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CONTENT ANALYSIS AND GENDER 
STEREOTYPES IN CHILDREN'S BOOKS* 

This article deals with gender stereotypes in popular children's books. I pro- 
pose an exercise in which students use content analysis to uncover latent 
gender stereotypes present in such popular books as those by Dr. Seuss. 
Using a coding frame based on traditional gender-role stereotypes, I assign 
students to small groups who then undertake a close analysis of selected chil- 
dren's books to see whether or not traditional gender-role stereotypes are ap- 
parent. Students examine the text, symbols, characters, use of color, and 
major themes in each book. In this article, I briefly review the theoretical un- 
derpinnings of the exercise, offer a brief summary of content analysis, and 
outline the delivery of the exercise, its learning goals, and major discussion 
points. Through a take-home assignment, students are asked to articulate the 
manner in which gender stereotypes may be perpetuated by the media. Addi- 
tionally, students are encouraged to think about the ways in which their own 
gender identities have been shaped by the media. Actual student comments 
are used throughout to highlight the major discussion points. 

FRANK TAYLOR 
Edinboro University of Pennsylvania 

ONE OF THE MOST difficult tasks we face 
when teaching introductory courses in soci- 
ology is convincing students that society 
plays a large role in directing their behavior 
and shaping their lives. Students steeped in 
the ideologies of individualism and meritoc- 
racy much prefer to view their behavior as a 
matter of choice and outcomes in life as 
congruent with their unique talents and 
skills. For instance, when it comes to gen- 
dered behavior, many students are inclined 
to believe that differential outcomes in life 
for women and men are due to natural or 
innate differences (particularly differences 
related to biology) rather than the processes 
of socialization and social forces which 
might be suggested by using their 
"sociological imagination" (Mills 1956). 

Thus, students must learn to identify 

themselves as members of various social 
categories, including categories related to 
gender, social class, or race and ethnicity, 
and to think about the ways in which their 
lives have been shaped and influenced by 
membership in those groups. Perhaps the 
most basic social status is that related to 
gender. Society maintains a different set of 
normative roles for women and men, and 
requires of them different responsibilities 
and kinds of work. One's expected opportu- 
nities and outcomes in life correlate strongly 
with gender. 

One method of helping students learn 
about gender stereotypes and getting them 
interested in sociology in general is to use 
the tools of qualitative analysis (Walzer 
2001). The exercise described here consists 
of a content analysis of children's books 
which contain many common stereotypes 
related to gender. Almost any type of chil- 
dren's book can be used. Students perform 
a content analysis of gender messages in the 
books by using a coding frame specifically 
developed for the purpose. Using the tech- 
niques described here, students read and 
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examine the books and record their find- 
ings, paying particular attention to charac- 
ters and themes that are stereotypical. 

First I discuss theoretical background to 
the exercise in relation to language and gen- 
der codes. Next, I briefly review the litera- 
ture related to gender stereotypes in chil- 
dren's books and review the learning objec- 
tives of the exercise and what previous 
learning students should have mastered in 
order for the exercise to be effective. This 
is followed by a brief review of content 
analysis. I then discuss the exercise delivery 
and some instructions on how to carry it out 
successfully. Finally, I bring up some use- 
ful points of discussion that can follow the 
exercise. This article contributes to the pre- 
sent literature on gender stereotypes by pre- 
senting actual student observations and re- 
flections. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Language sets the stage for the development 
of self-conscious behavior and thought. 
Through language and interaction, children 
acquire a social self (Mead 1934). Lan- 
guage allows humans to make sense of ob- 
jects, events, and other people in our envi- 
ronment. Indeed, it is the mechanism 
through which humans perceive the world 
(Sapir 1929; 1949; Whorf 1956). As chil- 
dren learn how to read, they are exposed to 
the cultural symbols contained in books. 
Given the assumption that language shapes 
and conditions reality, then it might be use- 
ful to ask what children might be learning 
about gender when they learn how to read. 

Children's books present a microcosm of 
ideologies, values, and beliefs from the 
dominant culture, including gender ideolo- 
gies and scripts. In other words, when chil- 
dren learn how to read they are also learn- 
ing about culture. Learning to read is part 
of the process of socialization and an impor- 
tant mechanism through which culture is 
transmitted from one generation to the next. 
For example, children may use the gender 
scripts and ideologies in these books when 
they are role playing and forming an im- 

pression of the generalized other, and hence 
of femaleness and maleness (Bem 1981; 
1983; Mead 1934). 

By age seven, and perhaps as early as age 
four, children begin to understand gender as 
a basic component of self. The literature 
affirms that many masculine and feminine 
characteristics are not biological at all; they 
are acquired. Gender schema theory, for 
instance, suggests that youngsters develop a 
sense of femaleness and maleness based on 
gender stereotypes and organize their be- 
havior around them (Bem 1981, 1983, 
1984; Eagly and Wood 1999). Children's 
books may be an important source of gen- 
der stereotypes that children use to help 
organize gendered behavior. 

An interesting aspect of ideology, and 
gender ideology in particular, is that people 
practice it (Taylor 1998). Ideological mes- 
sages about gender are embedded through- 
out our culture, and when women and men 
use them as standards of comparison to 
make judgments about themselves or about 
others, we may say that they are 
"practicing" gender ideology. Gender ideol- 
ogy is internalized as a system of signs; in 
other words, a code. For example, when 
trying to emulate cultural standards of 
beauty, women may use cosmetics, certain 
styles of dress, and even certain colors in 
order to alter their appearance. The same 
may be said for men. People may not even 
be aware that their perceptions about reality 
and their place in it are constantly struc- 
tured in an ideological manner (Heck 1980). 
This exercise attempts to help students un- 
cover the gender code and think about the 
ways their lives have been structured by it. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Children's pre-school books are an impor- 
tant cultural mechanism for teaching chil- 
dren gender roles. A 1972 study of award- 
winning children's books discovered that 
women and girls were almost invisible. 
Boys were portrayed as active and outdoors- 
oriented, while girls stayed indoors and 
behaved more passively; also, men were 
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leaders and women followers (Weitzman et 
al. 1972). This research was replicated in 
1987, and the researchers concluded that 
although some improvements in roles for 
women had taken place, the characters in 
the books were portrayed in traditional gen- 
der roles (Williams et al. 1987). The 1987 
research found a majority of the female 
characters shared no particular behavior, 
girls in the books failed to express any ca- 
reer goals, female role models were lack- 
ing, and male characters were still por- 
trayed as more independent. More recent 
research, based on the same Caldecott 
Award-winning children's books, found that 
women were still portrayed in traditional 
gender roles usually associated with the 
household and tools used during housework, 
whereas males were non-domestic and asso- 
ciated with production-oriented tools and 
artifacts (Crabb and Bielawski 1994). How- 
ever, other research conducted in the 1990s 
suggests that the traditional portrayal of 
women in children's books is giving way to 
a more egalitarian depiction for both women 
and men (Clark, Lennon, and Morris 1993). 
This certainly suggests that the issues are 
far from settled and require more research. 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

In order to successfully achieve the learning 
objectives of the exercise, some previous 
topics should have been fully addressed, 
including socialization, culture, and gender 
inequality. The following learning objec- 
tives are derived from the theoretical dis- 
cussion of the importance of language in the 
process of socialization: 
1. Demonstrate that gender ideology is 

embedded in popular children's books. 
2. Uncover the dimensions of gender ide- 

ology present in the books through the 
use of content analysis. 

3. Connect the gender ideology in chil- 
dren's books to gender inequalities re- 
lated to work, occupation, income, and 
education. 

4. Discuss whether the books are simple 
reflections of innate gender differences 

or whether they actually help produce 
gender stratification. 

5. Facilitate a discussion on patriarchy and 
sexism. 

CONTENT ANALYSIS 
AND EXERCISE DESIGN 

The exercise relies on content analysis-a 
strategy for collecting and analyzing qualita- 
tive data through the use of an objective 
coding scheme (Berg 2001). This discussion 
is intended to assist instructors in carrying 
out a simple content analysis and is not 
meant to be a thorough analysis of method- 
ology. The discussion will be restricted to 
the aspects of content analysis necessary to 
carry out the exercise in a meaningful fash- 
ion. 

A content analysis examines the artifacts 
of material culture associated with social 
communication. These artifacts can include 
written documents or other forms of social 
communication such as children's books, 
television programs, photographs, maga- 
zines, or music recordings. The methodol- 
ogy is useful for inferring manifest and la- 
tent content by systematically and objec- 
tively examining the messages contained in 
the artifact (Abrahamson 1983; Berg 2001; 
Holsti 1968; 1969; Selltiz et al. 1967). 

Sampling Strategy 
A number of standard sampling procedures 
can be adapted for use in a content analysis. 
However, purposive sampling is best suited 
for this exercise (Berg 2001). In a pur- 
posive sample, the researcher draws upon 
his or her expertise to select a sample that 
exemplifies certain characteristics of the 
population to be studied. Since the goal of 
the exercise is to demonstrate that cultural 
messages about gender are embedded in 
children's books, a purposive sample based 
upon an ideal type is acceptable. In this case 
an "ideal type" is a genera of books in 
which gender stereotypes are known to ex- 
ist. For example, some researchers have 
used Caldecott Award books for the obvious 
reason that if gender stereotypes are found 
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in award-winning children's books, pro- 
gress toward gender equality is probably 
lacking throughout the genre of children's 
literature. 

Prior to conducting the exercise, I ask 
students to write out a list of children's 
books they are familiar with. Dr. Seuss is 
the most frequently mentioned children's 
book series. The Berenstain Bears and Dis- 
ney series are also popular, along with a 
host of other children's books. Out of a 
population of 1,357 students at four sepa- 
rate institutions who completed the exercise 
in my classes over a five-year period of 
time, 88 percent indicated that they were 
familiar with the Dr. Seuss series and 71 
percent were familiar with the Berenstain 
Bears. 

This sample is, therefore, not a represen- 
tative sample of books actually read by any 
particular group of students participating in 
the exercise. However, since the exercise 
seeks to demonstrate that gender stereotypes 
were actually present in the books many 
students report having read as children, it 
seems, on the face of it, that these books 
are acceptable for analysis. Rather than 
drawing a sample of books from each se- 
ries, I purchased the entire collections. 
When I conduct the exercise, I ask each 
group of students to select a book they 
might read to their child. In fact, many stu- 
dents do report that their selection was 
based on a book they were familiar with as 
a child or, in the case of some nontradi- 
tional students, a book they had actually 
purchased and read to their children. 

Criteria of Selection 
The issue of exactly which elements from 
the books will be analyzed refers to the cri- 
teria of selection; in this exercise, the crite- 
ria are usually worked out in advance. The 
criteria should be exhaustive enough to ac- 
count for variations in messages, explicit 
enough so that the analysis can be easily 
replicated, and should reflect the relevant 
aspects of the messages. Additionally, the 
criteria of selection should be applied con- 
sistently so that inclusion or exclusion of 

content is not arbitrary (Berg 2001). The 
criteria of selection can yield either quanti- 
tative or qualitative data; quantitatively, 
tally sheets can be used to determine the 
frequency of certain elements in the mes- 
sage. Qualitatively, the students can exam- 
ine the ideologies, symbols, and themes 
embedded in the messages and write out 
summaries of their findings. In this exer- 
cise, the criteria for selection are based on 
traditional stereotypes about gender, usually 
presented as a gender dichotomy, and both 
quantitative and qualitative approaches will 
be used. 

Manifest and Latent Content 
Manifest content in an artifact of social 
communication refers to elements that are 
physically present and can be counted accu- 
rately. For example, students can count the 
number of male or female role models in 
the books. Additionally, the number of 
women in roles outside of the household can 
be counted or the number of women in lead- 
ership roles, and so forth. 

Latent content, on the other hand, re- 
quires an interpretive reading by the re- 
searcher, who interrogates the symbolic 
meaning of the data in order to uncover its 
deep structural meaning (Berg 2001). Obvi- 
ously, a content analysis of latent messages 
is more difficult to achieve. When employ- 
ing a latent analysis, the researcher should 
use corroborative techniques, such as using 
independent coders or providing detailed 
excerpts from the data, which support the 
stated interpretations. A rich latent analysis 
may not be feasible in one class period, but 
students should be encouraged in the at- 
tempt. Also, a latent analysis may be appro- 
priate for a take-home exercise, which the 
instructor can easily develop. 

What to Count 
A content analysis can proceed in either an 
inductive or a deductive manner or some 
mixture of both (Strauss 1987). If the in- 
structor has the time to devote to an induc- 
tive approach, students start by examining 
the message in detail and seek to identify 



304 TEACHING SOCIOLOGY 

themes that seem to be important 
(Abrahamson 1983). The deductive ap- 
proach, on the other hand, uses a coding 
scheme developed in advance of the analy- 
sis. The researcher develops a hypothesis 
from a theoretical framework and tests it 
using a coding scheme while performing the 
analysis. A coding scheme-in this example 
one based on the traditional gender dichot- 
omy found in many introduction to sociol- 
ogy textbooks-is provided to the students 
in advance. 

Although almost anything can be counted 
when performing a content analysis, seven 
major elements are usually emphasized. 
These elements include words, themes, 
characters, paragraphs, items, concepts, and 
semantics (Berg 2001). For this exercise, 
students should easily be able to identify 
words, themes, and characters related to the 
traditional gender dichotomy. Students 
should be instructed to look for these ele- 
ments in the book's text, as well as the use 
of color, the storyline, phrases, pictures and 
anything else related to gender. 

Coding Frame 
This exercise employs a coding frame to 
organize the data and to help students iden- 
tify findings while analyzing the books. I 
have used the coding frame presented here 
with great success, and instructors should 
find it easy to reproduce (see Appendix). 

EXERCISE DELIVERY 

Step One 
Start by dividing the class into small groups 
of two or three students. I have used the 
exercise in larger classes where the groups 
can be as large as five students, although in 
larger groups the chance of social loafing is 
greater. Once the groups have been estab- 
lished, allow them to select a book to ana- 
lyze and hand out the coding sheets. Each 
group should have one book, one coding 
sheet, and a copy of the traditional gender 
roles listed in Figure 1. 

At this point, give the students explicit 
instructions about what they are expected to 
do. Explain that they are going to read the 
books and look at the pictures with the spe- 
cific goal of determining to what extent 
gender stereotypes are present. The impor- 
tance of systematically linking their analyses 
to the data cannot be overemphasized (Stalp 
and Grant 2001). This is accomplished by 
asking the students in each group to develop 
operational definitions of the gender stereo- 
types they will code. 

I like to use a dialectical approach that 
mixes inductive and deductive techniques. 
Students first take a cursory look at each 
book to see whether or not gender stereo- 
types are present. For example, if the group 
thinks the book contains an example of a 
woman being passive, they begin to try to 

Figure 1. Gender Themes Based on Traditional Gender Stereotypes* 

Feminine Traits Masculine Traits 

Submissive Dominant 
Dependent Independent 
Unintelligent Intelligent 
Emotional Rational 
Receptive Assertive 
Intuitive Analytical 
Weak Strong 
Timid Brave 
Content Ambitious 
Passive Active 
Cooperative Competitive 
Sensitive Insensitive 
Sex object Sexually aggressive 
Attractive due to physical appearance Attractive due to achievement 

"*Found in Macionis (2001). 
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identify other behaviors associated with 
passivity. I instruct the students to write out 
their operational definitions so that they 
may refer to them while coding in step two. 

Step Two 
Once everything has been handed out and 
the instructions given, the instructor acts as 
a facilitator. Some groups will need more 
encouragement than others, and in my ex- 
perience with the exercise, students asking 
for help will adopt an instructor's interpre- 
tation verbatim if they can. The instructor 
should make every effort to avoid projecting 
his or her interpretations onto the group if 
asked for help. One idea for limiting the 
instructor's influence in the coding process 
is to reserve a book to which he or she can 
refer when answering questions and provid- 
ing examples. 

The goal is to get the students to do the 
coding. Instruct them to be consistent and 
encourage them to analyze the data mi- 
nutely, pointing out, for instance, that cer- 
tain colors are frequently associated with 
gender and that this fact should be part of 
their observations. Likewise, students 
should examine the text, and even certain 
words, for gender stereotypes. The nature, 
type, and number of characters, characters' 
body size, behaviors, and even the title of 
the book should all be examined by the stu- 
dents to uncover manifest and latent gender 
stereotypes. 

All the members of the groups should 
participate in the coding process, and they 
should enter data on the coding sheet only 
when they are generally in agreement about 
whether or not a stereotype is present. In 
this part of the exercise, students should be 
allowed to disagree and discuss their dis- 
agreements because this helps them develop 
a deeper understanding of the process (Stalp 
and Grant 2001). Additionally, encourage 
them to jot down their thoughts on a sepa- 
rate sheet of paper to refer to later during 
the discussion and to help them write the 
reflection paper. Students can code in both 
a qualitative and quantitative manner: they 
can write out explanations of the stereotypes 

they find and they can count and tally exam- 
ples for each operational definition. 

Step Three 
When the students are finished coding their 
books, ask two or three groups to share 
their findings and observations with the 
class. Ask each group presenting to explain 
their operational definitions and how they 
coded examples of gender stereotypes. Gen- 
erally, students explain their operational 
definitions and then point out pictures from 
their book or read text from their particular 
book that they feel exemplifies their defini- 
tions of gender stereotypes. While each 
group is presenting its findings, the instruc- 
tor writes summaries on the board that will 
help students draw conclusions from the 
exercise and facilitate the discussion. 

Step Four 
Students will take the exercise more seri- 
ously if they know there will be some as- 
sessment of their work. To that end, I ask 
students to write a short (1-2 pages) reflec- 
tion paper in which they discuss what they 
learned from the exercise. Instructors who 
wish to give students more time to conduct 
a latent analysis can do so during this step 
by allowing them to take the book home. I 
perform another content analysis of the re- 
flection papers and then present that data to 
the class at a later date. The comments and 
remarks reported in the discussion section 
come from the student reflection papers. 

DISCUSSION 

Over several years of conducting the exer- 
cise, I have discovered that the discussion 
portion of the exercise tends to gravitate 
toward some fairly predictable issues and 
themes. While a variety of issues emerge, 
students repeatedly invoke three general 
conclusions: 1) the book is only a book and 
we are reading too much into it-children 
are not affected by the ideologies in the 
books; 2) things have changed and more 
recent children's books no longer reflect 
attitudes about gender, especially for 
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women; and 3) the books simply reflect 
reality. 

Regarding the claim that the analysis 
reads too much into the books, it is impor- 
tant to point out to students that children are 
just beginning to acquire self and personal- 
ity at the very time they are reading these 
books. In other words, they are beginning 
to learn how to organize their behavior 
along the patriarchal, gendered codes em- 
bedded in such books. It can also be pointed 
out that children will face similar messages 
from the broader cultural milieu. Aside 
from the messages they contain, the books 
are themselves social artifacts that do not 
exist in a vacuum, but in relationship to 
other artifacts and social relations. Gender 
ideologies apparent in the books are also 
embedded in children's toys, the mass me- 
dia, and even clothing. It is therefore im- 
portant that students learn to see these 
books as only one component of patriarchal 
gender codes. If language does shape and 
condition our perceptions of reality, then 
parents who desire equality for their daugh- 
ters or egalitarianism for their sons ought to 
look more closely at what their children are 
reading. Students who expect to be parents, 
or perhaps already are, can gain a great deal 
of insight from the exercise. 

I have kept student summaries of the ex- 
ercise for several years and present here 
some of their more interesting observations. 
In relation to whether or not gender ideolo- 
gies and stereotypes are present in the 
books, two female students make the fol- 
lowing comments: 

I have never thought of these ideas as I have 
read these books to my children. I am quite 
offended by the messages that are so craftily 
hidden by the authors. 

I never realized how children's books could 
have such stereotypical views within them. 
However, now that I am aware of these under- 
lying views, I will be more observant. 

From these observations it seems clear that 
the exercise helps students understand that 
children's books can actually influence chil- 

dren's perspectives about gender, as gender 
schema theory suggests. Moreover, it is 
apparent that these women had not previ- 
ously given much thought to the gender 
roles actually portrayed in the books. 

In turn, this female student's reflection 
handily demonstrates her ability to find gen- 
der scripts and themes in children's books: 

There was a part in the book where a female 
dog asked a male dog if he liked her hat. 
Every time he said no, until in the end he fi- 
nally said yes when she had on the most fancy 
hat. The last picture showed them going off 
together. This was a symbol of power of 
looks. Showing how the male dog wouldn't 
take her until he liked her hat, and that the girl 
dog got a new hat each time to impress him. 

This observation certainly illustrates the 
connection between gender scripts in the 
media and the continuing importance of 
personal attractiveness for women. Thus, 
women in the classroom begin to under- 
stand that they may have internalized certain 
behaviors and attitudes with respect to their 
appearance when they were very young. 
Conversely, the same is true of the men, 
who begin to see that they have learned to 
see women, partly, as sexual objects. 

Another common theme that tends to sur- 
face during the discussion is the claim that 
gender inequality is a thing of the past. 
While it is true that significant social, edu- 
cational, and occupational gains have been 
made by women, there is still a long way to 
go before gender equality is reached. Gen- 
der stratification remains apparent in the 
family, in education, in the mass media, in 
the labor force, in housework, in the distri- 
bution of income and wealth, and even in 
politics (Bernard 1981; Bianchi and Spain 
1996; Charles 1992; Davis 1993; Pear 
1987; Fuller and Schoenberger 1991; Ollen- 
burger and Moore 1992; Waldfogel 1997). 
Even when women are in the work force 
they often encounter a glass ceiling which 
prevents their rising much beyond middle- 
level management (Benokraitis and Feagin 
1995; Yamagata et al. 1997). Women still 
face a considerable amount of violence in 
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the home (Gelles and Cornell 1990; 
Schwartz 1987; Smolowe 1994; Straus and 
Gelles 1986) and unwanted sexual attention 
outside the home (Loy and Stewart 1984; 
Paul 1991). As part of their previous learn- 
ing in the course, students should be well 
aware that gender stratification still exists. 
Therefore, in considering their findings 
from this exercise, students should be 
pressed to think about the ways certain chil- 
dren's books support and help reproduce 
gender stratification. 

While considering whether or not nega- 
tive gender stereotypes for women are a 
thing of the past, two male students contrib- 
uted the following comments: 

Until someone actually sits down and reads a 
book and analyzes every picture and word, 
you don't see the hidden messages or prob- 
lems with inequality that kids are being ex- 
posed to. It wasn't just in one or two of the 
books. There were cases of inequality and 
different cultural messages in every book. 

Gender plays a large role in these books. For 
instance, in these books it is very rare that you 
will see the male being shorter than the fe- 
male, or the female protecting the male in a 
dangerous situation. The female is almost 
always portrayed as the follower and the 
leader is more likely the male. The mothers in 
these books are usually housewives who stay 
home cleaning and cooking all day. While the 
father goes to a job everyday and comes home 
and roughhouses with the children, or relaxes 
after a hard day's work. Some of these things 
may have been true at the time, but in today's 
society most women work everyday to help 
earn a living. 

The observations address the pervasiveness 
of gender stereotypes in the books as well 
as the dissonance between women's stereo- 
typed domestic roles and the contemporary 
reality of working women. Both men admit- 
ted that they had, as a matter of fact, read 
the books when they were children. Thus, 
students are able to understand that when 
the books were actually published is a moot 
point if parents are still buying them for 
their children. 

A third interpretation often voiced during 
discussion is that the books simply reflect 
reality. With a little effort, students can be 
spurred into thinking of lots of women and 
men they have known or know who do not 
fall into the traditional definitions of 
"feminine" and "masculine." In other 
words, not all men are dominant and inde- 
pendent, nor are all women submissive, 
passive, and dependent, as suggested by 
gender stereotypes. If the books do not ac- 
curately reflect reality for boys, they do a 
worse job of reflecting reality for girls, who 
are nearly invisible in them. Moreover, 
research suggests that most children do not 
develop consistently feminine or masculine 
personalities (Bem 1983; Bernard 1981). 

Several female students commented on 
how accurately the books reflect reality: 

Not all boys are bad, not all girls are prissy. 
Not all mothers are housewives, not all fathers 
are doing all the work. There were just a lot of 
wrong messages in the books. 

Living in the world as a female I would like to 
believe that none of that was true, but from all 
the facts and learning everything that we have 
in class I believe otherwise. 

These comments clearly draw attention to 
the lack of accuracy, let alone diversity, in 
some children's books. One of the advan- 
tages of the exercise is that students are 
clearly able, with a little prodding, to real- 
ize that these children's-books do not accu- 
rately reflect the actual behavior of either 
gender. All in all, I think most instructors 
who decide to try the exercise will be pleas- 
antly surprised by the level of sophistication 
students are able to achieve using the stu- 
dent-friendly method of content analysis. 

TAKE-HOME ASSIGNMENT 

One of the central issues this exercise raises 
is the question of whether or not the gender 
stereotypes embedded in children's books 
simply reflect innate differences between 
the sexes or whether they are, in fact, re- 
producing and reinforcing culturally-based 
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gender stereotypes. Although this exercise 
cannot directly determine the extent to 
which any particular student's gender iden- 
tity was influenced by children's books, it is 
an issue students should be asked to con- 
sider. To that end, instructors may find it 
useful to assign students a take-home pro- 
ject in which they conduct further analysis 
of gender in the media. 

These take-home assignments can take a 
variety of forms, but I have found two 
strategies to be particularly effective. The 
first strategy asks students to reexamine 
media they were familiar with as children. 
In this case, students are directed to recall 
their childhood and to identify their favorite 
children's books, cartoons, storybooks, 
textbooks, and even games. They are then 
instructed to locate samples of that particu- 
lar media and conduct a latent analysis for 
gender stereotypes in a manner similar to 
the class exercise. The second strategy asks 
students to conduct a broader latent analysis 
using current media. This analysis can focus 
on advertisements, commercials, maga- 
zines, and television programs such as 
situation comedies, or movies. For exam- 
ple, certain, if not all, Disney movies 
(including The Lion King, The Little Mer- 
maid, and Aladdin) lend themselves quite 
well to a latent analysis of gender stereo- 
types. 

Ask students to write a three to five page 
essay based on their choice of strategies and 
one (or some combination of) suggested 
topics. In order to complement the in-class 
exercise, their essays should address the 
following issues: 

"* identifiable gender stereotypes 
* similarity of sample to those gender 

stereotypes found in the class exercise 
"* what role the media plays in transmit- 

ting gender stereotypes to future gen- 
erations 

* how accurately students believe the 
gender stereotypes describe themselves 
or other women and men they know 

* to what extent students have incorpo- 
rated gender stereotypes as part of their 

gender identity 
* to what extent students' gender role- 

performances approximate the gender 
stereotypes and in what social settings 

The take-home assignment, therefore, 
should not only be fun and interesting, but 
also help students address and think about 
the extent to which the media perpetuates 
gender stereotypes. 

CONCLUSION 

Gender is perhaps the basic dimension 
through which individuals perceive the so- 
cial world and their place in it. Gender 
shapes social organization and influences 
how we interact with each other and even 
how we evaluate ourselves. Additionally, 
gender shapes our feelings, thoughts, and 
behaviors from birth to death. Children 
learn early on that society has different ex- 
pectations and standards for girls and boys. 
However, before children can learn what 
the standards are and thereby apply gen- 
dered standards to themselves, they must 
learn the gender code. This code is clearly 
embedded in the children's books used in 
the exercise. Since children begin to under- 
stand gender and apply gender stereotypes 
to themselves at an early age, we can rea- 
sonably ask what such books are teaching 
children about gender. 

This female student's reflection, I think, 
aptly summarizes the exercise: 

To see how these books were meant to encour- 
age little boys and degrade little girls, was just 
shocking. During the class discussion, it 
seemed that most of the books had almost all 
male characters doing everything important 
and female characters, if any, were always in 
secondary roles. Male characters were strong 
and showed lots of imagination. While female 
characters were weaker and usually more sub- 
dued, with their pink bows and clothing. If a 
mother figure appeared in a book she was 
always cleaning or cooking. Father figures 
worked hard and were more of the authority 
figure. All the characters seemed white and 
middle to upper class. All the troublemakers 
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or everything that was evil or bad was colored 
in black, while everything good and happy 
was colored in primary colors. Thinking about 
all these messages reminded me of how when I 
was younger my father once said to me, "You 
hammer like a girl," to which I replied, "What 
the hell does that mean?" He had no answer. 

From these remarks it seems clear that the 
exercise is one that does indeed help stu- 
dents recognize gender stereotypes in popu- 
lar children's books. Indeed, the exercise is 
easily adapted to other media and other ide- 
ologies and stereotypes. I conclude with a 
comment from one of the male students, 
who had a somewhat broader view of the 
exercise: 

I realized that children are introduced to ra- 
cism, social class, and sexual roles at a very 
young age and they don't even know it. I think 
the reason we did this exercise was to prove 
the point that we, as children, are unable to 
avoid these biases we grow up with. They are 
everywhere, even in children's books. 

I often hear colleagues despair over whether 
or not their students are "getting the mes- 
sage" when the message is related to gender 
or some other form of inequality. Content 
analysis is, in my estimation, a useful tool 
which can be added to one's inventory of 
teaching strategies. 

APPENDIX. 

Coding Frame: Female Gender Stereotypes 

Submissive Dependent 

Unintelligent Emotional 

Receptive Intuitive 

Weak Timid 

Content Passive 

Cooperative Sensitive 

Sex Object Attractive 

Coding Frame: Male Gender Stereotypes 

Dominant Independent 

Intelligent Rational 

Assertive Analytical 

Strong Brave 

Ambitious Active 

Competitive Insensitive 

Sexually Aggressive Achievement 



310 TEACHING SOCIOLOGY 

REFERENCES 

Abrahamson, Mark. 1983. Social Research 
Methods. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice 
Hall. 

Bem, Sandra Lipsitz. 1981. "Gender Schema 
Theory: A Cognitive Account of Sex Typing." 
Psychological Review 88:354-64. 

. 1983. "Gender Schema Theory and its 
Implications for Child Development: Raising 
Gender-Schematic Children in a Gender- 
Schematic Society." Signs: Journal of Women 
in Culture and Society 8:598-616. 

_ . 1984. "Androgyny" and Gender-Schema 
Theory: A Conceptual and Empirical Integra- 
tion. Nebraska Symposium on Motivation: 
Psychology and Gender 32:179-226. 

_ . 1993. The Lenses of Gender: Transform- 
ing the Debate on Sexual Inequality. New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 

Benokraitis, Nijole and Joe Feagin. 1995. Mod- 
em Sexism: Blatant, Subtle, and Overt Dis- 
crimination. 2d ed. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice Hall. 

Berg, Bruce L. 2001. Qualitative Research 
Methods for the Social Sciences. 4th ed. Bos- 
ton, MA: Allyn and Bacon. 

Berger, Peter L. 1963. Invitation to Sociology: A 
Humanistic Perspective. New York: Double- 
day. 

Bernard, Jessie. 1981. The Female World. New 
York: Free Press. 

Bianchi, Suzanne M. and Daphne Spain. 1996. 
"Women, Work, and Family in America." 
Population Bulletin 51(3):1-47. 

Charles, Maria. 1992. "Cross-National Variation 
in Occupational Segregation." American So- 
ciological Review 57(4):483-502. 

Clark, Roger, Rachel Lennon, and Leanna Mor- 
ris. 1993. "Of Caldecotts and Kings: Gen- 
dered Images in Recent Children's Books by 
Black and Non-Black Illustrators." Gender 
and Society 7(2):227-45. 

Crabb, Peter B. and Dawn Bielawski. 1994. 
"The Social Representation of Material Cul- 
ture and Gender in Children's Books." Sex 
Roles, 30:69-79. 

Davis, Donald M. 1993. Cited in "T.V. Is a 
Blonde, Blonde World." Pp. 34-41 in Ameri- 
can Demographics, Special Issue: Women 
Change Places, vol. 15, no. 5. Ithaca, NY. 

Eagly, Alice H. and Wendy Wood. 1999. "The 
Origins of Sex Differences in Human Behav- 
ior: Evolved Dispositions Verses Social 
Roles." American Psychologist 54:408-23. 

Fuller, Rex and Richard Schoenberger. 1991. 

"The Gender Salary Gap: Do Academic 
Achievements, Intern Experience, and College 
Major Make a Difference?" Social Science 
Quarterly 72(4):715-26. 

Gelles, Richard J. and Claire Pedrick Cornell. 
1990. Intimate Violence in Families. 2d ed. 
Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Heck, M.C. 1980. "The Ideological Dimensions 
of Media Messages." Pp. 66-72 in Culture, 
Media, Language: Working Papers in Cultural 
Studies, 1972-1979, edited by Stuart Hall. 
New York: Hutchinson and Co., Ltd. 

Holsti, Ole. R. 1968. "Content Analysis." Pp. 
596-692 in The Handbook of Social Psychol- 
ogy, vol. II, edited by Gardner Lindzey and 
Elliott Aaronson. Reading, MA: Addison- 
Wesley. 

. 1969. Content Analysis for the Social 
Sciences and Humanities. Reading, MA: Ad- 
dison-Wesley. 

Loy, Pamela Hewitt and Lea P. Stewart. 1984. 
"The Extent and Effects of Sexual Harassment 
of Working Women." Sociological Focus 
17(1):31-43 

Macionis, John, J. 2001. Sociology. 8th ed. 
Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Mead, George Herbert. 1934. Mind, Self, and 
Society. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 
Press. 

Mills, C. Wright. 1956. The Sociological Imagi- 
nation. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Ollenburger, Jane C. and Helen A. Moore. 
1992. A Sociology of Women: The Intersection 
of Patriarchy, Capitalism and Colonization. 
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Paul, Ellen Frankel. 1991. "Bared Buttocks and 
Federal Cases." Society 28(4):4-7. 

Pear, Robert. 1987. "Women Reduce Lag in 
Earnings, But Disparities with Men Remain." 
New York Times, September 4, pp. 1,7. 

Sapir, Edward. 1929. "The Status of Linguistics 
as a Science." Language 5:207-14. 

. 1949. Selected Writings of Edward Sapir 
in Language, Culture, and Personality. David 
G. Mandelbaum, ed. Berkeley, CA: Univer- 
sity of California Press. 

Schwartz, Martin D. 1987. "Gender and Injury 
in Spousal Assault." Sociological Focus 
20(1):61-75. 

Selltiz, Clair, Marie Jahoda, Morton Deutsch, 
and Stuart W. Cook. 1967. Research Methods 
in Social Relations. 2d ed. New York: Holt, 
Rienhart and Winston. 

Smolowe, Jill. 1994. "When Violence Hits 
Home." Time, Vol. 144, No. 1, July 4, pp. 
18-25. 



CONTENT ANALYSIS AND GENDER STEREOTYPES 311 

Stalp, Marybeth C. and Linda Grant. 2001. 
"Teaching Qualitative Coding in Undergradu- 
ate Field Methods Classes: An Exercise Based 
on Personal Ads." Teaching Sociology 29:209- 
18. 

Straus, Murray A. and Richard J. Gelles. 1986. 
"Social Change and Change in Family Vio- 
lence from 1975 to 1985 as Revealed by two 
National Surveys." Journal of Marriage and 
Family 48 (4):465-79. 

Strauss, Anselm L. 1987. Qualitative Analysis 
for Social Scientists. NY: Cambridge Univer- 
sity Press. 

Taylor, Frank 0. 1998. "The Continuing Sig- 
nificance of Structural Marxism for Feminist 
Social Theory." Current Perspectives in Social 
Theory 18:101-29. 

Waldfogel, Jane. 1997. "The Effect of Children 
on Women's Wages." American Sociological 
Review 62 (2): 209-17. 

Walzer, Suzan. 2001. "Developing Sociologists 
Through Qualitative Study of College Life." 
Teaching Sociology 29:88-94. 

Weitzman, Lenore J., Deborah Eifler, Elizabeth 
Hokada, and Catherine Ross. 1972. "Sex Role 

Socialization in Picture Books for Preschool 
Children." American Journal of Sociology 77 
(May): 1125-50. 

Whorf, Benjamin Lee. 1956. "The Relation of 
Habitual Thought and Behavior to Language." 
Pp. 134-59 in Language, Thought and Reality, 
edited by John B. Carroll. Cambridge, MA: 
The Technology Press of MIT/New York. 

Williams, J. Allen, JoEtta A. Vernon, Martha C. 
Williams, and Karen Malecha. 1987. "Sex- 
Role Socialization in Picture Books: An Up- 
date." Social Science Quarterly 68 
(March): 148-56. 

Yamagata, Hisashi, Kuang S. Yeh, Shelby Ste- 
waman, and Hiroko Dodge. 1997. "Sex Seg- 
regation and Glass Ceilings: A Comparative 
Static Model of Women's Career Opportuni- 
ties in the Federal Government over a Quarter 
Century." American Journal of Sociology 
103(3):566-632. 

Frank Taylor received his doctorate in sociology 
from the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. He is cur- 
rently the chair of the sociology department at Edin- 
boro University of Pennsylvania and the director of 
applied sociology. 


	Cover Page
	Article Contents
	p. 300
	p. 301
	p. 302
	p. 303
	p. 304
	p. 305
	p. 306
	p. 307
	p. 308
	p. 309
	p. 310
	p. 311

	Issue Table of Contents
	Teaching Sociology, Vol. 31, No. 3, Jul., 2003
	Front Matter
	Exploring Critical Feminist Pedagogy: Infusing Dialogue, Participation, and Experience in Teaching and Learning [pp.  259 - 275]
	Using and Evaluating Resampling Simulations in SPSS and Excel [pp.  276 - 287]
	Goffman's Dramaturgical Sociology: Developing a Meaningful Theoretical Context and Exercise Involving "Embarrassment and Social Organization" [pp.  288 - 299]
	Content Analysis and Gender Stereotypes in Children's Books [pp.  300 - 311]
	Notes
	Barriers to Collective Action: A Classroom Simulation [pp.  312 - 318]
	"The Stigmatizers and the Stigmatized": Enacting the Social Construction of Difference and Discrimination [pp.  319 - 324]
	The Reverse Jigsaw: A Process of Cooperative Learning and Discussion [pp.  325 - 332]
	Signed versus Unsigned Student Evaluations of Teaching: A Comparison [pp.  333 - 344]
	Teaching Stratification with Crayons [pp.  345 - 351]

	Book Reviews
	untitled [pp.  352 - 353]
	untitled [pp.  353 - 354]
	untitled [pp.  354 - 356]

	Film Reviews
	untitled [pp.  357 - 358]
	untitled [pp.  358 - 359]
	untitled [pp.  359 - 360]

	Back Matter



