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CINDY: Okay. Let me introduce you to our next guest Dr. Christia Brown. Am I pronouncing 
your name right? Is it Christia?

CHRISTIA BROWN: Uh-huh (affirmative).

CINDY: Professor of developmental psychology at the University of Kentucky, her research 
focuses on the effects of gender and ethnic stereotypes among children and adolescents, and 
how teachers and parents can help protect children from limiting stereotypes. Please help me 
welcome Dr. Christia Brown.

CHRISTIA BROWN: Well, thanks for having me. This is a fun format to do this in. So I thought 
I would talk a bit about, thinking about the theme of this conference is how to raise children 
with justice, mercy and kindness is I think a really great theme to think about. My own area of 
research really looks at how kids develop biases and stereotypes. Then also kind of the flip side 
is how they are affected by those stereotypes that others are aiming at them.

I thought I would talk about five ways that we can help kids fight biases in the world. This really 
means gender stereotypes and biases, biases about sexual orientation and gender expression 
and identity, and race and ethnicity, and immigration and all the ways in which we treat people 
unfairly.

We see it in our daily lives as adults, but how can we help kids fight that? I’ll figure it out and 
do talk about five different things. So the first one is that we have to really recognize what 
the human brain does. So I’m a psychologist. What we know is that we seem to be born really 
wanting to put people into groups. We’re really good from the moment we come out about 
being able to categorize people based on what they look like. We notice patterns between 
groups and behaviors. So we notice which group is always shown with eyelashes. We know 
which group is usually shown with kind of mean, angry faces. We’re really good in the first two 
years of life of detecting patterns and groups, and putting them into these kinds of categories. 
We seem to like our own group best.

So when we’re really, really young, we like the people that looke like us or rather we like the 
people that look like our moms. If we have a female white person that takes care of us, we tend 
to like white females better than all other groups of key people. It’s probably was really helpful 
when we lived in small groups and we needed to know who was going to take care of us and 
who was going to be threatening. It was probably adaptive. But we need to know that this is 
what our brains want to do because if kids are left to their own devices, they’ll show a lot of 
biases. What that means for parents and teachers is simply modeling kindness, and equality, 
and unfairness is just not enough. You really have to work against this tendency to be biased.

People often say, “Kids are born colorblind. We don’t notice, and we all love everyone.” We 
really don’t. We are born sorters and categorizing, and liking people who like us better. So 
we have to work against that tendency. We’re not born hating other people, but we are born 
categorizing them. We have to just kind of know that as parents and know that just because 
we’re trying to live in equal, equal rights, equality world, it doesn’t mean that’s what our kids 
are actually believing.
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The second thing I think is important to help kids is that kids are never too young to talk about 
this stuff with. So they’re never too young to discuss stereotypes and discrimination. We know 
that kids notice color and gender from the beginning. They sort people by race and gender 
within the first few months of life.

So they’re not born colorblind. They’re paying attention to gender cues. They assume if one 
type of person is always displayed as being in fights or one person is shown as emotional and 
soft, and one person is always the scientist, and one person is always the one getting into fight, 
they also assume that stuff are inborn, innate or we call essentialist differences.

So if African-Americans are depicted often in media being criminals and violent, kids will 
assume, because of their cognitive limitations, that those are innate, inevitable, unchangeable 
differences. They’ll assume that girls and boys are so innately different in terms of language 
abilities, and math abilities, and aggression, and leadership that we can never actually be 
similar because we’re so innately different.

So it’s really important then to know before kids start kindergarten, they do endorse all of 
those stereotypes I just mentioned. It’s really important to help your kids develop what I call 
just a bias schema because what they’re doing is they’re looking out on this biased world, 
that’s biased because of media and what media portrays to us. They’re detecting all of those 
patterns. For example, when they’re watching a kid’s TV and they see a commercial for toys. 
They see it’s a bunch of boys playing together with toy trucks, they now think boys only play 
with boys and they play with trucks. That’s innate and inevitable.

What we have to do then as parents is point it out because they’re absorbing it as truth. We 
have to say, “Wow, it’s a real shame that you only see boys playing with each other because 
I bet girls would like to play with that too.” Because their explanation is going to be this 
essentialist, biological, we can never bridge the gap difference unless we give them another 
explanation.

So if we can say, “Oh wow, it’s a shame the people making the show didn’t realize girls like 
to do this.” So they have an explanation that it’s a stereotype they’re seeing and not some 
inevitable truth that they’re seeing. My daughter and I, we’re watching an episode of Bones. 
They were showing a Muslim terrorist on there. I have to point out to her, “It’s a shame that they 
always show terrorists as being Muslim,” because we know that they only show that on TV and 
that’s not what real life is like.

So you have to point out the stereotype, which is I think counterintuitive because you want 
to say, “Oh I hope they don’t notice it. I don’t want to like draw attention to it.” But the reality 
is they are absorbing it. If you don’t give them a different lens with which to see all of those 
biases, then they’re going to just assume that they’re the truth.

I want to make sure my voice is louder than the media voices that they’re absorbing because 
they’re not able to disentangle, “Oh, that’s an ad. That’s an advertising person who’s making 
this commercial because they think the school bus needs to be in pink and in blue.” They’re 
assuming well, boys and girls must play with different toys. I point, so point it out so that they 
have a different explanation than the one they’re coming up with with their own mind. Because 
their own mind is going to be the biased answer because that’s the most logical one. Kids are 
really good at finding the patterns out there and assuming that’s the truth because it’s how 
they’ve learned.



We think it’s how they learned that dogs bark and how you should avoid scary animals, and 
why you should avoid cars that are on the street. We’re always pointing out, “Watch out for 
this, pay attention to do this.” They’re really good at paying attention to all the clues in the 
world. We want to never talk about the stereotyped clues and just assume they’re going to 
ignore those.

Well, no, it’s all educational for kids. We have to give them our lens instead. I think the third 
thing that’s to keep in mind is this isn’t about teaching kindness. I mean, it’s obviously very 
important to teach kindness, but kind of giving the message of treat everyone equally isn’t 
really going to work well enough here. I think that’s an important message, but we often 
assume we’re treating everyone equally. Our hearts are saying we should treat everyone 
equally, but our brains have biases that our hearts don’t mean. We know in preschool kids 
believe everyone is treated equally, but we have cognitive limitations.

We have implicit biases where we assume some groups are more aggressive and not as smart, 
and boys who wear dresses are weird. We have all of these biases about what we’re used to. It’s 
not about being unkind to others. It’s about not being able to understand that there’s a lot of 
variability between individuals.

I encourage parents to not make the argument of we should treat everyone the same, but 
instead to flip it on its head and say everyone is different. Every single individual is unique, and 
to point out that, and to help them recognize the variability between individuals. ‘Cause that’s 
the big part of stereotypes is all girls are different and all boys are different, and some girls 
are like boys, and some boys are like girls. There’s too much variability for these groups to be 
very meaningful. Ethnicity, we’re all really different, and religion, and sexual orientation. Every 
person is unique and our brains don’t like to do that cause that’s complicated.

We don’t want to see variability and outgroups, and we know this. So we know that it’s harder 
to tell a part members of racial outgroups for example. I think we’ve all heard those kinds of 
things. “Oh that group all looks alike.” No. The problem is we all say that because to our brains, 
it is hard to find individual variations in people that aren’t like us. But kids can be taught this. 
What was a somewhat embarrassing example, we lived in Los Angeles. I had a two-year-old 
daughter, I’m Southern, and we were in a soul food restaurant. So my family is white, I’m white, 
my daughter’s white. We were in a soul food restaurant. It has a wall of African-American 
pictures, of people that are celebrities, like B level celebrities that had been to this restaurant. It 
was a really popular place near in our neighborhood in LA.

My daughter very loudly pointed to a black lady that was framed, a picture of her and said, 
Oprah. It was not Oprah. It was a woman from like the 1970s on some talk show. But my white 
daughter who was not distant, was not recognizing the variability in the faces. Just saw, here’s 
a black lady and I’m going to call her Oprah.

What I had to do, knowing this research, was I had to just not tell her to be quiet. But I had to 
instead walk up to the big wall of faces and start pointing out all the individual characteristics 
of all those different faces. Now look, this lady has braids. Look, she’s wearing glasses. Look, 
her eyes or have a different shape than this lady. Look, this lady is wearing bigger earrings. So 
literally in a concrete way, pointing out how all of those faces were not black women as this 
broad category, but were individual humans and we had to focus on their individuality because 
we know from research that when you help kids see individual variation in people, it helps them 
be more accepting of the fact that we’re all really different.



Frankly, stereotypes just don’t apply to us. It’s why knowing someone’s gender or race doesn’t 
really tell you a whole lot about what that person’s really like because there’s too much unique 
characteristics of the person. But kids need help finding that because they’re not naturally 
going to look at all that individual variation, because it’s cognitively a lot of effort. So I think 
it’s not so much to treat everyone equally, but that everyone is different. We have to appreciate 
the unique variability in everybody.

I think the fourth thing is important to keep in mind is to be really mindful of representation 
in all ways. So representation matters in an infinite number of ways. I think it really helps for 
every kid, and I think to be mindful of no matter who your kid is, what types of images are they 
seeing on a daily basis? So white kids, for example, should have plenty of books with kids of 
color doing lots of fabulous things. It shouldn’t all be historical books about the civil rights. It 
should be modern stories of kids of color doing things. Boys should have plenty of books with 
girls as the main characters. Girls should have pictures of or have books as girls as the main 
characters.

So it’s like, it’s easier to recognize when we have kids that are in marginalized groups, that we 
want them to be represented. So kids of color don’t see themselves in media as much as white 
kids do. We know that they need to see those images of themselves reflected back. But I would 
say all kids need to see that kind of variation, it’s that idea that it is really hard to realize we’re 
all unique if you only have a few characteristics to look at.

So we need a lot of variability in kids’ media diet because that’s really where they’re absorbing 
a lot of these biases. We know that boys are less inclined to read books that have girls as main 
characters, so partly it’s having those conversations, buying books anyways with girls as main 
characters and talking about why they might not be perceived as interesting, and calling out 
that as a bias. But being thoughtful of what images are, is my child seeing.

Because all of it is educational too. I think for girls, being mindful of the ways in which they 
see sexualized images a lot, even like on things like the Disney Channel, girls are often really 
sexualized. There’s a lot of heteronormativity. So most of it is boys and girls pairing up 
together, and being mindful and talking about it. So saying, “I really see that there aren’t a 
whole lot of girls that are interested in dating other girls,” like tween shows are really notorious 
about being really just kind of heteronormative. Again, back to that earlier point of pointing it 
out, otherwise they’re going to be absorbing it as this is what’s normal.

The last point is to give kids really concrete ways to intervene when they hear discrimination 
to others or when people say comments to them. Because I think if you’re doing it right and 
your kid’s going to be their own unique individual, other kids are going to say stuff to them. I 
think that’s just the reality. Giving kids little quick comebacks that are not hurtful, but it can be 
funny or can break the ice. But that kids have just kind of in their toolkit for when people make 
comments, but also importantly, kids are going to hear other kids tease their peers.

We know that homophobic slurs are common, beginning in elementary school and really 
common in middle school. Our research, we find racial bias that from kid to kid, we find it in 
third grade, we hear by it preschool, kids for their gender expression get teased and made fun 
of by peers.

It’s a really brutal place to try to be a unique individual in a peer culture. So kids are going to 
hear it. So helping them know, how do I intervene? What can I say in that situation? Because 
sometimes when it’s happening, the kids are really kind of frozen. They’re like, “They know 
it’s bad, but they don’t quite know how to handle it.” So helping them feel empowered to say 
something because I think that’s really important.



We have to really change the norm about what’s accepted. We have to make it not okay for 
kids to hear homophobic slurs in school, for example, which kids report hearing almost every 
single day by the time they’re in the sixth grade. We have to change the norm about what’s 
accepted. The best way is if kids are starting to change those norms among themselves. It also 
helps the kid who got a comment feel less alone, right?

To feel like at least somebody here is an ally and a supporter. Then it also helps the child 
themselves know that their own voice can be heard. That’s a very empowering message for 
kids, but they’re going to need help. I think role playing is helpful. Figuring out what each kid 
has their own comfort level. Some kids are extroverted and are really happy given kind of a 
zinger to another kid or in a funny was. Some kids would be really uncomfortable with that.

So helping the kid figure out what’s natural to them and their personality, but can help them be 
a really good ally to the other kids in their school and can help them feel empowered if they’re 
the ones getting a comment. I have another daughter that’s cisgendered, pretty gender typical 
in lots of ways, but is a unique person.

So likes to wear a lot of superhero clothes and would frequently wear a Batman shirt most 
every day. Boys would make a comment and tease her about wearing a boy shirt. So we had 
to figure out, “Well, what can you say when they say, why are you wearing a boy shirt?” So 
she thought it was hilarious to say, “Well, I guess you never heard about a gender stereotype,” 
which I don’t think is that hilarious. But she thought it was funny. For her, that was a nice way 
to have like a little comeback. It’s not mean. So it’s still this kind of kind answer, but it felt 
empowering to her. She would use it when necessary.

So part of it is kind of working with your kid to think how can you go into the world and help 
others experience it in a more kind and just way, and knowing that it’s not going to come easy 
but that it will happen and it will happen early by preschool.

This starts to happen, so I think these are conversations to have by the time kids are really in 
kindergarten, about what happens if someone says something mean to someone else because 
they’re doing something other boys would like to do or other girls like to do or they say a 
comment about what country they come from or what their accent is. Other types of things we 
know that kids hear, discriminatory comments about when they’re young. So helping kids know 
this is the thing you might see, this is what I believe about it.

What can we do to make sure other people don’t experience that? Just pointing it out more, 
having more conversations about it is really the only way that we can battle this kind of 
constant barrage of biases and stereotypes that are targeting our kids. Really all of our kids, 
no matter what the category they are belonging to, all of them are getting some kind of 
limiting messages. It takes a lot more effort than just kind of modeling it and hoping that treat 
everyone equally kind of message is going to work. We have to be a much louder voice in their 
back of their minds.

CINDY: Great, thank you. There was so much to process there. The thing that I was thinking of 
is that a lot of us grew up in very binary gender categories. So as these conversations become 
more normalized, I think a lot of us as parents are going through this process of expanding our 
own gender identity and our expression.



I don’t know if this is a question so much as how do we do this as our kids are growing 
as they’re watching us? I feel like it’s interesting because the more empowered I become 
as a feminist, I feel like I’m actually embracing more of my femininity, which is a little bit 
counterintuitive. But it’s like now I know I can be whoever, I can be unique and I can be myself. 
So ...

CHRISTIA BROWN: Yeah. I think there’s a couple things in there, right? For one, I always feel 
frustrated that femininity gets devalued sometimes. Because I think equalities should be 
elevated in many ways ‘cause there they’re good. It, they’re empathetic. Femininity involves 
kind of working together, being verbal, expressing your emotion, perspective taking. There’s a 
lot of caretaking, being nurturing, a lot of great qualities that come along with femininity. The 
problem is men would also do really good to have those qualities as well. Right? Dads.

CINDY: Yes.

CHRISTIA BROWN: Who are really good at nurturing.

CINDY: Yeah.

CHRISTIA BROWN: And good at expressing their emotion, and verbalizing how they’re feeling, 
and taking other’s perspectives. If we all did that, it would be a much easier world to live in, in 
the same way that men have good qualities in terms of their can be assertive, feel empowered 
and bold and don’t worry too much about risk-taking. Women should do some more of that to 
take up space.

Don’t undersell yourself, be competent in what you have to offer to the world. I think both of 
those have lots of value. I think that’s what’s frustrating about gender stereotypes is like those 
are both great set of skills that we all should embrace and we all should help our kids embrace 
all of those. It’s frustrating when one gets monetized, like male tasks get monetized often and 
so female tasks gets devalued when really they are an essential part of I think society working 
well and positively. You make us all function better as families. I think if we allowed everyone to 
develop those skills and foster them from the beginning in our children, think about what well-
rounded humans we would create. I think that’s what’s ... People often ask about, talk about 
gender neutral kids. I was like, “I don’t really know what gender neutral means.”

I just think that we’re all really unique and all of these skills are good for all of us. We all have 
a gender that we identify with or some do and some don’t. There’s lots of variations in that, 
which leads the kind of the binary idea that I think we were all taught there was a binary. I think 
kids are much better now at saying the binary doesn’t work for me. The binary never worked 
for a lot of people. We just kind of mentally hid that away. So there’s a lot of complexity in 
which the binary has never quite been, but it’s easy. Kind of what I was saying earlier, we’re 
really cognitively lazy. In psychology, we call this idea of cognitive misers. We want to use the 
least amount of mental energy as possible. Two categories is like as easy as possible.

That’s why it seems to stick, there’s a reason that Men are From Mars, Women are From Venus 
is like huge bestseller ‘cause if I can put my husband in one category and I’m in another it, it 
removes all other thinking about the ways in which we don’t fit those kinds of stereotypes.

CINDY: Yeah. It makes it really easy to have an explanation for the way that your partner is 
behaving is like, “Oh this is because of this.” When it could be from a variety of factors. So 
yeah, I really resonate with the cognitive miser. Why are we so lazy?



CHRISTIA BROWN: I exist. We live in a really complicated world. There’s a lot coming at us all 
the time and so we got to reduce effort where we can, but I think the costs are too great here. 
It’s like we just got to put in the mental energy to recognize there’s too much variability in 
people and even within ourselves that one set of characteristics doesn’t work.

CINDY: Yeah. I mean the costs are deadly because I was shocked to hear you say that kids hear 
homophobic slurs everyday by the time they’re in sixth grade. that is devastating and-

CHRISTIA BROWN: I was like, that’s worldwide data. I’m in the US, but there’s studies out 
of really a lot of Europe, Australia, and most of the Western kind of societies that this issue 
has been studied in. But it’s a really common finding. I mean they hear the word “gay” as 
a euphemism for stupid all the time. Boys, if they do anything that’s not heteronormative 
masculine like sexually harassing of girls. If A boy likes to read poetry, he gets called a 
homophobic slur.

I mean, so boys step one foot outside this like masculine box and they get really nailed by their 
peers. A lot of researchers talk about the harm that gender stereotypes have for girls, but boys 
I think are really restricted even more so in some ways than girls are. If they do anything that’s 
not very heterosexual, cisgender male, very athletic, big and strong suppress emotion kind of 
way, they get called homophobic slurs pretty repeatedly by their peers so that they really, we 
call it like they’re gender policing. They police themselves into these big pink and blue squares, 
boxes. It’s really hard then once they become adults to ever get out of that pattern.

CINDY: Yeah. Yeah. Okay. Lauren has a question, “Do you have suggestions for how to best 
address bias if your kid goes to daycare all day? I have a three-year-old and feel that his gender 
biases currently come from his friends at daycare, not from us, his two moms. We read inclusive 
books lots at night, but he still told us he couldn’t be a girl character because she’s a girl. We 
told him he absolutely could be whoever he wanted to be, but it didn’t seem to stick.” I feel like 
this is a broader question. Even as you were talking, I was thinking this, you said that media 
comes at the kids with so many messages and we have to disrupt that narrative. But it just feels 
like throwing an egg at a wall because there’s so much more out there. I don’t know if you have 
a solution to this, but maybe some encouragement?

CHRISTIA BROWN: Yeah, I think they’re exactly right that peers ... It is throwing an egg against 
the wall. I think peers are, I think when you’re trying to raise progressive social justice minded 
kids or kid you just want to be unique individuals, peers are brutal. I know my own daughter, 
this is the stuff I care the most about and I talk about it a lot. They would come home and 
just would say stuff. You’re right. So they’re right with the two moms, it’s often not based in 
their actual reality. So my husband was a firefighter and there was a woman at his station, so a 
female firefighter that my toddler, four-year-old child saw every other day. She only saw her in 
her firefighter uniform at a fire station on a firetruck. Context cues all there. One day she said to 
me, “But girls can’t be firefighters.” I’m like, but like Tanya is at the fire station at dad’s station.

She’s in literally the helmet, literally on a firetruck. That’s the only way we’ve ever seen her. 
She’s like, “Yeah, the girls can’t be firefighters.” It’s like the logic is not there because there’s 
the image that they have and then the stuff that they hear at school, even when kids go to a 
really progressive, fabulous preschools, it’s amazing what they pick up. So that’s why I make 
the point, censoring doesn’t seem to work. Just giving them the books and not having the 
explicit conversations doesn’t work. So really when they say those, calling it out right away. Not 
letting any of those stereotype comments go and just saying, “Oh, it’s a shame you say that.” 
It doesn’t have to be a long lecture, but an intense conversation. My daughter said one time, 
boys, what’d she say, boys like, what was it? Boys like scallops.



It was like the stranger ... Boys like scallops, but girls don’t, it was the strangest stereotype, 
which we’ve never talked about it. So she clearly had learned that a kid at school must’ve 
said something. I think a boy at school likes scallops and a girl at school said, “I don’t.” Then it 
became a rule that boys like scallops. And girls don’t.

I was like, even though that seems really silly, it was something I had to pause and say, “Lots 
of boys don’t like scallops and lots of girls do like scallops. Just think about my mom. I like 
scallops a lot and I’m a girl. Dad is a boy and he doesn’t like scallops at all.” Then we move on. 
But it’s, again, it’s pointing out the individual variation, so even when they’re silly, you have to 
stop that kind of either-or thinking because otherwise that seems to be what kids do really 
early, just because of cognitive limitations. Even when mom and mom, or mom and dad, or 
mom and grandma, even when they’re living in a space which defies those stereotypes, the 
outside messages are much stronger. Unless we’re able to be the louder voice and we have to 
be explicit about it.

CINDY: Okay. Just to be clear at the Parenting Forward Conference, our stance is that girls can 
like scallops too.

CHRISTIA BROWN: Yes.

CINDY: Here’s another question I have from Heather, “How do we talk about size inclusion? 
Body shaming is a big problem and often discriminatory.” Does that correspond at all with the 
gender stereotypes as well?

CHRISTIA BROWN: Yes, yes. I’m literally writing an academic paper right now with my grad 
students on that exact topic. Body shaming, it’s prevalent. Again, if we hear adults do it, you’re 
usually going to hear kids do it too. So we know that kids have lots of biases about what is kind 
of normative. It’s very gendered. So we talk a lot about the thin ideal for ... So for boys there’s 
a little more flexibility in what their size can be. But for girls, what’s really valued is a very thin 
ideal. I’ll say this doesn’t really apply for kids in preschool, but for kids that are starting like 
late elementary, when social media starts to come online, those really highly curated images of 
others that are exacerbating really thin ideals really seem to be impacting kids.

So we see girls particularly much more likely to have poor body image, feel body shamed 
themselves, even when their body weight is perfectly within healthy standards. Everyone 
seems to be ... When they get all of those really thin ideals, a lot of kids are feeling bad about 
their bodies, mostly girls. Although it’s starting to affect boys more and more over the past few 
years. But again, it’s why I think the message of we all come in different shapes and sizes. So 
pointing out, “Oh I’m really glad to see in this book that they show people whose bodies are 
different shapes and sizes.” So pointing out the variation and saying, “I really like seeing that 
because that really is what people look like,” says to kids that the variability is normal and is 
valuable. That there’s not a good size or a bad size.

Just like there’s no good categories of people or bad categories of people. So yeah, that seems 
to be starting earlier and earlier. I think also laying on top of that as the fact that we sexualize 
girls younger and younger. So clothing for girls is really body forward I’ll say, and not in positive 
ways. So it’s really hard to find. It’s hard to find shoes for a seven-year-old for example, that 
don’t have a heel on them, like dress shoes for seven year olds that don’t have some kind of 
heel on them.



It’s hard to find when kids start to, girls start to hit about nine, to find clothes that don’t 
sexualize them in some way. Part of those sexualized clothes are also very revealing of the 
body and that also see this appearance-focus, you need to be thin. You need to be sexualized 
even before you can understand what that is, well before puberty hits. Girls are starting to get 
those messages that how you look is important and how you need to look is a very restricted 
idea of very thin and sexy. When we see girls understanding that in elementary school, as 
young as six, and part of that comes is related to body shame, both the towards themselves 
and towards others.

CINDY: Yeah, I really like ... You’ve set the several times now about pointing out the differences. 
I think with body shaming, that’s a very easy way because we truly do come in different sizes. 
So it’s easy to ... I think it’s, it is counterintuitive because we’re kind of taught to not talk about 
people’s appearances. But I think if we say it, and not in a judgment way, but just like pointing 
out the differences, I feel like that is kind of a quick win. I like what you say about, it doesn’t 
have to be a long conversation because as we know, this whole gender spectrum and identity 
and from our last session we learned as well that it’s so complicated. It’s hard to distill into a 
short time. But I feel like it us permission to to say, no, it doesn’t have to be a lecture every 
time.

In fact, that’ll probably turn your kids off. I make that mistake often, but it could just be kind of 
a small disruption. Those things add up to kind of paint a different narrative for our children. 
We find power in our community here at this conference and in my community that just to 
know we’re not alone, that we are a group and a growing group of people who care about 
these issues, who are trying to push against the mainstream binary narratives.

So I hope that people can find encouragement in that. Okay. So I have another really good 
question from Teracita, I apologize if I don’t get your name right, but, “If I heard you correctly, 
our brains are wired to identify patterns and grouping people naturally. I’m wrestling with 
the idea of battling “nature”, especially with little children. It sounds like these are part of 
the process of growing, adapting and maturing.” I would add, but it’s like our evolutionary 
tendency, right? Yeah. And so how do we think about that? Because if it’s necessary for their 
survival to categorize and we’re battling that, how should we think about this?

CHRISTIA BROWN: Well, I think the ability to categorize is necessary, right? It’s really helpful 
to know what a chair looks like, that it’s got four legs and a flat surface. So that when I go up 
to it, I can sit on it and I know it’ll be stable. So I need to be able to categorize some things. No 
doubt. It’s helpful for me to know a furry animal with four legs that barks may bite if I pull its 
hair. I need to be able to know things really young.

I would argue we don’t need to be able to categorize people in a modern era. Maybe we did 
when we lived in small villages where we don’t really know what our early past, what our 
kind of long ago past was really like. You can imagine it might’ve been more useful. Here, in a 
diverse society in which you live around people that look different than us and we don’t gain a 
lot by categorizing.



Because knowing what someone’s category is doesn’t really tell me. It doesn’t tell me anything. 
It doesn’t tell me if you’re a threat or not a threat, it doesn’t tell me what your personality is 
like. It doesn’t have any usefulness anymore. We see that as we learn more about the gender 
expression and identity, even knowing someone’s gender, how I look here doesn’t tell you 
about whether I’m able to have children, for example. It doesn’t tell you about what my internal 
reproductive organs are. You just see how I’m presenting and that’s all you need to know. 
So it doesn’t tell you about what type of person I might be attracted to because it might be 
a woman, it might be a man, it might be both. It might be neither. So it doesn’t really tell us 
anything in a modern era.

So I don’t think that although it’s useful for some things, it’s useful to be able to categorize 
generally. Part of it is how can we disrupt it when it comes to people, because people, it 
doesn’t help us. I make a functional argument. It just doesn’t buy as much anymore. Right? 
We’re just too variable now. It’s useful to know this is the person that feeds me every day. 
I want to be able to recognize that person. This is the person that I love, but knowing that 
gender or race or any of that doesn’t differentiate it. We see it especially in kids that live in 
multiracial families for example, in two mom or two dad families. These groupings no longer 
have meaning to us in our modern era.

CINDY: Yeah, that’s helpful. Yeah. So I have one last question that I think I’m going to put out to 
the call group from Joel because it’s time to let you go, but here’s the question, “Are there any 
good shows for elementary girls that would help dispel some of these gender stereotypes?”

Then I think a lot of us have know about these shows, so if you know of any good ones, I know 
Doc McStuffins is a nice one about a girl who is a doctor. But yeah, if you know any, go ahead 
and type it into the comment section so that we could kind of glean those resources.

Dr. Christia Brown, thank you so much for what you taught us today. I learned so much. It was 
so rich, so thank you. Yeah, hopefully we’ll connect again soon.

CHRISTIA BROWN: Sounds good. Thanks. Bye bye everybody.

CINDY: Bye.

---
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