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Abstract Gender role stereotyping continues to dominate
within many media forms. This research examined the
portrayals of mothers and fathers as companions, disciplinar-
ians, caregivers, nurturers, and providers in 300 twentieth
century children’s picture books randomly selected from the
Children’s Catalog (H.W.Wilson Company, 2001). The books
were published in the United States between the years of 1902
and 2000. The list of texts was stratified by time periods before
sampling. The impact of time of publication upon each of the
five parental role constructs was assessed using cross-
tabulations. Previous analyses suggest traditional parental role
portrayals are commonplace, but by employing time of publi-
cation as an independent variable, the researchers questioned
whether an evolvement of roles would be noted. By examining
the father and mother role performances independently over
time it was expected that some progression toward egalitarian-
ismwould be noted. Overall, mothers did outperform fathers in
nurturing and caregiving, and fathers outperformed mothers in
companion and providing behaviors. However, when these
behaviors were cross-tabulated with time of publication, no
significant role evolvement was found. For example, while not
statistically significant, father characters were most likely to
nurture, provide care, and act as a child’s companion in books
published in the 1970s, but these behaviors declined in subse-
quent time periods. The role evolvement of mother characters
also lacked statistical significance, suggesting that the tradi-
tional male breadwinner-female homemaker model has been
consistently portrayed in children’s picture books.
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Introduction

Identity theory posits that children learn what is expected of
them by identifying with role performances exhibited by
agents of socialization, including media (Hogg et al. 1995;
Stets and Burke 2000; Stryker and Burke 2000). As will be
discussed later, consistently seeing mothers in the nurturing
and care-giving roles and fathers fulfilling the provider role
may impress upon children what role performances are
ultimately expected of them as men and women. This study
examines parental role performance in children’s picture
books published in the United States. All cited studies are
based on U.S. samples unless otherwise stated. The purpose
of the study is to assess whether parental role portrayals in
picture books published between 1902 and 2000 have
evolved toward greater egalitarianism. Over time is there
an increase in father characters fulfilling traditional,
gendered-feminine roles, such as nurturing, providing care
to, and interacting as companions with their children?
Similarly, are mother characters more likely to work outside
the home in books published more recently?

This study builds on the findings of Anderson and
Hamilton’s (2005) examination of parental gender-
stereotyping in children’s books published between 1995
and 2001 and Adams et al. (2011) similar examination of
parenting roles in best-selling picture books published in
2008 in the United Kingdom. Both studies found that
mothers took on more domestic roles and fathers were
frequently absent. However, their findings differed on the
roles of present fathers. Anderson and Hamilton showed
fathers were largely ineffectual in parenting, and Adams,
et al. found various nurturing characteristics of fathers were
present, indicating possible role evolvement. Both studies
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sampled books of recent popularity and did not examine
time of publication as a variable.

For the purpose of this study, indicators of five separate
roles (i.e. nurturer, caregiver, companion, provider and dis-
ciplinarian) were conceptualized and examined to determine
if fathers are represented in egalitarian roles as co-parents
with mothers (Doherty et al. 1998; Pleck and Pleck 1997). If
a parental character fulfilled any of the eight observable
nurturing parental behaviors, physically expressing affec-
tion, verbally expressing affection, verbally encouraging,
comforting emotionally, inquiring about thoughts and feel-
ings, praising for a completed activity, listening to problems,
and teaching toward a child it was noted. The five disciplining
behaviors included hitting as punishment, hitting to prevent
harm, giving non-physical punishments, verbally scolding,
and correcting bad behavior with a non-threatening tone.
Care-giving behaviors included cooking and feeding, bathing,
dressing, and an “other” category which mostly consisted of
putting the child to bed.Companion behaviors included taking
the child on a recreational outing, nonphysical play, and
physical play. The sole providing behavior was working
outside of the home. The frequency of every parental
behavior associated with the five roles was initially
assessed. Since parental role performances are typically
limited in picture books, if a character performed one or
more of the behaviors associated with a certain role than the
parent would be fulfilling the role. Additional variables
assessed whether parental characters behaved nontraditionally
or in traditional, gender-specific ways. This was achieved by
combining acts of providing, disciplining, and participating in
physical play (considered traditional behaviors for fathers and
non-traditional for mothers) and combining acts of nurturing,
care-giving, and participating in non-physical play (considered
traditional behaviors for mothers and non-traditional for
fathers). To assess whether these five role portrayals and
“traditional” role performances have evolved, time of
publication was the independent variable.

If children’s picture books reflect societal norms of the
time, U.S. books published prior to the 1960s, when the
breadwinner-homemaker model was in its heyday (Bose
1987), will portray women as care givers and nurturers
and men as providers. However, in subsequent decades
when U.S. women have competed with men in the public
sphere and men have been encouraged to participate more in
the private sphere as active, involved fathers (Pleck and
Pleck 1997), role portrayals are expected to become more
egalitarian.

Favorite works of children’s literature have national and
international appeal. These texts are translated into many
languages, and the roles portrayed gain wide-reaching, global
exposure (Joels 1999). Thus, scholars of gender studies world-
wide should find this study of interest. Media imagery of
“ideal” families that continues to promote gender-specific

roles fosters gender-specific identity development and subse-
quent role performance, and, in turn, slows movement toward
global gender equality.

Identity, Social Identity and the Role of the Media

Identity theory posits children learn what is expected of
them by primarily identifying with role performances
exhibited by family members, peers, media, etc. (Hogg et
al. 1995; Stets and Burke 2000; Stryker and Burke 2000).
For example, a young boy learns his role as a father by
identifying with the performance of his own father and/or by
identifying with the representations of fathers in television
shows, films and books. Furthermore, parents who purchase
picture books and read them to their children may reaffirm
their own roles while they are seen by their children as
“authorities” on acceptable role performances.

Identity theory is derived from symbolic interactionism
and examines how attitudes and identities affect behavior
and roles (Stryker 1968; Stryker and Burke 2000). Symbolic
interactionism has been used to analyze society as well as
address issues of socialization (Stryker 1980, p. 1). Identity
theory is principally microsociological in that, like symbolic
interactionism, it examines how internalized roles, or iden-
tities, affect an individual’s motivations and behavior
(Hogg et al. 1995). According to identity theory, the self
is developed in the activity of viewing oneself reflexively.
“This activity is made possible by language, a system of
significant symbols; language permits use of the stand-
point of others in order to view oneself as an object”
(Stryker 1980, p. 37). This process of classifying oneself
reflexively is known as identification (McCall and
Simmons 1978; Stets and Burke 2000). A young girl
who reads of a mother who balances responsibilities at
home with a career, for example, may interpret the
language and symbols on the page, and internalize her
own future role as one filled with the opportunity to
pursue both options.

While identity theory is principally microsociological,
social identity theory more closely aligns with social psy-
chology and is concerned with “intergroup relations, group
processes, and the social self” (Hogg et al. 1995, p.259).
The basic premise is that an individual’s social categories
(e.g., mother, Iranian, Republican) define an individual’s
self concept and prescribe “what one should think and feel,
and how one should behave” (p. 260). Both identity theory
and social identity theory examine how self-concepts are
formed, and the behaviors that evolve from these adopted
identities. A reader of a picture book, therefore, may gain an
understanding via language, attitudes, and performances, of
her own expected behavior (as identity theory posits), or
she may identify with a social category such as “mother”
and define herself based on the actions of the mother
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characters (as social identity theory posits). Both theories
indicate the potential power picture storybooks have in
identity acquisition.

Likewise, symbolic interactionism asserts that an individual’s
assigned social status positions have attendant behavioral
expectations, which are labeled roles (LaRossa and Reitzes
1993). According to symbolic interactionism, the self is both
social and active (Cooley 1902; Mead 1934). The “self” is
fostered via interactions and, ultimately, “taking the role of
the other” (Hogg et al. 1995, p. 256). Identity theory
examines “self-defining” roles and not strictly the vast range
of “attributes that can be ascribed to the self” (p. 257).
Symbolic interactionists assume the self is comprised of
many identities, each emerging from the interaction between
individuals performing complementary statuses by carrying
out roles (e.g., the relationships of mother-child, husband-
wife). Thus, reading about the relationship between a parent
and a child, and identifying expected behaviors of both
parties, can teach a child how to behave as a child and
how he is expected to behave once he becomes an adult. A
father who reads such a book to his child can also gain
affirmation of the expected behaviors of his own status as
father. It can be argued that if books continue to promote
the traditional roles of mother as homemaker and father as
breadwinner, these will continue to be the statuses of
greatest identity salience for the authors, publishers and
ultimately the consumers.

Marsiglio et al. (2000) address the importance of deter-
mining empirically the institutional and interpersonal con-
struction of statuses and roles. They encourage researchers
to explore the media’s construction of roles, among other
avenues (p. 287). Books, like other media, endorse and
reflect cultural expectations. If mothers and fathers are
portrayed as observing a strict, gender-driven division of
labor in children’s literature, then the potential effect on
early socialization must be acknowledged.

Is it possible to determine long-term effects on a child
who consistently reads about characters acting out gender-
stereotypic behavior? A few studies have attempted to test
the immediate effects of gender roles portrayed in chil-
dren’s literature. For example, Ashton (1983) examined
the effects of roles on play behavior in the Human
Development Laboratory School at the University of
Massachusetts. Thirty-two children were allowed to play
freely with female-stereotypic toys (i.e. dolls, china sets),
male-stereotypic toys (i.e. trucks, guns), and neutral toys
(i.e., balls, pegboards). Thereafter, they were each individ-
ually shown and read a picture book with a same-gender
character playing with either a gender-role stereotypic or
non-stereotypic toy and allowed to return to play. Though
the girls were more influenced, both boys and girls played
significantly longer with the toy indicated in the picture
book. Ashton concluded that

…children’s literature has a pronounced effect on sex-
role behaviors of the young child. Clearly, the picture
books which children read should illustrate both male
and female characters in a widened range of behaviors
where conduct and assignment are not limited by
stereotypic definitions of sex role (p. 46).

Jennings (1975) studied picture book preferences of 64
preschool children in Columbia, Missouri. The children
were divided into same-gender small groups and read two
stories about a character of their own gender wanting to be a
ballet dancer in one story and a mail carrier in the other.
While both boys and girls stated a preference for the books
that portrayed their own gender stereotypically (i.e. boys
preferred the male postal carrier story and girls preferred the
female ballerina story), both boys and girls had better recall
of details in the other story that showed the character in the
reversed gender role.

Barclay’s (1974) study examined the effects of U.S.
“cultural shaping” by reading and discussing three books
and an informational pamphlet all focusing on women
employed outside the home to 64 kindergarteners. It was
discovered that “only three fifteen-minute lessons dealing
with women’s careers …affect[ed] kindergarten children’s,
particularly girls’, perceptions of women’s career roles, as
reflected in increased numbers of choices of women as
appropriate for career roles” (p. 13).

Picture books are clearly influential on the socialization
of young children. A study by Alexander et al. (2001) of 32
European-American families found that children’s emotion-
al attachments to books can be so strong that they may sleep
with the books, act out roles, and request repetitive readings.

Through the expressions of their attachments they are
also deeply engaged in the social relations found in the
stories themselves. The children respond in delight
and fear to the evolving relationships of the story
characters. They try on the various character roles,
taking as their own the relationships of those charac-
ters. Finally, by transporting familiar characters into
new situations and different worlds, the children test
and forge these relationships in a multitude of social
spaces. (p. 392).

If imagery in children’s books has the potential to impact
identity acquisition and role performance, are portrayals
fostering or inhibiting egalitarianism in larger society?

Evolution of Parental Role Expectations

It is predicted that the roles portrayed in picture books will
somewhat reflect role expectations of the larger society at
the time of publication. Therefore, the historical evolution of
U.S. parental role expectations is summarized, beginning at
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the turn of the 20th century when the oldest sampled text,
Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Peter Rabbit (1902), was
published.

Bose (1987) examined the origins of the dual spheres in
U.S. history. Beginning in the late 1800s the dual spheres of
men in the labor force and women in the home emerged as it
became difficult for families to choose agriculture over
wage labor. At the turn of the century leading up to World
War I a slight rise in women’s employment occurred, but the
fear of job competition with men, which intensified during
the Great Depression, sent many employed women back to
their homes. As most took on domestic odd jobs (e.g.,
laundry, sewing) their expected role within the home was
confirmed. World War II created a boost in female employ-
ment, but when soldiers returned to the factories, most
women returned to their homes. Mothers in picture books
published prior to the 1950s are expected, therefore, to
fulfill the domestic role of nurturer and care giver and
fathers the role of provider, if as Bose (1987) contends, the
dual spheres were well established.

Around this time, Parsons (1943) posited that modern
industrialized society was best served by a gender-based
division of labor. This division of labor assigned the eco-
nomic provider role to the father to meet the instrumental
needs of the family and the emotional role to the non-
employed, homemaker mother to meet the expressive needs
of the family (Parsons and Bales 1955). Thus, the 1950s
ideal version of the father continued to be seen as the “good
provider” who “provided a decent home, paid the mortgage,
bought the shoes, and kept his children warmly clothed”
while mothers were inundated with television shows and
advertisements hailing their ideal role as homemaker
(Bernard 1981 p. 3–4). It can be expected that children’s
literature published prior to 1960 will reflect these tradition-
al parental roles.

Research in the 1960s reported that in U.S. working-class
families the provider role was reserved for the father and the
caregiving role was to be adopted by the mother (Aldous
1969), and mothers who were employed outside of the home
viewed employment as a supplementary and not a primary
role (Hartley 1969). Thus, U.S. picture books of the 1960s
should show an increase in mothers employed outside the
home, but the gendered division of labor should be
maintained.

In the 1970s, research showed that U.S. mothers engaged
more in feeding and caretaking activities (Kotelchuck 1976;
Parke and O’Leary 1976) but fathers spent a large percent-
age of time in recreational play as part of the companion role
(Kotelchuck 1976; Lamb 1977). Thus, if media are a reflec-
tion of society, traditional parental roles portrayed in books
published in the 1970s will continue to dominate, but a
slight increase of women in the provider role and men in
the companion role should be noted.

More recent research maintains that a man’s status as a
father, involving adopting the roles of caregiver, companion,
provider, nurturer and disciplinarian has increased in iden-
tity salience for men over time (Ihinger-Tallman et al. 1995,
p.560). Hence, it might be expected that this evolution is
reflected in children’s books. We may also expect the shift in
mothers’ status as they have increasingly entered the labor
force to be represented in children’s literature.

However, some researchers suggest that although women
in the United States have increasingly entered the workforce
since World War II, they have been unable to escape their
traditional roles involving homemaking and childcare (Bose
1987; Hochschild 1989). Pleck and Pleck (1997, p. 47)
assert that since the 1970s the emergence of the “co-parent
father” was a significant development in the United States,
encouraging men to be more active caregivers. At the same
time, however, discourse about “deadbeat dads” encouraged
women to adopt more of a provider role. Regardless, paren-
tal roles have experienced an evolution in society over the
past several decades. Whether children’s literature will sup-
port traditional roles or reflect evolution is under investiga-
tion in this study.

Gender studies on children’s literature suggest the persis-
tence of stereotypical roles. Several of these studies have
used award-winning texts as their samples, including recip-
ients of the Caldecott Medal (for distinguished American
picture book), Newbery Medal (for distinguished American
literature for children), and Coretta Scott King Award (to
outstanding African American authors and illustrators of
books that represent African American culture). One study
of 30 Caldecott-awarded texts published between 1984 and
1994 found that while women are moving beyond former
stereotypes in society, this evolvement has not been
reflected in such texts (Turner-Bowker 1996). Both
Gooden and Gooden’s (2001) study of 83 picture books
published between 1995 and 1999 and designated “notable”
by the American Library Association and also Hillman’s
(1974) study of children’s books selected from a list of book
reviews across two time periods (i.e., 1930s versus mid-
1960s and mid-1970s) found that males in children’s literature
have access to a broader range of occupations and are rarely
seen in housework roles. Crabb and Bielawski (1994) exam-
ined illustrations in picture books that had won the Caldecott
Medal or Honor between 1938 and 1989. Proportionally more
women than men were depicted employing household arti-
facts used in cleaning, cooking, etc. and more men than
women were depicted utilizing production artifacts used in
outside occupations such as construction and agriculture.
Crabb and Marciano (2011) followed up with a study on
Caldecott award-winning texts from 1990 to 2009 and found
little had changed. As predicted, females were still more likely
to use household artifacts and males were more likely to use
production artifacts.
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A content analysis of Little Golden Books, etiquette
books, and Caldecott and Newbery award-winning books
by Weitzman et al. (1972) found that male characters greatly
outnumber female characters and females are most often
portrayed in stereotypical and traditional gender roles.
They are passive, usually shown indoors, and do not work
outside of the home. Kolbe and LaVoie (1981) examined
Caldecott Medal winners (1972–1979) since the publication
of the Weitzman et al. study and found little had changed.
Female characters were still underrepresented (though the
ratios were less extreme) and were still more likely to be
portrayed in expressive, insignificant, stereotyped and tra-
ditional roles. Male characters were more likely to be
portrayed in instrumental and significant roles, and their
roles were also stereotypical. Clark et al. (1993) examined
gendered images in Caldecott and Coretta Scott King
Award-winning books and found that behavioral traits of
men and women have slowly become more egalitarian.
Allen et al. (1993) compared Caldecott Medal-winning pic-
ture books from two time periods: 1938–1940 versus 1986–
1988. They found minimal change to the gender-role
stereotyping and noted some role regression. For example,
all female characters in the more recent time period were in
traditional roles (versus 69 % in the earlier works) and
females experienced a decline in the variety of occupations
(23 to 20). Portrayals of male characters showed some
progression as the number of traditional roles declined.
Nonetheless, males were more likely to be active, central
characters in a wider array of occupations.

Jackson and Gee (2005) analyzed parental role portrayals
in popular texts used in New Zealand schools over the
previous five decades to teach students to read. They found
little has changed over the past five decades. “Across all
decades mothers were positioned as nurturers, providing
care, food and supplies for their children and husbands”
(p. 123–124). Fathers were rarely shown in domestic labor,
and when interacting with children it was most often in
outdoor activities. The evolution in these texts was not a
change in roles, but a diminishing of roles as parents
appeared less often in recent editions.

While research using relatively selective samples of chil-
dren’s books overwhelmingly shows that traditional gender
roles continue to dominate, this study examines gendered
parental role evolvement over time using a broader sample
of texts.

Five Parental Role Categories

Five role categories tend to be used in studies on parental
role performance. These are parent as companion, parent as
disciplinarian, parent as caregiver, parent as nurturer, and
parent as provider (Doherty et al. 1998; Ihinger-Tallman et
al. 1995). Most researchers have argued that society assigns

the role of nurturer to mothers (Chodorow 1978; Simon
1995; Thurer 1994). For example, Anderson and Hamilton
(2005) examined parental nurturing behaviors as portrayed
in both Caldecott-winning and best-selling children’s pic-
ture books published between 1995 and 2001 and found
mothers were 10 times more likely than fathers to nurture
babies and twice as likely to nurture older children. Their
follow up study found that females portrayed in picture
books were over three times more likely to provide nurtur-
ance and care than male counterparts (Hamilton et al. 2006).
Adams et al. (2011) examined picture books in the United
Kingdom and found that fathers were portrayed as more
emotionally detached and were “significantly less likely to
be depicted in physical contact with their children” (p. 264).

Other research suggests that fathers act more as compan-
ions with their children, involving themselves more in phys-
ical play, than they do in being nurturers (Marsiglio 1991;
Minton and Palsey 1996). According to identity theorists, if
the mother were to identify herself as the child’s nurturer,
and the father were to identify himself as the child’s com-
panion these are the roles they would most likely play. If
“mothers’ interactions with their children are dominated by
care-taking whereas fathers are behaviorally defined as
playmates” (Lamb 1987 p. 10), will parental portrayals in
children’s literature support these perceptions? Some re-
search suggests both parents act as companions, but the type
of play in which mothers and fathers participate differs.
Lamb (1977, 1997) asserts fathers participate in more phys-
ically stimulating play whereas mothers may be more likely
to participate in non-physical play.

The disciplinarian role is based on incidences of a parent
correcting a child’s behavior. This may include scolding,
physical punishment, and non-physical punishment. The
caregiver role, involving feeding, dressing, and cleaning
the child, has historically been an expected role for mothers.
Depictions of fathers in care-giving roles have provided
comic relief in various media, including movies and televi-
sion shows. LaRossa et al. (2000) found evidence that
fathers in 490 Father’s Day and Mother’s Day comic strips
published between 1940 and 1999 were often shown as
incompetent in their care-giving responsibilities.

The provider role is usually measured by whether the
parent works for wages or exchange value outside of the
home. Do fathers continue to be portrayed as breadwinners,
or have the themes of children’s literature adapted to ac-
count for the increasing number of mothers in the labor
force? A study of early Caldecott Award-winning books
found that not one female adult character had a job or
profession other than that of mother and homemaker
(Weitzman et al. 1972). Hamilton et al. (2006) found the
likelihood of female characters to work outside the home
remains minimal and their range of occupations when com-
pared to males remains limited.
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In the current study of parental portrayals in children’s
picture books over time, performance of these five roles by
mother and father characters was examined. Based on find-
ings from the extensive review of the literature on parental
role performance, the mother’s role as primary nurturer,
companion, and caregiver was not expected to change over
time. However, some evolvement toward egalitarianism,
even if minimal, was expected. Therefore, the following
hypotheses were developed for testing:

1. The likelihood of fathers performing the roles of nurturer,
companion, and care-giver would increase.

Western culture is embracing greater egalitarianism so it
is expected that fathers in recent texts will be more likely to
participate in once gendered-feminine parenting behaviors
than fathers of earlier texts.

2. The likelihood of mothers acting as providers would
increase.

As more U.S. women entered the labor force, particularly
after the 1970s, it is expected that an increasing number of
women in more recent texts will act as providers.

3. The likelihood of mothers acting as disciplinarian
would also increase.

While discipline may traditionally be considered gender-
masculine, there is more mother-child interaction versus
father-child interaction in children’s books. Since extreme
forms of discipline are virtually nonexistent in children’s
books, particularly in picture books with more limited
storylines, any scolding and/or correcting would likely be
done by the present parent, which, as indicated, is likely to
be the mother. This tendency may affect the trends observed.

4. Both the mother and the father roles were expected to
behave less traditionally over time.

5. Both the mother and the father roles were expected to
behave more nontraditionally over time.

If family dynamics portrayed in picture books are a reflec-
tion of norms and values inWestern cultures, then evolvement
toward greater egalitarianism and the challenging of tradition-
al gendered expectations should be noted.

Method

Sample

The population of the study was all children’s picture books
published between 1900 and 2000. The sampling frame
consisted of the more than 1,400 “easy” children’s books
listed in the Children’s Catalog (H.W. Wilson Co., 2001).
The books listed in the Children’s Catalog were all selected

by an advisory committee of distinguished librarians and
then re-evaluated by librarians around the United States.
This comprehensive list of books is used to aid school and
community libraries in selecting quality books for collection
maintenance. As such, all of the randomly sampled texts
used in this study were easily found in local public libraries.
The population of “easy books” (N=1,448) from which the
sample was obtained includes fiction and nonfiction picture
books and short stories all suitable for children at a pre-
school to third-grade reading level.

Books categorized as counting (n=52), vocabulary (n=28),
and alphabet (n=41) were eliminated as they would lack
narratives for analysis. Informational books (e.g., books on
anatomy, dinosaurs, seasons of the year) were eliminated for
the same reason (n=57). Books of collections (e.g., short
stories, puzzles, songs, nursery rhymes, and prayers) were
eliminated for the sheer number of characters they could
potentially introduce (n=9). Finally, adaptations (n=9) were
removed because it was unclear whether they should be
analyzed based on their most recent year of publication or
on the year when the original story was first published.
As a result, 196 books were removed from consideration.
Therefore, the sample of books was selected from the
remaining 1,252 storybooks categorized as fiction, stories
in rhyme, fairy tales, fables and tall tales (See Appendix
Table 5).

Due to the larger population of books in some time
periods and the limited number of books in others, the list
of the remaining 1,252 books was stratified based on the
time periods under investigation before a computer-
generated random sample of 300 books was selected. The
first 50 books were randomly selected from those books first
published between 1900 and 1959. The collapsing of the
first five decades into one stratum was done for two reasons:
the first is the prediction that traditional parental roles will
be depicted in books prior to the 1960s, and the second is
the smaller number of children’s books that were published
in earlier decades. An additional 50 books were then ran-
domly selected from each of the four subsequent decades
(1960–69; 1970–79; 1980–89; 1990–1999), and a final 50
books were selected from those published in the year 2000.
Thus, all books in the population did not have the same
probability of being selected. For example, if 50 books were
chosen from the 63 books published in the 1960s and
another 50 were chosen from the 637 books published in
the 1990s, clearly a book published in the 1960s had a far
greater chance of being selected. If relationships within the
sample are to reflect those in the population, the dispropor-
tionate probabilities of books being selected into the sample
and the stratifying of the sample must be considered in the
analyses. Therefore, analyses conducted to test the study
hypotheses used procedures that take into account complex
sample design. Forty-nine of the 300 books sampled lacked
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a child character and were, consequently, removed from the
analyses. This reduced the unweighted sample size to 251
and the weighted sample size to 1072.

The Survey Instrument

A survey instrument was designed to use in gathering infor-
mation from both the illustrations and the narrative text in
each of the 300 books on the five parental roles of compan-
ion, disciplinarian, caregiver, nurturer and provider. One of
the challenges in constructing the instrument was determin-
ing which observed actions in the texts were evidence of
each of the five parental roles examined. Defining the
five roles (the dependent variables) and delineating their
attendant behaviors was essential before data collection
could begin.

The nurturer role was defined by adapting the variables
used in LaRossa et al. (2000) analysis of fathering portrayals
in comic strips. They used Coltrane and Allan’s (1994)
nurturing behaviors of physical and verbal expressions of
affection, verbal encouragement, emotional comforting, in-
quiries about thoughts and feelings, and service or care for a
child and added three of their own (i.e., praise for a com-
pleted task or activity, listening to problems, and direct
teaching). For this current study, the behavior “serving or
caring for a child” was removed as that is included in
the caregiver analysis. In addition, LaRossa et al. (2000)
examined “physical and verbal expressions of affection”
as one variable, but physical expressions and verbal
expressions of affection were considered separately for
the purpose of this study.

The disciplinarian role was assumed by any parent who
physically punished, hit to prevent the child’s harm, punished
non-physically (e.g., sending to room), scolded, or corrected
bad behavior. The parental role of caregiver is comprised of
actions toward the child related to hygiene (i.e. bathing,
cleaning, changing diapers), personal attire (i.e., picking
out clothes, dressing), and sustenance (i.e., preparing
meals, feeding). The role of companion is comprised of
three observational variables: taking a child on a recrea-
tional outing, physical play, and nonphysical play. Finally,
the provider role is assumed by any parental character
who works outside of the home.

Some of the behaviors associated with the roles were
more readily observed in illustrations (e.g., “physically
express affection for the child” and “prepare meals for
and/or feed the child”) and some were more readily
found within the written text (e.g., “verbally express
affection for the child” and “verbally scold the child”).
Any time a behavior was performed, it was noted.

To test for reliability of the researcher’s designated
parenting attributes, 38 student volunteers from a junior-
level university course entitled Sociology of Marriage and

Family were enlisted to receive training and complete the
survey instrument for a subset of 84 books in the sample.
Training involved both reading every question out loud
for clarity and explaining meaning. Each of the students
completed a survey instrument on up to three different
books in the subset. Consistency between the responses gener-
ated by the 84 student surveys and the original researcher’s
responses for the subset of 84 books was assessed by an inter-
rater reliability analysis using Cohen’s Kappa statistic for each
of the behavior variables for both the mother and father char-
acter (See Appendix Table 6). Kappa measured near-perfect or
perfect agreement on each of the mother’s observed disciplin-
ing behaviors (Kappa=.97–1.0), nurturing behaviors (.94–1.0),
care-giving behaviors (Kappa=1.0), companion behaviors
(Kappa=.976–.979), and providing behavior (Kappa=.977).
Perfect agreement between raters (Kappa=1.0) was found
across all of the father’s disciplining, nurturing, providing and
companion behaviors and near-perfect agreement was achieved
for observed care-giving behaviors (Kappa=.972–1.0). Part of
the strong agreement can be explained by the fact that only 25
fathers and 42 mothers were found in the subset of 84 books
included in the inter-rater reliability analyses, and while the
mothers’ roles were often brief, the fathers were largely
inactive. Nonetheless, all of the 84 student-generated survey
instruments were above 90 % agreement with the original
researcher-generated data, representing high reproducibility
(Krippendorff 2004). Any discrepancies required rereading
the text in dispute and mutually deciding upon the most
appropriate response.

Data Coding and Analysis

Table 1 delineates the attendant behaviors gathered via the
survey instrument for each of the five role performances for
the mother and father characters in the sampled books.
Approximately 70.5 % (177) of the 251 books with a child
character had at least one mother character. Only about one-
half (50.9 % or 128) had at least one father character. Only
books with at least one parental character are represent-
ed in Table 1, which also gives the percentages of the
books whose parental characters perform each of the
various behaviors. Because parental characters in a book
could perform one, multiple, or no behaviors within
each role, the percentage totals within roles in the table
do not equal 100 %.

To test the hypotheses, the behaviors in Table 1 were
recoded to construct the dependent variables. For each of the
five parental roles, a variable was constructed for each book,
which had three attributes: (1) mother character in the book
fulfilled any of the attendant behaviors associated with the
role, (2) the mother character fulfilled none of the attendant
behaviors associated with the role, or (3) no mother charac-
ter was in the book. A similar set of five variables was
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constructed with reference to father characters in the books.
Thus, a parental character was considered a “caregiver,” for
example, whether she or he fulfilled only one or multiple
behaviors associated with that role. For those books in the
sample with at least one mother character, the first five rows
of Table 2 present the percentages in which mother charac-
ter(s) did (column 1) or did not (column 2) demonstrate
behaviors associated with a given role. Corresponding per-
centages for books with at least one father character are
provided in columns 3 and 4, respectively.

Further, to assess traditional and non-traditional behaviors,
four additional variables based on a combination of role per-
formances were constructed (see last two rows in Table 2). For
these variables, any acts of providing, disciplining a child, and
participating in physical play with a child (i.e., an individual
behavior associated with the companion role) were considered
traditional behaviors for fathers and non-traditional for
mothers. Any acts of nurturing, care-giving, and participating
in non-physical play were considered traditional behaviors for
mothers and non-traditional for fathers.

Cross-tabulation analysis of each of the 14 dependent
variables with the independent variable time of publication

was used to test the study hypotheses (see Tables 3 and 4).
Unlike previous tables all books in the final sample
(unweighted n=251, weighted N=1,072) were included. The
complex survey design required the conversion of the Pearson
chi-squared test statistic, using Rao and Scott’s (1984) second-
order correction, into a design-based F test statistic.

Results

As Table 1 shows, mothers in the books were more likely than
fathers to perform almost every nurturing behavior, including
verbal and physical expressions of love, encouraging, praising
and listening. A slightly greater percentage of fathers
comforted (11.7 %, n=15 versus 11.3 %, n=20) and purpose-
fully taught (9.4%, n=12 versus 8.5 %, n=15) the child, but it
is fairly evident that, in general, the role of nurturer is gender-
determined, especially when emotional expression is in-
volved. Indeed, as Table 2 shows, almost 51 % (n=90) of
the mothers present in the stories demonstrated at least one
of the nurturing behaviors, whereas about 42 % (n=54) of
present fathers demonstrated some form of nurturance.

Table 1 Percentages of nurtur-
ing, disciplining, care-giving,
and companion behaviors to-
ward children for mothers and
fathers presented in sampled
books

The percentages of parental
characters performing each of the
behaviors in the table were calcu-
lated for only books in the sample
with at least one mother character
(column 1) or with at least one
father character (column 2). Be-
cause parental characters in a book
could perform one, multiple, or no
behaviors within each role, the
percentage totals within roles in
the table do not equal 100 %

MOTHER (N=177) FATHER (N=128)
% (n) % (n)

Nurturing behaviors

Physically express affection for the child 32.8 (58) 26.6 (34)

Verbally express affection for the child 6.2 (11) 2.3 (3)

Verbally encourage the child 7.9 (14) 3.9 (5)

Comfort the child emotionally 11.3 (20) 11.7 (15)

Inquire about the child’s feelings or thoughts 5.1 (9) 1.6 (2)

Praise the child for a completed task/activity 6.2 (11) 4.7 (6)

Listen to the child’s problems 6.2 (11) 3.9 (5)

Purposefully teach the child 8.5 (15) 9.4 (12)

Disciplining behaviors

Spank/hit/slap the child as punishment 0 (0) 0 (0)

Slap/hit the child to prevent harm 0 (0) 0 (0)

Give the child non-physical punishments 2.8 (5) 2.3 (3)

Verbally scold the child 8.5 (15) 7.8 (10)

Correct bad behavior with non-threatening tone 6.8 (12) 5.5 (7)

Care-Giving behaviors

Prepare meals for and/or feed the child 29.4 (52) 7.0 (9)

Clean the child 3.4 (6) 1.6 (2)

Pick out clothes and/or dress the child 5.1 (9) 0 (0)

Other examples of care giving 5.6 (10) 3.1 (4)

Companion behaviors

Take the child on a recreational outing 19.2 (34) 19.5 (25)

Participate in nonphysical play with the child 4.5 (8) 7.0 (9)

Participate in physical play with the child 4.5 (8) 9.4 (12)

Provider behavior

Worked outside of the home 5.6 (10) 26.6 (34)
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Across every care-giving behavior, mothers outperformed
fathers (Table 1). Table 2 shows that 35.6 % (n=63) of mothers
versus 10.9 % (n=14) of fathers demonstrated any care-giving
behavior. Thus, mothers more so than fathers are depicted
cooking, feeding, cleaning and dressing children. Disciplining
behaviors, while also more likely to be performed by mothers,
are more equally distributed.

Behaviors associated with both the companion and provid-
er role appear to be gender-masculine. Fathers were only
slightly more likely to take a child on a recreational outing,
but much more likely than mothers to participate in both
physical and nonphysical play (Table 1). Table 2 illustrates
that 32.0 % (n=41) of fathers versus 24.9 % (n=44) of
mothers participated in any companion behavior. Fathers were
far more likely to be portrayed in the provider role, as 26.6 %
(n=34) of fathers versus 5.6 % (n=10) of mothers worked
outside the home.

Mothers (65.0 %, n=115) were more likely than fathers
(39.1 %, n=50) to perform at least one traditional, gender-
stereotyped behavior (Table 2). Fathers (48.4 %, n=62)
were more likely than mothers (23.7 %, n=42) to perform
at least one non-traditional, gender-stereotyped behavior.
Mother characters are less likely, therefore, to be portrayed
outside of their traditional domestic roles. It appears that father
characters, while frequently inactive when present in these
texts, are more likely to nurture than mothers are to provide.
Thus initial frequencies suggested that gender-stereotyped
parental roles dominate children’s picture books.

The cross tabulations revealed, as expected, that the
mothers’ roles as nurturer, caregiver, and companion over
time did not evolve (Table 3). The lack of statistical signifi-
cance suggests these domestic roles remain gendered-
feminine. The testing of hypotheses also indicated a lack of
movement toward egalitarianism.

Hypothesis 1 The first hypothesis, that the likelihood of
fathers performing the roles of nurturer, companion, and
care-giver would increase, was not supported. The results

of the cross-tabulation analyses of each of these three father
roles by time of publication are summarized in Table 4. The
associated design-based F statistics reveal that none of these
cross-tabulation analyses is statistically significant. While
fathers’ portrayals as care-giving, nurturing, companions in
children’s picture books peaked in the 1970s (10.8 %,
32.5 %, and 35.2 % respectively), these portrayals had
essentially leveled off in later decades.

Hypothesis 2 The second hypothesis, that the likelihood of
mothers acting as a provider would increase, also lacked
support. While the largest percentage of employed mothers
(i.e. 7.9 %) was in the year 2000, nearly double the percent-
age pre-1960 (i.e., 4.4 %), this trend toward egalitarianism
was not statistically significant (Table 3).

Hypothesis 3 The third hypothesis, that the likelihood of
mothers acting as disciplinarians would increase, was not
supported. While mother characters were unexpectedly mo-
re likely to discipline than father characters in every time
period except both the 1970s, when they were equally likely
to discipline (i.e., 10.8 % of both mothers and fathers), and
also 2000, when the percentage of mothers disciplining
sharply dropped (i.e., 2.6 %), mother characters did not
increasingly discipline.

Hypothesis 4 The hypothesis that both parental roles were
expected to behave less traditionally was not supported. At
first glance it appears that mother and father characters post
1969 are portrayed more traditionally than mother and father
characters in books published before 1970. However, both of
these trends lack statistical significance.

Hypothesis 5 The hypothesis that both parental roles were
expected to behave more nontraditionally was also not
supported.Mothers and fathers were bothmost likely to behave
in nontraditional roles in books published in the 1970s than any
other time period; however, this too lacked significance.

Table 2 Percentages of role per-
formance by mothers and fathers
presented in sampled books

The percentages in the table of
parental characters demonstrating
any or no behavior associated with
each role were calculated for only
books in the sample with at least
one mother character (columns 1
and 2) or with at least one father
character (columns 3 and 4)

MOTHER (N=177) FATHER (N=128)

Demonstrated
behavior

No behavior Demonstrated
behavior

No behavior

% (n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Nurturing behavior 50.8 (90) 49.2 (87) 42.2 (54) 57.8 (74)

Disciplining behavior 14.1 (25) 85.9 (152) 10.9 (14) 89.1 (114)

Care-Giving behavior 35.6 (63) 64.4 (114) 10.9 (14) 89.1 (114)

Companion behavior 24.9 (44) 75.1 (133) 32.0 (41) 68.0 (87)

Acted as provider 5.6 (10) 94.4 (167) 26.6 (34) 73.4 (94)

Acted traditionally 65.0 (115) 35.0 (62) 39.1 (50) 60.9 (78)

Acted non-traditionally 23.7 (42) 76.3 (135) 48.4 (62) 51.6 (66)
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Table 3 Summary of cross-tabulations of mothers’ behaviors and presence by time period of publication of books (Weighted N=1,072)

Time period of first publication

Pre-1960 1960–1969 1970–1979 1980–1989 1990–1999 2000
% (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Acted as companion 13.3 (10) 9.2 (5) 27.0 (21) 18.2 (38) 25.0 (140) 13.2 (13)

Did Not act as companion 48.9 (36) 60.5 (33) 51.3 (39) 54.5 (114) 52.3 (293) 50.0 (50)

No mother in text 37.8 (27) 30.3 (16) 21.7 (16) 27.3 (57) 22.7 (127) 36.8 (37)

Total % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

Total weighted N (73) (54) (76) (209) (560) (100)

Design-based F (degrees of freedom) .80 (6.7, 1637.4)

Acted as disciplinarian 8.9 (7) 14.0 (8) 10.8 (8) 11.4 (24) 11.4 (64) 2.6 (3)

Did Not Act as disciplinarian 53.3 (39) 55.7 (30) 67.6 (52) 61.4 (128) 65.9 (369) 60.6 (60)

No mother in text 37.8 (27) 30.3 (16) 21.7 (16) 27.3 (57) 22.7 (127) 36.8 (37)

Total % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

Total weighted N (73) (54) (76) (209) (560) (100)

Design-based F (degrees of freedom) .62 (6.7, 1632.0)

Acted as caregiver 20.0 (15) 20.8 (11) 32.4 (25) 34.1 (71) 22.7 (127) 21.1 (21)

Did not act as caregiver 42.2 (31) 48.9 (27) 45.9 (35) 38.6 (81) 54.6 (306) 42.1 (42)

No mother in text 37.8 (27) 30.3 (16) 21.7 (16) 27.3 (57) 22.7 (127) 36.8 (37)

Total % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

Total weighted N (73) (54) (76) (209) (560) (100)

Design-based F (degrees of freedom) .94 (6.6, 1607.1)

Acted as nurturer 26.6 (20) 25.6 (14) 45.9 (35) 40.9 (85) 34.1 (191) 44.8 (45)

Did not act as nurturer 35.6 (26) 44.1 (24) 32.4 (25) 31.8 (67) 43.2 (242) 18.4 (18)

No Mother in Text 37.8 (27) 30.3 (16) 21.7 (16) 27.3 (57) 22.7 (127) 36.8 (37)

Total % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

Total weighted N (73) (54) (76) (209) (560) (100)

Design-based F (degrees of freedom) 1.11 (6.6, 1626.1)

Acted as provider 4.4 (3) 0 (0) 5.4 (4) 4.5 (10) 2.3 (13) 7.9 (8)

Did not act as provider 57.8 (42) 69.7 (38) 72.9 (56) 68.2 (142) 75.0 (420) 55.3 (55)

No mother in text 37.8 (27) 30.3 (16) 21.7 (16) 27.3 (57) 22.7 (127) 36.8 (37)

Total % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

Total weighted N (73) (54) (76) (209) (560) (100)

Design-based F (degrees of freedom) .76 (6.0, 1479.3)

Acted traditionally 35.6 (26) 37.2 (20) 56.8 (43) 52.3 (109) 43.2 (242) 52.6 (52)

Did not act traditionally 26.6 (20) 32.5 (18) 21.5 (17) 20.4 (43) 34.1 (191) 10.6 (11)

No mother in text 37.8 (27) 30.3 (16) 21.7 (16) 27.3 (57) 22.7 (127) 36.8 (37)

Total % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

Total weighted N (73) (54) (76) (209) (560) (100)

Design-based F (degrees of freedom) 1.29 (6.7, 1645.4)

Acted non-traditionally 13.3 (10) 14.0 (8) 24.3 (19) 22.7 (47) 15.9 (89) 10.5 (11)

Did not act non-traditionally 48.9 (36) 55.7 (30) 54.1 (41) 50.0 (105) 61.4 (344) 52.6 (52)

No mother in text 37.8 (27) 30.3 (16) 21.7 (16) 27.3 (57) 22.7 (127) 36.8 (37)

Total% 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

Total weighted N (73) (54) (76) (209) (560) (100)

Design-based F (degrees of freedom) .76 (6.5, 1601.8)

*p≤ .05, **p≤ .01, ***p≤ .001
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Table 4 Summary of cross-tabulations of fathers’ behaviors and presence by time period of publication of books with child characters (Weighted N=1,072)

Time period of first publication

Pre-1960 1960–1969 1970–1979 1980–1989 1990–1999 2000
% (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Acted as companion 2.2 (2) 14.0 (7) 35.2 (27) 11.4 (24) 13.6 (76) 26.3 (26)

Did not act as companion 28.9 (21) 34.9 (19) 35.2 (27) 40.9 (85) 40.9 (229) 26.3 (26)

No father in text 68.9 (50) 51.1 (28) 29.6 (23) 47.7 (100) 45.5 (255) 47.4 (47)

Total % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

Total weighted N (73) (54) (76) (209) (560) (100)

Design-based F (degrees of freedom) 1.71 (6.7, 1632.3)

Acted as disciplinarian 0 (0) 4.6 (2) 10.8 (8) 6.8 (14) 6.8 (38) 5.2 (5)

Did not act as disciplinarian 31.1 (23) 44.3 (24) 59.5 (45) 45.5 (95) 47.7 (267) 47.4 (47)

No father in text 68.9 (50) 51.1 (28) 29.6 (23) 47.7 (100) 45.5 (255) 47.4 (47)

Total % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

Total weighted N (73) (54) (76) (209) (560) (100)

Design-based F (degrees of freedom) .73 (6.3, 1545.1)

Acted as caregiver 0 (0) 4.6 (2) 10.8 (8) 6.8 (14) 4.5 (25) 7.9 (8)

Did not act as caregiver 31.1 (23) 44.3 (24) 59.5 (45) 45.5 (95) 50.0 (280) 44.7 (45)

No father in text 68.9 (50) 51.1 (28) 29.6 (23) 47.7 (100) 45.5 (255) 47.4 (47)

Total % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

Total weighted N (73) (54) (76) (209) (560) (100)

Design-based F (degrees of freedom) .82 (6.1, 1497.7)

Acted as nurturer 6.7 (5) 16.3 (9) 32.5 (24) 20.5 (43) 20.4 (114) 36.8 (37)

Did not act as nurturer 24.4 (18) 32.6 (17) 37.8 (29) 31.8 (66) 34.1 (191) 15.8 (16)

No Father in Text 68.9 (50) 51.1 (28) 29.6 (23) 47.7 (100) 45.5 (255) 47.4 (47)

Total % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

Total weighted N (73) (54) (76) (209) (560) (100)

Design-based F (degrees of freedom) 1.38 (6.7, 1634.4)

Acted as provider 8.9 (7) 7.0 (4) 13.5 (10) 11.4 (24) 18.2 (102) 23.7 (24)

Did not act as provider 22.2 (16) 41.9 (22) 56.9 (43) 40.9 (85) 36.3 (204) 28.9 (29)

No father in text 68.9 (50) 51.1 (28) 29.6 (23) 47.7 (100) 45.5 (255) 47.4 (47)

Total % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

Total weighted N (73) (54) (76) (209) (560) (100)

Design-based F (degrees of freedom) 1.23 (6.8, 1655.5)

Acted traditionally 8.9 (7) 11.6 (6) 29.8 (22) 18.2 (38) 22.7 (127) 31.5 (32)

Did not act traditionally 22.2 (16) 37.3 (20) 40.6 (31) 34.1 (71) 31.8 (178) 21.1 (21)

No father in text 68.9 (50) 51.1 (28) 29.6 (23) 47.7 (100) 45.5 (255) 47.4 (47)

Total % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

Total weighted N (73) (54) (76) (209) (560) (100)

Design-based F (degrees of freedom) 1.10 (6.7, 1641.7)

Acted non-traditionally 6.7 (5) 18.6 (10) 43.3 (33) 25.0 (52) 22.7 (127) 36.8 (37)

Did not act non-traditionally 24.4 (18) 30.3 (16) 27.0 (20) 27.3 (57) 31.8 (178) 15.8 (16)

No father in text 68.9 (50) 51.1 (28) 29.6 (23) 47.7 (100) 45.5 (255) 47.4 (47)

Total % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 % 100.0 %

Total weighted N (73) (54) (76) (209) (560) (100)

Design-based F (degrees of freedom) 1.43 (6.7, 1635.4)

*p≤ .05, **p≤ .01, ***p≤ .001
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Discussion

While opportunities in the public sphere have increased for
U.S. women, and men are being encouraged to actively par-
ticipate in the private sphere, children’s picture books embrace
tradition. Mothers are much more likely to be portrayed nur-
turing and caring for children, and men are more likely to work
outside of the home. These depictions have not significantly
changed over time, so that these storybook characters often
inhabit a bygone, male breadwinner-female homemaker era.
Still, some evidence points to increased egalitarian portrayals
during the last three decades of the Twentieth Century. Fathers
in books published in 2000 exhibited increased care-giving and
nurturing from previous time periods, and mothers exhibited
increased work outside of the home. But the latest trends lack
statistical significance because similar performance peaks oc-
curred in the 1970s depictions only to drop in subsequent
periods. These two peaks and the extended valley in between
question whether the changing roles represented a substantial
increase in egalitarianism. Many traditional gender distinctions
remain. Identity theory posits that an individual develops a
sense of self, including the roles and identities he or she will
assume, by identifying with the language and symbols associ-
ated with the roles of others (Stryker 1980). If children, espe-
cially girls, continue to be exposed to portrayals that suggest
opportunities for women are limited to the home and that men
provide, their aspirations and independence will be muted.

The nurturer role is gender-feminine in children’s picture
books. These findings lend support to research that suggests
society assigns the role of nurturer to mothers (Chodorow
1978; Simon 1995; Thurer 1994). Behaviors associated with
the nurturing role that involved intimate interaction such as
physical and verbal expressions of affection, encouragement,
praising, inquiring about feelings and listening were more
likely performed by mothers. She is the socio-emotional leader
of the family. The caregiver role is also gender-feminine within
this sample of texts. All care-giving behaviors including feed-
ing, cleaning, and dressing children weremore often performed
by mothers. Since neither the performance of the nurturer nor
the caregiver role significantly changed over time for fathers or
mothers, it seems that tradition is still being embraced.
Whether the publishers, authors, or adult consumers are driving
this adherence to gender-specific roles is unclear. However,
why in Westernized society that values gender equality are not
more people demanding egalitarian portrayals?

The provider role, on the other hand, is gender-masculine
in these picture books. Among present parents, fathers were
almost five times more likely to be employed (26.6 % versus
5.6 %). It must be noted that among “employed” mothers a
couple outlandish occupations (i.e., the Easter bunny-
mother; an artist-mother who painted Easter eggs) were
classified as fulfilling the provider role. Thus, if only real-
istic occupations had been noted, perhaps the discrepancy

would be even more dramatic. Employed mothers in chil-
dren’s literature with occupations that depict greater inde-
pendence and diversity would be stronger role models for
young readers.

The companion role is also more likely assumed by father
characters. While taking a child on a recreational outing is a
fairly equally performed behavior by either parent, playing
with the child in both physical and nonphysical ways was
done most often by fathers. The greatest difference between
mothers and fathers was in the area of physical play; about
9.4 % of fathers, compared to 4.5 % of mothers, participated
in physical play. Studies show that fathers act more as
companions in recreational play (Kotelchuck 1976; Lamb
1977; Marsiglio 1991; Minton and Palsey 1996). These
gender-masculine companion role portrayals in children’s
books lend support to Lamb’s assertions that fathers are
often “behaviorally defined as playmates” (1987, p. 10).

The role of disciplinarian was shared, without statistical-
ly significant change, between mothers and fathers, though
overall acts of any discipline were relatively rare. None of
the parents in any of the books physically punished a child.
A few child characters received non-physical punishments
like being sent to their room without dinner, a punishment
Max received for wearing a wolf suit and causing mischief
in Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are (1963).

Findings from this study add to the body of knowledge
about trends in parental role portrayals and the identity
theoretical framework through its application to the medium
of a century of children’s picture books. If children develop
their identities by adopting observed behaviors of others,
then examining those portrayals that children are often ex-
posed to is essential. Acknowledging parental role perfor-
mances in children’s media, particularly if they are
consistently absent, negative, stereotypical, or limited in
scope and opportunity is warranted.

Interestingly, while female characters are underrepresented in
children’s literature, mother characters greatly outnumber father
characters. Parental portrayals, in general, are perhaps rarely of
primary concern to authors of children’s picture books, as
mother and fathers often take second stage to the plot, if even
permitted to make an appearance in the text. Nonetheless, if
those albeit brief performances consistently reinforce traditional,
gender-specific roles, the potential effects on a young reader’s
gender identity acquisition must be acknowledged.

This study was not without limitations. The data set of
books obtained from the Children’s Catalog (H.W. Wilson
Co., 2001) includes texts recommended by librarians and may
not represent the most widely read, and therefore the most
influential, children’s literature. Furthermore, acclaimed
books may exclude many books with negative portrayals.
Perhaps best-selling texts would prove more revealing, but
since the sample used in this analysis was stratified by time of
publication, and since best-selling children’s literature lists
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have been historically inconsistent in their creation, using
solely bestsellers was not a possibility.

Almost one-sixth of the sample was immediately lost
when 49 of the original 300 books were removed from the
analysis because they lacked a child character. Furthermore,
of the 251 texts that remained only 177 had mother charac-
ters and 128 had father characters. Perhaps a way of sam-
pling only from books that included a parental character
would have garnered greater evidence of role evolvement.

Explaining the purpose of this study to colleagues and
friends often resulted in recommendation of picture books
representing positive and diverse parental portrayals. These
recommended books were invariably part of a relatively new
crop of books targeting schools and early childhood educa-
tors. Books presenting various issues, including divorce,
same-gender parents, adoption and occupational opportunities
have become increasingly popular in preschool and elemen-
tary school classrooms. Sampling and evaluating parental
roles in such books should garner different results.

The application of identity theory to interpreting the
findings raises a number of concerns. These concerns suggest
a number of recommendations directed toward the authors and
publishers of these books and the consumers, especially par-
ents, who purchase them. Identity theory posits people devel-
op their identities through the observation and adopting of
behaviors associated with the role performances of others.
Hence authors and publishers of children’s literature need to
be more sensitive to the portrayal of parents in their works, as
these books act as a major agent of early socialization and can
reinforce gender-specific behaviors even for the adults who
read these books to children. If parents are consistently
portrayed in stereotyped roles, then readers who identify with
the mother or father role will be limited by what they consider
their “expected” behaviors.

The sheer absence of parents in picture books also needs to
be addressed. Children’s picture books have the potential to be
powerful and positive influences on identity acquisition, but
with the limited representation of parents, that potential is
neglected. While children’s book publishing today is a busi-
ness, and while publishers and authors may realize a giant,
talking dog sells more than a strong father-son relationship,
strong parental portrayals need to be woven into more plots.

Additionally, these parental portrayals need to reflect active
and quality parenting. When present in the texts, too many
parental characters are mere props in illustrations and are not
actively involved in the child characters’ lives. This is repre-
sented in the number of present parents who did not act out a
role performance (see Tables 3 and 4). If an individual de-
velops his identity through the observation of language and
behavior, based on many of these parental portrayals he may
conclude a parent’s role is inactive and unimportant. Attentive
parents of both genders, portrayed as caregivers, nurturers,
and companions, need greater representation.

Furthermore, employed mothers in children’s literature
with occupations that depict greater independence and di-
versity may be stronger role models for young readers. This
is particularly important for the identity acquisition of young
girls. Books rarely depict the vast options available to wom-
en in both the public and private spheres.

If parental role expectations in the United States have
evolved from a somewhat strict dual sphere prior to the
1960s, to a limited entry into the public sphere for women
with continued traditional private sphere roles in the 1960s
and 1970s, to a progressive melding of spheres for mothers
and fathers after the 1970s, then it might be expected that
similar progress is reflected in children’s literature. This is not
the case. Traditional roles that involve nurturance and care-
giving from mothers and providing from fathers continue to
dominate children’s literature. Since little significant variance
was found between any of the mother and father role variables
across time, traditional role performance remains the norm.
Little boys learn that nurturing and caring for children are not
masculine traits. And little girls continue to learn that the
broom, not the scalpel, is a woman’s future tool for success.

Appendix A and B

Table 5 All books used in sample

Title Author Year

The Tale of Peter Rabbit Potter, Beatrix 1902

The Tale of Squirrel Nutkin Potter, Beatrix 1903

The Tale of Two Bad Mice Potter, Beatrix 1904

The Tale of Mrs. Tiggy-Winkle Potter, Beatrix 1905

The Story of Miss Moppet Potter, Beatrix 1906

The Tale of Mr. Jeremy Fisher Potter, Beatrix 1906

The Tale of Jemima Puddle-duck Potter, Beatrix 1908

The Complete Story of the Three
Blind Mice

Ivimey, John W. 1909

The Tale of Mrs. Tittlemouse Potter, Beatrix 1910

The Huckabuck Family and How
they Raised Popcorn…

Sandburg, Carl 1923

Millions of Cats Gag, Wanda 1928

The Little Engine that Could Piper, Watty 1930

The Story of Babar, the Little
Elephant

Brunhoff, Jean de 1931

Little Tim and the Brave Sea
Captain

Ardizzone, Edward 1936

Mike Mulligan and His Steam
Shovel

Burton, Virginia Lee 1939

The Country Bunny and the Little
Gold Shoes

Heyward, DuBose 1939

Horton Hatches the Egg Seuss, Dr 1940

Make Way For Ducklings McCloskey, Robert 1941

The Runaway Bunny Brown, Margaret Wise 1942

The Little House Burton, Virginia Lee 1942

A Child’s Good Night Book Brown, Margaret Wise 1943
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Table 5 (continued)

Title Author Year

The Carrot Seed Krauss, Ruth 1945

Goodnight Moon Brown, Margaret Wise 1947

White Snow, Bright Snow Tresselt, Alvin R. 1947

Blueberries for Sal McCloskey, Robert 1948

Song of the Swallows Politi, Leo 1949

Bartholomew and the Oobleck Seuss, Dr 1949

If I Ran the Zoo Seuss, Dr 1950

One Morning in May McCloskey, Robert 1952

The Biggest Bear Ward, Lynd Kendall 1952

Madeline’s Rescue Bemelmans, Ludwig 1953

The Popcorn Dragon Thayer, Jane 1953

Horton Hears a Who! Seuss, Dr 1954

Play With Me Ets, Marie Hall 1955

Crow Boy Iwamatsu, Atushi Jun 1955

Harold and the Purple Crayon Johnson, Crockett 1955

Kay Thompson’s Eloise Thompson, Kay 1955

Big Red Barn Brown, Margaret Wise 1956

The Red Balloon Lamorisse, Albert 1956

If I Ran the Circus Seuss, Dr 1956

A Tree is Nice Udry, Janice May 1956

Harry the Dirty Dog Zion, Gene 1956

Little Bear Minarik, Else Holmelund 1957

The Cat in the Hat Seuss, Dr 1957

How the Grinch Stole Christmas Seuss, Dr 1957

Wake up, city! Tresselt, Alvin R. 1957

Chanticleer and the Fox Cooney, Barbara 1958

No Fighting, No Biting! Minarik, Else Holmelund 1958

Grandfather and I Buckley, Helen E. 1959

The Bunny Who Found Easter Zolotow, Charlotte 1959

Are You My Mother? Eastman, P.D. (Philip D.) 1960

Bedtime for Frances Hoban, Russell 1960

Oliver Hoff, Syd 1960

My Dog is Lost Keats, Ezra Jack 1960

Inch by Inch Lionni, Leo 1960

The Sign on Rosie’s Door Sendak, Maurice 1960

Green Eggs and Ham Seuss, Dr 1960

Four Fur Feet Brown, Margaret Wise 1961

On Christmas Eve Brown, Margaret Wise 1961

Granmother and I Buckley, Helen E. 1961

The Tomten Lindgren, Astrid 1961

Huge Harold Peet, Bill 1961

The Listening Walk Showers, Paul 1961

Who’s a Pest Bonsall, Crosby Newell 1962

The Snowy Day Keats, Ezra Jack 1962

Pierre Sendak, Maurice 1962

The Three Robbers Ungerer, Tomi 1962

Mr. Rabbit and the Lovely Present Zolotow, Charlotte 1962

When the Wind Stops Zolotow, Charlotte 1962

The Case of the Hungry Stranger Bonsall, Crosby Newell 1963

Table 5 (continued)

Title Author Year

Go Away, Dog! Lexau, Joan M. 1963

Who Took the Farmer’s Hat Lexau, Joan M. 1963

Swimmy Lionni, Leo 1963

Amelia Bedelia Parish, Peggy 1963

Where the Wild Things Are Sendak, Maurice 1963

The Quarreling Book Zolotow, Charlotte 1963

May I Bring a Friend? De Regniers, Beatrice
Schenk

1964

Dandelion Freeman, Don 1964

Rain Makes Applesauce Scheer, Julian 1964

Humbug Witch Balian, Lorna 1965

Just Me Ets, Marie Hall 1965

Hide and Seek Fog Tresselt, Alvin R. 1965

Lyle, Lyle, Crocodile Waber, Bernard 1965

Kick, Pass and Run Kessler, Leonard P. 1966

Knots on a Counting Rope Martin, Bill 1966

What Mary Jo Shared Udry, Janice May 1966

Frederick Lionni, Leo 1967

Brown Bear, Brown Bear What
do you See?

Martin, Bill 1967

A Ghost Named Fred Benchley, Nathaniel 1968

Corduroy Freeman, Don 1968

The Biggest House in the World Lionni, Leo 1968

There’s a Nightmare in My Closet Mayer, Mercer 1968

Blackboard Bear Alexander, Martha G. 1969

The One in the Middle is the
Green Kangaroo

Blume, Judy 1969

Last One in is a Rotten Egg Kessler, Leonard P. 1969

Alexander and the Wind-Up Mouse Lionni, Leo 1969

Small Pig Lobel, Arnold 1969

We Were Tired of Living in a
House

Skorpen, Liesel Moak 1969

Sylvester and the Magic Pebble Steig, William 1969

The Hating Book Zolotow, Charlotte 1969

Mr. Gumpy’s Outing Burningham, John 1970

The Very Hungry Catepillar Carle, Eric 1970

Hi, Cat! Keats, Ezra Jack 1970

Whose Mouse are You? Kraus, Robert 1970

Frog and Toad are Friends Lobel, Arnold 1970

The Drinking Gourd: A Story
of the Underground Railroad

Monjo, F.N. 1970

The Whingdingdilly Peet, Bill 1970

Tell me a Mitzi Segal, Lore Groszmann 1970

In the Night Kitchen Sendak, Maurice 1970

A Firefly Named Torchy Waber, Bernard 1970

Hildilid’s Night Duran, Cheli 1971

The Tenth Good Thing About
Barney

Viorst, Judith 1971

The Day I Had to Play With My
Sister

Bonsall, Crosby Newell 1972

The Chick and the Duckling Ginsburg, Mirra 1972

Good-Night Owl! Hutchins, Pat 1972
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Table 5 (continued)

Title Author Year

Mouse Tales Lobel, Arnold 1972

George and Martha Marshall, James 1972

The Bear’s Toothache McPhail, David M. 1972

On Mother’s Lap Scott, Ann Herbert 1972

Alexander and the Terrible,
Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day

Viorst, Judith 1972

Ira Sleeps Over Waber, Bernard 1972

The Beautiful Christmas Tree Zolotow, Charlotte 1972

The Old Dog Zolotow, Charlotte 1972

Father Christmas Briggs, Raymond 1973

Yummers! Marshall, James 1973

Noisy Nora Wells, Rosemary 1973

The Piggy in the Puddle Pomerantz, Charlotte 1974

Hooray for Me! Charlip, Remy 1975

A Color of His Own Lionni, Leo 1975

Morris’s Disappearing Bag Wells, Rosemary 1975

The Easter Egg Artists Adams, Adrienne 1976

The Goat in the Rug Blood, Charles L. 1976

Arthur’s Nose Brown, Marc Tolon 1976

The Accident Carrick, Carol 1976

Max Isadora, Rachel 1976

Much Bigger Than Martin Kellogg, Steven 1976

Miss Nelson is Missing! Allard, Harry 1977

Everett Anderson’s 1-2-3 Clifton, Lucille 1977

Dogger Hughes, Shirley 1977

The Mysterious Tadpole Kellogg, Steven 1977

Mouse Soup Lobel, Arnold 1977

Each Peach Pear Plum Ahlberg, Janet and Allan 1978

Freight Train Crews, Donald 1978

Grasshopper on the Road Lobel, Arnold 1978

Eli Peet, Bill 1978

When the New Baby Comes,
I’m Moving Out

Alexander, Martha G. 1979

Bumps in the Night Allard, Harry 1979

Cross-Country Cat Calhoun, Mary 1979

Pinkerton, Behave! Kellogg, Steven 1979

Tales of Oliver Pig Van Leeuwen, Jean 1979

Who’s Afraid of the Dark? Bonsall, Crosby Newell 1980

Emma Kesselman, Wendy Ann 1980

Pig Pig Grows Up McPhail, David M. 1980

Peace at Last Murphy, Jill 1980

The Day Jimmy’s Boa Ate the
Wash

Noble, Trinka Hakes 1980

Meet M and M Ross, Pat 1980

Gregory, the Terrible Eater Sharmat, Mitchell 1980

Jump, Frog, Jump! Kalan, Robert 1981

May We Sleep Here Tonight Koide, Tan 1981

Jumanji Van Allsburg, Chris 1981

We Are Best Friends Aliki 1982

Just us Women Caines, Jeannette Franklin 1982

Table 5 (continued)

Title Author Year

Miss Rumphius Cooney, Barbara 1982

When I was Young in the
Mountains

Rylant, Cynthia 1982

Ben’s Dream Van Allsburg, Chris 1982

Angelina Ballerina Holabird, Katharine 1983

The Very Busy Spider Carle, Eric 1984

The Seasons of Arnold’s Apple
Tree

Gibbons, Gail 1984

Mama Don’t Allow; Starring Miles
and the Swamp Band

Hurd, Thacher 1984

The Quilt Jonas, Ann 1984

Whatever Happened to the
Dinosaurs?

Most, Bernard 1984

The Napping House Wood, Audrey 1984

Annie and the Wild Animals Brett, Jan 1985

Not so Fast Songolo Daly, Niki 1985

George Shrinks Joyce, William 1985

Half a Moon and One Whole
Star

Dragonwagon, Crescent 1986

Hattie and the Fox Fox, Mem 1986

Barn Dance! Martin, Bill 1986

Brave Irene Steig, William 1986

A New Coat for Anna Ziefert, Harriet 1986

A House for Hermit Crab Carle, Eric 1987

An Early American Christmas De Paola, Tomie 1987

The Mountains of Tibet Gerstein, Mordicai 1987

Tucking Mommy In Loh, Morag Jeanette 1987

Meanwhile Back at the Ranch Noble, Trinka Hakes 1987

At the Beach Rockwell, Anne F. 1987

How Many Days to America:
A Thanksgiving Story

Bunting, Eve 1988

I Like Me! Carlson, Nancy L. 1988

Chang’s Paper Pony Coerr, Eleanor 1988

It’s George! Cohen, Miriam 1988

The Scarebird Fleishman, Sid 1988

Koala Lou Fox, Mem 1988

Grandpa’s Face Greenfield, Eloise 1988

Eat Up, Gemma Hayes, Sarah 1988

Mirandy and Brother Wind McKissack, Patricia C. 1988

Follow the Drinking Gourd Winter, Jeanette 1988

Turtle Day Florian, Douglas 1989

Hershel and the Hanukkah Goblins Kimmel, Eric A. 1989

Captain Snap and the Children of
Vinegar Lane

Schotter, Roni 1989

Ragtime Tumpie Schroeder, Alan 1989

Dream Wolf Goble, Paul 1990

Julius, The Baby of the World Henkes, Kevin 1990

Cowboy Dreams Khalsa, Dayal Kaur 1990

Pretend You’re a Cat Marzollo, Jean 1990

Just Plain Fancy Polacco, Patricia 1990

Country Crossing Aylesworth, Jim 1991

The Potato Man McDonald, Megan 1991
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Table 5 (continued)

Title Author Year

The Wretched Stone Van Allsburg, Chris 1991

Go Away, Big green Monster! Emberley, Ed 1992

Dreamcatcher Osofsky, Audrey 1992

Peter Spier’s Circus! Spier, Peter 1992

Peeping Beauty Auch, Mary Jane 1993

Tom De Paola, Tomie 1993

Radio Man Dorros, Arthur 1993

Julius Johnson, Angela 1993

Mouse Views: What the Class
Pet Saw

McMillan, Bruce 1993

Monster Mama Rosenburg, Liz 1993

Hunting the White Cow Seymour, Tres 1993

Plane Song Siebert, Diane 1993

Komodo! Sis, Peter 1993

The Bracelet Uchida, Yoshiko 1993

Our Granny Wild, Margaret 1993

Stella and Roy Wolff, Ashley 1993

The Maestro Plays Martin, Bill 1994

Snap! Vaughan, Marcia 1994

Sam and the Lucky Money Chinn, Karen 1995

Folks Call Me Appleseed John Glass, Andrew 1995

The Big Red Bus Hindley, Judy 1995

Down the Road Schertle, Alice 1995

Whistling Dixie Vaughan, Marcia 1995

Grandmother Bryant’s Pocket Martin, Jacqueline Briggs 1996

Toddlerobics Newcome, Zita 1996

Ms MacDonald Has a Class Ormerod, Jan 1996

The Old Woman Who Named
Things

Rylant, Cynthia 1996

Mrs. Armitage and the Big
Wave

Blake, Quentin 1997

Bugs! Greenberg, David 1997

To Market, To Market Miranda, Anne 1997

The Chicken Sisters Numeroff, Laura Joffe 1997

Lucky Song Williams, Vera B. 1997

The Summer My Father Was
Ten

Brissom, Pat 1998

Amistad Rising Chanbers, Veronica 1998

Beautiful Warrior McCully, Emily Arnold 1998

Elizabeth’s Doll Stuve-Bodeen, Stephanie 1998

Baby Bird’s First Nest Asch, Frank 1999

Tadpoles James Betsy 1999

Thanksgiving Day Rockwell, Anne F. 1999

Trucks, Trucks, Trucks Sis, Peter 1999

Joseph Had a Little Overcoat Taback, Simms 1999

One Halloween Night Teague, Mark 1999

Mei-Mei Loves the Morning Tsubakiyama, Margaret 1999

Duck in the Truck Alborough, Jez 2000

The Night Worker Banks, Kate 2000

Fish Wish Barner, Bob 2000

My First Garden Bogacki, Tomek 2000

Table 5 (continued)

Title Author Year

Momma, Where are you From? Bradby, Marie 2000

Otis Bynum Janie 2000

Mothers are Like that Carrick, Carol 2000

Pig and Crow Chorao, Kay 2000

Uptown Collier, Bryan 2000

Click, Clack, Moo: Cows That
Type

Cronin, Doreen 2000

The Emperor’s New Clothes: A
Tale Set in China

Demi 2000

Bear Noel Dunrea, Olivier 2000

Goldilocks Returns Ernst, Lisa Campbell 2000

Black Belt Faulkner, Matt 2000

Mama, Across the Sea Godard, Alex 2000

Hurry! Haas, Jessie 2000

Wemberly Worried Henkes, Kevin 2000

Mabel Dancing Hest, Amy 2000

River Story Hooper, Meredith 2000

Virgie Goes to School with Us
Boys

Howard, Elizabeth
Fitzgerald

2000

Sally Goes to the Beach Huneck, Stephen 2000

Hannah’s Collections Jocelyn, Marthe 2000

Let’s Play Rough Jonell, Lynne 2000

Waiting to Sing Kaplan, Howard 2000

The Man Who Caught Fish Krudop, Walter 2000

I am Me Kuskin, Karla 2000

Little Calf Lewis, Kim 2000

Shawn and Keeper: Show and Tell London, Jonathan 2000

Snuggle Wuggle London, Jonathan 2000

One Lucky Girl Lyon, George Ella 2000

A Honey of a Day Marshall, Janet Perry 2000

Drawing Lessons From a Bear McPhail, David M. 2000

Three More Stories You Can Read
to Your Dog

Miller, Sara Swan 2000

Two Girls Can! Narahashi, Keiko 2000

Big Jabe Nolen, Jerdine 2000

Little Wolf, Big Wolf Novak, Matt 2000

On the Day the Tall Ships Sailed Paraskevas, Betty 2000

Whiteblack the Penguin Sees the
World

Rey, Margret 2000

Career Day Rockwell, Anne F. 2000

The Most Amazing Dinosaur Stevenson, James 2000

Gotta Go! Gotta Go! Swope, Sam 2000

Good Night, Good Knight Thomas, Shelley Moore 2000

Lulu’s Busy Day Uff, Caroline 2000

Space Guys! Weston, Martha 2000

Tom Goes to Kindergarten Wild, Margaret 2000

Buzz Wong, Janet S. 2000

What Dads Can’t Do Wood, Douglas 2000

Why Not? Wormell, Mary 2000

How do Dinosaurs Say Goodnight Yolen, Jane 2000

Hats Off for the Fourth of July Ziefert, Harriet 2000
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