“
",.’ ‘\I J i‘ B ’ \ A
W ¢ % NS\
“S‘:\ “ . ‘ - : ‘, ,,‘:‘\ 5 \ f
A vanls N e :
¥ Tk S vt RN LR

4 ' " " ~. W\ : (r \\l
Gardene {s of Potential
AA ¢ | IJfbgiki_tibrLEBupporting (9"
Your WIdrenZ Prqfes\sional Path

-

This publication has been produced with the financial support of the European
ST Uni ondés Hori zon Europe research and ir
% . n° 101094497. The contents of this publication are the sole responsibility of the
“ authors and can in no way be taken to reflect the views of the European Commission.
R i -

| 3 b :
\ e .
\ ! .



Contributors

» ..’,A;' . Q} b \ ]
= W <R
&g e r
(v - Y
5 ; ,
Dr. Alexandra Lux Isatou Cham Anisha de Vries
Postdoctoral Researcher, Visiting Researcher Research Intern
KU Leuven, Belgium KU Leuven, Belgium KU Leuven, Belgium

“a’

Prof. Colette Van Laar Dr. RuthVan Veelen Dr. Jenny Veldman
Professor of Psychology, Senior Scientist, Nethelands Assistant Professor, Utrecht
KU Leuven, Belgium Organisation for Applied Scientific University, The Netherlands

Research (TNO),
The Netherlands

Please cite as
Lux, A.,Cham, I.,De Vries, A.Veldman, J.Van Veelen, R.& Van Laar, C.,(2025). Gardeners of
Potentiat AGC¢ | WUqt BHOqVYYidt RalOn Y lpidéssioBatpéth [eoldiDToe Y 2 | OH G

REWIRING projecthttps://re-wiring.eu/

Contact information

Website: rewiring.eu  BMail: alexandra.lux@kuleuven.be; colette.vanlaar@kuleuven.be


https://re-wiring.eu/

Executive Summary

This document constitutes the practical toolkit developed as part
of the REWIRING project, which seeks to address and dismantle
gender biases and stereotypes in educational and career
development contexts. Specifically designed for parents and
caregivers,this toolkit supports those guiding children and young
people from infancy through young adulthood in making
confident, informed, and unbiased decisions about their future
paths.

96 RGT | WUKt LURderfeptmroadecofieh stibtyd T n
constrained by ingrained societal gender stereotypes, which can
limit their exploration and potential. This resource equips parents
and caregivers with the knowledge and tools to recognize these
biases and actively create supportive environments where
children feel empowered to pursue interests and careers free
from restrictive gender expectations.
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Key objectives and themes of the toolkit include:

|l

Understanding the formation and impact of gender biases in
education and development;

Recognizing how societal messages, media, language, and
| YGUWaGYT DGt WRUN G-angg R IWHS RGT | DUK
Practical strategies for identifying and challenging everyday
gender stereotypes;

Guidance on fostering inclusive, nurturing spaces at home
and school;

Encouraging positive reinforcement, mentorship, and
diverse representation;

Addressing resistance and supporting resilience in children
and communities;

Sustaining longterm change through advocacy, critical
thinking, and intergenerational mentorship.

By combining researchbased insights with actionable advice,

this toolkit aims to empower parents and caregivers as vital

agents ofchangeUz | gqe | RUNDWHGERGT | DUkt WHYUN
their horizons, and helping them flourish beyond traditional

gendered boundaries.
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WELCOME TOTHIS TOOLKIT "

Parents and caregivers are the gardeneist
q6 Rl WAGRGT | WUkt W@ch
and varied landscape of their talents,
dreams, and aspirations. Like any thriving
Nel T WUAWe WRGRGT kit WD
environment around them.

You can give them the nourishmenof
encouragement, the space to exploreand
the freedom to reachtheir goalsin their

own unique way. v
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What is this toolkit about?

This toolkitis designed to support parents and caregivers in

guidingtheir children and students of all ages, from infancy to

young adulthoodin their career development Through practical

tips and information, we invite you to cultivate an environment

where your child feels free to grow into their fullest potential

rooted in confidence, nourished by support, and unshaped by

rigid ideas of what boys and girls "should" or "should not" do. The

5Y!I G WRYt WneddWYnWGYtt RARGRqRIJE Alle
can bloom in ways both unexpected and extraordinary.
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As parents and caretakers, you strive to create the best
environment for your child one where they can establish a strong
foundation and reach their full potential without unnecessary
barriers.

However, much like plants that struggle when confined to small
pots, children's growth can be unintentionally restricted by
gender stereotypes beliefs about which paths are more suitable
for boys or girls. These assumptions, like weeds, can quietly take
hold, limiting opportunities and preventing children from
discovering their true strengths
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- .. This toolkit helps you with:
0 Recognizing Hidden Weeds: Identify the subtle ways gender
F gl WYq! Gt WARNEqWRUNG 2 IJUAI LWL

create an environment where all interests are equally
encouraged.

O«

Exploring a Diverse Landscape: Discover a wide range of
educational and career paths, with reallife examples of
individuals flourishing in fields they love.

O«

Strengthening Roots of Confidence: Find strategies to support
your child in following their passions, even when they go against _/
traditional expectations.

O«

Cultivating Open Conversations: Learn how to talk about these
topics in a way that reassures your child they are supported, no
matter where their interests take them.

| |

! - While this toolkit focuses on gender in education, we recognize that
many factors, such as culture, background, and personal values
-t G CUWEWHRSRAGT kt WTYel OW! OWRNG Iwe RY . |
particular path but to offer them the optimal conditions to realize their %
full potential.




What can you find in this toolkit?

Chapter 1 (p.8): Understanding Gender Bias in Education

This chapterprovides a foundation for understanding how
gendered educational choices form and their lasting impact. It
highlights that while biasoccurs widely, it can be addressed and
mitigated.

Chapter 2 (p.15): How Gendered Expectations Take Hold
Explores how gender biases subtly shape children's self
perceptions through media, language, role models, and societal
norms.

Chapter 3 (p.30): Identifying and Challenging Biases

Provides practical strategies to recognize and interrupt everyday
gender biases, reframing conversations to open new possibilities
for all children.

Chapter 4 (p.57): Creating a Nurturing and Inclusive
Environment

Focuses on building supportive, biasfree learning spaces at
home and school, ensuring all children feel encouraged to
explore diverse interests.

Chapter 5 (p.62): The Role of Encouragement and Support
Highlights the power of positive reinforcement, mentorship, and
representation in shaping children's confidence and sense of
capability.
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Chapter 6 (p.76): Addressing Challenges and Resistance
Equips parents and educators with strategies to handle
pushback, challenge stereotypes, and foster resilience in the
face of resistance.

Chapter 7 (p.84): Sustaining Change and Empowering Future
Generations

Encourages longterm advocacy, critical thinking, and
mentorship to ensure future generations grow free from limiting
gender expectations.

Chapter 8 (p.90): Extra Resources
Find practical tools to help recognize and challenge everyday
stereotypes and create an inclusive learning environment.

Chapter 9 (p.97): Get to Know Us
More information on the team and the research project

Chapter 10 (p.99): Glossary
Look up tricky terms with simple, easyto-understand definitions.

Chapter 11 (p.101): References
Find a list of the sources and studies that this toolkit is based on.
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Chaptgr 1

Planting the Seeds:
Understanding Gender Bias in Education - An Introduction




Why Is this important?

As parents and caretakers,you shape the environmentin which
children grow. Just like soil and sunlight are crucial for a garden,
the messages and support children receive influence their
confidence and choices, especially regarding education and
careers.

Children often encounter welkmeaning but limiting beliefs about
suitable paths. Boys may be pushed towards fields like math and
engineering, while girls might be directed to nurturing roles like
nursing, teaching or arts. These pathways, though familiacan
restrict rather than support growth.

By nurturing the learning environmentyou can reduce these
barriers, allowing children to explore their genuine interests in
any field. This freedom fosters confidence and success. Every
child deserves the chance to develop uniquely, without outdated
constraints.
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While some children may
naturally prefer traditional paths, | '
the aim is to ensure they flourish \
by choice, not expectation. By
challenging outdated notions,
you offer your child the best
opportunities to nurture their
dreams. When children pursue
their true strengths and
interests, they thrive as
individuals and contribute to a
diverse world.

You will also find some technical terms, and they will always b
accompanied by &y for the first time we mention them. This

means that you can find an explanation of these terms in a bo;
on the same pageand also in the glossary.
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Progress in de-gendering careers
around the world

Understanding how gender stereotypes influence educational
choices is crucial. But alongside the challenges, it is also
important to recognize the progress thahas been made.

This section celebrates some of those achievements. Itis a
reminder that progress is possible, and that each step forward
brings us closer to a world where everyone can learn, grow, and
choose their path freely. Consider the following examples to see
what development has already taken place!

Worldwide wins:

Achieving gender equality and empowering women (including
promoting their participation in the STEM fields) is one of the 17
Sustainable Development Goals adopted by the United Nations
organization in 2015.

Men in traditionally female -dominated fields:

1 In the United Kingdom, more men are entering the nursing
profession. Between 1991 and 2001, the number of qualified
male nurses nearly doubled, with an increase of 96%! This
shows that nursing is becoming a more accepted and
attractive career path for men(Curtis, Robinson & Netten,
2009).

1 Many countries are changing their parental leave systems to
encourage fathers to take more time off to care for their
children. For example, in Quebec, Canada, the introduction
of a well-paid, father-only leave period led to a 250%
increase in fathers takng leave (Lutolf, 2024).
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Women in traditionally male -dominated fields:

1 After the 1994 genocide, Rwanda focused on rebuilding with
gender equality as a core principle. Women now hold nearly
50% of parliamentary seats (the highest in the world).

As ¢ Ul ¢ K t-idemsve politles have encouraged
women to take leadership rolesm all sectors.

7 Inthe UK and Ireland, 80% of female students say they felt
encouraged to study science and tech subjects, and 87%
feel like they belong in their courses. Events like STEM
Women career fairs helped 91% discover new job options,
showing that old gender steeotypes are starting to fade
(STEM Women).

7 In 2018, Iceland became the first country in the world to
make it mandatory for companies to prove they pay men
and women equally for the same work. Thanks to the
Icelandic Equal Pay Standard (IEPS), companies with over
25 employees now need to get certiéd to show they follow
fair pay practices. This policy shifted the burden of proof
from employees to employers and introduced fines for
noncompliance (Wagner, 2022).
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Important disclaimers

Limitations of conceptualizing gender as binary

f OUWg6 Rt WqVYYit RgAWs WWYnaqlOWl 3n 1l LWa
GUU0OKwW qagéwt ¢ dPlWgRAGWAWs W IHYNU
neatly into these categories; some experience their gender in a

unigue way.

Sometimes, we rely on thebinary concept of gender® ,

especially when discussing common gender stereotypes. These

FaqUll JYq! Gt WwWel WY naglWlUWAHz2 RGaqWc! Ye U
GcUmWY! WmneWs YacUAwWe UT W6 ! WHe UL
their options when it comes to school, work, and life choices.

By naming these stereotypes, we hope to show how they can

create barriers foranyyoung person, regardless of their gender

identity. We also understand it can be especially challenging

when these stereotypes target someone based on a gender they

do not identify with.

This toolkit is designed to help you support your childvhether
they identify as a boy, girl, both, neither, or somewhere in
between, in exploring their own interests, strengths, and
possibilities.

Binary concept of gender: The idea that gender falls into
two distinct categories: male and female. This concept
excludes people who do not tightly fit with either of these
two labels, such as transgender or norbinary people.
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Chapter 2

The Roots of Bias How Gendered Expectations Take Hold
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Bias & Gender Bias Bias refers to a preference or assumption that influences our ¥

perceptions of people and situations, frequently operating unconsciously. Gender
HR¢t WYHA2I + Ws 61 JU0Wa6 1t WWet t 2a GqRYUL We |
we perceive and interact with idividuals based on whether they are male or female.
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Gender Bias: Itis About More Than
Just Personal Choices

When we talk about gender bias, like the idea that certain subjects or

Hel 1311+ Wel Wt e U opre b jist talkihd dbbutlpérsodad R1 G 1
preferences. These ideas aralso shaped by broader systems in society:

cultural norms, school expectations, workplace traditions. They influence
s6caqlWnJUat WoUOY! G¢cdmlY! Whe BHIIGaCE AG 149w LY

These systems can impact the way young people see their options, and
how much encouragement they receive from family, teachers, or peers.
For example, careers in science, law, or business are often valued more
than those in art, social care, or manual trads. This can leave somgoung
people feeling limited, even when theyare following their talents.

Choosing a path that goes against expectations isot always easy. Young
people may face resistance or feel alone, because society doasot always
welcome change. And even later in life, outdated ideas can show up in
workplaces or professional settings.

The good news? Real change doewt depend on one person alone. As
parents and caregivers, you can play a key role in challenging gender bias,
not just by supportingyour own child, but by helping shift the system as a
whole.

When a young person follows their own path, even ifig not the expected
one, theyalso help open the door for others. Their choices matter, not only
for their future, but for creating a more equal and supportive environment
for everyone.

Together, we can make it easier for all children to choose freely, based on
who they are not who society expects them to be.



How do gender stereotypes & shape
Interests from an early age?

From an early age, children absorb messages from books,
television, toys, and everyday conversations that shape their
perceptions of which subjects or careers are deemed "suitable"
for boys or girls (Eccles, 2011). Over time, these subtle signals
impact their confidence and interests, even when they have the
capability to excel in a field (Gunderson et al., 2012). For
instance, girls might underestimate their abilities in math and
science, despite performing on paror better thanwith boys
(Ganley & Lubiengi, 2016). Similarly, boys might shy away from
careers in healthcare, education, or the arts, as these fields are
often linked to caregiving or creativity rather than technical skills
(Charles & Bradley, 2009)

Gender stereotypes : Fixed ideas that say boys
and girls have certain skills and should act a

certain way just because of their gender.
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How does confidence affect
educational choices?

A child's confidence in
their abilities, either
strengthened by
encouragement or
limited by bias, plays a
significant role in their
academic and career
choices (Correll, 2001).
If girls repeatedly hear
that boys are
"naturally" better at
STEMScience,
Technology,
Engineering and
Mathematics), they
might start to doubt
themselves, even if
they excel in those
subjects (Cvencek et al., 2011). Similarly, boys may avoid fields
like psychology, literature, or early childhood education simply
because they donot see many male role models in those careers,
making them feel like those paths aranot meant for them (Stoet &
Geary, 2019.
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The role of institutions, symbols, and
experience in shaping bias

Bias does not develop in isolation it spreads through the broader
ecosystem of schools, culture, and daily interactions. These
external influences function like environmental factors, either
nurturing a child's natural growth or subtly steering it in a different
direction.
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Institutions

Institutions act like the structure of a garden, guiding how plants

grow by determining where sunlight reaches and which areas

remain in the shadows. The way schools present subjects,

allocate resources, and define success can reinforce gendered
pathways. Policies and cultural narratives may elevate certain

careers while treating others as less prestigious, subtly steering

b gl WUqt WagVYscel I Wal ¢l RgqRYUc¢c G O! Wmwd e
educational systems fail to offer equal encouragement across all
subjects, children may naturally grow toward familiar, wel

trodden paths rather than exploring new possibilities.



Experiences

Teachers, parents, and peers act as the gentle hands that guide a
} ¢ G R U DN gsbnidthied afferidg support, but other times
unintentionally bending it in a certain direction. Encouragement,
or the lack of it, plays a crucial role in determining whether a child
feels confident exploring unfamiliar subjects. For example:

0 A boy talented in writing may be directed toward
journalism rather than literature, as storytelling may be
perceived as "feminine".

(@]

A young girl who enjoys building may be praised for
"creativity" rather than encouraged to explore
engineering.

O«

In class, a teacher calls more frequently on boys during
math and science lessons, reinforcing the idea that these
2 HTU#HEqE Wel DWmwn Y wWHY! | 1O

O«

In the same way, a teacher might call more often on girls
during reading or art activities, sending the message that
q6 13t DWmenWERURUWDWIWE 2 HTWHAQt Wel UL




Parents Play a Key Roley But It is Natural to Be
Shaped by Your Own Experiences

As a parent or caregiver, you want whas best for your child. The

guidance you offer often comes from care, concern, and a desire

to see them succeed. At the same time, its only natural that your

advice is shaped by your own experiencesvhat felt practical,

secure, or socially accepted when you were making similar

choices.
EYOGUqRGUt A6 Rt WHec OWGWecOWIUHY21 ¢ N
paths, evenifthey donogqWn 2 G G ! We G RNULWs Ra 6 W! Yel
strengths. Without realizing it, gender stereotypes or generational
expectations can also play a role in how certain subjects or

careers are presented, as more or less suitable depending on

' Yel WAGRGT kKt WNIUT I 1O

Thatis why open, ongoing conversations are so valuable. By

Rt qUURUNWgYW! Yel WHSRGT k1 WRT Det AL
encouraging them to explore a full range of options, you create

space for them to make choices that truly fit who they are.

Supporting that joumey, even when it looks different from your

own, can make all the difference.
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Teachers Want to Support Your Child y But TheyAre
Human Too

Teachers play a powerful role in how young people learn and how

they see themselves. The way they speak about different

subjects, the examples they use, and the encouragement they

Ynnidl WRcUOW 6¢GUWs 6¢cqUnJGt WuGYt t R
a 1J ¢ H Guppokt tatlbuild confidence, but sometimes, even
unintentionally, it can also steer a child away from something

they might have excelled at.

Like all of us, teachers bring their own life experiences and beliefs

into the classroom. This can include unconscious biases about

56 YWmnRat wWHEDI qc RUW e HT WAt WY WHE
gender expectations, for example, can influence how students

are graded, which feedback they receive, or which directions they

are encouraged to explore.

This doesnot mean teachers are intentionally being unfairjust
that no one is completely free from bias, and schools often reflect A
broader patterns in society. As a parent or caregiver,ig helpful

to be aware of this. If your child feels unsure about a subject
HOYRHIDWY!I W Rt #HY21 ¢ NIJT LUsFokayito abiy 1 ¢ H 6 1J
questions and talk it through with them. Your support and
perspective can help them feel empowered to follow the path
that truly suits them.

g
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Without Meaning To

The friends, classmates, and even romantic partners in a young

GUIl + YUkt WORnUIWARcUWGS ¢2VWE WHRNWRG G
and the choices they consider. That influence can be positive, by

offering support and encouragement, but it can also show up as
ssHaqOWWGI Dttt el WWagYWbunRaqWRUKWY ! WUY

Young people may hear comments like:

mNEEcqlt e ATIAGKY WaY!I JWnYI WAY! t o DRI
/i 6! Ws Yedl W YeWscecUqUWagYW YWaéceae w
O MW YYLW Gel qinY! Waé ¢ q O

N6 ¢ q Wiladgiud IYWs WRNW! Ye Ws ¢ Uqlle Wn e af
Even when said jokingly, remarks like these often carry unspoken

rules about whatit WpUY ! G ¢ dwlWY! Wwe HADGqc HT I
comes to gender roles. Over time, these messages can lead a

young person to doubt their interests or feel hesitant about

making choices that donot align with peer expectations.

As a parent or caregiver, you can help by creating space to talk
about these influences. Ask your child how their relationships
affect the way they think about school, work, or the future. Affirm
that it is okay to make choices that others might not immediately
understand, and that true support means encouraging each other
to follow what feels right. \

When young people feel backed by both their peers and their
families, they are more likely to grow into confident, seHdirected
individuals who feel free to explore their full potential.




Symbols

Symbols act as indicators, highlighting which
opportunities appear accessible and which ones seem
out of reach. Elements like gendered language in

textbooks for example, using masculine genericsp like
“chairman” instead of "chairperson,"media portrayals of
careers, for example,show certain jobs, like nursing, as
mostly for women, while jobs like engineering are shown
as more for men Similarly,imagery in educational
materials, like science books showing mostly male
scientists can establish barriers that limit access to
certain fields. When students seldom see individuals of
their gender thriving in a specific area, they might
unconsciously believe itis not meant for them.

Masculine generics: Using male words
to refer to all people, like saying

mnRI DGcUwWRUY qJe T W
can make women and others invisible
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Additionally, artificial intelligence (Al) and career algorithms,
which often reinforce historical patterns, can further restrict
rather than broaden opportunities.Al systems, like those used in
hiring processes or career recommendations, are often trained
on past data, which may include biases from previous
generations. As a result, these systems can reinforce traditional
gender roles, suggesting careers based onubdated stereotypes
Even classroom discussions on gender equality can impact a
child's sense of possibility. When bias goes unaddressed, it can
subtly influence educational choices, potentially steeringyoung
people away from paths that reflect their true interests




Why is it important to keep a variety of
career- and educational opportunities
open?

A welltended garden is prepared for changeweather patterns
shift, seasons evolve, and new plants take root. In the same way,
the job market is always evolving, and careers that were once
considered gendered are changing (OECD, 2019). Encouraging
children to develop a broad skill set ensures theyamain
adaptable and open to future opportunities.
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Important to know!

Everyone has stereotypes, even if we do not mean to (Small et al.,
2007; Wilson & Brekke, 1994; Wilson et al., 2000Dur brains
naturally sort people and things into groups because it is an
easier way to make sense of the worlgl like putting books into
labeled boxes.The problem is, once something is in a box, we
might forget to check if it really belongs there, and that can lead

to unfair assumptions, such asunconscious biases® .
Stereotypes are not always negative or intentional they develop
from cultural norms @ , personal experiences, and societal
influences.

Unconscious bias : Automatic, unintentional
preferences or stereotypes about people based on their
gender, race, or other traits, without even realizing it.

Cultural norms : The everyday
behaviors or traditions that are seen as
normal in a particular group or society.

While stereotypes can sometimes help in recognizing patterns,
they often impose unnecessary limitations. Assuming that certain
subjects or careers are only suitable for specific genders can
unknowingly restrict our potential or deter others from following
their true interests. By becoming aware of the stereotypes we
hold, we can question and challenge these assumptions, making
choices based on individual strengths and passions rather than
outdated expectations.



Chapter 3

Weeding Out Barriers: Identifying and Challenging Biases: .-
























































































































































































































