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Stereotypes in Textbooks

and Teaching Materials in Hong Kong:

A Literature Review*

EQUAL OPPORTUNITY COMMISSION OF HONG KONG

F
our local studies have investigated stereotyping in Hong Kong textbooks.
Ho et al. (1997) examined the images of parents in Chinese-language text-
books at the primary level; Yau and Luk (1988) studied gender role stereo-

typing in Chinese history textbooks and social studies textbooks at the junior
secondary level. Au (1992) also explored gender roles by examining textbooks
used in three subjects (putonghua [Chinese language], social studies, and hy-
giene) at the primary level. Ma (1991) focused on studying the image and role of
fathers in Chinese-language and social studies textbooks at the kindergarten and
primary levels.

The above studies all analyzed content. Texts
(only words) and pictures are coded.

These studies had a number of common
findings.

Physical context
Mothers appeared more often in a household

setting than fathers (Ho et al. 1997; Au 1992;
Ma 1991). Outdoors, mothers are more likely
to be found in markets or supermarkets (Ho et
al. 1997; Yau and Luk 1988; Ma 1991).

Housework
Mothers are primarily responsible for house-

work. Ho et al. (1997) found that fathers are
usually absent while mothers do housework.
While fathers do housework, however, their
wives are usually present and doing the same
tasks. This result is supported by Au (1992)

and Ma (1991). Mothers and fathers are also
assigned different kinds of housework: fathers
are usually found dusting and cleaning win-
dows, while cooking, doing laundry, and shop-
ping for food are left to the mothers (Ho et al.
1997; Ma 1991).

Childcare
Mothers mainly take care of children, par-

ticularly their daily lives and health (mothers
accompanying children to school or to see a
doctor, for instance) (Ho et al. 1997; Yau and
Luk 1988; Ma 1991). Fathers’ primary respon-
sibilities are to take children to the library and
department store (Ho et al. 1997) and to teach
them (Ho et al. 1997; Ma 1991). Parents bring
their children to the park or to visit friends and
relatives (Ho et al. 1997).

_______________
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Division of labor
Previous studies show that textbooks depict

more working males than working females. Yau
and Luk (1988) found that among 100 char-
acters 73 were working males and 27 working
females. Ma (1991) obtained a similar result.
Males are portrayed as capable of working in a
wide variety of sectors (Au 1992) and females
mostly in education and low-paid jobs (Au
1992; Ma 1991). Males also occupy higher
positions than females (Au 1992). Fathers are
usually illustrated carrying briefcases and rarely
in aprons, while mothers are never found with
briefcases (Ma 1991).

Activities
Males are usually portrayed as more active

and dominant than women. For example, Ho
et al. (1997) found that fathers take photos of
the whole family when visiting the park. Au
(1992) found that fathers are shown as the pri-
mary source of income. Males are also accorded
leadership, courage, curiosity for knowledge, de-
termination, willingness to improve, motivation,
rationality, and strength. Females are described
as typically timid, sentimental, ignorant, emo-
tional, and concerned with their appearance (Au
1992; Ma 1991).

More famous men than women are shown
in social studies textbooks.

Visibility
In general males are more visible than females.

In Chinese history textbooks, males occurred
2,125 times, and females, 99. In social studies
textbooks, the ratio of males to females is 61:31
(Yau and Luk 1988). Females are mostly found
in household settings (Ho et al. 1997; Ma 1991).

Use of generic nouns and pronouns
Yau and Luk (1988) found that “he” is used

to refer to the whole human race, and men’s
figures portray humankind.

Previous studies show how the genders are
usually portrayed as performing fixed roles,
particularly occupational and family roles. No

published studies, however, deal with stereotyp-
ing among other social groups (the disabled,
older people, for instance). Previous studies have
explored only a limited range of school subjects.
For example, no science or English-language
textbooks have been studied. Mathematics and
English are important compulsory school sub-
jects: the average Hong Kong student studies
16 years of English and 14 years of mathematics
before entering university, so English and math-
ematics textbooks should be examined to
present a more comprehensive study.

Overseas Studies on Stereotyping in Textbooks

Overseas studies are those not using data from
Hong Kong. We identified one each from the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) (Nan 1992),
Taiwan (Kong 1989), Singapore (Gupta and
Lee 1990), and Israel (Gisnet 1988). The rest
are Middle Eastern, European, and North
American studies. This geographical and re-
gional bias is noted in Sunderland’s recent
(2000b) special feature article on issues of
language and gender in second- and foreign-
language education (Sunderland 2000).

Studies on gender stereotyping greatly out-
number those that deal with stereotyping of
ethnicity and older people. No studies address
stereotyping of disabilities or single-parent fami-
lies and children. Only three studies deal with
ethnic stereotyping (Baker 1996; Clarkson
1993; Stutzman 1993) and one study with ste-
reotyping of older people (Stolley and Hill 1996).

Studies on Gender Stereotyping

Studies on gender stereotyping in textbooks
abound, many carried out in the 1970s and
1980s. As our review indicates, and as Sunder-
land (2000) confirms, by far the most common
methodology is that of content analysis. Much
fewer studies used narrative analysis, and even
fewer used linguistic analysis. No studies com-
bine all three methodologies. We review stud-
ies using content and narrative analysis.
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Sunderland (1994b:55) identifies the most
common six dimensions covered in the analysis
of stereotyping in textbooks:

• Invisibility. Females are fewer than males.
• Occupational stereotyping in type and

range of jobs. Women are not only fewer
than men and have more menial jobs, but
are also in roles that offer them a worse
deal in the job market.

• Relationship stereotyping. Women are
seen more often in relation to men than
men are to women, usually in a relation-
ship of flaunted heterosexuality or a per-
petually happy nuclear family, and associ-
ated strongly with the domestic sphere.

• Personal characteristic stereotyping.
• Disempowering discourse roles for female

characters. Women and girls speak less than
men and boys, initiate less in mixed-sex
dialogues, and exemplify different and less
assertive language functions.

• “Degradation.” Sexism is blatant, often to
point of misogyny.

We follow the dimensions suggested by
Sunderland (1994b)1 and discuss how previ-
ous studies contribute to each dimension. Re-
lationship stereotyping and disempowering dis-
course role will not be included here as they are
more relevant to linguistic analysis.

Visibility
The first dimension we explore is gender vis-

ibility. Berelson (1952) suggests that significant
absence can be a form of passive stereotyping.
Previous studies have been interested in gen-
der visibility in texts and visuals. A number of
units have been proposed for counting charac-
ters’ visibility:

• male and female appearance in texts (Gisnet
1988; Hartman and Judd 1978; Nan
1992; O’Donnell 1973; Porreca 1984);

• males and females as main characters in
texts (Kortenhaus and Demarest 1993;
O’Donnell 1973; Turner-Bowker 1996;
U’Ren 1971);

• male and female appearance in story titles
(Hellinger 1980; Kortenhaus and Demarest
1993; Turner-Bowker 1996); and

• male and female appearance in illustrations
(Bazler and Simons 1991; Gisnet 1988;
Kortenhaus and Demarest 1993; Porreca
1984; Stern 1976; Turner-Bowker 1996;
U’Ren 1971).

Regardless of the origins of the textbooks,
males are more visible in texts and visuals than
females. For example, Gisnet (1988) found that
in Israeli English textbooks, 89% out of all
children in pictures are boys. Overall, women
constitute less than 33% of all the characters.
Hellinger (1980) found that females are ex-
cluded from the titles of stories, and females
appear in less than 10% of the titles of stories in
English-language textbooks used in German
schools. The male-to-female ratio in US Teach-
ing English as a Second or Other Language
(TESOL) materials was 63:37 (Hartman and
Judd 1978). Nan (1992) found that 82 out of
93 characters in mainland Chinese-language
textbooks were male.

Fortunately, a number of studies have found
that female visibility has improved over recent
decades (see Sunderland et al. [2001]). For ex-
ample, in their study of gender fairness in US
high school chemistry textbooks, Bazler and
Simons (1991) found that textbooks used in
the 1990s included more females, unnamed
characters, and unnamed youth characters in
illustrations than those published in the 1970s.
Still, the genders remain imbalanced.

Kortenhaus and Demarest (1993:225) also
found a similar result in children’s picture
books published in the US after the 1970s.
Before then, texts tended to “contain four time
as many boys as girls in titles, more than twice
as many… in central roles, almost twice as many
pictures.” Textbook writers are correcting gen-
der bias, although slowly and not across all
school subjects.

However, merely counting how many times
the genders appear provides little insight into
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how they are portrayed in texts. Characters do
not always have identical attributes. We should
also consider how the genders are depicted in
other dimensions such as occupational roles,
family roles, and personalities.

Occupational and family roles
The second dimension commonly found in

previous studies is that of occupational and fam-
ily roles assigned to the genders.

Researchers refer to horizontal and vertical
dimensions of occupational roles. The horizon-
tal dimension refers to the range of occupations
that both genders occupy. The vertical dimen-
sion refers to the rank of the occupation, for
example, bank managers belong to a higher
rank than bank tellers.

Previous studies show females in fewer oc-
cupations than males. Gisnet (1988:65) exam-
ined an Israeli English textbook, Here We Are,
and found “the roles fulfilled by women include
a mother, grandmother, kiosk worker, singer, cook,
secretary, fortune teller, laundry clerk, reporter,
and a traffic policewoman who is frightened by
the traffic.” Males, however, can be a “doctor,
owner of a large department store, film producer,
salesman, baker, truck driver, fireman, detective,
acrobat, clown, soldier” (ibid.).

Hartman and Judd (1978) found that
women can only be students, bank employees,
nurses, stewardesses (sic), salesgirls, and house-
wives. If women ever appear as congresswomen
or lawyers, in the view of the authors, these are
token gestures.

Deliyanni-Kouimtzi (1992) found that after
principles of gender equality were applied in
education, Greek primary-school books now
contain more working women. However, only
13.6% of women are portrayed as paid workers
as opposed to 53.2% of men.

O’Donnell (1973) also found that US pri-
mary-level social studies textbooks depict more
working men than women. Of all male charac-
ters 83% were employed while only 17% of all
female characters were paid workers. Porreca
(1984) found that there were nearly six work-

ing males to one working female in US text-
books for English as a second language.

Women in PRC Chinese-language textbooks
(Nan 1992) also play less important work roles.
In the textbooks that Nan examined, all scien-
tists, artists, experts, and scholars are male.
Porreca (1984) also found that the most fre-
quently mentioned occupations for male char-
acters were president (111 times), writer (59),
teacher (43), and policeman and explorer (41
each). The most frequently mentioned occu-
pations for female characters were teacher (28),
actress (22), doctor (16), and secretary (13). In
a related textbook study, O’Donnell (1973)
found 72 males in highly paid and prestigious
occupations, with only 1 female in such work.

Not only do fewer females work than do
males, but females also work in fewer occupa-
tions. The genders work in stereotypical occu-
pations: we have yet to see a female president,
truck driver, or fireman, or to see a male secre-
tary or, surprisingly, captain or flight attendant.

Family roles have also been frequently stud-
ied. U’ren (1971:221) found that primary-level
textbooks portrayed mothers’ lives as humdrum
and uninteresting:

Primary texts present the mother figure as
a pleasant, hardworking, but basically unin-
teresting, individual: her life offers little ex-
citement; she has no effect upon the world
beyond her family, and even within the fam-
ily her contribution is limited to housekeep-
ing and cooking. Often she is merely a
propman [sic] for the story; she enters a scene
only to place a cake on the table and then
disappears, or she plays foil to her husband
by setting him up for his line. It is mother
who asks what can be done and invites a
speech from father.

First, females are more likely to be restricted
to the kitchen than males (Byrne 1978; Gaff
1978) and more likely to be found at home
(Deliyanni-Kouimtzi 1992). Second, females
are usually assigned fixed and settled domestic
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tasks such as cooking, baking, cleaning, polish-
ing, mending, sewing, and washing, while males
do the painting, gardening, repairing, and tak-
ing out the garbage (Hartman and Judd 1978;
Stern 1976). O’Donnell (1973) found that
males in primary-level social studies textbooks
never washed dishes or cooked. Mothers also
took care of children while fathers took the chil-
dren for outdoor activities (O’Donnell 1973).

After the gender equality program was imple-
mented in Greek education, male characters were
found to do more house tasks than they used to
(Deliyanni-Kouimtzi 1992). However, women
were still not portrayed as working at home
nor as paid workers outside the home. Conse-
quently, the roles of women became blurred.

To conclude, we may cite Stern (1976:296):
“Mothers do go to work throughout the world,
but the textbook writers do not accept this reality.”

Attribution
Previous studies have examined attributions

assigned to textbook characters. U’ren
(1971:223) found that textbooks give boys
physical strength and mental qualities.

The emphasis on masculine strength ex-
tends beyond physical qualities. Males of all
ages are pictured as having greater mental
perseverance and moral strength than fe-
males. Not only are females more often de-
scribed as lazy and incapable of independent
thinking or direct action but they are also
shown as giving up more easily. They collapse
into tears, they betray secrets; they are more
likely to act upon petty or selfish motives.
This last somewhat contradicts girl’s typical
representation as helpmates both to adults
and to males to their own age.

Females are portrayed in Isralei English text-
books as “unintelligent, careless, incompetent and
gossipy” (Gisnet 1988:63), or as “incompetent,
confused, inefficient, and not to be taken seriously”
(Gisnet 1988:65). In British children’s read-
ers, girls are seen as weak, submissive, passive,

and home based (Byrne 1978). In a more recent
study, Turner-Bowker (1996) found that fe-
males in children’s literature were still gener-
ally accorded weakness, passivity, negative evalu-
ation, and femininity, while the male attributes
included strength, activity, positive evaluation,
and masculinity. Females were most frequently
described as beautiful, frightened, worthy, sweet,
weak, and scared, while men were big, horrible,
fierce, great, terrible, furious, brave, and proud
(Turner-Bowker 1996).

Females showed typical “female” behaviors
in German English-language textbooks
(Hellinger 1980): emotionality, passivity, and
limited intellectual ability. In French-language
textbooks, the female characters are “positively
unsympathetic” (Gaff 1978:74) while the male
characters are much more agreeable. In US
TESOL materials, females are overemotional,
easily frightened, easily angered, spend too much
time talking on the phone and getting dressed,
and easily convinced that their goal is to find a
wealthy husband (Hartman and Judd 1978).
Mothers in US children’s picture books are
ineffectual and overwhelmed by problems, while
their husbands are capable and have a take-charge
manner (Kortenhaus and Demarest 1993).

Last, Vaughn-Roberson et al. (1989) found
that male characters in basal readers displayed
traditional masculine traits: self-reliance, inde-
pendence, and willingness to take risks.

Degradation and disempowerment
What Sunderland (1994b) refers to as deg-

radation and disempowerment are also ad-
dressed in previous studies. Degradation essen-
tially is making the characters look worthless,
such as making them the butt of jokes.
Disempowerment is withdrawing power and
status from characters by failing to acknowl-
edge their worth or contribution.

Hartman and Judd (1978) found that girls
are frequently the butt of offensive jokes such
as: “Like a woman, it (the weather) is very change-
able” and “Never underestimate a woman—if
you’re not talking about her weight or her age.”
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U’ren (1971:222) found that US primary-
level textbooks rarely recognize girls’ achieve-
ments: “Few girls receive any community pub-
licity for contributions they have made, though
they may be praised by members of their imme-
diate family for work done in the house or at
school. In thirty textbooks only two girls re-
ceive public acclaim.”

Hellinger (1980:273) found that in German
English-language teaching textbooks, the
“presence of intellectual or other achievements
of women are ignored, downgraded or de-
scribed as exceptional.”

Several studies focus on history textbooks
(see Cairns and Inglis [1989]; Commeyras and
Alvermann [1996]; Hartman and Judd
[1978]). Females rarely appear in history text-
books and, if they do, have no power or au-
thority: “The history of women only received
specific attention in three textbooks and only
marked emphasis in one. An immediate response
to this result is to say that it simply reflects our
limited knowledge of women in the past”
(Cairns and Inglis 1989:225).

Trecker (1971) makes the point:

Texts omit many women of importance,
while simultaneously minimizing the legal,
social and cultural disabilities which they faced.
The authors tend to depict women in a pas-
sive role and to stress that their lives are deter-
mined by economic and political trends (cited
in Commeyras and Alvermann 1996:34).

Reese (1994) found that a number of key
topics in women’s history were omitted from
the examples given in social science textbooks:
for example, the traditional roles of Indian
women, and women’s lives and activities dur-
ing the Early Republic period.

Other areas
Apart from visibility, occupational and fam-

ily roles, attributions, and degradation and
disempowerment, previous studies have also
investigated the following:

• Participation of women in events
(Hellinger 1980). Males participated more
frequently in events than females. Hellinger
(1980) found that females participated in
only 30% of all stories in German English-
language textbooks.

• Instrumental and independent, passive and
dependent. Kortenhaus and Demarest
(1993) found that boys were more instru-
mental and independent while girls were
more passive and dependent.

• “Firstness.” Porreca (1984) found that the
female-to-male “firstness” ratio was ap-
proximately 1:3, that is, males are three
times more likely to appear first in text-
books than females.

• Dressing. Knopp (1980) examined how
females were dressed in textbooks used in
West Germany and the former East Ger-
many, and found that females in East Ger-
man textbooks were more likely to wear
trousers than those in West German text-
books. Still, only 28% of females in East
German textbooks wore pants, and only
7% of females in West German textbooks.

We agree with Sunderland (2000) that gen-
der stereotyping is pervasive, especially in lan-
guage-teaching materials. Our literature review
corroborates her analysis and extends it to
school subjects other than language education.

Studies on the Stereotyping of Ethnicity

Baker (1996:36) examined geography text-
books written by Jesse Olney and used in 1828
for “common schools” in the US, and found
that ethnic groups were generalized: “National
characters were considered to be innate and
immutable and almost on a par with racial char-
acteristics—the traits of any national group
were considered to operate within its racial
traits.”

Stutzman (1993) also found that Indians
were overly generalized in US textbooks as
simple and primitive.
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Clarkson (1993) found that the ethnic
groups included in Australian mathematics text-
books were not as diverse as the Australian
population, with only 8% of all characters be-
ing other than Anglo-Australian.

African-American women, who are doubly
disadvantaged, were barely included in US his-
tory textbooks.

Studies on the Stereotyping of Older People

Only one study examined the presentation of
older people in textbooks. Stolley and Hill
(1996) studied US undergraduate sociology
textbooks and found that older people occupy
only 3.6% of all the sampled pages. Older people
are associated only with changing relationships,
retirement, widowhood, and changing demo-
graphics of US society. Older people belonging
to the doubly disadvantaged groups are
underrepresented: 88% of all represented older
people are white, “have few financial worries,
rarely work, and, if coupled, are never gay”
(Stolley and Hill 1996:41).

Inadequacies of Previous Studies

Stereotyping in elementary-, secondary-, and
university-level textbooks has attracted atten-
tion from scholars for more than two decades.
The studies we reviewed are valuable as they
inform what we can examine and explore in
educational materials and how. The studies,
however, have a number of inadequacies.

First, the number of studies on stereotyping
among the disabled, older people, ethnic
groups, and single-parent families is remark-
ably low. We have not been able to locate any
studies that investigate stereotyping of the dis-
abled and single-parent families. A possible ex-
planation is the extremely low visibility of these
two groups in textbooks, making the issue one
of significant omission rather than commission.

Representations of the disabled and older
people should be examined in detail. We should
look at not only visibility and manner of repre-

sentation, but also family and occupational roles,
and personality traits assigned. In short, equal
attention should be given to a range of charac-
teristics associated with people represented re-
gardless of their gender, age, and ethnicity.

The second reservation is the lack of account-
ing for generic or non-gendered characters in
previous studies, which in no way denies the
significance of tabulating the frequency of oc-
currence of male and female characters. Equally
important, however, is the frequency of occur-
rence of generic characters and gendered char-
acters. Generic characters are manifested
through the use of explicitly coined non-
gendered terms such as “they,” “we,” “you,”
“people,” “doctors,” and so on. If generic char-
acters outnumber gendered characters, leaving
it to teachers and students of textbooks to in-
terpret for themselves the gender of the char-
acters, content analytical studies should be
linked to studies that explicitly seek reader or
user response to such sample materials, for ex-
ample, via the use of focus group interviews or
structured questionnaires, as we did in this
study in Hong Kong.

Third, as Sunderland (2000) and Sunderland
et al. (2001) convincingly argue, content analy-
ses of texts and focus group and questionnaire
analyses of teacher responses and beliefs should
be correlated with descriptive studies of actual
teacher and student discourses and activities in
classrooms. Teachers will not necessarily inter-
pret stereotyped or non-stereotyped texts in ei-
ther a supportive or critical and contradictory
manner. How teachers and students interpret
and deal with, and respond to, examples of ste-
reotyping thus becomes a key datum. This is
the case with overtly stereotyped texts, those
where stereotyping is covert and hidden, and
even where textbooks are progressive and
counter-stereotypical. Such classroom observa-
tion remains a highly desirable follow-up re-
search theme in Hong Kong.

Fourth, a robust and comprehensive frame-
work should be designed for content analysis.
Previous studies have concentrated on gender
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stereotyping and neglected the influences of vari-
ables such as subject area. A number of previous
studies have also failed to give an account of the
coding criteria and associated working defini-
tions of some of the terms used, making it diffi-
cult to understand how the investigators reached
their results. For example, Nan (1992) suggests
that male characters have attributed to them a
larger number of “fine” qualities than female
characters, but does not define “fine.” It is also
not clear whether the personality traits attributed
to the characters are as interpreted by the re-
searchers or conceived by the textbook authors.

Finally, a number of complementary meth-
odologies should be interconnected in a single
study: content analysis; focus group and ques-
tionnaire-mediated qualitative and quantitative
response data; linguistic analysis (analysis of
lexico-grammatical features, metaphor, narra-
tive, and discourse and interaction); and inter-
view data from organizations and groups. We
have adopted this multiple methodological ap-
proach in this study.

Stereotyping in a multiple research perspective

Overview

A comprehensive account of stereotyping in
educational materials requires the integration
of a range of different analytical methods, each
contributing its perspective to the overall study.
We employ five methodologies, including a
range of qualitative and quantitative methods:

• content analysis of key variables in sampled
texts;

• linguistic analysis (including lexico-gram-
matical, metaphor, narrative, and interac-
tion analysis of sampled texts);

• ethnographic analysis (focus group discus-
sions and studies of participant response
to stimuli);

• survey analysis (questionnaire-mediated
studies of participant beliefs and responses
to stimuli); and

• structured interviews (responses to pro-
posals from key stakeholders).

Content analysis of selected texts

Content analysis provides an objective, quan-
tified description of how frequently selected
social groups and attributes associated with
them occur in the sampled educational materi-
als. Occurrence is determined through the
quantification of images (pictures, illustrations,
photographs) and uses of language (words and
phrases, characters). We coded 69,957 distinct
references to mostly human characters from the
entire corpus of 289 textbooks and examina-
tion papers. The analytical framework allows
identification of four independent variables
(subject, level, publisher, and mode); five ma-
jor dependent variables (gender, old age, dis-
ability, ethnicity, and single parenthood and
childhood); and a range of other dependent
variables (family role, occupation, economic
status, interest, attire, social status, achievement,
failure, and public participation). The frame-
work further allowed identification of stereo-
typing in one or more of the above areas, ac-
tively (by overt reference) and passively (by
covert or no references). The framework is
exploratory in not specifying a priori patterns
of stereotyping but enabling them to be re-
vealed through analysis of co-variation. Inspec-
tion of the analytical framework and its appli-
cation on the data allows us to claim that this
study is more extensive than previous studies
on stereotyping.

Linguistic analysis of selected texts

Linguistic analysis studies how language use
may reflect stereotyping by examining words,
phrases, clauses, dialogues, and narratives. As
language can be used metaphorically, its figura-
tive uses should be studied to see how they re-
flect stereotypical attitudes and beliefs. Linguis-
tic analysis complements content analysis and is
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crucial to research of stereotyping by providing
quantitative information on how characters are
referred to and allowing us to speculate on the
relationships between characters (who does
what to whom) and between characters and
material objects (who stands in which relation-
ship to what). Linguistic analysis also allows us
to focus on the contextual meanings of individual
clauses, that is, the environment where particu-
lar grammatical stretches of language occur. In
short, linguistic analysis allows us to explore ste-
reotyping in linguistic choice or discourse struc-
ture. We explore six areas of linguistic analysis:

• frequency of occurrence as manifested
through language forms and collocations,

• generic nouns and generic pronouns,
• metaphors,
• transitivity,
• turn-taking and interactions, and
• narratives.

The database to analyze frequency of occur-
rence, collocation, generic noun and pronouns,
and metaphors was constructed from a sample
of English-language texts, which could be pro-
cessed using available corpus analytical tools.2

Selected Chinese- and English-language texts
were also analyzed. For transitivity we concen-
trated on the grammar section of selected En-
glish-language teaching textbooks. For turn-
taking and interactions we drew on a sample of
English- and Chinese-language textbooks, fo-
cusing on the analysis of dialogues. Finally, for
narrative analysis we focused on primary-level
Chinese-language textbooks and junior sec-
ondary-level English-language textbooks, as
they typically include stories.

Ethnographic analysis of teachers’ and students’
perceptions of stereotypicality

Focus group interviews complement ques-
tionnaires. Specifically, the opinions of various
participants can be recorded, extracted, high-
lighted, and interpreted through interviews.

The rationale is to obtain as diverse a range of
opinions as possible rather than to gauge the
popularity of a narrow range of opinions. Al-
though opinions obtained from focus groups
do not lend themselves to generalization in the
manner of quantitative accounts, they do pro-
vide in greater detail important variety to un-
derstandings of stereotyping. Six student focus
groups from primary and secondary levels and
from both genders, and 10 teacher focus groups
from different disciplines and from primary and
secondary levels, participated. Students drew
tasks, opened discussions and story-telling, and
performed response tasks. Teachers were in-
volved in picture and textbook sample response
tasks, and guided discussion tasks.

Survey analysis of teachers’ perceptions

The questionnaire generates quantitative or
numeric data while the focus group yields rich
qualitative data in the form of the interviewees’
voices and drawings. Questionnaire data lend
themselves to the task of generalization while
the interviewees’ voiced perceptions are best
suited to more detailed description and expla-
nation. Both perspectives are necessary to build
a complete picture of stereotyping in Hong
Kong educational materials. Taken together,
both modes of analysis augment the content
analysis of textbooks and corresponding lin-
guistic analysis. The questionnaire was designed
to gauge respondents’ awareness of the extent
of stereotyping in the main subject being taught
and with reference to the main textbooks be-
ing used, all of which are also investigated as
part of the content analysis. Items in the ques-
tionnaire were derived partly with reference to
the outcomes of the content and linguistic
analyses. Other items focused on respondents’
judgements of the perceived stereotypicality of
selected textbook stimuli in relation to the main
variables. Finally, the remaining items concerned
demographic information about the respon-
dents, especially their teaching experience.
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Structured interview analysis

An important part of the project brief was to
consult with a range of publishers and educa-
tional organizations involved in the development
and approval of educational materials—text-
books, examination materials, and audiovisual
educational programs. The purpose was to as-
sess the awareness of organizations and insti-
tutions of the general issues raised in the project,
and to gauge the extent to which staff were al-
ready modifying stereotyping in the educational
materials that they were either responsible for
producing or were involved in evaluating. At the
same time, the project team wished to test reac-
tions to a draft set of guidelines to avoid stereo-
typing in educational materials, and to modify
them in the light of stakeholder discussions.
Structured interviews were carried out with a
selection of English- and Chinese-language
publishers who produced textbooks for the pri-
mary and secondary levels in Hong Kong, and
across a range of subject disciplines. Interviews
were also conducted with representatives of the
Hong Kong Examinations Authority (HKEA),
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
(HKSAR) Curriculum Development Institute,
and Educational Television (ETV). Such inter-
views were augmented by inspection of relevant
documents on promoting non-stereotypicality
in educational materials.

Interconnecting different research perspectives

Here we provide some snapshot examples of
the ways that the different perspectives comple-
ment each other in respect of three of the ma-
jor variables involved in this research study: gen-
der, age and disability.

Gender
The content analysis of gender indicates that

genderization (male versus female, and
genderized versus non-genderized appearances
and reference) in terms of frequency of occur-
rence varies across subjects, educational levels,

publishers, and mode. Genderization, like gen-
der, has repeatedly been shown to be involved
in the above relationships as well as in those
involving an additional attribute such as family
role, occupation, economic status, interest, at-
tire, social status, achievement, failure, and pub-
lic participation. The dominance of non-
gendered over gendered characters in the data-
base of textbook content reflects the usefulness
the category “non-genderized” under the vari-
able gender.

The linguistic analysis confirms this variation
and indicates that in terms of the variable frequency
of occurrence, male references predominate; in
respect of collocation females appear more de-
pendent on males than vice versa; in terms of the
variable genderization, Chinese-language mate-
rials differ from English-language materials in
being more gender-specifically referenced, al-
though this may in part be due to the internal
grammatical structure of Chinese. In terms of
metaphorical usage both English- and Chinese-
language materials associate maleness with what
may be loosely characterized as “strong and ac-
tive” qualities or persons, and femaleness with
“weak and responsive” counterparts. In terms of
transitivity there is greater balance between the
genders, although there is some stereotypicality
in terms of genderized behavioral processes. In
variable turn-taking and interaction, both gen-
ders are equally visible but differentiated by topic,
and in terms of where they work and who ini-
tiates talk (male) and responds (female). Finally,
the narrative analysis shows that Chinese-lan-
guage materials reinforce traditional role distri-
butions in families, while English-language
materials take a more balanced view. Chinese-
language materials are more likely than English-
language materials to genderize the distribution
of moral precepts: what knowledge is provided
to children by which gender in the family and
how family problems are solved and by whom.

The ethnographic analysis of teachers’ and
students’ perceptions further corroborated
genderization, although awareness by primary-
and secondary-school students of women in a
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nontraditional and non-stereotypical distribu-
tion of role and occupation was marked and
related in part to their own family experiences
or public exposure in the media. Among pri-
mary- and secondary-school teachers stereo-
typical genderization was generally recognized
but conditioned by the need to contextualize
such genderization in relation to subject mat-
ter, to the actual gendered distribution of roles
and occupations in Hong Kong, and to the level
of awareness of their students. Avoiding
genderization in classroom practice was desir-
able, although again conditioned by the degree
of students’ awareness. Teacher education was
insufficiently directed to countering stereotypi-
cal genderization.

The survey analysis of teacher perceptions
indicated that teachers did not always perceive
the extent of stereotypicality and counter-
stereotypicality of textbooks as evidenced by the
content and linguistic analyses. Such features
were over- and underestimated. Among the
main variables, gender was generally assumed
to be presented in a more balanced way, while
primary-school teachers seemed more sensitive
to stereotypical genderization and counter-
stereotypicality than did secondary-school
teachers in the sample.

The structured interview analysis with major
stakeholders indicated that among English-lan-
guage publishers genderization was a key issue
and materials were explicitly devised to avoid
stereotypicality and to promote counter-
stereotypicality. In-house guidelines reinforced
this policy. Chinese-language publishers were
less aware—none except one had an in-house
policy—and more reliant on awaiting clear
guidelines from the Education Department.
The publishers also markedly wished to condi-
tion the absolute avoidance of genderized
stereotypicality by considering historically de-
termined social roles. The HKEA and ETV saw
avoidance of genderization as a priority, and the
Curriculum Institute has a clearly defined policy
of avoiding genderization and promoting
counter-stereotypicality of gender.

Age
The study of age and older people in the con-

tent analysis indicates that older people appear
less often than younger people in textbooks in
every subject save economics and integrated sci-
ences (where they appear equally) at every level
of schooling; in all materials except for those
published by Longman and Ling Kee (where
they appear equally) and Pilot (where only older
people are featured); and in the written mode
(although appearing equally in the visual mode).
Apart from economic status and occupation, age
is rarely represented along with other attributes
such as family role, interest, attire, social status,
achievement, failure, and public participation.
The low frequencies of occurrence translate into
difficulties in making statistical generalizations
and, therefore, highlight the need for other, more
qualitative research methodological perspectives.

The linguistic analysis provides marked evi-
dence of the imbalance in representation be-
tween older and younger people in that where
older people appeared (very rarely) they were
stereotyped as less physically capable than
younger people, less active, more likely to need
help and assistance; gender and age combine
in stereotypes of distribution of family roles,
with grandparents providing moral precepts
and knowledge, although gendered in relation
to theme and focus.

The ethnographic analysis of teachers’ and
students’ perceptions indicated that students
saw older people were typically as needing as-
sistance and, in some cases, as needing to re-
spond favorably to such assistance. Their attire
was stereotypically depicted and gendered.
Among teachers, role, task, and occupational
distribution in relation to age could not be de-
termined in absolute terms but relative to such
persons’ age and strength, and also in terms of
the current distribution of such roles, tasks, and
occupations in Hong Kong.

The survey analysis of teachers’ perceptions
indicated that respondents in general were not
aware of age stereotypicality or, rarely, counter-
stereotypicality in the materials.
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The structured interview analysis with major
stakeholders indicated that English-language
publishers, HKEA, and ETV need to be more
aware of age stereotypicality in actual presence
and in occupation and role, and to counter this
in their educational materials. HKEA has explic-
itly recognized this need. Older people are both
rare and likely to be stereotypically portrayed or,
in the case of older single people, absent. Chi-
nese-language publishers felt that while the in-
creased and differentiated representation of older
people was important, to an extent their repre-
sentation in educational materials was con-
strained by the life experiences of students and
the difficulty of determining what constituted
an “older person.” As with gender, the Curricu-
lum Institute wishes to increase the non-stereo-
typical and counter-stereotypical representation
of older people in educational materials and to
encourage project work that will engage stu-
dents in exploring the active extension of older
people in their social roles and occupations.

Disability
The study of disability in the content analysis

of educational materials reveals that disabled
people are barely represented. Only 73 (or 0.1%
of the total number of characters in the entire
corpus) indicate disability. Only physically dis-
abled characters are featured in visual materi-
als, while written materials also refer to sensory
impairment and developmental disability. As
with the variable age, the low frequencies of
occurrence translate into difficulties in making
statistical generalizations and, therefore, high-
light the need for other, more qualitative re-
search methodological perspectives.

The linguistic analysis of the corpus data in-
dicates that the word “disabled” only occurs
five times in the whole corpus and the word
“disability” only twice. In relation to the vari-
able of transitivity, disabled people only occur
twice in the sample corpus, where they are seen
as passive, needing support and help. They do
not appear as fully functioning social actors. In
terms of turn-taking and interaction, disabled

people do not feature explicitly, and are almost
invisible, as they are in the selected extracts for
narrative analysis.

The ethnographic analysis of teachers’ and
students’ perceptions provides further evidence
of this relative invisibility and marginalization
of the disabled. Lack of contact with disabled
people affected primary-level students’ willing-
ness to identify with, or to know much about,
disabled characters in stories, although second-
ary-level students’ drawings showed friendli-
ness and helpfulness toward the blind. The sto-
ries and responses from secondary-level students
evaluated disabled people as needing assistance
but also as lacking enthusiasm and confidence.
The students recognized the difficulties faced
by the disabled, especially women, who are to
be admired, but the students had little personal
experience with them. Teachers are aware that
disabled people in educational materials are
never seen as actively contributing to society but
as needing assistance. Teachers felt that this
absence may be due to an unwillingness by the
disabled to permit representation in materials
and were unsure of how to deal with class dis-
cussions on disability.

The survey analysis of teachers’ perceptions
indicated an awareness of the almost complete
absence of disabled people from textbooks.

The structured interview analysis indicated
that, as with the issues surrounding the repre-
sentation of older people, educational materi-
als had not represented disability appropriately.
Among English-language publishers, HKEA
and ETV were aware of the need to increase
the representation of a range of disabilities in
educational materials and to show disabled
people as actively contributing to family and
social life. Chinese-language publishers re-
ported difficulty in obtaining images of dis-
abled people acceptable to the social service
organizations concerned with the disabled, but
believed that educational materials should
heighten the positive presence of the disabled
to motivate students to be supportive. As with
the other variables discussed here, the Curricu-
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lum Institute believed that educational materi-
als should greatly increase their positive repre-
sentation of the disabled and involve students
in project work highlighting the active contri-
butions of the disabled to society.

The above examples show how adopting an
integrated, multiple research perspective not only
provides a richer and more grounded account
of the variables involved and the issues to which
they relate, but also that particular research meth-
odologies offer mutually corroborative and dis-
tinctive contributions to that overall account.
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Notes

1. Sunderland (2000b) provides a valuable, if neces-
sarily brief, overview of gender bias in foreign- and sec-
ond-language teaching textbooks in one section of her
valuable overall review of language and gender in for-
eign- and second-language education for the abstracting
journal, Language Teaching.

2. Our corpus analysis was limited to English-language
texts because the only corpus analytical tool available to
us (Wordsmith) is restricted to English.


