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DO STORYBOOKS REALLY BREAK
CHILDREN’S GENDER STEREOTYPES?
Gender stereotypes—the features and
characteristics assigned to men and
women in a particular society—are preva-
lent in children as young as the preschool
years (Martin and Ruble, 2004). For exam-
ple, preschoolers can categorize toys as
appropriate for either girls (e.g., dish-
set) or boys (e.g., toolset), and play with
them according to gender expectations
(Raag and Rackliff, 1998). Many fac-
tors have been linked to the display and
development of gender stereotypes in chil-
dren, including the role of storybooks
in shaping children’s gender stereotypes
(Jennings, 1975; Ashton, 1983; Trepanier-
Street et al., 1990; Green et al., 2004).
Storybooks are believed to help children
understand the roles of men and women
in society by reinforcing children’s ideas
about gender roles (i.e., what is typi-
cally appropriate for men and women) or,
alternatively, by challenging these stereo-
typical gender roles. But, do storybooks
really break children’s gender stereo-
types? In addressing this question, we
briefly review literature that suggests sto-
rybooks can challenge children’s gender
stereotypes, discuss questions left unan-
swered by the current literature, and set
the path for future research by argu-
ing that researchers need to examine
mechanisms affecting children’s inter-
pretations of gendered information in
storybooks.

STORYBOOKS CHALLENGE
CHILDREN’S GENDER STEREOTYPES:
THE EVIDENCE
READING GENDER-ATYPICAL STORYBOOKS
INCREASES PLAY WITH GENDER-ATYPICAL
TOYS
Children prefer to play with toys stereo-
typically associated with their own sex,
even before the age of three (O’Brien
and Huston, 1985). However, some stud-
ies suggest that gender-atypical storybooks
(e.g., storybooks where characters dis-
play behaviors usually associated with the
opposite sex) can lead to changes in chil-
dren’s play behavior, even in children
with the most stereotypical play behavior
(Ashton, 1983; Green et al., 2004). In one
study, 2–5-year-olds who were read a sto-
rybook about a same-sex child engaged in
play with a gender-atypical toy immedi-
ately showed increased play with gender-
atypical toys (e.g., girl participant hears a
story about a girl playing with a dump
truck and immediately increases play with
trucks; Ashton, 1983). More recently,
the play behavior of eight preschool-
ers identified as those with the most
stereotypical play behavior was observed
across 4 months (Green et al., 2004).
During this time, children were exposed
to two storybooks in which characters dis-
played gender-atypical toy play. For some
children these gender-atypical storybooks
resulted in significant, stable changes in
their play behavior, with children showing
increased play with gender-atypical toys

and decreased play with gender stereo-
typical toys. These studies suggest that
exposure to gender-atypical characters and
behaviors in storybooks may impact chil-
dren’s immediate and future play behavior.

READING GENDER-ATYPICAL STORYBOOKS
CHALLENGES CHILDREN’S STEREOTYPES
ABOUT GENDER-APPROPRIATE
OCCUPATIONS AND ACTIVITIES
Young children have preconceived notions
about what occupations are appropri-
ate for males and females, and tend to
select occupations stereotypically associ-
ated with their gender when asked about
their future careers (Liben et al., 2001).
For instance, when asked about their
interest in 37 occupations, elementary
school boys expressed more interest in
culturally masculine jobs (e.g., professor,
mechanic) than feminine jobs (e.g., gym-
nast, teacher), while the opposite was true
for girls (Liben et al., 2001). However,
children’s exposure to storybooks with
female protagonists in atypical gender
roles (i.e., activities; occupations) is linked
to an increase in the number of occupa-
tions children believe are appropriate for
women (Scott and Feldman-Summers,
1979; Trepanier-Street and Romatowski,
1999; Karniol and Gal-Disegni, 2009).
For example, 3rd- and 4th-grade children
who read stories in which female protag-
onists were engaged in gender-atypical
activities (e.g., story about a female
explorer) were more likely to report that
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girls could engage in the gender-atypical
activities portrayed in the stories (Scott
and Feldman-Summers, 1979). In other
research, 4–6-year-olds, upon reading and
participating in teacher-mediated activi-
ties related to gender-atypical stories where
characters were involved in atypical gen-
der activities, situations, and occupations,
rated more stereotypical occupations
and activities as appropriate for both
males and females (Trepanier-Street and
Romatowski, 1999). Similarly, recent
work by Karniol and Gal-Disegni (2009)
found that first graders assigned gender-
fair basal readers (i.e., textbooks used to
teach reading) for the school year judged
more activities (e.g., playing in mud,
baking a cake) as appropriate for both
males and females than those children
assigned gender-stereotyped basal read-
ers. These studies suggest that exposure
to gender-atypical storybooks and read-
ers challenge children’s stereotypes about
gender-appropriate occupations and
activities.

READING GENDER ATYPICAL STORYBOOKS
ALTERS CHILDREN’S FUTURE GOALS AND
ASPIRATIONS
Perhaps one of the most exciting find-
ings in the storybook and gender stereo-
type literature is Nhundu’s (2007) study of
Zimbabwean girls enrolled in 4th through
7th grade. Girls exposed to biographi-
cal stories of women succeeding in non-
traditional careers not only reported that
there were no jobs appropriate only for
men or only for women, but also reported
altering their own future career plans from
gender-typical to gender-atypical. In con-
trast, significantly fewer girls who had not
been exposed to these gender-atypical bio-
graphical stories (control group) changed
their career goals; girls in the control group
who did alter their future career goals
at the completion of the study typically
reported the desire for a gender-typical
career rather than a gender-atypical career.
These results suggest that the reading of
gender-atypical storybooks can alter young
girls’ future career goals and aspirations.

STORYBOOK AND GENDER
STEREOTYPE LITERATURE:
UNANSWERED QUESTIONS
Despite these compelling findings that
storybooks challenge children’s gender

stereotypes, there are some unanswered
questions in the literature that should be
addressed before we can assert that story-
books break children’s gender stereotypes.
We discuss these questions briefly, hoping
they will stimulate more research on this
topic.

HOW ARE CHILDREN
INTERPRETING/REMEMBERING
GENDER-STEREOTYPICAL AND -ATYPICAL
INFORMATION?
Results are mixed with respect to how chil-
dren interpret/remember gender-atypical
information. Some find that children tend
to misremember/distort gender-atypical
information to make it consistent with
gender stereotypes (Arthur and White,
1996; Daly et al., 1998; Frawley, 2008).
In a study of 1st and 4th graders, chil-
dren heard audiotaped readings of two
books and were asked to retell stories
and answer questions related to gen-
der roles in the story (Frawley, 2008).
Children who distorted gender-related
information received feedback about their
responses, yet they continued to misre-
member/reinterpret gender-atypical infor-
mation to make it consistent with gender
stereotypes. Still, others suggest that chil-
dren remember gender-atypical informa-
tion better due to novelty effects (Jennings,
1975; Trepanier-Street and Kropp, 1987).
In another study, 32 preschool-aged chil-
dren were read two different stories in
which the character of the same sex: (1)
performed a gender stereotypical activity
(e.g., girl wanted to be a ballerina); and
(2) performed a gender-atypical activity
(e.g., boy wanted to be a dancer). After
hearing these two stories, children were
asked to report which story they pre-
ferred and were tested on their recall of
information from each story. While chil-
dren preferred stories that were consistent
with gender stereotypes, they tended to
remember information from the gender-
atypical stories better. Given these mixed
results from the literature, we argue that
additional research be conducted to iden-
tify those factors (e.g., child age, child
sex, child’s previously-held stereotypes,
amount of exposure to storybooks, and
storybook plot/characters) that moderate
children’s memory for gender-stereotypical
and –atypical information from story-
books.

DO STORYBOOKS CHALLENGE GENDER
STEREOTYPES IN ALL CHILDREN?
The child’s sex (Daly et al., 1998) and
previously held stereotypes (Green et al.,
2004) affect how responsive the child is
to gender-atypical information in story-
books. Some find that the play behav-
ior of some children does not change
after exposure to gender-atypical story-
books, particularly in those children who
are rated as having robust gender stereo-
types (Green et al., 2004). Others argue
that sex of the child is a good predictor
of whether exposure to gender-atypical
information in storybooks will impact
the child. In many studies, girls’ but
not boys’ gender stereotypes and play
behavior can be altered with exposure
to gender-atypical storybooks (e.g., Daly
et al., 1998; Green et al., 2004). While
both boys and girls can recall storybook
information well when the protagonist is
of the same sex and behaves in gender
stereotypical ways, girls tend to remem-
ber more information about the story than
boys when the protagonist does not con-
form to gender stereotypes (Daly et al.,
1998). Others find that boys show gen-
der stereotypes at a younger age and are
less flexible in modifying these stereotypes
(Ashton, 1983). Additionally, although it
has been suggested that young children (5–
6-year-olds) have the most rigid gender
stereotypes (Ruble et al., 1998; Trautner
et al., 2005), there is little conclusive evi-
dence for differences in responsiveness to
gender-atypical information in storybooks
based on child age. Thus, more research is
needed to evaluate potential sex and age
differences on children’s ability to recall
gender-atypical information from story-
books, as well as whether and how boys’
gender stereotypes can be altered using
storybooks.

HOW MUCH AND WHAT KIND OF EXPOSURE
TO GENDER-ATYPICAL INFORMATION IN
STORYBOOKS IS NEEDED TO PROMOTE
LASTING CHANGE?
Studies evaluating the effectiveness of
gender-atypical storybooks in changing
children’s gender stereotypes vary con-
siderably in the kind and amount of
exposure to these stories. Some stud-
ies have looked at children’s behavior
and stereotypes after just one expo-
sure to a gender-atypical storybook
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(Ashton, 1983). Others have examined
the effects of exposure to six different
gender-atypical storybooks, along with
teacher-mediated activities related to
those storybooks, across 2 months
(Trepanier-Street and Romatowski,
1999). Nhundu (2007) examined par-
ticipants after a year of exposure to
storybooks. Most published works
assess only immediate change after
exposure and find mixed results [e.g.,
Flerx et al. (1976) found an initial
reduction of stereotypical thinking in
preschoolers was not evident at 1-week
follow-up]; to our knowledge, no stud-
ies have evaluated whether exposure
results in long-lasting and/or permanent
change in children’s gender stereotypical
beliefs/behaviors.

HOW GENERALIZABLE IS THE
GENDER-ATYPICAL INFORMATION IN
STORYBOOKS?
It is unclear whether information from
gender-atypical storybooks extends
beyond the specific circumstance the story
portrays (i.e., activities, toys, careers).
Participants are more likely to report
that girls can engage in gender-atypical
activities and play with gender-atypical
toys portrayed in a storybook (Scott and
Feldman-Summers, 1979), but do these
beliefs/behaviors extend beyond the par-
ticulars of the storybook? Although some
suggest generalizability (Trepanier-Street
and Romatowski, 1999), there is reason
to believe that these beliefs/behaviors
do not extend beyond specific story-
book content. While Nhundu (2007)
saw that over 73% of girl participants
had changed their career goals from tra-
ditional to non-traditional careers after
long-term exposure to gender-atypical
storybooks, she also reported that par-
ticipants still held traditional gender role
beliefs, such as that there are tasks only
for men or women within the home
setting and that married women should
not have jobs that keep them from their
in-home responsibilities. These results
suggest that while storybooks have the
potential to change children’s gender role
beliefs/behaviors, rather than challenging
children’s gender stereotypes in general,
these changes are limited to the spe-
cific beliefs/behaviors portrayed in the
storybooks.

STORYBOOK AND GENDER
STEREOTYPE RESEARCH: A CALL FOR
FURTHER RESEARCH
Storybooks are one way children learn
about the world, learn about gender
stereotypes, and potentially break gen-
der stereotypes. Children’s storybooks can
provide a representation of societal values
during a time when children are devel-
oping their gender roles, and thus, rep-
resent an important avenue for research
on children’s developing gender stereo-
types. Gender-atypical storybooks may
be a relatively easy, inexpensive way
to expose children to a more gender-
equitable worldview at home or in the
classroom and, may serve as a power-
ful tool to challenge gender stereotypes.
Existing evidence begins to shed light
on how storybooks break gender stereo-
types with studies documenting that read-
ing gender-atypical storybooks not only
increases play with gender-atypical toys
and challenges children’s stereotypes about
gender-appropriate roles, but also alters
children’s future career goals and aspira-
tions. There are, however, many questions
to which we do not have an answer, includ-
ing those that we addressed in the previous
section. To understand the true impact
storybooks have on children’s develop-
ing gender stereotypes, we must examine
the potential mechanisms explaining chil-
dren’s changing preferences from typical to
atypical gender roles, beliefs, activities, and
toys. We have identified several factors ripe
for investigation and a careful examination
of these potential factors will finally allow
us to answer the question, “do storybooks
really break children’s gender stereotypes?”

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
This writing of this paper was supported
by a generous grant to Dr. Shannon M.
Pruden and the Project on Language and
Spatial Development (www.plsd.fiu.edu)
from The Ware Foundation, Miami, FL
(warefoundation.org).

REFERENCES
Arthur, A. G., and White, H. (1996). Children’s assign-

ment of gender to animal characters in pictures.
J. Genet. Psychol. Res. Theory Hum. Dev. 157,
297–301. doi: 10.1080/00221325.1996.9914867

Ashton, E. (1983). Measures of play behavior: the
influence of sex-role stereotyped children’s books.
Sex Role. 9, 43–47. doi: 10.1007/BF00303108

Daly, P., Salters, J., and Burns, C. (1998). Gender
and task interaction: instant and delayed recall

of three story types. Educ. Rev. 50, 269–275. doi:
10.1080/0013191980500306

Frawley, T. (2008). Gender schema and prejudi-
cial recall: how children misremember, fabri-
cate, and distort gendered picture book infor-
mation. J. Res. Child. Educ. 22, 291–303. doi:
10.1080/02568540809594628

Flerx, V. C., Fidler, D. S., and Rogers, R. W. (1976).
Sex role stereotypes: Developmental aspects
and early intervention. Child Dev. 47 998–1007.
Available online at: http://ezproxy.fiu.edu/
login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/616
136378?accountid=10901

Green, V. A., Bigler, R., and Catherwood, D. (2004).
The variability and flexibility of gender-typed
toy play: a close look at children’s behavioral
responses to counterstereotypic models. Sex Role,
51, 371–386. doi: 10.1023/B:SERS.0000049227.
05170.aa

Jennings, S. (1975). Effects of sex typing in
children’s stories on preference and recall.
Child Dev. 46, 220–223. doi: 10.2307/
1128852

Karniol, R., and Gal-Disegni, M. (2009). The
impact of gender-fair versus gender-stereotyped
basal readers on 1st-grade children’s gender
stereotypes: a natural experiment. J. Res. Child.
Educ. 23, 411–420. doi: 10.1080/0256854090
9594670

Liben, L. S., Bigler, R. S., and Krogh, H. R. (2001).
Pink and blue collar jobs: children’s judgments of

job status and job aspirations in relation to sex
of worker. J. Exp. Child Psychol. 79, 346–363. doi:
10.1006/jecp.2000.2611

Martin, C. L., and Ruble, D. (2004). Children_s search
for gender cues: cognitive perspectives on gender
development. Curr. Direct. Psychol. Sci. 13, 67–70.
doi: 10.1111/j.0963-7214.2004.00276.x

Nhundu, T. J. (2007). Mitigating gender-typed occu-
pational preferences of Zimbabwean primary
school children: the use of biographical sketches

and portrayals of female role models. Sex Role. 56,
639–649. doi: 10.1007/s11199-007-9204-6

O’Brien, M., and Huston, A. C. (1985). Development
of sex-typed play behavior in toddlers.
Developmental Psychology, 21, 866–871. doi:
10.1037/0012-1649.21.5.866

Raag, T., and Rackliff, C. L. (1998). Preschoolers_
awareness of social expectations of gen-
der: relationships to toy choices. Sex Role.
J. Res. 38, 685–701. doi: 10.1023/A:101889
0728636

Ruble, D. N., Martin, C. L., and Damon, W. (1998).
Gender Development. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley &
Sons Inc.

Scott, K. P., and Feldman-Summers, S. (1979).
Children’s reactions to textbook stories in which
females are portrayed in traditionally male roles. J.
Edu. Psychol. 71, 396–402. doi: 10.1037/0022-0663.
71.3.396

Trautner, H. M., Ruble, D. N., Cyphers, L., Kirsten,
B., Behrendt, R., and Hartmann, P. (2005).
Rigidity and flexibility of gender stereotypes
in childhood: developmental or differential?
Infant Child Dev. 14, 365–381. doi: 10.1002/
icd.399

Trepanier-Street, M., and Kropp, J. J. (1987).
Children’s recall and recognition of sex

www.frontiersin.org December 2013 | Volume 4 | Article 986 | 3

http://ezproxy.fiu.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/616136378?accountid=10901
http://ezproxy.fiu.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/616136378?accountid=10901
http://ezproxy.fiu.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/616136378?accountid=10901
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/Developmental_Psychology/archive
http://warefoundation.org/


Abad and Pruden Children’s storybooks and gender stereotypes

role stereotyped and discrepant informa-
tion. Sex Role. 16, 237–249. doi: 10.1007/BF
00289952

Trepanier-Street, M., and Romatowski, J. A. (1999).
The influence of children’s literature on gender role
perceptions: a reexamination. Early Child. Educ. J.
26, 155–159. doi: 10.1023/A:1022977317864

Trepanier-Street, M., Romatowski, J. A., and McNair,
S. (1990). Development of story characters
in gender-stereotypic and –non-stereotypic

occupational roles. J. Early Adolescence 10,
496–510. doi: 10.1177/0272431690104005

Received: 13 October 2013; accepted: 11 December 2013;
published online: 24 December 2013.
Citation: Abad C and Pruden SM (2013) Do storybooks
really break children’s gender stereotypes? Front. Psychol.
4:986. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00986
This article was submitted to Developmental Psychology,
a section of the journal Frontiers in Psychology.

Copyright © 2013 Abad and Pruden. This is an
open-access article distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The
use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is
permitted, provided the original author(s) or licen-
sor are credited and that the original publication
in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted
academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduc-
tion is permitted which does not comply with these
terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | Developmental Psychology December 2013 | Volume 4 | Article 986 | 4

http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00986
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00986
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00986
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Developmental_Psychology
http://www.frontiersin.org/Developmental_Psychology
http://www.frontiersin.org/Developmental_Psychology/archive

	Do storybooks really break children's gender stereotypes?
	Do Storybooks Really Break Children's Gender Stereotypes?
	Storybooks Challenge Children's Gender Stereotypes: The Evidence
	Reading Gender-Atypical Storybooks Increases Play with Gender-Atypical Toys
	Reading Gender-Atypical Storybooks Challenges Children's Stereotypes about Gender-Appropriate Occupations and Activities
	Reading Gender atypical Storybooks Alters Children's Future Goals and Aspirations

	Storybook and Gender Stereotype Literature: Unanswered Questions
	How are Children Interpreting/Remembering Gender-Stereotypical and -Atypical Information?
	Do Storybooks Challenge Gender Stereotypes in all Children?
	How Much and what kind of Exposure to Gender-Atypical Information in Storybooks is Needed to Promote Lasting Change?
	How Generalizable is the Gender-Atypical Information in Storybooks?

	Storybook and Gender Stereotype Research: A Call for Further Research
	Acknowledgments
	References


