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Objective: This study aimed to understand the consciousness of gender equality among school-aged children in China and its influencing factors using structural equation modeling to explore the pathways, intensity and group differences among these factors.

Methods: A cross-sectional survey was conducted using stratified random whole-group sampling of primary school students in grades 1–6 and their parents who met the inclusion and exclusion criteria. In this study, 1,312 valid questionnaires were collected from a total of 1,500 school-aged children in Hunan Province, China (effective response rate of 87.5%). Statistical analysis was conducted using SPSS 26.0 and AMOS 24.0 software. Statistical inference consisted of t-tests, analysis of variance, the LSD test, Pearson correlation analysis, multiple stepwise linear regression analysis and structural equation modeling.

Results: School-aged children had the lowest consciousness of gender equality in the area of occupation and relatively higher consciousness in the areas of family and school. Children’s age, gender, gender role, parent–child relationship, teacher-student relationship and parents’ gender equality consciousness had predictive effects on children’s consciousness of gender equality. The structural equation model constructed in this study is applicable to school-aged children of different genders. There was a significant difference in the structural equation modeling for children in different study period groups.

Conclusion: In the education process, parents and teachers should attempt to improve their own consciousness of gender equality, integrate the concept of androgynous education, enhance close relationships with children, and adopt appropriate education methods according to the characteristics of different groups of children.
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1 Introduction

Gender equality is a basic state policy of China and one of the daily issues of the United Nations. As an important goal for social progress and human sustainable development, gender equality has been highly valued by China (Yang, 2021). At the 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, China included gender equality as a basic state policy in its report for the first time (Sun, 2023). It was clearly stated that men and women enjoy equal rights and shoulder equal obligations in politics, economics, culture, society, the family and other aspects (Sun, 2023). Nevertheless, the gender gap in China is striking. According to the “Global Gender Gap Report 2022” released by the World Economic Forum (World Economic Forum, 2022), China ranks 102nd out of 146 countries (Figure 1). Since 2011, perhaps due to the gradual liberalization of the two-child policy, China’s gender equality index has increased but its percentile ranking still shows a sharp decline against the background of globalization. Identifying ways to promote gender equality remains an urgent social problems in China.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 The global gender gap report.


A high level of gender equality can improve the physical and mental health and social development of both men and women, leading to generally higher levels of happiness, life satisfaction, and mental health and less depression (Holter, 2014; Looze et al., 2018; Heinz et al., 2020). The higher the level of gender equality in a country or region, the longer the life expectancy of both men and women (Kolip and Lange, 2018; Kolip et al., 2019) and the lower the violent death rate and suicide rate of both men and women (Milner et al., 2020). At the same time, gender inequality has certain negative effects on social and economic development (Lippa et al., 2010). Studies show that the gender inequality index is inversely proportional to the gross national product and proportional to the resident income gap (Wells et al., 2012). In addition, gender equality has positive communication and social integration effects that can reduce the atmosphere of social violence caused by the societal preference for sons (Saeed Ali et al., 2017).

Consciousness of gender equality, which belongs to the interdisciplinary research field of sociology and psychology, is the opposite of gender stereotypes. It refers to people’s perceptions of and attitudes toward equal rights and obligations of men and women in various fields, including respect for equal rights of men and women in various areas of society, family and personal life (Su et al., 2020). Studies have found that consciousness of gender equality can help boys and girls eliminate stereotypes and reduce depression while promoting their mental health (Zhao, 2018). At the same time, it can also promote the development of social equality and improve social fairness by influencing behavioral consciousness, which is of great importance for the construction of a society with advanced views of gender (Lin and Ye, 2015).

Most adults’ consciousness of gender equality is strongly influenced by their childhood, especially during school age. This refers to the period from primary school to puberty, usually from 6 or 7 years old to 12 or 13 years old (Wang, 2013), which is a critical time for the development of and changes to individual gender consciousness (Banse et al., 2010; Siyanova-Chanturia et al., 2015).

Trautner et al. (2005) suggested that individual gender stereotypes start to appear at the age of 5–6, reach a peak of stereotypical rigidity at the age of 7–8, and then become more flexible. Zhao et al. (2020) found that gender stereotypes emerge in children aged 6–10, with significant differences in different genders. Stereotypes are usually more positive for the same gender group and more negative for different gender groups. Su et al. (2020) found that children’s consciousness of gender equality gradually increases with age. Girls’ consciousness of gender equality is generally higher than that of boys, and both sexes have the lowest consciousness of gender equality in relation to occupation. Spanish scholars’ research on the occupational gender stereotypes of children found that occupational gender stereotypes appear in children aged 4–9, and children of different genders and ages have different gender stereotypes of male and female occupations. Solbes-Canales et al. (2020) found that found that ages 6–7 are the turning point for boys’ and girls’ cognition of masculine occupational stereotypes.

School-aged children already have gender knowledge and awareness. Gender stereotypes are not conducive to their healthy growth. However, due to the immature mental development of children at this stage, these stereotypes are in a dynamic state of development and may change due to the influence of family, education or peers. Therefore, an in-depth exploration of the factors that affect the consciousness of gender equality of school-aged children may be helpful to cultivate children’s consciousness of gender equality.


1.1 Theories and influencing factors in the formation of children’s consciousness of gender equality

Gender consciousness is a crucial aspect of human self-awareness. Various scholars have proposed different theoretical hypotheses for the formation of children’s gender consciousness based on different research perspectives, including biosocial theory (Wood and Eagly, 2002; Shang, 2019), cognitive development theory (Xing, 2002), gender schema theory (Cann and Newbern, 1984; Pillow et al., 2022), and social learning theory (Bussey and Bandura, 1984). These theories comprehensively explore the factors that influence the formation and development of children’s gender consciousness from multiple perspectives and can generally be categorized into three main aspects: individual factors, psychological cognitive factors, and social environmental factors.


1.1.1 Individual factors

According to biosocial theory (Wood and Eagly, 2002; Shang, 2019), differences in gender consciousness between men and women result from the combined effects of physiological differences and the division of social roles. Cognitive development theory (Xing, 2002) posits that children’s gender consciousness develops continuously with age as their cognitive abilities mature. Based on these two theories, we believe that the main individual factors that affect school-aged children’s consciousness of gender equality are gender and age, as confirmed by previous studies (Siyanova-Chanturia et al., 2015). A study by Tang et al. (2011) confirmed that girls are more aware than boys of gender equality at all school levels. Solbes-Canales et al. (2020) analyzed the consciousness of occupational gender equality among children aged 4–9 years and found that although occupational gender stereotypes are common among school-aged children, the consciousness of occupational gender equality increases with age for both boys and girls. Research by Siyanova-Chanturia et al. (2015) on consciousness of gender equality across different age groups also showed that age and gender are crucial factors that influence the development of consciousness of gender equality in school-aged children.



1.1.2 Psychological cognitive factors

According to gender schema theory (Cann and Newbern, 1984; Pillow et al., 2022), children’s gender consciousness develops primarily through the continuous enrichment and accumulation of various gender information schemas, such as associating pink with girls and blue with boys. The greater the differentiation in children’s gender schemas, the stronger their gender role stereotypes (Chen, 2016). Gender roles serve as indicators that reflect the degree of differentiation in children’s gender schemas and are important psychological cognitive factors that influence children’s consciousness of gender equality.

The American psychologist Bem (1974) proposed the theory of gender role androgyny, which categorizes individual gender roles into four types: masculine, feminine, undifferentiated, and androgynous. A masculine gender role refers to the set of societal expectations, behaviors, and characteristics traditionally associated with being male (Bem, 1974). These roles typically emphasize attributes such as assertiveness, strength, independence, competitiveness, and emotional restraint. A feminine gender role refers to the set of societal expectations, behaviors, and characteristics traditionally associated with being female (Bem, 1974). These roles typically emphasize attributes such as nurturing, empathy, sensitivity, cooperation, and emotional expressiveness. An undifferentiated gender role refers to a lack of strong identification with traditional masculine or feminine characteristics and behaviors (Bem, 1974). Individuals with undifferentiated gender roles do not exhibit distinct traits or behaviors typically associated with either gender. An androgynous gender role refers to a combination of both masculine and feminine characteristics and behaviors within a single individual (Bem, 1974). People who identify with androgynous gender roles can exhibit traits traditionally associated with both genders, such as assertiveness and nurturing, independence and empathy.

Bem (1974) suggested that in an ideal world, individuals, regardless of gender, would embody both male and female character traits and exhibit androgynous gender roles. Numerous studies (Geng and Zhang, 2012; Yu et al., 2020) have confirmed that individuals with androgynous gender roles tend to have better self-esteem, subjective well-being, and social adaptability because they possess the positive qualities of both sexes. Deng (2016) also found that children with higher consciousness of gender equality are more likely to exhibit androgynous gender roles.



1.1.3 Social and environmental factors

Bandura’s social learning theory (Bussey and Bandura, 1984; Tang et al., 2011) posits that children acquire their consciousness of gender equality through imitative learning from parents, teachers, and peers in their environment. Studies show that the higher the consciousness of gender equality of parents is, the higher the consciousness of gender equality of their children (Tenenbaum and Leaper, 2002). Additionally, school-based education that promotes gender role androgyny can significantly reduce gender stereotypes among school-aged children, thereby fostering their consciousness of gender equality (Guo et al., 2014). Interaction with peer groups through play also influences the formation of children’s gender stereotypes and their consciousness of equality (Li and Lin, 2021). Moreover, an environment that strongly promotes gender equality is conducive to the development of children’s consciousness of gender equality (Zhao, 2021).

In conclusion, numerous studies underscore the pivotal roles of individual, psychological, and social environmental factors in shaping children’s gender equality consciousness. However, existing studies often lack a cohesive theoretical framework to comprehensively analyze the intricate interplay among these elements. Therefore, establishing a robust macro-theoretical framework is a promising way to illuminate the extent and pathways of interaction among these factors. This endeavor is important for refining effective educational strategies to promote gender equality among children.




1.2 Ecosystem theory

The theoretical model of the ecosystem, proposed by Bronfenbrenner in 1979, emphasizes that individuals develop within environmental systems (Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994) that interact with individuals and influence their development. The model includes four layers, the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem, which represent the direct to indirect influences of different environments on individuals. The microsystem consists of environments that are in direct contact with individuals and have the most immediate impact, such as family, school, peer groups, and networks. The mesosystem encompasses the relationships and processes between individuals and their microsystems, such as parent–child relationships, teacher-student interactions, and peer relationships. The exosystem includes environments that individuals are not directly involved in but that affect their development, such as parents’ workplaces. Finally, the macrosystem refers to the broader cultural and social context. These four systems complement each other and collectively influence children’s development.

According to the study by Paul-Halpern and Perry-Jenkins (2016), family has a profound and important influence on children’s consciousness of gender equality. Therefore, from the perspective of children’s family environment and based on ecosystem theory, this study focuses on school-aged children and introduces three factors that may have the most direct impact on their consciousness of gender equality: school, family and peers. We take the teacher-student relationship, the parent–child relationship and peer relationships as the mesosystem, the parents’ work unit and household income as the exosystem, and the different social and cultural environments of rural and urban areas in China as the macrosystem to construct the ecosystem model (Figure 2) and the schematic diagram of the influence process (Figure 3) of this study.
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FIGURE 2
 Theoretical model.
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FIGURE 3
 Theoretical framework.




1.3 Aims

This study aims to understand school-aged children’s consciousness of gender equality. We consider the influencing factors and their action paths in a cross-sectional investigation that uses multi-group structural equation modeling to comprehensively explore the path model of consciousness of gender equality among school-aged children. In doing so, we provide a corresponding theoretical basis and countermeasures for the family and school to conduct follow-up education on gender equality for school-aged children.




2 Methods


2.1 Design and sample

In this cross-sectional study, two urban primary schools and two rural schools were randomly selected by the computer system of the Hunan Education Bureau from June 2021 to September 2021. Primary school students in grades 1–6 who met the inclusion and exclusion criteria and their parents were selected as the research subjects to complete a questionnaire survey. The study followed the principle of voluntary participation, and informed consent was obtained from all participating children and their guardians before the investigation began.

The inclusion criteria were as follows: (1) school-aged children (Wang, 2013) (aged 6–13) in grades 1–6 and their parents (2) who provided informed consent and voluntary participation. The exclusion criteria were (1) primary school students with cognitive impairment or major mental illness and (2) people who had previously participated in the same type of research.

This study was conducted in June 2020 in Changsha City at Guijing Elementary School. School-age children’s consciousness of gender equality was examined. Use the sample standard deviation (σ = 8.387) to represent the population standard deviation, allowable error was not more than 0.5, α = 0.05, using the overall mean with the required sample size estimation formula n = (uα/2σ/δ)2. The results suggested a sample size of 1,085. Considering 20% invalid questionnaires, we needed to survey at least 1,302 pupils.

A total of 1,500 questionnaires were distributed and 1,312 usable responses were obtained, corresponding to a return rate of 87.5%.



2.2 Data collection

A questionnaire was conducted from June 2021 to September 2021. The study adhered to the principle of voluntary participation, and informed consent was obtained from all participating schools, children, and guardians before the investigation began. All questionnaire items were written in Chinese Pinyin. For students below grade 3, data collectors were trained in advance. While the participants completed the questionnaire, the data collectors assisted lower-grade students by reading the words aloud to ensure accurate responses. To ensure the reliability of the survey instrument, a pilot test was conducted with 200 children in June 2020 at Guijing Elementary School in Changsha. The scales were confirmed to be applicable based on the results of the pilot test.



2.3 Measurements

The consciousness of gender equality questionnaire and gender role scale were to be completed by both children and parents. The demographic and gender-related characteristics questionnaire, parent–child compatibility questionnaire, teacher-student relationship questionnaire, and peer relationship subscale were to be completed by children only. The family-related characteristics questionnaire was to be completed by parents only.


2.3.1 Questionnaire for both children and parents


2.3.1.1 Consciousness of gender equality questionnaire

The consciousness of gender equality questionnaire was developed by Tang et al. (2011). The questions addressed attitudes toward gender equality in three domains: family (e.g., “Who do you think should do the cooking?”), school (e.g., “Who do you think should be given more chances by the teacher to act as a monitor?”), and occupation (e.g., “Who do you think is more suitable to be a kindergarten teacher?”). Each domain contained 10 items for a total of 30 items. For scoring, option B (“same for men and women”) was coded as 1, while options A (“more suitable for men”) and C (“more suitable for women”) were both coded as 0. A higher total score indicated a stronger consciousness of gender equality. This scale has been found to be suitable for people of all ages, including children and adults (Tang et al., 2011). The questionnaire demonstrated high reliability with a Cronbach’s α of 0.92.



2.3.1.2 Gender role scale

The Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI) was designed by Bem (1974) and translated by Lu and Su (2003). It measures gender role orientation using a 7-point Likert-type scale where 1 represents “never true” and 7 represents “always true.” The BSRI consists of three subscales: a 14-item masculinity scale (e.g., ambitious and aggressive), a 12-item femininity scale (e.g., gentle and affectionate), and a 20-item gender-neutral scale (e.g., helpful and happy). The total score of the masculinity scale is divided by 14, and the total score of the femininity scale is divided by 12. If both scores exceed four, the result is considered androgynous. If only the masculinity score exceeds four, the result is masculine; if only the femininity score exceeds four, the result is feminine. If both scores are less than four, the result is undifferentiated. This scale has been proven to be suitable for people of all ages, including children and adults (Wu and Wu, 2012). The BSRI has an internal consistency and test–retest reliability of approximately 0.80. Cronbach’s α was 0.91 for this study.




2.3.2 Questionnaire for children only


2.3.2.1 Demographic and gender-related characteristics

This section included gender, age, grade, place of residence, whether the participant was an only child, whether the father or mother worked outside the home, parents’ feelings, parental quarrels, the number of same-sex friends, the number of opposite-sex friends, and friend-making tendencies.



2.3.2.2 Parent–child compatibility questionnaire

The parent–child compatibility questionnaire compiled by Olson et al. (1979) and revised by Wang and Zhang (2007) was adopted for measurement in this study. The questionnaire includes two parts, paternal affinity and maternal affinity, which are used to measure the degree of parental affinity. The questionnaire contains 20 items in total, and each sub-questionnaire consists of 10 items. It uses a 5-point Likert-type scale where 1 represents “never” and 5 represents “always.” The higher the score on the questionnaire, the better the parent–child relationship. The scale has been found to have good reliability and validity in Chinese primary school students (Li et al., 2023). The total reliability of the questionnaire was 0.82, the internal consistency coefficient of the parent–child affinity questionnaire was 0.79, and the internal consistency coefficient of the parent–child affinity questionnaire was 0.82. Cronbach’s α was 0.84 for this study.



2.3.2.3 Teacher-student relationship questionnaire

This study adopted the teacher-student relationship questionnaire revised by Zhang (2003) for measurement. The questionnaire consists of 22 items, including four dimensions of conflict, avoidance, intimacy and attachment. Each student was required to assess the degree of compliance with the described situation based on his or her daily relationship with the teacher. The scale uses a 5-point Likert-type scale where 1 represents “never” and 5 represents “always.” The higher the total score is, the better the teacher-student relationship. The scale has been found to have good reliability and validity in Chinese primary school students. Cronbach’s α was 0.83 for the Chinese version and 0.64 for this study.



2.3.2.4 Peer relationship subscale

This study adopted the peer relationship subscale of the self-description questionnaire modified by Marsh et al. (1984) and Chen et al. (1997). This scale includes 10 items that are scored on a 6-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 6 (“strongly agree”). The higher the total score, the better the peer relationship. The scale has been found to have good reliability and validity in Chinese primary school students (Chen et al., 1997). The subscale is widely used to measure children’s peer relationships. Cronbach’s α was 0.70 for this study.




2.3.3 Questionnaire for parents only


2.3.3.1 Family-related characteristics

This section included information on family monthly income, family income source, father’s education level, and mother’s education level.





2.4 Ethical considerations

Before data collection, ethics approval was obtained from the ethics committee of our university (No. E202165). Permission to collect data was granted by the principal and head teacher at each school before the survey was conducted. The participants were informed of the purpose, method, and considerations of the study and were told that they could quit at any time while completing the survey. The students and their parents or legal guardian(s) signed an informed consent form. The cover page of the questionnaire contained contact information for psychological consultations if the participants needed them.



2.5 Data analysis

SPSS26.0 and AMOS24.0 software were used in this study for statistical analysis. The frequency, percentage, and mean ± standard difference were used to describe the general demographic data of the school-aged children, the children’s consciousness of gender equality and the status of influencing factors. An independent-sample t-test and one-way analysis of variance were used to determine the differences in the demographic data, children’s gender roles, parents’ gender roles and consciousness of gender equality of school-aged children. The LSD test was used to compare the differences among multiple groups. Pearson correlation analysis was used to clarify the correlation between the consciousness of gender equality of school-age children and children’s gender role score, parent–child relationships, teacher-student relationships, peer relationships, parents’ gender role score and parents’ consciousness of gender equality. Multiple stepwise linear regression was used to analyze the relevant factors that affected the consciousness of gender equality of school-age children. The steps described above helped us define the main factors that influenced school-age children’s consciousness of gender equality. The structural equation model was used to analyze the interaction path and intensity of each influencing factor. Multi-group structural equation model was used to analyze the similarities and differences of the consciousness of gender equality pathway model among school-aged children in different groups. The above steps helped to clarify how the family environment influences the consciousness of gender equality of various groups of children.




3 Results


3.1 Participant demographics

In this study, there were 645 school-aged boys and 667 girls, with a male to female ratio of 0.97:1. The mean age of the children was (10.02 ± 1.83) years. The mean age of the parents was (37.96 ± 7.43) years. There were 419 male parents, accounting for 31.9%, and 893 female parents, accounting for 68.1%. Among the parents, 386 were the father of the child, accounting for 29.4%, while 866 were the mother of the child, accounting for 66.0%; 60 were other parents, accounting for 4.6%. The frequency and percentage of use were used to describe the general demographic data of the school-aged children (Table 1).



TABLE 1 Relationships among socio-demographic characteristics and variable scores (n = 1,312).
[image: Table1]



3.2 Consciousness of gender equality among school-aged children

The total score for the consciousness of gender equality of school-aged children was (17.46 ± 7.74) points, including (6.62 ± 2.77) points in family field, (6.13 ± 3.00) points in the school field and (4.71 ± 3.10) points in the occupational field. The total scores were 18.19 ± 7.67for girls’ consciousness of gender equality, 6.81 ± 2.76 for family, 6.41 ± 2.94 for school, and 4.97 ± 3.06 for career. The total score for male students was 16.69 ± 7.75 for gender equality, 6.42 ± 2.77 for family, 5.83 ± 3.03 for school, and 4.44 ± 3.11 for career. The total score for the consciousness of gender equality of school-aged boys and girls and their scores in various dimensions are shown in Table 2.



TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics of the measured variables (n = 1,312).
[image: Table2]

The change trend of consciousness of gender equality of school-aged boys and girls of different grades is shown in Figure 4.

[image: Figure 4]

FIGURE 4
 Gender equality consciousness of school-age children.




3.3 Univariate analysis of influencing factors on the consciousness of gender equality among school-aged children

The univariate analysis showed that the consciousness of gender equality of school-aged children was statistically significant in terms of gender, age, grade, parents’ migrant work, parents’ relationship status, parents’ quarrels, who they lived with, the number of same-sex friends, friend-making intention, family monthly income, father’s education level, mother’s education level, the child’s gender role and the parent’s gender role (p < 0.05) (Table 1).



3.4 Correlation analysis of factors influencing the consciousness of gender equality among school-aged children

Table 3 shows that the correlation analysis of the consciousness of gender equality of school-aged children and its influencing factors found that the consciousness of gender equality of school-aged children was significantly positively correlated with their gender role scores, parent–child relationship, teacher-student relationship, parents’ consciousness of gender equality and parents’ gender role scores (p < 0.05).



TABLE 3 Correlations among the measured variables (n = 1,312).
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3.5 Multiple stepwise linear regression analysis of consciousness of gender equality among school-aged children

Multiple stepwise linear regression analysis was conducted. The consciousness of gender equality of school-aged children was used as the dependent variable, and significant variables from the univariate analysis and the correlation analysis were used as the independent variables. The unordered categorical variables (a variable that has no order and no hierarchy but can be classified and counted), parents’ feeling, children’s gender role, and parents’ gender role, were converted into dummy variables.

Children’s age, gender, gender role, parent–child relationship, teacher-student relationship and parents’ consciousness of gender equality were entered into the regression equation. The absolute value of the standardization coefficient of parents’ consciousness of gender equality was the largest, indicating that parents’ consciousness of gender equality had the greatest impact on school-aged children’s consciousness of gender equality. The complex correlation coefficient R = 0.629, the determination coefficient R2 = 0.395, the adjusted R2 = 0.392, and the overall test F value of the regression model = 142.092 (p = 0.000). Therefore, the overall explanatory variation of the regression model reached a significant level, and these 7 variables could explain 39.5% of the variation of the dependent variable. The regression equation of factors that influenced the consciousness of gender equality of school-aged children is as follows: Y = −14.350 + 0.524×1 + 1.083×2 + 0.065×3 + 0.997×4 + 1.030×5 + 0.037×6 (X1 = parents’ consciousness of gender equality, X2 = age, X3 = teacher-student relationship, X4 = children’s androgynous gender role, X5 = gender, X6 = parent–child relationship) (Table 4).



TABLE 4 Multiple linear regression analysis of the study variables on the consciousness of gender equality (n = 1,312).
[image: Table4]



3.6 Structural equation model analysis of factors influencing consciousness of gender equality among school-aged children

Based on the relevant literature and theoretical basis and combined with the above analysis results, this study constructed the initial model M1 of the factors that influenced the consciousness of gender equality of school-aged children (Figure 5).

[image: Figure 5]

FIGURE 5
 Initial model M1.


After testing the initial structural equation model and deleting the non-statistically significant path, a modified model M2 with good model fit was obtained (Figure 4). The parameters of the model were as follows: chi-square = 8.011, DF = 4, 1 < chi square/DF = 2.003 < 3, p = 0.091 > 0.05, GFI = 0.998 > 0.9, NFI = 0.995 > 0.9, IFI = 0.997 > 0.9, TLI = 0.990 > 0.9, CFI = 0.997 > 0.9, RMSEA = 0.028 < 0.05. The model fit well (Wu, 2010). The standardized parameters of the final model are shown in Figure 6. Table 5 shows the model’s path relationships. Table 6 shows the direct effect, indirect effect and total effect among the factors.

[image: Figure 6]

FIGURE 6
 Modified model M2.




TABLE 5 Maximum likelihood estimates of the modified model (n = 1,312).
[image: Table5]



TABLE 6 Standardized direct, indirect, and total effects for the modified model (n = 1,312).
[image: Table6]



3.7 Multi-group structural equation model analysis of factors influencing consciousness of gender equality among school-aged children

According to the previous analysis, gender and age were the main demographic variables that affected consciousness of gender equality among school-aged children. In this study, most children aged 6–8 years old were in the first and second grade, children aged 9–10 years old were in the third and fourth grade, and children aged 11–13 years old were in the fifth and sixth grade. The preliminary analysis results showed that the consciousness of gender equality of the first and second grade students and the fifth and sixth grade students showed an upward trend and stable development, while the consciousness of gender equality of the third and fourth grade students showed a slight fluctuation. Considering the feasibility of the follow-up implementation of gender equality education, we decided to classify grades 1 and 2 as the lower study period, grades 3 and grade 4 as the middle study period, grades 5 and 6 as the higher study period. We used a multi-group structural equation model for further analysis.

Table 7 shows the path difference of the structural equation model of the consciousness of gender equality of children of different genders. There was no significant difference between the different constrained models [ΔP(measurement weights) = 0.26 > 0.05, ΔP(measurement covariances) = 0.10 > 0.05, ΔNFI(measurement residuals) = −0.026 < 0.05, ΔIFI(measurement residuals) = −0.015 < 0.05, TLI(measurement residuals) = −0.011 < 0.05, RFI(measurement residuals) = −0.01 < 0.05]. Therefore, the model was applicable to school-aged children of different genders.



TABLE 7 Multi-group analysis across gender (n = 1,312).
[image: Table7]

Table 8 shows the path differences of the structural equation models of children’s consciousness of gender equality among different school-aged groups. The differences were significant among different study period groups [ΔP(measurement covariances) = 0.00 < 0.05, ΔP(measurement covariances) = 0.00 < 0.05, ΔP(measurement residuals) = 0.00 < 0.05]. Therefore, there were study period differences in the model.



TABLE 8 Multi-group analysis across academic period (n = 1,312).
[image: Table8]




4 Discussion


4.1 Current status analysis of the consciousness of gender equality among school-aged children

The total score for the consciousness of gender equality of school-aged children was (17.46 ± 7.74), the total score for the consciousness of gender equality of girls was (18.19 ± 7.67), and the total score for the consciousness of gender equality of boys was (16.69 ± 7.75). Both male and female students had the lowest consciousness of gender equality in the field of occupation and relatively high consciousness of gender equality in the fields of family and school, consistent with the research results of Su et al. (2020). This indicates that school-aged children generally have serious occupational gender stereotypes. This may be related to China’s current occupational gender segregation. Yang and Zhang (2019) found that compared with men, it is more difficult for Chinese women to enter high-income industries. Therefore, school-aged children may be affected by the social environment of occupational gender segregation in China and may be likely to hold occupational gender stereotypes. Parents and teachers should not restrict children’s life and education but should encourage them to boldly choose various professions and help them establish an equal concept of gender in occupations to expand the possibility of children’s future career development.

The results of this study show that the consciousness of gender equality of children in all grades is on the rise, but it fluctuates slightly in the third and fourth grades. This is similar to the findings of Liao (2007), who showed that the third and fourth grades are a volatile and critical period for the development and change of children’s consciousness of gender equality. In the future, education should be carried out according to the characteristics of the consciousness of gender equality of children in different grades. Especially for third and fourth grade pupils, it is important to pay attention to their consciousness of gender equality and strengthen education on gender equality according to the psychological characteristics of children at this stage.



4.2 Structural equation model analysis of factors influencing the consciousness of gender equality among school-aged children

The results of this study showed that there was no significant difference in consciousness of gender equality between rural and urban children (p > 0.05). This finding is inconsistent with the results of Dong’s analysis (Dong, 2018) of Chinese women’s consciousness of gender equality based on the 2015 China Comprehensive Social Survey. This may be because this study was conducted only in Hunan Province, China, where the socio-cultural difference between rural and urban areas in the same region is small. However, Wang et al. (2021) found that with the development and popularization of the internet, rural residents’ gender concepts have gradually shown a trend toward equality and openness. The insignificant difference in consciousness of gender equality between rural and urban children in this study may also confirm the development and progress of the concept of gender equality in rural China and the promoting effect of the basic national policy of gender equality in China.

The results of the univariate analysis showed statistically significant differences in scores for consciousness of gender equality among school-aged children based on factors such as gender, age, grade, whether they were left-behind children (refers to children who remain in rural areas of China while one or both of their parents migrate to urban areas for work), parents’ emotional status, parents’ quarrels, number of same-sex friends, tendency to make friends, family monthly income, father’s educational level, mother’s educational level, child’s gender role, and parent’s gender role. Correlation analysis further revealed significant positive correlations between children’s consciousness of gender equality and their parents’ consciousness of gender equality, parents’ gender role total score, children’s gender role total score, parent–child relationship, and teacher-student relationship. In multiple regression analysis, only gender, age, parents’ consciousness of gender equality, teacher-student relationship, and parent–child relationship were included in the final equation, indicating that these variables are the most significant factors that influenced children’s consciousness of gender equality. Therefore, these variables were incorporated into the structural equation model for the final path analysis. Moreover, although children’s peer relationships did not directly correlate with consciousness of gender equality scores, they were significantly positively correlated with parent–child relationships, teacher-student relationships, and gender roles. Based on ecosystem theory and previous research (Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994; Guo et al., 2014; Li and Lin, 2021; Zhao, 2021), we hypothesized that children’s peer relationships might indirectly affect their consciousness of gender equality through the mediating effects of parent–child and teacher-student relationships. The structural equation model results verified this hypothesis.

The results of the structural equation model showed that parents’ consciousness of gender equality, children’s gender roles, parent–child relationships, teacher-student relationships and peer relationships all had positive predictive effects on the consciousness of gender equality of school-aged children. Parents’ consciousness of gender equality had the strongest influence on school-aged children’s consciousness of gender equality. Gender roles, parent–child relationships, teacher-student relationships and peer relationships all play a part in mediating the influence of parents’ consciousness of gender equality on children’s consciousness of gender equality, similar to previous research results (Jacobs and Eccles, 1992; Lawson et al., 2015). Family is the first place for children’s socialization, and parents’ understanding of gender equality can not only provide a good example for children by helping them improve their consciousness of gender equality but also contribute to the improvement of parent–child relationships, teacher-student relationships and peer relationships as well as the cultivation of children’s androgynous gender roles. Therefore, in the process of education, in addition to the need to focus on educating male children and younger children, educators should integrate the concept of androgynous education, improve their own consciousness of gender equality, and create a good example for children. In the process of education, attention should also be paid to strengthening the close relationships among teachers, parents and children and promoting children’s recognition of their educational concepts to help children establish equal gender consciousness.

The results of the multi-group structural equation model showed that the structural equation model constructed in this study had no significant path differences between children of different genders but had significant path differences between children of different study periods. This indicates that although there is a significant difference in consciousness of gender equality between male and female children, there is no significant difference in the influencing factors and influencing paths of consciousness of gender equality. Study period differences not only lead to differences in children’s consciousness of gender equality but also affect the path relationship of children’s consciousness of gender equality. Compared with gender factors, children’s study period has a more important impact on the generation and development of their consciousness of gender equality. However, it may also be that because the subjects of this study were school-aged children, there was a small gap in the education levels and ages of children of different genders, which may have interfered with tests related to gender. Future studies can include people from more study periods for further testing. When formulating and implementing gender equality education programs for school-aged children, educators can ignore gender factors and implement the same gender equality education for boys and girls. However, these educational programs should be formulated according to the psychological characteristics of different children of different grades to effectively improve the consciousness of gender equality of school-aged children.



4.3 Recommendations and strategies for education on gender equality for school-aged children

Family and school are the primary environments for implementing gender equality education for school-aged children. Based on the analysis of the results, this study offers the following recommendations to enhance gender equality education for school-aged children.

In the family setting, parents should first address their own gender stereotypes and foster a household atmosphere that promotes gender equality, thereby enhancing their children’s consciousness of gender equality. Additionally, parents should strengthen the parent–child relationship, which is a crucial factor in enhancing children’s consciousness of gender equality. A positive relationship helps children align with their parents’ values and educational concepts (Zhang et al., 2019). Therefore, to improve children’s consciousness of gender equality, parents also need to respect their children, increase communication, and build a harmonious relationship to facilitate effective gender equality education within the family.

Schools play a vital role in implementing gender equality education. To ensure the smooth implementation of gender equality education, schools should first train a professional team of teachers to conduct gender equality teaching activities for school-aged children. Additionally, education should be tailored to the psychological characteristics of school-aged children by employing gentle methods and maintaining a positive teacher-student relationship to facilitate children’s absorption and understanding of gender equality knowledge. Furthermore, the results of this study indicate that androgynous gender roles enhance children’s consciousness of gender equality. Therefore, schools and teachers should incorporate gender role education into their curricula. This could include group games and physical exercises that require cooperation between boys and girls and helping children develop their own gender strengths while also learning the positive qualities of the opposite sex. These activities can promote peer relationships, foster androgynous gender roles, and cultivate a strong sense of gender equality.




5 Conclusion

Parents’ consciousness of gender equality, children’s gender roles, parent–child relationships and teacher-student relationships all have positive predictive effects on the consciousness of gender equality of school-aged children. Parents’ consciousness of gender equality has the strongest influence on school-aged children’s consciousness of gender equality. Gender roles, parent–child relationships, teacher-student relationships and peer relationships can all play a partially mediating role in the influence of parents’ consciousness of gender equality on that of children. The structural equation model constructed in this study is applicable to school-aged children of different genders, and there was a significant difference in the structural equation modeling of different school-aged children’s study period groups. This study provides theoretical support and reference for the subsequent formulation and implementation of gender equality education programs for school-aged children.



6 Limitations

First, this study included only 1,312 school-aged children in Hunan Province, China. The sample size was not large enough, and the sample was not representative. Future studies should consider expanding the study scope and sample size to include more school-aged children from different cultural backgrounds in the study at the macro system level. Second, due to the cross-sectional study method, the causal relationship between variables was based on theoretical analysis and a literature review, which require careful interpretation. Third, these data were collected during the COVID-19 pandemic, when some students’ school days may have been reduced under lockdown management. This may have weakened the influence of teachers and peers on children’s consciousness of gender equality. Finally, due to the potential mobility of teachers and classmates resulting from events such as school transitions or relocations, this study focused solely on the consciousness of gender equality of children and parents and did not measure the consciousness of gender equality of teachers and peers. It is hoped that future research will include perspectives from these additional groups to comprehensively explore the impact of family, school, and peer environments on school-aged children’s consciousness of gender equality.
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