
Purpose
The “You Can’t Be What You Can’t See” Poster Series was developed by the Yarra Ranges Gender Equity in the
Early Years Working Group and aims to promote gender equity and breakdown gender stereotypes. 
 
The posters show real people undertaking diverse career and recreation roles. These images and the embedded
messages promote to young children in early years services and their families that they can aspire and achieve a
range of work and life choices, regardless of their gender.

Importance of Gender Equity in the Early Years
The early years learning environment is a key source of information for children about gender roles and
expectations, and what is valued in boys and girls. Children are quick to pick up cues and understandings of how
they are 'supposed’ to behave and look, what they 'should' be interested in and what they 'should' enjoy. Gender
stereotypes affect the skills children develop, the knowledge they acquire, the activities they engage in, and the
roles they take in society as adults.
 
Early years educators are in a unique and important position to influence children’s development. This includes
creating environments that promote gender equality, break down restrictive gender stereotypes and encourage
equal and respectful relationships. Doing this empowers children to be confident in exploring their interests,
strengths and passions regardless of gender. 
 
Gender inequality is the key driver of family violence. By challenging aspects of gender inequality, such as rigid,
stereotyped constructions of masculinity and femininity, we work towards creating communities that are safe and
free from family violence.
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Gender-inclusive Language
When talking with children, it’s important that we model gender-inclusive language. Instead of using gendered
terms like ‘fireman’, ‘workman’ and ‘air hostess’, which signal to children that only certain genders can do these
particular jobs, use ‘fire fighter’, ‘construction worker’ and ‘flight attendant’. Using
gender-inclusive terms to describe occupations helps to reinforce to children that anyone can do any job they
want to, regardless of their gender.



Conversation starters with children
The posters are a great way to start conversations with children about gender stereotypes and people
undertaking non-traditional roles. These conversations can encourage children to question and reflect on what
they think about gender. When talking about the posters, you might ask the children questions such as:
 
“Who can be police officers?” “Can everyone be a police officer?”
“Can everyone drive trucks?” “Can everyone like these kinds of activities?”
“What kind of strengths does a police officer have?” 
“Can anyone do these caring roles?”
“What tasks does the police officer do?”
 
If children respond that, for example, only boys or girls can do certain jobs, or like certain things, you might
follow up with further questions – sometimes simply asking ‘why is that?’ or ‘what makes you think that?’ can
help to challenge beliefs around gender and really consider whether those beliefs are true or fair. Use the
posters as examples: “In this picture, a man and a woman are both doing this activity”. These conversations help
us to encourage children to focus on their individual interests and personal choices as reasons to engage with
activities and reinforce that they aren’t limited by their gender.

Information for Parents
The majority of parents and carers engaged with your service are likely to appreciate the value of promoting
gender equity in the early years and support the messaging behind these posters. 
However, it is possible that you may be confronted by some who take a different view or do not have a full
understanding of the project’s purpose. Some of the comments that educators might hear from families
include:
 
‘Boys and girls are just naturally better at different things’
‘I don’t want my son/daughter being forced to like X’
‘Why is my child learning about this? They should be playing/enjoying their childhood’
‘Don’t you think children are too young to be learning about this sort of thing?’
 
When responding to these concerns from parents and carers try to always be non-judgemental, supportive and
culturally appropriate. Take the time to listen; by allowing them to express their views and responding with
curiosity such as “what makes you say that?”,  “That’s interesting, can you tell me a bit more?”, this may create an
opportunity for personal reflection. 
 
It is also important to emphasise that promoting gender equity is about choice and encouraging a range of
different skills in all children. It is not about encouraging or discouraging any particular way to play or interact;
boys are still allowed to play with trucks and girls can still play with dolls if they want to. It may also be helpful to
discuss gender equity in the context of healthy and respectful relationships and highlight how this is an
important element both of the early years curriculum but also every child’s healthy development.

Need more information/resources?
Visit Level Playground - www.levelplayground.org.au- to find lots of great ideas for playing, reading
and learning with children.



Why are gender stereotypes relevant to pre-school aged children? Aren't they too young for us
to worry about this sort of thing?
Children learn from a very early age that their behaviours, likes and dislikes should follow 'rules' about
male and female roles. This can limit children's experiences and impact their development. Often,
boys are encouraged to play in active ways and with construction and technology toys that support
spatial awareness and problem solving. Girls are encouraged to do arts and crafts activities and play
with dolls, which supports fine motor development, social, caring and nurturing skills. All these skills
are fantastic, but you can see that gender stereotypes can cause boys and girls to miss out on key
parts of their development.
 
Does promoting gender equality mean that my daughter can't play with dolls/my son can't play
with trucks?
Not at all! Everything at our centre is for everyone to use. We want children to explore all the things
that interest them and make sure they have lots of opportunities to find out what those things are.
Gender equality is about creating an environment inwhich children are not restricted by gender
stereotypes and are free to exploreand play as they choose.
 
Does this mean that all gendered toys and fairytales will be removed from the centre?
No! We want children to be able to choose what they enjoy, regardless of their gender.
 
It is inappropriate for early childhood settings to include gender equality in their programs? 
Early childhood settings have an important role in building the foundations for gender equality.
Promoting gender equality is about embedding a culture of respect and equality across our entire
community, from our classrooms to staffrooms, sporting fields, fetes and social events. This approach
leads to positive impacts on student’s academic outcomes, their mental health, classroom behaviour,
and relationships between teachers and students.
 
Why is my child playing with dress ups?
Because they want to, and they're having fun! Dress ups inspire role play helping to build empathy,
creativity and imagination. All these skills help with emotional development and reasoning skills in
children.

Frequently asked Q&A
 


