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Sex Bias in Primary 
Social Studies Textbooks

NK activism is becoming 
increasingly evident in today's news media 
as women attempt to change their stereo 
typed, traditional roles of wife-mothcr-sccrc- 
tary-teacher or nurse. Individual complaints, 
backed by militant feminist organizations. 
have resulted in newspapers' listing employ 
ment opportunities with no reference to sex; 
and in litigation against industries, unions, 
educational institutions, and religious insti 
tutions. When salaries of faculty members 
were made public information in a student 
newspaper this year, many female faculty 
members in one major university expressed 
anger that the salaries revealed alleged dis 
crimination against females of equal qualifi 
cations and rank as males.

To members of the women's liberation 
movement, discrimination by sex is equal to

RICHARD W. O'DONNELL'

racial discrimination, resulting in psychologi 
cal, social, educational, and economic harm. 
Various organizations, for example. National 
Organization for Women (NOW), Women's 
Equity Action League (WEAL), and Women's 
International Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell 
(WITCHES), have provided sufficient clout 
that approximately one-fourth of the 12.000 
charges of discrimination in employment 
brought before the Equal Employment Op 
portunity Commission each year involve dis 
crimination because of sex. 1

Juxtaposed with action for women's

1 Helen B. ShafTer. "Status of Women " Edi 
torial Rt'xearch Report* 2 (5): 568: August 1970.

Richard \\' O'Donnell. Principal. North Chery 
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liberation made known by the news media is 
a concern in professional educational litera 
ture for occupational preparation,- informa 
tion on tomorrow's jobs,"' career guidance 
counseling programs, 4 and references to the 
National Committee on Employment of 
Youth.'

Among the various subject areas in the 
elementary curricula in our country, social 
studies uniquely and consistently lists such 
objectives as: ". . . helping young people 
grow in their understanding of and sensi 
tivity to the physical and social forces at 
work around them in order that they may 
shape their lives in harmony with those 
forces""; ". . . to enable them to lead pro 
ductive, happy lives . . ." 7; ". . . to help pupils 
accept change and deal with it thoughtfully 
and intelligently." s Two of the goals listed

- Walter N. Gantt. "Occupational Preparation 
in the Elementary School." Educational Leadership 
28 1 4 f: 359: January 1971.

'•' "Tomorrow's Jobs " Today's Education 6 1 
fl ): 44; January 1972.

1 "Exploring the World of Work." H. Wilson 
Corporation. 555 West Tuft Drive, South Holland, 
Illinois 60473.

:-National Committee on Employment of 
Youth Department of Health, Education, and Wel 
fare. Washington, D.C.: Superintendent of Docu 
ments, U.S. Government Printing Office, 1969.

''• John Jarolimek. Social Studies in Elemen 
tary Education. New York: The Macmillan Com 
pany, 1971. p. 1.

" I bid-, p . 3.
- Ibid.

by the Civic Education Project team for effec 
tive citizens were: ". . . readiness for eco 
nomic life; and compassion and sensitivity 
for the needs, feelings, and aspirations of 
other human beings. . . ." n

At the 66th annual meeting of the 
American Sociological Association, August 
30-September 2, 1971, in-depth study and 
reports were presented on "Sex Role So 
cialization in Picture Books for Preschool 
Children." Among the conclusions reached 
was that by the time children are four, they 
realize the primary feminine role is house 
keeping, while the primary masculine role 
is wage-earning. 1 " Pictures in books play an 
important role in early sex-role socialization 
and provide children with role models of 
what they will like to be when they grow up.

In presenting the concept of role ex 
pectancy behavior, Jarolimek, a leading ele 
mentary social studies educator, indicates it 
is based on a set of internalized values, 
beliefs, ideals, and attitudes the individual 
develops through the years." He further 
believes social studies education has a vital 
role in having young pupils encounter ideal-

'•' Donald W. Robinson e l al. Promising Prac 
tices in Civic Education. Washington, D.C.: National 
Council for the Social Studies, 1967. pp. 16-17.

'"Lenore Weitzman f t al. " Sex Role Socializa 
tion in Picture Books for Preschool Children." A 
paper prepared for presentation at the 66th Annual 
Meeting of the American Sociological Association, 
September 2, 1971. p. 1.

11 Jarolimek, op. rit., p. 15.
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Textbooks 1 . 
Social Sciences 
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Sex Bias in Primary Social Studies Textbooks

their For purposes 
and was examined in

of this studv, each picture 
the following categories

likes to see in its citizens. 1 - Thus, role models 
not only present children with future images 
of themselves, but also influence their goals 
and aspirations.

This study was undertaken to see if pic 
tures in primary social studies textbooks 
(.the elementary subject preparing citizens 
for effective lives in a democracy) are sexu 
ally discriminating in role distinctions (the 
concern of the American Sociological Asso 
ciation).

Procedure

Books selected for this study came from 
the 1971-72 approved textbook list of a large 
suburban school district near the nation's 
capital. This district has over one hundred 
elementary schools and has been known in 
educational literature as a progressive, pres 
tigious school system. Only books listed as 
"basic texts" were used because the approved 
textbook manual stated they provide the 
best coverage for the current curriculum. 
Basic social studies texts for grades 1 and 2 
were examined.

'- I bid.

as defined.

A. Dominant or Central Figure. The person 
in the picture who commands the viewer's atten 
tion by size, role, relative location, action, is the 
focus of the attention of others in the picture; 
or is the only person in the picture. 

1 . Male
a. Non-animated — person showed no 

active, lively expression in his facial or body 
gestures or no active role was evident.

b. Animated — person showed action, 
lively expression in his facial or body gestures. 
or was in an active role. 

2. Female
a. Non-animated — person showed no 

active, lively expression in her facial or body 
gestures or no active role was evident.

b. Animated — person showed action, 
lively expression in her facial or body gestures, 
or was in an active role.

B. \o Central Figure. No person met the 
criteria for dominant or central figure. 

1. Male
a. Active — person(s") active, moving 

physically, or engaging in a task requiring skill 
or intellectual alertness.

b. Passive — person(s) not active, not 
moving physically, not engaging in a task re 
quiring skill or intellectual alertness.

November 1973 139



2. Female
a. Active—person(s) active, moving 

physically, or engaging in a task requiring skill 
or intellectual alertness.

b. Passive—personfs) not active, not 
moving physically, not engaging in a task re 
quiring skill or intellectual alertness.

C. Not Applicable. No person(s) met the 
criteria for: dominant figure, no central figure; 
person(s) not discernibly male-female-active- 
passive, or there were no people in the picture.

D. Occupations. Those roles as depicted by- 
adult role-models as best described by the writer.

Because judgment was involved in inter 
preting the pictures for each category, the 
writer enlisted the help of two faculty mem 
bers and a dozen graduate students in classi 
fying randomly selected pictures from several 
of the texts using the categories as defined 
herein.

From the 40 randomly selected pic 
tures used, total agreement was attained in 
all but four. It is assumed that because of a 
90 percent agreement reached with faculty 
members and graduate students" in a cate 
gorization check, the findings of the study- 
are reliable.

As shown in Figure 1, there was an 
imbalance in all categories of pictures se 
lected for this study. In the Central Figure 
category. 73 percent of the pictures contain 
ing a central figure depicted males, and 
27 percent females. Where there was no

central figure, 76 percent of the pictures 
depicted males in active or passive roles, 
while females were depicted as active or 
passive in 24 percent. In the categories of 
Central Figure and No Central Figure, the 
findings in the world of primary social studies 
texts selected, boys are shown active approxi 
mately three times as often as girls.

The findings in occupations ("shown in 
Figure 2) depicted males in 83 percent of the 
occupations and females in 17 percent. In 
their 17 percent, service occupations such as 
housewife, nurse, secretary, teacher, waitress, 
librarian, and stewardess predominated to 
reinforce the traditional patterns of female 
success. Following this pattern, depictions of 
active girls dealt with service activities at 
home directed toward pleasing and helping 
their mothers, fathers, and brothers. Males 
were never depicted in domestic duties of 
child care, dishwashing, or home cooking.

In highly paid and prestigious occupa 
tions there were 72 males and one female. 
Occupations requiring intellectual capabili 
ties, athletic ability, mechanical skills, 
political acumen, strength, bravery, and ad 
ministrative leadership were held by men. In 
no picture was there a female principal, 
physician, scientist, musician, politician, 
member of the clergy, judge, space program 
technician, or professional athlete. Though 
the real distribution in the professions is 
inequitable, the adult models presented in 
this study were even worse.

Textbooks

Occupations

School principal
Physician
Scientist
Professional

entertainer
Musician
Politician
Clergy
Judge
Space program

technician
Professional

athlete

Total per book

GRAND TOTAL

1

Male Female

0 0
5 0
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0
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0

7
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0
1
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0
0
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Figure 2. Highly Paid or Prestigious Occupations
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Conclusions

The publishing industry has shown, in 
recent years, its rapid inclusion of minority 
group members in pictures and stories. Texts 
selected lor this study were not necessarily 
the most recent edition of the publishers 
included and may not be representative of 
future emphasis and values. The school dis 
trict chosen may have been revising the social 
studies curriculum and changing the ap 
proved textbook list for the school year 1972- 
1973 at the time of this study. However, 
these are the approved texts which were 
being used to best provide coverage for the 
district's current curriculum.

Considering the movement for women's 
rights, which may herald considerable change 
in our future life style, the publishing indus 

try and social studies educators must present 
images to elementary students in their forma 
tive years that will help them fulfill their 
human potential and truly prepare for effec 
tive citizenship in our democracy.

A most important criterion in evaluating 
elementary social studies textbooks is what 
effect they may have on children.'•'' Using 
textbooks that are biased presents limited 
role models to female students which could 
affect their goals and aspirations. Policies 
and standards used in the evaluation and 
selection of primary social studies textbooks 
should be reviewed and revised to eliminate 
this bias. L!

1:1 Arthur S. Nicholas and Anna Ochoa. 
'Evaluating Textbooks for Elementary Social 
Studies: Criteria for the Seventies." Social Educa 
tion 35 (3): 290: March 1971.
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