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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The purpose of this research study is to explore the nature of early 

childhood education pre-service teachers’ beliefs.  The beliefs teachers hold have 

the potential to seep into public actions, and they can potentially reinforce, 

destroy, or perpetuate children’s attitudes, beliefs, esteems, behaviors, etc.  The 

notion of teachers’ beliefs affecting their practice is not novel (e.g., Clark, 1988; 

Genishi et al., 2001; Holt-Reynolds, 1992; Raths, 2001; Solomon, 1996; 

Streitmatter, 1994; Zeichner, 1992, 1993, 1996), but it is generally discussed in 

the literature as being a fixed and knowable construct. In 1987, a decade and a 

half ago, Nespor argued that  

“in spite of arguments that people’s ‘beliefs’ are important influence on 
the ways the conceptualize tasks and learn from experience…little 
attention has been accorded to the structure and functions of teachers’ 
beliefs about their roles, their students, the subject matter areas they teach, 
and the schools they work in” (317, as cited in Pajares, 1992). 
  
Thus, looking at not only the content of early childhood education pre-

service teachers’ beliefs regarding the construction of young children’s gendered 

identities but also the nature of those belief systems is, at present, a gap in the 

literature.  The purpose of this study is to contribute toward filling this gap. 

Research questions 

“It is better to know some of the questions than all of the answers.”  (J. Thurber) 
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 One question served as the navigational plan for this study: What is the 

nature of early childhood education pre-service teachers’ beliefs? The vessel used 

in this navigation, the means through which to arrive at the desired destination, 

was asking what early childhood education pre-service teachers believe about 

young children’s gender construction. The purpose of utilizing gender as the basis 

for this question was because gender is a complex yet safe topic. Any topic could 

have been chosen (e.g., race, linguistics, sexual orientation, religion) but because 

gender is less controversial than many subjects yet still debatable, it was chosen to 

be the topic of conversation in this study. Allowing pre-service teachers 

opportunities to engage in critical examination exercises on a seemingly neutral 

topic, it is hoped that when issues such as racism or language bias are 

encountered, that they will be empowered with the critical judgment skills needed 

to be good, fair, and socially just teachers.  

Importance of the study 

 “If teachers are not critically conscious, if they are not awake to their own 

values and commitments, if they are not personally engaged with their subject 

matter and with the world around them, I do not see how they can initiate the 

young into critical questioning” (Greene, 1978, 48).  

Pre-service teachers must learn how to critically examine their beliefs, 

experiences, values, and biases, how to explore alternatives to their beliefs and to 

challenge their belief system.  They also need to learn how to recognize how their 
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beliefs and experiences manifest themselves in their pedagogy, classroom 

management, and discipline policies. Changes are needed in our teacher education 

programs, and the first change should be for every pre-service teacher to answer 

the question, “What do I believe?” 

Maxine Greene (1973) advocates teaching with a philosophical approach, 

continuously examining practice with a critical and deliberate eye. Resistance to 

routine, she says, keeps teachers alert, self-aware, and conscious of the world 

around them.  This is a key piece to my study.  Maintaining a high level of 

sensitivity to the motivation behind one’s actions is not only important, it is 

crucial in establishing social justice in classrooms.  As Greene (1973) says: 

“…the more explicit they are about the norms that govern their actions, the more 

personally engaged they are in assessing surrounding circumstances and potential 

consequences, the more “ethical” they will be” (221).  I believe establishing this 

type of sensitivity is a significant responsibility of teacher educators, thereby 

making this an important study to conduct.  The results of this study may provide 

additional contributions to the field of early childhood literature, supporting the 

effort to put quality teachers in classrooms. 

Although the current literature reports on the connection between teacher 

beliefs and practice (Clark, 1988; Schoonmaker & Ryan, 1996; Williams, 1996; 

Zeichner, 1992, 1996), none have been found that actually examine the nature of 

beliefs rather than the content of beliefs. The body of literature reviewed for this 
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study positioned the construct of “belief” as a stable and knowable component of 

human thinking (Clark & Peterson, 1986; Genishi, Ryan, Ochsner, & Yarnall, 

2001; Munby, Russell, & Martin, 2001; Smith, 1997). Studies questioning such a 

notion were not found. In an effort to address this gap in the literature, this study 

examined the gender construction beliefs of seven early childhood pre-service 

teachers.  Through the process of focus group dialogue, critical theory readings, 

and personal reflection of their field-experience practices, the participants 

articulated and debated beliefs on young children’s gender. The result was a 

revelation of unstable, inconsistent, incoherent, non-monolithic and influenceable 

beliefs.  

Definition of terms 

The following section contains definitions of constructs which are key to 

this study. These definitions are included because in the English language words 

often have various meanings and interpretations of words can often vary between 

speakers. The goal of this section is to provide readers with a glossary of terms 

which are significant to this study in order to more accurately convey the meaning 

of terminology for the purpose of this study. 

Beliefs : Throughout this entire dissertation, “beliefs” has proven to be the 

hardest construct to define (which is terribly unfortunate since the study is based 

on beliefs).  In fact, as a global construct, many see it so “steeped in mystery” 

(Pajares, 1992) that it can never be clearly defined or made a useful subject of 
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research. However, Hunter Lewis (1990) in A Question of Values offers some 

redeeming words for this challenge when he says, “In the world of human 

thought…the most fruitful concepts are those to which it is impossible to attach a 

well-defined meaning.” Pajares (1992) explains that when beliefs are carefully 

operationalized their study is viable.  But, he says, it is impossible for researchers 

to reach agreement on teachers’ beliefs without first deciding exactly what 

“belief” means and how its meaning differs from that of similar constructs. 

Richardson (1996) defines ‘beliefs’ as a subset of a group of constructs 

that name, define, and describe the structure and content of mental states that are 

thought to drive a person’s actions.  Other researchers (Bandura, 1986; Dewey 

1933; Rokeach, 1968) explain that beliefs are the best indicators of the decisions 

that we as individuals make throughout our lives. Based on these ideas, beliefs 

may be understood to be internal, individual, and intensely held.  Roget’s 

thesaurus provides synonyms to “belief” that include: credence, credit, assurance, 

faith, trust, confidence, presumption, hope, conviction, feeling, idea, notion, 

opinion, persuasion, position, sentiment, and view.  These range from the flexible 

(e.g., opinion or notion) to the inflexible (e.g., conviction and faith), but they all 

carry the same message: beliefs are personal.  Therefore, for the purpose of this 

study, “belief” as a construct will be defined with the words of John Dewey 

(1933): “[a belief] covers all the matters of which we have no sure knowledge and 

yet which we are sufficiently confident of to act upon and also the matters that we 
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now accept as certainly true, as knowledge, but nevertheless may be questioned in 

the future” (6).  

Examples of how beliefs are mental constructs affecting behavior can be 

found in things like religion, parenting, environmentalism, learning, health and 

diet, politics, racism (and all the other –isms) and efficacy. These are examples of 

conscious beliefs (e.g., I personally know that I believe in eating healthy because 

it is good for my body.  Therefore my eating behaviors reflect that belief.). Other 

beliefs may not be conscious.  Scheurich and Young (1997) as well as McIntosh 

(1988) write about sub-conscious beliefs that affect our behavior in ways that are 

completely unbeknownst to ourselves.  Scheurich and Young’s article is written to 

help readers open their minds to buried beliefs on white racism, showing the 

hypocrisy of saying “I am not a racist” when in fact our behavior indicates 

otherwise.  Peggy Macintosh in a very similar way encourages her readers to 

investigate their white privilege in today’s American society—again an example 

of behaviors based upon unexamined beliefs.   

Critical Theory: Critical theory is the perspective of research informing 

this dissertation study. The term “critical” refers to identifying and revealing 

beliefs and practices that limit human freedom, justice, and democracy (Glesne, 

1999).  Critical theory questions how things that are generally accepted as “real” 

have been shaped over time by social, political, cultural, economic, ethnic, and 

gender factors (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  In the critical theory perspective, 
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knowledge is understood as being a “series of structural and historical insights 

that will be transformed as time passes” (113).  Thus, knowledge grows and 

changes through revisions to understandings, rather than accumulating in a 

modernist sense. These revisions, which are believed to be the result of dialectical 

processes, continuously erode ignorance and misapprehensions and thus yield 

more informed understandings. Critical researchers focus on how knowledge is 

simultaneously powerful and political (Glesne, 1999). 

The goal of critical theory research is the critique and possibly the 

transformation of the structures that oppress and/or exploit humankind.  To do so, 

critical researchers focus on groups which are marginal to the dominant culture 

and attempt to understand and describe the experiences, mind sets, and cultural 

contexts of people living in inequitable power relations. They “describe, analyze, 

and open to scrutiny otherwise hidden agendas, power centers, and assumptions 

that inhibit, repress, and constrain” (Thomas, 1993, 3, as cited in Glesne, 1999, 

12). In certain critical theory perspectives, restitution and even emancipation are 

the goals of research involvement. In situations in which emancipation is the goal, 

the researcher is both the instigator and facilitator of change.  However, other 

critical theories believe that emancipation efforts should be reserved for those 

who are most affected by the oppression, not by the researcher.  Overall, the goal 

is to erode ignorance held by the investigated group and to provide a stimulus to 

action. This means that the researcher is in a position of greater insight and 
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knowledge, that the researcher’s voice is that of the intellectual who is in a 

position to confront ignorance and facilitate change (Giroux, 1988). 

Critical theory also proclaims that in order to find answers to questions, 

the investigator and investigated must be closely linked, and that the values of the 

investigator inevitably influence the investigation.  Critical researchers believe 

that values enter into all forms of research, and they work to make their values 

explicit (Glesne, 1999). “What can be known is inextricably intertwined with the 

interaction between a particular investigator and a particular object or group” 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994, 110) and thus, the method of gathering data requires a 

close dialogue between the investigator and the investigated. Often, critical 

research utilizes study participants as co-researchers who combine investigation 

and action (Glesne, 1999) as together they work toward investigating social 

problems of mutual concern. The investigation may be viewed as a collective 

action aimed at social change. 

Developmental Psychology: Developmental psychology is the educational 

community’s gift from G. Stanley Hall.  He was the first person to think about the 

progression from birth to adulthood as a series of developmental phases that 

recapitulate the evolution of the species.  This view led him to label the study of 

child development genetic psychology, stressing the evolutionary basis of 

development (Vasta, Haith & Miller, 1995).  Hall’s student, Arnold Gessell, 

rejected the view that human development mirrors the evolution of the species, 
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but he did believe that primarily genetic processes guide development.  Gessell 

was highly influential in drawing up the norms and milestones that promote a 

maturational view of development (Burman, 1994).   

  Developmental psychology, one of the largest sub-fields of psychology, is 

the branch that studies changes in children’s behaviors and abilities over the 

course of development (Vasta, Haith, & Miller, 1995). One goal of this field is to 

describe children’s behavior at each point in their development; another is to 

identify the causes and processes that produce changes in behavior from one point 

in time to the next. In addition, there is a significant import placed on comparing 

children in this field, for development is equated with growth.  “Development” in 

this discipline is any change in behavior or ability that may be measured through 

traditional scientific methods; observations are carefully coded and classified and 

converted into theory.   

For the purpose of this study, developmental psychology refers to any 

idea, perspective, opinion, or theory related to children that includes a comparison 

or measurement of children as being a process of orderly steps (Burman, 1994).  

Also, for the purpose of this study, it is being argued that developmental 

psychology is privileged in teacher education programs.  The theories included in 

this branch of psychology are the dominant lenses with which pre-service teachers 

are encouraged to view children, thereby creating a hegemonic belief system.  

Cannella (1997) points to this in a way that fully fits the definition of hegemony.  
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She explains that the teaching profession uses the language of developmental 

psychology (e.g., “developmental stage,” “ages,” and “progress”) so casually that 

it has become accepted as the way things are and that the perspective is taken for 

granted.  The irony of the hegemony of developmental psychology is captured by 

Erica Burman (1994) in her argument against developmental psychology’s norms, 

milestones, and rhetoric of growth.  She states that underneath all the importance 

and reverence given to the doctrine of developmental psychology, essentially, 

there is nothing of substance in the discipline.  

“The normal child, the ideal type, distilled from the comparative scores of 
age-graded populations, is therefore a fiction or myth.  No individual or 
real child lies at its basis.  It is an abstraction, a fantasy, a fiction, a 
production of the testing apparatus that incorporates, that constructs the 
child, by virtue of its gaze” (16-17).  

 
Discourse: The concepts of discursive fields and discourse were developed 

by Michel Foucault (1983) as a part of an attempt to understand relationships 

between language, social institutions, subjectivity, and power: “Discursive fields 

consist of competing ways of giving meaning to the world and of organizing 

social institutions and processes” (Weedon, 1987, 35).  Participation in these 

fields is what Foucault (1983) explains to constitute all the ways in which humans 

actively create their social and psychological realities (Davies, 2001). 

Discourses exist in both written and oral forms in the social daily lives we 

lead (Weedon, 1987).  In this sense, discourse is understood to be an 

institutionalized use of a language system (Davies, 2001) that occurs at the 
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political, cultural, or disciplinary levels as well as around specific topics, such as 

gender or race.  Davies (2001) compares “discourse,” as it is understood within a 

poststructural framework, to “conceptual schemes” in humanist philosophy.  She 

says the two views are similar in that they both address ways in which phenomena 

are made determinate.  They differ, though, in that conceptual schemes are static, 

individual possessions which make up one’s understandings of the world.  

Discourse is a “multifaceted public process through which meanings are 

progressively and dynamically achieved” (2001, 89). Humans, both older and 

younger, learn the ways of seeing and being that are made possible by the range 

of discourses available.  Thus, identity is constantly being created and recreated 

according to the discourse in which we are engaged.  We do not exist except for 

being continually recreated through our discursive practices.  “Our existence as 

persons has no fundamental essence; we can only ever speak ourselves or be 

spoken into existence within the terms of available discourses” (Davies, 2001, 

55). 

Gender: Within the discourse of developmental psychology and humanist 

theory, gender identity is believed to be the result of a process involving socially-

learned patterns of behavior that are acquired through experiences with objects 

and people in the children’s immediate environment (Myers, 1996; Vasta, Haith 

& Miller, 1995).  Human identity construction is explained as a process that is 

grounded in practices of creating dichotomous categories, or schemas, and then 
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participating in them (e.g., “boy” and “girl”).  Eventually we begin to understand 

ourselves and the world according to these socially established categories and 

take them on as our own.  This modernist understanding of identity construction, 

when applied to the construct of gendering, explains that early in our lives, 

usually by the age of three, we have developed gender schemas and have begun to 

apply them to ourselves (Derman-Sparks, 1989; Myers, 1996; Vasta, Haith & 

Miller, 1995).   

Once firmly established in a gender schema, we pay greater attention to 

environmental details pertaining to our gender (e.g., girls notice Barbie doll 

commercials and boys notice sports programs on television) as well as the social 

approval and disapproval responses from others when they exhibit gender 

appropriate or inappropriate behaviors, respectively (Vasta, Haith & Miller, 

1995).  Derman-Sparks (1989) explains that by age 5, we consistently participate 

in gender appropriate behaviors as defined by socially established norms.  This 

hyper-heightened awareness to gender specific roles leads to behavior choices 

(such as types of play) and acceptance of gender stereotypes (Bussey & Bandura, 

1992).    

Pre-service teachers: Pre-service teachers are students enrolled in a 

university system, registered for classes in the teacher education program, and 

working toward gaining certification as a classroom teacher.  Although there are 

exceptions, the majority of pre-service teachers are undergraduate students in 
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their junior and senior years of college.  For the purpose of this study, pre-service 

teachers are understood to be undergraduate college students enrolled in teacher 

education courses with the intention of being graduated from college, receiving 

teaching credentials, and gaining employment as a teacher of children in public or 

private educational settings.   

This study specifically names “early childhood education” pre-service 

teachers as the group of focus.  Early childhood education pre-service teachers are 

understood to be students particularly interested in working with young children, 

predominantly in grades pre-kindergarten and kindergarten (i.e., ages 4- and 5-

years).  Early childhood education pre-service teachers are classified as 

elementary education majors, and will be certified to teach through grade four, but 

they have a strong interest in younger children. Although this is the group of 

focus, the goals, intent, and message of the study are applicable to all pre-service 

teachers. 

Conclusion 

Chapter 1 has provided an overview of the dissertation study, Ambiguity 

Within Early Childhood Education Pre-Service Teachers’ Beliefs.  Significant 

explanations as to the purpose and importance of the study, the research 

questions, and the definitions of key terminology have been presented.  Chapter 2 

continues the presentation of this study with a literature review that addresses pre-

service and teachers’ beliefs. Elements of beliefs, attitudes, prior knowledge, 
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experience, and preconceptions are explored. Where my research fits within the 

current body of literature is provided in diagram form as Appendix A. 

Chapter 3: Paradigm. In traditional dissertation study presentation, chapter 

3 usually provides the space for writings pertaining to the methodology followed 

in conducting the study.  However, I felt I needed to include an additional chapter 

before the explanation of data collection and analysis methodology. Chapter 3 

includes topics related to my personal identity struggles, epistemological issues, 

and paradigm challenges. In personally exposing terms, I write through my battle 

with the “Qualitative Research Trinity” of Denzin, Lincoln, and Guba. The 

importance of including this additional chapter and the significance of including it 

in the traditional methodology slot, is that the information included in chapter 3 

contains rationales behind the decisions made regarding the methodology 

presented in chapter 4.   

Chapter 4: Methodology. This chapter begins with a Foucauldian 

explanation of the purpose of conducting research, followed by descriptions of the 

methods employed in collecting data.  Using a multi-stage focus group method for 

data collection, 4-way participant discussion techniques, and thematic data 

analysis strategies the study was completed. In the chapter, I take the time to 

provide an in-depth explanation of each focus group meeting and the materials 

utilized during the meetings.  I also describe in careful detail the relationship 
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between the participants and myself and how that relationship affected my data 

analysis and presentation decisions. 

Chapter 5: Results/Stories.  Utilizing Bruner’s (1985) narrative mode of 

data presentation, chapter 5 includes “good stories, gripping drama, and 

believable historical accounts” (98) of the participants’ beliefs, experiences, and 

ideas concerning young children’s gender construction. Organized around themes 

of “internal inconsistency,” “peer influence,” “role playing,” and “unstable 

responses,” the nature of these early childhood education pre-service teachers’ 

beliefs are presented. 

Chapter 6: Conclusions /Recommendations/Implications.  This final 

chapter synthesizes the literature and participant stories in an effort to streamline 

the study.  Overall conclusions regarding the nature of early childhood education 

pre-service teachers’ beliefs are drawn, recommendations for teacher education 

programs in university systems based upon those conclusions are made, and 

summarizing statements explaining how it all adds up and what it all means for 

the field of early childhood education are presented. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Introduction 

Ambiguity Within Early Childhood Education Pre-Service Teachers’ 

Beliefs is a study aligned with the field of early childhood education. As a 

researcher and former kindergarten teacher my knowledge and interest bases for 

teacher education are situated within the early childhood camp; however, the 

contents of this chapter are applicable to pre-service teachers (as well as teachers) 

in general education fields, not just early childhood. Literature related to the 

representation of early childhood education pre-service teacher beliefs’ (ECE 

PSTs’) is addressed in this chapter.  

The chapter begins with an overview explanation of how “beliefs” are 

portrayed within education, particularly early childhood education. Organizational 

types of beliefs are discussed with language borrowed from Schoonmaker and 

Ryan (1996) and Williams (1996): top-down belief systems and bottom-up belief 

systems (respectively). Top-down beliefs are explored through lenses of implicit 

theory, osmosis socialization, developmental psychology theory, 

Developmentally Appropriate Practice, and non-sexist teaching. In addition, 

research regarding human agency and discourse theory is used to discuss top-

down models. 



 

17 

 

Similarly, bottom-up beliefs are explored through Dewey’s (1938) 

discussion of experience. Personal, impulse, and storied experience are developed 

as topics within this model of teaching. Much of this part of the chapter is 

dedicated to exploring ideas promoted through the notion of “reflective writing,” 

a popular teaching strategy used with the preparation of new teachers (Zeichner & 

Liston, 1996).  

The top-down and bottom-up perspectives on pre-service teacher beliefs 

provided in this chapter is meant to serve as an introductory- level explanation 

regarding the representation of beliefs as it is presented in research literature. It is 

not my intention to imply that these are the only two possible ways to consider 

this population’s belief systems.  They are merely two representations temporarily 

highlighted for the purpose of this study. This review of literature will be utilized 

throughout the study for data analysis, interpretation, and discussion. 

Representation of early childhood pre-service teacher beliefs 

 A large body of educational literature is dedicated to the notion that there 

is an element of “belief” held by pre-service teachers. Articles and studies debate 

whether beliefs are collective or individual, theory or experience based, fixed or 

knowable. A popular trend in research over the past two decades is to attempt to 

draw lines between behavior and beliefs, attempting to understand what pre-

service teachers (as well as teachers) think and know and why they behave the 

way they do (Genishi, Ryan, Ochsner, & Yarnall, 2001). Beliefs are recognized as 
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powerful cognitive constructs in that they serve as lenses through which to view 

teaching and learning, subsequently influencing teacher practice (Smith, 1997). It 

is thus clear why they are the subjects of study and debate. 

It is noted that the current body of writing on pre-service teachers’ beliefs 

generally tends to present “beliefs” and “knowledge” as synonymous components 

within the domain of practical knowledge (Munby, Russell, & Martin, 2001). 

Richardson (1996) presents “belief” as a term describing an idea that is accepted 

as true by the individual holding the belief. As discussed in Chapter 1: Definition 

of Terms in this dissertation, Richardson’s (1996) is the definition that is utilized 

throughout this dissertation. “Truth” is believed to be in the eye of the beholder—

with “eye” = “I.” To further explore the wide representation of early childhood 

education pre-service teachers’ beliefs in the literature, I chose to organize the 

field into two perspectives: top-down and bottom-up.  

These models of representation describe the structure, or organization, of 

belief/practice relationships. They are based on the assumption that there is such a 

relationship and that it can be analyzed to reveal causal rationales for behavior. 

Although this is a modernistic idea, it is the basis of discussion for this chapter 

because it is the language used in the current body of literature. The terminology 

for the models draws heavily upon the work of Schoonmaker & Ryan  (1996) and 

Williams (1996), both from the Advances in Early Education and Day Care series, 

volume 8. 
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I feel it is important to again stress that though this chapter is written about 

ECE PSTs’, the content discussed is applicable to all teachers, not just pre-service 

teachers, and to all fields of education, not just early childhood. The chapter 

addresses ways of believing related to positions around theory. For the purpose of 

this study, “theory” is understood to be means of arranging articulations of 

suggestions regarding reality. Within this study, theories are not meant to mirror 

reality, but instead serve as estimations of it to guide observations and to give 

meaning to those observations (Stott & Bowman, 1996). 

 Top-down belief systems 

 Top-down perspectives of teaching argue that all acts of teaching are 

grounded in some theoretical conception of teaching and learning—such 

behaviors are labeled as “top-down” practices, meaning that theory (i.e., “top”) 

directly influences practice (i.e., “down”) (Schoonmaker & Ryan, 1996). Within 

this framework, “theory” is understood to be a rationalization of behavior, 

articulating reasons as to why humans do what they do and learn they way they 

do. Theory is used to not only explain past behaviors but also to predict future 

ones. The element that is unique in top-down perspectives is that theory moves 

beyond mere explanatory roles to actually dictate and prescribe pedagogical 

practices. These theories “fashion rather than emerge from practice” (Hyson, 

1996, 43). Adherence to particular theories demands adherence to particular 

practices.  
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 Implicit theory within the top-down perspective 

Schoonmaker and Ryan (1996) position acts of teaching as being the result 

of theory-based knowledge. They posit that pre-service teachers make 

pedagogical decisions based upon their theoretical beliefs, even if they are not 

aware of it. This is a notion also referred to as “implicit theories.”  

“Implicit theories are coherent sets of beliefs, held by individuals which 
are theory- like because they have core ideas which resist disproof and 
peripheral ideas which modify readily in the face of evidence or 
experience” (Seifert, 1991, 3, as cited in Genishi et al, 2001, 1187). 
 
The goal of implicit theory research, according to Clark and Peterson 

(1986), is to make explicit and known the frames of reference teachers use in 

making meaning and curricular decisions of and for their students. A large 

amount of study, they report, has been dedicated to inventing and discovering 

appropriate language to describe teachers’ implicit theories in ways that are 

consistent with teachers’ senses of what they believe. Language as a method of 

expressing beliefs seems to be a common barrier to research in this field of 

education. 

A study conducted by Smith (1997) supports the notion of implicit theory 

in ECE PSTs’ belief systems. Smith observed two cohorts of early childhood 

education student teachers, one that was placed in a traditional kindergarten 

environment and the other in a child-development based classroom. The study 

results indicated that the students placed in the traditional classroom were not 
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changed in their belief systems by their cooperating teachers’ practices. The 

students of the cohort, when placed in their own classrooms after graduation, 

engaged in practices aligned with child development theory. Experiences did not 

change their belief systems.  In sum, the influence of the cooperating teacher was 

found to be less than that of the students’ teacher education program.  

Genishi et al., (2001), however, argue with Smith’s results, stating that 

pre-service teachers do not operate with such allegiance to theory-driven practice. 

Instead, their beliefs are understood as being more influenced by experiences. 

“…the beliefs that students take from their teacher education programs are 
often subject to change when students work with cooperating teachers who 
may hold alternative beliefs about early childhood education” (1185).  
 
The top-down model represents a possible way in which ECE PSTs’ 

beliefs influence, inform, and predict their practice. The following section 

provides a brief review of two belief systems (socialization and agency) related to 

ECE PSTs’ understanding of young children’s development of the social 

construct of gender. How these beliefs are linked to teaching practices is strongly 

highlighted in an attempt to illustrate top-down models of thinking and 

teaching—both use theory to drive practice. Although osmosis socialization and 

human agency beliefs are used as the focal points of this discussion, it is not done 

in an attempt to privilege them nor to exclude other forms of belief systems. It is 

also noted that they address the subject of gender because research question #1 

asks about the participants’ beliefs regarding young children’s gender 
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construction. Again I want to point out that gender is not the focus of the study, 

any topic could have been chosen. 

Osmosis socialization 

Before any discussion regarding osmosis socialization (OS) theory’s 

impact on teaching practices, it is vital that the construct be operationalized.  

Thus, a brief overview is provided, followed by an exploration on its presence in 

ECE PSTs’ teaching. OS is the offspring of reproduction theory, which focuses on 

how existing social structures maintain and reproduce themselves (Weiler, 1988).  

Reproduction theory explains that agents of socialization, such as the family and 

school, reproduce sexist roles and relationships through the toys, stories, and 

movies they make available to children.  OS holds as truth that children’s mental 

frameworks regarding social phenomenon are derived from their life’s supply of 

social interactions through a process similar to osmosis.  Social situations and 

social milieu are understood to influence both how and what children think, 

ultimately molding their belief structures (Mac Naughton, 1996).  This theory 

supports the belief that children blindly and uncritically accept the boundaries of 

social constructs which are presented to them by their parents, other adults, peers, 

media, and objects (e.g., toys). This theory sees children as passive recipients of 

environmental stimuli and is frequently applied in developmental psychology and 

humanist theory as the explanation of how children develop knowledge. 

This perspective of children’s development and learning, rooted in 
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developmental psychology and OS theory, has a profound affect on ECE PSTs, 

educational environments, and classroom practices. Butterworth (1991) states that 

educators, new and experienced, wrestle with developing policies and practices 

which promote optimal development of all children’s potentials.   

Developmental psychology theory 

Developmental psychology, one of the largest sub-fields of psychology, is 

the branch that studies changes in children’s behaviors and abilities over the 

course of development (Burman, 1994; Vasta, Haith, & Miller, 1995).  

“Development” in this discipline is understood to be any change in behavior or 

ability that may be measured through traditional scientific methods; observations 

are carefully coded and classified and converted into theory.  For the purpose of 

this study, developmental psychology refers to any idea, perspective, opinion, or 

theory related to children that includes a comparison or measurement of children 

as being a process of orderly steps (Burman, 1994).  

Theories of developmental psychology are often criticized as being 

racially, culturally, and economically biased (Burman, 1994; Delpit, 1988; Stott & 

Burman, 1996). Burman (1994), a developmental psychologist herself, points out 

that perspectives in this branch of psychology are universalist and aimed at 

reinforcing the status quo thereby perpetuating marginalization of minority 

groups. 

Within the field of developmental psychology, children’s development is 
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largely accepted to be due to a gradual accruing of interactions with their 

environment. It posits that experiences from one’s past affect the quality of one’s 

future experiences. Thus, for young children it is up to the adults in the 

environment, such as parents, day caregivers, teachers, coaches, etc., to ensure 

that the experiences children have be positive ones. This includes engaging in 

practices such as visually stimulating environments, using positive behavior 

correction methods, exposing them to multiple development-enhancing media 

(such as play elements, language-rich contexts, and social situations).  

Early childhood teachers adhering to the developmental psychology 

perspective and OS theory have classrooms full of colorful and exciting learning 

opportunities.  Curriculum is typically in the form of age-graded developmentally 

appropriate materials and teaching strategies.  Within the world of education, 

these approaches to teaching are widely recognized as the Developmentally 

Appropriate Practice theory, or DAP, promoted by the National Association for 

the Education of Young Children. Because DAP is the largest discourse taught in 

teacher education programs (Grieschaber & Cannella, 2001) and the top-down 

model of belief systems argues that teachers choose their beliefs, it may be 

assumed that ECE PSTs adopt DAP practices for themselves and their teaching. 

Developmentally appropriate practice theory 

The most dominant and influential voice on early childhood education, 

according to Grieshaber & Cannella (2001), is the National Association of 
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Education for Young Children’s Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP), 

(Bredekamp, 1986; Bredekamp & Copple, 1997).  DAP is a set of guidelines that 

are meant to be used by teachers of young children in public, private, and day care 

educational settings.  Both editions of DAP (Bredekamp, 1986; Bredekamp & 

Copple, 1997) are organized by age groups, beginning with infancy and 

continuing through the age of eight years.  Within each age grouping, teachers are 

advised on appropriate things to do and appropriate materials to provide for 

children of that age.  The rationale for these recommendations is that during each 

age “stage,” children undergo unique windows of developmental opportunity.  

Certain things must be provided and other things avoided for each window of 

development in order for children to develop to their fullest potential.  For 

example, the 1997 edition explains that DAP is based on knowledge about how 

children develop and learn. 

“To guide their decisions about practice, all early childhood teachers need 
to understand the developmental changes that typically occur in the years 
from birth through age 8 and beyond, variations in development that may 
occur, and how best to support children’s learning and development 
during these years” (9). 
 
 The above quote reveals an adherence to maturationist theory.  

Maturationist theory is largely the work of Arnold Gessell (1880-1961).  Gessell, 

who completed his doctoral work in 1906 at the young age of 26 years, was a 

student of G. Stanley Hall at Clark University. Gessell did not agree with Hall’s 

view that human development mirrors the evolution of the species, but did believe 
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that primarily genetic processes guide development. He therefore felt that growth 

and the emergence of motor skills, such as crawling and sitting should follow very 

predictable patterns. In this scheme, the environment plays only a minor role, 

perhaps affecting the age at which certain skills appear but never affecting the 

sequence or pattern of development.  

Using observational methods and hundreds of children of many different 

ages as subjects, Gessell conducted the first large-scale study to examine 

children’s behavior in great detail.  From his work, Gessell established statistical 

norms regarding children’s growth patterns.  Terminology used to categorize 

children like “infant,” “toddler,” and “preschooler,” are categories that came from 

Gessell’s scientific research and organization of data about children.  

The maturationist theory is clearly expressed in the DAP (1997) 

guidelines.  Under the heading “Principles of child development and learning that 

inform developmentally appropriate practice” a dozen points are made, all of 

which reflect maturationist theory and all of which determine early childhood 

teachers’ practices.  A few examples of the principles are listed here:  

• “Development occurs in a relatively orderly sequence, with later abilities, 
skills, and knowledge building on those already acquired” (10). 

• “Optimal periods exist for certain types of development and learning” 
(10). 

• “Development proceeds in predictable directions toward greater 
complexity, organization, and internalization” (11). 

• “Development and learning result from interaction of biological 
maturation and the environment, which includes both the physical and 
social worlds that children live in” (13). 
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The remainder of the 1997 DAP Guidelines goes into great detail in 

explaining how teachers should conduct their classrooms in order to be faithful to 

these principles.  Teachers who believe in these theories (i.e., maturationist and 

DAP) behave in ways that reflect those beliefs—a definite example of how 

theory-based beliefs affect practice. In fact, to ensure that DAP beliefs are 

adhered to, representatives from NAEYC can be brought in to early childhood 

child care centers for inspection. Centers carrying a NAEYC accreditation 

certificate are perceived as having more prestige than other centers within the 

world of child care.  

In addition to advising educators on what to do, developmental 

psychology, specifically OS and DAP, warn teachers on what not to do. The “no-

no” aspects of these theories are very much a part of the daily classroom 

environment as the positive developmentally appropriate materials details.  

Teachers subscribing to these theories follow the warnings and conduct their 

classrooms accordingly.  In the same way stimulating environments promote 

desired development, negative details of environments promote undesired 

development. For the purpose of illustration, the topic of gender construction will 

again be used.  This topic was chosen due to the inclusion of gender as a research 

question in this study. 



 

28 

 

Non-sexist teaching 

DAP guidelines and osmosis socialization theory support non-sexist 

teaching practices such as modeling non-sexist behavior, using non-sexist images 

and stories, and reinforcing children’s non-sexist behaviors (Bredekamp & 

Copple, 1997; Butterworth, 1991; Derman-Sparks, 1989; Mac Noughton, 1996).  

Non-sexist education aims at providing an educational environment which is free 

from sex stereotyping and which provides options and experiences for all 

children, regardless of their sex (Bruce, 1985). Pedagogical practices that endorse 

“message-free” learning operate under the philosophy of environmental influence.  

Within this world-view, those who have daily interactions with young children are 

working hard to shield them from stereotypical messages (e.g., boys are better 

than girls, blacks are not equal to whites, richer is better) because it is believed 

that these messages, and those like them, create undesirable behaviors.  The goal 

of this strategy is to try to prevent internalization of messages so children will not 

be guilty of reproducing them in their own lives. 

“Nonsexist activities and materials are provided to help individual 
children develop positive self- identity...and to enrich the lives of all 
children with respectful acceptance and appreciation of differences and 
similarities.  Books and pictures [should] include people of different races, 
ages, and abilities, and of both genders in various roles” (Bredekamp & 
Copple, 1997, 131).   
 
The literature is saturated with strategies and recommendations on how to 

accomplish this goal, all which predominantly preach gender-blind practices, 
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endorse controlling and policing of children’s play and classroom interactions, 

and forcing children to behave in gender-neutral ways (e.g., Butterworth, 1991; 

Bruce, 1985; Carpenter & Huston-Stein, 1980).    

 Examples of how belief in osmosis socialization theory affects teacher 

behavior can be captured with non-sexist classroom practices. These include: 

praising children of opposite sexes for playing together, designating a specific 

number of girls as well as boys to build with blocks and construction materials, 

and having “girls only” block building time (Butterworth, 1991). The strategies 

“were found to be very effective...in countering sexist involvement and behavior” 

(6).  According to the Anti-Bias Curriculum (Derman-Sparks, 1989), these 

practices will help young children be more open to friendships with the opposite 

sex and more open to non-stereotypic play experiences.   

It is hoped that the above non-sexist teaching example sufficiently 

illustrates how theory-based beliefs affect thinking, behaviors, and pedagogical 

practices.  Teachers believing that children are products of their environment and 

that they can control the environment in such a way as to positively affect all 

domains of development (social, cognitive, emotional, and physical) are situated 

within a theoretical discourse that affects their teaching behaviors in every 

possible way.  Although ECE PSTs were not directly discussed in the explanation 

of DAP, the contents of this part of the chapter are applicable in that Grieshaber & 

Cannella (2001) report the dominance of DAP in the field of early childhood 
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education. The top-down perspective declares that teachers mindfully select the 

theories to which they adhere. Assuming these two statements are accurate, then it 

may be concluded that ECE PSTs will adopt DAP and developmental psychology 

theories into their belief systems since that is the largest portion of their education 

preparation at the university level. 

A different way of believing about children’s lives, human agency, is 

presented next. In order to draw appropriate parallels between the two types of 

theory-based beliefs (i.e., osmosis socialization and human agency), many 

examples and discussion components that follow will also pertain to the construct 

of gender. Agency is also a top-down perspective in which theoretical beliefs 

inform thinking and dictate practice, although it differs significantly from osmosis 

socialization in what it promotes. 

Literature related to defining the construct of human agency will be 

presented first, followed by a look at what it means for ECE PSTs’ practice.  

 Human agency 

Because agency is a term with a range of meanings, it is critically 

important that I clarify this construct for the purpose of this study.  Davies (1988) 

explains that reproduction and osmosis socialization theory are flawed belief 

systems regarding how children learn to be gendered because they fail to consider 

human agency.  Gendering, according to poststructural theorists (e.g., Davies, 

1988; Alloway, 1995; Walkerdine, 1981, 1990), is a process in which children 
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have agency in how behaviors are learned and practiced.  Children are understood 

as being capable of deciding for themselves what characteristics to incorporate 

into their identity as they actively construct it, that they can resist or re-construct 

the understandings required of them by adults, other children, or the toy industry.   

 For teachers, agency means much more than children’s ability to make 

rational, coherent choices (Davies, 2001).  It means also considering desires and 

emotions that may override the rational mind, such as choices made in the 

immediate environment in terms of assent or dissent, being like or not like 

particular people (Davies, 2001).  By looking at children’s agency through a 

poststructural lens, the early childhood education community is able to let go of 

their burning need to either control children’s choices (as in non-sexist 

curriculums) or to overload the environment with them (as in DAP) because it is 

understood that agency is not about conscious choice making.  Instead, agency is 

seen as an in-the-moment experience that is affected by a range of both internal 

and external variables during which a choice of action or behavior or identity is 

made. Banning children from interacting with materials, as advocated in the non-

sexist pedagogical practices previously described, does not mean that children 

will not adopt stereotypical gender behaviors.  The fault for children incorporating 

stereotypical behaviors and beliefs in their gendered identities lies not with toys 

and movies  (Mac Noughton, 1996).  Similarly, insisting and/or forcing (via lack 

of choice) children to interact with materials, as advocated in the osmosis and 
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developmentally appropriate practices previously described, does not mean that 

children will develop in desired ways. 

Discourse theory 

Agency theory, although positioned as theoretically opposite from osmosis 

socialization, is also a top-down belief model. This theory advocates that teachers 

believe children learn through their daily participation in discourses and “their 

active desire to make sense of themselves and others in a...meaningful way in, and 

via, these discourses” (Mac Noughton, 1997b, 324). Subjectivity and the 

significant role of discourse has implications for early childhood education 

because,   

“[d]iscourses form subjectivity.  They constitute the very foundations 
upon which early childhood staff choices are made about what to do, what 
not to do, how to do it, and who to do it with” (Mac Noughton, 1998, 
161).   
 
Therefore, ECE PSTs who believe in human agency make discourses the 

focal point of their classroom and curriculum development. Alternatives to age- 

and ability-prescribed practices are found in the environmental discourses to 

which children are exposed.  Agency theory believes that humans construct 

understandings of social constructs available to them in their environment and 

subsequently pursue activity choices that enable them to exercise power in how 

they are learning (Davies, 1989).  For example, playing with gendered toys like 

Barbie and Power Rangers is part of the process of making sense of being male 



 

33 

 

and female in their social milieu.  Walkerdine (1981) explains that in their play, 

children are able to recreate the discourses to which they have been exposed.  

Thus, they are able to play out the contradictions and struggles they are facing as 

they wrestle with learning gender and in the process, they have the opportunity to 

either accept or refuse to take on as their own socially required gender 

characteristics (Alloway, 1995; Mac Noughton, 1996).  By watching them play, 

teachers are given an opportunity to witness how the children in their care 

understand gender roles as well as all other types of social issues.  With regard to 

gender,  

“Their play provides a window on what they see as the norms for girls and 
boys, women and men and how the culture in which they live understands 
this.  It provides a window on the discourses through which they are 
making sense of the world” (Mac Noughton, 1997a, 67). 
 

 ECE PSTs who believe in agency as an explanation as to how children 

learn socially constructed notions, like gender, highlights for them why policing 

children’s play for sexist behaviors and adding props from the home center to the 

block area are not useful actions.  Instead, agency-believing early childhood 

educators go beyond the toys and get to the discourses. Mac Noughton (1996), 

drawing on the work of Alloway (1995), Davies (1993), and Mac Noughton 

(1994), provides a short list of ways teachers of young children engage in this 

process: (1) teachers talk to children about their desires and pleasures in relation 

to social issues and, (2) teachers and children talking about ways that various 
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discourses (e.g., being gendered) can be difficult. 

 Adherence to a belief in agency theory is just as prescriptive as adherence 

to DAP theory. Because of what agency means, teachers are required to provide 

all the things one would find in a DAP classroom. Repeating the quote above, 

children are understood to play out their developing understandings of the social 

world: 

“Their play provides a window on what they see as the norms for girls and 
boys, women and men and how the culture in which they live understands 
this.  It provides a window on the discourses through which they are 
making sense of the world” (Mac Noughton, 1997a, 67). 
 
In order for them to do this, they must have the necessary props—the ones 

this theory declares to be insignificant. It seems, though, that because these toys 

carry such weight in revealing insights to the teacher, that they are extremely 

significant. Also, because in agency theory teachers are understood to find 

meaning in observations and conversations with the children, it is demanded that 

they engage in such pedagogical practices that would yield such information. In 

an interesting twist of irony, agency makes teachers uncritical consumers of 

theory just what it says NOT to do. 

It is hoped that the above presentation of human agency theory, albeit 

brief, again sufficiently illustrated how top-down theory based beliefs are 

represented in the literature regarding ECE PSTs behaviors. Agency, as presented 

here, is in exact alignment with the top-down perspective: explanations of 
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behavior are offered and classroom practices are prescribed. 

Bottom-up belief systems 

In seemingly polar opposite ends of the belief/practice continuum from the 

top-down perspective is the bottom-up perspective. Within this view, ECE PSTs’ 

personal ideas of practice emerge from their experiences with children, including 

observations and reflections. In this model, “practice leads theory rather than 

theory leading practice” (Williams, 1996, 154). In a larger perspective than 

merely physical classroom experience, this model posits that pre-service teachers’ 

lifetime of social experiences forms one’s belief systems. Furthermore, all 

experiences are had in social contexts, which include philosophical, political, 

religious, economic, linguistic, racial, sexual, and educational (to name a few) 

layers. Williams (1996) argues that beginning teachers (or humans in general) 

cannot peel off these layers of experiences when they enter their classrooms. The 

affect they have on practice is both undeniable and inescapable, thus it should be 

embraced and incorporated into their practice. 

Bottom-up perspectives on ECE PSTs’ practice recognize that pedagogy is 

intimately related to prior personal and professional experiences and knowledge 

bases. It positions neophyte teachers as active meaning makers and constructors 

of knowledge rather than diligent followers of curriculum or human theory taught 

in their teacher education programs. Much like the examples of osmosis 

socialization and human agency presented previously in this chapter, top-down 
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theory assumes teachers to be “uncritical consumers” (Williams, 1996, 156) of 

theory constructs. In contrast, in the bottom-up perspective pre-service teachers 

are positioned as the theorists, making practice the medium for theory building. 

Stott and Bowman (1996) advocate such an approach to teacher education: 

“Other sources of knowledge [(i.e., other than theory and research)]—
knowledge derived from students’ own observations and experience—are 
equally important to the teaching- learning paradigm” (170). 
 

They further go on to stress that an overemphasis of theory compromises the 

value of experience (see also Murray, 1992). Lytle and Cochran-Smith (1990) 

concur with Stott and Bowman (1996) that knowledge about teaching produced 

by teachers through their own research and practice should be included in the 

“valid” knowledge base of teaching…including pre-service teachers. 

A wise woman once told me that one’s persona l and professional selves 

can not be teased apart because so much of the professional self is made up by the 

experiences of the personal and vice versa. This woman’s adage is the essence of 

John Dewey’s (1938) concept of the continuity of experiences.  Continuity of 

experiences is Dewey’s claim as to what ultimately directs each person’s path: 

“Every experience both takes up something from those which have gone before 

and modifies in some way the quality of those which come after” (35).  In this 

sense, life experiences may be analogized to links in a chain.  Each link connects 

to the one that comes before as well as to the one that comes after.  Interlocked, 

the chain is in existence; disjointed it is merely a collection of separate links 
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scattered about.  It is within the connection and continuity of links that purpose 

and meaning of the chain emerges.  Each linkage is vital to the existence of the 

chain and it is the presence of continuity that sets up the opportunity for further 

linkages. 

Similarly, experiences interlock to create a “chain of events,” so to speak. 

The continuity of experiences, as Dewey (1938) describes it, is the component of 

existence that provides humans with identities, behaviors, attitudes, actions, and 

beliefs. In fact, Dewey’s (1938) perspective establishes that previous experiences 

modify in some way, shape, or form, the quality of experiences of the present and 

future. Dewey (1938) argues that “every experience lives on in further 

experiences” (27), and that “every experience affects…the quality of further 

experiences, by setting up certain preference and aversions” (37).  I personally can 

attest to this model (i.e., Experience-Based Beliefs) and Dewey’s statements.  I 

had an experience early in my teaching career that created a set of beliefs 

regarding my students’ parents and their participation in my classroom. That 

experience truly lived on in further experiences. 

Personal experience 

“Experience does not occur in a vacuum.  There are sources outside an individual 

which give rise to experience” (Dewey, 1938, 40). 

 Impulse experience 

In the sixth chapter of Experience and Education, Dewey (1938) uses the 
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words “impulse” and “purpose” to clarify his perspective on the quality of 

experiences. He states that genuine purpose begins with an impulse, but by 

including intellect with that impulse, by considering the consequences of 

impulsive actions, the impulse then becomes an end-view, or a purpose. But it is 

argued here that in educational settings, particularly with pre-service teachers, 

actions, decisions, and behaviors, are not based on “impulse + intellect” to create 

purpose-based behavior as Dewey describes.  Such a conclusion is rationalistic, 

modernistic, masculinistic, and clearly made by someone who has not worked in 

an early childhood environment.  Instead, teachers, and again, particularly pre-

service teachers, work with an “impulse + emotion” drive.  

Hargreaves (1995) agrees with Dewey (1938) that purposive rationality 

should be included in teacher education as a source of problem solving, reflection, 

and rational discussion.  But, he counters by arguing that it should be balanced 

with emotional engagement. Tickle (1991) studied beginning teachers and posited 

that “learning how to handle the emotional responses was…as important as 

learning how to conduct tasks, make judgments, or assimilate new knowledge 

(320). Recognizing the emotional component in the behavior equation allows an 

alternative form of intellect, belief. “Belief is viewed a knowledge of a 

sort…beliefs influence how individuals characterize phenomena and make sense 

of the world” (Pajares, 1992, 310). In other words, belief = epistemology.   

Epistemology, as explained further in Chapter 3 of this dissertation, is how 
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one views the nature of reality. The lenses through which one views “reality” are 

created from the social experiences one has…and “all human experience is 

ultimately social” (Dewey, 1938, 38). Experience is shaped by socially defined 

categories (e.g., what’s ethical, spiritual, quality, etc.) and the subsequent beliefs 

about the nature of reality that are deeply held are also socially taught by the 

culture, much like a “reality map” with which to think about life. This then creates 

a different way of viewing experiences that brings in a social as well as emotional 

component, making behavior less about purpose and intellect and more about 

emotionally and socially driven knowledge rooted in one’s experience-based 

beliefs. 

Storied experience 

Pre-service teachers arrive in their teacher education programs with 

backgrounds rich with experiences, framing their ways of knowing and believing 

(Bodycott, Walker, & Chi Kin, 2001; Maslovaty & Sitton, 1999). Studies show 

the impact personal history has on shaping the thinking of pre-service teachers 

(Knowles & Holt-Reynolds, 1994) and their beliefs (Short & Burke, 1996). 

Perceiving experience as contextualized stories, it is therefore accepted that 

stories are the means through which “human beings think, perceive, imagine, and 

make moral choices” (Sarbin, 1986, 8). Thus, stories guide personal action and 

behavior, just as Dewey (1938) posits. From Bruner’s (1987) perspective, we live 

storied lives and the “only life worth living is the well-examined one” (32). 
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Therefore, it is argued that teacher educators need to recognize that “the process 

through which individuals construct understandings related to their future role as 

teachers is central to story research and the personal histories of pre-service 

teachers” (Bodycott, Walker, & Lee Chi Kin, 2001, 17).  

Pajares (1992) explains that personal constructs (i.e., beliefs) underlie the 

development of an inventory of these stories that guide one’s actions. Thus, when 

a teacher is faced with classroom challenges (whether behavioral or academic) 

and is uncertain of what response behavior is appropriate, “the teacher uses 

beliefs and belief structures, with all their problems and inconsistencies” (Pajares, 

1992, 312) to resolve the situation.  Humphreys and Hyland (2002) describe this 

kind of knee-jerk reaction as being analogous to the talent of jazz musicians to 

improvise in their music.  “The point here is that teachers, like jazz musicians, 

react to circumstances on the spur of the moment” (10).  It is the responsibility of 

teacher educators to provide pre-service teachers with appropriate methods with 

which to react. 

Utilizing storied experiences is argued as a necessary component of 

teacher education curricula because within the experience-based belief model, 

story = experience, experience = belief, belief = impulse, and impulse = behavior. 

Within this model, these equations are accepted as true and thus, story = behavior. 

Therefore, by incorporating pre-service teachers’ experience stories into activities 

that require investigation and analysis, they are more likely to understand why 
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they behave in particular manners and engage in particular teaching practices with 

young children. As a case in point, Bodycott, Walker, and Chi Kin (2001) 

investigated a group of pre-service teacher’s beliefs about school principals and 

found that the teachers brought to their teacher education program well-defined 

beliefs about principals that were developed through direct experience with 

principals throughout their lives as students. 

“Teaching events are framed within a context of a teacher’s life history.  
As a result, the central themes are often moral and philosophical, having 
more to do with feelings, purposes, images, and personal meanings than 
with teaching method or curriculum structures in isolation from personal 
experience” (Carter, 1993, 7-8). 
 
As a result, stories have the potential to influence the way pre-service 

teachers, who are somewhat inflexible and resistant to change (Clark, 1988; 

Pajares, 1992), respond to teacher education programs. Reflection on beliefs is a 

difficult practice in which to engage, but it is one that has potential implications 

for teacher education programs (Bodycott et al., 2001). “Students…need time to 

reflect on themselves with the same intensity and vigor that is given to the study 

of others” (Stott & Bowman, 1996, 170). Zeichner (1992, 1996) advocates 

organizing teacher education programs around the idea of reflective teaching. By 

doing so, he explains, students are able to recognize the value in their current 

experiences, how to make meaning from their past experiences, and how to 

incorporate the two for wisdom in future experiences. 
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Conclusion  

This chapter has attempted to provide an introductory-level review of the 

literature regarding the representation of early childhood education pre-service 

teachers’ beliefs. Examples and arguments of two ways in which personally held 

beliefs affect teachers’ classroom practice were provided. The two models 

discussed were “top-down” (Schoonmaker & Ryan, 1996) and “bottom-up” 

(Williams, 1996). The top-down model explains pedagogical practice that is not 

only based on beliefs in particular ways of understanding children but also on 

how to teach and organize learning environments.   

Two theories applicable to early childhood education pre-service teachers 

were presented in this model: osmosis socialization and human agency. Osmosis 

socialization theory holds as truth that children’s mental frameworks are derived 

from their life’s supply of social and environmental interactions. On the 

seemingly polar opposite end of the spectrum from osmosis socialization is the 

theory of human agency.  This theory holds as truth that children’s mental 

frameworks are derived from their interactions with the discourses surrounding 

socially constructed notions and that they have power to resist or incorporate said 

discourses.  Teachers who hold these beliefs (either socialization or agency) have 

classrooms in which practices are dictated by theory.   

 In contrast, the bottom-up perspective pertains to beliefs derived from 

experience. Theory is recognized to come not only from textbooks, but also from 
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individuals. This portion of the chapter utilized John Dewey’s (1938) construct of 

continuity of experiences to explore the notion of bottom-up belief systems. 

According to Dewey (1938), the experiences we have as humans create 

preferences and aversions to particular things, thereby influencing the types of 

future experiences and the quality of experiences we will have in the future.  In 

this model, experiences are directly related to belief systems that subsequently 

cause particular behaviors. Early childhood education pre-service teachers’ prior 

life and educational experiences directly impact their teaching because it has 

impacted their belief systems. 

This small review of the literature related to both models, top-down and 

bottom-up, has hopefully illustrated the point that beliefs, regardless of their 

origin, affect pre-service teacher pedagogical behaviors.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

PARADIGM 

 
“All words begin as servants, eager to oblige and assume whatever function may 
be assigned them, but, that accomplished, they become masters, imposing the will 

of their predefined intention and dominating the essence of human discourse.” 
       -Pajares, 1992, 308 

 

Introduction 

In this chapter I address issues concerning my ontological, 

epistemological, and ultimately paradigmatic beliefs regarding social research.  It 

is included as an additional chapter intentionally placed before the methodology 

chapter because it explains the rationales behind deliberate decisions made before, 

during, and after data collection regarding relationships with participants, 

methods for data collection and data analysis procedures. This chapter also 

describes the difficult decisions I faced as a researcher not only working through a 

study, but also the struggles before the study was even begun.  Reflection on my 

personal beliefs was much more frequently the occupation of my mind than 

details of data collection methodology.   

The relationship of the contents of this chapter to my study is that without 

critically exploring my own beliefs regarding research, it would have been 

difficult if not impossible to maintain focus on my work.  I believe this chapter 

directly ties in with the study’s focus and my particular interest in the topic in that 
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it is an exploration of the nature, not just content, of beliefs.  What I believe about 

paradigm, methodology, data analysis, and data representation has a direct link 

into what I choose to utilize and how I choose to present the final version of this 

study.  Critically exploring one’s beliefs in order to gain awareness and insight 

regarding one’s behavior is not an exercise reserved for early childhood education 

pre-service teachers.  It is as important for me to engage in this practice as it is for 

them.  I find it to be rather hypocritical to advocate for pre-service teachers to 

question their beliefs, put them under a microscope, and draw conclusions about 

the nature of their beliefs if I am not willing to do the same.   

This chapter is in no way an opportunity for me to be self- indulgent or to 

be disconnected from the study.  Instead, it is a foundational cornerstone which is 

as important to the success of the study as are the statement of the problem, 

research questions, and literature reviews that have heretofore been presented. 

This dissertation experience for me was much larger and more alive than 

rudimentary droid- like tasks of formulating questions, selecting participants, 

gathering data, deriving emerging themes, and writing a descriptive summary of it 

all.  It contained much more pain and personal conflict, more joy and intelligence, 

more uncertainty and ambiguity. It required more judgment and energy and 

intensity and insanity than on some days seemed humanly possible.   

This chapter is also an account of my own evolution as a thinker during 

this research project.  I started with a long-standing interest in gender issues, but 
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as the study moved forward, I began to see how gender is complicated by and 

inseparable from other factors such as race, class, religion, wealth and ability.  

Words I used to describe the multiple lenses of others, I began to apply to my own 

perspective.  I learned to recognize how sometimes I did not see what was 

perfectly plain to someone else and often I realized that I failed to make room for 

another perspective. 

Research is spectacularly unlimited  (Ayers, 1993) and stunningly 

underestimated with regard to rigor. Thus, I felt it was appropriate that I dedicate 

a chapter of my dissertation to the journey I took as a researcher for this final 

narrative accomplishment. Unless otherwise indicated via internal reference 

citations, the assertions made in this chapter are reflections of my own personal 

beliefs.  I am neither positioning nor grounding my work in relation to that of 

others. 

Research paradigms 

“Paradigms are frameworks that function as maps or guides for scientific 
communities, determining important problems or issues for its members to 
address and defining acceptable theories or explanations, methods, and 
techniques to solve defined problems.” (R. Usher, 1996, 15) 

 
The term “paradigm” is the traditional academic jargon used to represent 

how truth and reality (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) are perceived. Putting aside the 

urge to deconstruct the constructs of “truth” and “reality,” I accept the importance 

of dedicating time toward exploring my personal paradigm. A paradigm is simply 
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a descriptive label that represents a researcher’s basic beliefs regarding the nature 

of the world, individuals’ places in it, and the relationships between individuals 

and the world. Paradigms serve as a researcher’s overarching philosophical belief 

system that represents in a word, a researcher’s world-view. Research paradigms 

not only determine the approach and research methods used in a study, but also 

the purpose of the research and the roles of the researcher (Glesne, 1999). 

Paradigms are typically used for the purpose of quickly identifying the type of 

research/er of a study, including their basic set of beliefs and feelings about the 

world and how it should be studied.  Essentially, it is a short-cut means of 

concluding what ultimately guided the researcher’s actions (Denzin & Lincoln, 

1994; Guba, 1990; Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  

Although I am willing to accept the place of importance paradigms hold in 

research endeavors, I am not willing to accept the requirement to apply a 

paradigmatic label to my work.  Dozens of names are available from which to 

choose, like positivism, interpretivism, postmodernism, constructivism, post-

positivism, and naturalism, to name a few.  Researchers who buy into the notion 

that paradigm labels are important spend a great deal of time debating the merits 

of one over the others, the leaders of which are Denzin, Lincoln, and Guba.  The 

rationale behind the import placed upon the label is lost on me—the terminology 

means something different to each person who reads it anyway, so why bother?  I 

see participation in label fretting as nothing more than socialized locution play.  
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As a case in point, the “poststructural” paradigm label is often used 

interchangeably with the “postmodern” label (Schwandt, 1997).  Although there 

are a few differences in the descriptions and definitions of the two terms, the 

similarities between paradigms are strong enough that Schwandt (1997) says that 

they two labels may be used synonymously. 

Furthermore, “paradigm” started out as a made-up nonsense word.  It is a 

word first used by Kuhn (1970) in his work, The Structure of Scientific 

Revolutions.  Even Kuhn himself was unclear on what this 8- letter construct 

entailed. He eventually applied it to both scientific problem and puzzle solutions 

and to beliefs and values shared across a discipline (Schwandt, 1997) and the 

“scholars” of the time decided that it would be fashionable (emphasis mine) to 

use the term in application to qualitative versus quantitative research debates. As 

a result of this paradigm fashion rage, it was decided that this construct should be 

applied to all research endeavors.  Paradigms, it was decided, would be utilized as 

a means to shape how researchers conduct, analyze, interpret, and present work, 

while also relaying to readers who the researcher is philosophically and how he 

(and perhaps on occasion, “she”) thinks about the world.   

Moving forward with the assumption that there is such a thing as paradigm 

and that it encapsulates and translates what I believe, then Academia wins and I 

am forced to articulate a set of beliefs: (1) I believe that truth is in the eye of the 

beholder;  (2) I believe each person’s reality is seen through lenses of race, sex, 
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history, culture, age, etc., and is therefore unique; (3) I believe that people are 

always growing and changing; (4) I believe people are more alike than different 

and more different than alike…it depends on which angle from which you look; 

(5) I believe that everyone interprets everything differently; (6) I believe there is 

no such thing as ‘normal,’ ‘functional,’ or ‘real;’ (7) I believe everything and 

everyone is an illusion. 

I once was told that researchers don’t have paradigms—studies do. Patton 

(1985) says something similar in his statement that the research ideal is 

“methodological appropriateness, design flexibility, and situational 

responsiveness—not absolute allegiance to some ideal standard of paradigm 

purity and methodological orthodoxy” (61).  According to these two rationales, 

researchers should find the methods that best fit the study questions, then shape 

the analysis and presentation around that.  In essence, take a pragmatic “whatever 

works/best fit” stance to research.  While I agree with the idea of rejecting 

‘allegiance to paradigm purity and methodological orthodoxy,’ according to my 

understanding of paradigm, I am ultimately obliged to fully reject this 

perspective.   

Denzin & Lincoln (1994) explain that paradigms are overarching 

philosophical systems denoting particular ontologies, epistemologies, and 

methodo- logies that cannot be easily moved between.  “They represent belief 

systems that attach the user to a particular worldview” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, 
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2). If my paradigm is reflected in the way I conduct, analyze, interpret, and 

present my work, and that in a very real way it relays to readers who I am and 

how I think about the world, then how can I conduct a research study with 

methods that go against what I believe—regardless of how well they fit?  I 

propose a modification: rather than pledging allegiance to a paradigm, researchers 

pledge allegiance to honesty and loyalty to their beliefs about the world, what can 

be known, and how it can be known. This chapter is my pledge.  

Deconstructing identity 

“The way in which social science writers construct their meaning and then 
choose a form in which to display it shapes their identity as scholars.” (Catherine 
Emihovich, 1995) 
 

In order to consider myself a researcher and plan to pursue a career as one 

doing such, I take the issue of “scholar identity” that Emihovich mentions in the 

quote above quite seriously. However, “scholar” and “identity” are two socially 

constructed notions and it is unlikely that any sort of universal definition as to 

what this phrase means exists.  The dictionary gives 3 definitions of scholar: (a) 

an erudite person; (b) a person with much knowledge in a particular field; and (c) 

one who attends school: pupil.  So, from this I am to understand that a scholar is 

one who is deeply learned and has much knowledge in a particular field and/or 

one who attends school. I am even less clear on the construct of “scholar” from 

that.  How much is “deeply” in terms of learning? I know a three-year-old who 
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has much knowledge of Nascar racing. Does that make him a scholar? Does just 

attending school make one a scholar?   

Although ‘scholar’ is a modernistic word, I can deconstruct it for myself. 

Drawing from my experience, my education, and my world-view, for the purpose 

of this study (and my life, I guess), a scholar is one who dedicates a significant 

portion of one’s life work pursuing growth in a chosen field.  I have deliberately 

chosen to use the word “growth” because I do not endorse the belief that there is a 

final “crowning of the scholar” finish line.  Even death does not end one’s growth 

as a scholar, for the work one did while alive may be continued through the work 

of others.  

A case in point is Lev Vygotsky.  Due to an untimely death, Vygotsky left 

portions of his scholarly work incomplete, specifically his work on 

intersubjectivity within the zone of proximal development. Lisa S. Goldstein, a 

scholar on the ethic of care between teachers and students, expanded upon the 

unfinished work of Vygotsky.  In her article, “The relational zone: The role of 

caring relationships in the co-construction of mind” (1999), she simultaneously 

grows in her scholarship and moves the work of Vygotsky forward. Goldstein 

writes,  

“I will be echoing and responding to Vygotsky’s desire for a seamless 
union of the cognitive factors and the affective and volitional factors of 
intellectual life, a union in which affect and volition remain visible and 
present and not eclipsed by cognition, as has been the case in most other 
writings on the topic” (2).  
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This introductory sentence simultaneously exhibits how Goldstein will continue 

Vygotsky’s scholarly work (i.e., “echoing and responding to Vygotsky’s 

desire….”) while also moving her own scholarly work forward (i.e., “not eclipsed 

by cognition, as has been the case in most other writings…”). 

I also believe that scholarship is demonstrated through public exposure of 

the knowledge bank one has accrued for the purpose of providing educative 

materials to assist in the growth of others involved in the field.  This may be done 

through a range of mediums such as writing, painting, lecturing, or mentoring. I 

believe myself to be on the first step of an endless staircase in my journey to be a 

scholar.  The conclusion to which I have arrived is that “scholar” is a life- long 

process of growth, rather than a “thing” to become.  It is a journey that requires 

vigor, commitment, and contribution to the field. 

With that understanding, I can move on to the “identity” part of 

Emihovich’s quote. On this construct, I have strong beliefs. Identity, according to 

my under-standing of the term, is nothing more than a mask designed solely for 

the purpose of illusionary disguises.  We all have them and we all have infinite 

numbers of them. The mask that is revealed to outsiders is there to simultaneously 

initiate or continue the masquerade with the ball guests and to conceal the 

amassment of alter- identities.  Identities, or masks, are not limited in form or 

function.  They represent an identity complete with race, class, gender, culture, 
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age, education, humor and so forth.  Identities are neither unified nor fixed, but as 

various and continually displaced and replaced (Howe, 1998). Our masks reveal 

the identity that is needed at the moment while simultaneously hid ing the storage 

chest of our other possessed identities.  As the context changes, so does the mask.  

In very much the same way that way Eisner (1997a) explains how modes of 

research and data representation both reveal and conceal, so do identity-cloaking 

veils. Our masks allow us freedom to move within countless circles of life as an 

identity.  Without them, only void would exist. 

A professor recently explained that society teaches us to accept the 

modernistic concept of self, identity, and individualism, that there is an “I” 

separate from others and the environment.  This professor encouraged an 

alternative perspective, explaining that such a concept needs to be deconstructed.  

Through the use of metaphor, it was explained that as humans, we are accustomed 

to thinking of ourselves as individuals floating down a river. The deconstruction 

of this image is that we are not separate from the river—there is no “I” in the 

river.  It is, rather, an all- inclusive concept.  The river and the “I” are the same, 

not separated—furthermore, there is not even a river (Scheurich, 2001). 

As a result of my struggle to deconstruct the phrase “scholar identity” and 

to recognize the importance and weight that it carries with regard to my future 

career, I have reached one conclusion. Academia requires that I apply mythical 

labels (i.e., don masks) to create an illusionary identity in order to proclaim 
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myself an emerging scholar set apart from the metaphorical river with which I 

thought, and was taught, I was one. I accept that the exercise of deconstructing the 

phrase “social identity” is an activity embedded in the postmodern culture, and 

although I am not yet ready to delve into issues of postmodernism, I am ready to 

offer this relevant quote from Howe (1998) in an attempt to express where I am 

psychologically at this point: 

The activity of deconstruction serves merely to challenge and disrupt the 
status quo.  The question of what comes after it, of how social 
arrangements ought to be transformed so as to better approximate social 
justice is dismissed.  For this is the modernist project, which presupposes 
norms of rationality and morality around which to forge consensus.  But 
such norms are totally ungrounded and, worse, when promoted by the 
powers that be, are also inherently oppressive (17). 
 
Therefore, I choose to relax in my struggle with defining my “scholar 

identity,” for by creating one, I am doing nothing more than participating in the 

modernist notion that there has to be one and that it has to be articulated.  The “I” 

I am depends upon my daily participation with a barrage of social discourses and 

my “active desire to make sense of [myself] and others in a…meaningful way in, 

and via, these discourses” (Mac Noughton, 1997, 324).   

Discourse and Subjectivity 

“I work from awkwardness.  By that I mean I don’t like to arrange things.  If I 
stand in front of something, instead of arranging it, I arrange myself.”  (Diane 
Arbus) 

 
As defined in chapter 1, the concept of discursive fields and discourse 

emerged from the work of Michel Foucault (1983) as part of an attempt to 
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understand relationships between language, social institutions, subjectivity, and 

power.  Participation in these fields of discourse is what Foucault (1983) explains 

as constituting all the ways in which humans actively create their social and 

psychological realities (Davies, 2001). Humans learn social phenomenon through 

their daily participation in discourses and “their active desire to make sense of 

themselves and others in a …meaningful way in, and via, these discourses” (Mac 

Naughton, 1997, 324).  

Discourses exist in both written and oral forms in the social daily lives we 

lead (Weedon, 1987).  In this sense, discourse is understood to be an 

institutionalized use of a language system (Davies, 2001) that occurs at the 

political, cultural, or disciplinary levels as well as around specific topics, such as 

gender or race.  Davies (2001) compares ‘discourse’ as it is understood within a 

poststructural framework to ‘conceptual schemes’ in humanist philosophy.  She 

says the two views are similar in that they both address ways in which phenomena 

are made determinate.  They differ, though, in that the conceptual schemes are 

static, individual possessions that make up one’s understandings of the world.   

On the side of the debate-fence in which I reside, discourses are in a state 

of perpetual change and identity is a by-product of subjectivity.  The entire 

experience of being human is an organic, fluid, and evolutionary process of 

continually being in subjective positions.  Mac Naughton (1998) explains that 

subjectivity simultaneously describes who we are and how we understand 
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ourselves while those very under-standings are still being formed as we 

participate continuously within discourse.  So at the instant we begin to try to 

understand or describe ourselves as individuals, that self no longer exists.  We 

have already changed from who we are at that moment because of the present 

discourse.  We cannot cease to participate within some discourse, whether it is 

political, social or economic, of the mind, body, or emotions, currently operating 

in society (Cannella, 2001). 

“Subjectivity is constituted through those discourses in which the person is 

being positioned at any one point in time, both through their own and others’ acts 

of speaking/writing” (Davies, 2001, 57).  Humans, both older and younger, learn 

the ways of seeing and being that are made possible by the range of discourses 

available.  Thus, identity is constantly being created and recreated according to 

the discourse in which one is engaged.  We do not exist except for being 

continually re-created through our discursive practices.  “Our existence as persons 

has no fundamental essence; we can only ever speak ourselves or be spoken into 

existence within the terms of available discourses (Davies, 2001, 55).  Therefore, 

I choose to abstain from trying to define my identity, for it has already changed in 

the matter of time involved in typing this line.   

Knower = known 

“Include the knower in the known.”   -Julian Jaynes 
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 “How human beings know and are known, and what knowledge consists 

in, is inextricably bound up with the kinds of things human beings are” (Howe, 

1998, 16).  This quote is rich with modernist notions that involve humanity, 

knowing, being known, and “kinds of things.”  Not only does this become a 

question about the relationship between the knower and what can be known, but it 

also becomes a question of the relationship between the known and how humans 

are known.  In a sense, it becomes a triangular argument.  What one knows 

defines the parameters of what can be known for that particular individual.  But 

the contents of what that individual considers as their “known,” defines how they 

are known among the remainder of humanity.  Subsequently, what one knows and 

how one is known for what they know, shapes what the human is. Essentially, it is 

nothing more than a repeat of the identity conundrum. 

Thus, the epistemological question, “what is the relationship between the 

knower and what can be known?” is answered with two words: transactional and 

subjectivist (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). My personal approach to research includes 

methods that involve working with the various experience stories of participants 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 1994; Schwandt, 1997).  “It is concerned with the means 

of generating data in the form of stories, means of interpreting that data, and 

means of representing it in narrative or storied form” (Schwandt, 1997, 98). 

Due to the unique nature of understanding and the interpretations of reality 

that vary from person to person, it is impossible to achieve any type of grand 
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narrative or master synthesis (Bryson & DeCastell, 1994) among individuals.  

There is no “true” or “shared” reality among the participants—each expressed 

their beliefs in qualitatively different ways.  Thus, an overarching meta-narrative 

is impossible to construct. A meta-narrative is an idea invented by Lyotard 

(Lather, 1991) that encompasses the idea of a grandly constructed research story 

created to legitimate the connection of loose scientific and political parts. Michel 

Foucault (1980) suggests that the purpose of research is not to answer questions 

about truth, such as would be in a meta-narrative account, but rather to ask how 

things could have come to be this way: “What form of reason, and which 

historical conditions led to this?” He perceives the purpose of narrative as being 

to unearth the historical lineage that lead toward the creation of the scientific or 

political institution’s “regimes of truth” of which the meta-narrative is describing 

(1987). 

Thus, in my attempt at defining a personal understanding of the 

relationship between the knower and the known in order to develop a 

methodology for this study, it is imperative that I explore the relationship for 

myself.  My conclusion is that the relationship between the two is a perpetually 

growing collection of socially constructed experiences that serve as rationales 

behind socially constructed beliefs.  As a knower, my known stems from my 

Christian upbringing, being raised by a single parent, and from my career 

experience as a kindergarten teacher.  It also includes being a white, heterosexual, 
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lower middle-class female and having all the benefits and struggles that 

accompany such a role.  The social norms and expectations of a girl growing up in 

a small Southern Louisiana town, as opposed to New York City, California, or 

Afghanistan have strongly impacted the way I think, rationalize, and know. Those 

types of influences are only possibilities from my past.  Contexts of my present 

life also influence my identity and understandings.  Trying to identify the sources 

of my beliefs becomes as futile of a task as trying to bend a cracker.  Each is 

derived from the complex layering of experiences and identity masks that makes 

me, well, me.  It is impossible to tease myself apart into separate units that can be 

distributed across my field of beliefs. This is who I am and these are the things 

that make me who I am. 

However, I see how in saying that there is no answer, that therein lies my 

answer. With efforts to avoid presenting a universalistic idea, everyone is like me.  

One’s beliefs can not be teased apart into neat pigeonholes of origin nor can 

anyone be teased apart for the purpose of labeling.  We all are complexly layered 

beings with unique combinations of filters and experiences that shape who we 

are—a process that is in perpetual motion.  Thus, my belief regarding the 

relationship between the knower and what can be known may be summarized 

with one word: contextual.  “Our knowledge is contextual and only contextual.  

Ordering and invention coincide: we call their collaboration ‘knowledge’ (Dillard, 

1982, 56).   
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The relationship between the knower and the known is associated with 

discourses of race, class, gender, age, culture, economics, and religion, among 

others, and that these discourses serve as filters situated in experiences and 

contexts that influence their understandings (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Manning, 

1997). In Foucauldian belief circles, discourses are seen as ways of constituting 

knowledge that entail more than simply being ways of thinking and producing 

meaning.  Rather, they constitute the nature of the body, unconscious and 

conscious mind and the emotional life (Weedon, 1987).  Upon first glance, it 

almost seems that humans are powerless against discourses, that they create our 

conscious and unconscious minds, thereby controlling our emotions and 

behaviors.  However, upon further investigation it becomes clearer that in order to 

be effective, discourses require activation through the agency of individuals 

whom they constitute and govern (Weedon, 1987).  It is the presence of agency 

that actually awards individuals the power to identify with particular subject 

positions within discourses. 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has addressed my persona l issues concerning ontological, 

epistemological and paradigm beliefs regarding social research. It was not written 

as an opportunity to be self- indulgent or to highlight my critical beliefs.  It was 

written with the purpose of clarifying my position on many of the aspects yet to 

come in this narrative.  Decisions related to methodology, data analysis, and data 
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presentation were made according to my beliefs and thus it was believed to be an 

important component to include in this document. 

 The next chapter presents the methodology utilized in this study.  

Elements regarding participants, data collection procedures and materials, and 

data analysis are presented. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

METHODOLOGY 

“Some set great value on method, while others pride themselves on dispensing 
with method.  To be without method is deplorable, but to depend on method 
entirely is worse.”                                     

(The Tao of Painting, Sze and Wang, 1963/1701, 17) 
 

Michel Foucault (1983) begged that the purpose of research be to bring 

into the spotlight that which is usually left in the shadows and to transform what 

are understood as answers into questions. Concurrence with Foucault’s 

perspective regarding the purpose of research has subsequently led toward an 

intention to dedicate efforts toward exploring an aspect of early childhood 

education that is commonly left in the wings of critical research. Ambiguity 

Within Early Childhood Education Pre-Service Teachers’ Beliefs is an attempt to 

cast light upon motives which provide a driving force behind common preschool 

practices.  This study is conducted with an inherent intent to make the familiar 

become strange (Jackson, 1990/1968), to deconstruct pedagogical assumptions of 

“beliefs” and to metaphorically see that which is generally unseen. These are the 

primary goals of this study—to estrange readers and teachers from what they 

thought they knew, to have made what at first seemed common strange, 

consequently growing in understanding one particular nuance of the art of early 



 

63 

 

childhood teaching. Philip Jackson (1990/1968) vibrantly summarizes the purpose 

of such research goals:  

“…learning how to see things differently, whether inside classrooms or 
anywhere else, makes a great deal of difference in how we respond to our 
surroundings.  Waking to a fresh view of things invariably alters the way 
we thing and subsequently act” (xviii). 
 
This study critically investigates the beliefs of 7 early childhood pre-

service teachers on the topic of young children’s gender construction.  Together, 

they and I explore what we believe, why we believe it, where those beliefs 

originated, how those beliefs seep into our daily lives, how those beliefs present 

themselves in our teaching, and what it all means for our practice.  By analyzing/ 

questioning participants’ ideas surrounding gender construction, this study 

deconstructs the notion that beliefs are fixed, stable, and knowable components of 

human nature. This study does not, however, hold any intention of offering 

recommendations regarding altering the participants’ beliefs.  In every potential 

aspect, this study abandons all possible emancipatory goals and motives.  

Suggestions concerning the way things “should be” versus the way things “are” is 

a modernist notion and is rejected as being “fatally flawed” (Howe, 1998, 13) for 

the purposes of this study.  

The following text includes details and descriptions of methodological 

strategies, decisions, and particulars such as participant descriptions, materials 

utilized in the study, as well as data collection and analysis procedures.   
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Methodology 

 In order to conduct this study I utilized data collection methods commonly 

associated with the naturalistic inquiry strategy.  I purposefully invited a cohort of 

25 early childhood pre-service teachers enrolled in an undergraduate teacher 

education program at a public university in Texas to voluntarily participate in this 

project. I have known and worked closely with the students in this cohort since 

January 2001 as their teaching assistant, but my relationship with them in their 

program no longer existed at the time of this study.  I believed that these pre-

service teachers knew me well and trusted me based upon the experiences we had 

shared as a learning community.  I also believed that because I would be neither 

their professor nor their field placement supervisor and, therefore, in no position 

to be evaluative of their work or performance during the semester of data 

collection, that the cohort members would feel freer to be honest in their 

responses and comfortable in the researcher/participant relationship.  

Participants 

The potential participants for this dissertation study included students 

enrolled in the early childhood education cohort of the teacher education program.  

This cohort is largely a group of white, English-speaking females in their early 

20’s.  One male of Indian descent is also included.  Inclusion in the study was 

based on current enrollment in the cohort; no exclusions were made based upon 

race, gender, background, health, age or any other variable. This study 
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specifically names “early childhood” pre-service teachers as the group of focus.  

Early childhood pre-service teachers are students particularly interested in 

working with young children, predominantly in grades pre-kindergarten and 

kindergarten (i.e., ages 4- and 5-years).   

Due to the fact that this particular cohort was enrolled in the teacher 

education program at the study university prior to the implementation of the new 

Texas EC-4 credentials and degree plan, they will, upon successful completion of 

the state teacher certification exam, be certified to teach elementary grades (e.g., 

1-6), as well as early childhood grades (e.g., pre-kindergarten and kindergarten).  

The new Texas EC-4 certification is not applicable to this particular group of pre-

service teachers. 

This particular cohort at the time of the study had spent approximately one 

year together (January 2001 – October 2001). They were accustomed to working 

together, sharing ideas with each other, and learning from each other. Two 

semesters in which they participated in discussion-based classes had been 

experienced, so it was a safe assumption that these participants were accustomed 

to working together via dialogue. In addition, a sense of community was already 

present prior to the onset of the study because of their shared university classroom 

experiences.  

Upon receiving permission from the human subjects committee to begin 

participant recruitment, I addressed the cohort as a group, supervised by my 
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dissertation chair.  Each potential participant received information regarding 

participation expectations and the nature of the study.  Informed consent letters 

(Appendix B) were available at the time of solicitation for those who were 

interested in volunteering; I received 8 signed consent letters, with one later 

declining to participate due to health reasons.  Although my initial hope was for 

approximately 15 participants, 7 were sufficient for the purpose of the study and 

therefore a second attempt at recruitment was not made.   

The 7 member participant group consisted of six females and one male.  

All females were racially homogenous, all Anglo-Saxon.  The male was of Indian 

descent, although he has spent the duration of his life in the United States and 

Canada.  All group members are monolingual English speakers, two females are 

married, one of which has two teen-age boys and was significantly older than the 

other five females.  All participants are referred to in this study by pseudonyms to 

hide their true identity.  In an effort to protect the identity of the male participant, 

all participants were assigned names that are unisex, meaning that they could be 

given to persons of either biological sex. 

Data collection 

Data collection strategies were carefully considered for the purpose of this 

study.  Due to the fact that my beliefs are rooted in the understanding that the 

purest way to find what can be known is through dialogue (Guba & Lincoln, 

1994), “focus groups” ultimately constituted the data collection strategy of choice.  
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A focus group is a data collection strategy that involves methods of dialogue, 

much like interviewing.  However, a focus group strategy differs from 

interviewing in that the researcher is working with more than one person, 

allowing the conversation to encompass and stimulate more topics than a single-

person interview.  During a focus group, participants engage in a discussion 

regarding a predetermined subject area.  This allows the researcher to obtain 

participants’ thoughts and understandings on an issue (Krueger, 1994).  These 

discussions generate qualitative data that provide researchers with insights into 

the beliefs and perceptions of participants.  

Specifically, a multistage focus group design (Morgan, 1988) was utilized 

for the purpose of this study. A multistage focus group design is a focus group 

that establishes group consistency both through group configuration and multiple 

meeting times.  A rapport that enables participants to feel free to speak openly 

about the topic of discussion is also established as a result of this type of focus 

group (Morgan, 1988). As discussed earlier, much of the rapport work had 

previously been done in that the participants knew each other well due to their 

interactions on campus. Therefore, this established rapport ripened the 

environment for “confidentiality and openness regarding the research purposes 

[to] further build a climate where dialogical, open conversations [we]re possible” 

(Manning, 1997, 105). 
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Depending heavily on the rapport between the participants and myself, we 

all entered into dialogues about the subject of focus. These dialogues occurred 

through group interviews, or focus groups, and through the dialogues, meaning 

was mutually discovered (Manning, 1997). Often the pre-service teacher 

respondent realized his or her meaning in the process of saying it. Each focus 

group meeting followed an open-ended dialogue design (Denzin, 1994), allowing 

participants to freely tell, or story, their experiences and beliefs related to the pre-

determined topic.   

Understanding that the nature and structure of my questions could 

influence how participants shaped their explanations regarding their beliefs 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 1994), the focus groups consisted of only one pre-planned 

introductory question.  From that point on, participants were encouraged to tell 

their stories in their own way (Anderson & Jack, 1991). By utilizing this style of 

open-ended discussion, depth, detail, and meaning at very personal levels of 

experience were possible. 

 In addition, Clandinin and Connelly (1994) propose four directions in 

which personal experience studies must simultaneously focus: inward (internal 

feelings and emotions), outward (environment and external conditions), backward 

and forward (past and future).  “To experience an experience is to experience it 

simultaneously in these four ways and to ask questions pointing each way” (417).  

Although during the focus group meetings I did ask questions beyond the initial 
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introductory one, the questions that emerged were to request clarifying 

information, to focus to story in a different direction (as discussed by Clandinin & 

Connelly), or to keep the discussion on topic.  At no time did a question agenda 

ensuring that the same information be solicited from all participants exist.  

Anderson and Jack (1991) state that by focusing attention not on “information 

gathering where the focus is on the right questions, [but on] interactions, where 

the focus is on the process” (23) yields the rich and powerful effects of experience 

stories. 

Focus group structure 

Two focus groups were formed with the 7 participants—one included 3 

participants, the other included the remaining 4.  Four focus group meetings were 

scheduled for Monday and Wednesday evenings over the course of two months 

(October and November, 2001), yielding 8 meetings total.  Participants were 

allowed to choose either the Monday or the Wednesday group, based upon their 

personal preference and scheduling convenience.  However, because the focus 

groups were of a multi-stage design and group consistency was a crucial 

component to the success of collecting rich and valuable data, once the initial 

groups were set, participants were not allowed to change groups. Focus group 

meetings were organized around the topics of beliefs regarding how gender 

identities are constructed, personal experiences concerning gender construction, 

theoretical arguments regarding gender, and how early childhood settings and 
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teacher practices are involved in the process of gendering.  All focus group 

sessions were audio tape recorded and the recordings were transcribed into 

written dialogue.  The dialogue transcriptions provided the primary source of 

data. All audio tapes were destroyed at the conclusion of the transcription process.  

Setting 

Focus group meetings were held at the researcher’s home office located in 

the north central area of the city.  Participants provided their own transportation to 

and from the research site.  Each focus group meeting lasted approximately 1.5 to 

3 hours. As the researcher, I provided food and drink refreshments for the 

participants during each meeting as gestures of appreciation for their time and 

energy. During the last meeting, all participants were given a gratitude gift.  Each 

participant received an apron monogrammed with his or her name and with 

“schooly” pictures on the pockets. In the pockets were a packet of sticky-note 

pads, a box of colored chalk, and two ink pens.  The pre-service teachers will be 

able to wear their aprons during their field placements as well as in their own 

classrooms after graduation. 

The atmosphere for all the meetings was casual, with many participants 

choosing to sit on the floor, office chairs, or lounge on a futon.  The perception I 

had based upon the participants’ body language was that they were comfortable in 

their surroundings, similar to the way they felt in their own homes.  To enhance 

this feeling, my dog was allowed into the office room during the focus group 
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meetings, providing more of a “homey” feel to the meetings rather than one 

similar to a laboratory investigation.   

I strove to establish a relationship with the participants that was trusting 

and interconnected (Manning, 1997), for knowledge and meaning are explored 

through researcher-participant relationships which are “characterized by trust, 

collaboration, shared knowledge, and mutuality of purpose” (Manning, 1997, 96). 

Thus, before every meeting the participants and I casually conversed about their 

lives, their semester, their professors and assignments.  On multiple occasions I 

was forced to step out of the role of “friend” into the role of “researcher” in order 

for us to get the meetings started.  And, on multiple occasions, I was forced to 

step out of the role of “researcher” into the role of “mentor” and demand that they 

go home and get some sleep before their next day’s agendas. I worked hard to 

communicate the message that I was genuinely interested in them as people and 

as pre-service teachers, not just as research participants.  

Materials 

Materials required for focus group meetings consisted of 3 things: Walt 

Disney movies, theoretical articles, and gendered magazines. Focus group 

meeting protocols, with the exception of Meetings 2 and 3, were never pre-

planned.  Events at Meeting 1 were used to determine the nature of Meeting 2.  

Once Meeting 2 started, decisions were made regarding how the meeting would 

proceed.  The same sort of fluid organization was in place for Meeting 3.  An in-
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depth description of each material used will be provided below in the following 

section, “Focus group organization.” 

Movies 

Movies were chosen to be included as part of this study’s methodology 

because there of the heavy discussion in the literature regarding the influence of 

media on children, specifically that of Walt Disney movies (e.g., Aidman, 1999; 

Aidman & Reese, 1996; Giroux, 1998; Junn, 1997; Maio, 1998; Wong, 1998; 

among others).  Giroux (1998) explains that movies such as The Little Mermaid 

and The Lion King utilize “narrowly defined gender roles” (58) and tell stories in 

which female characters are subordinate to male characters.  He continues his 

argument, ultimately accusing all Walt Disney movies of doing little more than 

reinforcing negative female stereotypes.  The crux of Giroux’s point is that Walt 

Disney movies celebrate masculine power and dramatically reproduce gender 

stereotyping that children internalize and ultimately use in their identity formation 

and self-definition (Giroux, 1998; Steinberg & Kincheloe, 1998). Movies were 

also included as a component of the focus group meetings because research 

indicates that utilizing pop culture as a means of communicating educational 

theory to pre-service teachers is an effective teaching strategy (Goldstein, 1999, 

2000).  

During Meetings 2 and 3, when viewing movies was a possibility, I cued 

five Walt Disney tapes to significant scenes in the event that the meeting 
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progressed in a particular way that would merit a showing. Although five movies 

were pre-selected and cued, specific decisions regarding which movies would be 

included during the meetings, however, was not predetermined. The tone and 

topic of the meeting was used to decide what (if any) movie would be shown 

during my time with the participants.  

Snippets were available from the following classic Walt Disney movies: 

Snow White, Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, Peter Pan, and The Little Mermaid.  In 

the event that particular movies were shown, the following descriptions tell what 

the participants would have been shown. All explanations are written in the 

hypothetical at this point.  Specific snippets that were actually used during 

meetings are described below in the “Focus Group Organization” section in which 

in-depth explanations of the happenings of each meeting are provided. Table 1 

below provides a quick reference as to which movies were available for show, to 

which portion of the movie the tape was cued, and why particular snippets were 

chosen for inclusion in the study. 

From Snow White participants would have been shown the segment of the 

film in which Snow White skips through the forest, finds the Dwarfs’ cottage, 

immediately begins cleaning it (singing all the while) and prepares dinner for the 

unknown occupants. This segment was chosen specifically because of how “ideal 

princess” female behavior is portrayed.  Snow White is graceful, gentle, petite, 

and beautiful; she has an elegant singing voice and animals cannot resist being 
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around her.  It also portrays that females are meant to clean and cook. Snow 

White’s maternal instincts burst from her bosom when she assumes that the 

cottage occupants are parent- less children, causing her to “instinctively” begin 

cleaning the cottage and preparing dinner for the home owners.  When the dwarfs 

arrive home and find Snow White asleep in their beds, she bargains her way into 

their home by promising to be their cook, maid, tailor, and essentially, their 

mother. 

Cinderella was cued to the middle of the movie when Cinderella meets her 

Fairy Godmother.  Participants would have watched as the Fairy Godmother 

flicks her magic wand, transforming Cinderella from a scullery maid to a 

beautiful young woman now worthy of the Prince’s attention and love.  This 

segment is significant to this study in four ways: (1) Cinderella is unworthy of 

love when she is “ugly” and dressed in rags; (2) Cinderella is incapable of making 

a personal transformation by herself…she needs a Fairy Godmother to do it for 

her; (3) being a woman who cleans, cooks, serves, and mends clothes is 

embarrassing (unlike in Snow White when it was desirable for her to do such 

chores); and (4) ideal femininity is portrayed as tall, white, blonde, and 

beautifully dressed.  The idea that Cinderella wins the affection of the Prince 

because of her appearance, not because of “who she is” is the overarching 

message of the movie from this point onward. 
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If Sleeping Beauty was shown, participants would have watched Prince 

Philip brave a fire-breathing dragon in order to save Princess Aurora.  It was an 

important movie snippet for the participants to see because of how it relays the 

message that females need to be saved by brave men.  Females are weak, males 

are strong.  Females are scared, males are brave.  Parallels may easily be drawn 

between the dragon and dads.  Females are trapped in their parent’s prison (i.e., 

home) and they desperately need to be rescued in order to be with their love.  

Males must fight the angry father to get the scared and weak female out of their 

prison. 

From Peter Pan participants would have been shown the part of the movie 

where Peter Pan and Tinkerbell bring Wendy, John, and Michael to Never Land 

to meet the Lost Boys.  This segment is significant in three ways: (1) Tinkerbell is 

viciously jealous of Pan’s attention to Wendy and she demonstrates it by 

encouraging brutal treatment of Wendy as well as strutting her perfect tiny little 

body to flaunt her sexuality; (2) The Lost Boys are a wild bunch of boys that 

could be described as “out of control” in their behavior; and (3) Wendy settles 

happily into the role of “mother” for the Lost Boys. 

Lastly, if The Little Mermaid were shown, participants would the segment 

of the film in which 16-year-old Ariel, who is convinced that she can not live 

without spending the rest of her life with Prince Eric, trades her voice to Ursula 

for land legs.  In the trade, Ursula sings to Ariel about the role of females in 
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relationships and what men “really want.”  The visuals that accompany this song 

strongly depict the “ideal” woman—petite, thin, long hair and legs, and voiceless. 

This segment of the movie was selected because it simultaneously shows that 

women must make sacrifices in order to get the man they love, that love is only 

for the beautiful, that women are desirable to men based on sex- interest and 

nothing else, and that a kiss between sixteen-year-olds equates with eternal love 

and devotion. 

TABLE 1: POTENTIAL MOVIE SELECTIONS 

  MOVIE     
   TITLE 

                SNIPPET SELECTION       SIGNIFICANCE OF SNIPPET 

Snow White Snow White skips through the forest, 
finds the Dwarfs’ cottage, immediately 
begins cleaning it (singing all the while) 
and prepares dinner for the occupants. 

“Ideal princess” female behavior is 
portrayed as graceful, gentle, petite, 
and beautiful; having an elegant 
singing voice and having animals all 
around.  It also portrays that females 
are meant to clean and cook.  

Cinderella Cinderella’s Fairy Godmother flicks her 
magic wand, transforming Cinderella 
from a scullery maid to a beautiful 
young woman now worthy of the 
Prince’s attention and love.  

 (1) Cinderella is unworthy of love 
when she is “ugly” and dressed in 
rags; (2) Cinderella is incapable of 
making a personal transformation by 
herself; (3) being a woman who 
cleans, cooks, serves, and mends 
clothes is embarrassing; (4) ideal is 
tall, white, blonde, and nicely 
dressed.   

Sleeping 
Beauty 

Prince Philip must fight a fire -breathing 
dragon to save Princess Aurora. Males 
can take on such a dangerous task and 
save the weak, needy female.   

Females need to be saved by brave 
men because they are weak and 
scared, but males are brave. Parallels 
may easily be drawn between the 
dragon and dads. Males must fight 
the angry father (or mother) to get 
the scared and weak female out of 
their prison. 

Peter Pan Peter Pan and Tinkerbell bring Wendy, 
John, and Michael to Never Land to 
meet the Lost Boys.   
 

(1) Tinkerbell is jealous of Pan’s 
attention to Wendy and she 
demonstrates it by encouraging brutal 
treatment of Wendy as well as 
strutting her perfect tiny little body to 
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flaunt her sexuality; (2) The Lost 
Boys are a wild bunch of boys that 
could be described as “out of 
control” in their rambunctious 
behavior; and (3) Wendy settles 
happily into the role of “mother” for 
the Lost Boys. 

The Little 
Mermaid 

16-year-old Ariel, who is convinced that 
she can not live without spending the 
rest of her life with Prince Eric, trades 
her voice to Ursula for land legs.   

Shows that women must make 
sacrifices in order to get the man they 
love, that love is only for the 
beautiful, that women are desirable to 
men based on sex-interest and 
nothing else, and that a kiss between 
sixteen-year-olds equates with 
eternal love and devotion. 

 
Research articles 

The same sort of free-flowing protocol was in place for the research articles.  

Specific readings were not pre-selected, but possible readings were already 

chosen, xeroxed, and available for distribution.  Selection of articles was based on 

the overall opinion and nature of the groups.  The possible articles for participants 

to receive included Is Barbie to blame? Reconsidering how children learn gender 

by Glenda Mac Noughton (1996); Poststructuralist theory and the study of 

gendered childhoods by Bronwyn Davies (1993); The serious and playful work of 

gender: Talk and social order in a preschool classroom by Susan Danby; or 

Fractured or manufactured: Gendered identities and culture in the early years by 

Patrick Hughes and Glenda MacNoughton (2001).  Table 2, below, provides the 

full reference of each article, the abstract that was printed with the article, and the 

rationale behind each article’s selection. Participants were to be given an article at 
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the end of Meeting 1 to read for Meeting 2, and at the end of Meeting 2 for 

Meeting 3. 

 
TABLE 2: ARTICLE REFERENCES, ABSTRACTS, AND RATIONALES 

BEHIND SELECTION 
 

ARTICLE ABSTRACT RATIONALE 

Mac Noughton, G. 
(1996). Is barbie to 
blame?: 
Reconsidering how 
children learn 
gender. Australian 
Journal of Early 
Childhood, 21, (4), 
18-24. 

This paper examines current concerns of early 
childhood practitioners concerning the influence 
of toys within popular culture, such as Barbie, 
on children’s gendering.  It argues that it is time 
to rethink our understandings of how children 
learn to be gendered.  The theories underpinning 
traditional socialization accounts of how 
children become gendered and the role of toys in 
this learning are discussed and critiqued.  From 
this discussion a case is built for greater use of 
post-structuralist understandings of gendering in 
deciding if, and how, toys withing popular 
culture have a place in gender equity programs 
in early childhood settings. 

The rationale behind 
selecting this article 
as a possible material 
to use during data 
collection was that 
this article provides a 
dichotomous 
presentation of 
osmosis 
socialization/develop
mental theory and 
human agency theory 
regarding how 
children learn gender.  
Although the article 
is somewhat complex 
theoretically, I liked 
the black-and-white 
presentation Mac 
Noughton uses for 
the two perspectives.  
I believed that it 
would be useful to 
the participants as a 
springboard into 
agency and 
poststructural theory. 

Davies, B. (1993). 
Shards of glass: 
Children reading and 
writing beyond 
gendered identities. 
Cresskill, NJ: 
Hampton Press, Inc. 
 

Chapter 1: How do we become gendered 
beings? How are ‘male’ and ‘female’ constituted 
as opposite categories of being, with ‘male’ 
superior to and more powerful than ‘female’?  
What part do schools play in this? Is it possible 
to deconstruct and move beyond the binary 
categories of ‘male’ and ‘female’? Can this be 
done in the school context? What part does 
poststructuralist theory play in enabling us to 
examine such questions? This book explores the 

The rationale behind 
selecting this article 
as a possible material 
to use during data 
collection was that 
this article/chapter so 
closely echoes the 
purpose of my study, 
asking almost the 
exact same questions.  
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processes through which our maleness and our 
femaleness are established and maintained 
during childhood.  But it also explores the 
radical possibility of giving children the capacity 
to disrupt the dominant storylines through which 
their gender is held in place. 

I liked the possibility 
of getting direct 
answers to my 
research questions as 
the participants 
responded to the 
article. 

Danby, S. (1998). 
The serious and 
playful work of 
gender: Talk and 
social order in a 
preschool classroom. 
In N. Yelland (Ed.), 
Gender in early 
childhood (pp. 175-
205). NY: 
Routledge. 

This chapter reports some observations made of 
the social interactions of girls and boys, aged 3 
to 5 years, in play situations in a preschool 
classroom of a childcare center.  It provides an 
alternate framework for early childhood 
educators to become aware of how preschool 
children construct their gendered social 
organizations….A close reading of the transcript 
of an episode illustrates how two girls turn boys’ 
masculine practices of ritualized threats into a 
performance.  In this way, gender is established 
not as a social identity but as a dynamic process 
that is ongoing, built by relational encounters 
and shaped by the collective performances of the 
participants. 

The rationale behind 
selecting this article 
as a possible material 
to use during data 
collection was that 
this article/chapter 
discussed gendering 
in a concrete 
situation.  It takes 
gender construction 
out of the theoretical 
and places it in a 
practice realm.  
Specifically, it looks 
at gender as play.  I 
believed this would 
be a way that the 
participants would be 
very comfortable 
discussing how 
children explore 
gender in school 
contexts. 

Hughes, P. & 
MacNoughton, G. 
(2001). Fractured or 
manufactured: 
Gendered identities 
and culture in early 
years. In S. 
Grieshaber & G. 
Cannella (Eds.), 
Embracing identities 
in early childhood 
education: Diversity 
and possibilities (pp. 
114-130). NY: 
Teachers College 
Press. 
 

This chapter explores this question (i.e., why 
children actively seek and construct traditionally 
gendered ways of being, despite adults’ efforts 
to offer alternatives) through a case study of the 
gendered effects of Barbie in young children’s 
lives.  It suggests that early childhood teachers’ 
work in this area has been guided by flawed 
models of gendered identity formation.  An 
alternative model of identity formation is offered 
as a starting point for early childhood teachers 
who wish to rethink their approaches to the 
gendering of identity in their classrooms.  

The rationale behind 
selecting this article 
as a possible material 
to use during data 
collection was that 
this article/chapter 
uses a very easy topic 
as the focus of 
discussion… Barbie.  
I believed the 
participants would be 
comfortable engaging 
in a theoretical 
investigation that was 
grounded in a popular 
sexism figure.  This 
was a piece that I 
found highly similar 
to the “Is Barbie to 
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blame?” 
MacNoughton article, 
so I had it ready to 
use for the same 
purposes as that 
piece. 

  
Magazines 

Gendered magazines were planned for use in Meeting 2 to provide an 

alternative perspective for the participants’ responses to the topics of agency, 

resistance, and socialization in relation to the Disney movies.  The purpose of 

including adult gendered magazines was to contradict and challenge the 

participants’ perspectives that the gendered messages included in the Walt Disney 

movies have no affect on the developing gender identities of young children. 

Adult gendered magazines pummel similar, if not the exact same, sort of 

messages at adults as the movies do to children. I asked the participants about 

how messages expressed through the media, such as movies, advertisements, tv 

shows, and magazines affect them and their personal gender identity.  Without 

exception, they all said “Not at all.”  I then presented a collection of gender-

specific magazines (Cosmo, Glamour, GQ, Details, etc.), had them look through 

any one of them, and then asked them to answer my question again.  With much 

laughter they all finally admitted that the portrayals of the ideal woman and man 

in the media does in fact play a big role in their gendered self- image. Current rock 

singer Jewel, in her 2001 album titled “this way” mentions the power of 

magazines on our self- image.  The ninth song on the album, “Cleveland,” 
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includes these lyrics: “Stewardesses like Cosmo magazine; Vogue makes me 

nervous, I feel so plain.” The power of media image is so strong that even 

successful song artists complain about how they feel they do not measure up to 

the “ideal” in their songs.   

Titles of magazines included in this study are: Cosmopolitan (October 

2001), Cosmo Girl (November 2001), Glamour (October 2001), Details (October 

2001), GQ (October 2001), and Sports Illustrated (November 2001).  Table 3 

below includes a few of the headlines printed on the covers of each magazine as 

well as a description of the cover picture.  The purpose of providing such in-depth 

explanation of the magazines is to provide as much detail regarding the message 

the publishers are sending as to what is “ideal.” 

 
TABLE 3: MAGAZINE TITLES, HEADLINES, AND DESCRIPTION OF 

COVERS USED IN STUDY 
 

TITLE HEADLINES COVER PICTURE 

Cosmopolitan 

(cost = $3.50 U.S.) 

• Touch Him This  Way: The Perfect 
Pressure, His Secret Sweet Spot, and 
Other Steamy Tips 

• Beauty Special: The 30 Greatest 
Products Out There 

• The One Word He’s Dying to Hear 
During Sex 

• Spoil Yourself: Honey, You Get One 
Trip on this Earth. Here’s How to 
Make it Devine. 

• How Passionate Are You? 

Estella Warren, who must be 
barely 21, is wearing a hot pink 
shoulder-less dress.  Her breasts 
are spilling out of the top and 
her mid -back length dark 
blonde hair is cascading down 
the front of her shoulders.  The 
dress is clearly short, but 
Estella is pulling it up higher, 
with her left leg hiked up to 
give a little better view.  The 
entire cover is variations of 
pepto-bismol pink. 

Cosmo Girl • “A cool new magazine for teens” 
• Look Hot for under $20 – clothes and 

makeup you’ll totally love! 

Rock star Shirley Manson is on 
the cover wearing a single-
shoulder strap black leather top 
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(cost = $2.99 U.S.) • The Right Way To Flirt  
• 10 Best Celeb Beauty Tricks 
• Quiz: What Do People Really Think 

of You? 

that adequately covers her 
breasts, but leaves the mid -
section of her tummy exposed.  
Her pants, also black leather, 
are not highly visible, but they 
are clearly on the tight side.  
With Manson’s hands on  her 
hips (fingers facing front) and 
her face bearing a look of 
“attitude,” it yields a feeling of 
defiance.  The cover is bright 
red, which seems to be 
accentuated with Manson’s 
black clothes. 

Details 

(cost = $3.00 U.S.) 

• Here’s Johnny: To Hell and Back 
• Killer Sex: The Dark Truth about 

Young Men and Viagra 
• Good Catch: Why Fishing is the New 

Golf 
• Perp Walk: The Bizarre Prison Break 

That’s Embarrassing L.A. 
• Passing the Buck: Does Money Still 

Matter? 
• PLUS: The New King of the NFL, 8 

Steps to Building a Better Man, and 
the Surprising Cure for Baldness 

Johnny Depp fills over half the 
front of the cover, blocking the 
“I” and “L” from the title and 
forcing the headlines over to 
the far left side of the 
magazine.  Depp is wearing 
neutral colors, tan hat, tan shirt, 
leather neck and wrist jewelry, 
faded blue jeans, and dirty 
leather hiking boots.  His hair is 
shoulder length, he’s donning a 
mustache, and wears a somber 
expression on his face.  He sits 
on a stool, his right foot 
propped on top of the stool, 
with his right arm around the 
propped knee.  His right hand 
grasps his left wrist. I must say 
he looks pretty hot!  The cover 
is simple.  The background is 
white and the text is black (with 
“Johnny” and “PLUS”  in 
pumpkin orange). 

Gentlemen’s 
Quarterly 

(cost = $3.00 U.S.) 

• The Sports Issue 
• Near Death in the Afternoon 
• The Ballplayers’ Boyfriend 
• Basketball’s Black Pioneers 
• NFL & NBA Rookies Get GQ Style 

By far the thickest magazine of 
the six (353 pages), yet no more 
expensive in price.  The cover 
features mid-chest and head 
shots of Mario Andretti and 
Kobe Bryant.  The colors are 
dark: teals, browns, and blacks; 
very few words.  The two men 
fill the front cover.  
Interestingly, any sort of article 
writing is postponed to page 
78—until then, it is only full 
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page advertisements for high-
end products (e.g., Gucci, 
Ralph Lauren, Gap, Banana 
Republic, etc.) 

Glamour 

(cost = $3.50 U.S.) 

• Are You Sexually Generous? Is He? 
Sweet Ways to Give and Get Peak 
Pleasure 

• Bare -Minimum Workout for the Body 
You Really Want 

• Dream Solutions for your Hair 
Nightmares 

• The Best Slim-You Dresses 
• Breast Cancer and Young Women 
• Revealed: The Secret New Way Men 

Size Women Up —They’re Looking at 
Something and it’s Not Your Butt, 
Breasts, or Hair! 

• 100% Together Forever: Here’s How 
to Stay in Love Long-Term 

With lavender, bright pepto-
pink, and fuschia as 
background, the cover is full of 
words in white and black letters 
of multiple sizes and widths.  
Jessica Alba is the cover girl, 
wearing a spaghetti strap, tight 
fitting dress.  Her collar bones 
seem overly prominent.  Her 
dark hair falls behind her, fully 
exposing her face.  Overall not 
a sexy cover; rather it’s a “let’s 
see how much we can fit on this 
page” cover. 

Sports 

Illustrated 

(cost = $3.50 U.S.)  

• “UNFORGETTABLE! The 
Diamondbacks Stun the Yankees in a 
World Series That Had It All 

• Jordan’s First Week 
• Here Comes Eli Manning 
• Da Bears Do It Again 

The cover essentially contains 
only one image: a mosh-pit of 
World Series champions 
Arizona Diamond Back 
baseball players.  The three 
other headlines (including 
Jordan) are in tiny print at the 
top of the cover. 

 
Focus group organization 

 The four focus group meetings were organized in the following way: 

  Focus group meeting #1: The purpose of the first meeting was to 

establish a baseline understanding of how the participants believe young children 

learn to be gendered humans, where those beliefs came from, and how (if at all) 

they saw gender ‘being taught’ in early childhood education settings.  In order to 

generate these data, I encouraged participants to explore and articulate their 

beliefs about gender and to trace their beliefs back to their origins (e.g., personal 

experience, educational theory, hunches, etc.).  Participants were also asked to 
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discuss how they believe gender plays out in early childhood education settings. 

Specifically, I wanted them to discuss their perceptions regarding teacher 

relationships with children’s gendered lives and particular classroom practices 

related to gender.  I encouraged them to reflect on their current and previous field 

placement experiences, as well as prior early childhood education experiences, 

such as working in a day care, preschool, or summer camp. 

 At the conclusion of this meeting (i.e., Meeting 1), both the Monday (A) 

and Wednesday (B) groups were given the Mac Noughton (1996) article, Is 

Barbie to blame? (see Table 2 for full reference and abstract). All participants 

were asked to read the article before the next meeting and to be prepared to 

discuss its contents.  The purpose for choosing this article for both groups was 

that all participants were expressing beliefs that were based in developmental 

psychology and biological origin.  Mac Noughton (1996) challenges those types 

of beliefs and offers human agency and post-structuralism as alternatives.  I was 

interested to see how the participants would receive this alternate viewpoint. 

  Focus group meeting #2: The purpose of the second meetings (A2, 

B2) was to attempt to gain understanding of how the participants received the 

theory of human agency as a challenge to their developmental psychology and 

biology based beliefs. In order to generate these data, both groups of participants 

were asked to share their reactions to the MacNoughton (1996) reading article.  In 

addition, because the objective of the meeting was to explore the participants’ 
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beliefs on the issue of agency and resistance to social constructs, a scene that is 

particularly derogatory toward females was shown from Walt Disney’s The Little 

Mermaid as a prompt to further the discussion of agency (see Table 1 for a full 

description of the scene).  Later in the evening, for both groups, the gendered 

magazines (see Table 3) were used as a way of applying the topic of human 

agency to adult gender identities, rather than keeping the conversation on young 

children’s gendering. 

At the conclusion of the evenings, A and B group members were given the 

Susan Danby (1998) The serious and playful work of gender article to read before 

the next week’s meeting (see Table 2 for full reference and abstract). Discussions 

in both groups in Meeting 2 suggested to me that everyone found play beliefs 

popular. There was much agreement in theorizing the value of play in gender 

construction.  Thus, in an effort to challenge and clarify the groups’ beliefs, the 

participants were asked to read Danby’s (1998) article because in this article, 

Danby describes a kindergarten classroom in which a group of girls are “playing” 

at being boys.  I wanted to give them an article that was internally consistent with 

the direction of our discussions, and because of the large presence of play in 

Meeting A2 and Bs, Danby’s (1998) seemed to be a good fit.  

  Focus group meeting #3: Focus group meetings A3 and B3 again 

followed similar formats.  Each meeting opened with a discussion of the 

participants’ reaction to the Danby (1998) article.  The conversation of Danby 
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spread, in both groups, to children’s play and things the participants have 

observed in various contexts that involved children playing in what could be 

reasonably called gender play.  I encouraged the participants to speak more about 

observations they had made in early childhood educational contexts rather than 

home or babysitting contexts and they were able to give multiple examples.  From 

that point, I asked about the meaning behind the play and what role they played in 

encouraging or discouraging the play, or how their personal gender construction 

beliefs affected how they responded.  For the first time during the data collection 

process, most participants were able to see past their actions and recognize the 

motivation behind what they said and did. 

 Participants at the end of the third meeting were told to spend the next 

three weeks concentrating on the interconnection between their gender 

construction beliefs and their actions in the classroom. They were asked to return 

to my home after duration of three weeks to discuss their observations and 

conclusions. 

  Focus group meeting #4:  There was a distinct difference between 

meeting A4 and B4.  In Focus Group A4, only two of the four group participants 

came to the meeting. Although I tried multiple times to get the two participants to 

tell me about what they had been seeing and thinking about over the past three 

weeks, they were intensely focused on telling me about things happening in their 

lives and their end-of-semester requirements.  When they had finally exhausted 
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their agendas and were ready to move on to mine, it was 10:00 p.m. (they arrived 

at 8:00 p.m.) and I felt that it was too late in the evening to begin talking about 

what we were gathered to do.  So as an alternative plan, I asked each participant 

to send me descriptions of what they came to the meeting prepared to discuss 

regarding gender via electronic mail transcriptions.  As a result, there are no data 

audio tapes from A4 meeting.  There are instead data e-mails from the two Focus 

Group A participants present at meeting 4.   

 Focus Group B4 was much more productive.  All three members of B 

group were present, and the conversation (for the most part) remained on the topic 

of what they had been observing over the past three weeks.  One participant even 

had a note page of what she had been seeing and thinking during our time apart. 

 At the conclusion of both meetings A4 and B4, participants were given 

thank-you gifts (aprons, described above) and were reminded to keep all things 

said during the focus group meetings confidential.  It was also explained that 

participants would be receiving transcripts of the meeting conversations in which 

they would be able to make corrections to their statements.  Currently, no 

transcripts have been returned. 

Researcher as instrument 

 Patton (1990) states that in qualitative research, the researcher is the 

instrument of data collection and therefore, the trustworthiness of the data 

depends greatly upon the “skill, competence, and rigor of the person doing 
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fieldwork” (14). I took this responsibility seriously, so as not to jeopardize the 

quality of the data. Each focus group meeting (8 total) involved the 7 pre-service 

teachers and myself.  I fulfilled the role of discussion facilitator, participant, and 

moderator.  As facilitator, I provided the opening interview question for 

participants to answer (“How do you think girls learn what it means to be a 

girl?”), asked questions for clarity or elaboration (“Which word are you saying is 

of biological origin, gender or sex?”), and maintained focus on the topic (gender 

construction, not cooperating teacher bashing) (Clandinin & Connelly, 1994; 

Glesne, 1999; Morgan, 1988; Morgan & Krueger, 1998).   

As participant, I shared my experience stories and beliefs on the subject 

being discussed in order to promote and challenge participants’ thinking (Morgan, 

1988; Morgan & Krueger, 1998).  This role was usually employed when I wanted 

to push the participant’s story or thinking in a different direction, in the way 

Clandinin and Connelly (1994) described.  For example, one evening the topic of 

discipline arose and the participants largely related it to experiences they had 

growing up in their homes.  I shared a personal story about discipline at home 

between my older sister and myself in an effort to validate the conversation and to 

bring it to a close.  While I had “the floor,” I moved the topic outward to 

discipline they see and do in their field placement classrooms. 

 Finally, when I donned the hat as moderator (Morgan, 1988), I had a much 

more active and vocal role. When participants expressed beliefs that were 
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contradictory to mine I took no opposition action.  Divergent beliefs were 

essentially what I wanted to get from the meetings.  However, when participants 

express beliefs that were sexist, racist, culturalist, or elitist, I took a much more 

vocal role (such as the time one participant said that nurturance is an innate 

characteristic of women because it is their purpose in life to bear and feed the 

young while the men are out hunting and gathering) and my voice became both 

literally and metaphorically louder than the participant’s. 

Data analysis 

“I have argued that a life as led is inseparable from a life as told—or more 
bluntly, a life is not ‘how it was’ but how it is interpreted and reinterpreted, told 
and retold.” 

 -Bruner, 1987 
 
As a researcher and writer, data analysis has always been my most feared 

dimension of work.  In Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw’s (1995) book, Writing 

Ethnographic Fieldnotes, the romanticism I find in writing is captured in the 

following quote: “[writers] often want to write because they realize that writing is 

a way of seeing, that a lived experience is not only preserved but also is 

illuminated through writing about it” (63).  Eisner (1985) also adds to my 

romantic viewpoint: “Through the arts we have the opportunity to participate 

vicariously in the lives of others, to acquire an empathetic understanding of 

situations, and therefore to know them in ways that only the arts can” (227).  One 
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who is capable of illuminating and preserving life in ways that only the arts can is 

the writer I long to be, especially now. 

Internal struggle 

By the conclusion of the scheduled focus groups, I had acquired a box full 

of audio tapes that contained the secrets, questions, confessions and beliefs of 

seven pre-service teachers.  Although our official data collection time was short, I 

felt closely bonded with these people—closer than just a community of teachers. I 

was overwhelmed with feelings of blessing that they all gave up hours and hours 

of their time during a busy semester to help me with my work. After all the 

meetings were held and all the words were recorded, I looked forward to writing 

the final narrative so that I could see how the story ended.  I felt like a small child 

at a birthday party who had just received a large gift in which anything could be 

buried deep inside. With eyes wide open, mouth agape, and trembling with 

anticipation, I slowly began to carefully peel away the decorative paper. Inside I 

found another wrapped gift…then another.  This process continued until finally it 

happened.  I reached the last gift.  With gentle fingers and delicate touches I lifted 

the gift up to my eyes.  Never before had I seen anything as beautiful, as perfect, 

and as breathtaking.  I wanted so badly to know what was inside this last glittery 

gift.  I looked at the beauty of its presentation; I saw its perfect crisp paper and 

shimmering bow; I appreciate the cared that went into creating it (Eisner, 1985). 

But I could not open it.  The contents that lied therein were not mine to have.  
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In 1993, Concha Delgado-Gaitan told a personal story about her 

experience as a researcher engaged in a project in a predominantly Mexican-

American community in California. Her article shares a story of transformation, 

of how the research project became a force that challenged her, refocused her 

research, and ultimately changed her.  In a comparable parallel, this dissertation 

project has become such an experience for me.  I entered this phase of my 

educational career with a set of assumptions regarding the goals of my research, 

the roles of my participants, and the role of myself as the researcher. Now, 

reflecting on the entire dissertation process, I acknowledge the naïveté I had 

almost two years ago and I recognize the growth and change that I have 

experienced.  As Delgado-Gaitan states, research changes the researcher—if the 

researcher is open to it.   

And I have changed.  I now see differently that it is not a matter of rights 

or ownership, possession or privilege, and now I must act differently.  What is 

inside the trappings of paper and ribbon truly is a gift…a gift from my 

participants.  It is a gift made up of their trust, their friendship, their time and their 

honesty.  As a researcher I am arrogant and irresponsible to believe I have the 

right to this gift just because I went through all the work of reaching the final 

package.  This gift is not mine to have and to hold, to interpret and interrogate, to 

manipulate and molest as my “paved with gold” right of passage into the 

exclusive world of those who hold a Doctorate of Philosophy.  Those are 
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modernist ideas, teetering on the assumption that there is an individual, a mine, or 

a me, as if any individual could do something like this anyway.  No, this final 

package, in its state of wrapped beauty and wonder, belongs to my participants.  It 

is a product of their sacrifice and unconditional willingness to be a part of my 

study.  We created a community through our time together. I am forever in their 

debt and am truly unworthy to have the honor of receiving this final offering of 

beauty.  

However, I know that I am required to do something with this gift, for 

there are specific expectations of me as a student researcher and writer. But I am 

torn.  I want to honor my participants’ gift and present it as something beautiful 

and reverent, something that reflects the passion that was poured into its creation.  

I have been entrusted with the safe keeping and pure presentation of our creation. 

But I also know that as much honor and reverence as I may want to give to the 

participants, I selfishly want my work to be admired, trusted, and respected by the 

populace of Academia. I am burdened with the knowledge that the style in which 

I present my work determines the importance and credibility with which it is 

received. The final form I choose for presentation of this study will play a 

significant role in shaping not only my identity as a scholar, but also the lives of 

my fellow participant community members. Eisner (1997b) says it best in a 

simple, short sentence: “How one writes shapes what one says” (4). 

Storying 
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I originally chose a form of data analysis that would allow each participant 

in our community to share the portion of the gift that s/he created, for I believe it 

is they who hold the understandings, the interpretations, and the provocative 

words. I believe the opening of this community gift must be sensitive to the 

voices and multiple perspectives (Denzin, 1994) that created it. I wanted to allow 

the participants to share their own stories with their own words about their beliefs 

regarding how young humans learn to be gendered. “Stories instruct, they reveal, 

they inform in special ways” (Eisner 1997b, 5).  My purpose of choosing stories 

in this dissertation was not to relate any form of truth regarding young children’s 

gender construction or to set up a dichotomy of critical theory versus 

developmental psychology.  Rather, I wanted to do it as a way to come to a sense 

of understanding as to what is known and believed by the pre-service teachers on 

those subjects.  The educational community should not concentrate on the issue of 

whether or not a set of ideas is true.  Instead, concentration should be dedicated 

on whether or not a set of ideas is useful, whether it enables one to perceive the 

phenomenon in more complex and subtle ways, and whether it expands one’s 

intelligence in dealing with important problems (Eisner, 1985).  Furthermore, 

Elbaz (1991) argues: 

“Story is the very stuff of teaching, the landscape within which we live as 
teachers and researchers, and within which the work of teachers can be 
seen as making sense.  [This] is an epistemological claim that teachers’ 
knowledge in its own terms is ordered by story and can best be understood 
in this way” (3). 
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I wanted the next chapter to contain a set of stories (Bryson & DeCastell, 

1994) which came out of seven separate personal and social histories (Clandinin 

& Connelly, 1994), each rich with its own uniqueness. I wanted this because 

stories do not pretend to be objective—they deal with emotional components of 

our memories and they often are grounded in elements imagination and fantasy 

(Emihovich, 1995).  By utilizing stories as the mode of communication, I wanted 

to relay my personal belief that participants and the tellings of their own 

experiences are more important in research inquires than social organization and 

structure (Clandinin & Connelly, 1994).   

Denzin and Lincoln (1994) state that “in the social sciences there is only 

interpretation.  Nothing speaks for itself” (500).  I understood that simply by 

creating the social context in which the participants’ stories are solicited and that 

making decisions regarding the final presentation of those stories that I was 

conducting a form of interpretation.  However, I disagreed that nothing speaks for 

itself.  In the “Findings” chapter, I did not want to search among the community’s 

responses for trends or common themes upon which I could impose my 

interpretations. Any sort of manipulation of their words, either in deletion or 

insertion, I believed would have been a gross imposition of my voice on the 

research. Instead, I wanted the stories to stand for themselves; the participants’ 

words to tell their realities and their interpretations of those realities. Their stories 
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would be presented in the “language, feelings, emotions, and actions of those 

studied” (Denzin, 1994, 511). I envisioned looking at each story as an individual 

entity and from which I and others could draw meaning without looking for 

multiple instances or patterns (Creswell, 1998).  

This form of data representation is known as striving for an “emic 

perspective,” or gaining the insider’s point of view.  The goal of an emic 

perspective is to discover and present the participants’ rather than the researcher’s 

perspective (Manning, 1997).  Lather (1995) explains that the emic perspective 

shifts the privileged and powered position of “knower” from the researcher to the 

participants. In utilizing ideas internal to the emic strategy of data representation, 

I wanted to deliberately move away from easy theorizing and tidy narrative 

portrayals of the participants’ expressions and instead struggle with the 

complexities of their tales. All stories told by the community, I decided, would be 

included in the final narrative.  One of the most beautiful things about the gift my 

participant community created is that it is shapeless and sizeless, thereby allowing 

all stories, beliefs, and experiences to be included.  There was no danger of stories 

voiced by participants not matching my belief system, for these were their 

experience stories to tell.  There was no “Truth,” and therefore there was no 

judgment of truth.  It made no difference if their experiences and beliefs matched 

mine; in fact, it was epistemologically impossible for them to do so.  
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However, Kathy Carter (1993) offers a dissenting voice to my sincere 

dedication to and proclamation of “zero tolerance for interpretation.” She argues 

that every story has a narrator who tells the string of events and one is not exempt 

from this fact by pretending it is not there.  Carter goes on to say that the narrator, 

however invisible, assumes a “superior, more knowing attitude” (9) toward the 

characters in the stories. “It is the narrator who has access to the relevant 

literatures, who frames the study, who provides the interpretations, and who 

modulates the teachers’ voice” (9).  I found Carter’s argument difficult to debate.  

I recognized the fact that although I was fighting to keep my hands off the 

participants’ stories, my fingerprints were still all over them.  

Early in the dissertation work, I decided that my role in the data 

presentation process would be simply to provide commentary for the stories, to 

situate them in context when necessary, and to parallel them to pieces of 

literature. I decided that designating myself as the solo voice for this group of pre-

service teachers would be condescending, stereotyping, oppressive, and 

minimalizing. “[I] make no claims about an objective reality expressed through 

one normative voice” (Manning, 1997, 101).  I believed that by using narratives, I 

would become the mouthpiece of the real storytellers, the participants.  Patti 

Lather (1995) describes this narrative manner of data presentation as a “multiply 

layered way of telling stories that are not mine” (53). Yet these acts are precisely 

what Carter states to be the methods with which the researcher interferes and 
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interprets the data. The stories are crafted as stories, with a beginning, middle, and 

end. Exclusively including raw data from transcripts was not how I envisioned 

presenting the findings.  I had to translate them into stories. I can do nothing now 

but relent that what I tell (because not every single word every participant spoke 

is included) and how I tell it is a revelation of what I believe. I am deeply troubled 

by this, for it was not my intention. 

Furthermore, I realized during analysis that individual stories, even though 

it was the form of presentation I felt to be the most closely aligned with my 

beliefs, would be impossible to do. I came to a place of internal struggle once 

again.  In order to present this study’s results in the form of individual participant 

stories, I found myself doing a great deal of manipulation to the data, trying to 

force it to be something it was not.  The participants spoke as individuals within a 

group and their dialogue was very much interwoven.  Teasing the discussions 

apart to make separate participant stories caused the final product to be disjointed, 

incohesive, and fractured. In addition, the beliefs shared by the participants were 

not of great distinction from each other. In order to have each story telling a 

different story, I was finding myself forced to exclude a great deal of the 

narratives and to include a great deal of my influence, voice, and interpretation. 

So my struggle was centered on which form of data presentation would least 

violate my beliefs: individual stories that were greatly manipulated to tell the 

stories I believed needed to be told or grand narratives that honestly reflected the 
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beliefs shared in group discussions by my participants.  In the end I felt that the 

most respectful thing I could do with my participants’ words was to have them 

represented in the way they were presented to me.  Therefore, I chose to analyze 

my data via emerging themes, supported with participant quotes taken directly 

from the audio tape recording transcripts. 

 Formative analysis   

 Within this study there were deliberate and systematic methods of analysis 

that were conducted throughout the data collection process. This is a process of 

formative analysis, or analysis that is done “in the moment.” These moments 

came at four points: (1) during each focus group meeting; (2) during the time 

interval between the Monday and Wednesday gatherings within one week; (3) 

during the time interval between data collection weeks (e.g., Week 1 – Week 2); 

and (4) during the 3 week time interval between Focus Groups 3 and 4. 

 1: Formative analysis during each focus group meeting: 

Each focus group meeting began and ended in the same way. I started the 

very first meetings by reviewing the informed consent, their rights as participants, 

and the purpose of the study. The other meetings (weeks 2, 3, and 4) were started 

with a review of what was discussed the previous week. Every meeting was 

closed with an oral summary, by me, of what was discussed during the meeting. 

The purpose of the oral summary was to ensure that I had understood the 

statements made and the content of the conversations held during the meeting.  
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Everything that happened between the opening and closing rituals was based upon 

in-the-moment decisions I made based upon the flow of the meeting. 

 For example, for Focus Group Meetings 2 I knew I wanted to include 

snippets of Walt Disney movies as conversation prompts. Prior to each meeting, I 

cued Cinderella, The Little Mermaid, Peter Pan, Sleeping Beauty, and Snow 

White to places in the movies that I believed would be helpful in facilitating 

dialogue on agency, the subject of the assigned reading article (i.e., Mac 

Noughton, 1996). An in-depth discussion of the snippets chosen from each movie 

is available earlier in this chapter under the “Movies” sub-category. Although 

each movie was ready to be played, the course of the meeting determined what 

was shown. During the Monday meeting, participants were slow to generate their 

own conversations. Based on their comments early in the session, I knew that they 

had had a hard time making sense of the Mac Noughton (1996) article. The three 

participants were demonstrating via body language and lack of spontaneous 

conversation that they needed support in generating dialogue that evening. My 

“in-the-moment” decision was to show several of the video tapes to help 

encourage conversation (Snow White, Peter Pan, and The Little Mermaid). There 

was no rationale for the selection of movie snippets that were shown—the first 

three in the stack were used. 

 In contrast, Meeting 2 with the Wednesday group used only The Little 

Mermaid. The participants in this group were interested in exploring the 
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constructs discussed in the Mac Noughton (1996) article and used it as a focal 

point of much of their conversations that night. I chose to use the video snippet to 

see how they applied the theoretical idea of agency, which they were agreeing 

with, to a concrete event like watching a children’s movie.  The events of the 

meeting led to my decisions regarding how to organize our time together. Because 

the Wednesday group was more willing and comfortable operating with dialogue 

only, I decided against disrupting the flow of the meeting in order to show a few 

Walt Disney movie snippets. The things they were saying seemed to be more 

important than anything a cartoon video could say and they were not indicating 

that they needed prompts to further push their dialogues. 

 The manner in which each meeting proceeded was based upon in- the-

moment decisions. Questions, statements, clarifications, and challenges were 

decided during the meetings, not prior to them. Articles for the students to read 

were also decided during the meetings. Four articles were ready for distribution, 

as previously discussed, but final decisions regarding which article to send home 

with the participants were reserved for the time of closing the meetings. Each 

group (Monday and Wednesday) received the same articles (Mac Noughton, 

1996; Danby, 1998) to read, not because I had already decided to do it, but 

because the participants in each group were expressing similar ideas and I wanted 

to offer them similar challenges to their thinking.  
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 2: Formative analysis during the time interval between gatherings within 

one week: 

Focus group meetings were held on Monday and Wednesday evenings, 

generally between 8:00 and 10:00 p.m. During the “down” time between meetings 

(i.e., Tuesdays and Thursdays), I wrote in a reflexive journal (Erlandson et al., 

1993). I recorded my thoughts, ideas, and questions about the participants’ 

conversations and I used this to guide my thinking before the next meeting. This 

journal contained information concerning my “schedule and logistics, insights, 

and reasons for methodological decisions,” as well as supported the “credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability of the study” (Erlandson et al., 

1993, 143).  

I wrote a great deal about how I felt about the recently concluded meetings 

in this journal. Details regarding how time was spent, general topics of 

conversations, what I asked and why, and what I was feeling about the study were 

recorded. In many ways this journal became a diary—a personal record of events, 

experiences, and observations. This became an important element of the formative 

evaluation for the success of the study. I noticed early in the research endeavor 

that a great deal of opening time was spent on small talk, such as how their field 

experiences and college classes were going. Meetings that were scheduled to start 

at 8:00 sometimes never got to the research question until almost 9:00. Noticing 

this type of time schedule mistake was important and required immediate 
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attention. Another example of time and schedule that was recorded in the journal 

was the rescheduling of Meeting 3 for the Monday group. Two of the three 

participants were unable to attend on the scheduled meeting day, so the group 

collectively decided to cancel that evening’s meeting and simply reschedule for 

the next week. This detail of schedule was documented in the reflexive journal. 

Another thing that was revealed in this journal was the domination of 

conversations by specific participants. I recorded general notes based on memory 

of who said what (broad summaries) in the meetings during these Tuesday and 

Thursday writing times. I noticed that I was giving audience to only half of my 

participants and therefore only hearing half of what needed to be heard. As a 

result, I changed my approach to how the meetings proceeded. Rather than 

opening the floor for discussion, I became more involved in soliciting responses 

to the less vocally forceful participants. The entries regarding participant speaking 

time was an important part of my methodological decision-making process 

regarding data collection. 

I also noted criticisms of my own performance as a researcher in this 

journal, so not only was it a formative evaluation of the progress of the study, but 

also of myself. Times that I caught myself talking too much or revealing too much 

of my own bias were recorded. One entry that specifically captures my thoughts 

on such a topic and that I am willing to make public is from late October, 2001: 
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“I feel like a total idiot! I hope I didn’t screw this whole thing up. It 
seemed like every time Robin said something, I argued back. She was 
trying to explain her ideas of the biological nature of gender and I kept 
trying to convince her that gender is not biological. This isn’t about what I 
think—it’s about what she thinks. I don’t know why I kept doing that. I’m 
going to have to be more careful.” 
 
Through notes on time, speakers, and personal behavior, the reflexive 

journal provided opportunities for me to analyze the progress of the study in an 

ongoing process. Important decisions regarding the schedule and logistics, 

personal insights, and reasons for methodological decisions are collectively 

documented, providing not only record of my experiences, but also a valuable 

audit trail. 

3: Formative analysis during the interval between data collection weeks 

(e.g., Week 1 – Week 2): 

On weekends between data collection weeks I transcribed the audio tapes 

of the previous week’s conversations (as much as I possibly could). These times 

were found to be particularly useful in generating things to raise during the next 

week’s meetings. My ideas were recorded in my reflexive journal (explained 

above), but were set apart from the general thoughts and designated as analytic 

memos. To distinguish between the two, a different type of font was used in the 

word processing. Reflexive notes were written in Arial font and analytic memos 

were written in Comic font. The difference between the two was immediately 

recognizable and it was easy to maintain the separation.  
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The analytic memos were used to record elements of emerging ideas and 

plans for the research study. My personal opinions, ideas, and beliefs regarding 

the progress of the research could neither be ignored nor assumed to be of no 

consequence to the study.  Thus, the contents of the reflexive journal were shared 

with the participants (Manning, 1997). An example that occurred early in the 

study is provided as an illustration of how data was used for emerging ideas and 

plans, my personal opinion of the data, and how the contents of the journal were 

shared with the participants. 

I noticed during a transcribing session that two of the participants in 

Meeting 1 were expressing a lot of beliefs that reflected religious ideas regarding 

homo-sexuality. I recorded the conversation in my transcript collection as well as 

an entry into my reflexive journal. The purpose in doing so was that my new idea 

was intriguing to me and I knew that it would influence the way I facilitated the 

next series of meetings.  I wanted to get the participants’ responses to my idea 

which was beginning to shape the way I was conceptualizing the study as well as 

the way I was understanding the participants’ responses.  

The transcript conversation: 

Pat: But even being gay isn’t saying that you don’t have a male… 
Mel: Right…I know a lot of masculine guys who are gay. 
Pat: I mean… 
Chris: But I think as a parent, what I was thinking, I think as a parent you 

get so afraid that if you don’t establish gender at some point… 
Mel: Then that’s where they’ll go… 
Chris:…that they’ll become ambivalent and then maybe…go… 
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Pat: Yea, because there is a big thing about choosing, you know, that 
maybe they’re just choosing to be gay, so rather than give them that option… 

 
The reflexive journal entry: 

10.6.01 
I think I’ve found something. “Pat” is saying a lot of stuff about 
homosexuality that is making me nervous…especially this thing about 
“RATHER” than giving them a choice. What the hell does that mean? 
Rather? I know this group involve 2 big religious people. I haven’t 
considered religion as being something that would show up, but I see how 
it could make just as much difference as what your grandmother told you 
about being a ‘lady.’ Yeah! A hmmmm to consider! I’m going to have to 
ask them about this. I wonder if the other group thinks the same way. 
They’re not as strongly religious, I don’t think. 
 
The ideas that I recorded in my reflexive journal between meetings were 

used in the meetings that followed the next week (Meeting 2). In specific regard 

to the entry above, the group participants who had not expressed these religious 

notions originally, answered with an emphatic “no” when asked if their religious 

beliefs were in any way linked to their gender construction beliefs. The group that 

voiced the idea, Pat, Mel, and Chris’s group, said “yes” to the question of 

religious influence on gender beliefs. Thus, the formative analysis I did between 

group meetings, as recorded in my reflexive journal, was part of my on-going 

analysis process. 

Another significant example of formative analysis happened between 

Meetings 1 and 2 of data collection. At the end of Meeting 1 with the Monday 

group, I asked them to tell me how they perceived their beliefs to influence their 

practice. Their responses were defensive and tight, rejecting all suggestion that 
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there was any such relationship (see Chapter 5 for a complete presentation of data 

on this issue).  I recorded my question and my interpretation of their responses in 

my journal on Tuesday of that week. I asked the Wednesday group the same 

question and received the same type of response. I spent the time between Weeks 

1 and 2 reflecting on the participants’ reactions to the question, “How do you 

think your beliefs affect what you do in the classroom?” Because their 

interpretation of that question appeared to be that it held an accusatory element, I 

decided to rephrase the question. During the meetings in Week 2, I asked them to 

describe practices they have observed in early childhood classrooms performed by 

their field experience cooperating teachers that they perceived as being related to 

gender construction. Every participant was willing to engage in this type of 

dialogue and was able to analyze the practices of teachers to uncover possible 

belief systems underlying those practices. 

My formative analysis practice provided me with a valuable insight and 

solution in this instance. Had I waited until the study was concluded and all tapes 

had been transcribed to make this discovery, the opportunity to reach data from a 

different “angle” would have been lost. But because I analyzed the data and my 

journal notes between meetings, I was able to take full advantage of this 

opportunity.  

4: Formative analysis during the 3 week time interval between Focus 

Groups 3 and 4: 
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The focus group meetings were scheduled in such a way that they allowed 

a period of three weeks to transpire between meetings 3 and 4. The participants 

were asked to spend those weeks closely examining their own thoughts and 

behaviors regarding gender construction and how their beliefs on the subject were 

manifested in their classroom actions and conversations.  While they were doing 

that, I spent those three weeks working to catch up on the data transcribing. I 

continued to make analytic memo entries into my journal during this time, making 

a list of things I would have liked to bring up during the 4th meeting if possible. 

This list included mostly elements related to turning a microscope on themselves 

to generate conversation of things they do in their classrooms, rather than on their 

cooperating teachers. 

I also took this time to do additional reading on belief systems of teachers, 

focusing primarily on the themes I had already found in the data: play theory, 

biological reductionism, and socialization. My growing understanding of these 

topics as belief structures increased my awareness of them and, I found, made me 

more sensitive to them when I read and heard them articulated. 

Summative analysis 

Once all the data had been collected and the tapes had been transcribed, it 

was time to begin the summative analysis. Summative analysis is the stage of 

analyzing data for the purpose of presentation and interpretation. When I began 

working with my data, trying to establish some sort of cohesive presentation of 
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the story I felt they were telling, I physically cut apart the transcripts and moved 

the shards of paper around. I felt the need to be intimately connected and 

immersed in the data so I chose to not use any computer ana lysis software nor to 

use the cut and paste function in my word processor. My office floor literally 

became the frame for a puzzle of paper pieces that were constantly being shifted, 

placed, and replaced. No one was allowed in the office, for even the slightest 

movement of air would have sent papers flying like dust in a tornado. 

Meticulously I organized and ordered the data papers, trashing some, cherishing 

others, until a story finally emerged. Themes began to be highlighted and the 

message that needed to be communicated rose from the scattered and chaotic 

mess.  

The results of my labor are presented in Chapter 5. Themes of “internal 

inconsistency,” “peer influence,” “role playing,” and “unstable responses” are 

provided as suggested answers regarding my question of the nature of early 

childhood education pre-service teachers’ beliefs. 

Trustworthiness 

 Trustworthiness of a study is accomplished by deliberate actions taken by 

researchers to ensure that the research process was carried out correctly.  It is 

established through credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability, 

as well as authenticity (Erlandson et al., 1994; Manning, 1997). Bruner (1985) 

adds to this list in saying, “believability is the hallmark of well- formed narrative” 
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(99). Actions to achieve credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability, 

authenticity, and believability were woven into my methodology for data 

collection, data analysis, and final narrative presentation. Credibility, or truth 

value, is established through techniques such as prolonged engagement, persistent 

observation, triangulation, peer debriefing, member checks, and reflexive 

journaling. Transferability, or applicability, is achieved through thick description, 

purposive sampling, and reflexive journals.  Dependability and confirmabilty are 

established through audits (dependability and confirmability audits, respectively) 

and reflexive journals.  

 All these (and more) strategies to establish trustworthiness are available to 

qualitative researchers.  For this dissertation study I applied the methods of 

triangulation, reflective and reflexive journaling, prolonged engagement, peer 

debriefing, member checking throughout the data collection, analysis, and writing 

process. Descriptions of how credibility, transferability, dependability are present 

in this study are provided in the remainder of this chapter. It is hoped that this 

thorough presentation of trustworthiness efforts reinforces the rigor and validity 

of this study. 

Reflective journaling 

Due to the fact that at the onset of the study I possessed a set of beliefs 

regarding what the participants would say in response to my questions and 

prompts, I feared that in my data collection and subsequent writing that I would, 
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as E. H. Gombrich (as cited in Eisner, 1997b) says that, “Artists do not paint what 

they see, they see what they know how to paint” (7). Eisner (1997b) echoes this 

by saying we (i.e., humans), “tend to seek what we know how to find” (7).   

In order to overcome my personal biases, I explored my own subjectivity 

in data reflections and interpretations (Davies, 1999; Glesne, 1999; Lightfoot, 

1983).  Prior to each focus group meeting, I wrote in a reflective journal my 

opinions about the conversations I anticipated to hear from the participants that 

night.  Immediately following each focus group, I recorded my feelings and 

thoughts about the meeting.  I did this in order to explore my own subjectivity, to 

address my pre-conceived opinions, and to increase the trustworthiness of my 

interpretations of the participants’ statements (Glesne, 1999). 

The section of this chapter preceding “Trustworthiness” is titled 

“Formative Analysis.” In that section I describe another journaling process in 

which I also engaged—reflexive journaling.  The reflexive journal contained 

analytic memos and general notes which provided information concerning my 

schedule, focus group conversation ideas, and rationales behind methodological 

decisions. My personal opinions and beliefs regarding the progress and success of 

the study were also recorded in this journal. 

Triangulation 

 Triangulation in one view means to examine a single social phenomenon 

from more than one perspective (Schwandt, 1997).  This study accomplished that 



 

111 

 

via incorporating multiple focus groups and multiple focus group members into 

the research design. In addition, prolonged engagement with the participants 

added to triangulation.  Prolonged engagement is an authenticity strategy that 

involves lengthy and intensive contact with the participants in order to assess 

possible sources of distortion and variations in their beliefs. By working closely 

with the participants for an average of 2 hours every week for approximately 2 

months, I believe I satisfied the requirements for declaring prolonged engagement 

as an authenticity strategy.  If the participants were holding alternating versions of 

their gender construction beliefs, I believe enough time for expression of those 

inconsistencies was provided.  Instead, week after week, the participants stated 

without any variation in their explanation their beliefs regarding how children 

learn to be gendered humans. “Prolonged engagement adds breadth to the 

research” (Manning, 1997, 102).   

In another view, triangulation means to utilize more than one data 

collection method (Glesne, 1999).  This study accomplishes this by utilizing focus 

group dialogues, electronic mail writings, and analytic memos as data.  In yet 

another view, triangulation means to “seek counter patterns as well as 

convergence” (Lather, 1991, 67).  In this study, triangulation was viewed and 

utilized as a way of complicating data to see fuller, more textured interpretations. 

Member checking 

 Relationships between researchers and participants, according to 
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Clandinin and Connelly (1994), not only shape the nature of field texts, but also 

implant meaning and form onto them.  “What is told, as well as the meaning of 

what is told, is shaped by the relationship” (419).  Believing this to be true, the 

relationship between my participants and myself was one of trust and confidence. 

Through member checking, including participant review of my personal thoughts 

about the data and case study drafts, I held myself accountable to those who were 

willing to share their words, lives, and experiences.  Member checking is more 

than assuring that the researcher ‘got it right.’ It is about representing those lives, 

including the contradictory perspectives, in all their complexity” (Manning, 1997, 

102). 

Member checking is a practice that involves sharing transcripts, analytical 

thoughts, and drafts of the final report with participants to make sure their ideas 

are represented accurately (Glesne, 1999).  I first engaged in this practice during 

data collection by summarizing with each group at each meeting my 

understanding of what they had been explaining in previous meetings. I did this 

verbally by memory.  I also engaged in member checking by sharing focus group 

transcripts with the participants.  Participants were encouraged to read the 

transcripts and make any corrections in their expression of belief they deemed 

necessary, and to return the document to me.  Currently no transcripts have been 

returned. 

Participants were also provided with working drafts of “Chapter 5: 
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Findings” sections.  Glesne and Peshkin (1992) point out that this process “is time 

consuming, but respondents may (1) verify that you have reflected the insider’s 

perspectives; (2) inform you of sections that, if published, could be problematic 

for either personal or political reasons; and (3) help you to develop new ideas and 

interpretations” (147).  In order to do this part of member checking, I gathered all 

seven participants at a local coffee house, bought them anything they wanted, and 

gave them a draft of Chapter 5.   Because I was so disappointed in the response 

rate of the transcript member checking, I decided to do this type of member 

checking in this manner, believing that this way might prove more productive.  

Five of the seven participants were in attendance.  They were given a draft 

of chapter five and asked to check for accuracy in how I served as their 

mouthpiece.  I asked them to make any corrections to their chapter that they felt 

was necessary.  Several of them had questions about a section of the chapter in 

which religion is discussed, and there was a great deal of laughing at themselves 

when they read how they contradicted themselves.  All questions were answered 

with referrals to transcripts and no requests for changes were made.  The two 

participants who were not present were mailed a copy of the chapter draft. I called 

each of them and told them what I needed them to do once they received the draft 

and to call me if they had any questions or requests for changes.  As of yet I have 

not heard from them. 

Peer debriefing  
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 In an additional attempt to increase the trustworthiness and authenticity of 

my work, I engaged in ongoing and periodic discussions with colleagues who 

were both knowledgeable and not about the research. I requested external 

feedback (Erlandson et al., 1994; Glesne, 1999; Manning, 1997; Wolcott, 1990) 

from both peers and professors throughout my writing process concerning the 

methodological design and product.  Readers checked for accuracy, clarity, and 

balance in my presentation of data.  Their feedback was helpful in making sure 

that my bias and voice had not overtaken the research document and that my goal 

to fully represent the participants’ stories was accomplished.  “Peer 

debriefing…increase[s] authenticity by expanding the community of people 

involved in discussing interpretations and meaning” (Manning, 1997, 104).  

Conclusion 

So finally, as a community of seven participants and one researcher, our 

gift is finally unwrapped.  What follows in this written account is the priceless, 

generous, honest, beautiful and powerful masterpiece given to the world by seven 

wonderful early childhood pre-service teacher friends. These 7 participants’ 

stories tell of the experiences they had and continue to have concerning their own 

gender construction, as well as their perspectives of how the public school system, 

specifically pre-kindergarten and kindergarten, participates in the gendering 

process. The method of representation, the final form in which I choose to present 

the fruits of our community’s labor ultimately affects what is able to be taken 
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away from the study by the reader. It is understood, however, that regardless of 

the care I have taken in presenting the final research product as written in the next 

chapter, “by its nature, will be partial, open to contest, and incomplete” (Manning, 

1997, 110).  

Peshkin (1993), in an article now considered a “classic” qualitative 

research presentation, says that the educational community would “benefit from 

stories of the several types of persons who participate in the educational 

enterprise” (25). This stance echoes John Dewey’s (1938) philosophy that in order 

to study education, one must study experience. So, in allegiance to Dewey, the 

story that follows in a study of experience so that we may become better 

educators. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 RESULTS 

 
“Once we see differently, we act differently.”  -G. Bissex, 1998 

“What we see depends mainly on what we look for.” –John Lubbock  
 

Introduction 
 

This chapter is a presentation of the participants’ responses that were 

provided during data collection.  This chapter contains the participants’ 

explanations of what they believe regarding young children’s gender construction. 

Although the question posed to the seven pre-service teachers who participated in 

the study was “What do you believe about young children’s gender 

construction?” the objective of the study was not to learn about the contents of 

their beliefs. Rather, the objective of the study was to learn about the nature of 

their beliefs. Gender construction merely served as the topic of conversation 

surrounding beliefs and the study is not interested in what the participants stated 

as beliefs. Formative, summative, and narrative data analysis served as the tools 

to look at the nature of beliefs, which was the substantive heart of the research. 

This chapter is organized around four themes that emerged from the data: 

internal inconsistency, peer influence, role playing, and unstable responses.  I 

have deliberately chosen to highlight these themes not because they are universals 

in pre-service teacher belief systems, but because they represent the complex 

nature of these seven early childhood education pre-service teachers’ beliefs about 

gender construction in this study.  The focal themes are analyzed and further 
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explored through literature and participant responses. This chapter is written as a 

narrative that tells a story of the complexity and multiplicity of these seven early 

childhood education pre-service teachers’ beliefs. Although the writing of 

participant responses is such that it appears to be dissolving all vo ices into one 

grand scale narrative, it is not my intention to imply that their individual voices 

were not important.  As much as possible, the participants’ words tell their 

realities and their interpretations of those realities. Their stories are presented in 

the “language, feelings, emotions, and actions of those studied” (Denzin, 1994, 

511).  

The presentation of data that follows emerged from the participants’ 

responses to my questions during focus group meetings, their responses to the two 

research articles included in the study, the movie snippets and magazines, and 

their belief statements made during general conversations with fellow 

participants.  I believe that the approximate 18-20 hours of discussion was 

sufficient time for the participants’ beliefs to become reasonably expressed and 

able to be represented by an outside party.  It is not my intention to either declare 

or assume that I fully understand or know the breadth and depth of these seven 

early childhood education pre-service teachers’ beliefs regarding the gendering 

process of humans or that I have captured the total nature of belief systems.  

It is also not my intention to declare that the beliefs discussed by the 

participants are their only beliefs or that they are deeply held.  Rather, the beliefs 



 

118 

 

that were shared are understood to be collections of ways these seven pre-service 

teachers make sense of children’s behaviors. The significance of it all is that the 

things they said are reflections of what they believe to be reliable ways of 

interpreting and predicting children’s behaviors. 

Presentation of findings 

The narrative that follows is a presentation of the seven participants’ (Jamie, 

Shannon, Jessee, Robin, Chris, Pat, and Mel) answers to the research question, 

“What do you believe about young children’s gender construction?” Names in 

this chapter representing participants are pseudonyms to protect their identity and, 

because one participant was male, all pseudonyms are non-gender specific to 

further protect his identity. Furthermore, when personal pronouns are needed to 

discuss the participants, the feminine pronouns “she” and “her” will be used 

exclusively.  

As previously stated, the themes which emerged from the data during analysis 

include, “internal inconsistency,” “peer influence,” “role playing,” and “unstable 

responses.” In the remainder of this chapter, each theme is explored via quotes 

from transcripts and relevant literature. However, before these themes may be 

presented, the meaning behind each thematic label for the purpose of this study 

must be provided for the reader in order to more fully express the meaning of the 

terms. 
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“Internal inconsistency” is the presence of more than one idea expressed by a 

single person, or the lack of a monolithic construct. It is understood to be a lack of 

agreement among the participant’s successive stated beliefs. In other words, 

within a single conversation or “chunk” of speech, a participant verbalizes 

multiple ideas regarding a topic revealing a lack of cohesiveness in her thinking. 

This lack of commitment to a single conception leads to the conclusion that 

internal consistency, or consistency within an individual person and statement, is 

not present. In this study, internal inconsistency was identified when a participant 

expressed more than one belief during a continuous, uninterrupted articulation of 

thought. 

“Peer influence” is the notion that a person’s thinking, behavior, and/or beliefs 

are able to be swayed by another person’s thinking, behavior, and/or beliefs. In 

events where an individual is able to be influenced by others, allowing their 

present state of being to be modified in some way by the expressed ideas of 

another, it is a situation in which peer influence overrides independent thinking. 

In this study, peer influence was recognized to be occurring when a participant 

expressed a belief, then changed it because of the expressions of others in the 

group. 

“Role playing” is the idea that as humans we have various roles in life (e.g., 

mother, teacher, wife, sister, mentor, student, etc.), meaning that we are able to 

present ourselves in different ways in different contexts. Role playing, however, is 
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different in that it is not an actual embodiment of a role, but rather a practicing of 

the role. Young children are often described as doing this sort of thing when they 

engage in dramatic play, such as “playing mommie and daddie.” 

In this study, the participants are said to be role playing when they appear to 

be trying out roles that surround the topic of young children’s gender 

construction. They describe what that means to them as future teachers, future 

parents, students, and practitioners of religion. There is no conclusive evidence 

that indicates that every idea articulated by the participants is an accurate 

reflection of their beliefs so it is proposed that a better way of considering their 

statements is to see them as role playing. 

“Unstable responses” are responses that have an element of change to them. In 

this study, unstable responses are understood to be any expression that has a 

flexible and changing nature to it. Instability is proposed to be the result of 

questioning original ways of thinking and making a change in future thinking. 

The changes may be due to statements made by people in the environment or 

personal experiences. 

These four themes, internal inconsistency, peer influence, role playing, and 

unstable responses are presented in the remainder of this chapter, in this order. 

Each theme is supported with transcript quotes and educational literature. Sub-

categories are also included as means of further exploring an idea. For example, 
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in the internal inconsistency theme, sub-categories of incoherentness and 

contradiction are included.  

Internal Inconsistency 

One theme that was very present in the participants’ articulation of the ir 

ideas was internal inconsistency. As they were speaking, multiple theories that 

were influencing their thinking were exposed, indicating a non-monolithic nature 

of beliefs. The participants included these ranging theories in their dialogue as 

general beliefs, but they are consistent with various organized and systematic 

theories about behavior that influence the field of education. Schoonmaker and 

Ryan (1996) label such occurrences as being articulation of implicit theories. 

Because these pre-service teachers were making sense of children based on 

theoretical beliefs, even though they were not aware of it, they are operating with 

implicit theories within the top-down perspective (see Chapter 2). This finding of 

the study is consistent with Clark and Peterson’s (1986) goal of making explicit 

the implicit theories of new teachers. 

In this study, the ideas that were expressed were not monolithic in nature. 

No one was able to explain her beliefs as a cohesive, uniform unit. This was not 

an anomaly with one or two participants—it was common among all students. In 

addition to the lack of monolithic expression of beliefs, some ideas that were 

communicated were incoherent, meaning I was not able to make sense of the 

meaning behind the participant’s explanation even with questions for clarity. 
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Lastly, internal inconsistency was found as contradictions within a single chunk 

of speech. These categories are explored further below. 

Non-monolithic expressions 

“…her parents are very liberal and very much…very aware that they 
didn’t want to just giver her dolls and things like that.  They dressed her in 
unisex clothes.  She’s such a cute little girl. She always looked, sometimes 
she looks like a girl and sometimes she looks like a boy.  When she started 
doing imaginary play she just drifted to those dolls even though they 
bought her trucks, and they encouraged both.  I don’t know, some of it 
might have been because she was going to daycare too and might have 
been picking it up from the other kids, but I know from an early age she 
just loved her dolls, she was very nurturing, she loves to put them to sleep.  
And it made me think, golley, I wasn’t teaching her that, her parents 
weren’t teaching her that, we weren’t pushing her toward that, you know?  
Yet here she is out here doing the mommy thing, maybe it was because of 
mommy, you know?” (Pat) 
 

 The above quote in which Pat is discussing the behaviors of a two-year-

old girl is an example of how she communicated her beliefs through the medium 

of speech.  Through Pat’s explanation of why the child plays the way she does 

reveals the way children are understood within her belief system. But also 

embedded in these few lines are indicators of other belief ideas: same-sex parent 

role identification, play serving as a window into the psyche, and the power of 

peer socialization. Pat is telling me multiple ways of she is interpreting the young 

girl’s behavior, and subsequently multiple ways she is believing children can be 

understood. These ideas are broken down into their significant components below. 

They are meant to show the internal inconsistency in Pat’s single expression. 
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(1) “…maybe it was because of mommy…” is the first way Pat expressed 

the presence of a belief system that helps her understand why children do what 

they do.  The connection between behavior and parents is one that has been 

explored extensively in the field of psychology, particularly in the field of 

psychoanalysis (Vasta, Haith & Miller, 1995). This statement reveals Pat’s 

conception that psychological causes are the motivation behind behavior, an idea 

promoted by Sigmund Freud (Weber, 1984). In this field of study children’s 

relationships are recognized as a significant determinant of their future behavior 

(Weber, 1984). 

 (2) “When she started doing imaginary play she just drifted to those dolls 

even though they bought her trucks…[she] might have been picking it up from the 

other kids…” is another belief statement from Pat’s explanation of a young 

child’s behavior.  Within these two lines are points related to both toys and 

socialization with peers, but both pertain to the belief in children’s play. Research 

literature is saturated with studies indicating that play is a highly important 

component of children’s social, physical, cognitive, and emotional growth and it 

is evidently a body of research that has influenced Pat’s thinking.  

Research indicates that play contributes to children’s language 

development, abilities to focus and control behavior, creativity, problem solving, 

and social skills (Bodrova & Leong, 1996; Frost, 1992; Smilansky & Shefatya, 

1990; Smilansky, 1968; Sutton-Smith, 1967).  Recent neurological research data 
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strongly supports the link between play and all domains of development: 

language, emotional, physical, social, and cognitive (Frost, 1998) and that 

children who have had no experience in play suffer both cognitive and social-

emotional underdevelopment (Bodrova & Leong, 1996).  

(3) “…some of it might have been because she was going to daycare too 

and might have been picking it up from the other kids…” is the third belief 

embedded in Pat’s chunk of conversation with the focus group participants. Peer 

socialization is the theory that behaviors are constructed by our interactions with 

peers or others in the immediate social environment (Harris, 1998; Vasta, Haith, 

& Miller, 1995). Pat is articulating that this toddler’s behavior had been learned in 

the daycare environment and from interactions with other children there.  

These three belief ideas, same-sex parent identification, internal 

motivations for stereotypic play, and peer socialization are all represented in one 

stream of Pat’s speech. It is my idea that Pat does think that all three are equally 

“right” explanations of this particular toddler’s behavior, which supports the 

claim that pre-service teachers’ beliefs are inconsistent. The changing ideas from 

one sentence to the next shows the lack of a monolithic idea, or the lack of 

uniformity within a single unit of speech.  

Pat even uses the phrase, “I don’t know” mid-way through her small 

monologue. The lack of confidence in her answer to the question, “What do you 

believe?” as represented in the inclusion of an “I don’t know” in her response 
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further supports the notion of internal inconsistency. Pat is incapable of being 

consistent in her belief because she does not know what she believes. The 

voluntary admission of lack of knowledge and the presence of three prominent 

theories (parents, play, and peers) leads to the positioning of internal 

inconsistency in Pat’s beliefs. 

Another example in which inconsistent ideas were represented within a 

single unit of speech is given by Jessee. 

“I think a lot of it has to do with, when you’re so young, your 
environment. I watch my niece and my nephew, she’s 3 and he’s 1 and a 
half. I watch him and I think he just wants to, like it doesn’t matter what 
they’re playing with, he just wants to be like the older one who’s 3.  And I 
wanted to be just like my sisters.  So I think you take interest in stuff by 
being around people who are older than you. Or maybe not. But know that 
I just watch my niece and she wants to do everything that I do.  Like if she 
sees me take my hair down now she walks around like this with her hair 
and she wants everyone to look at her hair.”  
 

 The argument that pre-service teachers’ beliefs are inconsistent in nature is 

captured in this quote, although it is more subtle than Pat’s. Jessee spends a lot of 

energy explaining her conception that children learn from the people around them, 

mostly through imitation of older peers. But then she says, “Or maybe not.” While 

still talking about what she thinks she admits that she does not believe what she is 

saying. It is interesting that she would explain socialization theory at this level of 

intensity only to admit that she is not sure she believes it. I love that after saying 

the disclaimer, she continues to express agreement with it! 
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 The inclusion of this quote as support for the theme of internal 

inconsistency is because it illustrates the lack of confidence in beliefs—even as 

they are saying them. A consistent and monolithic belief would have been stated 

with unwavering confidence and would not have included the admittance of 

doubt. Jessee provides an example of how seemingly strongly held beliefs are not 

as strong as they appear. The exposed weakness means that Jessee is open to other 

ideas and theories regarding gender construction. This is concluded to mean that 

there is no consistent belief in place. 

 The “I don’t know” demonstration of internal inconsistency is again 

illustrated with Chris’s statement:  

“I was thinking about somebody, some people I’ve known that have had 
severe Down Syndrome and it’s hard for me to tell their gender because of 
the way they act.  They don’t act in a certain gender, so I’m thinking that 
maybe at some point when it doesn’t, when you don’t value that part of it 
in society, I mean….I, I, I don’t know.  I just, I got to thinking about how 
people I know…”  
 
In addition, it is difficult to decipher if she is arguing in favor of the notion 

that gender is an act (“they don’t act in a certain gender”) or necessary only if you 

are an active, healthy member of society (“you don’t value that part of it in 

society”). It is not meant to imply here that Chris is promoting the notion that 

people with Down Syndrome are not valued, but rather that their gender is not 

something society will see as being as important as to people who do not have 

Down Syndrome.  
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If gender is an “act”, it implies that there is an element of agency 

embedded in it. The possibility to act male or female also provides the possibility 

to not act male or female…a choice afforded to all humans, even those with 

Down Syndrome. However, if gender is something perceived by society, then it is 

not an act engaged in by choice. Chris includes both ideas in her speech, plus says 

that she really does not know what she believes. This is seen as a prominent 

example of the lack of an internally consistent belief and one that is not 

monolithic in nature. 

Incoherent nature of belief statements 

In addition to finding the students’ beliefs as being internally inconsistent, 

it can also be said that some statements were incoherent. At times I was unclear as 

to the meaning behind their ideas, but they were often able to clarify their 

thoughts when I asked them for additional explanation. However, this was not 

always the case. The presence of more than one belief, or internal inconsistency, 

at times made it difficult to decipher exactly what the participant was trying to 

say. For example, one participant explained a way she was considering gender 

construction that I was not able to make any sense of because of the lack of order 

or connection between her ideas. 

“My brother is a police officer but growing up he often dressed up in my 
clothes. He’d be embarrassed if we told the men he works with. Dad 
always hated it when he played policeman. He didn’t want my brother to 
think he would grow up to be one. I always knew I wanted to be a teacher. 
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It’s interesting I guess. The male child is a policeman and the girl child is 
a teacher. We did the stereotypical thing.” (Jamie) 

 
The inconsistency in her explanation is apparent, as is the incoherent 

nature. It was unclear to me what point she was making, even though I asked her 

to further explain her thought. My questions included, “I hear you saying things 

about your dad. Do you think parents have an effect on gender construction?” and 

“I’m not sure I’m following you. Can you keep explaining your idea?” Despite 

my questions for further clarification she continued rambling and doing aimless 

wandering in her speech until another participant joined in the conversation.  

Although incoherent discussion was not common, it was present and I 

believe it is worth mentioning. Because Jamie had such a hard time connecting 

her thoughts, I am led to conclude that she is having a hard time organizing what 

she thinks about this subject. This type of response was not one I expected. I 

assumed every participant would be able to speak on the subject in ways that 

revealed their beliefs, not that it would reveal the lack of coherent beliefs. 

 Contradictory nature of beliefs 

Another uncommon but important issue that came up in the participants’ 

speech that suggests internal inconsistency in their beliefs is contradiction of 

expression. Ideas were voiced by the pre-service teachers that simultaneously 

represented opposing theories regarding gender construction. While things they 
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said were not erroneous (I do not even think that is possible), they did reveal 

multiple ways of making sense of the world that are not in theoretical agreement. 

Contradiction of beliefs was present in Robin’s discussion of the origin of 

gender. Although this conversation will be repeated in the sections “Philosopher” 

and “Scientist” below, the element of contradiction is important to point out here. 

Robin engaged in a conversation with me in which she laid out her ideas of 

multiple ways of being gendered—a concept known as androgyny. As 

androgynous beings, she explains, we have infinite ways of expressing gender. 

Rather than being only male or only female, it may be argued that we have agency 

in mixing and matching, so to speak, our identities depending on the particular 

context we are in. 

When she finished explaining this idea, which I felt was quite abstract and 

beyond the norm for a pre-service teacher, another participant asked Robin to 

explain where the gender identities originate within the theory of androgyny. 

Robin replied,  

“I think that it has its biological origins but that it’s reinforced socially. 
And this might be a little abstract, but I think that had it not had some kind 
of biological origin then like everyone would hold an infinite number of 
ways of being.” 
 
She did not recognize that she was contradicting the presence of multiple 

(and infinite) ways of being that she had just explained. Although other 
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participants were not as blatant in their contradictions within their own 

statements, it did occur with more participants than just Robin.  

Chris contradicted herself on more than one occasion. One example was 

used earlier when exploring the non-monolithic nature of beliefs. Chris articulated 

two beliefs: gender is a willful, deliberate, chosen act and gender is a perception 

of society. These two beliefs are contradictory in nature because one (the first) is 

a notion of agency in which an individual’s conscious awareness is part of their 

identity and life decisions. The second idea is one in which an individual has no 

control over the situation because ultimately gender is left up to society, or people 

on the street, to perceive in their own way regardless of what one does. Both 

cannot happen at the same time and it is unclear which one she believes. 

In a different conversation with participants, Chris revealed the 

contradiction between agency and social perception in her belief system again. 

She described the way she behaved as a parent of two young boys and explained 

in a somewhat boastful manner that she encouraged them to develop their own 

identities, regardless of what that looked like to the outside world. She allowed 

one of her sons to wear her jewelry, dress up in her underclothes, and select 

Barbie underwear for purchase and use. She told us about arguing with her son’s 

pediatrician because he discouraged the allowance of the boy to dress up the way 

he did. Yet she later explains that she worries that people judge her as a mother 

and that she would usually make her son change clothes when they went out into 
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public. It is difficult to know which belief she actually holds: agency or social 

perception. But this raises a question for thinking about the nature of beliefs: are 

they either/or? Can contradictory beliefs be held simultaneously? 

Thus far this chapter has provided evidence to support the idea that early 

childhood education pre-service teachers' beliefs are weighted with internal 

inconsistency. Quotes taken directly from the focus group transcripts have 

illustrated multiple ways they explain their ideas of gender construction, 

indicating a lack of monolithic belief allegiance. The quotes have also illustrated 

that their ideas are at times incoherent and contradictory. The chapter now moves 

to providing evidence that suggests these students’ beliefs are subject to influence 

by their peers. 

Peer Influence 

 This study’s method of data collection was to gather early childhood 

education pre-service teachers in a group context to share ideas regarding young 

children’s gender construction. Two focus groups were formed—one with 3 

participants, one with 4. The hope was that the community aspect of focus groups 

would benefit the data collection process by facilitating a greater degree of 

discussion. I worried that interviews could not provide the level of belief 

articulation that group discussion can offer. And I was right.  

 The focus group design was perfect for getting students to really explain 

what they were thinking. The ideas expressed by one participant frequently helped 
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another think of other things to say or to remember other details to share. As a 

result, the breadth of topics covered was great. I was thrilled to watch the dance of 

conversation that emerged from the back and forth nature of dialogue. What I was 

not thrilled about was the influence they had on each other’s thinking. I wanted 

them to help each other clarify and articulate their beliefs, not shape them. 

 The element of peer influence was something that I did not recognize 

immediately. It was only when I was transcribing approximately half-way through 

the study that I began to notice it. In the remaining focus groups I kept my eye on 

it but did nothing to interfere with it. An early example of peer influence is found 

in a conversation between Jamie and Shannon. This conversation occurred in the 

second meeting when we were discussing socialization and agency, Disney 

movies and magazines.  

 Shannon was explaining her stance on socialization by telling the group 

her concerns with agency theory. There was no confusion on the point she was 

making—she emphatically agreed with socialization and made it clear that she did 

not buy into the idea of human agency in young children.  

“There is no way kids can watch those movies [Disney movies] and not 
get the idea that they’re supposed to look like that [The Little Mermaid]. It 
doesn’t help either that the parents buy them the costumes of these cartoon 
girls for Halloween either. They look in the mirror and realize they’re not 
as skinny as the ones in the movies and they feel bad about themselves 
because of that. I don’t like them. Kids this age, especially girls, are 
influenced by all those images.” (Shannon) 
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 Jamie, a participant who is physically larger than the other girls in the 

study, responded to Shannon’s statements by explaining that she grew up 

watching Disney movies and playing like she was Cinderella but she never felt 

like she was in competition with them. Jamie continued to explain her personal 

story which at one point became emotional when she began to talk about what it 

was like to grow up larger than other girls. Although her point was in agreement 

with the socialization theory that Shannon was articulating, Jamie was expressing 

the belief that the ideas girls have about their bodies come from other girls, not 

Disney movies. “I don’t think they really pay that much attention to all that. They 

just like the story and the action parts” (Jamie). 

 By the end of her lengthy monologue, Shannon was a full- fledged convert. 

She abandoned her position on “socialization via media” to join the crusade of 

“agency against media.” Rather than maintaining her stance, which at first was 

boldly argued, and challenging Jamie’s perspective, she was won over with her 

friend’s sad story and agreed to agree. It reminded me of little girls arguing then 

making up to be best friends for ever and ever. 

 The benefit of group conversation obviously had drawbacks because of the 

influenceable nature of these students’ beliefs. Genishi et al. (2001) offer a 

possible explanation for this issue. They explain that pre-service teachers’ beliefs 

are in development form and thus are subject to influence by their cooperating 

teachers during practicum work and field experiences. Although cooperating 
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teachers were not involved in this study, the premise of the argument is 

applicable. If pre-service teachers’ beliefs are so impressionable, as Genishi et al. 

explain they are, then it is safe to assume that they are able to influence each 

other. This possibility was supported with the willingness to change beliefs 

exhibited by the participants in this study. 

 This section has raised the possibility that early childhood education pre-

service teacher beliefs are subject to impression and influence from their peers. 

The next section looks at the possibility that articulation of beliefs can be the act 

of playing out various roles in education. 

Role Playing 

Conversations recorded during data collection in this study exposed 

several ideas regarding how the participants are making sense of children’s 

behavior and what they, as women working with them, should do. It is proposed 

that this phenomenon can be discussed in the light of role playing. Early 

childhood education pre-service teachers tried on various voices during the focus 

groups in an effort to explore what they believed in relation to various contexts. 

Dramatic play is a means for young children to try on different perspectives 

(Frost, Wortham, & Reifel, 2000; Jones & Reynolds, 1998) so it could be argued 

that the same type of thing is available for adults. 

 This section of the chapter presents data that looks at the roles of “Good 

Mom,” “Good Christian,” “Philosopher,” and “Scientist.” It is not my intention to 
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imply that these are the only roles that are possible or that the participants 

deliberately or knowingly were playing these roles. It is noted that it is possible 

that these roles were offered as explanations/ beliefs because the participants felt 

like these were expected rationales. 

Good Mom 

Several participants expressed the belief that one of the most influential 

places of gender construction in young children is the home. 

“I think a lot of it is not even really taught, it’s just the way you are, you 
know, is what your kids do.  And you can say all you want, “oh no, no, no, 
don’t be that way” you know, or whatever, but you’re showing them that 
that’s how girls are because you’re a girl.  I think it would be really hard 
not to do anything different.  I don’t know…maybe that’s fatalistic, but...” 
(Pat) 
 
Pat is talking about her ideas related to the level of influence mothers have 

on their daughters. Because she believes this influence exists, it shapes the way 

she understands the role of a mother. Mothers should be hyper-aware of their 

behaviors because there is an impressionable young girl in the room who is 

watching her every move. 

“When it comes down to it a lot of time, different kinds of people decide 
who they’re going to judge and a lot of times it’s the mom.  She didn’t 
nurse long enough, she didn’t stay home from work, she didn’t, you know, 
she ate the wrong food when she was pregnant, she…so when you’re 
raising a boy or a girl you’ve got to ere on the side of too much.” 
 
Chris is the mother of two teenage boys and she frequently shared her 

parenting strategies as examples of her beliefs.  One of her sons is, according to 
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Chris, more comfortable with behaviors commonly associated with females.  In 

the quote below, Chris reveals her belief in gender construction as being part of 

the job of a good mom as she describes a particular experience:  

“My older son would take out my jewelry and would put on like tons of it. 
He used to sleep in clip-on earrings and all these necklaces and stuff. 
When I would take him to the doctor’s he’d have all this stuff on him and I 
remember the pediatrician saying, ‘You know, that’s not right.  You really 
shouldn’t dress him like that.’ But I think as a parent you get so afraid that 
if you don’t establish gender at some point…I didn’t want to worry about 
that stuff: …that they’re using their Barbie dolls as guns instead of 
wondering if the earrings match the shoes.” 
 

 Chris expresses her belief, especially in the last phrase, that she does not 

agree that it is the “stuff” with which children play that determines who they 

become, rather it is the discourse surrounding it (as demonstrated in the 

pediatrician’s statement).  However, as strongly as Chris revealed her belief in 

agency, she contradicts herself by saying that she policed her behavior and the 

materials to which her boys had access. 

“You know, when I raised my boys I was really, I thought I had to be 
really careful about gender because I wanted them…I didn’t want them to 
grow up stereotypically.  I didn’t want them to be the kind of guys that 
were bubbas, you know?  I can remember when my son was potty training 
and I was going to let him pick out his own underwear. I didn’t say things 
like “big boy underwear” and things like that and he picked out Barbie 
underwear and he wore Barbie underwear for quite a while. And for 
books, I tried to get not just boy books but girl books, you know things 
that were topical for boys and girls.” 
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Good Christian 

Based upon my personal experience of being raised as a “Christian” I offer 

an interpretation of this religious affiliation. Christianity is the religious faith that 

is centered around the belief that Jesus Christ is the son of God. Jesus is believed 

to have been sent from God to Earth to save humans from the life of sin and the 

fate of hell. The Bible is believed to be God’s Word and that it should be used as 

a tool for knowing what to do in order to live a life that is heaven-bound. While 

there are variations, or denominations, around specific beliefs within the Christian 

faith (e.g., Catholic, Mormon, Baptist, Lutheran, Methodist, Unitarian, etc.) 

common elements of God, Jesus, heaven and hell are present.  

Christian beliefs entered the focus group conversations in subtle, but clear 

ways, predominantly revolving around family values. Based on my experience, 

“family” in Christian churches is clearly defined as an adult male and an adult 

female joined in marriage. Generally there is an implied expectation that children 

will be brought into the marriage, thus making a “real” family and a “real” home. 

The fact that my family split apart and my home was broken with the divorce of 

my parents, I learned that Christianity strongly frowns upon anything that disrupts 

a family unit. Further experience in the church taught me that divorce is not the 

only thing that is seen as wrong (i.e., sin) in the eyes of God regarding families. 

Some are obvious like infidelity and abuse, but others became more prominent 

with changing societal issues. Appropriate roles for women in the work force, 
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body art like tatoos and piercings, and homosexuality became as wrong as 

premarital sex. These were my experiences in the Christian faith. I am not 

promoting that these experiences are incurred by all who are involved in this 

religion or that all churches that perceive themselves as being Christian endorse 

the ideas and rules I just described. 

Because of previous conversations that I had with the participants in 

contexts unrelated to this study, I knew that everyone involved in the study was 

either raised as a Christian or had extensive knowledge of the Christian faith. I 

had neither had any intention of bringing religion into the study nor did I expect it 

to arise as a topic of conversation. But as I was transcribing tapes early in the data 

collection process, I began to notice a quiet undertone of religion emerging from 

some participants’ statements, particularly in relation to the topics of 

homosexuality and family values. 

 Homosexuality 

The first instance that I found was related to participants’ regurgitation of 

the Christian church’s stance regarding the wrongness of homosexuality. Sermons 

I listened to homosexuality as a member of a church as well as public damnation 

of from preachers like Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson leave no doubt that 

anything other than male-female relationships are sin. This is exactly what I 

began suspecting were my participants’ beliefs.  One example that led me to this 

conclusion is something that Pat said:  
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“That’s what I wonder.  Like the people who, like cross-dressers, what 
about them growing up made them feel so much like they couldn’t be, you 
know, or that they just were…I’ve just always known I am, you know, I 
am female. There is a big thing about choosing, you know, that maybe 
they’re just choosing to be gay, so, rather than give them that option…” 
(emphasis mine) 
 
The “rather than give them that option” phrase helped me consider that the 

topic of gender was including the topic of homosexuality and that it was evoking 

religious responses. I made the decision to test my wondering and try to bring 

these religious whispers to a roar. During the third focus group meetings (both A3 

and B3) I asked participants about the influence of religion on their beliefs.  

While many participants said that religion does not play any part in how they 

think about gender, others responded with an emphatic and enthusiastic “YES.” 

Because those who said “yes” affiliate themselves with the Christian faith, for the 

purpose of this section’s discussion of data “religion” will mean “Christianity.” 

At another point in the study religious beliefs surfaced again.  

“I watched a 2-year-old in Montana this summer, a little boy Nicholas. He 
just wanted to do everything. He loved this one particular doll. He would 
not put down this doll because Ashton had it and he would just not put it 
down. He loved it. I don’t think he, he never crossed the line with the doll 
part of it.” (Jessee) 
 
The last thing included in this statement was that the little boy playing 

with the doll was acceptable because, “he never crossed the line with the doll part 

of it.” When asked to clarify what she meant by that, she explained that it is okay 
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for boys to play with dolls so that they can get the feel for what it is like to feel 

nurturing emotions.  

“But if they start to play like mommies, like breast feeding or dressing up 
in girl clothes, then it’s time to take the doll away. They shouldn’t be 
confusing that stuff because you never know what part of it might stick! 
(laughs)”  
 
In response to Jessee’s statements, Chris counters by defending 

homosexual lifestyles. She spoke about the experience of being a mother of a 

child who does not reflect the “appropriate” social gender behaviors for male play 

to which Jessee was referring.  Here is Chris’s response: 

 “If you step over the line just a little bit…you’re really ostracized and  
that’s probably a…and that’s a mother’s fear, you know? I would worry, 
oh, how long is he going to be wearing my underwear?  If they could say, 
‘okay, people are gay because they were born that way, there’s a gene,’ 
but until they do that people are going to speculate that, you know, you 
named them wrong, or you got divorced, or you know, you, the wife was 
too domineering, or…it’s, it’s going to be that way until they…until they 
decide what…and actually I really don’t want them to find anything like 
that because then they can say gay people are disabled because they have a 
gene that’s out-of-whack, like you have diabetes because you have a gene 
that makes you a diabetic.” 
 
Although Jessee (and Pat as well) knew that there are opposing views to 

homosexuality, even within their focus group context, they confidently expressed 

their beliefs that homosexuality is a choice and that it is wrong to allow children 

to make that choice. In these instances, it is posited that participants were playing 

the role of the good Christian because they fulfilled the duty of promoting church 

beliefs as their own—even in the face of dissenting points of view. They never 
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argued with Chris about the sinful acts in which her son was being allowed to 

engage, but they made it clear that they believed homosexuality to be wrong. 

Onward Christian soldiers! 

In keeping with the topic of homosexuality but from a different 

perspective, playing the role of the good Christian also surfaced in a discussion of 

family values. Although this topic was only present in one conversation between 

participants and was promoted strongly by only one participant, it is believed to 

be worth mentioning here as support for the theme of role playing, specifically 

playing the role of the good Christian. As previously mentioned, Christianity 

strongly endorses the notion that family values are important and they play a role 

in determining if one is heaven or hell bound. 

 Family values 
 
Burman (1994) explains that the majority of political policies and 

legislative acts of the United States reflect beliefs of our lawmakers about 

appropriate and desirable citizens.  “The nuclear family reflects heterosexist and 

ethnocentric assumptions” (70).  This quote strongly reflects one of my 

participants’ beliefs that “family” = “heterosexuality.” 

“I think in a way maybe it’s the dad’s or the male figure’s responsibility to 
you know, to show them different things that make a guy and make a girl. 
Because then when they get older, you know…I think a lot of this is gone 
in the single family and they have trouble…because that’s what makes 
you, really. I mean, you learn your gender a lot from your parents and if 
it’s not like both, you know, if you don’t see both sides then I think you 
have a lot of guys that don’t treat…does that make sense? And then, well, 
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guys are just different.  And also if their dads are not like very nice and 
they see the macho kind of guy to their mother, then that’s usually how 
they end up being in their gender, too.” (Mel) 

 
 Mel is clear in her beliefs that families consist of two parents, one of each 

sex, and that each parent has a definite job to do with regard to teaching their 

children about appropriate gender behaviors. In language consistent with osmosis 

socialization and cultural transmission theory, the discourse of religious beliefs in 

the gendering of children emerges.  Mel reveals her beliefs that children from 

broken homes are doomed for trouble because both parents were not present (i.e., 

divorce is wrong) and that dads and moms have not only certain responsibilities, 

but also certain behavior patterns (i.e., heterosexual homes).  

These quotes are used as support for the role playing of the Good 

Christian because they demonstrate the participants’ adherence to the religion’s 

rules. Disciples of Christ are expected to promote Christian beliefs whenever the 

opportunity arises (according to my experience) and that ambiguity of beliefs 

should not be present. “Know what you believe” was a frequent Sunday School 

lesson. Based on my extensive experience with the Christian faith and its 

teachings, I conclude that the statements I have included in this section are valid 

in supporting the notion that pre-service teachers participate in playing the role of 

the good Christian. 

Philosopher 
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Philosopher was a role played only by Robin, but I feel it should be 

included in the discussion of possible roles these participants played. 

Philosophical ideas were used by Robin to explain how gender is an aspect of 

identity in which humans can float between with ease. The following conversation 

between Robin and myself revealed a belief system that is unique from Jessee’s, 

Mel’s, and Chris’s. 

Robin: Gender is neither one nor the other by themselves. 
Me: So are you saying you’re not differentiating between gender and sex? 
Robin: Right.  I’m understanding gender as my understanding of what it  

means to be a man or a woman, you know, to play the role of a 
man or woman. 

Me: And that is, you can’t divorce that from your sex? Do you see that as  
being different from the characteristics and behaviors, or are you 
saying those are so intertwined that you can’t tease them apart? 

Robin: I think they are, yes, they’re intertwined. I think sexuality  
influences the way that you act but then, as a result of acculturation 
influences how we’re gonna act as well.  I also think the level of 
being and obviously there’s no way of inherently proving this, but 
on the level of being that, like, we have both influences. You 
know, masculine influences and feminine influences and those 
don’t necessarily need to be tied into sexuality. It’s not limited to 
homosexuality, you know, like sensitivities and things. 

Me: Where are those? 
Robin: In the mind. 
Me: Where are those like with the environment or the people you’re  

watching? Like how does a child gather those or are those also 
present whenever you’re born? 

Robin: I think they’re present and then like, you know, you just in the  
course of time, attract toward one more than the other. 

 
Just as there are multiple sexual states of being (i.e. heterosexual and 

homosexual), Robin offers that there are multiple gender states of being.  

Heterosexuality is the sexual orientation that includes a union of two people, one 
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of each sex.  Homosexualitly is the sexual orientation that includes a union of two 

people, both of the same sex.  What Robin is offering is a consideration of 

moving beyond the hegemony of homogenderality, the presence of only one 

gender identity within one individual, to the construct of “heterogenderality,” the 

presence of two gender identities. 

This concept is also known as androgyny, the existence of both feminine 

and masculine characteristics side-by-side.  “Androgyny” as a word comes from 

the Greek roots for man (andros) and woman (gyne) and is commonly used to 

mean that, for example, a person who is biologically female may be, in terms of 

psychological characteristics or social roles, feminine or masculine, or both 

(Trebilcot, 1982). The theorist Jean Jacques Rousseau, who believed in allowing 

children to grow without the imposition of societal demands and constraints 

would most likely agree with the construct of androgyny. The freedom to be self-

determinate is the root of the androgynous discourse and hold firm to the belief 

that it is a superior way of being (Warren, 1982). In fact, Sandra and Daryl Bem, 

who conducted research in the 1970’s, found that androgynous people succeed in 

a wider range of social contexts than do people who adhere to exclusively 

masculine or feminine characteristics (Bem, 1976). It is noted, however, that the 

article does not define “succeed.” 

Whether or not Robin truly believes this is beyond my capabilities to 

determine. This sort of discussion is held in the philosophical realm, a place 
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Robin enjoys going. It is a valid point to raise, though. I appreciate a pre-service 

teacher being willing to explore issues beyond the hegemonic surface level 

perspectives and I relish the idea of a novice early childhood teacher breaking the 

mold of gender norms. Yet I worry that Robin is not solid in her beliefs on the 

androgyny point because of statements she makes in a different conversation 

(explained below in “Case 3: Robin”). Being willing to put oneself “out there” 

regarding breaking norms requires a solid belief system so that one can 

adequately explain and/or defend one’s beliefs when they are challenged.  Robin’s 

waverings in expressing her beliefs causes me to doubt the strength of her beliefs 

and thus I fear her beliefs will cause some questionable practices. 

However questionable it may be, Robin’s belief system on the point of 

androgyny does sufficiently illustrate the crux of this chapter’s argument, that pre-

service teachers hold a wide range of beliefs and that teasing them apart is far 

from simplistic. 

Scientist 

“I think that it has its biological origins but that it’s reinforced socially. 
And this might be a little abstract, but I think that had it not had some kind 
of biological origin then like everyone would hold an infinite number of 
ways of being.”  
 
The role of scientist is positioned within discourse of bio logical 

reductionism for the purpose of this study and it is understood to represent the 

belief system and explanatory rhetoric surrounding the topic of gender that 
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defines it as being biologically determined.  This perspective describes gender as 

being a component of humanity which is present at the time of birth, in precisely 

the same way that sex (i.e., penis = male, vagina = female) is present at birth.  

Biological Reductionism excludes social elements from the subject of gender, 

reducing it to simply a matter of genetic biology (Burman, 1994). 

The participants in my research strongly expressed beliefs that may be 

categorized as biological reductionism.  Even arguments that they were describing 

as social influences, such as a nature-versus-nurture debate, were still biological 

beliefs, for in order to nurture something, it has to be already present, thus 

reducing it back to nature and biology.  For example, in one meeting Mel argued 

that gender equates with chemical and genetic elements in the human body: 

Mel: Isn’t it just natural? 
Chris: I don’t… 
Mel: But isn’t there like different chemical and different parts of a, like  

what makes a girl more motherly and more… 
Pat: Like estrogen… 
Mel: Right, right.  I mean like testosterone, but I mean doesn’t that play  

into effect? 
Chris: Um…it might, I just think, I was thinking about somebody, some  

people I’ve known that have been like, have had severe down  
syndrome and it’s hard for me to tell their gender because of the  
way they act.  They don’t act in a certain gender, so I’m thinking  
that maybe at some point when it doesn’t, when you don’t value  
that part of it in society, I mean..I, I, I don’t know.  I just, I got to  
thinking about how people I know… 

Mel: But their, their chromosomes are different, too. Like, like the girl  
has… 

Chris: The girl has extra. 
 Mel: Right.  So maybe that extra, it’s 3 X’s right? 
 



 

147 

 

The conversation continues, with Mel never backing away from the 

biological effects on gender behavior.  This is not the only conversation in which 

biological reductionism beliefs were expressed.  Other participants insisted that 

gender is innate…knowing what it means to be male or female is knowledge 

embedded in humans in the same way innate knowledge regarding sucking and 

the desire to communicate are present.   

Other biological reductionism arguments surrounded the topic of anatomy.  

Females, one participant explained, are naturally feminine for two reasons: to 

nurture and feed their young, and to desire beauty so as to attract a mate for the 

purpose of procreation.  Males, on the other hand, are naturally masculine because 

they are needed as food providers.  In order to ensure they can feed their families, 

they must be brave and strong to leave the home environment.  They also must 

protect their homes when threatened.  Explanations such as these are clearly 

examples of beliefs that take social issues and collapse them to matters that are 

biologically determined. 

Biological reductionism represents a large part of these pre-service 

teachers’ beliefs about gender. Participants even held fast to their biological 

beliefs when I challenged them with cultural influence questions such as, “Does 

being female in Texas mean the same thing as being female in India or China?,” 

and when I stressed that sex is biological and gender is socially constructed, many 
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would not waver in their beliefs; although a few admitted that they agreed that 

society reinforces some gender traits.   

I challenged their beliefs, stating that in order to reinforce something it has 

to already be there to begin with.  They smiled and nodded, unswayed in their 

beliefs.  I used the argument, “I didn’t come to this earth hating my fat hips and 

thighs!  That’s not an innate idea, it’s one I got from seeing girls with skinny 

hips!”  Still, no backing away from biology. 

 Robin strongly expressed biological reductionist arguments surrounding 

the topic of anatomy.  Females, it was explained, are naturally feminine for two 

reasons: to nurture and feed their young, and to desire beauty so as to attract a 

mate for the purpose of procreation.  Males, on the other hand, are naturally 

masculine because they are needed as food providers.  In order to ensure they can 

feed their families, they must be brave and strong because they must leave their 

home environment.  They must also protect their homes when threatened.  

Explanations such as these are examples of beliefs that take social issues and 

collapse them into matters that are biologically determined. 

Shannon, as a means of explaining children’s motivation to play in 

particular ways, also expressed biological reductionism beliefs.   

“I kept a friend of mine’s foster child, he was maybe 8-months-old, and  
there was a shoe sitting in the middle of the living room and he crawled 
over to it and was making it drive!  And he was only 8-months-old! And it 
was just natural for him to drive that little shoe around pretending it was a 
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car.  And that definitely wasn’t something that somebody did first, you 
know, he did that all on his own.” 
 
Based on the evidence presented in this section of the chapter, it is 

strongly encouraged that the possibility that belief statements are merely 

demonstrations of role playing by pre-service teachers. The way they describe 

ideas, conceptions, and understandings may be applicable and valid only in light 

of which hat they are wearing, or in other words, which role they are playing. 

Vivian Paley in Mollie is Three (1986) finds that she is able to make much more 

sense of the three-year-olds in her care when she has them identify what character 

they are playing. I think significant parallels can be drawn between the three-year-

olds in Paley’s book to the pre-service teachers in this study. 

 The remainder of this chapter looks at a different aspect of the nature of 

beliefs with these seven early childhood education pre-service teachers. I present 

data and questions regarding a defensive response exhibited by the participants 

when they were asked to talk about how their beliefs influence their practice. 

Unstable Responses 

 This section is a presentation of the unstable nature of participant 

expression of beliefs. As explained earlier in the document, the means in which 

beliefs were discussed was through the topic of young children’s gender 

construction. Participants were also asked to discuss how their beliefs influence 

their pedagogical practices. Within discussions pertaining to this topic participants 
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revealed a shift in beliefs over the course of the study. Based on this finding, it is 

proposed that pre-service teachers’ beliefs are unstable and subject to change.  

In Focus Group Meeting 1, for both groups, the question of how beliefs 

influence practice was not explored to any great extent.  Most of the time was 

dedicated to exploring beliefs and sharing experience stories.  What few minutes 

were spent on this question were full of quick answers like “they don’t” (Pat), “I 

don’t treat boys and girls differently” (Robin), and “I had my cooperating teacher 

time me during a few activities to see who got the majority of my attention and it 

was always equal between boys and girls” (Jamie). Their understanding of the 

question was one that had “beliefs” married to the notion of “discrimination,” 

although that was never stated or implied. This was not the intent of the question 

and because time in each meeting was running short, it was decided with mild 

frustration not to pursue it any further.  However, when writing in my reflection 

journal after the second round of disappointing responses to this question, I began 

to consider that the way the participants received the question was perhaps more 

significant than their responses.  A new set of questions arose, including “why do 

questions related to practice generate defensive reactions and responses with these 

student teachers?”  

 I decided to save that question for another study on another day and 

change the approach I was taking in this study.  So in Meetings 2 and 3, I asked 

the participants to explain things in their classrooms they have observed their 
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cooperating teachers do that pertains to gender construction.  The participants 

were comfortable approaching the subject from this angle and they offered many, 

many examples of what happens in their classroom.  Some of the responses 

included: 

“There’s a lot of competition between the boys and girls put on by my 
teacher.  She always compares the two and puts them in separate lines.  
She comments of how well the boys are doing and stuff like that.” (Jessee) 
 
“There is a boy in my class who had a full out temper tantrum and had to 
be drug out of the room by the principal because he was paired to work 
with a girl.  He says he hates girls and still stands by it.” (Mel) 
 
“We have a boy’s line and a girl’s line.  Even though the school has said it 
is against this, a few teachers decided it’s ‘just easier this way.’” (Jamie) 
 
“During morning calendar, we count the boys and girls for the attendance, 
and to give them practice with counting.  However, when my teacher does 
starts this, she says ‘Let’s count my beautiful girls or handsome boys.’” 
(Pat) 
 
“My teacher will often point out what the girls are wearing and tell them 
how pretty they look.  No comments about clothes for the boys, though.  
She usually says they got a nice haircut when they come in with a new 
haircut.” (Chris) 
 
The things they told me about what their cooperating teachers did in 

differentiating between the boys and the girls were used as prompts to help them 

turn the magnifying inspection glass inward.  The last quote included above is an 

example of the type of thing I would turn around. I asked them about their word 

choices and their mannerisms with the children during the last parts of Meetings 2 

and 3. Specifically, I asked them to think about their field placement experiences 
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from that day, not experiences they had had in the distant past.  Questions I asked 

included: 

“What did you say to the children as they entered your room this 
morning?”  
 
“Who did you hug, hold hands with, pat on the back, or give high-fives to 
today? Any gender distinctions?” 
 
“Did you use gender specific language, calling attention to the categories 
of ‘girl’ and ‘boy’?” 
 
“Did you notice your cooperating teacher doing anything you noticed as 
being gender teaching? What did you think? Have you done the same 
thing? What did you do when you noticed it?” 
 
“What do you mean ‘girly-girl’ (or ‘tomboy,’ ‘macho,’ ‘effeminate,’ etc.)? 
What does that mean to you? Why? Where did those words come from?” 
 
Approximately 4 weeks passed during Meetings 3 and 4, during which the 

participants were instructed to evaluate their classroom practices regarding 

gender.  As mentioned earlier, Group A never got around to discussing the topic 

during the meeting so they emailed me their responses.  Group B was also 

interested in discussing other things, but we were able to get some time dedicated 

to answering the question.  Due to these glitches in data collection, responses are 

short, unlike responses to Question 1.   Long conversations with back and forth 

discussion was not had on this topic.  Interpreting the nature of their responses 

and lower levels of participation, the participants seemed to be uninterested in this 

topic and unmotivated to explore it with me. 
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Generally, the personal responses to how their beliefs are reflected in their 

classroom methods did show an element of change. Judging their willingness to 

investigate their own practice and to share their thoughts with me was considered 

to be a significant shift in the way the question of beliefs’ influence on their 

practice was received in the first meetings. Jamie and Jessee seemed to have spent 

the most time critically observing themselves, for they had answers that reflected 

sincere thought. 

“I told you in the first meeting that I made sure I spent equal time talking 
to girls as boys and even had my cooperating teacher time me on it.  But 
then I started thinking about what I was doing during that time.  I noticed 
that when the children were working at their tables and I was going around 
to them that I would just talk to the girls but I would get down on eye level 
with the boys.  I think maybe I have more confidence in the girls and that 
they don’t need me to do that.  Or maybe I think the boys are more worthy 
of my direct eye contact.  I don’t know why, I just noticed that I’m doing 
that kind of stuff.” (Jamie) 
 
“I started noticing that stuff I did that I thought was enforcing fairness was 
actually reinforcing stereotypes.  Like I would fuss at the girls when they 
wouldn’t let a boy play with them in the house center.  I’d tell them that 
the boys can play there too.  Then I thought that by saying ‘too’ that I was 
having to give them special permission to join the girls’ play place. It felt 
bad after I noticed what I was doing.” (Jessee) 
 

 Other participants spoke about things they were noticing in general in the 

classroom that pertained to gender. For example, Shannon shared a story in which 

she explains that she was beginning to see that “traditional” female behavior, like 

being quiet and still, were privileged in the classroom.  “Boys get in trouble more 

because they don’t act like girls!” Hence, boys receive more of the teacher’s 
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attention, even though it is negative attention, and girls are forced to sit and wait.  

This, Shannon explained, is one way that she could see how the male dominated 

world in which males get things faster is really happening as early as 

kindergarten. 

 Robin shared a story that related to the observation Shannon shared.  

Robin said that she and her cooperating teacher received a new student in the 

class early in the semester and they were both relieved to learn that it was a girl.  

This comment went without any special attention until Shannon pointed out that 

school expectations are set up to favor female behavior. Robin remembered the 

new student comment, “Oh thank god it’s a girl” and recognized that she was in 

fact favoring genders and because of that, was participating in gender 

acculturation. 

The participants’ responses to the question related to pedagogy showed a 

great amount of change, from resistance to emerging awareness, within only a few 

weeks. These data suggest tha t beliefs are in a perpetual state of flux, being 

susceptible to influence from peers, mentors, media and experiences. Because 

these seven pre-service teachers originally expressed ideas of defense (e.g., “I 

don’t”), they dramatically changed their attitudes and responses over the course of 

8 weeks. Such change would not occur in stable belief systems. 

Summary 
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The inconsistent and unstable nature of belief systems is not an issue 

limited to only one or even a few pre-service teachers. Social discourses are 

complex, contradictory, and resistant to any sort of simple explanation.  Although 

it was my belief throughout the study that these pre-service teachers’ beliefs 

would be composed of straight lines that would allow them to fit easily within 

simple explanatory boxes, the data indicate that such a belief is inherently flawed. 

The responses to the question, “What do you believe about young children’s 

gender construction?” has revealed a wide range of beliefs, stretching from 

socialization to religion. 

 Table 4 below includes a synthesized illustration of the contradictions and 

mixtures of beliefs explored above.  In the table are 3 columns. The first column 

contains 3 quotes highlighted as answers to the research question, “What do you 

believe about young children’s gender construction?” The quotes have been 

modified for the purpose of space, but nothing that affects the integrity of the 

participants’ beliefs has been deleted.  These quotes have no significance other 

than they illustrate the instability of the participants’ ideas. The second column 

includes labels that have been assigned to the beliefs embedded within the 

participants’ quotes. These labels originated from the literature reviewed for the 

purpose of this study.  The third column explicitly examines the internal 

inconsistencies and contradictions within each participant’s response in order to 

view the disorderly nature of their beliefs.   
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TABLE 4: Review of inconsistencies, contradictions, and mixed beliefs 

Quotes Beliefs  Examinations  
“When she started doing imaginary play 
she just drifted to those dolls even 
though they bought her trucks, and they 
encouraged both.  I don’t know, some of 
it might have been because she was 
going to daycare too and might have 
been picking it up from the other kids, 
but I know from an early age she just 
loved her dolls. And it made me think, I 
wasn’t teaching her that, her parents 
weren’t teaching her that, we weren’t 
pushing her toward that, you know?  Yet 
here she is out here doing the mommy 
thing, maybe it was because of mommy, 
you know?” 

Play serving as a 
window into the 
psyche. 
 
 
The power of peer 
socialization. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Same-sex parent role 
identification. 

The three beliefs expressed 
in this quote by Pat shows 
her mixture of beliefs, two 
of which are contradictory.  
She first says that the little 
girl “just drifted to the 
dolls” even though there 
were trucks around.  This 
indicates that she believes 
play is internally motivated. 
Yet a few sentences later, 
she expresses belief in 
socialization, both from 
peers and parents. These are 
contradictory beliefs. Based 
on the analysis of this quote, 
Pat will be vacillating 
between beliefs, remain 
unclear on what she 
believes, engage in 
contradictory practices 
because of that, and will 
potentially offer parents 
contradictory messages of 
their children.  

 
“I think a lot of it has to do with, when 
you’re so young, your environment. I 
watch my niece and my nephew, she’s 3 
and he’s 1 and a half….  I watched a 2-
year-old in Montana this summer, a little 
boy Nicholas. He just wanted to do 
everything. He loved this one particular 
doll. He would not put down this doll 
because Ashton had it and he would just 
not put it down. He loved it. I don’t 
think he, he never crossed the line with 
the doll part of it.”   

 
The belief in 
environmental 
influences. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Religious beliefs. 

 
Jessee’s quote is more 
disorderly and alarming 
than contradictory. She 
begins discussing her beliefs 
about children’s gendering 
(i.e., environmental 
influence), but ends with 
discussing her personal 
religious beliefs. The 
mixture of the two means 
that she is using her 
personal  
religious beliefs to interpret 
children’s behavior.  This 
will have a huge influence 
on how she conducts her 
classroom. 

 
 “I think that it has its biological origins 

 
Biological 

 
The internal contradictions 
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but that it’s reinforced socially. And this 
might be a little abstract, but I think that 
had it not had some kind of biological 
origin then like everyone would hold an 
infinite number of ways of being.”  

Reductionism. 
 
Socialization/ Social 
influence. 
 

in the first sentence are 
readily apparent.  The 
ability for something that is 
biological to be 
simultaneously social is an 
argument that may be 
applicable for innate human 
needs such as 
communication, survival, 
and ridding one’s body of 
waste. But to argue that the 
notion of gender is 
biological and social is one 
that cannot be made. 
Furthermore, Robin’s 
second sentence of the quote 
is a direct contradiction of 
her belief in androgyny and 
the possibility of having 
infinite ways of being.  
Robin’s confusion and 
contradictions come across 
as meaning that she is not 
sure in what she believes 
and therefore is throwing 
out philosophical types of 
answers perhaps in hopes of 
a reaction from me or the 
other participants.  This 
possibility is alarming 
because it could mean that 
in her classroom she will 
continue to wander around 
in search of reactions rather 
than understandings. 

 
Conclusion 

There was no one-majority belief, no clean, tidy categorizing of the 

participants’ beliefs.  Instead, there was a complex mixture of beliefs that were 

often internally inconsistent, impressionable, questionable, and at times 

contradictory (as represented in Table 4 as well as in data discussion). This 
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finding demonstrates why the nature of early childhood education pre-service 

teachers’ beliefs needs to be explored.   
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CHAPTER SIX 

 DISCUSSION 
 

“I wanted a perfect ending…Now I’ve learned, the hard way, that some poems 
don’t rhyme, and some stories don’t have a clear beginning, middle, and end.  

Life is about not knowing, having to change, taking the moment and making the 
best of it, without knowing what’s going to happen next. Delicious Ambiguity.”   -

Gilda Radner 
 
Introduction 

Ambiguity Within Early Childhood Education Pre-Service Teachers’ 

Beliefs was guided by the desire to better understand the nature of early childhood 

education pre-service teachers’ beliefs. In order to work with this focus, the 

question, “What do early childhood pre-service teachers believe about young 

children’s gender construction?” was utilized. 

 Chapter 1 provided an overview of this dissertation study, including the 

research questions, purpose of the study, and definition of terms. Chapter 2 

reviewed a small body of the current literature related to the representation of 

early childhood pre-service teachers’ beliefs. Chapters 3 and 4 lay paradigmatic 

and methodological foundations for the data provided in chapter 5.  Finally, this 

chapter presents a discussion of the findings for this study, including study 

limitations, implications, and recommendations for future research. 

In chapter 2, the literature review suggests that early childhood education 

pre-service teachers’ beliefs are made up of either top-down or bottom-up 
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perspectives (Butterworth, 1991; Clark & Peterson, 1986; Davies, 1988, 2001; 

Dewey, 1938; Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001; Mac Noughton, 1996; Pajares, 1992; 

Schoonmaker & Ryan, 1996; Williams, 1996). However, after participating in this 

study and listening to a group of early childhood education pre-service teachers, 

the models discussed are found to be inaccurate and overly simplistic.   

The data in this study suggest four questions/issues for further 

consideration: (1) stability of beliefs; (2) knowledge of beliefs; (3) teacher 

educator beliefs; and (4) effectiveness of teacher education courses. 

Stability of beliefs 

Literature and research on pre-service teachers’ beliefs defines “belief” as 

an articulation of ideas that are individual, intensely held, and influence behavior 

(Bandura, 1986; Dewey, 1933; Richardson, 1996). An additional facet to such a 

compilation of definition is offered—beliefs are not only individual, beliefs about 

beliefs are individual. In reviewing the literature no consistent and agreed upon 

definition for this construct was offered. Yet I was able to find ample research 

articles to create a literature review.  

It seems that even though no one can define “beliefs,” it is assumed to be a 

given that they exist and that they can be articulated as being some “one” thing. 

What this study revealed was that beliefs are much more complex and that they 

are not stable. They are fluid entities that are constantly in flux and are in a 

perpetual state of change. The inconsistency and contradictions found in the 
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participants’ responses suggest that beliefs regarding children and teaching are 

still being formed during the teacher preparation period of time. Such a notion 

would have direct impact on the way teacher education classes are taught and 

assignments are given. 

Knowledge of beliefs 

A practice that is growing in popularity in teacher education is the idea of 

student reflection and reflective teaching. Reflective teaching is a pedagogical 

movement led largely by Kenneth Zeichner. In his book Reflective Teaching 

(1996), he and co-author Daniel Liston define reflective actions as being those 

which involve “active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief or 

practice in light of the reasons that support it and the further consequences to 

which it leads” (9). It has become so infused into teacher education programs tha t 

it is an expected act in which pre-service teachers should engage. “We believe 

that perhaps the most important thing that training institutions can do is help 

teachers begin the process of reflection” (Stott & Bowman, 1996, 176).  

Most commonly reflection on practice is encouraged/required through the 

methods of story telling, journal writing, and action research (Zeichner, 1992). 

Clark (1988) also advocates reflective teaching practices by teacher educators 

through the use of inquiry. He states that better questions can evoke better 

reflections. Such methods are praised as being key to helping pre-service teachers 

learn to intelligently and intuitively adjust their practice (Stott & Bowman, 1996). 
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It is not clear, however, in what way the practice should be adjusted—I guess it 

depends upon one’s beliefs. 

The importance of this issue is that reflective teaching strategies are based 

on the assumptions that pre-service teachers’ beliefs are knowable and that the 

students know what they believe. As suggested in the data presented in this study, 

pre-service teachers are unsure of their beliefs, at times even contradicting 

themselves within a single sentence. Requiring students to reflect upon beliefs 

that are not yet formed is analogous to requiring to eat food that is not yet grown. 

Ideas and prior knowledge are present, but labeling them as “beliefs” that satisfy 

the definition of “intensely held” is not an idea the data of this study can support. 

Teacher educator beliefs 

Teacher educators operate with the assumption (dare I call it a belief?) that 

they can know pre-service teachers’ beliefs. How can teacher educators know 

who the students are and what they bring to the college classroom? Clark (1988) 

argues that student’s pre- and misconceptions can be revised or replaced only if 

considerable teaching time and energy are devoted to unmasking and confronting 

students’ misconceptions before proceeding with instruction. But if the students 

are not stable in their beliefs and are constantly in a state of flux, as demonstrated 

in this study, in what way can those beliefs be questioned and unmasked? 

It was my experience in this study that pre-service teachers heavily rely on 

their personal experience stories to articulate their beliefs. The seven participants 
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contextua lized their belief statements most often in terms of their experiences. 

Approximately 84% of the things the participants shared included the words “I 

remember.”  

“I remember that my son always wanted to wear my underclothes…” 

“I remember my brother playing soccer but both of us took piano 
lessons…” 

 
“I remember the girl I baby sat just drifted to playing with dolls…” 

“I remember going outside to work with my brothers and they took their 
shirts off and I ran out there with my shirt off and got the talk about ‘girls don’t 
do that.’” 

 
“I remember my mom saying that my older brother had a doll.” 

“I remember having Daddy days. On Saturdays I was Daddy’s girl.” 

“I remember my son wanted to grow his hair out.” 

And so forth. Every participant had multiple experiences to share that 

were intended to be explanation regarding her/his current beliefs. But the beliefs 

that were embedded within the stories were unrecognized by the participants. 

These types of theories are implicit and it will be the job of the teacher educator to 

help make them explicit in order to effectively work with them in the coursework.  

Effectiveness of teacher education courses 

Lastly, data analysis indicates that the majority of these pre-service 

teachers’ beliefs were composed conceptions (pre- and mis-) of their personal 

experiences, not theory-based information.  In the last focus group meetings the 
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participants were asked how much of what they had shared in the study was 

connected to things they had learned in their teacher education classes.  Each 

participant said, “none.” This is known to be inaccurate because I personally 

included issues such as developmental theory, critical questioning and children’s 

roles in constructing knowledge in the class I taught them! (See Appendix C for a 

course syllabus.) So although some things that were said can be linked to theory, 

such as biology, developmental psychology, or psychoanalysis, these participants 

were not intentionally expressing theory.  They were speaking from lived 

experiences and personal hunches. 

This raises an important question for teacher educators to ponder: What do 

students take from our teacher education courses? Smith (1997) reported that pre-

service teachers in his study worked more from their theoretical beliefs than from 

their experiential beliefs with regard to DAP. My findings were not consistent 

with his. My work found closer alignment with Genishi et al.’s (2001) statement 

that “beliefs students take from their teacher education programs are subject to 

change when students work with cooperating teachers who may hold alternative 

beliefs about early childhood education” (1185). Similarly, Zeichner (1980, 1992) 

argues that teacher education practicums are flawed systems of preparation 

because of the incongruent nature of beliefs between the university classrooms, 

field supervisors, and cooperating teachers. Zeichner reports that the mixed 

messages students receive in this system sets up pre-service teachers for massive 
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amounts of confusion in what (and who) they believe. 

Summary 

The findings of this study indicate that belief systems of early childhood 

education pre-service teachers are complex, unstable, internally inconsistent, and 

not monolithic. It was found that although the literature on the relationship 

between beliefs and practice in education paint an either/or picture (either top-

down or bottom-up) that is too simplistic of an explanation. I argue that those two 

positions are misleading and inaccurate because they fail to take into account the 

fullness of a “belief” definition and recognize that this term is not applicable to 

pre-service teachers’ ideas.   

Based on the findings of this study, a revised model that more fully 

captures the ambiguity of pre-service teacher beliefs is recommended. I believe 

that a perspective that more closely reflects the nature of beliefs according to the 

seven early childhood education pre-service teachers who participated in this 

study will be more effective as they work with pre-service teachers and their 

beliefs. 

Implications for teacher education 

“If an interpretation of what goes on in classrooms does not point directly to  
how teaching might be improved or how classrooms might be better managed,  
why bother with it?”      (Jackson, 1990/1968, xviii). 
 
 Teacher educators are presented with evidence that should stimulate a 

conversation with regard to providing opportunities for early childhood education 
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pre-service teachers to explore their beliefs about issues related to their practice.  

Opportunities for such exercises should be built into the teacher education courses 

so that students have encouragement and support to examine, develop and 

possibly change their ideas about pedagogy, and to perhaps solidify ideas into 

beliefs.   

As this study has shown, pre-service teachers bring to their teacher 

education program a range of ideas, assumptions, and preconceptions mostly from 

personal experiences, that affects their pedagogy.  Teacher educators will need to 

consider ways in which they can change their methods of communication and 

their strategies of preparing early childhood education pre-service teachers.  

Courses and syllabi are already packed with course work, but time also needs to 

be allocated for the study of the nature of personal beliefs (Bodycott et al., 2001).  

Methods that could be included in education classrooms that would 

develop the pre-service teachers’ investigation of beliefs may include activities 

such as the use of personal metaphors.  Metaphors about teaching invite insights 

into the development of pre-service teachers as they exp lore theories, practice 

teaching strategies, and enter the profession of education (Knowles, 1994). In 

addition, metaphors are valuable for teacher educators to include in their teaching 

because they allow access to individuals’ thoughts.  This subsequently creates 

opportunities for teacher educators to present alternatives, challenges, and more 

meaningful content connections to the students’ current ways of thinking, 
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knowing, and believing. The purpose of such activities is not to change the pre-

service teachers’ thinking, but rather to initiate investigation into their 

conceptions in order to bring a wide-awakeness to their teaching and for their 

teaching lives to be well examined. 

Implications for research 

Viewing belief systems as indicators of the decisions individuals make 

throughout their lives is becoming a more and more recognized domain of 

schooling that should be addressed by educational researchers (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1992; Hargreaves, 1995; Holt-Reynolds, 1992; Knowles, 1994; 

Knowles & Holt-Reynolds, 1994; Oppewal, 1993; Pajares, 1992; Pintrich, Marx, 

& Boyle, 1993; Short & Burke, 1996). It is becoming a widely agreed upon 

notion that beliefs teachers hold influence their perceptions and judgment, which 

subsequently affect their behavior in the classroom. Thus, it is obvious that 

understanding the belief structures of pre-service teachers is beneficial for their 

professional preparation and future teaching practices. Pintrich (1990) argues that 

pre-service teachers’ beliefs are the most valuable psychological construct of 

teacher education. Dewey (1938) states that it is appropriate to plan for 

experiential end points so that it is better known in which direction one needs to 

move. The findings in this study support both notions, although it is being argued 

for the term “belief” to be replaced with “ideas,” “assumptions,” or “pre-

/misconceptions” because of the missing component of “intensely held.” 



 

168 

 

It is hoped that the field of research will continue exploring the nature of 

beliefs, rather than buying into the assumption that they are simply there to 

discuss. As with any social construct, beliefs are complex systems that should not 

be viewed as knowable, stable, or universal. Clark (1988) issued a call for 

research on teacher thinking, sharply criticizing the then current approaches to 

teacher preparation. Despite the sharp-tongue element of his article, he still falls 

into the lazy and uncritical use of the word “belief.” 

Study limitations and suggestions 
 

Three significant limitations are embedded within this study: challenges 

associated with the belief construct, presentation of data via narratives, and 

research design.  These three limitations will be briefly explored and suggestions 

for ways to avoid them in the future will be discussed.  First, the complexity of 

the core construct of this study, beliefs, limited the possibilities of depth that 

could have been explored with the participants.  This is due not only to the 

slippery nature of defining beliefs, but also the intensity with which beliefs are 

held.  In the “Definition of Terms” section of Chapter 1, the challenge to 

operationalize “beliefs” was addressed and therefore it will not be further 

explored here.  Rather, the strongholds of beliefs as a study limitation will be 

highlighted. 

In my belief system, when humans enter this world, they immediately 

begin theorizing about their social and natural surroundings and from that they 
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make inferences about themselves and their surroundings. These early theories, 

unless revised due to contradictory experiences, become beliefs and are highly 

resistant to change.  Pajares (1992) explains that the earlier a belief is 

incorporated into the belief structure, the more difficult it is to change. “The 

power of beliefs can easily outweigh the clearest and most convincing contrary 

evidence” (317). When people engage in discussions that include revealing their 

deeply held beliefs, it is highly probable that they will leave the discussion with 

their previously established beliefs unchanged (Clark, 1988). 

The powerful grip of beliefs was evidenced in the focus groups for this 

dissertation.  A hidden objective of this study was to see what would happen 

when the participants’ beliefs were challenged with alternative beliefs (i.e., 

socialization versus agency).  A unanimous rejection of human agency was my 

answer.  I spent a great amount of time questioning why they all responded in the 

way that they did.  I considered issues of power, maintaining status quo, 

stubbornness, etc. Pajares (1992) offers stronghold of belief as another possibility, 

and I am inclined to agree. He explains that possessing firmly grounded beliefs 

reduces the amount of confusion we have regarding the massive amounts of 

rhetoric, debate, and information in our social, political, natural, and religious 

environments. Our beliefs reduce the amount of mental dissonance we encounter, 

even when the dissonance is highlighting inconsistencies in our beliefs.  “This is 
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one reason why they acquire emotional dimensions and resist change. People 

grow comfortable with their beliefs and these beliefs become their ‘self’” (318).  

Applying this theory to my participants, their collection of life experiences 

have led them to create ideas and ways of understanding social systems regarding 

gender construction and for many, appropriate roles for each gender.  They each 

were comfortable expressing their conceptions of how this part of identity comes 

to be.  My attempt to challenge their pre-existing belief systems by asking them to 

read an article that discussed (ove r a page and a half) human agency in gendering 

was destined for failure.  Pajares’ (1992) explanation helps me understand why 

agency, as an alternative belief system, was so quickly and strongly repelled.  I 

have an image in my head of laser bullets bouncing off force field shields in Star 

Wars. That is exactly how agency bounced off my participants. 

To utilize some early childhood theory, Piaget’s explanation of how new 

information is dealt with is assimilation and accommodation.  Assimilation is the 

ready acceptance and incorporation of the new information into existing belief 

structures and theory realms.  Accommodation, the act of reorganizing existing 

beliefs and theories, occurs when the new information cannot be assimilated.  

Beliefs are unlikely to be replace unless they reveal themselves to be 

unsatisfactory; and they are unlikely to be seen as unsatisfactory unless they are 

challenged in such a way that one is unable to assimilate them into existing belief 

structures (Pajares, 1992). 
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A possible way for this limitation to be avoided, or at least lessened, is to 

slow down the pace of the study and allow the participants time to work with the 

theory.  Agency is a highly difficult construct to understand.  I often find myself 

questioning and reworking my own understanding of it.  It was novice researcher 

error to include it in the manner I did.  It may have worked better if the 

participants had been given time to sufficiently consider agency as a belief they 

could accommodate into their pre-existing belief systems before outright 

rejection.  My approach in the study can be likened to skipping stones across a 

pond.  My suggestion is to approach it as a cross-Atlantic swim. 

The second limitation of this study was the issue of narrative data 

presentation that is built upon the theoretical framework of Jerome Bruner’s 

narrative mode of research, a process also known as storying.  Bruner explains 

that a researcher’s quest is sample narratives told not to see what they are about, 

but rather how the narrators cons truct themselves.  Requesting participants to tell 

their stories is not a means to discover what the participants know, but rather how 

they know it and why is has led them to be who they are. Chapter 4 has an 

extensive review of the narrative mode of research and storying as a data analysis 

and presentation tool, including their limitations. 

Current research indicates the significant role that personal histories have 

on shaping the thinking of pre-service teachers (Knowles & Holt-Reynolds, 

1994), their beliefs (Short & Burke, 1995) and the personal practical knowledge 
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they construct (Connelly and Clandinin, 1985) through their stories (Carter, 

1993). From Bruner’s (1986) perspective, we live storied lives, and it is from 

these stories that personal constructs (Kelly, 1955) are developed and refined. 

This process, in turn, influences the shape of our personal life story. Exploration 

of teachers’ stories and personal constructs provide insight into how teachers 

order knowledge (Elbaz, 1991). 

However, requesting pre-service teachers to explore and/or express their 

beliefs (i.e., to reflect upon what they believe), Hargreaves (1995) says is 

insufficient.  

“While reflection is central to teacher development, the mirror of 
reflection does not capture all there is to see in a teacher.  It tends to miss 
what lies deep inside teachers, what motivates them most about their 
work.  However conscientiously it is done, the reflective glance can never 
quite get to the emotional heart of teaching” (21) 

  
He explains that desire, or emotion, is the hallmark of good teaching. Teacher 

educators should strive to understand the emotional lives of their pre-service 

teachers, specifically their feelings for and in their work.  Once that is known, it is 

the instructor’s responsibility to “positively cultivate it and avoid negatively 

damaging it” (21).  This, he says, should be absolutely central to teacher 

education programs.  

 However, this emotional component is frequently neglected in most 

teacher education systems (Hargreaves, 1995). “The whole push toward creating 

more reflective practice tends to do this in rational, calculative, cognitive ways.  
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Reflective practice is usually presented as being about thinking, analyzing, and 

inquiring, not about feeling, intuiting, and engaging” (21).  I am honestly 

embarrassed to have this included in my limitations.  Each critique Hargreaves 

(1995) names regarding reflective practice is fully represented in my 

methodology, analysis, presentation, and recommendations.  I can see how I am 

simultaneously arguing against modernistic techniques toward pre-service teacher 

education yet am all the while using them. I did ask my participants to think, 

analyze, and inquire about their beliefs, and I did the same about my own.   

The third limitation of this study was the research design. I deliberately 

decided to use focus groups as my primary means for data collection because I 

believe that the purest way to find what can be known is through dialogue (Guba 

& Lincoln, 1994).  Although dialogue can happen in interview and focus groups 

forms, focus groups allowed me to work with more than one person at a time, 

thereby allowing the conversations to encompass and stimulate more topics than a 

single-person interview. At the onset of the study, I did not see the focus group 

design as an open door inviting participants to exchange their stories with me or 

with each other for amusement, curiosity, or moral support. I saw it instead as an 

opportunity for conversations to build upon one another and for fellow 

participants to discuss their beliefs together, thereby further clarifying and 

questioning meanings.  I also considered the group formats to be places for 
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community and communal caring, operating within the practice of care and 

connection (Hargreaves, 1995). 

 And I am happy to say that all my hopes for the focus group design were 

fulfilled.  The sharing of ideas, building of conversations, clarifying beliefs, 

community building, and caring relationships all occurred during the 8 focus 

group meetings.  The limitation arises in the mismatch between my data 

collection methods and my data analysis/presentation methods.  I have learned 

through hours of transcribing and crafting stories that if I want to allow 

participants’ words to stand alone and refuse to create grand na rratives from 

emerging themes, poly-vocal data is not the best option.  Participants would build 

off each other’s comments and it became incredibly difficult at times to tease 

transcripts apart and decipher if a participant was merely echoing a belief or 

expressing one of his/her own. This proved to be a significant limitation to the 

study and forced me to meddle with the data far more than I had originally 

wished. My suggestion for improvement is to think more carefully about internal 

consistency throughout the research design prior to onset. In the future, the 

research studies I conduct that continue my work with pre-service teacher 

epistemologies, I will consider doing a mix of individual interviews and focus 

groups.  In so doing, I will retain the benefits of community that are offered by 

focus groups and achieve the purity of data that solo voiced transcripts and stories 

offer. 
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 These three limitations, challenges associated with the belief construct, 

presentation of data via narratives, and research design all negatively affected the 

final research product.  However, they all also positively affected the researcher.  

This dissertation has been a learning experience and here at the end I look back in 

amazement at how much I have grown from it. 

Future research 

 The final recommendation for this study is to continue research on early 

childhood education pre-service teachers’ epistemologies.  The results of this 

study suggest that pre-/misconceptions influence their practice and that practice 

influences their thinking, that experiences are the dominant influence on pre-

service teachers’ ways of knowing, and that the nature of their “beliefs” is 

ambiguous at best.  

 As a result of the above listed findings in this study, the following are 

recommendations for future research: 

First, replications of this study employing participant groups of the same 

representative characteristics but in different areas of the country.  It can be 

assumed that different regions of the country have different ways of knowing and 

different teacher education programs.  It could also be assumed that early 

childhood pre-service teachers have different experiences in different areas of the 

country.  Logically, then, it can be assumed that there may be regional differences 

in the belief systems of early childhood pre-service teachers.  These differences 
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may be discovered if further research is conducted in different areas of the 

country. 

 Second, replication of this study with a different methodology.  The 

methodology for this study was focus groups.  An interview methodology would 

offer more data pertaining to each participant, thus allowing more accurate stories 

to be told.  Individual voices would be stronger and a more honest presentation of 

beliefs would be possible. 

 Lastly, incorporation of classroom observations in conjunction with verbal 

expressions of beliefs.  Relying on the participants to recognize, retain, and recall 

episodes in which their beliefs affected their practice was a weakness of this study 

that could be remedied if I included observations of their teaching in my data 

collection.  Doing so would provide us with concrete examples to discuss during 

interviews. 

 Overall, this study provided a starting point for future research and 

writing.  I believe it was a beneficial experience for the participants and myself.  

We all learned a lot. I am looking forward to continuing my research career 

conducting critical investigations into the nature of early childhood education pre-

service teachers’ epistemologies as an attempt to improve the quality of teachers 

who work with young children. 
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APPENDIX A: POSITION OF WORK IN LITERATURE 
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APPENDIX B: INFORMED CONSENT LETTER 
 
 

Early Childhood Pre-Service Teachers’ Beliefs of Young Children’s  

Gender Construction 

You are invited to participate in a study of beliefs of how young children 

learn to be gendered humans.  My name is Candra D. Thornton and I am a 

doctoral candidate at The University of Texas at Austin.  This study is my 

dissertation research project.  You are being asked to participate in the study 

because you are a pre-service early childhood teacher and I am interested in your 

beliefs concerning young children’s gender construction.  If you participate, you 

will be one of approximately 15-20 pre-service teachers in the study. 

If you decide to participate, I will ask you to participate in four focus 

group meetings, each lasting approximately an hour and a half and each taking 

place at my home.  You are not required to answer every question asked during 

the focus group meetings.  Prior to the first meeting, you will be given a journal 

and asked to write about what you believe concerning gender construction.  The 

first meeting will take place early in the Fall 2001 semester, and we will discuss 

topics similar to those written about in your journal: your beliefs relating to 

gender construction, where those beliefs came from, and how you see gender 

construction occurring in early childhood classrooms.  The second and third 

meetings will take place in mid-Fall 2001, and we will discuss various 

perspectives related to gender construction.  For these meetings, you will be asked 
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to read one article (one per meeting) pertaining to young children and gender.  

You will be asked to record your thoughts about the articles in your journal prior 

to the meetings.  The last meeting will occur late-Fall 2001, and we will be aimed 

at debriefing your experience during the study. You will be asked to describe 

what you have been thinking during the course of the study and if there are any 

changes in your beliefs regarding gender construction in children and pedagogy 

due to the articles and focus group discussions. 

Focus group meetings will be audio-taped, but the cassettes will be coded 

so that no personally identifying information will be visible on them.  The tapes 

will be kept in a locked cabinet in my home and will be heard only by me and will 

be used only for research purposes.  The tapes will be erased after they are 

transcribed. 

There are no known risks, discomforts, or inconveniences associated with 

this study. The benefit of your participation in this study is the pleasure of 

knowing your participation may provide valuable information regarding how 

teacher education classes are designed and the content that is included in them.  

Your participation is potentially helping deconstruct a hegemonic belief system 

that is created within university teacher education programs.  A second potential 

benefit of this study for you is the information that you will receive regarding 

multiple ways of thinking about children and practice surrounding gender issues.  

This information could be useful as you become early childhood teachers.  
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Monetary benefits will not be available, but you will receive food items (pizza, 

chips, soda, etc.) during the focus group meetings. 

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can 

be identified with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with 

your permission. Your responses will not be linked to your name in any written or 

verbal report of this project. 

However, due to the fact that as co-members within focus groups, you will 

be aware of the identity of study participants and, therefore, confidentiality within 

groups will not be able to be protected.  You will be strongly cautioned against 

revealing the identity of the participants to anyone outside your assigned focus 

group.  This risk of participation (i.e., of exposed identity) is believed to be 

justified in light of the benefits (i.e., exp loring various ways of understanding 

children) and because the topic is non-controversial. 

Your decision to participate or not to participate will not affect your 

present or future relationship with The University of Texas at Austin.  Your 

decision to participate or not to participate will not affect your semester course 

grades or your evaluation with the education program.  If you have any questions 

about the study, please ask me.  If you have any questions later, call me at 419-

7659 or my supervisor, Lisa S. Goldstein, Ph. D., at 471-4089. You will be given 

a copy of this consent form for your records. 
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You are making a decision whether or not to participate.  Your signature 

below indicates that you have read the information provided above and have 

decided to participate in the study.  If you later decide that you do not want to 

participate in the study, simply tell me.  You may discontinue your participation 

in this study at any time. 

 

        

 Printed Name of Participant 

 
 

           

 Signature of Participant           Date 

 

           

 Signature of Investigator           Date 



 

182 

 

APPENDIX C: COURSE SYLLABUS 

EDC 371: Guiding Young Children in Groups 
Spring 2002    cd Mondays  cd   1:00-4:00 

 
Instructor: Candra D. Thornton   Phone: 689.5329 (cell) or 
419.7659 (home) 
Office: SZB 435 – TA Commons Carrel 18   Email: 
candra@mail.utexas.edu 
Office Hours: Mon. 11:00-1:00 or by appointment 
 
 
aCourse description and objectives 
The purposes of this course are to introduce some of the central theories and 
approaches utilized in teaching young children in classroom settings, to move you 
forward in understanding yourself as a teacher, and to support you in your pre-
kindergarten and kindergarten field placements. This is not a methods course—
you will not be taught how to teach kindergarten.  You will, however, be taught 
how to think about young children, how to watch for clues regarding what they 
need academically, socially, emotionally, and physically, and how to view the 
field of education with critical awareness, rather than with naïveté. Although the 
course is specifically labeled as an ECE course, the contents of the weekly classes 
are applicable to education in general. 
 
EDC 371 Guiding Young Children in Groups is the only course focused 
specifically on Pre-K and kindergarten in the EC-4 teacher preparation program.  
According to the ExCET, you will need to know about the following: 

• Child development and its impact on classroom life : cognitive development, social 
development/social relations, motor skills/ perceptual awareness, language 
development, factors affecting development, meeting individual needs, physical 
needs/ personal health  

• Ways to assess children: relationships between assessment, planning, and instruction, 
record-keeping 

• Social Contexts: understanding and responding to children’s behavior, 
discipline/order, self-discipline and autonomy, developing community, promoting 
diversity, play, family/culture 

• Environmental contexts: planning and organizing instruction, learning center-based 
instruction, group management, creating/ structuring the learning environment, 
materials and resources  

The assigned readings and requirements in conjunction with class discussions and 
activities will help prepare you for the Early Childhood component of the state 
ExCET exam. 
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aCourse texts 
• Ayers, W. (1989). The Good Preschool Teacher. NY: Teachers College Press 
• Nilsen, B. (1999). Week by Week Plans for Observing and Recording Young Children. 

Albany, NY: Delmar. 
• Paley, V. (2000). White Teacher. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
• Weber, E. (1984). Ideas Influencing Early Childhood Education. NY: Teachers College Press. 
• articles on reserve in PCL (see last page of syllabus) 

 

aRequirements & Grading 
There are potentially 200 points to earn in this course.  200-190 = A; 189-179 = 

B; 178-168 = C. 
 
P Participation – 10 Points.  Attendance, completing assigned readings, and 
active participation in class discussions and activities are all requirements in this 
course. Active engagement means expressing your own thoughts and listening to 
those of others, engaging in respectful dialogue with classmates, and being 
willing to challenge and be challenged by the important ideas in this cour se.  
Students are also expected to take leadership roles in particular class discussions, 
participate in role plays or dramatizations, and/or share their expertise in other 
ways. Not being present in class prevents you from being able to fulfill these 
expectations.  Therefore, each absence will cost your participation grade 3 points.  
***I cannot emphasize enough the central importance of completing each reading 
for every class.  Our class sessions depend on student preparation.  Failure to 
complete each assigned reading will be apparent in class activities.  Consistent 
failure to do the reading will result in deductions on your participation grade. 
 
P Teaching Metaphor Paper – 25 Points—Due February 25.  Based upon in-class 
activities, readings, and class discussions, you will create a metaphor: “Teacher 
As _______.” This should be focused specifically on YOU, not on teachers in 
general.  Discuss your beliefs about teaching, education, children, curriculum, 
etc., and how your metaphor encapsulates what you believe.  *Incorporate 
readings completed thus far in your paper to support your statements--lack of this 
will be reflected in your grade. Weave your discussion into a thoughtful, rich, 
insightful, creative, and well-written narrative—no bullet points or lists or partial 
sentences. [5-7 typed, double-spaced pages, 12-point font, 1 inch margins on top 
and bottom, 1.25” inch margins on sides]. Late papers will be deducted 5 points 
for each day it is late. 
 
P Teaching Metaphor Representation – 10 Points – Due February 25. After your 
paper is written and your metaphor is chosen, create a visual representation of 
your metaphor to be shared with the class. Your representation should fully reflect 
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your belief metaphor.  In order for a metaphor to work, it must “fit” from any 
possible way of looking at it—so choose carefully.  Points will not be awarded 
based on artistic ability, creativity, or elaborateness.  Instead, points will be 
awarded on how well the representation matches your beliefs and how well you 
are able to articulate the connection between the metaphor and the representation.  
Include a one-page explanation of your representation and how it symbolizes your 
belief/metaphor.  
 
P Good Preschool Teacher & You Paper – 25 Points – Due April 15. 
(1) Select your top three questions/concerns/ issues/worries about teaching.   
(2) Read The Good Preschool Teacher with these questions in mind.  How do 

these six exemplary teachers deal with your selected issues?  Take notes on all 
six teachers’ strategies for dealing with all three of your concerns.  If there is a 
gap—if one of the teachers doesn’t encounter or address your concern—make 
a guess as to how she would handle it.  

(3) Pick one of your issues to be the focus of your paper.  Read through the notes 
you took as you read and pick the issue that seems the most interesting.   

(4) Begin your paper by describing your selected issue.  Do so by telling about a 
critical incident that happened in your placement classroom that highlights 
your issue.  Why is this an issue for you?   

(5) Discuss how your cooperating teacher deals with this issue.  What do you like 
about her strategies?  What don’t you like?  What can you learn from her?   

(6) Continue by discussing how the six teachers in the book handle that issue.  
What do you like about each of their strategies?  What don’t you like? What 
can you learn from each of their practices?   

(7) Include a description of any other ideas you might have for dealing with this 
issue—things we discussed in class, things you saw other teachers doing at 
your site or during your classroom visit, etc.   

(8) Conclude by outlining your strategies for next semester.  How will you take 
all that you have learned and discussed in #5, 6, & 7 above and put those new 
ideas into practice? 

*I have written these points in a numbered list to make it easier for you to do a 
thorough job with the paper.  Please do not write the paper as a numbered list (no 
bullet points either!); I am looking for rich, beautiful, and thoughtful writing. [7–
10 typed, double-spaced pages, 12-point font, 1 inch margins on top and bottom, 
1.25” on sides]. Papers are due at the beginning of class. Late papers are deducted 
5 points each day it is late. 
 
PAssessment Portfolio – 130 Points—Due April 29.   
(1) Each week an observation and documentation strategy will discussed in class 

(total of 10).  
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You will be expected to practice that strategy on one child during your field 
placement hours throughout the semester. Specific expectations for how you 
should practice each tool will be explained in an “Assessment Portfolio 
Requirements” packet. (will be handed out in class) 

(2) With the practice samples collected all semester long, you will create an 
assessment portfolio for the child you have been observing. In the portfolio, 
you need to include the following items (a sample demonstration of what I 
want will be provided in class):  

• multiple samples of all 10 assessment methods 
• preliminary interpretations of what each type of assessment means for 

the child 
• short responses of your reaction to the assessment tool (loved/hated it, 

etc., and why) 
• discussion of each tool (pros/cons/benefits/challenges) based upon 

personal opinion, the Week by Week text, and class discussion 
• a written summative evaluation of the child based on the evidence 

you’ve collected all semester long that you would present to the 
child’s parents during a parent conference. 

• demonstration of proficiency with desktop publishing skills (specifics 
to be provided) 

 
On the last class day we will share our portfolios, giving each other feedback and 
suggestions. In addition, you will use your portfolio as the basis for a mock parent 
conference. 
(Portfolio = 100 pts.// Summative Eval. = 20 pts.// Parent Conference = 10 pts.// 
Total = 130 pts) 
 
*Attendance is mandatory for this class meeting. Failure to be present on this 
class day will result in losing half the point value of the portfolio (i.e., 150 
points).  The rationale behind this expectation and subsequent penalty is that 
knowing how to collect observations is only half the job—the other half is 
knowing how to use what you’ve documented in a conference-type setting. 
Portfolios will be available for you to pick up in SZB 244 (Early Childhood 
Office) by May 13.  

  
CThe following information is required by the College of Education: 

Policy on Scholastic Dishonesty: Student who violate University rules on 
scholastic dishonesty are subject to disciplinary penalties, including the 
possibility of failure in the course and/or dismissal from the University.  
Since dishonesty harms the individual, all students, and the integrity of the 
University, policies on scholastic dishonesty will be strictly enforced.  
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You should refer to the Student Judicial Services web site at 
http://www.utexas.edu/depts/dos/sjs/ to access the official University 
policies and procedures on scholastic dishonesty as well as further 
elaboration on what constitutes scholastic dishonesty. 
 
Course Evaluation will be done through your participation in the 
Measurement and Evaluation Center Course Instructor Survey.  The last 
day to drop this course without academic penalty is February 11. 

 
\Course Content and Organization 
Our weekly class sessions will consist of lecture, whole and small group 
discussion, and a range of in-class activities.  Because this course focuses on ideas 
that may be unfamiliar, it is essential that the assigned readings be completed 
prior to the class meeting for which they are scheduled. 
 

SECTION 1: CHILD DEVELOPMENT – COGNITIVE DOMAIN 
 
Jan. 14: What do I believe about guiding young children? 
 
Jan. 21: No class meeting in observance of Martin Luther King, Jr. Day. 
 
Jan. 28: Value of Play Beliefs 
 &: Jones & Reynolds—excerpt from The Play’s the Thing -course packet 
        Week by Week text 1-14 

?: Class logs (Week by Week, pp. 18-39) 
 

Feb. 4: Constructivist Beliefs (Piaget) 
&: Weber – chapter 10 
?: Piagetian conservation tasks (Week by Week, 167-185) 

 
Feb. 11: Co-Constructivist Beliefs (Vygotsky) 

&: Vygotsky—excerpt from Mind in Society 
Bodrova & Leong—excerpt from Tools of the Mind: The 
Vygotskian Approach to Early Childhood Education 

?: Interviewing (Week by Week, pp. 126-145) 
  

Feb. 18: Maturationist & Behaviorist Beliefs  
&: Weber—pages 22-32, chapters 4-5 
?: Checklists (Week by Week, pp. 62-82; 186-212) 
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Feb. 25: Teacher Metaphor Papers & Presentations Due (*attendance is 
mandatory) 
 

SECTION 2:  SOCIAL CONTEXTS 
 
March 4: Community Building Beliefs  

&: Charney—excerpt from Teaching Children to Care in course packet 
?: Running Records (Week by Week, pp. 83-102) 

 
March 11: Spring Break!! 
 
March 18: Social Diversity Beliefs 

&: Paley—White Teacher—whole book   
?: Anecdotal observation (Week by Week, pp. 40-61) 

 
March 25: Social Contexts & Assessment  

&: Paley—White Teacher—review book   
?: review assessment tools studied thus far 

 
SECTION 3: ENVIRONMENTAL CONTEXTS 

 
April 1: Writing Workshop - Spend this class session preparing for the GPST 
assignment. 

&: Ayers –The Good Preschool Teacher  
?: none 

 
April 8: Planning & Organizing Instruction Beliefs 

&: Weber—chapter 6  
                Rugg & Shumaker—excerpt from The Child-Centered School 
(packet). 

?: Time Sampling (Week by Week, pp. 146-166) 
 
April 15: Learning Centers, Environment, Materials, & Resources Beliefs 

&: Ayers –The Good Preschool Teacher  
?: Frequency counts (Week by Week, pp. 103-125) 

 
April 22: Group Management, Self-discipline, and Autonomy Beliefs  

&: none 
?: Work Samples & Video/photo/aud io (Week by Week, pp. 213-236; 

237-255) 
*GOOD PRESCHOOL TEACHER & YOU PAPER IS DUE* 
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April 29: Last Class Day (*attendance is mandatory) 

-Assessment Portfolios due (be prepared to share) 
-Mock Parent Conferences 
-In-class evaluations (informal and formal) 

 
 
Reading Packet on Reservation in PCL References (in order of appearance) 
 

Jones, E. & Reynolds, G. (1992). The play’s the thing: Teachers’ roles in 

children’s play. NY: Teacher’s College Press. (pp. 1-14). 

Vygotsky, L. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher 

psychological processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. (pp. 52-57, 

79- 91). 

Bodrova, E. & Leong, D. J. (1996). Tools of the mind: The vygotskian 

approach to early childhood education.  NJ: Prentice-Hall. (pp. 8-14, 35-47). 

Charney, R. S. (1992). Teaching children to care. Greenfield, MA: 

Northeast Foundation for Children. (pp. 3-50). 

Rugg, H. & Shumaker, A. (1928). The child-centered school: An appraisal 

of the new education. Yonkers-on-Hudson, NY: World Book. (pp. 54-67). 
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