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Several studies in the 1970s and 1980s have showed how girls’ courage or willingness to bring out their talents and strengths at school is hindered by many factors. The self-esteem of girls who are known to be talented decreases especially during their adolescence. This phenomenon is connected to girls’ ability to notice conflicting expectations in their environment. They realize that they are expected to possess certain traditional female characteristics such as passiveness, adjustment, sensitivity to others’ expectations, and altruism. They are not expected to show competitiveness. At the same time, girls are expected to perform well at school. Girls learn to regulate their behaviors and study quietly, but this could also hinder their talents to come forward. Still, they pursue perfect scores that eventually do not bring them satisfaction. Earlier research has showed that teachers treat girls and boys differently, based on stereo-typical assumptions about troublesome boys and compliant girls, and they also interpret reasons for girls’ and boys’ behaviors differently. The 21st century seems to both repeat and question many of the research results about gender differences. In this article, we analyze gender cap through nine viewpoints by presenting contradictory research results about girls’ and boys’ upbringing and education. It is crucial that each individual can develop their own strengths for the best of themselves and the society – regardless of their gender. As the conclusion we present the role of strength-based teaching as the means to promote gender equality at school. It is based on the ideology of positive psychological research and on the fundamental idea that strengths belong to everyone. The ability to recognize and use one’s strengths has not only personal benefits in terms of increased life satisfaction but also societal benefits as strengths help facing adversities, overcome difficulties, and prevent malaise, and increase wellbeing in general. When people flourish, not only the people but also the society succeeds—and it all starts from school. The strength-based approach can direct teachers’ attention away from good-girl-expectations to universal and genderless strengths, and help girls find success in life that is based on well-being and profound understanding of one’s potential.
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INTRODUCTION

Girls and boys are being upbrought often differently, which can be also unconscious or involuntary action. However, the outcome is that their self-conceptions and worldviews become different. Girls and boys register clues from various directions: home, daycare, school, youth culture, social media, marketing and information society, entertainment industry, advertising, and culturally adopted behavior models and expectations mold their behaviors (Sax, 2017). The debate whether differences between genders depend on individual, biological, and cultural factors or just different emphases in upbringing and education is still ongoing (Baron-Cohen et al., 2004). Yet, individuals are different regardless of their gender.

In order to renew education, it is important to spot the critical points of education and upbringing. The purpose of this article is to view especially girls’ success in education and at work based on earlier – and partly contradictory – research. We will highlight ten themes that bring out and question the differences in how girls and boys are treated, influenced, and socialized. Finally, we will discuss how to promote girls’ success by leaning on their own strengths in education and at work. The strength-based approach is considered a way to enhance individual flourishing and how people can utilize their strengths for positive personal and societal positive development (Uusiautti and Määttä, 2014). Everyone has their strengths, but some may not discover them or strengths can be left unused. Schools and teachers differ in their ability to help students flourish in this sense. Therefore, it is not granted that school education would help students recognize their strengths because limited resources can be focused on many other goals that promote societal competitiveness (Määttä and Uusiautti, 2012).

Despite many efforts to increase gender fairness in education in recent years, the issue has not yet become obsolete, and according to some viewpoints, gender discrimination still exists (Kollmayer et al., 2018). What kind of solutions would the strength-based approach bring to individuals’ success and well-being in a society that necessitates multiple skills, creativity, different abilities, leadership skills, empathy, encouragement skills, and ability to promote others’ potential? To build better and more equal future, we need to carefully elaborate the critical points of current education.

In this article, we present our highlights from reviewing research across the world from 1970s to 2010s. The articles chosen in this review deal with boys’ and girls’ education, upbringing, and growth, and represent mainly educational psychological viewpoints to the issue. After careful reading, several contradictory observations were found that were evaluated and summarized into nine. The relationship between these observations is based on the way they provide conclusions about girls and boys, their differences and similarities at school, in education and work, as well as how they are educated and raised. Through presenting research results that appear contradictory we want to discuss the multidimensional nature of this phenomenon.



NINE CONTRADICTORY OBSERVATIONS


(1) Girls’ and Boys’ School Success Is Different in Nature?

According to studies, girls succeed better at school than boys do. Actually, the phenomenon that girls earn better school grades than boys is observed in many countries (Freudenthaler et al., 2008). Gender differences in educational attainment are seen at the foundation stage of primary education and continue through to the secondary education examinations taken at the end of compulsory education at age 16 (Määttä and Turunen, 1991). National statistics that document these trends have consistently shown that girls’ attainment in literacy and language tends to be higher than boys’ attainment at all stages. Whereas the gender difference in math is smaller than for literacy and language, girls also continue to perform slightly better than boys (Mensah and Kiernan, 2010).

It is no longer girls but boys who seem to be left behind at school (Houtte, 2004; Jones and Myhill, 2004). Differences in school success and the so-called gender gap in educational achievement have been explained by girls’ and boys’ cognitive abilities, individual characters, personality and motivational variables, parents’ education levels, social status, and so on.

Counter-arguments:

The current debate has aroused the question of whether it is merely boys who are underachieving than girls that are succeeding better at school (e.g., Hyde, 2005). Actually, some critique has been addressed to the fact that differences between genders are not that large than, for example, differences between other types of students groups (Mensah and Kiernan, 2010). The country-specific educational systems do have their own role as well (e.g., Van Langen et al., 2006), when it comes to features of the level of inclusion and equality in general (Määttä et al., 2018).

Individual differences within and between girl and boy groups can also be explained by their peer relationships. It is a fact that acceptance by peers is crucial because peers form the main reference group for adolescents. As such, there is a big chance that peers at school will function as a normative reference group. Indeed, the relationship between students is the most influential factor determining how students succeed at school (e.g., Warrington et al., 2000). The meaning of peer culture becomes evident in other studies too. For example, some research shows that the more there are girls in a school the better the boys will succeed (Van Houtte, 2004).



(2) Girls and Boys Are Being Raised Differently at Home?

Several research studies end up with the conclusion that parents are the most important socializing agents for children before they go to school. They act as models, share their knowledge and expectations and reward desired behavior (Kollmayer et al., 2018). The moment a child is born the child’s gender arouses certain stereotypical expectations in parents (Lytton and Romney, 1991). They treat the child based on these expectations: girls are seen weaker and needing protection whereas boys are considered strong and active (Tenenbaum and Leaper, 2002). In addition, for example, a children’s rooms are decorated using gendered colors and children are dressed in gender-typed clothing (Rheingold and Cook, 1975; Pomerleau et al., 1990).

The difference between girls’ and boys’ upbringing has been identified as, for example, girls being encouraged to stay close to home and adults and to interact with adults. Girls learn to pay attention to adults’ hopes and are sensible to respond to their expectations. This is how girls’ development in social and linguistic abilities is emphasized in upbringing. In all, parents talk to girls more than to boys (Määttä and Turunen, 1991).

Boys are being treated more harshly and strictly. They spend more time outside home and with peers, especially with other boys. Boys have been encouraged to physical activity and exercise (Eaton and Enns, 1986). Boys are considered to be able to take care of chores earlier and to be more initiative than girls (Määttä and Turunen, 1991).

Counter-arguments:

The parents’ role and significance in upbringing cannot be underestimated. That being said it is also worth remembering that parents are not a homogeneous group and within the family, parents may have different kinds of role in relation to children, school, and other people (LaRocque et al., 2011).

Parents’ beliefs about education strongly determine how they participate in their children’s schooling (Hornby and Lafaele, 2011). Some parents do not feel adequate to the task of supporting their children because of their own low level of education (Pena, 2000). According to other studies, parents’ involvement can be supported by positive reinforcement: positive interaction and contact from the teacher make parents feel capable and willing to participate in education (e.g., Leskisenoja and Uusiautti, 2017).

According to Pena (2000), parents involvement appears as school involvement, cognitive-intellectual involvement, and personal involvement. While school involvement means concrete activities at school and at home, cognitive-intellectual and personal involvement are more intimate activities such as mutual intellectually stimulating activities and interest in children’s thoughts and well-being. However, parents’ beliefs about their children’s abilities partly determine the nature of their involvement (Hornby and Lafaele, 2011). For example, stereotypical beliefs may lead to greater support for girls.

However, there is lack of findings about how differently mothers and fathers raise boys and girls. A good question is whether there are even more similarities than there are differences. For example, Cabrera et al.’s (2012) study among low-income families showed that the way parents’ treated girls and boys (e.g., spanked them) was inconsistent when other variables (such as the level of depression or chaos in the home environment) were analyzed. What can be said is that parents’ socioeconomic status, parent beliefs and expectations, and parental styles and behaviors vary (Penner, 2018). Eventually, the most important finding probably is that both mother’s and father’s love predict the child’s happiness later in life (see Sillick and Shutte, 2006)—regardless of the child’s gender.



(3) Educators Prefer Different Kinds of Plays and Games?

According to earlier research, educators encourage children consciously or unconsciously to different types of plays and games (Blaise, 2005; Chapman, 2016). For example, in Lindsey and Mize’s (2001) study fathers preferred more physical activities with boys and reading activities with girls. It is even possible to categorize toys based on whether they are masculine or feminine (Blakemore and Centers, 2005).

In accordance with traditional gender stereotypes, parents perceive science, technology, engineering and mathematics as less suitable for girls and languages as less suitable for boys (Tomasetto et al., 2015). These stereotypical assumptions also direct how parents and educators guide girls and boys to play.

Counter-arguments:

The home culture and children’s different personalities, temperaments, activity, and social features guide parental behavior and choice of plays and games regarding individual children. For example, girls and boys tend to differ in overall levels of aggressive behaviors. Girls seem to be less aggressive and socially more capable than boys (Hoglund and Leadbeater, 2004). However, it is also necessary to think about the child’s age. Activities and games change according to the child’s age but not necessarily to the child’s gender (Kennedy et al., 2004; Leavell et al., 2012).



(4) Children Play in Different Ways?

Based on research, it seems that there is no girl who would not have played home (Taylor and Richardson, 2005). Playing home and nurturing baby dolls teach social interaction and empathy skills. Girls also seem to prefer reading and pottering that enhance linguistic abilities and handicraft skills (Lynch, 2015). Boys prefer exercising, mutual competitions, technical and electronic equipment. These activities develop independence, initiative, and active participation (Endendijk et al., 2014).

Counter-arguments:

Research on how children play has focused on describing children’s peer relationships, group memberships, and personality traits (such as shyness or withdrawal) (Coplan et al., 2004; Rubin et al., 2009). According to Boyle et al.’s (2003) study, children’s play typified four purposes where the child’s gender was not the determining factor. Sometimes, activities and games are determined by gender but gender does not always define what is done together. Playing has a central role in children’s development because it allows them to practice and try different roles, interaction, and numerous overlays of emotion—joy, anger, frustration, embarrassment, rejection, humiliation, and fear.



(5) Learning Materials and Media Strengthen the Stereotypes

Text books include plenty of stereotypical assumptions of what is suitable behavior to girls and boys (Filipovič, 2018). The following roles have been noticed from text books: boys are sharp, creative, bold, adventurous, independent, and resisting. They do not care about their looks. They compete but do not show their emotions or fears. Girls are passive and dependent. They pay attention to others and sacrifice, stay at home and admire boys. They are allowed to show their fears but often they are described as lonely who use their time, e.g., taking care of their appearance (Määttä and Turunen, 1991).

In addition to aforementioned roles, girls and boys appear differently in text books: boys are mentioned about three times more often than girls and include expectations about gender-typical behaviors (McCabe et al., 2011). In this way children’s literature also tends to strengthen stereotypes (Filipovič, 2018).

Counter-arguments:

It is essential to pay attention to how text books and children’s books are being read and discussed. The way in which adults interpret books for children may have even more impact on children’s understanding of gender roles than the actual content of the books (Kok and Findlay, 2006). Media and social medial as well as online learning materials bring new viewpoints to children’s studying (Krijnen, 2015). Media education is crucial not only for critical analysis of information but on how children learn to read hidden messages about their gender and gender roles presented in various media (e.g., Kelly et al., 2018).



(6) Girls Are More Adjusting and Stay in the Boys’ Shadow in the Class?

The written curriculum is the same for boys and girls. Equality is a core objective in Finland and elsewhere (Subrahmanian, 2005). Alongside the official curriculum, the hidden curriculum that refers to what students actually learn and experience at school (Barow, 2004; Fan, 2011), must be taken into account. All activities at school are not always following the objective of legislation and curriculum.

The difference appears in many ways. For instance, teachers have to give directions usually twice: first to everyone and then separately again to boys. Boys are more active, outgoing, and dominate the classroom situation thus receiving more attention from teachers (Younger et al., 1999). This is implicitly accepted, but explicitly teachers tend to report that they treat girls and boys equally but according to observation research, boys get more of their time (Younger et al., 1999; Beaman et al., 2006).

Understandably teachers dominate the speech and use most of the time talking: teachers talk about two thirds and students one third of the time (Harrop and Swinson, 2011). However, of the student time, boys use the most while girls stay quiet and adjust to their role of pleasing the teacher (Swinson and Harrop, 2009). Girls reply when being asked, boys do not ask for their turn but take it without permission. Boys are more active and produce contents to classroom talk in the form of jokes and other activities (Danby, 1998). Teachers also talk to girls and boys differently: boys are treated more negatively. Girls are expected to behave nicely and reach better achievement, and teachers do not yell at girls.

Counter-arguments:

Perhaps girls are not so adjusting after all but better at figuring out the social game. They create their own cultures, they are able to use their voice, bend the rules, and hide their activities from teachers. Tolonen (2001) uses the word “tactics” when describing girls being able to understand how they can maintain their own activities (e.g., chatting with other girls) without making teachers angry.

Thus, the old-fashioned assumptions of girls achieving better results by just working hard and helping (Foster, 1996; Renold and Allan, 2006) can be contradicted by research that reveal girls’ personal experiences of how to level the expectations of being a straight-A student without sacrificing the feminine “beauty” (Renold and Allan, 2006). Girls are aware of these conflicting expectations and have developed skills to cope with the situations in socially clever ways.



(7) Girls Adopt the Role of a Nice Girl?

Due to seemingly (see counter-argument in section “Girls Adopt the Role of a Nice Girl?”) calm behavior, girls are given the role of a nice girl in the classroom. They do not make trouble and support the teacher in a restless classroom. They learn that these kinds of characteristics are expected from them—but also to perform well at school (Combs and Luthans, 2007; Hyvärinen et al., 2015).

On the other hand, conflicting expectations may lead to girls hide their talents and lose their potential. They can be afraid of losing their feminine side and social acceptance if they aim at success (Duguid and Thomas-Hunt, 2015; Määttä and Uusiautti, 2018). Likewise, perfectionism can prevent talents to come forward (Adderholt-Elliott, 1989). Combined with over-responsibility and conscientiousness, achievements may never feel satisfying. Need for acceptance, fear of negative feedback, and pursuit of avoiding mistakes may lead to underachievement and other problems (see e.g., Savukoski et al., 2011).

Lacking self-esteem and self-confidence has been presented as one reason for why girls tend to underestimate their educational chances and make less ambitious choices than boys. Nice girls’ life-styles represent the problem of adjusting one’s own interests with the social responsibility and others’ expectations (Walkerdine, 1998). While traditional expectations have guided women to pay attention to others’ needs and altruism, the modern challenges are intertwined with individualism and self-fulfillment (Baumeister, 2013). Nice girls have to adjust to male ways of doing things while developing their autonomy and own ways of building close relationships (Rogers et al., 2020).

Counter-arguments:

The nice girl role does not exclude courage and power, strength and resilience. Girls and boys have always had different kinds of roles and tasks. While women have been in the shadow, today the realization of equality has changed this setting. For example, the concept of girl power, which was originally introduced by a punk-type movement Riot Grrrls (Downes, 2007), refers to appreciation of girl culture and wants to redefine it. The idea is to create an image of a successful woman who is creative, ambitions, self-confident, straight-talking, and decides about her own life. She is not afraid of taking the power to herself. The motto was that girls do not need anyone’s permission but are free to make their own decisions in whatever situation.

Taft (2004) interprets girl power as individual power or consuming power in which fashion, consuming, and sexual confidence can be seen as the opposite of true empowerment. As girls were recognized as a group of consumers, they were soon tried to suppress as servers of markets by giving them an arena to interact their power through clothes and accessories (Jackson and Tinkler, 2007; Tolman, 2012). However, this tendency was not working for women or their empowerment but increase comparisons and gnaw their self-confidence (Ward, 2002; Lamb and Brown, 2007). McRobbie (2009) pointed out that, ironically, the girls’ empowerment was shaped into the power to conform and perform the new perfect girl.

Through the rise from a good girl to active and aggressive girl power, development from one extreme to other, the modern girls are finding their ways of ignoring the ready molds they are supposed to adjust.



(8) The Teacher Reproduces Gender Differences?

Several research show that teachers are well aware that the way they teach can be considered stereotypical (Gray and Leith, 2004; Skelton et al., 2009). While acknowledging this problem, they find it difficult to change partly because these activities happen unconsciously (Gray and Leith, 2004).

On the other hand, the school culture has been claimed to be based on feminine culture and thus favoring girls (Carrington and McPhee, 2008) because the teacher is more often a woman (Drudy, 2008). In order to support boys’ development, it would be necessary to have more men as educators and teachers (Carrington and McPhee, 2008).

Counter-arguments:

According to research, the gender of teachers had little apparent effect on the academic motivation and engagement of either boys or girls and they value teachers of any gender as long as the teacher was teaching consistently and supported the students (e.g., Carrington et al., 2007). The ethos of gender-neutrality has been consciously promoted in many countries such as Sweden and Finland (Mattila, 2005). Although it has its extremes, equality is a principle that needs to be considered—always. However, gender differences have become such a sensitive topic that people may find it even difficult to address.

When it comes to teachers, they have become more capable than ever to analyze and interpret their own methods and activities. In Finland, this has been ensured by research-based teacher education (e.g., Uusiautti and Määttä, 2015). They are open to perceive traits that otherwise would have been ignored or unquestioned. Teachers also have become able to make solutions in situations in which students themselves reproduce gender differences.



(9) Men Are More Successful Than Women?

Although women are more likely than men to graduate with advanced degrees, this type of success does not mean that they would be more successful in the world of work. Women’s salaries are still lower than men’s and careers still seem to face the glass ceiling (Koch et al., 2015). According to Leslie et al. (2017), med do reach better positions and negotiate pay increases better than women. Women also bear more responsibilities at home and child care, despite the ideal of equal opportunities to combine work and family. The difference between men’s and women’s success has been explained by numerous ways ending with finding that girls are successful at school but the features needed in this type of success is not what are needed in the world of work (Joshi et al., 2015; Steinmayr and Kessels, 2017).

Counter-arguments:

Women have progressed in their career development so that the proportions of employees working under female supervisors have increased in almost every EU country since 1995 (Määttä and Uusiautti, 2018). Although the change has been powerful, women still have less leadership positions than men and find it more difficult to combine work and family than men (Van Steenbergen et al., 2007). On the other hand, the interplay between these two areas of life has positive consequences (Colbert et al., 2016), and men have started to use more and more time with housework and childcare during the past few decades (Uusiautti and Määttä, 2018). Having a family does not prevent one from having a successful career, too. It seems, that it is more important to be ready to make compromises and to take both spouses’ hopes in the consideration (Uusiautti and Määttä, 2018). Furthermore, success is not only defined as an opportunity to advance to a leadership position. True success is merely found when one feels that one can flourish at work and have a sense of self-fulfillment (Uusiautti, 2016).

According to research, gender has an influence when seeking employment if the persons recruiting are aware of the applicant’s gender. When the decision maker has enough other information about the applicant, the decision will be made based on e.g., skills and relevant experience, but if lacking important information, the applicant’s gender is likely to influence the outcome (Landy, 2008).

Success can be viewed also more widely than just career development. Now also girls have the choice of choosing between education, family, and work, and it is the matter of merely doing the right choices for one’s own well-being and happiness (Aapola et al., 2005; Uusiautti and Määttä, 2015).



CONCLUSION: THE STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH AS A SOLUTION?

The different research results that are sometimes quite contradictory as well reveal that girls and boys can be analyzed and viewed in many ways in educational contexts. The clear need is for approaches that support all kinds of learners, and their gender is not the determining factor of how they should be taught. It is also evident that different education and upbringing between girls and boys produce self-fulfilling prophecies of stereotypical assumptions and practices, which limit children’s opportunities (Wingrave, 2018). Teaching can also focus on children’s strengths and talent, and promote their flourishing. The strength-based approach (Carman, 2005; Linkins et al., 2015; Salmela and Määttä, 2015; Salmela and Uusiautti, 2015; Seligman, 2015) aims this kind of flourishing and is based on research conducted within the field of positive psychology (Peterson and Seligman, 2004; Seligman et al., 2009; Bernard and Walton, 2011). Strength-based education thus leans on the idea that every human being has their signature strengths (e.g., perspective, perseverance, humanity, fairness, etc.) and that by focusing on the strengths, recognizing them and applying them in various areas of life, one’s development is more balanced, shows well-being, and enhances coping with adversities in life.

Every individual has their own strengths and resources (Yeager et al., 2011). The strength-based approach gives emphasis on the recognition and development of characteristic strengths so that people learn to trust in their abilities and become able to make favorable choices and thus represent positive agency (Carman, 2005). The positive self-conception promotes positive and active citizenship and wish to contribute not only to one’s own but also others’ well-being. When it comes to teaching, the strength-based approach explicitly names the goal to help individuals develop and flourish (Norrish et al., 2013).

Strength-based teaching contributes to students’ learning and success by providing them with positive learning experiences, initial excitement, and perceived successes, which also foster optimism, hope, perseverance, and creativity in students (Määttä and Uusiautti, 2013). A salient question concerning the strength-based approach is: What makes students seize new challenges, act actively for their own learning, and not back away from the challenges (Määttä and Uusiautti, 2013)? Therefore, strength-based teaching aims to discover students’ strengths and interests that are not bound to the society’s, peers’ expectations or anyone else’s expectations.

Teachers who adopt the strength-based approach in teaching try to find a balance between pupils’ skills and expectations and between opportunities and challenges. The assumption is that it will lead to higher motivation and personal satisfaction. The strength-based teaching is also gender-inclusive because it has emphasis on the various strengths (Rios et al., 2010).

In addition to teaching, the strength-based approach can be applied in all areas of life, in parenting, leisure, and at work. In this review, we wanted to highlight it especially from the educational point of view but it is worthwhile to notice that the approach covers all aspects of life. It can be seen as the foundation that provides resources to positive development. What is not strength-based is, for example, teaching or upbringing that shows no interest in the child’s personal features and interests, does not aim to positive learning experiences but merely measurable top performances (see e.g., Määttä and Uusiautti, 2012). The strength-based approach focuses on positive learning and achievements too but pursues them through finding one’s signature strengths and leaning on them in a healthy way.



HAPPINESS OF ALL GENDERS AS THE GOAL

The fundamental thought is that happy students perform better at school, use their inner resources in a more versatile manner, and are more open, courageous, trusting, and helpful than inhibited, distressed, or depressed pupils (Webster-Stratton and Reid, 2004; Gilpin, 2008; Seligman et al., 2009). People’s happiness and well-being are also societally important: “a happier society overall will be beneficial to the greater good” (Gilpin, 2008, p. 3). Happy people are friendlier, less materialistic and show higher levels of self-regulation (see e.g., Otake et al., 2006; Polak and McCullough, 2006; Fishbach and Labroo, 2007) and are more co-operative, prosocial, benevolent, and “other-centered” (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). Therefore, happiness is also connected with altruism and goodness (Gilpin, 2008) but, most importantly, “institutional settings, social practices and policies more broadly might be designed to reinforce altruism within society as a whole” (Folbre and Goodin, 2004, p. 21).

Understanding that happiness and goodness are not only important because they feel good but also because they have beneficial consequences to various students, make well-being-centered education necessary in schools (see Diener and Seligman, 2004; Äärelä et al., 2016). The idea in the strength-based approach is that the experiences of success will lead through teacherhood into teaching and learning of goodness and happiness (Gilpin, 2008; Otake et al., 2006). In order to do that students need to experience goodness, caring, and appreciation, and they have to learn to recognize the good in themselves and others without wearing the stereotypical glasses. In addition, the strength-based approach in teaching helps students to analyze and tolerate feelings of weakness or insecurity without becoming discouraged or accepting stereotypical assumptions of their characteristics. Instead, the strength-based approach provides children with a realistic view of themselves and teaches about their positive features and resources on which to lean at times of difficulties or hardships. But most of all, the strength-based approach guide the way to positive development and flourishing to all children and adults as well.
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