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« Today, periodic clouds and sunshine,

All the News o !:n?ﬁ'za Tonight, mostly clear,

That’s Fit to Print” cold, low 23. Tomorrow, increasing

amounts of clouds, chilly, high 38.

Weather map appears on Page A24.
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Examples From the Masters

Three professional approaches to the

Free to Be

Making a space without gender cues,

so children can develop their identities.

By MICHAEL TORTORELLO

Elliot Claire: What kind of baby name is
that? A girl's name? A boy’s name? Both?

ine;
35, explained. As the baby
£l she cafifse any com

“My husband went through the experi-
ence of having to change his name,” Ms.
Scoﬂ 'mecwplemneduuushlgh

school sweethearts, at age 14. “Wh
first met, bewunvingu-gjruiewnmy
first girlfriend, and that's changed.”

As for the nursery, the Scottens wrestled
with a design question encountered by a
generation of new parents, who, surveys
suueu, hold more accepting views of gen-

ity. How to create a room
ere ababy can grow up to become a boy,
a girl or whatever feels right?

Kerry Hegg, the head of product develop-
ment for Crate and Kids, heard some of
these preferences in parent focus groups
the company hosted last summer. Mothers
expressed a desire for beautiful, inspired
products. They wanted to make rooms

uptm their person-
alities. However, “they may not want to as-
sign a specific gender or force a gender,”
Ms. Hegg said.

This was a change from 10 years ago, or
even five, Ms. Hegg added. Then, the baby
aisle strenuously separated products by
gender — often to mystifying effect. If cats
are for girls, why are big cats — lions and
tigers — for boys? What's inherently mas-

culine about an astronaut in a spacesuit?

‘The Scottens chose a design scheme that
lahtmemlhdrhmnyvﬂmul Seo«!n
is a middle school teacher;

came up with? Books.

Stories teach empathy, Ms. Scotten said,
as characters encounter new people and
places. “It's the anti-gender binary, to
mersed in seeing the world with a lot Mdl'»
ferent possibilities through storfes.”

mmnumm;e'm‘-m

age of 2 or 3, explained Harriet Tenenbaum,
who studies. gender identity at the Univer-
sity of Surrey gland, At mmlae, "ll's l
real Inclptenl understanding,”
vague traits like hair length and mgm
(*They don't have a great understanding of
genitalia,” Dr. Tenenbaum added.)

But young children p{ck up cues from ;w
lnys they're given, the words they hear, the
books they read and the behlvlml

bmm pointed (o a 2008 smdy
lhll den[l ‘with children’s rooms, in the be-
havioral science journal Sex Roles. The re-
searchers showed photos of young chil-
dren’s bedrooms to untrained college stu-
dents und asked them to guess the child's

their favorite childhood classics: “The Vel-
veteen Rabbit," “The Paper Bag Princess,”
“'I'he Giving Tree,” “Old Possum's Book of
ical Cats,” Next, they scanned the il-
Iu:muans, blew them up on thick
stock, and arranged the art on the walls,

Not every old book fit their value system,
Ms. Scotten said — or the muted, modernist

r scheme that matched the room's
Craigslist crib and hand-me-down rug. “I
was like, 'Poky Little Puppy; you can't join
us on our wall'”

They're babies, doubters will say. A new-
born doesn’t infer anything from the fire
truck pattern on the crib bumper.

Here, the doubters would be wrong, or 5o
abody of research suggests. Children don't
begin to categorize their gender until the

gender. The succeeded more
than 90 percent of the time.

A parallel interview process revealed
that parents who held more conservative
gender views (say, disapproving of a boy
wearing nail polish) also created the bed-
rooms that appeared more traditionally
‘male or female.

Finally, researchers discovered, the chil-
dren who lived in these kinds of bedrooms
expressed more traditional views of gender
in their own interviews.

Stripping the space of anything gendered
is a poor solution, says Suzanne Tick, who
has written about gender identity in design
and who creates textiles and floor cover-
ings at her New York firm, Tick Studio. A
better strategy involves filling the room
with materfals and toys that encourage en-
gagement and play.

Practically, she said, that means “activat-
ing a room with bold shapes and bold colors
and a mix of colors. Soft tents, soft
where one can cnwl lnla Multiple areas ol

would encourage parent:
todecorate the mmn with books, plants, ur-
rariums, ant farms, fishbowls.

An-Lon Chen, 42, can see her 3-year-old
daughter, Nora, piecing together the rules
and rituals of gender with her playmates in
Seattle. Nora “misgenders” a beloved
stuffed toy, “clearly intended to be a girl
doll” One day the doll will be “he,” the next
day, “she.”

What interests Ms. Chen about this habit
is that it mimics her own parents, Chinese
lmmi;rlnu whole euy fluency in English

pronouns. Ms.

Chen mulll lhl( Mr father conducted his
‘own parenting . He gave her a
name, An-Lon, that sounded gender neutral
in English and male in Mandarin. And he
raised her in the same demanding style as
her brother. Not unisex, but essentially

trulmem felt disorienting: Her un-
stylish clothing didn't match the way she
felt inside. As a parent designing her own
nrl's space, Ms. Chen set a different course.
nvped into the professional-grade em-

gender-neutral children’s room.

West Side of b

lnm-mnmm«ummuumw “We focused on design elements
 he said. “1 personaily

| find the overatlook joytul.*

of colors and.

i serenity.

and complements the maturity of an open mind.”

i
d

and tools like step stools, faucet adapters,
and r: encourage that development.
‘This is a universal principle, she said. An

independent chid can express her genger YouNg children

in this realm when and how she chooses. i

“Allthese meaningless choices parents pick up cues
k

e s s g o frorr: the toys
it going somew ‘more inter- 1

o e o they're given,
When Kirsten McDonald, 29, began to

create a nursery in Plano, Tex., she looked .he words t‘hey

to her own visionary: Walt E. Disney. Wait:  hear, the books

Does she mean the avuncular animator g

whose company more or less invented the [hey read.

American princess?

“I'love ‘Beauty and the Beast' as much as
the next girl," Ms. McDonald explained.
“But that's not where my love of Disney
comes from” Growing up in small towns
across what she described as the “Southern

ven, “One guy had a vision of a place where
people could have fun together,” she said.
By the time she became pregnant, Ms,
McDonald worked for a hedge fund and
traveled in less plnylul social circles. But
she and her h ided not to learn
the sex of the b-.ny umu birth.
leohepme pink and biue junk (and
the gender biases they represent) out of the
Mun?'ﬂuuﬂymylodollmubum(

pl
l'pechlh.'ln. in user interface design.
The modern

three-bedroom
homeleellu The kitchen, living
mom and playroom stack above the bed-

JD maze navigable for a clumsy toddler?

any option,” she said.
lnlhemnum.ﬂwbennwmenﬂe
her Disney nursery. She landed on the vivid

yof
the artist Mary Blair, who developed con-
cept art for the Disney movies "Alice in
‘Wonderland” and “Peter Pan” Her best-
known design work went into the theme
park’s famous ride “It's a Small World.*

gL bright colors would be
find for a but they weren't at all” Ms.
Ml “Everything is pastel” She

ablan-
umenmunm Etsy. A favorite aunt
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