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Une enquéte menée récemment par la
Fédérationdes associations d'enseignan-
tes de I'Ontario a trouvé un sérieux
manqued'équilibredanslesprésentations
des femmes et des hommes, des filles et
des garcons, dans les livres de lecture
primaires approuvés par le Ministére de
I'Education de I'Ontario dans sa Circu-
laire 14, 1986. Dans la plupart des
séries de livres de lecture, une majorité
des pages avaient des gargons comme
personnages principaux dans les textes
de fiction, et des hommes dans les textes
non-fictifs et mythiques. Les poémes et
les illustrations mettaient le plus sou-
vent les hommes en vedette. Cet inéqui-
libre servirait d encourager les garcons et
a décourager les filles, une impression
confirmée par une analyse des activités
des personnages, ainsi que des intrigues.
Celles-ci indiquaient des occasions pour
que les gargons excélent, et "rien de
spécial" comme espérances pour les
filles.

One insight I have gained from my
research among adolescents is that the
most ignominious insult with which
one can offend a person is to speak of
her or him as "nothing special."t A
short walk through any shopping mall
where young people gather will confirm
the truth of this, as clothing, comport-
ment and possessions all attest to
teenagers' efforts to be both acceptable
in the style of a particular group, and in
some way special within this selected
style. Those who have no group or
individual style to highlight them are
considered to be "nothing special.”
Damned or merely excluded, they are
ignored.

In arecently conducted study commis-

sioned by the Federation of Women
Teachers' Associations of Ontario
(FWTAOQ),2 a major finding repeats and
confirms eleven-year-old data indicating
that "nothing special” is about as much
as girls and women can ever attain as
characters in Junior grade Readers. The
study was a deliberate return to subject
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matter addressed initially in 1975.3 Once
again, Readers approved for use in
Junior grade classrooms by the Ontario
Ministry of Education in Circular 14
were evaluated for their portrayal of
women and men, girls and boys, as
possible role models or conveyors of
messages about life's possibilities to
children in grades 4, 5, and 6. Sample
books from each Reader series were read
in entirety, categorized and evaluated
along several dimensions.

The first set of criteria dealt with the
frequency with which each character type
(woman, man, girl, boy) was repre-
sented in primary, secondary and back-
ground positions, or in a shared story,
within Fiction, Character Non-Fiction
(all non-fiction referring to people or
mentioning gender), and Myth, and the
number of times poems and illustrations
were female- or male-oriented. The
highest counts on the average and for
almost every criterion, in almost every
Reader series, were found to be those for
boys and men. Fictional stories were
most frequently about boys, myths and
non-fictional material were overwhelm-
ingly about men. While girls were
allowed a modicum of representation,
women were scarcely there at all. Simi-
larly, poems and pictures were far more
likely to be about males than females.
With the exclusion of Myths, poems
and pictures, which were not counted in
the earlier study, these were essentially
the findings of 1975.

The second set of criteria inquired into
the presentation of each of the character

types. Three scales, developed and adap-

ted from literature and the social
sciences, were applied where possible to
a major female and male character in
each story. The self-actualization scale
(adapted from Atwood)* and the legalis-
tic moral development scale (from
Kohlberg)s were used in the previous
study. Because of recent doubts cast on
the universality of Kohlberg's work, we
used also a scale distilled from the work
of Gilligan and termed it the affiliative
moral development scale.s While the
variation on all three scales was more
limited than it was on the first two
scales in 1975, indicating more simi-
larity of character presentation than pre-
viously, the average presentations,
overall and within most series, of
women, men, girls and boys, were differ-
ent.

‘Women, although usually depicted as
more "moral" than men, especially on
the affiliative scale, were shown as less
self-actualized. The average girls' scores
on all three scales were higher than
those of boys. Reader/girls were often
shown as achieving their goals (self-
actualization), and often shown as doing
the right thing for the right reason
(moral development). This was not the
case in 1975 and would appear encoura-
ging. When we looked further at the
contents of the stories, however, there
was evidence which did not appear in
these numbers.

In a single Reader, selected at random
from among the Readers with the great-
est diversity of content material,? girls
were seen to perform 26 tasks as
compared to boys' 11 tasks. While the
boys' tasks included handling equip-
ment, playing piano, dancing, arguing,
collecting stickers and protecting mus-
sels, girls were seen to become afflicted
with the vanity of city girls, fracture the
English language, abandon ballet recital,
go on a diet, dream sad dreams and cry
soundlessly. In the same book there
were 45 activities for men and 15 for
women., Men's activitiecs were such
things as investigating a kidnapping,
writing memoirs, acting in silent films
and operating a restaurant chain.

35



36

Women's activities were such things as
being a loyal and true friend, eyeing a
letter suspiciously, bossing the neigh-
bourhood and being laid up with a sick
headache. Boys and men would have
opportunities to excel here. But no
matter how well and with what intent
the girls and women accomplished their
activities, these characters could never
be special, unless we count as special
that slight moral "elevation” with which
Victorian men damned women to keep
them out of the world of action.

Story plots were another indication of
the differences in treatments of females
and males, specifically in the relative
nature of the challenges set for each.
While boys were asked, albeit unrealis-
tically, to take upon their shoulders the
adult burdens of saving a drowning man
and killing a bear, a girl was given very
little to achieve. At best, she might be
mistaken for a boy and earn a place on
the hockey team, at worst she had to
endure captivity and hope her father
would soon save her from the sas-
quatches. Even though the treatment of
boys was artificial, boys' maxi-achieve-
ments stood in contrast to the also
artificial but mini-achievements of girls.
In stories about boys, something hap-
pened and boys were seen to make it
happen. In stories about girls, if some-
thing happened, it wasn't much of an
event. This should be understood in
conjunction with the fact that there were
relatively few stories about girls.

There were some stories when a girl
or woman was seemingly featured, and
these should be discussed for the ways
in which they included a female but
gave her minimal representation. The
only child in a story centering on three
men was named "Leslie," and the only
indication of her sex was the one picture
in which she appeared with long hair.
The child captured by the sasquatch was
simply a screen on which to project the
events of a plot about these mythical
creatures.? The title character, "The Lady
with the Missing Finger,” was a device
to begin the unfolding of the real tale, a
detective story with historical and sea
themes which began with her death.10
These females were in the stories, but
their presence was not the highlight of
events.

In those relatively few cases where a
female was both featured as central
character and essential to the plot, it was
frequently the case that the plot worked
actively against her being seen as spe-
cial in any way. At times, this was a
simple defeat, such as in the story of the
pioneer woman who made pemmican
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from an entire buffalo, and instead of
being congratulated for her effort and
success, was given two more buffalo to
process.it At times, the story took a
tortuous route to deliver the message. A
young girl given the responsibility of
looking after her grandfather's antique
shop was shown as overcoming a series
of challenges in creative ways. But in
the end, her grandfather dressed up in a
suit of armour deliberately to scare her
and to show the reader that here was a
normal girl after all -- frightened and
defeated.12 Both of these stories, inciden-
tally, were presented as humour.

After thousands of pages of reading,
we felt immersed in 2 medium we came
to know and understand as The Old
Metaphor (TOM). This was the view-
point through which every story was
told. It was as if all of human existence
had to be seen, digested, processed and
finally given back to us, the readers, by
a man, an old but timeless man, a man
who tells us his story. We know this
story. We have been listening to it for
thousands of years.

TOM is a male-dominated view of the
world in which dualism -- "either/ or"
thinking" -- holds sway. Men name
things and thereby call them into crea-
tion. Men decide the future of the world
and "men's" (meaning people's) place in
it. Important values are those of men.
Emotion is limited to that which is
"appropriate” for either sex. Men may
shed a tear for the bloodless sinking of a
ship, for example, but would be expec-
ted to remain dry-eyed at a family
funeral. Boys are men-in-training who

must be toughened and readied to inherit
the world, whether they want it or not.
Women, where they exist, are always
"other." Girls can function as ersatz
boys or airheads, but what they might
become if allowed a full existence is
unknown and unexplored.

This was the force of our reading.
Stories primarily about boys, and non-
fiction pieces featuring men's achieve-
ments, and myths about men who were
gods or were given godly powers, all
lent credence to The Old Metaphor. In
1975, TOM was deeply ingrained on
every page. The influence of TOM in
the 1986 books was somewhat more
subtle, but still there. It was there in the
imbalance of numbers; it was there in
the imbalanced presentation of activities
and story plots and achievements and
emotions. Our report called for recogni-
tion of TOM as dated and limiting, and
for some massive changes in the
Readers to embody new metaphors,
many new viewpoints of existence. We
rejected minimal changes, such as pic-
tures of girls with jeans and mothers
who hold jobs outside the home, as
simply reinforcing TOM with current
appearances.

There is a clue to these new meta-
phors in this concept of being special. 1
have written elsewhere that it is the task
of adolescence to find something that
one likes to do and that one does well.13
The finding of such a talent or skill
might be seen to make one special. It
would seem to me that the message that
one can and should be special is aimed
at the boys who will read the stories,
but not at the girls. It would seem to
me, and I have tried here to show, that
the message aimed at girls is that they
are not special, and they are never to get
it into their heads that they might be. I
want to illustrate this point with a
series of examples.

There is, in one of the newest
Readers, a story about a little girl who
loves to dance, so much so that she
dances all day, everywhere she goes.4
The story does not point her toward the
possibility of a shining future as a
dancer, nor toward the more easily attain-
able but still attractive hope of keeping
dance as an interest that enriches her
life. Perhaps the editors felt they were
tired of stories about ballerinas, as
indeed they might be, since dance seems
one of the few acceptable "careers” for
girls and has been overdone in Readers.
Instead, we are told the girl is constantly
wearing out her shoes and is a nuisance
to her family.

When her mother takes her shopping

CANADIAN WOMAN STUDIES/LES CAHIERS DE LA FEMME




for new shoes, a mysterious man gives
her an unusual-looking pair and says
they will make her walk on clouds. She
protests that she does not want to walk
on clouds and is told, "Nonsense! That's

what they all say at first, and then they -

end up loving it." Her magic slippers
make her dance all night and forget
where she has been in the morning.
Now compliant and conforming, she
dances only at her dance class and is no
longer a nuisance to others.

We considered this story to be one of
the poorest of offerings to young minds
that we came across. Denise, the
"heroine" of the story, is not special at
all. She serves as a vehicle to show that
compliance and conformity are valued in
girls, and headstrong interests of the sort
needed to make a success at anything,
are not. A strange man, given credibility
and power by the story and by the
mother within it, is allowed to impose
his way with the girl by way of an
exotic gift which she refuses but is
made to accept. If not physical violation
(which the shoes may represent), then
spiritual violation occurs. The mother
offers no defense of her daughter and, by
her acquiescence is shown as accepting
of the male culture which would force
such attentions on her child. Proof of
our construct of the meaning of this
story is the detail that she is made to
forget what transpired while she was
sleeping.

Contrast the treatment of Denise with
that of the twelve-year-old boy hero of
the recent film, "Flight of the
Navigator." His creators have given him
exciting adventures in a magical place,
the future. He remembers his experien-
ces and they have enriched his life, and
he is allowed to bring back a treasure
from that other place to keep for himself -
- a small, living space-creature whose
life he saves and who will be his friend
on earth, Poor Denise would have been
rither for even one of these blessings,
but she gets nothing save the dubious
pleasure of cloud-walking. She was not
allowed to bring home treasures, even
though she intended them as gifts to
others. And she is certainly nothing
special. The story flattens her. She is no
longer a nuisance to others and "she
}v'?lks down the street just like you and

The intention of making a female
"normal"” was the rationale behind all
those kitchen photos of post-war movie
stars. Their lives were so far beyond the
realm of "normal” women's existence
that studios believed the only way they
could be made accceptable to the general
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population was to show them cooking
for their men, and thus "normal" wo-
men, just like all the women in North
America.

This flattening of women is an image
Carol Hill's novel The Eleven Million
Mile High Dancer acknowledges and
deliberately shatters.’s The heroine,
Amanda, is described as "America's lead-
ing lady astronaut,” and as "An astro-
naut, a physicist, and an extremely good
pilot." Her specialness is presented in
the following way:

Sometimes [Amanda] thought of it in

this way: I've been picked. Just like

Copernicus got picked. Everybody

who has something important and

different to do gets picked. And it's
me. ME!
Hill is obviously speaking the language
we wish Readers were speaking. She
quotes Coleridge, Anima Poetae, at the
start:

If a man could pass through Paradise

in a dream, and have a flower pre-

sented to him as a pledge that his soul
had really been there, and if he found
that flower in his hand when he woke -

- then Ay! -- and what then?

The gift of flower or spaceling em-
powers "he"” who has received it. He is
special. Hill's heroine Amanda is special -
- she has been picked. Denise will never
be special, and it is Denise whose story
young girls and boys will read.

There are many affirmations of man-
hood in the stories children read, but few
if any affirmations of womanhood. Girls
who read the stories in school Readers
are forced to make daily identifications
with boys and men in self-betraying
ways. This cannot make them feel very
good about themselves. We do not think
this is the way things should be. Per-
haps the gaffes in the stories mirror
gaps in our knowledge of what girlhood
and womanhood are in life. But isn't
literature supposed to allow us to work
through these things? Shouldn't our

children be led to explore the possibi-
lities of their existence through the
experiences of others? Shouldn't school
books affirm life rather than deny it? We
think so. And we wish that people in
the text book industry would catch onto
this a little faster. We are insulting and
betraying so many children through
their errors.
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