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Abstract
Elementary classrooms are full of children’s literature.  The classroom libraries hold stories of adventure, fantasy, and mystery and are the home of many beloved characters from the past and present.  Children read these stories and relate to these characters every day.  The roles that these characters hold and the behaviors that they have, often serve as the model for children to personify.  The problem is that most male characters have typical masculine traits such as being the hero of a situation and saving the damsel in distress.  And female characters often have the typical female traits such as being the one who is weak and in need of help from the male.  Children who read about these characters begin to think that this is normal behavior and that it isn’t acceptable to stray from the roles that these characters represent.  For my comprehensive essay, I examine gender roles in children’s literature and the implications that these gender roles have on students and instruction in the elementary classroom.  Children relate to story characters as they read books and begin to develop gender schemas at a young age.  These characters and plot lines of a story help shape a child’s view of gender in society and help to shape their own developing gender role.  I observed the changes in gender throughout history, looking at other gender studies done in 1971, 1985, and 1998.  Through the research of these previous studies, I found that gender roles in children’s literature reflect societal roles of the time period in which they were published.  I concentrated my research on the Newbery award winning books, because they are the symbol of quality children’s literature.  They are found in almost every classroom and school library and they are the books that teachers rely on to be examples of the best children’s literature each year.  By looking at the winners over time, I was able to see that the gender roles have evolved since the award began in 1922.  Because a study has not been done since 1998, I looked at the past ten years (1998-2008) to see what roles and issues were significant in these recent titles.  While male and female characters were represented equally, relevant topics such as single parent homes and cancer occurred in the recent winners.  This essay also addresses learners and learning, the learning environment, curriculum, and assessment in the classroom in terms of gender roles in literature and what implications there are in the field.  Teachers have opportunities to expose their students to gender neutral characters and plot lines by putting books in their classroom that have both traditional and progressive gender roles.  Children will be able to decide what their gender role is in society by being exposed to progressive roles in the classroom.
Gender is a defining trait of the human race.  Everyone connects and relates to a specific gender, be it male or female.  In her book, Gender in Early Childhood Education, Yelland (1998) says that gender begins at birth and is continually shaped, molded and reformed throughout a person’s life (p. 1).  Gender is not only used to define a person’s sex, but it is a fundamental component of all social groups, in which these roles are constantly being constructed and reconstructed by that social group (Yelland, 1998).   Children, who are members of a society, begin to learn at a very young age what boys “should do” and what girls “should do” (Yelland, p. 1).  They carry these ideas with them through early childhood and into elementary school.  It is the job of an educator to either foster these ideas and stereotypes or to break them down and create gender equality within the classroom.   One way that these gender stereotypes can begin to break down is through literature.  Educators realize that children need to relate to characters, families, and situations that are similar to their own (Powell, Gillespie, Swearingen, and Clements, 1998, p. 42).  Sadker and Sadker (1977) suggest that if children are reading mostly about activities and adventures of boys, then they may think that only boys have adventures and girls are merely spectators (p. 231).  In the 1998 study of gender roles in past Newbery Medal winners, Powell et al. stated that “girls must not only appear as the main characters but they must also possess assertive and dynamic personality traits” (Powell et al., p. 42).  Males roles also need to be portrayed in a way that reflect society’s changing perspectives of the male gender stereotype (Powell et al., p. 42).  While in the classroom, children are given access to various different texts and the texts that the teacher chooses to use, must be ones that reflect equality in male and female characters.  When it comes to children’s literature, the Newbery award winners are the pinnacle of the group.  Because the Newbery award is so prestigious, it commands a lot of attention towards the titles that win.  The winning book will be read by many elementary school children for years to come, so its content and characters are important.  
The Newbery award was established in 1922 by the American Library Association.  The award was named after eighteenth-century English bookseller John Newbery.  Newbery was the first to make attractive little books especially for children and who was the first to put “Juvenile Library” over his door (Miller, 1955, p. 4).  The Newbery award was the first children’s book award in the world.  The award is given annually to the “most distinguished children’s book of the year” (ALA, 2007, p. 1).  The award is only given to authors who are citizens or residents of the United States.  The book must be an original and should be “a contribution to the literature for children”, but the book itself does not need to be written specifically for children (ALA, p. 2).  Children are defined as being “persons of ages up to and including fourteen” (ALA, p. 3).  Additional criteria include that the book must have a publication date and copyright date in that year, that the committee is not to consider the authors entire body of work, but just the one book submitted, and that the winner must be decided based strictly on the text, not illustrations or overall design.  Finally the award is chosen based on literary quality and quality of presentation for children and is not given for popularity (ALA, p. 3-4).  The Newbery’s terms and history make it the most talked about book award in the United States.  
Gender roles are anchored in socially accepted media and literature (Yelland, p. 41).  Through time, what has been deemed as socially acceptable has changed.   Since the creation of the Newbery award in 1922, our country has gone through a tremendous amount of change both socially and culturally.  Events such as World War II, the Civil Rights Movement, and the Feminist movement have paved the way for new subjects to be tackled in children’s literature.  Zena Sutherland (1997) examines these changes in the Newbery award over the past 75 years in her article, “The Newbery at 75: Changing with the Times.”  The Newbery winners were examples of their time and they include influences of the periods that they came from (Sutherland, p. 35).  Books that were awarded the Newbery in the 1920’s, however, still receive criticism for their themes and portrayal of characters.  The Voyages of Doctor Dolittle (Lofting, 1923) and Caddie Woodlawn (Brink, 1936) are often contested in schools today because of their use of racial labels and depiction of Native Americans, however, there weren’t many objections during the time of their publications (Sutherland, p. 35).  Although Doctor Dolittle was a kind and caring man and Caddie was an independent tomboy, the overall themes and characters in both of these books were very traditional for that era.  The books published during the 1930’s and 40’s often were set in the United States.  The focus on the US was due in part to the recent wars that were set in Europe.  Patriotism and pride for our country was at an all time high and the Newbery winners reflected this trend (Sutherland, p. 35).  In the early 1960’s and 70’s, there was concern from the public that what was being published wasn’t appropriate content for children, yet it was being applauded with these awards (Sutherland, p. 36).  It wasn’t that the Newbery committees were applauding inappropriate content, but that they were recognizing that American children were coping with real problems and these books were mirroring real life situations that the children could relate to (Sutherland, p. 36).  Winners during the 1960’s addressed such topics as children’s independence and running away from home in From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler (Konigsburg, 1967) and of alcoholism in Up a Road Slowly (Hunt, 1967).  In the 1970’s, authors addressed serious problems such as death, retardation, racial prejudice, and discrimination (Sutherland, p. 36).  In Jennifer Newton’s article, “Newbery Winners Reflect Societal Trends” (1986), Newton looked at Newbery Winners from 1951-1985.  She stated that most children’s stories published between 1952 and 1985 were fictional stories written by white authors, with happy endings about white, middle-class, 12-15 year olds (Newton, p. 97).  The Newbery committee wasn’t awarding those books though because they weren’t a “significant contribution” to children’s literature (Newton, p. 97).  Societal trends were showing up in Newbery winners because the committees were taking into account, what was going on in our culture when choosing a winner.   Prior to the Civil Rights Movement, no African American author had ever won a Newbery.  The first African-American to win a Newbery medal was Virginia Hamilton in 1975 for M.C. Higgins, the Great (1974).  Most recently, Christopher Paul Curtis won the Newbery for Bud, Not Buddy (1999), in 2000.  While societal trends were being reflected, gender trends were also changing.  A few studies were done to look at the correlation between the changing gender roles and Newbery winners through time.  Some of these studies include “A Feminist Look at Children’s Books” (Feminists on Children’s Literature, 1971), “An analysis of sexism in Newbery Medal Award books from 1977-1984” (Kinman & Henderson, 1985), and “The history of gender roles in the Newbery Medal Winners” (Powell et al., 1998).  These studies will be examined in detail later.  

While discussing gender roles, it is important to note the terminology and definitions of commonly used words.   The following words were used throughout the Powell et al. study of gender roles (1998); however, the definitions are based on the current cultural descriptions of our society in 2008:
Traditional female roles – women are seen as the caregivers of the home.  They may be viewed as caring, compassionate, nurturing, sensitive, happy, passive, fragile, or helpless.  Traditional professions for these women are mother, nurse, maid or housekeeper, nanny, teacher, secretary or princess/queen.  

Traditional male roles – men are seen as the breadwinner of the home.  They may be viewed as strong, brave, adventurous, courageous, aggressive, heroic, or fearless.  Traditional professions for these men are doctors, lawyers, businessmen, construction workers, and prince/king. 

Progressive female roles – these women are seen in a role opposite of traditional.  They hold traditional male-roles such as doctor or business woman and possess qualities such as intelligence, courage, strength, and bravery.  They are actively involved in the storyline.

Progressive male roles – these men are seen in a role opposite of traditional.  They hold traditional female roles such as teacher or homemaker and possess qualities such as emotional, compassionate, nurturing, or fragile.    

Stereotype – a standard conception or image invested with special meaning and held in common with members of a group.  Stereotypes are often distorted images of a particular group.  In relation to gender, a stereotype of men is that they are always the hero of a situation.  A stereotype of women is that they are always the helpless character, waiting to be rescued by the male.

Main character – the central character of the story, one who is actively involved in the storyline.

As previously mentioned, there have been various studies done to look at the role of gender in Newbery award winning literature and how the gender roles have changed over time.  The first study was done by the Feminists on Children’s Literature (1971), where they looked at Newbery winners as well as books that were recommended by the American Library Association.  In this study, it was concluded that the portrayals of females in children’s books contained sexist language and a negative representation of women (Feminists on Children’s Literature, 1971).  When the study looked at the forty-nine Newbery winners to date, they found that books about boys outnumbered books about girls 3:1.  The Feminists on Children’s Literature cited a few specific Newbery winning titles from various decades that illustrated the outdated gender role.  For example, in The Wheel on the School (DeJong, 1954), a little girl asks her male classmate if she can play, to which he responds, “No!  Girls are no good at jumping.  It’s a boy’s game” (Feminists on Children’s Literature, p. 21).  And in Up a Road Slowly (Hunt, 1967), a male character tells a female character “Accept the fact that this is a man’s world and learn how to play the game gracefully” (Feminist’s on Children’s Literature, p. 20).  Finally, in Caddie Woodlawn (Brink, 1935), Caddie is portrayed in a very progressive female role.  She is a tomboy who is happy and strong running around with her brothers.  Her mother is unhappy with her behavior though and pressures her to “become more of a lady”.  Just as the reader feels that Caddie will stick to her tomboy personality, her father pleads with her to change, saying that “It is the sisters and wives and mothers, you know, Caddie, who keep the world sweet and beautiful” (Feminists on Children’s Literature, p.21).  All of these Newbery winners were hailed in their time, but are good examples of how the women’s role was depicted in a very traditional way and they were often portrayed as unequal to men. In the late fifties to the early 1970’s, gender roles began to shift.  Women in society were becoming independent as the first wave of feminism was truly making its mark in the US around 1960 and the characters in children’s literature were reflecting these new societal trends.  The 1959 Newbery winner, The Witch of Blackbird Pond (Speare, 1958), introduced children to Kit.  Kit was an independent girl who possessed courage at a time when women were burned for witchcraft.  She was coming into her own in the novel and found out who she truly was (Feminist’s on Children’s Literature, p. 22).  The 1961 Newbery winner, Island of the Blue Dolphins (O’Dell, 1960), included an Indian girl protagonist who possesses such traditional male skills as hunting, and making weapons.  In 1963, the Newbery winner was awarded to A Wrinkle in Time (L’Engle, 1962), in which a girl is the main character and her mother is a brilliant scientist who “instills pride in her children” (Feminist’s on Children’s Literature, 1971, p. 23).  Also in A Wrinkle in Time, the relationship between Meg and Calvin is one of respect and Calvin’s ego does not stand in the way of Meg rescuing her younger brother Charles (Feminists on Children’s Literature, p. 23).  And in 1968 children could relate to Claudia in From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler (Konigsburg, 1967).  Claudia was the independent, only girl of her family who was tired of emptying the dishwasher and setting the table, only to watch her brothers not have to do these same chores.  She runs away with her younger brother Jaime, on an adventure full of mystery that will change Claudia’s life forever.  These later titles had evolved from the traditional female roles of the previous twenty years and a shift in gender stereotypes of children’s literature characters seemed imminent.  

Where the Feminist’s study left off, a study by Kinman and Henderson (1985) picked up.  Gender roles in Newbery titles were examined in “An analysis of sexism in Newbery Medal Award books from 1977 to 1984” (Kinman & Henderson, 1985).  In this study, they reviewed Newbery winning books as well as honor books from 1977-1984 and found that the number of books with women as the main characters has increased since the 1971 study.  This study also found that characters and situations of the Newbery winners in the 70’s and 80’s were beginning to evolve.  From 1977-84 there were 18 female main characters and 12 male main characters.  Eighteen of the books presented positive female stereotypes and only six presented negative female stereotypes.  There were strong male and female roles in eight of the Newbery winners from 1977-84.  They concluded that “authors are observing society as it is and evolving stories and characters that fit into it.” (Kinman & Henderson, 1985, p.888).  These books are featuring positive roles models for both boys and girls.  The decisions that these characters make, provide children with “positive images that help to reinforce positive self-images” (Kinman & Henderson, 1985, p.888).  This was an important study because research shows that children as young as five years old can be affected by gender stereotypes in literature (Kinman & Henderson, 1985).  Although the Newbery Award is for children up to age fourteen, some children have the winners read to them at a much younger age.  Newbery winners are also displayed in elementary classrooms as young as second or third grade and advanced readers can choose to read many of the winning titles.  In order to guide younger students, teachers can make a resource list of Newbery winners to help students choose books in their areas of interest (Leal & Chamberlain-Solecki, p. 714).  Children need to be exposed to nonsexist literature at a time when they are establishing their identity and social order and this time can be different for individual students.  Children need support from adults to reinforce non-stereotyped gender roles and allow for each child to come into their own sense of identity and gender at their own time.  As these children grow, they will continue to establish a “cultural identity as well as a social, community, and self-identity” (Kinman & Henderson, p. 887).  Being exposed to book characters and situations that are similar to their own, will allow them to form and solidify their gender role and place in society.  
The most recent study was done in 1998 by Powell, Gillespie, Swearingen, and Clements. In their article, “The history of gender roles in the Newbery Medal winners” (1998), the authors studied Newbery winners from 1922- 1998.  This was the most comprehensive study done to date.  The authors referenced the previous studies done in 1971 and 1985 for their research in this article.  Their purpose of this study was to evaluate the relationship between children’s literature and changing gender roles of the previous seventy-six years.  Characters in children’s books can influence readers’ development and let children know that the feelings that these characters have, may be similar to their own.  Powell et al. states that a common reason for girls undervaluing themselves is due to the books that they read.  It is important for girls to see that they too can have the adventures and participate in the same activities that boys can (Powell et al., 1998).  It is also important that the male roles in these books reflect society’s changing perspective of boys as well as girls.  Stereotyping may lead boys to think that it’s not okay to show emotion or that they must always be the provider in a situation.  “If young males rarely experience another male displaying emotion, or young females rarely encounter a female overcoming fear, they may believe that these behaviors are not a part of who they are or who they can become.” (Powell et al., p. 42)  Through their research of Newbery books, they concluded that out of 76 Newbery winners, 44 (59%) have male main characters, 27 (35%) have female main characters, 4 (5%) have both male and female main characters, and 1 (Joyful Noise: Poems for Two Voices, Fleischman, 1989) was not applicable.  They concluded that the portrayal of females has improved significantly since the previous studies done in 1971 and 1985.   Also there are more male characters seen as nurturing or caring and females are showing their strength in the later titles.  These gender roles have become more realistic reflections of today’s society and the future of gender stereotypes in children’s literature appears optimistic.  “In response to the feminist movement and a rising protest against sexism in children’s books, there are now more children’s books that realistically parallel today’s society and less depiction of stereotypical sex roles for both males and females, young or old” (Powell et al., p. 43).  The Newbery winners of the 1980’s and 90’s illustrated even more of these serious issues, including the Holocaust, orphans, and abuse.  The Powell study was completed in 1998 and there have been no recent studies done on the topics of gender roles in the Newbery winners of the past ten years.  

Mem Fox (1993), a celebrated children’s author, once said, “Everything we read… constructs us, makes us who we are, by presenting our image of ourselves as girls and women, as boys and men” (p.84).  Gender is important in our society because the way that gender is portrayed in literature contributes to the images that the children who read them will develop.  These children will continue to create their own gender identity in society as they grow and mature.  In Singh’s (1998) article, “Gender Issues in Children’s Literature”, she states that readers identify with the characters of their own gender in these books.  The lack of girl characters can “limit the opportunity for girls to identify with their gender and to validate their place in society” (Singh, p.1).  The way that these gender roles are represented in children’s literature can be so dangerous that they can condition boys and girls to accept what is portrayed in these books.  By reading about roles that reinforce sexism, young children have a predisposition not to question the existing social relationships (Singh, p.1).  At the same time, books that have progressive gender roles may provide children the opportunity to re-examine their gender beliefs and assumptions.  They may have the chance to read about alternative role models and may be inspired to adopt more unrestricted gender attitudes (Singh, p. 2).  Fox puts the power of reassigning gender roles to children in the hands of authors and teachers.  A children’s author herself, Fox (1993) gives the author’s perspective about sexism in children’s literature in her article, “Men who Weep, Boys Who Dance”.  She states that male and female potential is stunted by these traditional sex roles in children’s literature (Fox, 1998).  Writers, publishers, and teachers need to acknowledge the society’s changing attitudes about men and women and provide children with literature rich in progressive gender roles.  Authors who write and teachers who teach through literature need to make sure that they are exposing children to gender-appropriate behavior and attitudes in order to open the doors to full human potential (Fox, 1998).  As a writer, Fox acknowledges that authors and publishers should recognize the fast-changing attitudes about women in society.  By being aware of sexism, we are alert to becoming tricked into accepting everything literature presents to us (Fox, p. 86).  Children are constantly developing gender schemas from a very young age, and it is critical that teachers will recognize this and encourage a more gender-equitable view of the world within their classroom (Trepanier-Street & Romatowski, 1999).  “Children’s literature is a powerful medium for influencing children’s gender attitudes” (Trepanier-Street & Romatowski, p.159).  While at Vanderbilt, in my Children’s Literature course (ENED 3500), we spent a class period discussing girls and boys roles in literature.  We read an article by Brian Selznick, the winner of the 2008 Caldecott medal, about traditional male and female roles (Selznick, 2007).  In the article he discusses girls who love monster books and boys who love doll books and the idea that gender isn’t necessarily relevant in children’s literature because children like what they like.  By giving children plenty of choices of quality literature with progressive gender roles, they will be able to choose what they like based on the quality of the literature, not on the gender role.  
Various gender stereotypes have influence on children’s development and instruction.  In the Peterson & Lach (1990) article, “Gender Stereotypes in Children’s Books: their prevalence and influence on cognitive and affective development”, the effects of these stereotypes on children’s cognitive development is investigated.  What readers bring to the text in the form of previous experiences affect what they take away from it.  Attitudes and ideas about self and others are directly related to the reading experience (Peterson & Lach, 1990).  Children develop schemas based on what they read.  Those schemas change and develop based on other books they read and that “can alter the way that the person comprehends the world” (Peterson & Lach, p.193).  Schema for gender can also change the interpretation.  For example, Snow White and Cinderella do chores, so a child may believe that a female’s job is to do chores (Peterson & Lach, 1990).  Schemas are subject to change, based on experience and exposure.  So by children being exposed to a character that exhibits a non-traditional stereotype, then their previous schemas may be broken down and redeveloped into non-biased gender roles (Peterson & Lach, 1990).  This is extremely important for educators because these gender stereotypes are affecting student’s performance in the classroom.  “In addition to positively affecting attitudes, non-sexist materials also affect children’s story preferences and their recall of story material” (Peterson & Lach, p.194).  During a 1975 study, five year old students heard stories with both traditional and non-traditional stereotypes.  After hearing stories with both gender roles, children were able to remember more details of same-sex, non-traditional stories and could remember the story for a longer period of time than a same-sex, traditional story (Jennings, 1975, p. 222).  Gender schemas also affect comprehension, clustering of learned concepts and implications, and inferences drawn from the material (Peterson & Lach, p.193).  When children have previously developed a gender schema, it is more difficult for them to recall material and details of non-traditional storylines (Signorella & Liben, 1984).  A study done by Signorella and Liben (1984) showed that children who had already developed stereotypical gender schemas had difficulty recalling details of a story that had a non-traditional male character versus a non-traditional female character (p.403).  Children who did not previously develop strong gender schemas had an easier time recalling information about both traditional and non-traditional characters.  This illustrated the point that once a gender schema has been developed, it is often difficult to reverse.  The earlier children are exposed to characters of traditional and non traditional roles, the more profound effects it will have on their affective and cognitive development (Peterson & Lach, 1990).  Finally, with task-persistence and achievement related behaviors – girls and boys showed longer persistence at tasks after hearing the achievement-related story about the same-sex than after hearing the story about the opposite-sex character.  “The more they remembered about the same-sex character story, the more task persistence they showed” (Peterson & Lach, p.195).  The research is there to show that children are vulnerable to the messages that they receive from literature and what these children are exposed to will “shape their attitudes, their understanding and their behavior” (Peterson & Lach, p. 195).  
When considering learners and learning, learning environment, curriculum, and assessment, it is difficult to separate each of these into different categories because they are all complex and integrative.  Concepts and modes of thinking in one area, however, may enrich understanding in another area (Wineburg & Grossman, 2000, p.29).  It isn’t easy to support this task of intertwining all of these areas.  Interdisciplinary understanding requires close attention to the nature of knowledge and inquiry and to the ways in which each aspect of each discipline can be combined to address an important problem or create understanding (Wineburg & Grossman, p. 31).  Each area builds off of one another to create the most optimum learning experiences, however, in order to deeply inform about the topic of gender, it is necessary to look at each separately in a definitive way.  
Learners and Learning 
Young children are typically anxious to read.  Developmentally they are craving print-rich environments and are often modeling and imitating the act of reading.  The book Yardsticks (Wood, 2007) states that children begin to “parallel read” at age four.  This is when the child “reads” one page of a familiar book and the adult reads the next (Wood, p. 54).  Five year olds do more partner reading with their peers in the classroom.  They enjoy reading predictable text and thrive on reading environmental print, such as labels, signs, posters, and charts that identify familiar objects in the room (Wood, p. 70).  By age six they are choosing their own books and beginning to move on to easy readers and easy chapter books (Wood, p.82).  The books that are available in the classroom need to be ones that are appropriate and don’t have obvious gender stereotypes.  Children need to be exposed to new stereotypes, progressive characters, and new adventures with a-typical plot lines.  Without these experiences, children will have a limited view of what it means to be “male” and “female”.  In Joan Newman’s book, Girls Are People Too! (1982), she explains that children who are exposed to rigid sex roles, may experience unhappiness and may not fully reach their intellectual and social development potential (p. iv).  “In these days of single-parent families, working mothers, [stay at home dads], and live-in partners, children’s literature should reflect the variety of role models available in the culture” (Newman, p. v).  Some Newbery winning titles pioneered these new gender roles and stereotypes of their time period.  Children could relate to Turtle in The Westing Game (Raskin, 1978) who held a law and business degree, or Aerin the dragonslayer in The Hero and the Crown (McKinley, 1984) who finds the crown and saves her kingdom, or Jeffrey in Maniac Magee (Spinelli, 1990) who nurtures and cares for an elderly man after his parents have been killed in a car crash.  These progressive gender roles give children characters to relate to who aren’t traditional male and females, while allowing for the learner to form their own definitions of gender roles in society.  
In Frogs, Snails, and Feminist Tales (1989), Davies states that biologically speaking, gender is determined in utero, however, there is no reliable evidence that male behavior follows from having male genitals or that female behavior follows from having female genitals (p.10).  A child begins to identify with a gender role based on their experiences in the society in which they live.  Davies states that elements of gender are based on social structure and as individuals grow up within this social structure, they learn the practices through which that social structure is created and maintained (Davies, p. 12).  Practices such as dress or hairstyle, and names or hobbies are all ways that society forms a gender assignment.  Children see specific symbols of gender, clearly and distinctly.  Ribbons, skirts, purses, and dolls are symbols of femaleness, while guns, capes, and pants are symbolic of maleness (Davies, p. 15).  The division of male and female continues to be apparent to these children through the world of literature.  “Stories provide the metaphors, the characters and the plots through which their own positioning in the social world can be interpreted” (Davies, p. 44).  The traditional gender roles of the early Newbery winners, illustrated a “realistic” view of the world at that time period.  “The man was presented as an active agent in the outside world, and the woman as passive and supportive” to her husband and family (Davies, p. 44).  Titles such as Daniel Boone (Daugherty, 1930), Roller Skates (Sawyer, 1936), and The Twenty-one Balloons (Pene du Bois, 1947) all portrayed traditional male stereotypes with the man being the main character and females hardly being mentioned in passing (Powell et al., 1998).  When children read these books, they are making connections between those characters and stereotypes of the male and female gender.  The learner is put in a position that either reinforces their thoughts on gender stereotypes or breaks them down into new roles.  Children also are using their own experiences in the world and other knowledge that they have about society to relate to the characters and make sense of the stories that they hear (Applebee, 1978).  When children are beginning to read, they have a difficult time separating the real lives of these characters from a fantasy world. In a study done in the 1970’s by Carol White, eighty-eight children were asked whether or not Cinderella was real.  White found that 59% of six year olds did believe that Cinderella was real (Applebee, p. 42).  Applebee states that children use story characters as “reference points which children share with one another and with the world of adults” (p. 47).  Children use these story characters to represent roles in society that they will model themselves after and that they can relate to.  Both genders have to be as real in literature as they are in real life – both sexes need to be emotional and kind and funny and angry and depressed (Fox, 1993).  Courage needs to be given to girls and sensitivity to boys and that is exactly what the Newbery winners do.  They reverse the stereotypical roles and allow for quality pieces of children’s literature to reflect the societal trends and the modern gender roles of the present (Powell, 1998).  

Learning Environment


The environment is the place where children spend the majority of their time learning.  Classrooms that promote literacy development are ones that have a variety of materials to support reading, writing, and speaking.  They have materials that are clearly marked and easily accessible, and have functional environmental print throughout the classroom (Rog, 2001).  A primary classroom environment should be one that sends messages to the children when they enter into the classroom.  Messages such as “this is a safe and comfortable place”, “I belong here and I am valued” and “I can do interesting things here” are all positive messages that children should receive from their classroom (Bickart, Jablon, and Dodge, 1999, p. 100).  An elementary classroom should also be a print-rich environment.  Books are a natural part of any elementary classroom.  Students should have immediate access to books whenever they need them, and they should be at an appropriate level where each child can reach them (Huck et al, 1997).  A library area should be set up and filled with a collection of good books that send the message that “literature and reading are valued” (Bickart et al., p. 106).  Children should have access to a classroom library that is filled with books representing various gender roles and stereotypes in all genres – fantasy, historical fiction, contemporary literature, non-fiction and fiction, and award winners.  Also books should reflect ethnic, gender, age, and ability diversity (Bickart et al., p. 107).  The books should also be available for children to read regularly.  “If we want children to become readers, we will want to surround them with books of all kinds” (Huck et al, 1997, p. 630).    In the text, Children’s Literature in the Elementary School (Huck et al, 1997), the authors recommend creating a classroom reading center in addition to the classroom library.  This should be an inviting area, preferably secluded or an area of low traffic, where children can go to read.  The teacher ultimately has the say to which books he or she chooses to include in his or her library or reading center.  This is the area where the teacher has the opportunity to put books of various genres as well as books diverse in gender roles.  Books can range from a collection of the teacher’s own personal library to books obtained from the school and public libraries.  Just like in the classroom library, in the reading center “books should always be displayed with their covers facing outward, in places that can be easily seen and reached by children” (Huck et al., p. 631).  Books also should be readily available at all times and children should participate in the process of selecting, obtaining, and arranging books for the reading center (Huck et al., p. 631).

During my Children’s Literature course (ENED 3500), we discussed choosing children’s books and the impact of the titles that a teacher chooses to put in his or her classroom.  We referenced a chapter in that class from “Choosing Books for Children” (Hearne, 1999).  One of the points that we brought up in class was that books reflect basics changes in the times (Hearne, 1999), such as the updated gender roles that are seen in various Newbery winners and other titles.  With that being said, it is up to the teacher to decide which books he or she will choose to put into the children’s environment.  “Today’s children are tomorrow’s reading adults” and it’s the responsibility of adults today to choose appropriate literature that will allow children to divulge their imaginations and develop a true passion for reading (Hearne, p. 5).  Teachers typically should not only select books that children in the group are reading avidly on their own (Huck et al., p. 633).  A wide variety of reading levels are also needed in the classroom library.  The Newbery books are written for children up to age 14, so the reading level may be high for the majority of elementary children.  Although the average readability level is fifth grade (Leal & Chamberlain-Solecki, 1998), some titles such as Shiloh (Naylor, 1991) and The Tale of Despereaux (DiCamillo, 2003) are rated at the third/fourth grade reading level.  Elementary classrooms can display their Newbery winners and Newbery Honor books for children of advanced reading levels to read independently and also to use as class read-alouds.  When children hear Newbery books being read aloud to them, they are exposed to new vocabulary and increasing their knowledge of topic and text structure (Leal & Chamberlain-Solecki, p.714).  But books with non-traditional gender stereotypes can be found at all ability levels.  Picture books provide an important source through which children can learn about gender roles (Sadker & Sadker, 1977).  These books are read to children many times both inside and outside of the classroom and can have a direct impact on the child (Sadker & Sadker, p. 236).  Teachers want children to respond to the charm of the beautiful illustrations of these books and not to any sex biases or gender stereotyping.  A few titles such as The Rattlebang Picnic (Mahy, 1994), Too Tired (Turnbull, 1994), Officer Buckle & Gloria (Rathman, 1995), and Mr. Putter & Tabby Pick the Pears (Rylant, 1995) are all titles for young readers that have equal representation of male and female characters in non-traditional gender roles (Gooden & Gooden, 2001).  By putting a wide variety of books with various character roles in a reading center or classroom library, the children can be left to develop their own thoughts about gender.  “Literature is one way to experience life, if only vicariously.  In the process, a reader can be fortified and educated” (Huck et al, p.656).  

Curriculum

The word curriculum originated in the first century B.C.  It was used to define the oval track which the Roman chariots raced on in the days of Julius Caesar (Oliva, p. 1).  Today the word “curriculum” has moved from a tangible racecourse to an abstract concept of today’s school systems.  Curriculum is a word that has many different definitions within the world of education.  In my Curriculum Development courses at Peabody (EDUC 3610 and 3620), we have discussed and debated many different definitions of curriculum.  In Curriculum Development (EDUC 3620), we defined curriculum as the vehicle for the transmission of knowledge from the teacher to the student.  This word – curriculum – is a word that lacks clean, definitive boundaries.  The definition found in Developing the Curriculum (Oliva, 2005) is “what is taught in school”, but it also includes a set of subjects, content, materials, a set of courses, before school and after school extra curricular activities, everything that goes on inside the schools, everything planned by the school personnel, or experiences of learners within a school system in its definition (p. 3).  Other definitions include the purpose of curriculum, being the “development of the learner” and “the transmission of cultural heritage” (Oliva, p. 5) but these don’t necessarily help make the explanation any clearer.  For the purpose of this paper, I will be defining curriculum as the content that is taught within a classroom and the actions that a teacher will take to teach students this content.  
An elementary literature curriculum is fairly flexible.  The teacher must abide by “curriculum goals and objectives that are formulated by the individual school and school systems” (Oliva, p. 320).  A curriculum goal is defined as “a purpose or end stated in general terms without criteria of achievement” (Oliva, p. 221).  An instructional goal is defined as “a statement of performance expected of each student in a class” (Oliva, p. 320).  Units of study can be developed around these curriculum goals, based on the teacher’s own instructional goals for his or her students.  Therefore, a teacher has the ability and freedom to develop a gender neutral curriculum.  A teacher must use strategies that connect the learner with the content.  The curriculum should link the children’s lives and their personal experiences to what is being taught.  As children read books, they naturally link what they read to their own lives (Huck et al., p. 623).  When children become engrossed in a book, they are trying on different roles and living different experiences (Huck et al., p.623).  What better way to experience the lives of the opposite gender than to read a book about the opposite sex.  Girls should be exposed to books with progressive male character roles and vice versa.  Then the children can discuss similarities and differences of both genders, bringing to light much more similarities than differences (Ouzts, 2003).  “Books may offer possible solutions to problems or even present the solution that could lessen a person’s inner turmoil and thus break many attitudinal barriers to learning” (Ouzts, p. 77).  As a teacher, it is important to encourage children to discover “personal meaning in books in order to better understand their lives and to extend their perceptions of other lives” (Huck et al, p. 623).  A teacher may use newspaper articles to analyze male and females in current events, noting the words used to describe each.  They may look at newspapers from different decades and compare them to newspapers of today (Garrett at al, 1994).  With this, they may match up Newbery books of the same decades and see if their societal trends between the newspapers and the book topics are similar.  These activities “bring children’s prior knowledge, life experience, and values into sharper focus through active comprehension by examining and contrasting the many aspects of life represented through literature” (Ouzts, p. 84).  
As mentioned previously, part of the learning environment is choosing the right children’s books with appropriate portrayal of male and female characters.  These books become part of the classroom curriculum.  An excellent place for teachers to start is with the Newbery award winners.  Based on the Powell study, even since 1990, there has been a more equal split of male and female characters and the storylines represent more progressive character roles (Powell et al., 1998).  Children may develop self-awareness into their own behavior as they encounter a broad range of human activities through the characters in these books (Ouzts, p. 84).  With all of the activities that allow for children to experience different gender stereotypes, it is important to work unstructured, independent reading time into the curriculum also.  One of the main purposes of giving children access to a variety of texts and reading books to them with progressive gender roles is to motivate them to read books on their own and to develop their own opinions of gender.  Children need to have time set aside where they can practice reading from real books that capture their interest and imagination (Huck et al., p. 637).  In a structured language arts curriculum, it is important to work in at least ten minutes a day to allow children to read books of their own choosing (Huck et al., p. 638).  By providing books with different gender neutral storylines and progressive gender roles of the main characters in the classroom library and reading center, children will have plenty of opportunities to form their own opinions about gender.  While the Newbery winners are a great place to start, teachers need to be sensitive to gender issues in the selection of all literature for the classroom.  There is a great need for children to be exposed to non-gender stereotyped books; however the literary quality need not be sacrificed for that cause (Sadker & Sadker, p. 260).  Some nonsexist titles are mediocre quality, but there are many and will continue to be more nonsexist literature of higher quality published.  Teachers need to attempt to pick books that have neutral stereotypes whenever possible, yet still maintain the high standard of quality when choosing literature to expose their students to.  Quality children’s books shouldn’t be overlooked, however, for their portrayal of traditional gender roles (Powell et al., 1998).  “When books are authentic to a time period or a person’s life, we can expect traditional gender roles because they are a part of our history” (Powell et al., p. 54).  These books can illustrate the gender roles of the past and we can see how these roles have changed throughout history.  Children are able to see how the changing attitudes and values of people throughout history and throughout the length of the Newbery award, have given us literature today that is increasingly balanced between male and female characters and roles.   
Assessment

Assessment is defined as a method of data collection that gives specific evidence of how each student reached the educational goals and how well they succeeded in the areas that were assessed (Oliva, p. 381).  Assessment includes measuring the goals that are set in the curriculum and seeing that the standards have been met.  Teachers are in the era of accountability and there is pressure on getting students to perform up to the standards (Oliva, p. 384).  Teachers use various forms of formal and informal assessment in order to evaluate their students and also their own instruction (Oliva, p. 381).  The three most common forms of evaluation are pre-assessment, formative evaluation, and summative evaluation.  Pre-assessment is an evaluation that will measure the student’s possession of prerequisite knowledge or skills to determine whether the student’s have already mastered the subject matter that will be taught (Oliva, p. 405).  Formative evaluation is one that takes place during the process of instruction and is used to monitor student progress and the success of the instruction (Oliva, p. 405).  Finally summative evaluation comes at the end of the instruction and is typically represented as a final assessment of skills (Oliva, p. 405).  All assessment and evaluation measures of children’s growth must be consistent with the goals and purposes of the program (Huck et al., 1997).  In terms of gender roles, an example of a formative evaluation tool is to have children read books containing characters of the opposite gender.  The teacher could open up a discussion about similarities and differences that would bring in children’s prior knowledge, life experiences, and values into focus by comparing and contrasting the various titles (Ouzts, 2003).  Ongoing observations, assessment portfolios and children’s work folders give the teacher simple record keeping strategies that gather student progress (Huck et al., p. 706).  Also running records or journal entries are excellent ways of gathering formative data.  A summative evaluation tool is to have the children consider the effect of the storyline of a book if the main character’s gender were different.  Children could rewrite a familiar story with the gender roles reversed.  Educators can help students practice critical thinking skills by identifying stereotypes and evaluating sexism in various books that they read or have read (Tiedt, 1995).  A good assessment measure will help the teacher plan the next unit or lesson.  By using his or her evaluation techniques, he or she will be able to see where the instruction needs improvement and where the students were successful.  “While observations and evaluation are daily tasks for teachers, it is the long-range goal of creating enthusiastic, versatile, and skillful readers that should be the teacher’s focus” (Huck et al., p. 709).  

There are various methods of assessment and classroom implications in terms of gender roles and stereotypes.  Research shows that gender schemas affect student’s comprehension, clustering of learned concepts and implications, and inferences drawn from the material (Peterson & Lach, p.193).  Teachers should take this information into consideration when planning assessment.  By using texts with various gender roles and stereotypes, the teacher may get a different assessment outcome.  The research done on gender schemas can influence how a teacher plans his or her evaluation.  The teacher should make his or her assessments gender neutral when at all possible and facilitate issues surrounding gender as they arise.  Some examples of assessment questions that are gender related are “Would you enjoy The Tale of Despereaux (DiCamillo, 2003) as much if the story was about a prince?  Why or why not?” or “How do you think Holes (Sachar, 1998) might be different if it was set in the 1930’s instead of the 1990’s?” (Powell, 1998)  These are great probing questions (NSRF, 2002) that would allow the teacher to informally evaluate children’s ideas of gender and to see if their previous schemas are affecting their learning.  These questions are also part of the knowledge and comprehension levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy, a six-level hierarchy of cognitive processes toward which teachers can address their questions to their students (Sadker & Sadker, p. 388).  Knowledge and comprehension comprise the lower-levels of questioning, requiring students to repeat or recall information.  Higher order questioning includes application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation.  Questions such as “Can you classify Good Masters! Sweet Ladies! (Schlitz, 2007) as fantasy or fiction?” or “Write your own monologue that would be part of Good Masters! Sweet Ladies!” would be examples of the application and synthesis levels of higher order thinking (Sadker & Sadker, p. 389).  The teacher may also ask the class to look at local issues in the news to find gender stereotypes in their community, such as a high school having a men’s soccer team, but not a women’s team.  Or students may be asked to interview someone from a different generation to get their perspective on gender issues and discuss how the roles are different in society today (Powell et al., 1998).  These types of activities are also part of the analysis and evaluation levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy, which allow for students to offer opinions and make judgments about gender roles in society.  When teachers ask questions from all levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy, children become more familiar with the selections of literature and will fully understand what they have read (Sadker & Sadker, p. 388).  Teachers can then get a comprehensive assessment of what level students understood the text and can plan further instruction accordingly.  

Since the Powell study in 1998, there have not been any research studies done about gender in Newbery award winners from 1998-2008.  By looking at the winners of the past ten years, the gender of the main characters has been split evenly: four titles with female main characters - Out of the Dust (Hesse 1997), A Year Down Yonder (Peck, 2000), Kira-Kira (Kadohata, 2004), and The Higher Power of Lucky (Patron, 2006), four titles with male main characters – Holes (Sachar, 1998), Bud Not Buddy (Curtis, 1999), A Single Shard (Park, 2001), Crispin: The Cross of Lead (Avi, 2002) - and three titles with both male and female main characters – The Tale of Despereaux (DiCamillo, 2003), Criss Cross (Perkins, 2005), and Good Masters! Sweet Ladies! (Schlitz, 2007).  Out of the past eleven winners, most of the main characters have progressive gender roles.  For example, in The Higher Power of Lucky (Patron, 2006), Lucky is a girl who lives with her father and his ex-wife in a small town, after her mother passes away.  She is an independent child who finds work picking up garbage.  She wants to be a scientist and her hero is Charles Darwin.  She does not have a traditional female gender role, even discussing her “meanness gland” throughout the story.  Her touching journey about coming to terms with her mother’s death and accepting her new life is one that both male and female children can relate to.  In The Tale of Despereaux (DiCamillo, 2003), Despereaux is a mouse that is in love with a princess.  He is sickly, faints often, loves reading books and listening to music.  He is a brave mouse, yet he still shows emotions of fear and sadness.  Although he is a hero, he is a progressive and modern hero that children can relate to.  These two characters represent progressive roles of recent Newbery winners.  They have come a long way from the racism and insensitivity of the characters of early 1920’s and morphed into sensitive caring males and strong, independent females.  These current characters signify where the future of children’s literature is headed.  
Six out of the eleven recent titles were set in a different time period, but out of all of the titles, some significant themes and societal trends were addressed.  Two of the winners, Out of the Dust (1997) and Kira-Kira (2004), address the topic of cancer.  In Out of the Dust, the female main character, Billie Jo, is an independent fourteen year old that lives in Oklahoma during the Depression.  A tragic accident leaves Billie Jo to blame for the death of her mother and her baby brother and she suffers tremendous emotional and physical pain.  In the story, Billie Jo notices spots on her fathers skin that look like skin cancer, the same disease that her grandfather died from.  This book marks the first of the Newbery winners to discuss the topic of cancer.  With it being such a prevalent disease in our society, it only makes sense that an award winning book would eventually tackle the topic.  In Kira-Kira, the female main character, Katie, is a Japanese-American living with her parents and siblings in the southern US in the 1950’s.  Katie’s sister, Lynn, becomes very ill and is thought to have anemia.  Eventually, Katie learns that her sister has developed lymphoma.  Lynn ends up passing away on New Years Day.  It is a very poignant story about an issue that affects a lot of families in America.  For children to read about another child who has cancer may be more relevant to some students than to read about an adult with the disease.  Additional topics that are dealt with in Kira-Kira are racial prejudice and poverty.  Not only do these two titles discuss prevalent issues in society but they also have female main characters, going through real situations that students can relate to.  These books would be good to use with a child who has lost a parent or who may be experiencing cancer within their family.  Other recent winners that deal with the death of a parent or are set in single parent homes include Bud, Not Buddy (Curtis, 1999), A Single Shard (Park, 2002), Crispin: The Cross of Lead (Avi, 2002), The Tale of Despereaux (DiCamillo, 2003), and The Higher Power of Lucky (Patron, 2006). 
Being aware of the gender roles in literature is important for educators because the gender stereotypes can affect children’s performance in the classroom.  Educators need to be aware that gender role stereotypes in literature are passed on from generation to generation (Powell et al., 1998).  How children see gender portrayed in literature will contribute to how they see their own gender role in society (Singh, 1998).  When choosing books, teachers need to look for gender-neutral literature that portrays individuals with distinctive personalities, irrespective of their gender.  They also need to choose books where the character has achievements that aren’t evaluated based on their gender, occupations that are gender-free, and individuals behaving logical or emotional depending upon the situation, not on their gender (Singh, 1998).  Gender roles in the Newbery winners are becoming more balanced and the equivalence of male and female main characters are improving dramatically.  Since there is research that shows how gender stereotypes affect children’s comprehension and recall, incorporating the Newbery books into the curriculum as much as possible can be very beneficial to students.  Having literature circles read various titles that have progressive characters and holding discussion groups is one way to get children talking about and recognizing the changes in the gender roles.  Discussions create a warm reading climate in the classroom which also contributes to a positive learning environment (Leal & Chamberlain-Solecki, 1998).  Literature circles and discussion groups could be the first step to changing or creating new schemas for students.  Another idea is to have “Newbery Clubs” within the classroom.  These clubs are where students choose different Newbery books to read and then come together with students from other classrooms to share thoughts and ideas about the themes, contents, and character roles (Leal & Chamberlain-Solecki, p. 714).  Having discussions with students from other classes, creates a community climate and allows for students to hear opinions of those they don’t necessarily always hear from.  Children are then responsible for reviewing, and ranking the books according to their own preferences, which allows for them to read and rank books of their choosing, not what has been assigned to them.  By exposing students to non-stereotypical characters and storylines, we allow them the chance to see themselves in a variety of occupations, activities, and roles (Trepanier-Street & Romatowski, 1999).  The past ten years of Newbery winners have proven that not only are the characters roles changing, but the issues and trends that they are dealing with are also relevant to our society today.  When awareness and consciousness of sexism is increased, educators and students can benefit both inside the classroom and out.   

Children’s literature and literacy programs are just a small part of creating a gender neutral curriculum.  The topic of gender equality is still debated by educational researchers in the areas of mathematics and science education, gifted education, and technological education.  David Sadker (2000) wrote an article about resistance to gender balanced education.  He found that although they are getting smaller, there are still gender gaps in math and science education.  There are also large amounts of gender segregation in gifted education classes and sex stereotyping in the technology classrooms (Sadker, 2000).  He stated that there is social resistance to “feminism, female concerns, and gender studies” (Sadker, p.82).  People would rather argue about gender in the classroom than shift their thinking and concentrate on actually implicating a balanced gender curriculum (Sadker, 2000).  So how can educators move toward creating gender balanced classrooms?  And how do we convince educators that this issue affects student’s development and performance at all age levels?  Educators need to continue to research and participate in professional development in order to make them aware of the changes in gender education.  Educators also need to evaluate their own teaching for gender biases and take a critical look at their own curriculum materials.  Are there traditional gender roles being represented?  Are there equal opportunities for males and females to participate?  Are they calling on more boys in math class and more girls in language arts?  All of these questions are critical for teachers to evaluate themselves and their own biases in the classroom.  By examining their own teaching, they may be able to move toward a gender neutral curriculum while affecting children’s performance and development in the process.  I plan on using the information that I have gathered in my research as well as what I have learned in my courses at Peabody to structure a gender neutral elementary classroom, with books and materials that are free from gender biases.  While there is still more research to be done on the topic of gender in the classroom, the characters and storylines of children’s literature are becoming more neutral and progressive.  Perhaps if literacy and language arts set an example, other areas will follow with gender balanced curriculums and programs.  The road towards balancing gender in the classroom has been a long one with many traditional and stereotypical views along the way.  With the awareness that is being raised in the field of education about gender and its effect on children, educators will be better equipped to meet the needs of male and female students for many years to come.  
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