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This cartoon is useful for stimulating discussion on gender roles and  stereotypes. 
It could be used before the Jobs for the Boys exercise.



Workshop 6
History and Herstory

Introducing the Topic

There are many inequalities in the world - in
income levels, education, health, access to
power and decision making, to mention just
some. These inequalities affect both men and
women.  However, women are more likely to
be poor, more likely to suffer ill health, more
likely to be educationally disadvantaged and
more likely to suffer violence simply as a result
of their sex.  They generally earn less and hold
fewer positions of power and influence and
find their contribution and opinions less valued.

Aim of Workshop

The purpose of this session is to explore the
gender roles of women and men, and the
impact these roles can have on a person’s
development.

Facilitator Note:

In any group learning environment it is impor-
tant to create a safe and open climate for
discussion, where people feel they can
express their thoughts and feelings without
adverse criticism.  However gender training
challenges the oppression of women and is
therefore controversial.  Some people may
feel uncomfortable, threatened or defensive.
Working with a group of both men and
women will undoubtedly bring a richness to
the discussion, however it is possible that some
will not feel safe working in this way.  This ses-
sion is designed as an introduction to gender –
for those who have little awareness of it.
Whether you choose to work with a mixed sex

group will depend on a number of factors:
how much experience of group work the
group has, what level of trust and respect
exists in the group, and whether the group has
some awareness of gender as a concept.

Objectives

To enable participants to

• Understand the difference between sex 
and gender

• Understand that gender roles are learnt
(social and cultural constructs)

• Gain insight into the impact these roles 
can have on the lives of women and men

Materials Needed for Workshop

• Flipchart and markers

• Copies of Handouts 11, 12 & 13
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Workshop in Summary

1. Introduction and opening 
exercise: when do you first remember 

being aware of being a girl or boy?

15 mins

2. Brief input: the difference between 

sex and gender

10 mins

3. Quiz: statements about sex and gender 

20 mins

4. Exercise: jobs for the boys
15 mins

5. Break 
20 mins

6. Small group work: what it would be 

like in your family and your community 

if all the women went away for a month?

20 mins

7. Women in the world factsheet
20 mins

8. Early messages exercise:what did 

you learn about being a girl or boy?

25 mins

9. Visioning exercise: a world of gender 

equality

25 mins

10.Closing exercise: What do you 

like about being a woman or man? 

Or what do you like about the opposite

sex?

10 mins

Total: 3 hours

Workshop in Detail

1. Introduction and opening exercise  

Ask participants to think about and say what
their earliest memories are of being aware that
they were a girl or a boy.

2. The difference between gender 
and sex

Explain that obviously we are born with certain
characteristics as girls and boys, but that we
also begin learning as soon as we are born
what it means to be a girl or a boy in our society.
Our sex is determined by our biology; the
learned stuff is called gender. 

“People are born female and male, but learn
to be girls and boys who grow into women 
and men.  They are taught what appropriate
behaviour and attitudes, roles and activities
are for them.  This learned behaviour is what
makes up gender identity and determines
gender.”

Oxfam Gender Training Manual, 1994

3. Quiz

Tell participants that we are going to look at
some statements and see if they refer to sex or
gender. You could use Handout 11 to do this.
When you photocopy, cover the answers at
the bottom of the page.  Alternatively put the
statements on a flipchart beforehand.  Go
through each statement and mark whether
people think it relates to sex (S) or gender (G).
Allow the space for people to debate each
and explain why. If necessary go though all
the statements at the end indicating the 
correct answers. Some useful questions and
ideas for discussion might be: 

• Did any of the statements surprise you?  

• Do the statements tell you that gender is 
inborn or learned?  

• Gender roles vary greatly between different
cultures, societies and times in history. 
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4. Exercise: jobs for the boys 

Give everyone a copy of Handout 12. Tell 
participants that this is not a quiz and there 
are no right or wrong answers. Ask participants
to tick whether they think each job and 
each activity is carried out mainly by men or
women. It is important that people are encour-
aged to do this quickly (in two minutes or so),
you are looking for first impressions rather than
thought out answers. These first impressions
often reveal the ideas that we have learned
about gender roles.

Collect and shuffle the handouts and then
give them out again so that each person has
someone else’s.  Ask people to indicate the
answer on their sheet and mark the total 
number for each job and each activity on 
the flipchart.  

It would be useful to bring out the following
points in the discussion:

The contradictions between roles and 
activities  - for example, the activity is often
done by women while the role is seen as
men’s. An exception to this is the woman’s
role as housewife, which includes budget-
ing and planning yet these are often seen
as men’s activities.  Similarly the head of a
household is usually assumed to be the
man yet women are generally the people
who take care of the household. In some
societies 50% of households have no man
around most of the time.

Farmers are generally assumed to be men
but women do most agricultural work in the
world (though less so in Ireland). Could that
be because men generally own and inherit
land and control the finances and the
crop?

It seems that where there is money, power
or status attached to a role and where it is 
performed outside the home, men are
more likely to be seen in that role.

Although some roles are dominated by
one sex, this is very much changing. There
are male (especially in mental health) 
nurses and there are plenty of female
accountants. However generally the most

senior jobs - even in professions dominated by
women - are occupied by men. There are more
men staying at home though this is still unusual.

5. Break

6. Small group exercise

Divide participants into groups of three or four
and ask them to imagine what life would be
like in their family and their community if all the
women went away for a month. Allow each
group to feedback. This will highlight the fact
that women play varied and vital roles in 
family and community life – roles that are 
very much undervalued.

7. The world’s women factsheet

Distribute copies of Handout 13. Take turns
reading out the facts or if necessary read them
out yourself. Either way go though the facts
slowly so that people have time to absorb the
information. Give participants an opportunity
to comment or anything that strikes or surprises
them.  At the end ask the group how they feel
about the facts here and what they mean for
women in the world.

8. Exercise: early messages

Pose the following questions: 

• Do you think that women’s roles are 
undervalued?  If so, why?  

• How did we learn these roles?  

Ask participants to think about how they
learned about being a boy or a girl. Distribute
Handout 14. Ask participants to finish the 
sentences on it. When they’ve finished ask
people how they felt about the exercise; let
people know that they do not have to share
anything they are not comfortable sharing.
Exercises that encourage us to reflect on our
childhood experiences can bring up strong
feelings. Ask participants if they agree with all
the things they were taught about being a girl
or boy.  Why? Why not? 
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9. Visioning exercise

Place paper, paints, felt tips chalk etc on the
floor. Explain to the group that you are all
going to do a relaxation exercise and try to
envisage what the world would look like if 
men and women were equal. You will find 
a description of a relaxation exercise in
Workshop 10.  If you do not feel comfortable 
or experienced with this type of exercise you
could use one of the many recordings that are
available.  Just ask people when they are
relaxed to think about this gender equal world,
what would be different about it, what would
end, what are the possibilities, etc. Encourage
the group to use the materials to express their
thoughts and ideas. Allow time for people to
say something about what they’ve done.

10. Closing exercise

Pose the question: What do you like about
being a woman or a man? Or what do you like
about the opposite sex?  

Apart from the obvious jokes, people may also
be tempted to compare the sexes (e.g. I like
men because they gossip less than women).
Encourage participants to simply say what they
like about the opposite sex.  If some find it hard
to think of something suggest that they think of
people in their own life, family, friends, etc.

Ideas for Action

❂ Discussing gender issues can bring up
strong emotions in people. Refer anyone
who needs specialist assistance on to an
appropriate service.

❂ Find out about the different networks and
organisations offering support, information
and education to women and men and on
issues that effect them. The group could
invite someone from the National Women’s
Council of Ireland or other women’s 
organisation, or from a men’s network,
to speak on an issue.

❂ Invite Comhlámh, Latin America Solidarity
Centre or other organisation to do an input
on the experiences of women in a develop-
ing country or on an issue that is impacting
on them.

❂ Design posters depicting an average day
in a women’s life (e.g. housewife, paid 
worker, etc.) to highlight the important and
varied roles that women play in society. Or
design posters that highlight the inequalities
and discrimination that women experience.

❂ Create a leaflet or small booklet detailing
some of the myths and realities you see 
surrounding women and men and distribute.

❂ Organise an exchange visit with a group
of Traveller women or a group of migrant
women to share experiences and exchange
information.  

❂ Create a graffiti wall that includes 
negative words and slang terms that are
used to describe women and/or men. Paint
out the negative language and replace it
with positive terms.

❂ Get involved in campaigns on issues
which impact greatly on women’s lives - 
for example campaigns around childcare,
community employment, deportations,
reproductive rights.
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❂ Organise or participate in an event for
International Women’s Day (8th March).

❂ Find out more about agreements, 
campaigns and legal instruments that can
contribute to bringing about equality for
women - for example CEDAW (Convention
on the Elimination of Discrimination Against
Women), The National Plan for Women, 
The Beijing Platform, The UN Declaration of
Human Rights, etc.  Women’s organisations
such as the NWCI and Banulacht will be 
able to help with information.

Exploring Things Further

• This chapter provides an introduction to 
gender issues.  There are many other 
exercises and games which are useful for
exploring things in greater depth.  See the
Resource Guide for some useful material.

• Choose an area such as health or education
that the group feels is important and explore
and compare the needs and issues for 
women and men.

• Choose an issue that the group feels is 
important and explore its impact on women
in their community and on women in the 
Global South.

• Find out about the history of the women’s 
movement in Ireland and internationally.

• Do an analysis of advertisements, soap 
operas or films to explore how women and
men are represented in them (e.g. images
of the ideal woman/man, sex sells, gender 
roles, etc.).

• Explore the meaning of concepts such as 
‘sexism’ and ‘oppression’.

• Use poetry, novels and feminist writings to 
explore things further (see Resource Guide 
for some ideas).

• Do some research into the origins of 
International Women’s Day.
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Handout 11 
Statements about sex and gender

Mark (S) beside a statement if you think it refers to sex and (G) if you think it refers to gender.

1.Women give birth to babies, men don’t. 

2. Little girls are gentle, boys are tough. 

3.Men talk, women gossip. 

4.Men’s voices break at puberty, women’s don’t. 

5. In ancient Egypt men stayed at home and did weaving. Women 
handled family business. Women inherited property, men did not. 

6. In one study of 224 cultures, there were five in which men did all 
the cooking and 36 in which women did all the house building. 

7.Women can breastfeed babies, men can bottle-feed them. 

8.Women need to be protected, men do not. 

Cover the answers while photocopying

Answers

1. (S) 2. (G) 3. (G) 4. (S) 5. (G) 6. (G) 7. (S) 8.(G)

Adapted from Oxfam Gender Training Manual, Pg 89.
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Handout 12 
Jobs for the Boys Exercise
Tick as quickly as possible whether you think
each role is mainly filled by men or women.  

ROLES Men Women

Farmer

Tailor

Accountant

Housewife

Nurse

Community leader

Head of the family

Breadwinner

Psychologist

Chef

Politician

Tick as quickly as possible whether you think
each activity is mainly conducted by men or
women.  

ACTIVITIES Men Women

Cooking

Sewing

Budgeting 

Planning

Operating machinery

Planting vegetables

Making decisions

Listening and supporting

Talking

Heavy lifting

Adapted from Oxfam Gender Training Manual,

pg 169 - 173
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Handout 13 
Women in the World factsheet

Did you know?

• Women are 51% of the world’s population

• They do 66% of the world’s working hours

• They earn 10% of the world’s income and 

• They own less than 1% of the world’s wealth

UN Women’s Conference, 1985 1

The bad news is that not that much has changed since 1985:

• Two-thirds of the world’s poorest people are women.

• The majority of people in the world who cannot read and write are women.

• 75 million children in the world are not attending school. 
55% of them are girls.

• Only 19% of the world’s members of parliament are women.

• Half a million women die each year from complications related to pregnancy 
and childbirth. Almost of all them are in the Global South.

• 2 million girls between the ages of 5 and 15 are coerced, abducted, sold or traff-
icked into the illegal sex market each year.

• At least 1 out of every 3 women around the world has been beaten, coerced into
sex or otherwise abused in their lifetime.

• Between 100 and 140 million girls and women worldwide have been subjected 
some form of female genital mutilation.
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Handout 14 
Early Messages Exercise

When I was younger, the messages I got about

School

From my mother

From other women such as my granny, sister,
aunty

From my father or other men such as my 
brother, grandfather, uncle

Work for women

From my mother

From other women such as my granny, sister,
aunty

From my father or other men such as my 
brother, grandfather, uncle

Work for men

From my mother

From other women such as my granny, sister,
aunty

From my father or other men such as my 
brother, grandfather, uncle

Marriage, relationships and having
children

From my mother

From other women such as my granny, sister,
aunty
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From my father or other men such as my 
brother, grandfather, uncle

The way I should look and behave

From my mother

From other women such as my granny, sister,
aunty

From my father or other men such as my 
brother, grandfather, uncle

I wish they had told me

From my mother

From other women such as my granny, sister,
aunty

From my father or other men such as my 
brother, grandfather, uncle

If I had a daughter I would tell her 

If I had a son I would tell him
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Notes & References

1 UN Women’s Conference 1985.

page 94 Connecting Communities


