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I w
ant to introduce you to a project called ‘B

reaking The M
ould’ in w

hich
the N

ational U
nion of Teachers has w

orked w
ith a sm

all group of prim
ary

schools to consider how
 ‘traditional’ gender stereotypes could be

challenged in the classroom
. The project report S

tereotypes S
top You

D
oing S

tuff, along w
ith a range of support m

aterials, are available at
w

w
w
.neu.org.uk/breakingthem

ould. It’s C
hild’s Play

is a resource for
teachers to use in class every day. 

For all that has been achieved in term
s of gender equality, w

om
en still

face low
er average pay, idealised stereotypes about m

otherhood and its
expectations, dom

estic violence and sexual harassm
ent. M

eanw
hile,

boys are m
ore likely to be excluded from

 school to their social and
educational detrim

ent, and bullying predicated on sexism
, hom

ophobia
and transphobia is still a feature in m

any schools. M
any m

en and
w

om
en feel constrained by the narrow

 roles assigned to them
 by

societal pressures, and girls and boys are expected to conform
 to

narrow
 ideals of m

asculinity and fem
ininity from

 a very early age.

S
tereotypes and expectations about w

ho provides care, w
hether for

children or elder relatives, often prevent both m
ale and fem

ale carers
from

 finding a balance in their life that allow
s for their individual

strengths or priorities. W
om

en are not expected to express am
bition or

to ask for a pay rise w
hilst m

en are not expected to express a desire to
spend tim

e w
ith their children or to shun leadership opportunities. 

M
any of us w

ill deplore gender stereotypes, but a few
 m

inutes spent in
the children’s section of any bookshop suggests a determ

ination to
affirm

 them
 like never before. 

Inspired by the earlier N
o O

utsiders
1

project, w
hich sought to address

LG
B

T equality in prim
ary settings, the B

reaking The M
ould project team

decided to help school staff begin their research by providing them
 w

ith
a range of children’s books, w

hich challenge gender stereotypes. In the
course of the project, staff found other titles and introduced colleagues
to their favourites. This booklet contains notes w

hich w
e hope you m

ight
find helpful w

hen using the books in your school, together w
ith som

e
suggestions based on feedback from

 children and staff, about how
 they

can be used to challenge assum
ptions about w

hat girls and boys m
ight

like or do.

I com
m

end these books to you for use w
ith the girls and boys you teach,

or to w
hom

 you read bedtim
e stories. 

C
H

R
IS

TIN
E B

LO
W

ER
G

eneral S
ecretary

1
http://projects.sunderland.ac.uk/archived/ell-nooutsiders/
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The follow
ing notes are intended to support the use of som

e of the
m

ost popular books from
 the N

U
T’s B

reaking The M
ould

project.
Teachers and other staff used a range of approaches to consider how
they could challenge gender stereotypes in the classroom

.

A significant body of research confirm
s that gender stereotyping im

pacts
negatively on young people in term

s of everything from
 educational

attainm
ent and career choices to self-esteem

 and body im
age.

S
tereotypical view

s of w
hat girls and boys ‘should’ like and do are

established early so it is never too soon to start challenging these ideas
and to talk about how

 w
e can all do w

hatever w
e like and shouldn’t feel

the need to conform
 to the expectations of others.

In the w
orld of children’s books, m

uch of the real w
ork still seem

s to be
done by Postm

an Pat and Firem
an S

am
 w

hile girls, apparently, have less
practical aspirations – such as being a princess or w

earing anything as
long as it’s pink. M

any books seem
 designed to exaggerate any inherent

differences w
hich m

ay exist betw
een girls and boys. C

olouring books,
for exam

ple, are frequently identified as being ‘for’ one sex or the other
and contain com

pletely different content. The im
plication is clear: boys

and girls have nothing in com
m

on and anyone w
ho enjoys things not

typically associated w
ith their gender is, at best, unusual. 

The starting point for m
uch of the w

ork in schools w
as a w

ish to
confront the idea that there are “girls’ things” and “boys’ things”.
C

haracters in all of these books challenge som
e of the conventional

ideas of w
hat girls and boys enjoy and aspire to – and act as positive

role m
odels as children seek to establish their ow

n individual identities.

The notes should help school staff and parents/carers to bring out the
rich subtext of the stories and to get the m

ost out of reading them
 w

ith
children. They include suggestions for developing discussions around
the key plot points in each book and for possible extension activities. 
It is hoped that schools w

ill use them
 to inform

 their ow
n w

ider
discussions around gender and to develop lessons across the
curriculum

.

The notes here focus on picture books. The list of project books at the
end of the resource also contains a few

 exam
ples of longer fiction titles

that address gender equality and m
any others can be sourced from

 the
recom

m
ended booksellers.

K
een eyed readers w

ill note that m
ost of the books here feature m

ale
protagonists w

hich m
ight seem

 surprising in a resource w
hich seeks to

prom
ote gender equality. The books w

e’ve included are the ones that
schools found m

ost useful, cover the broadest range of issues and are
suitable for challenging gender stereotypes w

ith both girls and boys.
You’ll find suggestions for other ‘fem

ale led’ stories in the text and
m

any of these can be used to discuss the sam
e issues highlighted

here. 

Look at the B
reaking The M

ould
resources online for exam

ples of other
w

ays to challenge stereotypes about girls and boys. W
hen reading w

ith
children, w

e w
ould encourage you to include as m

any stories about
unstereotypical children as you can!

M
ark Jennett
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Alongside learning the w
ords for different objects and colours, w

e
discover that girls and boys don’t alw

ays like exactly w
hat you m

ight
expect them

 to. R
ed R

ockets and R
ainbow

 Jelly is available as both a
large form

at paperback and a board book, ideal for Foundation and K
S

1
.

S
om

e of the key things to consider w
hen reading the story:

•
 This book questions w

hether certain things – cars, the colour pink –
are “girls’ things” or “boys’ things” or w

hether w
e can all like them

regardless of our gender. Young children are often m
ore relaxed about

these gender 'rules' and the story presents opportunities to endorse
this. W

ith older children in particular you m
ay w

ish to ask questions
like “som

e people think pink is just for girls – w
hat do w

e think about
this?” and use the discussions that ensue to challenge any em

erging
stereotypes.

•
 You can also talk about how

 w
e can all enjoy anything, regardless of

our gender, and that w
e do not have to choose our friends just

because they like the sam
e things as w

e do. 

S
pecific points to talk about:

•
 S

om
e people think that boys and girls are very different but, like N

ick
and S

ue, they actually like a lot of the sam
e things. N

ick likes apples
and S

ue likes pears; N
ick likes yellow

 socks and S
ue likes yellow

ducks. W
hile they seem

 to like different things, they have m
ore in

com
m

on than perhaps they realise – they both like fruit and the
colour yellow

. 

•
 N

ick likes orange hair and S
ue likes purple hair – w

e see them
 both

w
earing fairly spectacular w

igs. Talk about how
 w

e all enjoy dressing
up and pretending to be other people. W

e can play at being anything
w

hen w
e dress up – including being a different gender. It’s fun to try

out different identities and see w
hich ones suit us – for exam

ple, w
e

can play at doing different jobs. Encourage children to sam
ple all

sorts of job roles and if any gender stereotypes em
erge – or children

suggest that ‘only’ girls or boys can do a particular job – take the
opportunity to challenge these assum

ptions. S
how

 them
 exam

ples of
m

en and w
om

en doing ‘unstereotypical’ jobs.



•
 N

ick likes red cars and S
ue likes pink and orange cars. C

ould a boy
like pink and orange cars too? After all, as w

e discover on the next
page, N

ick likes pink and orange dinosaurs…

•
 S

ue likes red rockets – does anyone find the idea of S
ue as a

spacew
om

an surprising?

•
 N

ick likes green and red and pink and orange and yellow
 and purple

jelly. The w
orld is m

uch m
ore fun w

ith lots of colours and identities in
it. Isn’t it great that w

e are all different? W
e don’t all need to like the

sam
e things but w

e should celebrate our differences and be proud of
our ow

n abilities. Tell a partner about one thing you really like and
w

hy you like it – and your partner can feed this back to the w
hole

group. Let’s be proud of how
 different w

e all are and all the different
things w

e are good at.

•
 S

ue likes everything blue. D
oes that surprise anybody? W

hat are our
favourite colours? You could introduce the idea that som

e people
think that boys and girls ‘should’ like (or not like) particular things –
and point out how

 silly this is.

•
 S

ue likes N
ick, N

ick likes S
ue. W

e don’t need to pick our friends
because they are the sam

e (gender) as w
e are. It is great to know

lots of different people. People w
ho are different from

 us can teach
us all sorts of exciting things. Through them

, w
e find out about things

w
e didn’t know

 about before – and discover all sorts of new
 things to

enjoy.

•
 Also, look at S

uper D
aisy

(in w
hich the eponym

ous hero saves the
w

orld from
 invasion by peas) and M

an’s W
ork

(w
hich show

s one boy
and his m

ale carer sharing various tasks around the house). These
stories show

 m
ale and fem

ale characters doing things that som
e

people believe are the preserve of only one gender – and can be used
to question such assum

ptions.

5
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B
iff is not like som

e other dogs. H
e doesn't do ‘dog stuff’ like w

eeing
on lam

pposts, scratching his fleas or drinking out of toilets. B
iff likes

m
oonlight and m

usic and w
alking on his tiptoes. You see, B

iff doesn't
think he's a dog, B

iff thinks he's a ballerina, w
hich is all very w

ell but
dogs don't do ballet – do they? 

This book could be read w
ith or by K

S
2

 children and also read to
younger children. Adapt the suggestions for discussion as appropriate
depending on the age of the children.

S
om

e of the key things to consider w
hen reading the story:

•
 This story can help us to think about w

hy som
e people believe that

certain things are ‘not for’ girls or boys – or dogs. In other w
ords, it is

an opportunity to talk about stereotypes. Think of exam
ples of things

that som
e people think are ‘just’ for girls or boys. W

here do these
ideas com

e from
? Are they correct? W

here does that leave girls and
boys – and dogs – w

ho like to do things that other people think aren’t
for them

? 

•
 C

an w
e know

 w
hat som

ebody could or should like just because w
e

know
 they are a boy or a girl? W

hat effect can these stereotypes
associated w

ith girls or boys have on how
 w

e feel about ourselves?
Are there things w

e don’t do because others think w
e shouldn’t?

W
hat can w

e do to help other people live the lives they w
ant to live –

rather than feeling they have to do w
hat som

e people think they
should? 

S
pecific points to talk about:

•
 W

hat does D
ad m

ean w
hen he says that “dogs don’t do ballet”? W

hy
does he think that? For exam

ple, could it just be that he hasn’t m
et a

ballet dancing dog before – or perhaps because he has som
e

stereotypical ideas about w
hat dogs do – and w

hat they don’t?

•
 W

hat about M
iss Polly? W

hy does she think that “dogs don’t do
ballet”? H

ow
 can stereotypes be perpetuated? W

hat are the dangers
of just accepting statem

ents like this w
ithout question? S

tart by
thinking about how

 it m
akes B

iff feel…

•
 At the end of the story, B

iff is very nearly prevented from
 saving the

day because of other people’s attitudes and beliefs. W
hat helps him

to go ahead and ‘dance like no dog has ever danced before’? H
as it

anything to do w
ith the attitude of the little girl w

ho looks after him
?
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•
 W

hat does everybody in the story learn as a result of B
iff’s trium

ph?
W

hat w
ould have been the consequences – for B

iff and for all of us –
if their stereotypical ideas had prevented B

iff from
 doing w

hat he
loves?

•
 Just as there are no dogs in M

iss Polly’s class, there don’t appear to
be any boys either. Is this actually realistic? C

an’t w
e think of any

m
ale dancers? C

hildren w
ill have w

atched Louis S
m

ith, B
en C

ohen
and others on S

trictly C
om

e D
ancing, seen or heard of B

illy Elliot,
w

atched dancers on program
m

es like B
ritain’s G

ot Talent
or seen

m
en dancing in a pantom

im
e at the theatre. S

o w
hy do som

e people
think that boys (and dogs) don’t do ballet?

•
 Think about all the skills that you need to be a dancer or a footballer.
Aren’t m

any of them
 very sim

ilar? S
o w

hy do som
e people think that

one is ‘for’ girls and the other ‘for’ boys? Isn’t that rather silly?

•
 H

ave any of us ever not done som
ething w

e w
anted to do because

other people thought w
e shouldn’t – or because w

e w
ere afraid of

w
hat other people m

ight think? Perhaps you could share an exam
ple

w
ith the children of w

hen you didn’t do som
ething – or w

hen you did it
anyw

ay, despite other people’s ideas.

•
 Identify w

om
en and m

en w
ho have done unstereotypical things – and

people w
ho have fought against prejudice, like the suffragettes. Point

out that, once upon a tim
e, people thought it w

as ‘norm
al’ for w

om
en

not to vote or go out to w
ork. This is no longer the case in the U

K
 –

so w
e can break dow

n these prejudices by behaving or thinking
differently ourselves. You could also think about the experience of
w

om
en in w

artim
e (particularly the last W

orld W
ar) and how

 m
any of

them
 enjoyed taking on new

 roles and responsibilities. For exam
ple,

ask older children to research the w
om

en w
ho w

orked as spitfire
pilots for the Air Transport Auxiliary.

•
 W

ith older children, you could talk about how
 m

any people still face
discrim

ination because of people’s attitudes to gender (or race, faith,
sexual orientation…

) and talk about people w
ho are trying to change

this. C
an you im

agine a w
orld in w

hich everyone is like B
iff and the

little girl he lives w
ith – people w

ho think that anyone can do anything
they w

ant w
hether they are a girl or a boy – or a dog? W

ould you like
to live in that w

orld?
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M
ore than anything, W

illiam
 w

ants a doll –
to hug, to feed, to tuck in,

and kiss goodnight. H
is brother and the boy next door don’t understand

– but som
eone does, and m

akes it easy for others to understand as
w

ell.

This book could be read w
ith or by K

S
2
 children and read to younger

ones. Adapt the suggestions for discussion as appropriate depending on
the age of the children you are w

orking w
ith. Younger children m

ay w
ell

find it easier to em
pathise w

ith W
illiam

 – and the story m
ay stim

ulate
lively debate in K

S
2

. 

S
om

e of the key things to consider w
hen reading the story:

•
 This book offers an opportunity to think about w

hether som
e of the

‘differences’ betw
een girls and boys are learnt rather than innate.

Everyone can understand w
hy W

illiam
 w

ants a doll – and yet m
any

people still think that dolls are only for girls. W
here do these ideas

com
e from

 and w
hat do w

e think about them
? If dolls can be for boys

too, then w
hat about other toys, gam

es or jobs?

•
 W

e all say ‘it’s good to be different’ but people w
ho are different can

still m
ake us uncom

fortable. W
hy is that?

Encourage children to think
about how

 m
eeting people w

ho are different can som
etim

es be
challenging – but that accepting these differences m

eans w
e can find

out m
ore about the w

orld. K
now

ing people w
ho are different can

introduce us to things w
e hadn’t thought about – and w

e m
ight find

w
e like doing things w

e haven’t tried before. 

S
pecific points to talk about:

•
 Think about all the reasons that W

illiam
 w

ants a doll. W
hat do you

think about them
? 

•
 W

hat do you think about his brother and the boy next door calling
W

illiam
 ‘a creep’? W

hy do they tease W
illiam

 about w
anting a doll?

D
oes it m

ake them
 feel uncom

fortable? W
hy?

•
 W

hy did W
illiam

’s father buy him
 a basketball and a train? W

hat did
W

illiam
 think of the other presents his father bought him

? D
id he like

them
? 

•
 Look at the conversation betw

een W
illiam

 and his grandm
other on

page 2
6

. H
ave W

illiam
’s brother and father m

ade him
 feel differently

about w
anting a doll? W

hat do you think about this? W
hy do som

e
people think that boys should like som

e things and girls should like
others? W

hy are people som
etim

es unkind to others w
ho like

different things? 
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•
 W

hy does W
illiam

’s father think that he doesn’t ‘need’ a doll? W
hat

do you im
agine he thinks about w

hat W
illiam

’s grandm
other says in

response?

•
 Is W

illiam
’s grandm

other right to buy him
 a doll? 

•
 Thinking about w

hat W
illiam

’s grandm
other says, does it m

atter
w

hether or not W
illiam

 w
ill be a father som

eday? W
e don’t all becom

e
parents – so is being able to look after and take care of other people
a useful skill anyw

ay? Is it O
K

 just to w
ant a doll so that you can look

after it – w
hatever your gender? 

•
 D

o boys and girls play w
ith different toys in real life? D

o w
e

som
etim

es feel w
e shouldn’t play w

ith som
ething because it is a

“girls’ toy” or a “boys’ toy”? D
o people som

etim
es get teased at

school for liking different things? W
hat could w

e do about that?

•
 Ask children about the toys and gam

es they like. Encourage them
 to

think about things they like to do that are unusual. Endorse their
choices. Talk about som

ething that you enjoy that som
e people m

ight
think is ‘for’ people of a different gender – or w

ho are older or
younger, for exam

ple.

•
 Encourage them

 to play w
ith toys and gam

es or to read books that
they w

ouldn’t norm
ally try and to talk about w

hat they like about
them

. W
ith the children, m

ake a list of “boys’ things” and “girls’
things”. G

ently challenge som
e of the reasons they give for

designating them
 as one or the other – and show

 them
 exam

ples of
boys and girls, m

en and w
om

en doing these things. Encourage the
girls to talk about w

hy they like som
e “boys’ things” and vice versa.

•
 O

rganise dram
a activities that give children the opportunity to play

characters w
ho are different genders, ages, ethnicities etc.

Encourage them
 to think about how

 these characters m
ight react or

feel in different situations. You w
ill find exam

ples in the B
reaking The

M
ould

online resources or use som
e of the other project books as a

starting point for this.
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Elm
er is not like the other boy ducklings. W

hile they like to build forts,
he loves to bake cakes. W

hile they like to play baseball, he w
ants to put

on the half-tim
e show

 – and this m
akes som

e people uncom
fortable.

H
ow

ever, w
hen som

ebody needs his help, Elm
er’s special skills save

the day – and everyone learns som
ething about the benefits of valuing

difference in others.

This book could be read to, w
ith or by K

S
2

 children. Adapt the
suggestions for discussion as appropriate depending on the age of the
children you are w

orking w
ith.

S
om

e of the key things to consider w
hen reading the story:

•
 The great strength of this story lies in its affirm

ation of difference.
W

hile som
e people seem

 to have a problem
 w

ith his identity, Elm
er

likes w
ho he is and does things that he likes

to do rather than w
hat

others think he should
do.

•
 As w

ith other books in this resource, you could start by thinking about
w

hy som
e people believe that som

e things are ‘just’ for boys or girls
and w

here these ideas com
e from

. Perhaps every girl in the class can
think of one activity that she likes that som

e people think of as a
“boys’ thing” – and every boy can think of som

ething they enjoy that
som

e people think is just for girls. Encourage them
 to think w

idely
(i.e. beyond the obvious choices like football and reading) and to
share w

ith you w
hat they like about the things they enjoy. Encourage

other children to affirm
 these choices.

S
pecific points to talk about:

•
 W

hy do som
e people call Elm

er a ‘sissy’? W
hat does the w

ord m
ean?

Is it a w
ord som

e people use about boys w
ho don’t like things that

other people think they should like? W
hy do you think som

e people
single out for criticism

 others w
ho are different? W

hat does it say
about Elm

er that he continues doing the things he likes even though
som

e people are unkind to him
?

•
 W

hat is Elm
er’s father concerned about at the beginning of the story

and w
hat changes his m

ind? Encourage the children to think not just
about the events of the story but also w

hy they think the relationship
betw

een Elm
er and his father has changed.

•
 Im

agine that Elm
er w

rote you a letter and told you that people w
ere

calling him
 nam

es because of the things he liked to do. W
hat w

ould
you w

rite back to him
?
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•
 W

hy do you think there (apparently) isn’t a ‘single other little boy
duckling’ w

ho likes the sam
e things as Elm

er – after all, the things he
enjoys aren’t very unusual. M

ight it be because som
e people avoid

doing certain things – or pretend they don’t like them
 – because they

feel they have to behave in a certain w
ay in order to ‘fit in’? W

hy is
this? Link this to the discussion of w

hy som
e people think certain

things are only for girls or boys. 

•
 C

an you think of things that som
e people m

ight think little girls (or
little girl ducklings) shouldn’t like? Is it easier or m

ore difficult for
little girls to m

ake unstereotypical choices than boys? S
ee the notes

for The Paper B
ag Princess

for m
ore ideas.

•
 W

hy does Papa D
uck think Elm

er w
ill ‘get along’ better if he learns to

play baseball? Is there anything w
e can do (in our school and beyond)

to challenge the idea that you have to like certain things in order to fit
in?

•
 Is Elm

er right not to care about being good at baseball because he
doesn’t like it? Are there som

e things it is im
portant to w

ork hard at
even if w

e find them
 difficult? If so, how

 do w
e decide w

hat these
things are? S

hould w
e allow

 other people’s opinions to influence us –
or should w

e think about w
hat w

e really need to practice in order to
do the things w

e w
ant? D

oes it really m
atter if w

e are good at sport
(or not)? O

n the other hand, are there certain skills that w
ill help all

of us to achieve our goals in life – regardless of our gender?

•
 M

am
a D

uck is very proud of Elm
er even before others in the story

recognise him
 as a hero. W

hy is this? W
hy does she think that Elm

er
is “just as strong as any other duckling”?

•
 W

hat do you think about M
rs H

ennypecker’s approach to challenging
bullying – “you’ll all stay after class until you learn to get along”. Is
that helpful? C

an w
e think of a better w

ay to support Elm
er? W

hat
w

ould happen at our school?

•
 W

hy does Elm
er run aw

ay? Is there som
ething else he could have

done? Encourage children to think about how
 w

e can ask for the help
w

e need.

•
 W

hy do you think Elm
er is so self-sufficient? S

om
e people m

ight think
it is because he has been bullied and has had to learn to be resilient
but could it also be because his m

other loves him
 so m

uch and
accepts him

 as he is – and because he likes him
self and so is able to

enjoy his ow
n com

pany?

•
 W

hat has D
rake learned w

hen he says to Elm
er “You haven’t

changed, but m
aybe I have”?
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Princess Elizabeth is beautiful, rich, and about to m
arry Prince R

onald.
O

ne day, a dragon attacks the castle and carries R
onald aw

ay. Elizabeth
sets off to get him

 back and, along the w
ay, proves that there is m

ore
than one w

ay to slay a dragon.

This book could be read w
ith or by K

S
2

 children and also read to
younger children. Adapt the suggestions for discussion as appropriate
depending on the age of the children you are w

orking w
ith.

S
om

e of the key things to consider w
hen reading the story:

•
 Princess Elizabeth is a great role m

odel for all children – and
challenges the traditional view

 of w
hat it is to be a ‘princess’.

H
ow

ever, she also questions our assum
ptions about how

 girls
‘should’ behave – and, m

ost interestingly, questions w
hether it is

necessary to act ‘like a (stereotypical) boy’ to achieve things. W
ith

m
any w

om
en still feeling they have to be ‘one of the boys’ to get on

in the w
orkplace, the story could be seen as an opportunity to

question w
hether there is only one w

ay to act in order to achieve
success in life – and w

hether, indeed, w
e couldn’t all benefit from

taking a different approach, regardless of our gender.

•
 Think about introducing children to other w

om
en from

 fiction or real life
w

ho have achieved success in their lives. Encourage them
 to think about

the barriers such w
om

en have faced and how
 they overcam

e them
. 

•
 You could also ask them

 to think about m
en w

ho do w
ork that som

e
people think is prim

arily ‘for’ w
om

en. Ask them
 to consider w

hy, w
hile

m
en still hold m

ost of the ‘top’ jobs, they are significantly under-
represented in som

e professions. Is there a good reason for this – or
is it m

ore to do w
ith stereotypical view

s about w
hat w

om
en and m

en
are good at? D

o they think that (unlike Princess Elizabeth) som
e girls

and boys m
ight not do the things that they w

ant to do in life because
they are w

ary about w
hat others m

ight think?

S
pecific points to talk about:

•
 W

hat do you think of Princess Elizabeth’s life at the beginning of the
story? S

he has expensive clothes and is going to m
arry a prince. D

o
you think there are things that Elizabeth C

AN
’T do at the start of the

story? W
hat m

ight they be? Is w
earing expensive clothes particularly

fun – or interesting – com
pared w

ith w
hat happens later? H

ow
 do you

think Elizabeth feels about losing her clothes – does she really m
ind

that m
uch? 
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•
 W

hy do you think Elizabeth em
ploys the m

ethod she does to defeat
the dragon? A prince m

ight decide to fight but, given w
hat w

e know
,

w
ould he be likely to succeed? It m

ay be that Elizabeth chooses the
strategy she does because she isn’t as physically strong as som

e
princes – but is her approach som

ething w
e could all consider should

w
e find ourselves confronted by a dragon?

•
 Is she just as ‘brave’ as any other dragon-slayer even though she
doesn’t use w

eapons? Is she even braver, perhaps?

•
 Look at the pictures of Elizabeth later in the story – do you think she
enjoys fighting the dragon? W

hy?

•
 W

hy is R
onald angry w

ith Elizabeth even though she has saved him
?

Is it just because of how
 she looks – or could w

hat she has done
have som

ething to do w
ith it as w

ell? W
hat do you think about his

reaction – could he have behaved differently?

•
 D

oes it m
atter that Elizabeth is “a m

ess”? W
hy do som

e people (like
R

onald) think that it does? Is it O
K

 for boys to look ‘a m
ess’ but not

girls? W
hy?

•
 W

hy does Elizabeth decide not to m
arry R

onald? W
hat sort of

qualities do you think she is looking for in a partner?

•
 H

ow
 is Elizabeth different from

 som
e other princesses in fairytales?

C
an you think about other fem

ale (or m
ale) characters in stories you

have read that challenge som
e of the traditional ideas of how

 such
characters should behave?

•
 S

om
e people think that fighting dragons is a m

an’s job – w
hy do you

think that is? D
oes Elizabeth do a good job? Are there any jobs that

w
om

en or m
en can’t do? Are there jobs that som

e people think are
just for one gender? Think about w

hat they involve and rem
ind

children that anyone w
ho has the appropriate skills could do these

jobs.

•
 Ask older children to think about the clothes w

e w
ear. W

e all know
that, w

hile people think it’s O
K

 for girls to w
ear trousers, m

any people
are less accepting of boys w

ho like dresses or m
ake up – w

hy is this?
D

o young w
om

en also face pressure to dress in certain w
ays? Look

at im
ages in m

agazines aim
ed at young w

om
en and talk about the

sort of m
essages they give about how

 w
om

en should look in order to
be ‘attractive’. C

ould these m
essages be part of the reason that

Prince R
onald finds it so difficult to see w

hat an am
azing person

Princess Elizabeth is? H
ow

 could they m
ake girls and w

om
en like

Elizabeth feel about them
selves – and w

hat can w
e do to challenge

them
?

•
 S

om
etim

es, girls are expected to have attributes such as being the
peacem

aker, shying aw
ay from

 com
petition or w

anting people to like
them

. S
im

ilarly, boys m
ay be expected to be fearless, alw

ays
boisterous and gregarious – and not to be interested in nurturing or
caring for others. U

se Princess Elizabeth’s story as a starting point
for talking about w

hy it is silly to expect all girls (and boys) to behave
in the sam

e w
ay or enjoy the sam

e things. You could also read
W

illiam
’s D

ollin w
hich the central character challenges som

e
people’s expectations of w

hat boys ‘should’ like.

•
 C

onsider reading Am
azing G

race
(w

hich questions w
hether you need

to be a boy – and w
hite – to play Peter Pan in the school play) and, for

younger children, S
uper D

aisy
(in w

hich the eponym
ous hero saves

the w
orld from

 invasion by peas). Like The Paper B
ag Princess, these

stories show
 girls doing things that som

e people believe are the
preserve of boys – and they can be used to question such
assum

ptions. The W
orst Princess

by Anna K
em

p (9
7
8
-1

8
4
7

3
8
8
7

6
6

)
is another excellent book that covers sim

ilar them
es to The Paper

B
ag Princess.
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The B
oy w

ith Pink H
air w

as just born that w
ay. D

espite this, som
e

people are unkind to him
. N

evertheless, he is happy because his fam
ily

and best friend love him
 and, in tim

e, others around him
 learn w

hy there
are benefits for all of us in accepting and celebrating each other’s
differences. 

This book could be read w
ith or by K

S
2

 children and also read to
younger children. Adapt the suggestions for discussion as appropriate
depending on the age of the children you are w

orking w
ith.

S
om

e of the key things to consider w
hen reading the story:

•
 You m

ight like to start by thinking about som
e of the differences that

exist betw
een people. D

epending on the age and know
ledge of the

children, you could think about things like height and eye colour – or
other differences like race, religion, gender or sexual orientation.
D

raw
 the distinction betw

een things w
hich w

e can chose for ourselves
– like our clothing or the sort of gam

es w
e like to play – and things

w
hich, like the B

oy w
ith Pink H

air, w
e are ‘born w

ith’ like our race or
our gender.

•
 Encourage them

 to think about how
 w

e all have things in com
m

on
w

ith other people and yet w
e are all special and unique in ourselves –

w
e all share som

ething, but not everything, w
ith all the other people

w
e know

. W
e could belong to any num

ber of different groups
depending on our identities or things that w

e like to do – and each of
these groups w

ill be m
ade up of different people. In other w

ords,
there is nobody w

ho is exactly like us – and nobody w
ith w

hom
 w

e
have nothing in com

m
on.

•
 W

ith older children, and as part of w
ider discussions, talk about the

extent to w
hich w

e can determ
ine our ow

n identities (for exam
ple,

som
e of us m

ay feel our race or gender to be different from
 that

w
hich w

e w
ere assigned at birth; som

e of us m
ay acquire or

relinquish a particular faith). W
hether these differences are ‘chosen’

or som
ething w

e are ‘born w
ith’, w

e still have the right to be accepted
as w

e are.
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S
pecific points to talk about:

•
 Even though the B

oy w
ith Pink H

air’s parents w
ere surprised that he

w
as different from

 both of them
, how

 did they feel about him
? D

id
they love him

 anyw
ay?

•
 W

hy do you think som
e people laughed or stared at him

? W
ould it be

different if he w
ere a girl? W

hy?

•
 Even though he w

as happy m
ost of the tim

e, how
 do you think this

m
ade him

 feel?

•
 The B

oy w
ith Pink H

air really enjoys cooking. W
ho in our class likes it?

W
hat other things do each of us like to do? C

an you find som
eone

else in the class w
ho likes the sam

e thing? Are there certain things –
like cooking or football – that som

e people think are ‘just’ for girls or
boys? W

hy is this? C
an you think of girls or boys, w

om
en or m

en, w
ho

are good at things that som
e people think are only for one gender?

W
hat does this tell us?

•
 W

hat do you think about the fact that his parents don’t pressure the
B

oy w
ith Pink H

air to do things he doesn’t like?

•
 W

hy do you think the B
oy w

ith a B
ad Attitude feels com

pelled to m
ake

fun of The B
oy w

ith Pink H
air?

•
 W

hy does the G
irl w

ith Ponytails like him
 at first? W

hen they get to
know

 each other, do they find they have other things in com
m

on? 

•
 W

hy do you think the B
oy w

ith a B
ad Attitude is eventually persuaded

to help the other children m
ake lunch on parents’ day?

•
 The B

oy w
ith Pink H

air learns to ‘be just w
ho he is’. W

hy is this
im

portant? W
hat can w

e do to m
ake others feel good about their

identities and w
hat helps us to feel good about ours?

•
 If you like this story, you m

ight like to read The D
ifferent D

ragon
in

w
hich a young boy counsels a dragon w

ho does not w
ant to be fierce

anym
ore. “I know

 that there are lots of different w
ays to be a

dragon”, he tells him
, “and being fierce isn’t the only w

ay you have to
be. You can be how

ever you w
ant.”
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Every night B
ailey dream

s about m
agical dresses – but w

hen B
ailey’s

aw
ake, no one w

ants to hear about these beautiful dream
s. Then B

ailey
m

eets an older girl called Laurel. The tw
o of them

 begin m
aking dresses

together and B
ailey’s dream

s com
e true.

This book could be read w
ith or by K

S
2

 children and also read to
younger children. Adapt the suggestions for discussion as appropriate
depending on the age of the children you are w

orking w
ith.

S
om

e of the key things to consider w
hen reading the story:

•
 This story is about som

eone w
ho feels they have a different identity

from
 the one w

hich others have assigned to them
. This is not an

unusual experience – m
ost of us can think of a situation in w

hich
som

ebody else expected us to like som
ething w

hich w
e didn’t or vice

versa. For exam
ple, som

e people think all boys are interested in
sport and all girls like pink – even though w

e know
 that this isn’t the

case. S
om

etim
es people w

ill tell us that w
e don’t or shouldn’t like

certain things – perhaps because they are surprised or think that
things w

ould be easier if everyone w
ere the sam

e. 

•
 B

ut there is a little m
ore to B

ailey’s story. The author describes
B

ailey as a girl – but som
e of the characters in the story seem

 to
think she’s a boy. Later in the story, Laurel accepts B

ailey just as she
is. The story is also an opportunity to talk about how

 m
ost of us are

assigned a gender w
hen w

e are born – and that for som
e people, as

they grow
 up, the choice that others have m

ade for them
 doesn’t feel

right. 

•
 As w

ith som
e of the other stories discussed in this booklet, you could

start by thinking about all the things w
e like to do, how

 som
e of these

are thought of as being ‘for’ girls or boys – but that w
e know

 better.
You could also talk about how

 people m
ake assum

ptions about other
people – based on their sex, race or faith for exam

ple – and how
, as

w
e grow

 up, w
e start to form

 our ow
n identities and discover w

hat w
e

like to do. W
hile som

e of our choices m
ight surprise other people –

perhaps because w
e like things that they didn’t expect us to – this

doesn’t m
ean they are w

rong.
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S
pecific points to talk about:

•
 W

hat are som
e of the things w

e dream
 about? If you could do or be

anything at all, w
hat w

ould it be? Ask children to w
rite about

som
ebody w

ho does som
ething they w

ant to do that other people
thought w

as im
possible. Encourage them

 to think about how
 that

m
ight feel. U

se dram
a and other activities to explore how

 it feels to
be told you can’t do som

ething because you are, for exam
ple, a boy

or a girl. 

•
 M

ake draw
ings of B

ailey’s dresses – w
hat is the m

ost am
azing dress

you can im
agine? Involve the w

hole class in m
aking a collage of one

of her dream
 dresses. R

em
em

ber that they have m
irrors, crystals and

flow
ers – you can taste and sm

ell them
 as w

ell as see them
. And

that’s only the three w
e know

 about! You can see all sorts of different
places on them

 (w
hat if you could actually step into the G

reat W
all of

C
hina dress and go there?). Let your im

agination run w
ild. 

•
 M

ake som
e dresses. If som

e children don’t w
ant to m

ake dresses
you could m

ake cloaks. Try and get all your thoughts and ideas onto
one big cloak w

hich could be displayed in the classroom
. Isn’t it

exciting that w
e all have different dream

s? 

•
 B

ailey’s fam
ily seem

 confused about her gender. The author tells us
she is a girl but her fam

ily seem
 to think she is a boy. Talk about how

som
e children w

ill grow
 up know

ing that their gender is different from
the one they w

ere assigned at birth – and that m
any m

ore (perhaps
m

ost of us) w
ill like things that som

e people think are associated w
ith

a different gender. 

•
 It m

ight be useful to keep in m
ind the difference betw

een biological
sex and gender – the latter being a m

uch m
ore com

plex range of
behaviours linked to how

 w
e express our identity. In sim

ple language
you could talk about how

, w
hile m

any of us m
ay be happy to be

thought of as either a girl or a boy, w
e all express this in different

w
ays – and that m

any girls w
ill like lots of things associated w

ith boys
and vice versa. 

•
 W

hen som
ebody isn’t com

fortable w
ith the gender they have been

assigned, this m
akes som

e people uneasy. D
o m

ost of us have tim
es

w
hen w

e feel ourselves to be different from
 the w

ay other people see
us? S

hould w
e all be allow

ed to be the people w
e w

ant to be? Point
out that Laurel seem

s to accept B
ailey the w

ay she is. W
hy do you

think Laurel reacts this w
ay? 

•
 W

hat do you think about B
ailey’s brother’s reaction w

hen she tells
him

 about her dream
? H

ow
 w

ould you like a brother or sister or a
friend to react if you told them

 about som
ething as special as a

dream
? H

ow
 should w

e react if som
eone told us som

ething surprising
about them

selves? 

•
 W

hat do you think about Laurel and B
ailey’s relationship? W

hy do
they like each other?

•
 O

n the last page, B
ailey says that the dresses they have m

ade out of
m

irrors ‘show
 us O

U
R

S
ELVES

’. W
hat do you think she m

eans by that?

•
 W

hat do you think B
ailey and Laurel w

ill do w
hen they are older?

Perhaps they w
ill dream

 up dresses for other people. Is that
som

ething anybody could do or is it just a career for girls? 
W

hy shouldn’t a boy be interested in dresses – or a girl in cars?

•
 R

esearch w
ell know

n trans people like Professor S
tephen W

hittle,
Paris Lees or C

hristine B
urns alongside fem

inists or activists w
ho

have cam
paigned around race, LG

B
 or transgender rights. W

hy are
people like this im

portant? D
o they help to m

ake the w
orld a better

place for all of us?

•
 M

erm
aids

is a support group that helps fam
ilies, children and

teenagers w
ith gender identity issues. You m

ay find som
e of the

inform
ation on their w

ebsite useful –
w

w
w
.m

erm
aidsuk.org.uk
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S
om

e of the books used by the project schools have, sadly,
gone out of print and are not included below

. There are
m

any other titles w
hich address the issues highlighted in

the above notes and teachers are encouraged to search
them

 out. The tw
o sources below

 are a good starting point.

W
hen purchasing copies readers m

ay like to consider
supporting G

ay’s The W
ord

bookshop – one of the w
orld’s

few
 rem

aining LG
B

T specialist bookshops. They stock a
range of children’s books and can be found at
w

w
w
.gaysthew

ord.co.uk and contacted on
sales@

gaysthew
ord.co.uk or 0

2
0

7
 2

7
8

 7
6

5
4
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Letterbox Library, w
w

w
.letterboxlibrary.com

, also stocks an
extensive range of children’s books w

hich address gender
and other areas of equality and diversity.
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