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Gender Ideology in Children's Literature


Children's literature undoubtedly plays an essential role in childhood development. One of the ways it does this is by communicating messages of gender ideology, whether it be subconsciously or consciously. By the time children have reached their preschool years, they are already forming concepts of what it means to be feminine and masculine. Girls and boys as young as four years old begin to adopt characteristics they associate with their respective genders. This essay will explore how the stories we share with our children present the gender roles that will shape them into the adults they will become.

Fisher, Jerilyn, and Ellen S. Silber. "Good and Bad Beyond Belief: Teaching Gender Lessons through Fairy Tales and Feminist Theory." Women's Studies Quarterly 28.3/4 (2000): 121-136.http://www.jstor.org. Database. 13 Nov 2013. 

While fairy tales are a charming and enduring part of American and British cultures, they also present children with troubling views of gender roles at an age when they are most impressionable. The article takes a closer look at how fairy tales function within the socialization process of young children with a primary focus on young girls. The article states that women internalize the sexist messages in the fairy tales they were told as children, going so far as to idealize them in their every day lives (such as the notion of finding “true love” and being dependent on men). More than that, women take solace in revisiting these tales and passing them along to their children. The article provokes the invitation for new perspectives and tools for teaching fairy tales to children - ones that rely less heavily on gender roles.


The authors of this piece are Jerilyn Fisher and Ellen S. Silber. They are both pretty well established female authors and professors who explore many literary topics through the lens of feminism. Silber does consulting in gender equity for schools and school districts. They have many scholarly, peer-reviewed articles that have been published by The Feminist Press at the City University of New York. Considering the publisher and where it was published, the audience is most likely other professional scholars and proponents of feminism, though they need not be either of these as the message of this article states. As for the evidence they supply in this article, they reference almost fifty other sources to support their claims, with everything from fairy tales to Freudian analysis of women. Suffice it to say, I very much trust their ethos on the subject, and I will be referencing some of their work in my final project.


At first, I thought I wouldn't be able to utilize this source because of the heavy focus on ideals of feminism, but then I thought it would add some variety to my project to examine gender roles from a feminist perspective. I might even consider taking the project in a different direction because I enjoyed this article very much. It provided me with a different perspective on the topic I was exploring.
Koblinsky, Sally Gentry, Donna F. Cruse, and Alan I. Sugawara. "Sex Role Stereotypes and Children's Memory for Story Content." Child Development49.2 (1978): 452-458. www.jstor.org. Web. 13 Nov 2013.


This article presented the theory that sex role stereotypes can have negative effects upon children, “...oversimplifying their perceptions of reality and restricting their life options” (Koblinsky, Cruse, and Sugawara 452-458). The aim of the article was to see if children had the ability to remember stereotypical and reverse-stereotypical gender role content in children's literature. Interestingly, the study found that children were better able to recall stereotypical gender role content in their reading, which could suggest that the children studied already had a pretty sturdy framework for sorting details about gender even when it was dealing with gender stereotypes. This is interesting because it also suggests that the ability to lump traits into gender stereotypes already exists in children by the time they are in the fifth grade (as per the grade level studied in the article). “This discovery does not diminish the importance of utilizing nonsexist materials but does suggest the need to develop additional strategies for reducing the bias in children's memory for sex role information” (Koblinsky, Cruse, and Sugawara 452-458).


This is another peer-reviewed and scholarly article. It was the work of the first author upon earning her PhD degree at Oregon State University. This is also another article that I had not noticed was a bit outdated, as it is from 1978. However, with this article I don't feel that the bigger picture behind it is outdated so much as the credibility of their findings. Utilizing only a small sample size of fifth grade boys and girls (around 3 classrooms perhaps?) doesn't really prove conclusive to their findings. Had they been able to examine a much larger sample size of children, and also of different age ranges, I think this study really could have been on to something. Ultimately, there is the issue of cognitive abilities of young children effecting the outcome of the experiment, but I think it would be really great if they could attempt this study on a much grander scale today. 


Though the sample size they chose for their study seems a bit iffy, I really do think this article has something to it. I mean, we already know that children as young as four can identify and prescribe gender characteristics. So I can make the inference as to what fifth graders are capable of, even though, yes, I would like the concrete evidence as well. Overall, I think there are some good points being made here that I might want to use for my project, though I would stray away from anything too concrete.

Kolbe, Richard, and Joseph C. La Voie. "Sex-Role Stereotyping in Preschool Picture Books." Social Psychology Quarterly 44.4 (1981): 369-374.www.jstor.org. Database. 13 Nov 2013.


Using 19 Caldecott medal winners from 1972 to 1979, this article is a study on the prevalence of sex-role stereotyping in preschool picture books. The study found that many of the books portray sex roles in the traditional manner: males are presented as dominant and independent, while females are presented as passive and dependent. The study also found that the ratios of male to female pictures, names, characters, and protagonists were significantly higher than the ratios of female to male in each respective category. Wherever females were found in greater numbers was in traditional sex role portrayals and indoor (household) activities. The study notes that while sex-role portrayal in literature has an influence on children's behavioral roles, the data gathered was inclusive in terms of to what extent that could be measured.


Just at a first glance, I had not previously noticed how outdated this study was. 1979 was a long time ago, and much about children's literature has changed since then. Though I don't doubt the credibility of the authors, as this is a peer-reviewed and scholarly article, the fact that it is indeed outdated is enough for me to want to discredit it, but perhaps not entirely. If I were to find a similar study that was done recently, it would be interesting to see if I could draw any parallels between the data presented in 1979 versus today. But without a comparison study, I don't think this article alone can hold any validity in terms of representing truths about children's literature today.


While, again, the data presented here does seem outdated, I don't doubt that it holds some truth still today. Female presence in children's literature is still either underrepresented or misrepresented in the form of stereotypes. If I were to use this in my project, it would be in the sense of “look how far we have come since then”. It is interesting to see how much progress has been made since then. However, I do wish I had been able to find a more recent and reliable source that contained the same type of information. I most likely will not be using this source for my project.

Rosenberg, Alyssa. "Tamora Pierce on 'Twilight', Girl Heroes, and Fantasy Birth Control." Atlantic. 03 06 2011: n. page. Web. 13 Nov. 2013. 


In this article, Tamora Pierce discusses female heroes, gender equity, dysfunctional family dynamics, the fairy tale “true love” myth, and even fantasy birth control. As a revolutionary in the genre of feminist fantasy literature, Pierce has written many novels featuring strong female protagonists dealing with a male-dominated world. Her female characters do not just receive supporting roles, as we often see in many novels especially in regards to fantasy fiction; they are heroes. They take on roles traditionally reserved for men. They are independent. They don't rely on the “true love” fairy tale myth to come and rescue them. They rescue themselves. Pierce also isn't afraid to mix realism with fantastical elements. Her characters are sexually active females, and she doesn't mind including the responsibility that comes along with that: birth control (even if it has to be called a “pregnancy charm”). Being brought up in a dysfunctional household, Pierce also includes dysfunctional family dynamics in her stories – showing the reader that not everyone comes from a perfect family. 


Alyssa Rosenberg, the author of this article/interview,  is a correspondent for TheAtlantic.com. She is the pop culture blogger for ThinkProgress, where she writes about the intersection of politics and culture. Although I don't know much about Alyssa Rosenberg, I do know more about Tamora Pierce. And since Rosenberg merely transcribed an interview with the author, I don't think this is the time nor place to call into question her ethos. Tamora Pierce has written over twenty-six young adult novels, most of them featuring female heroes or protagonists. She really set the new standard for feminist fantasy literature. She recognizes the need for female heroes, and more importantly she makes sure those heroes are actively pursuing professional equity with men. It is for these reasons that I would argue the validity of this source. If I was going to look for any author or any piece of literature that would present women in contrast to their minority roles in the majority of other literary pieces, I would certainly make sure to reference Tamora Pierce. 

In relation to my project, I think this piece would make a good contrast. By contrast I am referring to the numerous ways in which some pieces of literature perpetuate gender stereotypes (i.e. Lord of the Rings, Narnia, etc), as well as a lack of female characters. Should I include these other novels as examples of how gender stereotypes are presented in children's literature, then I would want to include a counter-example, which would most likely be a novel by Tamora Pierce. But in either case, I would like to include this article because of its exception-to-the-rule factor. 
Taylor, Frank. "Content Analysis and Gender Stereotypes in Children's Books." Teaching Sociology 31.3 (2003): 300-311. www.jstor.org. Database. 13 Nov 2013. <http://www.jstor.org/stable/3211327>. 


This is an article written by a teacher for teachers, (or at least in the style of). Frank Taylor writes about an exercise he has used in his many sociology classes that is meant to help students recognize gender stereotypes in popular children's books. The message he intends to get across in this article is that gender inequality is so deeply ingrained in all of us that we may not even notice it at first. He also ends the article by noting that content analysis is a very useful teaching strategy. 


This is, yet again, another peer-reviewed and scholarly article. The author, Frank Taylor,  received his doctorate in sociology from the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. He is currently the chair of the sociology department at Edinboro University of Pennsylvania and the director of 

applied sociology. So, yes, I would consider this a reliable source. 


This article was just perfect. Because it wasn't written in the incomprehensible, unfathomable prose of the 1970s, some of the more contemporary colloquialisms of 2003 actually imitated intelligible parts of the English language. I actually was able to read it, (thank god). Other than that, it's a reliable source, the information pertains to my topic and I will definitely utilize it for my project. 


Though I have gained some valuable insight thanks to this long-winded bibliography, I would still like to add more sources to my research. There are a few directions that I may want to take this project in. First, I am considering on focusing it on how children's perceptions of sex roles and the ability to categorize and recognize sex role stereotypes in literature change as they develop. Secondly, I am also considering on focusing my research more on women's studies, which would mean examining children's literature under a feminist lens. Thirdly, I am also considering a brief comprehensive look at how far children's literature has come in terms of the diversity of sex roles presented since the 1970s. Since I already have two articles here that focus on a more feminist approach to examining children's literature, I think that may be the direction I am leaning in. But we shall see.

(*NOTE: OpenOffice, which is my only word processing program, did not allow the correct hanging indent for the citations. I'm aware of what the correct formatting should look like. Hopefully this will not result in lost points.)
