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Prologue

On Being the Weird Daughter-in-Law

I am the weird daughter-in-law. I know it and have learned to embrace it. I first realized it when I overheard my sister-in-law whisper to my niece, “Let’s put that away. Aunt Christy won’t like it.” She was right. It was one of those light-up mirrors that girls use when they pretend to put on makeup. This pink plastic mirror came with plastic makeup and hair care products—and a voice. My skin crawled when it said, “You sure look pretty with that makeup on” or “Wow, your hair looks great!”

I quickly told my niece, who loves this makeup mirror, that I think she looks pretty all the time and that she is smart, funny, and interesting, which is even more important. Although I have no memory of it, my sister-in-law swears I took the batteries out of the mirror so that it couldn’t talk anymore. I am not saying I didn’t do it, and that is kind of my M.O.—the subversive editing out of gender stereotypes.

I used to do this often, quietly undoing as many gender stereotypes as I could in my children’s lives. After a while, I wasn’t so quiet. In my house, there is an explicit ban on pants with words written on the butt (I am not sure why someone thought it was a good idea for people to stare at the butt of a seven-year-old). My family knows about my hatred of Barbie (although she still sometimes sneaks in during Christmas). I often pull my older daughter, Maya, aside and say, “Just because Grandma thinks boys are stronger than girls doesn’t mean it is true.”

When Maya got the latest Barbie doll for her birthday, I remembered the experiment that found that girls who were given a Barbie to play with had a more negative view of their body and weight than girls who were given a more realistic doll. When she got the latest Disney princess movie, I mentally replayed the documentary Mickey Mouse Monopoly. In it, a ten-year-old girl innocently states, in response to what she learned by watching Beauty and the Beast, that she should just be nice to her boyfriend, even when he is mean to her (statistics about teen dating violence flashed through my head). So several birthday presents get “lost” in the trashcan between the party and the house.

Part of my problem is that I don’t want to be the weird mom or daughter-in-law, nor do I want my daughters to be “the weird kids.” I don’t want to put “No Barbies” on their birthday party invitations. I know some people will give Maya Barbies, but I also know that Maya will get other toys she’ll enjoy too, and that she’s never once missed or asked about a disappearing Barbie. All of this has me walking the fine line between stereotypes and social acceptance.

I also struggle because the biggest proponents of gender stereotypes, the biggest consumers of gender-typed toys, media, and clothes, are the caring, sweet women who love my children dearly. I have been blessed with parents and in-laws who are wonderful people. They are a challenge because they are kind people who mean no harm. One mother-in-law now just attaches the receipt with every gift in case I want to return it. So I try to edit out gender stereotypes without offending people. I can handle being thought of as weird, but I never want to be thought of as rude.

To back up a bit, I didn’t start out this way. When I first got married, I didn’t pay much attention to gender. I was young and childless and a recent college graduate. I was working with at-risk children in inner city schools and trying to figure out what I wanted to study in graduate school. And then my life changed on a Saturday afternoon at McDonald’s.

I was in the drive-thru ordering a Happy Meal when the speaker blasted, “A boy or a girl?”

“Huh?” I said (I’d been expecting a question about ketchup or napkins).

She repeated her question, clearly irritated that I wasn’t going along with the script. “Why does it matter?” I asked. “So we know what toy to put in it,” she said. At that moment, I was struck by what a pointless question this was.

I drove home with my mental wheels turning: “How does knowing if it’s a boy or girl tell you what toy a kid will like?” “Why can’t you just ask ‘Do you want the My Little Pony or Legos?’ ” “How often do we base our decisions on someone’s gender?” And most importantly, “Does this affect who children turn out to be?”

So, for the price of a Happy Meal, I now had a career goal. I needed to answer those questions. I went to graduate school, earned a PhD in developmental psychology, and specialized in how our obsession with gender and the differences between boys and girls affects children and their development. My eyes were opened to the many ways our society focuses on gender, even when it is irrelevant. I learned about how children socialize themselves to fit in with their same-gender group. I studied and conducted research on the damage gender stereotypes exact on boys and girls.

When I became a mom, my studies took on a whole new level of importance—and complexity.

When my first child, Maya, was very young, it was easy to focus on my goal of having a stereotype-free home. Lots of time and energy went into editing out the gender stereotypes around us. I would substitute the word “kid” in books when the author wrote “boys” or “girls,” I would tear out “Peter Peter Pumpkin Eater, had a wife and couldn’t keep her” from the Mother Goose books, and I would only buy blue and green clothes to balance out all the pink clothes given to us.

My parenting style has relaxed a bit now, mainly because I also wanted to avoid making Maya the freaky social outcast who had never heard of Disney movies. My desire to raise a child without gender stereotypes was balanced by my desire to raise a child with friends and good social skills. Also, these struggles became more complex as Maya’s very stereotypically girly friends started to have a powerful influence. I remember the painful day she marched home and proudly announced that her favorite color was no longer green but pink. This change was driven more by her desire to be like her best friend, Dakota, than anything else.

With my second daughter, Grace, my commitment to gender-blind parenting took on a different flavor, mainly because Grace was so different from Maya, and the unique characteristics I wanted to foster were different. I am reminded daily of how much variability there is between children, even when both are girls. Despite their similarities, they are different at their core. But I also suffer the same kind of fatigue everyone feels with a second child. I have less energy now to edit out every stereotype I find in a book or toy. I pick and choose my battles more often.

This book bridges what I know as a developmental psychologist with what I face trying to raise children in our society. It is a look at our cultural obsession with gender. I describe the science behind why we form stereotypes, how to know when those stereotypes are accurate and when they are misguided, and how those stereotypes affect boys and girls. I also describe the difficulties—and rewards—of parenting against the norm and why I think it is ultimately worth the fight.

The book is organized in three parts. Part I describes how we use gender constantly to sort, categorize, and label children and how that affects our thinking about people, including our own kids. Part II describes how that gender focus is, more often than not, inaccurate, and how most of our presumed gender differences are really more stereotype than science. Part III describes how our focus on gender differences can actually affect our own kids in the real world, how it can limit their strengths and abilities, and how you can realistically parent with a little less focus on gender and a little more focus on your individual children (without making your mother-in-law think you are a total nut job). With this approach, children can be more secure, happier, more well-rounded, and better able to reach their full potential (and it can be a lot more fun for parents).

My goal in this book isn’t to convert everyone to my exact way of parenting. My goal is to help parents know what science really tells us about gender differences; to think about the ways parents understand and explain their children’s behavior; to spend a few extra seconds before making a decision about what activities to enroll their children in; to think twice about believing that any difference between their son and daughter is entirely due to gender; to not always say, “You know how boys are.” Basically, I hope this book can help parents recognize and foster their children’s unique strengths, even in a culture obsessed with fitting everyone into a pink or blue box.
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Noticing Gender

The ordinary things that surround us every day rarely catch our attention. It’s why the old brainteaser, Which way does Lincoln face on the penny?, works (most people don’t know). As humans, we don’t walk around thinking about the air. We just breathe. Gender is the same way. It is ubiquitous and unnoticed, and much of the time, it goes unquestioned.

Let’s start with a snapshot of the ways in which we label, stereotype, categorize, and thereby create a gender-focused world for ourselves. See if these examples ring true in your experience, or perhaps even in your household. In later chapters, we’ll get to the nitty-gritty of why and how we stereotype and label. For now, let’s just take a good look at what we’re up against.

It begins with the first signs of the baby bump. One of the very first questions a parent-to-be is asked is “What are you having?” My smartass response, “A baby,” was always met with blank stares and a polite smile. Parents often wait to decorate the baby’s room or buy toys until they know the baby’s gender. A How I Met Your Mother TV episode played off this need to know by joking that Marshall and Lily had to find out the gender of their baby or else the baby would be forced to wear the only gender-neutral outfit available: a burlap sack.

If you must know your child’s gender in advance, you can buy a baby gender predictor kit from Intelligender.com. Or, for free, you can examine the ever-popular and Internet-friendly Chinese Gender Chart based on the mother’s age and the month you conceived. According to this, I should have two boys, instead of the two girls I actually had. There is also the oft-mentioned, “You are carrying so low, it must be a boy.” I was told this many times (again, those two daughters I had would disagree). I always responded, “I am 5′3″. Everything I carry is low.”

Folklore is full of ways to guess a baby’s gender. You are likely to have a boy if your baby’s heartbeat is lower than 140 beats per minute; you carry in the front; you don’t have morning sickness; you crave salty foods; your right breast is larger than your left one; you tie your wedding ring to some thread, hang it over your stomach, and it moves in circles; or my personal favorite, you were the more aggressive partner during the “conception phase” of pregnancy. You are likely to have a girl, according to my hairdresser at least, if your hair looks terrible and your face breaks out. In her words, “Girls steal your beauty.” Maybe she was trying to comfort me while I complained about my frizzy hair and recent breakout of zits. Girls are also predicted, according to folklore, if you carry high, have a larger left breast, crave sweet things, lie on your right side while you sleep (which must be hard with that large left breast), or have dull yellow urine. Apparently, ever since babies first gestated, people have been trying to predict gender.

If you have a preference for a gender, there are millions of tricks for changing the odds of having a boy or a girl—for example, stand on your head, have sex with your pelvis raised, do forty-one jumping jacks, turn around three times fast, and yell out the name of your childhood pet.

Why all this fascination with knowing the gender of your baby? There seems to be more to it than what color to paint the nursery. Rather, we assume that knowing the gender will tell us what our future holds for parenting: “Will I attend Little League games?” “Will I have to go to the mall?” “Will I spend my time playing with Nerf guns or Easy-Bake Ovens?”

My husband’s first response to finding out we were having a girl was “I really hate playing with a doll house. It’s so boring.” He automatically assumed that a girl equals a life of Barbie Dream Houses. I reminded him that I think that stuff is boring too and suggested he could teach our daughter to do the things he finds interesting.

But whenever I feel crabby about the overuse of gender as a defining characteristic, I realize that, as an American, I shouldn’t complain too much. It could be worse. At least in the United States, birth rates don’t differ much based on a baby’s gender. In China, there are 119 boys born for every 100 girls because of the use of gender-specific abortions. Some people care so much about the gender of their baby, they abort the ones they don’t want (the gender imbalance signifies which is the preferred baby). So I do keep my husband’s brief grimace in perspective.


Great Expectations

If you are pregnant, think about what your expectations are for your baby. Do they differ based on whether your child is a boy or girl? If so, ask yourself why. You may expect life to be different if you are having a boy versus having a girl. Sure, it can differ. You could spend a life at ballet classes, American Girl stores, and shopping for princess costumes if you have a girl, and basketball games, the Lego store, and shopping for Nerf guns if you have a boy. But that is up to you. You and your coparent can bring your own interests into the life of your child, no matter what the gender. I personally hate playing with dolls. So I don’t do that with my kids. We do other fun stuff, like cooking or nature hunts. My husband, who is never happier than when he’s at a boat show, has instilled in Maya an interest in cars and boats.



A GENDER-COLORED WORLD

Our obsession with gender only increases after the little one is born. In the hospital, babies are given a pink or blue blanket. They come home in a pink or blue car seat that gets clicked into a pink or blue stroller, and they sleep on pink or blue sheets in their pink or blue room. Boys cuddle up to stuffed cars and trains, and girls have their “My First Baby” waiting in their nurseries.

We do a lot to ensure that other people see the gender of our children. Notice all of the baby boys sporting a “Daddy’s Little Man” onesie. Also popular, “Daddy’s Lil’ Slugger,” “Daddy’s Big Helper,” or “Daddy’s Future All-Star.” For the parent who wants to appear outside the norm, but clearly isn’t, you can buy a boy’s onesie on eBay that reads, “I Love Tattooed Chicks.” Girls get plenty of Daddy love via onesies, too. They can be branded as “Daddy’s Precious Angel” or “Daddy’s Princess.” Or just ask the poor bald babies whose mothers insist on taping a bow to their shiny bald heads so everyone knows they are girls.

Because of my aversion to taped-on bows, and my tendency to have very bald children, people frequently called Grace a boy. Although her stroller was light blue, her clothes were often pink thanks to her grandmothers’ frequent shopping sprees. But the bald head seemed to throw people off. Well-meaning strangers would frequently say, “He is so cute. What’s his name?” I would smile and respond, “Thanks. Her name is Grace.” I could see the look of horror come over their faces as they realized their terrible error. Their thought bubble would read, “OH MY GOD, I called their girl a boy. Fix it, fix it.” They would then profusely apologize and backpedal, saying, “Of course, she is a girl. She looks totally like a girl.… ” It was as though they had accidentally called her stupid and ugly.

From the beginning, gender consciousness drives every purchase we make. Even the gender-neutral toys that both boys and girls enjoy, like bikes, come in two versions: one pastel version, usually pink or purple, and one bright version, usually blue or red. The popular Fisher Price Little People school bus, with the plastic kids and bus driver, which was always logically school bus yellow, now comes in a pink version.

The same goes for Legos. In 2012, Legos started more aggressively marketing to girls. What does that mean? Of course, they now come in pink and purple and have templates to build kitchens, hair salons, and shopping malls. One Legos kit clearly marketed to girls is called “Belleville” and features a horse. Apparently Legos is a boys’ toy, so in an attempt to attract girls, they made a version for girls. At some point, primary colors were co-opted by boys and pastel colors co-opted by girls.

It is hard for a parent to avoid being influenced by gender while shopping. Most stores, even online stores, are divided into a boys section and a girls section. To buy a toy that doesn’t fit your child’s “category,” you literally have to cross the aisle. As a parent of girls, I have wandered the aisles of action figures and cars to find what I am looking for. I recall online shopping for a toy workbench for Maya as a toddler and having to click the “boys’ toys” link. Even I felt weird about that; most parents of daughters wouldn’t do that, I thought. From my experience, it is even less likely that parents of boys would click the “girls’ toys” link to buy a doll, and very rarely would they ever shop the pink aisle at Target, no matter how committed they are to gender equality.

BOYS ON THE RIGHT, GIRLS ON THE LEFT

Once children enter preschool and then elementary school, the emphasis on gender increases. Children enter the classroom: Their birthdays are listed on the bulletin board with a pink face or blue face. They line up boy-girl-boy-girl. Several years ago, I was in a math class of fourth graders and the teacher had them go to the board boy-girl-boy-girl to solve math problems (when you read chapter 10, you will understand my frustration with this particular use of gender). In most schools, gender gets used regularly in physical education classes. And it isn’t simply about boys versus girls in a game of dodgeball. Boys are often asked to do more sit-ups and push-ups than girls, even though most elementary school girls are bigger and stronger than their male peers (because they develop at a slightly faster rate).


Reflection

Because our use of gender is so ubiquitous, we rarely really notice it. I know I never thought twice about my high school graduation where I wore a white cap and gown and my male classmates wore red ones. At Maya’s chorus performance, the girls wore red shirts and the boys wore black shirts. Think back on your own life, and look around your kids’ lives. How often were you sorted, categorized, or color-coded based on gender? Interestingly, because this trend is growing, it probably happens more in your kids’ lives than it did in yours.



Kids often segregate themselves, and adults are happy to sanction the division. My husband had lunch with Maya recently at school and commented that all the girls sat at one lunch table and all the boys sat at another. When he asked Maya why this was, she said that it was their assigned seating. She never questioned the logic of this segregation.

The first time this adult-sanctioned segregation really hit home for me was when Maya was in the first grade and a classmate’s mom asked me if we were going to a certain birthday party. We had never received an invitation, but I knew Maya and the birthday boy were friends. We had gone the year before, and the same kids seemed to go to the same birthday parties. I assumed Maya might have lost the invitation on the way home from school. When I casually asked around, I realized what had happened. It was a boys-only party. At first, I didn’t think much of it. Maybe the parents could only afford to host a few kids and this was a way to cut down on the guest list. The real reason was more revealing. The birthday boy was having a pirate-themed party, and his mom assumed that girls would not be interested.

A friend recently told me about her niece’s “gender-themed” birthday party. It was a girls-only invitation, and the party was held at an accessories store. The ten-year-old birthday girl’s mom distributed $10 gift cards to the partygoers, who got to shop for two hours for bracelets, rings, and hair bows. Granted, I don’t know any boys who would like to do this for two hours. But I also know plenty of girls who would be bored with this kind of party after five minutes.

Just like with the Happy Meal toy, we assume interests—like pirates versus bracelets—based solely on whether there is a G or B written after each child’s name. And on the strength of gender alone, adults segregate kids into activities they think the child would like (or, perhaps even more often, what they think their child would not like).

NOT JUST KIDS’ PLAY

Our obsession with gender doesn’t end in childhood, of course. Adults frequently use gender to sort out the world. Your gender is part of your label if, say, you win best actor or actress at the Academy Awards, or worst actor or actress the Razzies. Your gender is part of your label when you use a public bathroom. Magazine racks are divided into and labeled “men’s interests” and “women’s interests.” Apparently, according to this marketing approach, men like cars and women like pie.

It is common to embed gender in our language, ladies and gentlemen. Even though it is more difficult to say, I always refer to my husband as a “firefighter” instead of a “fireman.” Children’s school days often start with “Good morning, boys and girls.” We continue to emphasize gender with every “What a smart girl” and “What a big boy you are” comment we make. We have even figured out how to use gender as an insult. Not even a girl wants to “throw like a girl.” Particularly damaging is the insult that someone “cries like a little girl.” This insult actually hurts boys more than girls, implying that their natural reaction to something sad or hurtful is wrong.

We emphasize, label, sort, decide, and judge based on gender, regardless of its relevancy to the situation. There are counterarguments, of course. Here are the ones I hear most often when I talk about our obsessive labeling and sorting by gender: “We are different.” “It isn’t bad to treat groups differently that clearly look different.” “It is the way it has always been.” That last one is my favorite argument; the “way it has always been” is a close cousin of “Well, that’s just the way it is.”

The clearest rebuttal I have—beyond the decades of research showing that labeling matters (more on that in chapter 2)—is to acknowledge that we do look different and, in many ways, are different. But we aren’t different in as many ways as we imagine (see chapters 4 and 5). More to the point, just because we have always labeled and sorted by gender doesn’t mean we always have to.

We have always been fans of sorting people into categories (we’ll come back to this tendency in chapter 2). We have a history of labeling and sorting on the basis of another physical difference—race. African-Americans alive prior to the Civil Rights movement remember that all too well. Jim Crow laws are illegal now, yet we used to think that was the way it always was and always would be. No one would dream of starting class with “Good morning, White and Black kids. Let’s line up White, Black, Latino, White, Black, Latino.” Maya Angelou (my Maya’s namesake) said, “When you know better, you do better.” When it comes to using race categories, we now know better (at least, most of us do). With gender, we are still learning.

PRINCIPLES, IN MODERATION

How far do we take gender-blind parenting? A very few parents go to the extreme. In 2011, several of my friends and students told me about a news story from the Toronto Star regarding a Canadian child named Storm. Storm’s parents decided not to tell anyone what their child’s gender was. According to Storm’s parents, “We’ve decided not to share Storm’s sex for now—a tribute to freedom and choice in place of limitation, a stand up to what the world could become in Storm’s lifetime (a more progressive place?).” The parents weren’t even telling the grandparents the gender of their new baby. They wanted people to interact with their child free of expectations and stereotypes. They referred to their baby as Storm and never as he or she. Storm is tired, Storm is taking a nap, Storm is eating peas, Storm is probably sick of hearing Storm’s name.

I can only imagine trying to pull that with my in-laws and parents. I am certain my baby would have been hijacked from her crib and de-diapered. But as Storm’s mom puts it, “If you really want to get to know someone, you don’t ask what’s between their legs.” (Toronto Star, May 21, 2011.)

When this story hit the news, lots of people asked me what I thought about it. I found the situation fascinating for many reasons. I think Storm’s parents are completely right in their principles. The point of this book is that we shouldn’t judge people by their gender. But I also wouldn’t do this to my kids. I believe in principles, but I also want my children to have friends and not get pummeled at school, which is often the case for children who veer too far outside the norm. And that is another goal of this book: to de-emphasize gender in dealing with individual children but to recognize—and work with—the world we live in.

THE FINAL FOUR:
WHAT ARE THE KEY ISSUES?


•  We constantly use gender to label, sort, categorize, and segregate people. Think about how many times an individual’s gender comes up when we talk about him or her (see, it’s difficult to even write one sentence without dealing with gender).

•  We constantly color-code our children, segregate them by gender based on presumed interests, and use their gender to make decisions for them. This starts in the womb.

•  We are really bothered if we believe a child is accidentally placed in the wrong category. Why does this matter? Is accidentally calling a boy a girl, or a girl a boy, an insult?

•  Is this constant use of gender to label and sort people necessary? Would the world fall apart if girls weren’t always in pink or boys in blue?




“Using” Gender at Home

How do you “use” gender in your own parenting? We all do it sometimes, because it is so hard to avoid completely:


•  Do you color-code your purchases so that, given two options, you buy the pink one for your daughter or the blue one for your son?

•  Do you say things like “What a strong boy!” or “What a big girl!”?

•  Do you include gender in your compliments (or criticisms) of your kids?

•  Do you invite only girls or only boys to your young child’s birthday party? (It’s a very different issue with parties for kids who have reached puberty, especially if sleepovers are involved.)

•  Do you say things within earshot of your kids, like “You know how boys are,” or “Boys will be boys,” or, as in my husband’s case, “Life is crazy in a house full of women!”?

•  Do you automatically only shop in the pink or blue aisle of the toy store, regardless of what you are looking for?
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Why Labels Matter

If you didn’t before, you are now starting to recognize how often we label and sort people based on their gender. We do this to everyone, young and old, but we save our most intense sorting for young children. Infants and children in preschool are the ones most likely to be color-coded and talked about with some reference to their gender. Unfortunately, this is the worst possible age to focus on gender so intensely. This is the age when children are highly focused on adults so that they can learn about the world.

Most people assume that labeling and sorting by gender doesn’t really matter, that it doesn’t lead to big differences between boys and girls, as long as you treat children equally. That argument makes sense. We are always taught that it is how you treat a person that counts. This is a key tenet in every religious and moral code in the world, some version of “Treat others how you want to be treated” (and, of course, we all want to be treated with kindness and fairness).

That assumption—that labeling and sorting children based on gender doesn’t really matter as long as everyone is treated fairly—would hold true if children only paid attention to the more overt, obvious messages we adults send. If children only listened to our purposeful messages, parenting would be easy. Most (but not all) parents and teachers take great effort in treating their children fairly, regardless of gender. Parents don’t need to say to their daughters, “You probably won’t enjoy math” or say to their sons, “Real boys don’t play with dolls.” Most parents wouldn’t dream of saying these blatant stereotypes to their kids. But research has shown that when we label (and sort and color-code) by gender, children do notice. And it matters—children are learning whether you mean to be teaching them or not.

IT’S ELEMENTARY

Children are detectives, Sherlock Holmeses clad in OshKosh B’gosh. They pick up on subtle cues from the world around them about what is important. They are observant and voracious consumers of all that adults do. This is how they learn about the world, after all.

Take an example not related to gender: language development. Children learn an entire language before starting school just by paying close attention to the words others use. To be more specific, by age two, children can say several hundred words. Their understanding of language happens even earlier. This happens regardless of which language the child speaks, and it happens earlier in childhood when parents speak to their child frequently and consistently.

What are the two tricks parents use to help their child learn a language (tricks they are probably not even aware they are using)? First, they talk to their babies in a special voice designed to capture the child’s attention. This is sometimes called motherese. It is that high-pitched, simple, and slow speech that everyone seems to do instinctively when talking to babies.

Second, parents label everything. I caught myself doing that with Grace all the time when she was a baby. She picked up a spoon, and I would say, “That’s your spoon.” We would see a bus drive by, and I would say, “There goes the school bus.” She pottied in her potty chair, and I would say, “Yeah, there’s your pee-pee,” and so on and so on. And sure enough, by capturing children’s attention and by labeling everything, children develop from a newborn who can do little more than sleep, eat, and drool to a two-year-old who can speak hundreds of words in a given language.

Does that sound like how we use gender? It should. We capture children’s attention because we “use gender” for almost every purchase we make. My kids are never more focused on their environment than when we walk into a Toys “R” Us. Their sweet little eyes scan their visual field like owls stalking field mice. With laser focus, they find the section labeled “Girls.” When the nice old lady passes us and compliments them by saying, “What pretty girls you have,” they have just been labeled with their assumed most important characteristic, their gender. Repeat similar scenarios thousands of times throughout their first few years of life and it is not surprising they start to learn something about the importance of gender.

To return to the language example, children also go beyond simply learning words that are frequently labeled. Children around age two also understand the basic rules of grammar and can put together simple words to form a bigger idea. For example, they can say “Daddy hit” to get Daddy to hit a ball and they can say “hit Daddy” when they hit Daddy on the head with a pillow while playing. Importantly, no one ever taught them this. I think I can speak for all parents when I say no one sits their child down and says, “When a noun comes before the verb, the noun is the subject that does the action. When a verb comes before a noun, it means the noun is an object to be acted upon.” I know I never had that conversation with my kids! Yet, because children are detectives, they pick up patterns in our language and use them in their own unique ways.

And sometimes children make mistakes because they are discovering all of these language rules on their own. For example, it is common for children to make errors called overextensions, where they use one word to refer to a lot of different things. For example, Maya used to yell “Doggie” whenever she saw a dog, a cat, a squirrel, a wolf, and even a goat.

Children follow these same patterns with gender. As with the noun-verb conversation, we’d never sit down with our children and say, “Your gender is really, really important. It determines what activities you’ll like and how you will behave
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THE FINAL FOUR: WHAT ARE THE KEY ISSUES?
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