Gender and ‘bullying’ in the nursery: mapping the regulation and resistance of gender norms in the making of young subjectivities
Aims

This project aimed to develop existing knowledge and methods associated with an emerging field of critical research on gender norms and gender conflict in the early years. It also aimed to contribute to policies and practices which tackle gendered bullying, harassment and the everyday practices of discrimination experienced by young children. 
The central research questions for this research pilot were as follows: 
1. How are gender, conflict, violence and ‘bullying’ represented and addressed in the early years? 

2. How do young children experience the policing of gender norms in peer and play cultures? 

3. How do early years’ educators perceive and intervene in young children expressions and behaviours that conform and uphold traditional gender norms?
Methods 

The research was carried out over a five month period in one state-funded nursery with a wide demographic of working-class families and located within a WAG Community First funded area. Child participants included 17 boys and 8 girls aged 3-4 years (21 of the children are white Anglo/Welsh, 2 children are Arabic, 1 child is of traveller origin). 
The team generated rich longitudinal ethnographic (multi-media) data on the social, cultural and material world of the nursery. The majority of the data set comprises of researcher-generated written, audio and video data. Some child participants generated their own audio and video data (e.g. guided tours).
Emergent findings

Our analysis is ongoing, but it is possible to briefly indicate the character and scope of our emergent findings:

· The head teacher preferred to build a context-appropriate approach to peer conflicts, rather than rely on a broader definition of bullying that is usually found in policy. The team has therefore come to recognise the possible limitations of the discourse of ‘bullying’ within educational settings (Ringrose and Renold 2007). 

· Gender was performed as both flexible and fixed. Boys were able to dress in princess dresses and high heels allowing them to play with the identity of ‘girl’ in ways unquestioned by their peers. Yet, boundaries of gendered/sexual identity were also strongly policed, such as when a girl who wasn’t allowed to be Jack in a game of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ had to settle on being Jack’s ‘girlfriend’.

· We also found evidence of systematic practices of gendered domination (e.g. one of the boys controlled another girls’ movement, her engagement in activities and her social interactions with others).

· The practitioners were highly supportive of an approach to gender that promoted equal opportunities. However, many traditional gender behaviours went unchallenged, occurring in places/times that staff could not usually observe.

To date, emergent findings have been shared with the class teacher and we have conducted a pedagogic intervention to explore issues of gender and power in children’s relationships with others.

Policy and Practice
The focus on gender norms and harassment will provide valuable data for key aspects of the Gender Equality Duty (2007) for nurseries and primary schools in Wales and contribute towards WAG’s anti-bully strategies and anti-discriminatory practice which are high priorities for all schools in Wales.
