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Abstract
This article is a report from research on gender stereotyping of students by teachers. The 
aim of the study was to verify whether teachers show a tendency to stereotype students by 
gender in their work. School, or specifically teacher-student interactions, was chosen as the 
research area because it constitutes a critical and powerful socialising agenda that provides 
a permanent social and physical context for children’s activities and identity formation. To 
analyse this phenomenon, a survey was conducted on 133 primary school teachers in Poland. 
The study shows that teacher gender-specific expectations affect both boys and girls in the 
school environment; however, their distribution is not even across all studied areas of inter-
action. The studied tendency was found to be relatively low for questions about gender role 
expectations towards children. However, an opposite trend was discovered with regard to the 
frequency and type of teachers’ interactions with girls and boys.

Keywords: gender stereotyping, teachers, socialisation, masculinity, femininity.

1 The article was awarded in the 2nd edition of Professor Mariola Chomczyńska-Rubacha’s 
Competition on „Masculinity and Femininity as Coordinates of Education”. 
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Introduction

Gender is a concept most readily and most frequently applied in processes 
of social categorisation along with the resulting generalisations (Strykowska, 
1991, pp. 123–134). It is by far the most important criterion recognised even 
by very young children who use gender to categorise the social environment. 
There are many reasons why children do it. Firstly, they are constantly provided 
with information about gender. Secondly, gender is often perceived as a bina-
ry category, making it easier for children to classify information. Moreover, it 
determines children’s first direct experiences with both in-group and out-group 
members (Mackie et al., 1999, pp. 44–45). As a biological but also fundamental 
social category, gender has a significant impact on the behavioural, cognitive, 
and emotional functioning of an individual, conditioning people’s expectations 
and opportunities (Chomczyńska-Miliszkiewicz, 2002, p. 39). 

The democratisation of life in Poland and the global rise of the second-wave 
feminism of the 1960s have revolutionised the social functioning of women and 
men. Changes emerging in the areas of culture, language, and social awareness 
have contributed to raising the profile of sex and gender also in pedagogy and 
the sociology of education. Identity formation and the development of human 
sexuality are currently recognised as fundamental in social sciences. 

This article revolves around the key concept of gender that determines 
a person’s identity not only in anatomical terms but also as a result of cultural 
and social pressure. Children’s psychological and biological potential is largely 
influenced by the culture and society in which they function. School is one of the 
key socialisation agents that children are confronted with in the early years of 
life. Using socio-cultural terms, school disseminates through its activities both 
open and hidden messages about masculinity and femininity, while forming 
expectations towards children as to which behaviour is consistent with a given 
gender schema (Chomczyńska-Rubacha, 2004, p. 53). Through its structure, or-
ganisation, internal relations, and culture, school tends to reflect the commonly 
accepted and dominant values, norms and beliefs with regard to what is recog-
nised to be feminine or masculine, frequently reproducing the asymmetry in the 
statuses and roles of men and women. As a result, the patriarchal social order 
continues to be reinforced not only through routine and formal practices, but 
also in interpersonal relations determined by a gender regime and, consequent-
ly, gender stereotypes and prejudices, discriminating educational practices, and 
gender-specific teacher expectations towards students (Chmura-Rutkowska & 
Mazurek, 2018, pp. 133–134). 
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Gender stereotypes in education observed in teacher-student 
interactions

Research shows that children begin to absorb gender stereotypes at a very early 
stage of development, which automatically affects their ambitions, life, and ca-
reer choices in the future. The stereotype according to which boys have higher 
levels of intellectual ability than girls is observed in children as young as 6, as 
revealed by studies on mixed-sex groups of children aged 5 to 7 (Bian et al., 
2017, pp. 389–391).

One of the studies assessed children’s endorsement of the ‘brilliance = 
male’ stereotype using three tasks. In task I, children were told a story about 
a person who was ‘really, really smart’, whereby no hints were provided as to 
the protagonist’s gender. Then they were asked to indicate which of four unfa-
miliar adults (two men, two women) was the main character of the story. In task 
II, children were introduced to several pairs of same- or different-gender adults 
and were asked to guess who was the ‘really, really smart’ one in every pair. 
In task III, children had to match attributes (e.g. intelligence) and objects (e.g. 
a hammer) with images of unfamiliar men and women. 

The answers of 5-year-old children corresponded to their own gender: girls 
identified the protagonist of the story as a woman, boys as a man. However, the 
situation was different in children aged 6. While boys stood by their original 
choice claiming that the main character of the story was the same sex as them, 
girls had no such certainty and a vast majority of them did not point to their own 
gender in the presented tasks (Bian et al., 2017, pp. 389–391). 

Education based on a transfer of meanings, the essence of which is a direct 
interaction between a teacher and a student, makes the former a crucial sociali-
sation factor in the life of the latter (Barnes, 1998, pp. 10–12). Student-teacher 
interactions are founded on both verbal and non-verbal behaviours carrying 
certain attitudes, expectations, and requirements that continue to permeate our 
gender (Chomczyńska-Rubacha, 2004, p. 111). Gender socialisation that occurs 
also through teachers’ gender-specific expectations has an effect on students and 
their performance (Muntoni & Retelsdorf, 2018, pp. 212–220). 

Current research clearly indicates that stereotypical views about women 
and men are present among both female and male teachers in Polish schools, 
who believe that differences in human predispositions and characteristics are 
largely dictated by biological potential (Kopciewicz, 2009, p. 311; Pesu et al., 
2016, pp. 63–71). 

Teachers’ personal views and expectations regarding children’s gender are 
visible as early as in pre-school education – not only in direct teacher-child 
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interactions, expressed for example by different disciplining strategies for boys 
and girls, but also in how the space is organised in the nursery school (Børve 
& Børve, 2017, pp. 1069–1081). These findings are to a certain degree an ex-
tension of the results of research conducted on parents and teachers. Parents 
of children aged 3 to 5 seem to show a strong tendency to prefer certain toys 
depending on gender – boys’ toys and games concentrate on action and technol-
ogy, while those of girls on care and stereotypically female behaviour (Francis, 
2010, pp. 325–344). In addition, pre-school teachers report gender differences, 
further perpetuated, as regards children’s involvement in playing. Girls are said 
to be more engaged in playing home/family and games related to caring, while 
boys in playing superheroes and rough-and-tumble play (Logue & Harvey, 
2009, pp. 32–49; Hardardottir & Petursdottir, 2014, pp. 1–14).

The reproduction of the stereotypical feminine/masculine beliefs at the pre-
school stage is also highlighted by Małgorzata Falkiewicz-Szult. In her study, 
teachers were asked to categorise children’s toys and activities. Girls were of-
fered board games with fewer elements or with a limited number of rules. In 
contrast, boys were encouraged to engage in ‘more educational’ activities that 
foster logical and creative thinking (Falkiewicz-Szult, 2007, p. 130). 

Interesting findings may be found in studies of pre-school boys’ and girls’ 
reading skills, depending on teachers’ views of gender. In one of them, boys 
turned out to be less motivated to read in pre-school and less competent in read-
ing one year later in primary school if their pre-school teacher held a traditional 
gender role attitude. Researchers measured the teacher’s gender role attitude, 
children’s motivation to read, their reading skills in pre-school, and at the end of 
the first grade in primary school. It was established that the more traditional the 
teacher’s attitude was, the weaker was boys’ motivation to learn to read. Girls’ 
motivation did not seem to be related to the teacher’s gender role attitude and it 
did not have an effect on their later reading skills in primary school (Wolter et 
al., 2015, pp. 1–10). 

Traditional gender role attitudes are also reflected in primary school where 
teachers tend to concentrate more on boys when teaching mathematics and on 
girls when teaching reading. Ample research indicates that boys are at the focus 
of teachers’ attention in science lessons. For example, Grzegorz Mazurkiewicz’s 
observations of 30 chemistry, biology, and mathematics lessons in six different 
schools show that girls were very rarely involved in the subject due to teachers’ 
general focus on boys. Female students did not attempt to answer questions 
addressed to the entire class; however, teachers did not encourage them to try 
and share their opinion. Even when one teacher emphasised how important it 
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was for everyone to be involved, which she did by looking for someone ‘who 
hasn’t said anything yet’, she still turned to more quiet boys rather than girls. 
Boys were more often asked to do the assignments on the board while girls were 
engaged in activities such as writing down the topic or circulating test sheets. 
An analysis of teacher-student interactions in each lesson revealed that boys re-
ceived more attention than girls; for example, during one lesson of mathematics 
only nine interactions were observed that involved girls compared with 19 that 
involved boys (Mazurkiewicz, 2006, pp. 89–91).

Another important aspect in the studied context is the communication be-
tween teachers and students. Research shows that teacher-student interactions are 
dominated by the model where a teacher imposes a certain behavioural pattern 
while students submit to it (Mazurkiewicz, 2006, p. 82). Moreover, teachers are 
more likely to interact with boys rather than girls in categories such as offering 
instructions, listening, expressing approval or disapproval. While boys are more 
frequent recipients of negative comments, they also are given relatively more pos-
itive feedback compared with girls. In addition, boys experience a more severe 
criticism than their female friends (Kaplan & Sedney, 1980, p. 216). 

Comments on boys’ inappropriate behaviour have also been found to dif-
fer from those addressed to girls – not only in the terms used to stress the de-
gree of reprehensible behaviour but also in quantity. Male students are typically 
punished for inappropriate behaviour during lessons, breaks, or towards adults. 
A frequently emphasised aspect in this context is their aggressive behaviour. 
Educators often say that boys enter into conflict situations with teachers be-
cause they are more sensitive to acts of injustice than girls. Teachers tend to use 
this argument also to justify boys’ aggression which they explain with boys’ 
need to defend the weak as well as with biological or developmental reasons. 
In contrast, in teachers’ opinion girls are more respectful of them than boys 
and find public criticism more distressing. Moreover, a vast majority of teach-
ers’ comments addressed to girls refer to their appearance (hairstyle, clothes), 
which is a rarity in the case of boys (Górnikowska-Zwolak, 2004, pp. 102–103). 
Teachers’ use of this strategy stems from the organisational principles and dis-
ciplinary practices they apply with respect to students. Persuading students to 
follow the other group as an example and promoting competition between gen-
ders strengthen the gender dichotomy and frequently give rise to antagonisms 
in the classroom (Pankowska, 2005, pp. 99–102). These examples also indicate 
that girls are typically identified with qualities such as conscientiousness, hard 
work, diligence, accuracy, and a sense of aesthetics, while boys with autonomy 
and independence of thinking (Ahslund & Boström, 2018, pp. 28–44).
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Teachers’ approach is an extremely important aspect of research highlight-
ing a correlation between children’s performance and safe relations in the class-
room. An atmosphere of harmony and tolerance contributes to a more effective 
dissemination and acquisition of knowledge. This seems to be particularly true 
in early childhood education, especially in the case of boys (Patrick et al., 2011, 
pp. 367–382). Boys taught in classes with conditions unfavourable to them tend 
to display a greater number of competition and avoidance strategies (Hopland 
& Nyhus, 2016, pp. 271–286). 

Teachers’ practice of identifying children with specific qualities was also 
confirmed by a study conducted among secondary school teachers in Finland. 
Despite extensive efforts invested in ensuring gender equality in education, 
Finnish teachers still recognised boys as smart but immature and lazy. More-
over, boys were generally viewed as having low ambitions and interested in 
achieving the desired effect with as little effort as possible. In contrast, girls 
were perceived as conscientious and less creative. Boys’ success was attributed 
to their ability to think logically, while that of girls was linked to their hard work 
(Perander et al., 2019, pp. 185–199).

Differences in how teachers communicate with students may also be ob-
served on the example of class discussions, in particular at the level of second-
ary school. Teachers are more likely to single out male students against the 
rest of the class, making them speak up on important class matters. Boys are 
frequently asked to elaborate, which gives girls a clear signal that their voice in 
the classroom is being marginalised or ignored (Meighan, 1993, p. 177; Elias-
son et al., 2016, pp. 1655–1672).

The problem of teachers’ communication with girls and boys concerns not 
only higher classes of primary schools; its genesis may be attributed already to 
pre-school education. Research shows that pre-school teachers pay more atten-
tion to boys, offering them more affection (hugging) as well as more detailed 
instructions on how to perform a task (Muszyńska, 2004, pp. 46–47).

It is also suggested that future research should focus on studying verbal and 
non-verbal behaviours of female science teachers in terms of their involvement 
in the teaching process. The currently available research shows that students’ 
motivation to learn a subject tends to decline if the teacher is less enthusiastic 
about it (especially in the case of science and technical subjects). Particularly 
girls are more sensitive to teachers’ attitudes than boys. The teacher’s low en-
thusiasm for the subject taught evokes a negative attitude towards it in girls, 
even more so when the subject is taught by a woman (Denessen et al., 2015, 
pp. 1–7). 
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Boys seem to perform better in contacts with teachers not only in terms of 
their quantity. Research indicates that teachers are generally more approving of 
assignments given to boys. When girls are unable to perform a given task, teach-
ers often help by doing their work for them (Muszyńska, 2000, pp. 99–100).

It is also a common practice for teachers to suppress girls’ interest in tech-
nical subjects. Stereotypically labelled as, for example, emotional and affec-
tionate, girls are automatically identified as performing better in humanities and 
social sciences while boys, equipped with an analytical mind, are said to be 
more successful in exact sciences (Trusz, 2015, pp. 266–268).

Reflections presented in this article revolve around stereotypical messages 
about femininity and masculinity as cultural and social categories transmitted 
by school through teacher-students interactions. Based on the collected em-
pirical data, hypotheses are proposed to paint a general picture of the teaching 
community and its role in blocking the free development of students’ personal 
concept of gender identity, which has a significant impact on children and their 
gender role socialisation. 

School is an environment where two polarised systems of values   – male 
and female – clash. Boys and girls have to deal with this situation and the re-
sulting difficulties, different for each group, at every level of the education sys-
tem. Research clearly shows that teachers present stereotypical and traditional 
gender role beliefs. As a result, students are typically approached in a man-
ner that is dictated by a teacher’s own vision of what is feminine or mascu-
line (Górnikowska-Zwolak, 2004, pp. 85–91; Kopciewicz, 2004, pp. 75–84; 
Pankowska, 2005, p. 99; Chomczyńska-Rubacha & Rubacha, 2007, p. 188). 
While generally aware of how society can create and strengthen rigid gender-
specific expectations towards children, teachers do not reflect on how they 
themselves contribute to this process (Perander et al., 2019, pp. 185–199).

In light of the above, it is worth adopting a broader perspective when ana-
lysing teachers’ behaviours and attitudes towards students to assess their effect 
on the ultimate reinforcement of stereotypical gender role attitudes in young 
people.

Research objectives and methodology 

Given the results of these empirical studies, the aim of our research was to ve-
rify whether teachers show a tendency to stereotype students by gender in their 
work. Based on the available research, indicators were identified and accordin-
gly encoded in a questionnaire – a test containing descriptions of different edu-
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cational situations presenting teachers’ stereotypical behaviours towards stu-
dents. The questionnaire was intended to assess teachers by the followingitems:

• Disciplining strategies employed by teachers;
• Gender role expectations towards children;
• Frequency and type of teachers’ interactions with girls and boys;
• The focus of teachers’ attention.
The questionnaire consisted of 12 questions, with each offering two re-

sponse options: ‘I would behave in the same way’ or ‘I would behave different-
ly’. The answers marked by teachers served as an indicator to define respond-
ents’ tendency to stereotype children by gender. Here is an example situation 
used as an indicator for measuring gender role expectations towards children:

During a meeting of the teaching staff, a physical education teacher presents his 
assessment of students’ behaviour. Boys’ grades for the behavioural component 
do not differ from girls’ grades; they are just as high even though there have been 
a few cases of minor fights started during breaks by boys from this class. When 
asked about this, the teacher explains that students’ evaluation in the category of 
behaviour requires a different approach due to boys’ nature. Boys tend to be more 
energetic and provocative than girls; however, as long as their behaviour is not 
a threat to anyone, it can be tolerated with no consequences for their overall eva-
luation. It is their nature, they grow out of it, things have been like that from gene-
ration to generation.
a) During the discussion, you accept this explanation as reasonable because you 
know that compared with girls boys need more time to meet the expectations.
b) You do not agree with this explanation because the same standards of behaviour 
should apply to everyone.

Below is another example of a situation used as an indicator for assessing 
the frequency and type of teachers’ interactions with girls and boys:

When organising a class event and assigning tasks to students, you ask boys from 
your class to prepare the classroom, handle the equipment, arrange the tables, and 
girls to decorate the room and make sandwiches.
a) I would divide the tasks in a similar way.
b) I would divide the tasks differently.

The test consisted of 12 items whose discriminant power, measured with 
a two-series coefficient, ranged from 0.67 to 0.16. The test reliability was cal-
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culated using the Spearman-Brown coefficient and it amounted to 0.87 for 
the entire test. The factor analysis confirmed the theoretical validity of the 
tool. 

The study was conducted on a sample of randomly selected primary 
school teachers (N = 133) from the Lower Silesian, Lesser Poland, and Silesian 
voivodships in Poland. Simple random sampling without replacement was ap-
plied. Female teachers with a work experience of up to 10 years accounted for 
most of the respondents (67%), while those with the work experience of over 
20 years were the least represented group (10%). The survey was conducted 
at the turn of February and June 2019. Respondents were contacted individu-
ally and asked to complete the gender stereotyping questionnaire. Upon submit-
ting informed consent for participation, respondents received the questionnaire 
forms. Interviewers answered any questions regarding the study by providing 
standard information included also in the introduction letter attached to the ques-
tionnaire, e.g. ‘This questionnaire presents situations faced by school teachers 
in relations with students. Please choose (a) or (b) to mark the answer that is 
closest to your preferences and experience.’ Respondents were also informed 
that the study was confidential. 

Analysis of results 

Table 1 shows the percentage distribution of gender socialisation messages 
communicated by teachers towards students in all studied areas. A detailed ana-
lysis reveals that their distribution for the individual indicators is not even.

The percentage of behaviours that perpetuate gender stereotypes towards 
children was the highest for Question 4. It was the question about organising 
a class event where teachers were asked if they would also tell the girls to 
make decorations and sandwiches, while boys were to handle the equipment 
and tables. As many as 72% of the teachers included in the study were inclined 
to divide tasks in exactly the same way, which leads to the conclusion that their 
responses were largely influenced by students’ gender. Girls were automatical-
ly assigned to tasks that required conscientiousness and diligence, while boys 
were immediately put in charge of ‘technical stuff’. This confirms a very fre-
quent practice, present already in pre-school education, where tasks are divided 
among students by the category of gender.
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Table 1. Percentage distribution of gender socialisation messages communicated 
by teachers in all areas. 

Indicator Questionnaire items Behaviour that perpetu-
ates stereotypes (%)

Behaviour that does not 
perpetuate stereotypes (%)

Disciplining strategies
5 37% 63%

6 45% 55%

Gender role expectations 
towards children

1 23% 77%

10 17% 83%

Frequency and type of 
teachers’ interactions 
with girls and boys

4 72% 28%

7 16% 84%

3 17% 83%

2 10% 90%

The focus of teachers’ 
attention

8 45% 55%

12 56% 45%

9 41% 59%

11 47% 53%

Source: Author’s research.

An analysis of school reality indicates that girls are more involved in 
spheres such as keeping order, decorating the classroom, and helping out with 
the organisation of school activities (preparing school newsletters, working 
in the school shop, helping with the organisation of the artistic component in 
school performances, volunteering, etc.). Compared with boys, girls are rela-
tively more often associated with caring, providing support, and engaging in 
initiatives for the school or local community. In contrast, boys are entrusted 
with organisational/logistic tasks, physical assistance, and representing the 
school outside (handling the equipment, representing the school at sports com-
petitions) (Szczepanik, 2004, p. 101). The division of children into groups by 
gender is also visible, for example, at lessons of physical education (PE), where 
students compete against each other within their own gender, or in the arrange-
ment of class registers (Pankowska, 2005, p. 99).

At the same time, it should be highlighted that the results for the remaining 
questions – about the frequency and type of teachers’ interactions with girls and 
boys, i.e. Questions 7, 3, and 2 – were the lowest. This indicates that teachers 
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did not perpetuate stereotypes about femininity and masculinity among children 
in these spheres. For example, Question 7 referred to how activities were split 
between girls and boys in mathematics. Teachers were asked to imagine a situa-
tion where boys from their class were better and more successful in this subject, 
while girls had no major problems in this area but showed practically no activity 
in the classroom during the lessons. At the same time, the question specified that 
boys’ lively temperament and spontaneity virtually ‘did not allow’ girls to be 
active; boys were always first to answer the teacher’s questions, never afraid to 
ask questions or attempt to solve the assignments they did not fully understand. 
Teachers were asked whether they would accept this state of affairs or strive to 
activate girls more. In this context, only 16% of teachers opted for the former op-
tion because it did not affect the overall understanding of the lesson by the class.

A similar observation was obtained in Question 3. This time teachers were 
asked how they would react if boys’ parents did not want their sons to join the 
Polish language club claiming that boys are more interested in sports. Only 17% 
of teachers agreed with this argument, stating that they could see a clear divi-
sion between boys and girls in terms of school interests.

Question 2 revealed the lowest tendency to stereotype students based on 
gender in the entire questionnaire. Of all teachers included in the study, 90% 
declared that they would encourage girls to try to solve an assignment in techni-
cal subjects despite their apparent difficulties with it. 

At this point, it is worth asking to what extent the views presented in the 
survey reflect teachers’ anti-stereotypical attitudes or are a result of their relying 
on official teaching curricula. The School Education Act [Ustawa o systemie 
oświaty] and the resulting core curricula do not differentiate educational goals 
or content by gender. However, neither the Law on School Education [Prawo 
oświatowe] nor the subsequent regulations of the Minister of National Educa-
tion issued on the basis of this act provide for ‘anti-discrimination education’ 
as part of school education, which may in a way suggest a general consent to 
this type of practice (Law on School Education, 2016). Secondly, there is also 
the issue of hidden content, i.e. all aspects instilled in young people alongside 
the official curriculum, even those not planned as a component of educational 
activities (Jankowski, 1989, p. 63). Current research clearly shows that anti-
discrimination education, as defined by teachers, rarely translates into specific 
actions in practice, while its implementation is a random rather than planned 
activity. 

The next part of the survey was dedicated to verifying whether teachers 
had different views about children’s characteristics and predispositions depend-
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ing on their gender which could shape adults’ perceptions of students’ skills. 
Indicators used to measure this tendency were included in respective sets of 
questions about: disciplining strategies employed by teachers (Questions 5 and 
6); gender role expectations towards children (Questions 1 and 10); and the 
focus of teachers’ attention (Questions 9 and 11).

To study gender stereotyping tendencies in the category of disciplining 
strategies, respondents were asked to refer to the issue of discipline in the class-
room (Question 5). They were presented with the following situation: ‘Other 
teachers tell you that they find it difficult to maintain discipline in your class. 
This is nothing new to you because sometimes you also have a problem to keep 
order at your lessons. Especially boys tend to talk to each other while sitting 
together at one table. Fellow teachers suggest a solution which they claim has 
worked in their classes – separating the boys and, as a punishment, sitting them 
at one table with girls who are more quiet by nature.’ As many as 37% of re-
spondents were likely to follow this approach. Furthermore, Question 6 showed 
that 45% of the teachers included in the study paid attention to aesthetic differ-
ences in note-taking between boys and girls, and were likely to use a different 
grading system based on gender because, in their opinion, one could not expect 
the same level of care from boys as from girls. 

These examples illustrate not only the stereotypical thinking about gender 
as a category indicative of certain qualities of character, but also specifically 
about girls treated as an aggression management resource whose appropriate 
‘distribution’ in the classroom may be conducive to the optimisation of relations 
at school (Kopciewicz, 2009, pp. 293–295).

Such practices reinforce the androcentric vision of the world in students. 
Boys receive a clear message that sitting with girls at one table is something 
diminishing for them, while girls need to face the fact that their value is under-
mined. Any feelings a girl might experience at the time because, for example, 
she does not want to part with her girlfriend or she does not like the boy she is 
to share the table with, are of secondary value.

Organising a class into boy-girl pairs in order to improve the effectiveness 
of teaching or as a punishment is also indicative of a belief deeply embedded in 
teachers’ awareness that girls are more responsible than boys and more capable 
of understanding teachers’ expectations towards them (Mazurkiewicz, 2006, 
p. 113; Ahslund & Boström, 2018, pp. 28–44).

An opposite tendency was revealed in Questions 1 and 10. In the former 
case, teachers had to either agree or disagree with the overall high assessment of 
students’ behaviour as proposed by a PE teacher, despite the reported incidents 
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of boys fighting during breaks. The teacher argued that this resulted from the 
fact that boys tend to be more energetic and provocative than girls by nature, 
but as long as their behaviour was not a threat to anyone, it could be tolerated 
with no consequences for their overall evaluation. In this situation, teachers’ 
tendency to stereotype was assessed as one of the lowest (23%). Most teachers 
disagreed with the PE teacher’s argumentation and concurred that the standards 
of behaviour should be the same for everyone. Similarly, only 17% of teachers 
said that they would not react to boys saying ‘stop acting like a girl’ to another 
boy who got hurt and is scared of having his injury disinfected (Question 10). 

In contrast, Question 11 shows that as many as 47% of teachers, aware 
of boys’ general sloppiness, would present a dirty test paper to the entire class 
saying that according to her it was submitted by one of the male students. The 
focus of the teacher’s attention would in this situation be directed towards boys. 
Instead of asking an open-ended question such as ‘Who is the author of this 
paper?’, these respondents would automatically link the negative aesthetics of 
the work with the male gender. A similar finding was produced in Question 9, 
where 41% of teachers agreed that boys were far worse in arts than girls.

These examples indicate that school is becoming a potential area of   conflict 
between male and female gender roles. The stereotypical presentation of girls 
as eager students and boys as less capable of adapting to school requirements, 
commonly accepted as natural, is causing an asymmetry of experience between 
both groups in the school environment. The broadly defined culture, school re-
quirements, and regulations may either stand in opposition to or facilitate chil-
dren’s training towards their traditionally defined male or female gender roles.

Similarly high results were obtained in the remaining questions assessing 
the focus of teachers’ attention. In Question 2, where teachers were asked to 
take a stand in a situation in which students came up with an idea of   organising 
a cycling trip, whereby girls wanted to transfer its organisation/logistics to boys, 
56% of teachers opted for entrusting boys with this responsibility. Marking this 
answer, they followed the line of argumentation according to which boys at that 
age were mature enough to handle such a task and that it would be an excel-
lent lesson for them to learn how to be more independent. Question 8 produced 
comparable, albeit slightly lower, results; 45% of respondents were in favour of 
withdrawing from a conflict between boys, agreeing with the opinion that they 
should develop their independent thinking skills. 

The choice made by teachers in the former case cannot be viewed one-di-
mensionally. While contributing to gender stereotyping and perceiving boys as 
more independent and reliable than girls, the decision to agree to such a solution 
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could also result from the fact that teachers wanted students of both genders to 
make an autonomous choice how to handle the situation. If teachers put pres-
sure on girls to get involved in the project, on the one hand, they could break 
gender polarisation stereotypes; on the other hand, their interference could in-
terfere with students’ subjectivity. In the latter situation (refusal to become part 
of a conflict between boys), there is no certainty whether the respondents would 
react in the same way if girls were involved. 

Summary

Given the sample size, the presented study does not allow for generalisations. 
Nevertheless, it confirms certain observations made by other authors about gen-
der stereotyping at school. Gender-specific teacher expectations, as reflected 
in teachers’ responses, affect both boys and girls in the school environment; 
however, they particularly reinforce the androcentric vision of the world in stu-
dents’ minds. Approached by teachers as an intellectual challenge, boys tend to 
overshadow their female peers in many areas of school reality, even though girls 
often perform better and are objectively more successful in these areas. By ba-
sing their interactions with students on their own gender-specific expectations 
and ideas, teachers essentially induce certain behaviours and attitudes in their 
pupils. This in turn winds up a spiral of gender-specific perceptions among chil-
dren who begin to behave according to gender-specific expectations imposed by 
teachers. As long as the issue of gender ideology is ignored, any present efforts 
to ensure gender equality not only will not reduce the current gap, but in some 
cases may even contribute to its intensification (Skelton, 2010, pp. 131–142).

Stereotypical teacher-student interactions, as demonstrated by numerous 
studies, have long-term consequences for children in areas such as further ed-
ucation, professional career, self-esteem, and aspirations. Stereotypes further 
perpetuated by the teaching staff leave a significant mark not only on individual 
relations within school, but also on its functioning as an institution and on edu-
cational results. Stereotyping dehumanises people in two ways. Firstly, it limits 
personal development in accordance with natural needs. Secondly, it catego-
rises people rather than approach them as individuals.

As a conclusion, it is worth highlighting that despite considerable efforts to-
wards changing it, the pattern where women dominate in social and natural sci-
ences, and men in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) 
fields has remained stable for decades. Interesting arguments as to why it is so 
have been provided by research on educational-gender-equality paradox and 
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the resulting gender differences in STEM fields, to the disadvantage of women, 
in countries with theoretically high levels of gender equality such as Finland, 
Norway, and Sweden. For example, in Finland, which stands at the forefront of 
gender equality, girls outperform boys in categories such as reading and writing, 
while the country itself ranks second in educational attainment statistics in Eu-
rope. Nevertheless, Finland’s gender gap in college degrees in STEM subjects 
is one of the largest in the world. A similar situation can be observed in Sweden 
and Norway, where women account for less than 25% of STEM graduates. Ac-
cording to researchers, to achieve balance in this area it is necessary not only to 
improve the quality of STEM education for girls and the overall gender equal-
ity. Individual differences in academic skills and expectations that are inextrica-
bly connected with the value of pursuing one type of career over another must 
also be reflected in initiatives aimed at a greater activation of women in STEM 
fields (Stoet & Geary, 2018, pp. 581–593). 
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