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Abstract
Fiction literature has been shown to influence the beliefs and attitudes of readers of all ages. Therefore, fiction literature might be
a useful tool for helping individuals overcome potentially damaging beliefs, such as rigid gender stereotypes. Since most
children’s literature is centered around stereotypical male protagonists, this study examined whether exposure to children’s
fiction literature about non-stereotypical protagonists would shift endorsement of gender stereotypes in 8- to 12-year-old chil-
dren. Two experiments exposed children to book material describing the adventures of either a stereotypically or counter-
stereotypically behaving male or female child protagonist. Results showed that extended exposure to a multi-chapter story about
a counter-stereotypical protagonist could reduce children’s endorsement of gender stereotypes; this effect was particularly strong
in male children exposed to an atypical male protagonist. These findings support the importance of children’s literature about
protagonists who move beyond stereotypes.
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Within children’s fiction literature, traditional stereotypical
male protagonists are highly overrepresented (e.g., Ferguson
2018; McCabe et al. 2011). Female characters appear at less
frequent rates than male characters, speak less, and have less
exciting roles, with males often taking the lead in adventures.
The same discrepancy even exists across children’s books
featuring animals as the main characters (McCabe et al.
2011; Goss 1996). Along with a general lack of female repre-
sentation, many protagonists in children’s literature fill stereo-
typical gender roles, with female characters typically taking
care of children, and male characters going to work outside of
the home or portraying dominant roles (e.g., Adams et al.
2011; Ferguson 2018; McCabe et al. 2011). With such biased
gender representations dominating children’s literature, it is

concerning to think that the books children read could rein-
force children’s beliefs about potentially negative gender ste-
reotypes, particularly since research has shown that fiction
literature can influence moral and empathetic development
and change a reader’s previously held beliefs (e.g.,
Ravenscroft 2012). At the same time, however, it follows that
fiction literature could be used as an intervention to help chil-
dren overcome any previously-held beliefs about negative
gender stereotypes. This study will examine the impact of
fiction chapter book content on children’s perception of gen-
der roles and characteristics, and the potential for children’s
literature to shift rigid gender stereotyped beliefs.

The Development and Impact of Gender
Stereotypes

Gender stereotypes are the overgeneralization of certain char-
acteristics of a group of people based entirely on that group’s
gender (e.g., Ellemers 2018; Flerx et al. 1976). These stereo-
types can be applied to the roles individuals play in many
different settings, and the characteristics and traits used to
describe an individual. For example, a stereotypical female
in American culture might be construed as a woman who is
dependent, has long hair, and works as a secretary (Blair et al.
2001).
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Knowledge of gender stereotypes develops early in child-
hood, and children as young as two years of age are aware of
culturally-defined gender roles (Wilbourn and Kee 2010). One
cognitive-developmental theory of gender stereotype develop-
ment suggests that children progress through prescribed stages
of gender knowledge and beliefs (Barth et al. 2018; Signorella
et al. 1993; Trautner et al. 2005). Prior to truly forming
culturally-based stereotypes about gender and sex, young in-
fants and toddlers have the ability to discriminate between
sexes based on physical characteristics and clear perceptual
markers (such as hairstyle and vocal pitch (Intons-Peterson
1988)). However, this does not correspond to children having
any conceptual understanding of gender or gender roles
(Leinbach and Fagot 1993; Poulin-Dubois et al. 2002); they
merely distinguish between genders based on easily perceived
sex characteristics.

As children age, they begin to expect each gender to per-
form in certain ways and form associations between the types
of activities and objects usually associated with men and
women (Poulin-Dubois et al. 2002; Tomasetto et al. 2011;
Serbin et al. 2001). On reaching pre-school age, children be-
gin to conceptualize gender-related characteristics and activi-
ties into stereotypes about each gender. As they grow older,
children then consolidate this knowledge and form rigid opin-
ions about what each gender can do, and what it means if
someone breaks the norms. For example, a child with rigid
ideas about gender roles might think that if a boy puts on a
dress, he automatically becomes a girl, because of the stereo-
type that girls wear dresses and boys do not. This thought
process is typical of a child between five and seven years of
age. In the third and final stage of the model, from age seven
and up, children move away from the idea that gender stereo-
types are strictly rigid and unchangeable, but instead start to
recognize that socially-determined gender roles and character-
istics can be flexible. This realization may occur due to a
number of different factors, such as increased social environ-
ment flexibility based on perceptions of peer and parental
behaviors, the influence of opposite-sex media character pref-
erences, and increased opposite-sex socialization (Katz and
Ksansnak 1994).

While gender stereotypes are not inherently bad, it has been
suggested that rigid and inflexible gender stereotype beliefs
can have negative impacts on children’s development (Aina
and Cameron 2011; Cvencek et al. 2011; Kiefer and
Sekaquaptewa 2007; Peterson and Lach 1990; Wilbourn and
Kee 2010), and that the impact of believing in rigid gender
stereotypes during childhoodmay impact individuals through-
out their lifespan, particularly with regard to their social and
work lives (Rudman and Phelan 2010; Schmid Mast 2004).
For example, Cvencek et al. (2011) found that in an examina-
tion of math gender stereotypes, in both explicit and implicit
measures, second grade boys and girls endorsed the stereotype
that math is for boys and not girls, and girls identified as liking

math less than other subjects like reading. (This study also
showed that children held math-related gender stereotype be-
liefs at young ages where gender-related differences in math
achievement do not exist.) Importantly, similar results have
been seen in adults, with female college students who identi-
fied less with math showing more negative math attitudes and
lower math test scores (Nosek et al. 2002). Along with this,
Rudman and Phelan (2010) showed that when women were
primedwith descriptions of females or males pursuing gender-
stereotyped traditional careers (e.g., women becoming nurses,
men becoming doctors), they had less motivation to pursue a
gender-counter-stereotypical job themselves, demonstrating
that simply exposing women to gender stereotypes can result
in a lack of desire to endorse gender counter-stereotypic roles
and characteristics.

Taken together, these results suggest that pervasive gender-
based stereotypes can have potentially harmful effects on later
educational and career achievement. Based on the potentially
harmful effects of pervasive gender stereotypes, it is important
to examine how these stereotypes could be overcome or less-
ened, so that their negative impacts can be reduced before they
become rigid, internalized, and potentially problematic.

Fiction Literature as a Mechanism of Change

One possible mechanism for shifting beliefs and attitudes is
fiction literature. The idea that fiction can enhance adults’
capacity for empathy has been explored by philosophers, au-
thors, and psychologists alike, from Aristotle to Charles
Dickens to Jèmeljan Hakemulder (Ravenscroft 2012).
Research has shown that fiction literature can influence the
moral development of adults by serving as a “moral laborato-
ry” of sorts, wherein readers can practice empathy skills in a
judgement- and consequence-free environment while learning
to see things from another’s point of view (Hakemulder 2000).
Fiction texts also seem to be more impactful than non-fiction
texts for some types of moral and conceptual development.
For example, in a study of how reading material could impact
multicultural acceptance, Hakemulder (2001) had university
students read either a chapter of a fictional account about the
difficulties of life as a woman in Algeria taken from a novel on
the topic, or a nonfiction essay on general lack of rights for
women in Algeria. Participants who read the fictional account
of the harsh realities of life for women in Algeria were more
critical of the lack of women’s rights and of Algerian cultural
norms for women than participants who read the nonfiction
essay. This demonstrates the ability of fiction literature to in-
crease empathy in the context of morality in ways that non-
fiction accounts (which relay the same factual information)
cannot.

The impact of fiction literature on readers’ beliefs, atti-
tudes, and cognition has also been studied in relation to theory
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of mindmechanisms. Theory ofmind is a process wherebywe
are able to imagine ourselves in the mind of others, capable of
perceiving the beliefs, emotions, and desires of other individ-
uals (e.g., Astington et al. 1988; Carlson et al. 2013). When
we read fiction, we are tasked with using the same theory of
mind mechanisms we would use in a real-life situation, in
order to understand the social and emotional aspects of that
situation (Kidd and Castano 2013; Oatley 2008). Just as ob-
serving a person experience a real-life situation can result in an
empathetic emotional response, so can reading about a fiction-
al character in a specific situation, due to the capacity for the
same cognitive mechanisms to be engaged in each situation,
real or fictional (Mar et al. 2008). These impacts of fiction
literature are potentially long-lasting, as lifetime exposure to
narrative fiction has been shown to have a positive association
with social abilities (Mar et al. 2006). Neuroimaging research
has also shown that narrative comprehension relies on four of
the same areas of the brain (the medial prefrontal cortex,
temporoparietal junction/posterior superior temporal sulcus,
posterior cingulate, and temporal poles) that have been impli-
cated in studies of social processing (e.g. Lieberman 2007;
Mar 2004; Saxe and Wexler 2005). This suggests similar un-
derlying neural mechanisms for both processes.

Similar to how short stories and chapter book excerpts
impact adult beliefs, children’s fiction picture books have been
shown to influence young children’s beliefs about gender ste-
reotypes, encourage critical thinking, and teach complex con-
cepts. Particularly when book material is paired with explicit
activities that highlight the important takeaways from the
book, exposure to picture books can help four- to six-year-
olds shift gender attitudes. For example, when completing
comprehension activities that accompanied a picture book
depicting individuals in counter-stereotypic gender roles, chil-
dren shifted their gender role attitudes to be more equal and
were more likely to rate stereotypical male and female occu-
pations as being appropriate for any gender (Trepanier-Street
and Romatowski 1999).

In one of the most classically referenced studies on using
literature to shift children’s perspectives, Flerx et al. (1976)
found that the presentation of egalitarian sex roles to pre-
schoolers and kindergarteners reduced gender role
stereotyping when such gender roles were presented in picture
books to the children. Additionally, they found that five-year-
olds were more likely to show reduced stereotypical thinking
than four-year-olds, and that girls were more likely to attribute
egalitarian sex roles to any gender than boys were. Along with
this, Green et al. (2004) found that by presenting counter-
stereotypic stories to preschool children who exhibited highly
gender stereotypical play behavior, children switched to
playing more neutrally rather than following strict gender ste-
reotyped norms in their play. Likewise, Kim (2016) demon-
strated that Korean-English bilingual children experienced a
shift to more flexible beliefs about gender roles when they

participated in a program pairing gender-themed picture
books with bilingual discussions about gender. Through this,
we can see that engagement with picture books depicting
counter-stereotypic information can cause children to undergo
shifts in their rigid gender stereotype beliefs.

Children’s fiction picture books have also been shown to
teach complex intellectual concepts. In one recent study, a
picture book was created and used to teach children as young
as five about adaptation and evolution (Kelemen et al. 2014).
The results showed that engagement with the fiction picture
book helped young children learn complex concepts like ad-
aptation, counteracting the effects of early cognitive biases
against evolution. In this case, a story-book intervention pro-
gram was enough to influence thinking about concepts that
were thought to be unteachable to children at this age. The
initial learning also endured at a three-month post-test, pro-
viding evidence that reading material can cause long-lasting
impacts on child cognition.

While children’s fiction picture books have demonstrat-
ed the ability to overcome rigid gender stereotypes in chil-
dren as well as teach complex concepts, the content of most
American children’s fiction literature read at home and at
school displays significant gender biases and endorses clas-
sic gender-based stereotypes. A number of content analyses
of children’s books published in the United States and
Europe have shown that stereotypical male characters are
represented more often than female characters (e.g., Crisp
and Hiller 2011; Ferguson 2018; Ferguson 2019; Filipović
2018; McCabe et al. 2011). When female characters are
represented in children’s fiction books, they speak much
less than male characters (even when they are positioned
as main characters) and are likely to embody classic stereo-
types about females (Kortenhaus and Demarest 1993;
McCab e e t a l . 2 0 11 ; We i t zman e t a l . 1 9 72 ) .
Disappointingly, the overrepresentation of male characters
in children’s literature does not lead to diversity in male
character portrayals: male characters are unlikely to step
outside of male gender norms, rarely embodying roles such
as nurturing parental figures, and are significantly more
likely to serve as villains (e.g., Ferguson 2018; Ferguson
2019). Representation of transgender, nonbinary, and gen-
der expansive characters in children’s literature is similarly
rare (e.g., Crawley 2017), and books that do portray
counter-stereotypical characters rarely end up prominently
featured in children’s classrooms or libraries (e.g., Crisp
et al. 2016). Given this unbalanced representation of gender
systems in children’s literature, it is unsurprising that even
book award winners show large disparities in terms of gen-
der stereotypes (McCabe et al. 2011). Equally distressing is
the lack of awareness in some early childhood educators
about these gender-based disparities in their classroom
reading materials and the importance of gender representa-
tion in children’s books (Filipović 2018).
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Only in recent children’s literature have atypical protago-
nists (i.e., protagonists who are not stereotypical males)
emerged in primary roles, or even in roles that were tradition-
ally occupied by males (such as rescuer or adventurer, even
though overall it is still highly unlikely that a central character
is female or gender nonconforming (Goss 1996; Steyer 2014).
Examination of such characters shows a trend of non-
stereotypical protagonists being “exceptional” more often
than not. For example, when thinking of a book like The
Hunger Games (Collins 2008), the main protagonist is indeed
female, but she is the exception to the norm of females in the
society she lives in. She displays some gender stereotyped
characteristics, but her counter-stereotypic behaviors swing
wildly to the extreme opposite of what would be expected in
an average individual (regardless of gender identity). Past re-
search shows that when adults are exposed to “exceptional”
women (such as female doctors), adult women are actually
less likely to aspire to such a role themselves. This may be
because women occupying such atypical roles are seen as the
exception to the norm, and a typical female reader may believe
themselves unable to achieve such an exceptional position
(Rudman and Phelan 2010). The same could be true for chil-
dren in that even when children are exposed to counter-
stereotypical protagonists in fiction literature, these characters
could be so far from the norm that they have either no impact,
or a negative impact, on children’s gender stereotype beliefs.

Research makes it clear that endorsement of harmful
gender stereotypes could lead to negative developmental
outcomes. It is also clear that fiction picture books, adult
short stories, and excerpts of novels written for adults
have the capacity to lessen gender stereotypes in readers.
However, children go through a significant amount of
time (particularly in school) reading child-appropriate fic-
tion chapter books, not picture books, before transitioning
to reading adult-appropriate short stories and novels.
Children’s fiction chapter books have been widely ignored
in research, particularly in terms of their potential to cause
changes in children’s beliefs and attitudes. Picture books
alone cannot be relied on to create long-lasting changes in
children’s perceptions of gender stereotypes, as they are
written primarily for younger children who may be inca-
pable of shifting their gender stereotype beliefs, do not
typically explore complex concepts as chapter books do,
and are short in length, thus reducing the potential oppor-
tunities where a reader could deeply engage and connect
with the characters involved. This study will examine the
use of children’s fiction chapter books as a means for
shifting rigid gender stereotypes in pre-adolescent and
early adolescent children. Children at these ages are capa-
ble of experiencing shifts in their beliefs about gender,
and they are typically going through critical exploration
of their own gender. Additionally, they have the cognitive
capacity to engage deeply with age-appropriate reading

material without the need for explicit activities to draw
their attention to relevant content. This study asks:

1) Can children’s fiction chapter books elicit the implicit
reduction of gender stereotype beliefs in 8- to 12-year-
old children?

2) How do children’s characterizations of males and females
change based on their experiences with chapter book
content?

Two experiments were conducted to answer these ques-
tions. The goal of Experiment 1 was to determine the impact
on participants’ gender stereotypes of a single short-term ex-
posure to an excerpt of age-appropriate fiction book material.
The goal of Experiment 2 was to determine the impact of
exposure to an entire book across multiple sessions on shifting
rigid gender stereotypes.

Experiment 1. Methods

Participants

The participants in Experiment 1 were 8–12-year-old children
from the Midwest United States (N = 29, Mage = 9.5 years,
SD = 1.18 years, 58% self-identified as female). All partici-
pants had previously read at least one chapter book either by
themselves, with a parent, sibling, or friend, or at school. All
participants were native English speakers. Prior to obtaining
child assent for participating in the study, informed consent
was acquired from the parent or legal guardian of each child
participant; however, neither the guardian nor the participant
knew that the study was looking at gender stereotypes.
Instead, they were told that the study aimed to determine chil-
dren’s opinions of protagonists in children’s fiction chapter
books.

Stimulus Materials

Base Text Stimulus materials were adapted from an age-ap-
propriate, published, children’s fiction chapter book with a
female child protagonist, From The Mixed-Up Files of Mrs.
Basil E. Frankweiler (Konigsburg 1967). This book was cho-
sen based on several specific criteria. First, it was important to
find a book that participants would not have been exposed to
before, so that their opinions would be based on their current
exposure. Both middle school teachers and public librarians
confirmed From The Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E.
Frankweiler was unlikely to have been read by participants
given popular trends in children’s literature. Likewise, the
book could not have been made into a recent film, as this
would make it more likely that some participants would have
been exposed to the book’s content and characters prior to the
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study manipulation. Lastly, the book needed to have a
storyline that would be appealing, interesting, and engaging
to any gender, and not written in a way that might target a
specific gendered audience. This meant, for example, that the
book could not have been about princesses, which would
make it more likely to be written in a stereotypical fashion
aimed at girls. This was done in order to make sure that the
text would elicit responses based on the protagonist’s gender,
to make the protagonist’s actions realistic and believable to the
participants regardless of their or the protagonists’ gender, and
to eliminate possible gender-based preferences based solely
on culturally-defined biases regarding the plot of the book.

Alterations to Base Text A number of edits were made to the
full base text in order to create four versions of the story that
could be used to test the different levels of the two indepen-
dent variables in Experiments 1 and 2. First, the length of the
book was cut in order to make it readable out-loud in the span
of four approximately half-hour sessions. Though the base
text length was cut significantly, efforts were made to retain
as much information important to the primary storyline as
possible, so as to not impact the rhythm of the text or the
development of the main character. Only episodes in the text
not relating to the overarching storyline, or areas that solely
contributed to the development of secondary characters, were
excluded from the final text.

After the base text was abridged, a classification process
began to identify and code actions, characteristics, and traits as
being stereotypically male or female. This classification pro-
cess was crucial to identifying components of the text that
could be flipped in order to create a stereotypical or atypical
protagonist, and thus underwent three rounds of review: an
initial identification of potential stereotypical components of
by the lead author, then a discussion between research assis-
tants and the lead author where the initial classifications were
scrutinized and additional stereotypes were identified, and
then a final review by the lead author to determine the final
coding for each identified stereotype. In order to be classified,
a stereotypical action, characteristic, or trait had to be related
to the main character, either through the character’s own de-
scriptions of herself, descriptions by the narrator of her ac-
tions, or descriptions of her by other characters.
Additionally, all stereotypical actions, characteristics, and
traits, male or female, were classified based on previous re-
search on gender stereotypes in the United States (e.g., Taylor
2003). For example, characteristics were classified as male if
they involved behaviors that were dominant, independent, or
intelligent (or that the protagonist was labeled as such by
another character or the narrator). Characteristics were classi-
fied as female if they involved behaviors that were submis-
sive, emotional, or receptive. (Though gender falls along a
spectrum (Richards et al. 2016), this study relied on identify-
ing and coding the most highly stereotyped actions and

characteristics that would clearly be classified as
stereotypically-male or stereotypically-female based on previ-
ous research on United States cultural norms. The primary
reason for focusing on these two genders and their most ex-
treme stereotypes was to create conditions that would be as
different from each other as possible while using gender pro-
nouns and stereotypes that most children are familiar with.)

During the initial and second rounds of classification re-
view, potential stereotypes in the text were coded as male,
female, or ambiguous. The ambiguous stereotype classifica-
tions had two levels to further examine 1) Is this stereotype
more male or female, and 2) Is this truly a stereotype that
needs to be classified? In order to determine the classification
of the ambiguous stereotypes during the second round of ste-
reotype classification, 11 research assistants, naïve to the pur-
pose of the study, provided ratings for these ambiguous traits,
and discussions were held between raters and the lead author
to determine a final code of male, female, or unnecessary. For
example, in the sentence “[Character 1] informed [Character
2] that they should take advantage of the wonderful opportu-
nity they had to learn and to study,” there is the potential
argument that one character “informing” another character is
a masculine stereotype. Likewise, observing that an opportu-
nity is “wonderful” might be coded as feminine (e.g., Taylor
2003). Nine actions and traits that were initially classified as
ambiguous during the first round of review were determined
to be unnecessary (i.e., having “spirit” was determined to not
be a stereotypical feature given the context of the word in the
text), and were removed as potential targets for alteration
across condition. After 100% group consensus was reached
on any remaining ambiguous stereotypes, and after the final
round of review by the lead author, the resulting text had 154
identified stereotypes, with 80 being classified as female and
74 being classified as male.

Next, four separate conditions (and thus four separate
books) were created by editing the protagonist gender of the
abridged base text and the previously-identified stereotyped
characteristics: Gender Counter-Stereotypical Female
(GCSF), Gender Stereotypical Female (GSF), Gender
Counter-Stereotypical Male (GCSM), and Gender
Stereotypical Male (GSM), based on the independent vari-
ables of protagonist gender (male or female) and the traits
and characteristics the protagonist displayed (stereotypical or
counter-stereotypical). The GCSF protagonist acted and ap-
peared differently than the GSF protagonist did, and the
GCSM protagonist acted and appeared differently than the
GSM protagonist did. The characters were, however,
paralleled, in that the GCSF and GSM versions of the protag-
onist were exactly the same, with the only difference being the
name and gender pronouns used by the protagonist. The con-
ditions were such that if a stereotypical action, characteristic,
or trait had been classified in the coding process as male, and
the condition was GCSF, that stereotype would be attributed
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to the female protagonist. The same was true of the GCSM
and GSF books, where these two conditions exposed partici-
pants to the same version of a protagonist displaying stereo-
typically female traits, with the GCSM book describing a pro-
tagonist who was identified as male and the GSF book de-
scribing a protagonist who was identified as female.

For example, if a participant was in the GCSF condition,
the protagonist would be identified as female, and one of traits
displayed by the protagonist would be physical aggression (a
trait classified as stereotypically male by Taylor (2003) and
our coding scheme). However, if the participant was in the
GSF condition, the physical aggression characteristic would
not be attributed to the protagonist, and was either deleted
from the dialog, allocated to a secondary character, or changed
to a different characteristic that fit both the storyline and the
GSF condition (e.g., in the GSM or GCSF conditions a sen-
tence might read “Claude/Claudia lost all patience, lunging
towards Jamie”, whereas in the GCSM or GSF conditions it
would read “Claude/Claudia lost all patience, shrieking at
Jamie”). Importantly, a participant in the GSM condition
would encounter a protagonist who was exactly the same as
the GCSF protagonist, except for the protagonist’s gender
identity. This parallel structure was used in order to control
as many differences as possible across conditions.

In addition to flipping stereotyped characteristics to align
with the condition type, other gendered language was modi-
fied to align with the protagonist’s gender based on condition
(in addition to protagonist pronouns, gendered words like
“brother” or “sister”, “boy” or “girl”, and any other gendered
language directed at the protagonist were modified to fit the
protagonist’s gender identity). Thus, the only altered language
between the paired GCSF-GSM and GSF-GCSM conditions
was this type of gendered language.

The four books that made up the stimulus materials for
the four experimental conditions were reviewed by re-
search assistants to ensure that the plot did not lose clarity
with the alterations. Research assistants were also asked to
classify the main character as either a GCSF, GSF, GCSM,
or GSM in order to be sure that the protagonist was able to
be classified by individuals not previously exposed to the
material. Modifications were made to the text by the lead
author until all reviewers reached 100% agreement with
the condition classifications and none reported comprehen-
sion or style issues with the final versions of the stimulus
materials. The final version of the text for each condition
was approximately 65 single-spaced, typed pages, and the
stimulus materials included no explicit mention of gender
or gender roles in any way other than the pronouns and
names assigned to the characters in the book. Instead, we
aimed to implicitly alter gender-stereotyped attitudes ex-
clusively through exposure to a main character who either
did, or did not, occupy gender stereotypical roles in an
American cultural context.

For the purposes of Experiment 1, only the first chapter of
the adapted text was read to the participants. This chapter was
chosen as it introduced the protagonist and plot, and had a
significant number of stereotypical actions, characteristics,
and traits which could clearly delineate the protagonist as
being male or female and stereotypical or counter-stereotypi-
cal. Chapter 1 was edited additionally for length so that it
could be read in its entirety in approximately 20 min due to
time constraints. (In Experiment 2, participants were exposed
to the full book for their respective condition.)

Measures

Gender-Stereotyped Attitude Scale for Children (GASC) The
13-item GASC (Signorella and Liben 1985) gives children
occupations, actions, and roles, and asks them to answer
“Who can” statements, such as “Who can be a doctor?”
Children have the option to say either “a man,” “a woman,”
or “both men and women.” The GASC includes questions
about stereotypically male-oriented occupations and roles, ste-
reotypically female-oriented occupations and roles and neutral
occupations and roles (where either a male or female would be
equally likely to do the stated action). This instrument is
intended to measure stereotyped attitudes about gender roles,
and thus was used to see if exposure to the stimulus material
would impact children’s gender stereotype beliefs based on
whether the stimulus material protagonist aligned with cultur-
al stereotypes or ran counter to those stereotypes. Based on the
difficulty some pilot participants had with using the GASC,
we altered the survey to assist with question comprehension.
Pictures of four children, two boys and two girls, and specific
child model names were added to the survey answers to help
participants (especially younger children). This also ensured
that the child names used on the GASC were understood as
male and female names. The original GASC’s response op-
tions were “Men”, “Women” or “Both men and women.” Our
modified survey utilized the fictional names of the pictured
children, and the response options became “Sarah,” “Jack,” or
“Both Sarah and Jack” on the pre-survey, and “Claire,”
“Thomas,” or “Both Claire and Thomas” on the post-survey.
“Who can…” questions were also switched to “Who is more
likely to…” questions. This wording seemed more likely to
elicit subtle beliefs about gender stereotypes. While it is true
that males or females might actually be more likely to do
something (such as females being more likely to be a teacher
according to current United States career statistics), the GASC
test items are split in their questioning of American stereotyp-
ical occupations (which have known base rates) and stereo-
typical actions (which are less likely to have widely known
base rates, i.e. “who is more likely to go fishing”). We antic-
ipated that the diversity of question types would dissuade
children from answering solely based on any pre-existing
knowledge of gender-based base-rates. Additionally, the
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questions in our version of the GASCwere about child models
who were not yet in the stage of life where they would actually
inhabit the role of teacher, doctor, and so on. The wording
“Who is more likely to…” emphasizes that we are asking
about potential future roles and behaviors of the child model
(rather than the model’s current roles and behaviors), allowing
us to probe whether participants believe male and female
models have equal likelihood of growing up to be or do any-
thing. Along with this, the instrument includes neutral filler
questions (i.e., “Who is more likely to like to do things out-
side?”), diversifying the overall makeup of the questions and
further dissuading participants from answering non-filler
questions based on prior knowledge of actual gender-based
differences.

The GASC scores were coded according to how many
questions were answered in a counter-stereotypic or neutral
way. This was determined by first removing the responses
from the three neutral filler questions. Then the number of
times a participant answered “both” to a question was com-
bined with the number of times the participant gave a non-
stereotyped answer. For example, if in response to the ques-
tion “Who is more likely to clean up the house?” a participant
answered “Both Claire and Thomas” (the non-stereotyped an-
swer) or “Thomas” (the counter-stereotypical answer), the
participant would get one point added to their score. If they
answered “Claire” to that same question, they would not get a
point, since that was the stereotypical answer. The minimum
score a participant could get was zero (showing highly stereo-
typed categorizations) and the maximum score was ten (show-
ing low stereotyped categorizations). The original GASC (and
similar scales such as the COAT (Liben and Bigler 2002)) was
scored in a similar manner, except typically the final score was
determined solely by counting the number of “both” re-
sponses. For this study, participants were given a point if they
gave the non-stereotyped “both” answer and the counter-
stereotypical answer to a question, as both responses represent
a flexible attitude towards the gender stereotype being exam-
ined. Internal consistency for Experiment 1 was acceptable
(α = .75).

Reading Comprehension Test A six-item reading compre-
hension test was developed for the purpose of this study
in order to test participant comprehension and attention
to the stimulus text. Six simple questions about the plot
of the book were asked in multiple choice format (i.e.,
“Who was the main character in this chapter?”). The
questions were reviewed by elementary school teachers
and professors in the English and Psychology depart-
ments at the researchers’ university in order to ensure
that the questions would be able to appropriately mea-
sure comprehension and attention across participant age
range. Participants who got over 50% of the test ques-
tions wrong were excluded from data analysis. Three

participants were excluded from analysis in Experiment
1 due to lack of story comprehension.

Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four condi-
tions (GCSF, GSF, GCSM, or GSM). Before arrival at the lab,
caregivers were told that the purpose of the study was to ex-
plore different aspects of protagonists in children’s fiction
chapter books. Upon arriving at the lab, both the participant
and their caregiver were told that the participant would listen
to a chapter from a children’s fiction book and would be asked
some questions before and after listening to the excerpt.

Upon receiving caregiver consent and child verbal assent,
the child completed a pre-survey on an iPad which included
demographic questions, a literary term comprehension test,
and the GASC. (The literary term comprehension test was
included to ensure that participants would understand the
questions in the reading comprehension test measure of the
post-survey. No participants across either experiment were
excluded due to failure to understand the literary terms used
in this test, thus these data are not included in subsequent
analyses.) After completing the pre-survey, participants lis-
tened to the experimenter read chapter one of the stimulus
materials out loud to them. The experimenter provided a brief
introduction of the material before reading, telling participants
that it was about two siblings who decide to go on an adven-
ture by running away from home and living in the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City for a week.
After the adapted first chapter was read to the child, they were
asked to complete a post-survey. The components of the post-
survey were identical to the pre-survey in most ways, except it
excluded demographic questions, and included the reading
material comprehension test and an assessment of the main
character (note that the specific questions on our outcome
measurement, the GASC, was different between the pre- and
post-survey, but the same number of GASC test items were
present in the pre- and post-survey). After completing the
post-survey, the participant returned to their caregiver, who
was told that the study had been looking at how the different
physical, psychological, and social aspects of book protago-
nists can impact children’s opinions on such protagonists.

Experiment 1 Results

To investigate whether there were significant differences in
GASC scores between pre- and post-test across conditions
and children, the scores were analyzed using a 2 (self-
identified child gender) × 2 (pre-to-post) × 4 (condition)
mixed ANOVA performed in R (Lawrence 2013). Level of
significance was defined as p < .05. This analysis revealed a
significant main effect of test time (F(1, 21) = 9.45, p = .005,
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η2G = .06) indicating a significant difference in attitudes be-
tween the pre- (M = 2.34, SD = 2.02) and post-test (M = 3.38,
SD = 2.01) GASC scores. There was no main effect of condi-
tion (F(3, 21) = .86, p > .47, η2G = .09), nor of child gender
(F(1, 21) = .20, p > .66, η2G = .01). There were no significant
interactions (all p > .05). See Table 1 and Fig. 1.

It is possible that book content may have impacted child
responses to the neutral filler questions on the GASC.
However, there was not a significant difference across condi-
tions of answering more stereotypically in the GSM or GSF
conditions (saying either of the children pictured were more
likely versus saying both of the children pictured were more
likely) or answering more neutrally in the GCSM or GCSF
conditions.

Experiment 1 Discussion

Experiment 1 demonstrated that a single exposure to one
chapter of a children’s fiction chapter book did not cause sig-
nificant shifts in children’s beliefs about gender stereotypes,
regardless of whether the participants were exposed to a ste-
reotypical or counter-stereotypical protagonist, or a male or
female protagonist. However, there was a significant main
effect of test time (pre- vs. post-test) for all four conditions
across the GASC, indicating that something besides the gen-
der and characteristics of the book’s protagonist shifted chil-
dren towards more gender-neutral beliefs in the post-test.
Possible reasons for this are discussed more fully in the
General Discussion.

There are a number of potential reasons why exposure to
one chapter of the book did not elicit significant changes in
gender stereotype beliefs. Despite the previously-published
success of short picture books to implicitly cause changes in

children’s beliefs (e.g. Flerx et al. 1976), it is possible that
children in this age range need more exposure to book content
in order to experience shifts in beliefs. It is also possible that a
single chapter of a multi-chapter book fails to engage a reader
with enough in-depth material about the characters to allow
the reader to encode how much the protagonist aligned with
gender stereotypes. To test these possibilities, a second exper-
iment was conducted in order to determine the impact that
multiple exposures to counter-stereotypical protagonists
might have on pre-adolescents.

Experiment 2. Methods

Participants

Participants were 50 fifth and sixth grade students in three
classrooms in two public middle schools in the Midwest
United States (School A: N = 16; Mage = 11, SD = .61, 37%
self-identified females; School B: N = 34; Mage = 11.3,
SD = .46, 55% self-identified females). All participants had
read at least one chapter book previously either by themselves,
with a parent, sibling, or friend, or at school, and all partici-
pants were native English speakers, with one child indicating
they also spoke some Italian at home, four children indicating
they also spoke some Spanish at home, and one child indicat-
ing they also spoke some Japanese at home. No Experiment 1
participant also participated in Experiment 2.

Measures

The measures used in Experiment 2 were identical to the mea-
sures used in Experiment 1, except that the post-survey had
different comprehension questions more appropriate for test-
ing comprehension of the entire book. Additionally, after each
reading session, participants in Experiment 2 were asked to
write one sentence summarizing what they had heard that day
in order to ensure they understood the content of the book
material. Internal consistency on the GASC for Experiment
2 was good (α = .85).

Procedure

Informed site consent was acquired from the principal of each
school prior to asking for parent/guardian consent, and the
principals and teachers involved in Experiment 2 were in-
formed of the true purpose of the study, but explicitly told
not to reveal the true purpose to their students. Each classroom
was randomly assigned to one of three conditions: GCSF,
GSF, or GCSM. The fourth condition, GSM, was excluded
due to the number of classrooms available to work with, and
the high likelihood that participants had already been exposed
to age-appropriate fiction with stereotypical male protagonists

Table 1 Descriptive statistics for Experiment 1

GASC
(N = 29, scores range 0–10)

Pre-test
M (SD)

Post-test
M (SD)

GCSM Male 1 (.82) 1.3 (.94)

Female 3 (2.16) 3 (1.63)

GSM Male 2.5 (.5) 4 (2)

Female 1.67 (1.49) 2.5 (1.5)

GCSF Male 3 (0) 4.67 (.94)

Female 2.6 (3.72) 4.6 (3)

GSF Male 2 (.63) 3.5 (1)

Female 3.67 (.47) 3.67 (.47)

GASC Gender Stereotyped Attitude Scale for Children, GCSM Gender
Counter-Stereotypical Male, GSM Gender Stereotypical Male, GCSF
Gender Counter-Stereotypical Female,GSFGender Stereotypical Female

1479Curr Psychol  (2022) 41:1472–1485



in most of their prior reading material. (We might even con-
sider the pre-survey GASC scores to serve as a baseline mea-
sure of stereotype beliefs after regular exposure to GSM pro-
tagonists, given their ubiquity in children’s literature.) The
book materials and dependent measures used in Experiment
2 were identical to those used in Experiment 1, except that the
full text of each book condition was used for the purposes of
Experiment 2, and the post-survey had different comprehen-
sion questions more appropriate for testing comprehension of
the entire book. Additionally, after each reading session, par-
ticipants in Experiment 2 were asked to write one sentence
summarizing what they had heard that day in order to ensure
they understood the content of the book material. The exact
procedure differed slightly between schools due to teacher
preferences and time constraints.

School A (GCSM Condition) Participants self-selected into
the study based on the description of the study given to
them by the teacher assisting in the study. The researcher
met with the students six times over the course of two
weeks, with the first and last session entailing of admin-
istration of the pre- and post-surveys. Before the pre- and
post-surveys, the students were told that the survey was
completely anonymous. They were asked to answer each
question truthfully and with the first thought that came to
mind. Additionally, they were told that there were no
wrong answers to any of the questions on the surveys.
The participants were also told that the pre- and post-
surveys were to be done individually and that they were
not allowed to talk to the people around them while they
completed each survey. All of the pre- and post-surveys
were administered via paper surveys, which were later
electronically coded by trained research assistants. The
other four sessions were reading exposures, where the
children sat and listened to sequential sections of the story
read out loud by the experimenter. After each reading

session, the participants each filled out a tracked daily
comprehension survey which had nothing to do with gen-
dered attitudes or stereotypes, and simply asked partici-
pants to “Please write one sentence summarizing what
happened in today’s reading.”. Each session was approx-
imately 30 min long. (Note that reading aloud is an ac-
cepted practice in many middle school classrooms in the
United States (e.g., Albright and Ariail 2005; Ivey 2003;
Marchessault and Larwin 2013), and we confirmed with
teachers at School A & B that our participants had been in
classrooms where teachers read aloud from texts during
class. Thus, we do not believe that it was outside of our
participants’ normal classroom experience to listen to the
experimenter read chapters aloud from a book and then
ask comprehension questions about the readings.)

School B (GCSF and GSF Conditions) Participants were select-
ed for this study by their teachers and given the same descrip-
tion of the study that participants in School A were given.
Participants from School B also gave verbal assent to partic-
ipate in the study and were told that they did not have to
participate if they did not want to, with no consequences.
The researcher first met with each class individually and ad-
ministered the pre-survey approximately onemonth before the
first reading exposure. The instructions given were identical to
the ones given to the participants at School A. Onemonth after
the pre-survey was given, the researcher returned to each
classroom individually, and read sequential sections of the
book out loud to the participants for a total of four exposure
sessions at School B. The only difference in the reading ses-
sions was that the sessions were done back-to-back, with one
every day for a week, rather than being conducted every other
day as was done at School A. On the final day of the study, the
researcher administered the post-survey to the participants
with the same instructions given as at the time of the pre-
survey.
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Children (GASC) for participants
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Experiment 2 Results

To investigate whether there were significant differences in
GASC scores between pre- and post-test across conditions
and children, the scores were analyzed using a 2 (self-
identified child gender) × 2 (pre-to-post) × 3 (condition)
mixed ANOVA performed in R (Lawrence 2013). Level of
significance was defined as p < .05. Two additional 2 (pre- or
post-test) × 3 (condition) mixed ANOVAs were conducted
examining the scores on the GASC for female and male par-
ticipants separately.

The 2 (child gender) × 2 (pre-to-post) × 3 (condition)
mixed ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of test time
(F(1, 44) = 25.49, p < .001, η2G = .11), indicating a significant
difference in attitudes between the pre-test (M = 3.78, SD =
2.92) and post-test (M = 5.74, SD = 3.22) scores. There was
also a significant main effect of participant gender (F(1, 44) =
7.62, p = .008, η2G = .12). There were marginally significant
interactions between condition and test time (F(2, 44) = 2.98,
p = .061, η2G = .02), and between condition and participant
gender (F(2, 44) = 3.02, p = .059, η2G = .09). An analysis of
the neutral filler questions showed no significant differences
across conditions (see Table 2 and Fig. 2).

In the analysis of the male participants, there was a signif-
icant interaction between condition and test time (F(2, 22) =
4.05, p = .03, η2G = .09), showing that the change before and
after being exposed to the reading material differed signifi-
cantly across conditions. The biggest difference between
pre- and post-test GASC scores was seen in boys who were
exposed to book content with a counter-stereotypic male pro-
tagonist (M = 3.8, SD = 3).

The analysis of the female participants revealed a signifi-
cant main effect of test time (F(1, 22) = 10.10, p = .004,
η2G = .08), indicating a significant difference in attitudes be-
tween the pre-test (M = 4.92, SD= 3.24) and post-test (M =
6.64, SD = 3.07) scores, regardless of condition. There was no

significant main effect of condition, and no significant inter-
action between condition and test time (p > .40 for both).

General Discussion

The results of this study suggest that children who engage
with a full multi-chapter book that portrays a counter-
stereotypical protagonist may experience shifts in their beliefs
about gender stereotypes. Interestingly, the results of
Experiment 1 suggest that a single exposure to one chapter
of a multi-chapter book is not sufficient to shift gender stereo-
typed beliefs, in contrast to previous research that showed that
exposure to a short fiction picture book could shift children’s
beliefs on stereotyped gender roles (e.g., Trepanier-Street and
Romatowski 1999). However, it is important to note that past
studies also often combined their book exposures with activ-
ities highlighting gender, which this study did not do, choos-
ing to look only at learning through book material that did not
explicitly discuss gender or gender roles. It is also important to
note that the majority of past researchwas on younger children
under the age of seven and exposed them to fiction picture
books multiple times. Thus, while each exposure session in
previous research provided the same amount of timewith non-
stereotyped gender content as the children in Experiment 1
received (approximately 20 min), we can see that perhaps it
was the multiple exposures to a shorter storyline and explicit
highlighting of gender-related content that caused shifts in
beliefs in previous research, along with the younger age of
the participants. It is also important to consider that the illus-
trations in picture books could have contributed to how chil-
dren’s beliefs about stereotypes may have factored into previ-
ous results, and how the lack of pictures depicting counter-
stereotypic information in Experiment 1 could have contrib-
uted to the lack of change in beliefs.

Experiment 2 demonstrated that a multiple-exposure fic-
tion book reading program has the capacity to shift children’s
beliefs about gender stereotypes. This result was strongest in
male children who were exposed to a storyline involving a
counter-stereotypical male protagonist. The results of
Experiment 2 are important because they indicate that
middle-school children act in similar ways to adult partici-
pants when exposed to fiction chapter books and have the
capacity to shift their beliefs based solely on exposure to fic-
tion literature (e.g., Hakemulder 2001). This supports the idea
that reading material can implicitly impact early adolescent
beliefs and attitudes. These results are also interesting in that
the most altered beliefs were seen in male participants in re-
action to the GCSM protagonist, which is contrary to previous
studies that suggest females shift their beliefs about gender
more than males do when exposed to characters that do not
align with gender stereotypes (Green et al. 2004). This sug-
gests that perhaps male children are not exposed to GCSM

Table 2 Descriptive statistics for Experiment 2

GASC
(N = 50, scores range 0–10)

Pre-test
M (SD)

Post-test
M (SD)

GCSM Male 3.1 (2.74) 7 (3.29)

Female 3.17 (1.57) 6 (3.11)

GCSF Male 2.2 (1.13) 3 (1.41)

Female 5.8 (3.82) 7.6 (2.33)

GSF Male 2.5 (1.12) 4 (2.38)

Female 5.36 (3.29) 6.57 (3.2)

GASC Gender Stereotyped Attitude Scale for Children, GCSM Gender
Counter-Stereotypical Male, GCSF Gender Counter-Stereotypical
Female, GSF Gender Stereotypical Female
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protagonists as often as girls are exposed to GCSF protago-
nists, a possibility supported by an increased focus in modern
society on counter-stereotypical females in current media (in
films, such as The Hunger Games Trilogy (Collins 2008), in
social media, such as the Facebook group “AMighty Girl,” (A
Mighty Girl 2012) and potentially in literature, such as Out of
My Mind (Draper 2010)), but a lack of representation of
counter-stereotypical males (e.g., Adams et al. 2011; Crisp
et al. 2016; Gordon and Roberts 2016). In addition to male
children having limited exposure to GCSM protagonists in
literature and media, boys could be more likely than girls to
be stigmatized if seen behaving in counter-stereotypical man-
ners or endorsing counter-stereotypic roles. In this study in
particular, the counter-stereotypical male protagonist was the
exact parallel to the stereotypical female protagonist and
portrayed no stereotypically male traits or actions and minimal
neutral traits or actions. This is likely rare in fiction literature
targeted at young male readers (e.g., Gordon and Roberts
2016).

An alternative explanation for the significant shift in beliefs
seen in male participants in Experiment 2 (but not female
participants) is that male participants had lower initial pre-
test scores than females did, particularly for the GASC mea-
sure. Female children were close to ceiling for the GASC pre-
test scores (see Table 2), whereas male children were signifi-
cantly more stereotyped in their beliefs. Thus, males had more
opportunity to show growth through this measure than fe-
males. Regardless, it is interesting to note this asymmetry in
initial GASC ratings between male and female participants,
and it suggests that the increased presence of counter-
stereotypical female protagonists in film, social media, and
literature might push females towards holding fewer stereo-
typed beliefs. There is also previous literature suggesting that
female children’s beliefs are more malleable than males’ in
general, which could have caused the higher female pre-
scores (Green et al. 2004).

It is important to note that while it is possible that mere
exposure to the GASC could act as an intervention in itself,
this appears not to be the case. Children in Experiment 1 did
not dramatically shift their answers to be 100% counter-
stereotypical in the post-survey, despite having taken the
pre-survey less than an hour before, and in fact did not show
significant changes in beliefs. If the GASC had acted as a
primer or an additional intervention stimulus, we would ex-
pect to see the Experiment 1 post-tests show complete, or
near-complete, counter-stereotypical responses. Given that
participants in Experiment 2 had weeks of time between the
pre- and post-tests, and that gender was never mentioned ex-
plicitly on either test, it is unlikely that anything but the des-
ignated stimulus text caused changes in participant attitudes
towards gender stereotypes.

Limitations

There are some limitations in the current study that could be
addressed by future research. Notably, Experiment 2 did not
test the GSM condition (under the constraints of the number of
classrooms available for the study, and the belief that gender-
stereotypical male protagonists are exceedingly common in
children’s fiction literature and serve as a baseline condition).
Because of the lack of inclusion of the GSM condition, it is
difficult to draw strong conclusions about results from the
GSF condition alone. Moreover, due to the limitation of hav-
ing to assign classrooms to conditions in Experiment 2, the
self-identified genders of the participants and their teachers
were unable to be controlled or matched across conditions,
resulting in unbalanced numbers of male and female partici-
pants in each condition. The children assigned to the GCSF
condition in Experiment 2 had a male teacher, while the other
Experiment 2 participants all had female teachers; the lack of
random assignment of participants to condition makes it
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difficult to separate potential effects of teacher gender from
participant behavior. It should be noted that book comprehen-
sion after each reading session was similar across all three
groups of participants, as well as similarities in demographic
measures and engagement during each reading session, sug-
gesting that other differences between the groups are less like-
ly to fully explain differences in GASC results.

Additionally, although the GASC is a previously published
and validated instrument, it is an older measure and could be
testing outdated stereotyped beliefs. While the more recently
developed Children’s Occupation, Activity, and Trait –
Attitude Measure (COAT-AM) and Children’s Occupation,
Activity, and Trait – Personal Measure (COAT-PM) (Liben
and Bigler 2002) scales could have been used as the primary
measurement of gender stereotype beliefs, the authors found
the GASC to be more appropriate for the purposes of this
study and its timeline. The GASC is very similar to the
COAT scales in its content, including the same occupation
and activity items, but the COAT scales are much longer in
both their forms. Even in the short form versions, the COAT
scales include nearly double the number of items than the
GASC. Due to the time constraints of testing in a classroom
setting and participant attention spans, the GASC seemed to
be a better choice for the study, particularly because it is still
being used in recent research (e.g., Nathanson 2010).
Nevertheless, it is possible that the lack of recent norming
for the GASC, combined with our wording changes, explain
the ceiling effects we saw in the female participants’ GASC
scores, making it a less useful measure for comparing results
across all participants. Lastly, though the authors took care in
balancing the pre- and post-test survey questions, the main
effect of test time in both experiments suggests that the lack
of randomization of GASC questions across participants led to
some more stereotyped questions ending up on the pre-test
and less stereotyped questions ending up on the post-test. In
particular, although all of the stereotyped questions on the
GASC were supposed to be equally stereotypical, due to the
age of the instrument, this may not have been the case.

Future Directions

An important extension of this study would look at the long-
term impacts of exposure to counter-stereotypical and non-
conforming protagonists on adolescents and older children,
and how shifts in beliefs about gender stereotypes might per-
sist after the exposure to counter-stereotypical protagonists
ends. It also would be interesting to look at how repeated
exposure to non-traditional literary protagonists can shift
views, and how many books about counter-stereotypical pro-
tagonists children need to be exposed to for long term changes
in beliefs to occur. Future studies could also look at the impact
of fiction chapter books on children who are both younger or
older than the children in this study and see if chapter books

without pictures can teach young children about gender roles,
examine how a non-binary protagonist could impact chil-
dren’s ideas about gender roles, or determine if teenagers are
able to implicitly learn through young adult chapter books in
the same way that adults are able to do with novels.
Additionally, this study involved exposure to the book mate-
rial via the experimenter reading the text out loud. How might
the results of the study shift if children read the materials by
themselves, at their own pace, and physically seeing some of
the nuances of the text as opposed to hearing them? Finally,
future research should ask if fiction literature could be impact-
ful in shifting other stereotyped beliefs in children of this age,
such as beliefs about multiculturalism, social class, or race and
ethnicity. If it can be determined that fiction literature content
alone can have significant impacts on the development and
shifting of numerous stereotypical beliefs, as this study has
begun to demonstrate with gender stereotypes, then future
intervention programs could focus on literature as an effective
means of helping children overcome harmful stereotypes.
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