S2/Int5)

Although  in  the  above  extract ,  gender  was  a  component  of  early  years  training ,  this  was

not  effective  or  helpful .  Specif ic  areas  such  as  abuse /allegations  of  abuse  and

disorganisation /mess  were  essential ised  as  male  characterist ics  thereby  reinforcing

gender  stereotypes .  Our  study  also  observed  moments  of  ‘gender  blindness ’  within

training  as  a  way  to  avoid  learners  receiving  any  ‘special  treatment ’ .  Emphasis  is  often

placed  on  treating  people  equally  or  approaching  learners  as  individuals  rather  than  as

men  or  women .  Gender  is  viewed  here  as  a  discriminatory  tool ,  and  to  consider  the

gender  of  individual  learners  (or  to  consider  gender  within  learning )  would  be  to  place

them  at  a  disadvantage .

Finally ,  our  data  shows  that  although  early  years  staff  in  general  are  aware  of  and  sensit ive

to  gender  issues ,  there  are  gaps  in  gender  awareness  training  in  terms  of  a  developing  a

whole  setting  approach ,  as  the  fol lowing  participant  describes :   

Male Teacher: My hunch is that the Early Years team generally are pretty well  attuned to

{gender issues} and I  don’t  know if  that’s  because I ’ve been there for four years or i f  it ’s

just because it ’s  something that comes up a lot at this early age and it ’s  something that

people are able to respond to.  As a whole school I  don’t  think there has been anything kind

of whole staff  training on gender and it ’s  something that I  did ask about recently about

getting some kind of  staff  development on gender and LGBT issues,  that kind of  thing

because it ’s  something that’s coming up more often I  think with the children at the school

. .[ . . ]  I  think it ’s  quite helpful  i f  we have a common approach to that (H2/S2/Int5)

There  is  a  need  for  both  formal  and  informal  training  which  can  support  practit ioners  on

managing  key  issues  around  gender .  Such  training  would  also  help  create  a  unif ied ,

embedded  whole  sector /setting  approach  on  how  gender  should  be  explored  in  early  years

education .  This  whole  setting  approach  would  support  early  years  professionals  when  issues

around  gender  arise .
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5. DISCUSSION OF THE
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE FINDINGS
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Overall ,  we  want  the  success  of  the

project  to  be  evaluated  against  our  abil ity

to  develop  a  new  body  of  knowledge

about  practices ,  perspectives  and

rationales  relating  to  the  gender

diversif ication  of  the  early  years

workforce .  We  aim  to  translate  this

evidence- informed  knowledge  into

workable  strategies  that  could  enable  the

early  years  workforce  to  become  more

gender-diverse  and  gender-sensit ive ,

supported  by  a  robust  theoretical

framework  setting  out  why  this  matters .

5 . 1 .  THEORETICAL  SIGNIF ICANCE

What  do  these  f indings  have  to  tel l  us

about  gender  theories ,  their  importance

and  relevance ,  in  the  world  of  early  years

education  and  care?

Theory  matters  because  i t  determines

people ’s  actions .  Often  policies  and

practices  are  shaped  by  implicit  theories

and  assumptions .  For  example ,  i f  the

theoretical  rationale  for  developing  efforts

to  recruit  and  support  men  is  based  on

‘gender  essential ist ’  ideas  about

differences  between  men  and  women

then  the  practices  we  see  will  be  shaped

by  this  view .  In  a  setting  pervaded  by

assumptions  about  what  is  ‘natural ’  for

men  and  women  i t  would  not  be  at  all

surprising  to  f ind  that  male  practit ioners

are  deployed  in  outdoor  play  and

excluded  from  nappy  changing .   Indeed ,

this  is  exactly  what  we  found  in  relation

to  hidden ,  unconscious ,  theories  about

the  value  of  men ’s  presence  in  the  early

years  workforce .   We  examine  the

theoretical  import  of  each  of  the  each  of

the  four  key  f indings :  Absence  of  strategy

in  recruit ing  and  supporting  male

practit ioners ;  instabil ity  and  the  need  for

support ;  the  sneakiness  of  gender

stereotypes  in  practit ioner  roles ;  the

absence  of  gender  awareness  and  need

for  gender  sensit ivity  training .  

The  absence  of  specif ic  strategy  is

symptomatic  of  an  underlying  lack  of

gender  awareness .  In  many  settings  the

idea  of  recruit ing  men  is ,  at  best ,  simply

not  on  the  employer ’s  horizons  or ,  more

worryingly  i t  is  based  on  an  underlying

prejudice  based  on  traditional  gender

roles .  This  may  be  considered  surprising

given  that  there  has  been  so  much  media

attention  given  to  gender  since  the  start

of  the  #MeToo  movement  in  2017 .  It

would  be  appear  that  this  particular  part

of  the  gender  j igsaw ,  the  extremely  low

presence  of  men  in  the  early  years ,  has

just  not  been  visible  enough .  

Our  data  has  shown  that  some  male

practit ioners  experience  the

vulnerabil it ies  that  are  endemic  to  their

minority  status  in  early  years  and  may

need  tai lored  targeted  support  to  help

them  feel  valued  and  remain  within  the

profession .  It  is  i l luminating  to  consider

the  difference  between  equity  and

equality  in  relation  to  supporting  men  in

the  early  years .  Equality  achieves  justice

though  treating  everybody  the  same ,

regardless  of  need ,  whilst  equity  responds

to  people  on  the  basis  of  their  differing

needs .  A  setting  that  is  run  on  the  l ines  of

gender  equity  will  have  policies  in  place

to  support  male  practit ioners .  

A  rhetoric  of  gender  equality ,  the  creation

and  perpetuation  of  the  ‘genderless ’

practit ioner ,  masks  the  existence  of

gender  stereotypes  in  the  early  years

setting .  The  study  has  also  shown  us  the

powerful  influence  of  an  implicit  theory

which  exerts  an  influence  on  the  early

years   environment  and  may  explain  the

continuing  stubborn  pattern  of  the

gender  status  quo  in  the  composition  of

the  workforce .  
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This  is  the  pervasive  idea  that  to  act

according  to  principles  of  equality  means

that  ‘we  should  treat  everybody  the

same ’ .  We  found  that  practit ioners  were

quick  to  assert  this  idea  of  gender

sameness  regarding  roles  and

responsibil it ies ,  making   statements  such

as  “Everybody  is  on  exactly  the  same  job

description ”  and  ”everybody  does

everything ” .  However ,  co-existent  with

this  rhetoric ,  our  data  shows  that  gender

stereotypes  seem  to  have  way  of  sneaking

in  to  practices  and  language  in  the

interactions  between  staff  with  each

other  and  with  children .   Sneaky  gender

stereotypes  may  be  found  in  the  ways  in

which  roles  are  allocated  and  adopted .

 

This  means  that  early  years  staff

especial ly  those  in  leadership  roles  have

to  f ind  strategies  for  unearthing  these

buried  gender  stereotypes  and  bring

them  into  the  l ight .   However ,  our

findings  have  shown  that  gender

sensit ivity  training  is  not  offered

systematically  in  early  years  training  and

is  rarely  an  explicit  part  of  continuing

professional  development .  What  is

required  is  a  way  of  attacking

unconscious  gender  bias  and  developing

gender  sensit ivity .

5 .2 .  PRACTICAL  SIGNIF ICANCE  

The  f indings  of  our  study  have  enabled  us

to  develop  a  new  body  of  knowledge

about  practices ,  perspectives  and

rationales  relating  to  the  gender

diversif ication  of  the  early  years

workforce .  We  have  transformed  this

evidence- informed  knowledge  into

workable  strategies  that  will  enable  the

early  years  workforce  to  become  more

gender  diverse  and  gender-sensit ive .

These  are  presented  in  the  GenderEYE

Toolkit  (which  was  compiled  by  Jeremy

Davies  (Fatherhood  Institute /  MITEY )  and

can  be  downloaded  from  our  website )

and  are  briefly  summarised  below .

A  clear  strategy  in  terms  of  recruit ing

male  practit ioners  is  required  in  order  to

successfully  diversify  the  gender  of  the

early  years  workforce .

Such  a  strategy  would  focus  on  a  number

of  key  stages  including  how  best  to

attract  men  to  the  early  years  profession

such  as  using  images  of  male

practit ioners  on  websites  or  posit ive

discrimination  clauses .  It  would  also  focus

on  the  recruitment  process  i tself  by

ensuring  men  are  present  during

recruitment  panels  or  providing  support

during  the  application / interview  process .

Settings  should  also  consider  broadening

recruitment  styles ;  adopting  both  a

traditional  and  values-based  recruitment

which  involves  looking  for  people  with

the  r ight  skil ls  and  mindset ,  rather  than

focusing  solely  on  possession  of  a

particular  qualif ication .  There  also  need

to  be  greater  opportunities  for  boys  to

experience  early  years  as  a  career  either

through  images ,  information  or  direct

contact  with  early  years  settings .  Key  to

this  is  a  careers  guidance  which

challenges  boys ’  ideas  around  work ,  care

and  education .

Our  f indings  showed  that  support  is  key

to  retaining  male  practit ioners .  Settings

must  work  to  identify  vulnerabil it ies

experienced  by  male  practit ioners  and

tailor  support  to  address  these .  For

example ,  concerns  from  parents  around

keyworker  responsibil it ies  and  intimate

care  or  gendered  expectations  of  male

practit ioners ’  skil ls  and  abil it ies  may

impact  male  practit ioners ’  well-being

within  a  setting  and  influence  their

decision  to  remain  or  leave .  Individual

support  in  these  moments  should  be

embedded  within  everyday  early  years

practices  and  not  just  at  the  point  of

vulnerabil ity .  In  additional  to  individual

support  for  male  practit ioners ,  our  study

recommends  establishing  a  whole  setting

ethos  underpinned  by  gender  diversity .  
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A  whole  setting  approach  to  gender

diversif ication  would  permit

opportunities  to  address  gender  issues  as

a  team  and  reflect  on  everyday  concerns

in  relation  to  this .  A  whole  setting  ethos

which  is  clearly  communicated  to  famil ies

can  support  practit ioners  when  managing

parents ’  concerns  around  gender  and

their  children .

Finally ,  although  our  study  showed  that

both  male  and  female  practit ioners  are

sensit ive  to  issues  around  gender ,  training

is  needed  in  order  to  be  able  to  recognise

the  different  ways  in  which  gender  is

‘done ’  in  early  years  settings .  Gender

awareness  training  will  help  staff  reflect

on  their  own  experiences  and  prejudices ,

think  about  how  gender  impacts  on

children ’s  learning  and  development ,  and

feel  more  confident  about  developing

gender-sensit ive  resources  and  strategies .

In  particular ,  i t  will  support  practit ioners

in  exploring  how  children  may  experience

gender  differently  in  the  nursery  and  at

home  with  their  famil ies ,  and  how  to

manage  the  tensions  which  may  arise

from  this .  Gender  awareness  training

would  also  open  up  spaces  for  ongoing

conversations  about  roles  and

responsibil it ies ,  and  how  these  may

become  gendered ,  such  as  rough  and

tumble ,  r isky  play  and  intimate  care .

We aimed for our study to motivate the
early years workforce to become more
gender-diverse and gender-sensitive, 
supported by a robust theoretical
framework setting out why this
matters. 
Our findings have shown that a mixed
gender workforce provides
opportunities for doing gender
differently. In particular,  it  creates
opportunities for de-essentialising care
as a feminine characteristic.  The
presence of men can act as a catalyst
for creating a climate of gender
flexibil ity with the potential for
creating a harmonious cycle as gender
flexibil ity increases gender sensitivity
which then increases the likelihood of
developing gender flexibil ity.  However,
the presence of male practitioners
alone cannot de-gender the early
years. An openness to reflecting on and
discussing issues around gender has to
be part of the whole setting and
cannot be left to the individual.
Without formal intervention and
reflective practice to raise gender
awareness there is a re-gendering
process. 

The findings from this study can help
us to change the story we tell  about
men and women as educators and
carers of the very young. It has
provided insight into the different
ways in which mixed gender early
years workforces can support children
to challenge gender stereotypes so
that they may grow up to make less
constrained choices about their own
careers and gender roles within
society.

DISCUSSION

6.0. 
CONCLUSIONS
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