Curriculum research: Vol.15, No.2, 2025, Ser 30: 121-144

Curriculum Research ’:7/

Journal homepage: https://jcr.shirazu.ac.ir/

—Y~
AP

A Mixed Method Inquiry into the Representation of Gender and
Gender Roles in Elementary Education Textbooks’ Images

AmirMohammad Abbasi ShokatAbad'" =, Amin Izadpanah
1. MA Student, Department of Curriculum Planning, Faculty of Education and Psychology, Shiraz

University, Shiraz, Iran

2. Assistant Professor, Department of Foundations of Education, Shiraz University, Shiraz, Iran

ARTICLE INFO

Received: 2025/03/18
Revised: 2028/08/17
Accepted: 2025/11/15

Keywords:
Gender equality, gender justice, -
genderrepresentation, elementary!
school, Kress & van Leeuwen, :

i
content analysis '

i Abstract

j The present study aims to examine the frequency and quality of gender

i representation, gender roles, and gender stereotypes in first-cycle elementary

* school textbooks. To this end, within a mixed-methods research design, images
from eighteen elementary school textbooks (K1, K2, K3) were analyzed
quantitatively to count and compare the frequency of images depicting girls and
boys. In the second stage, a qualitative content analysis was conducted based on
Kress and van Leeuwen’s social semiotics framework to identify how gender is
represented in the images. The findings revealed that 61% of the images in first-
cycle elementary school textbooks depict males and 39% depict females, with
only the Grade 2 mathematics textbook containing more images of females.
Beyond numerical differences, the manner of representation was also unequal:
men were more often depicted in active, influential, and scientific roles, whereas
women predominantly appeared in traditional and dependent roles. Moreover,
managerial, technical, and research occupations were mostly assigned to men,
while women were depicted in caregiving and educational roles. These patterns
indicate the reproduction of gender stereotypes in educational content, which
may influence students’ attitudes and future choices. It appears necessary to
revise textbooks in line with societal transformations and dynamics, while also
considering the diverse cultural context of Iranian society, so that they represent
both the shared and specific capabilities of both genders more equitably and
portray gender and related opportunities more fairly.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Social inequality, with gender inequality as
one of its most fundamental and enduring
forms, has historically positioned women in
subordinate roles. From a sociological
perspective, the social world is gendered,;
emotions, needs, roles, and institutional
structures are defined through gender
binaries that often function to justify male
dominance. A critical distinction exists
between “sex,” referring to biological
characteristics, and “gender,” understood as
a socio-cultural construct encompassing the
roles, behaviors, and expectations that
society attributes to each sex. These
gendered expectations are perpetuated
through stereotypes—simplistic and
exaggerated beliefs that restrict
opportunities and foster social
discrimination by  prescribing  how
individuals should think, feel, and act as
women or men.

The pursuit of justice, particularly in
education, is essential for societal
development. In the Iranian context,
educational justice does not imply absolute
equality; rather, it entails providing equal
opportunities and high-quality education for
all, while taking individual and cultural
differences into account. Closely related is
gender justice in education, which plays a
pivotal role in reducing discrimination and
expanding equitable opportunities. It is
shaped by public culture and governmental
policies and primarily concerns acquired
socio-cultural gender differences rather than
innate biological distinctions. In recent
decades, Iranian society has undergone
significant  transformations,  including
increased urbanization and expanded access
of women to higher education, resulting in a
more active and dynamic presence of
women in social life. However, a critical
question remains: are these social
transformations accurately reflected in the
educational  system,  particularly in
elementary school textbooks? Textbooks,
through both textual and visual content,
function as powerful pedagogical tools that
can either reinforce prevailing gender
stereotypes or promote equal opportunities
and  shared  competencies.  Visual

representations, in particular, serve as
influential stimuli in early meaning-making
processes. Exposure to gender-stereotyped
content at a young age may contribute to the
reproduction of inequality and the
consolidation of biased perceptions.

ResearchQuestions

1- To what extent and with what frequency
are girls/’women and boys/men represented
in elementary school textbooks?

2- How are gender roles qualitatively
represented for both sexes in elementary
school textbooks?

Method

This study employed a mixed-methods
dominant-less dominant design, with
primary emphasis on the qualitative
component. In the quantitative phase,
content analysis was conducted to determine
the frequency of images depicting
girls’women and boys/men in elementary
school  textbooks.  Percentages  were
calculated, and inter-coder reliability was
assessed using Cohen’s kappa coefficient.

In the qualitative phase, six images were
purposively selected to examine the nature
and quality of gender role representation.
Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen’s
visual analysis framework, grounded in
social semiotics, was applied to analyze
character activity, power relations, and
symbolic meanings. The framework
encompasses three metafunctions: ideational
(representation of events and concepts),
interpersonal (viewer engagement and social
relations), and textual (coherence among
compositional elements), with particular
attention to information value, framing, and
salience.

Results

The first research question examined the
frequency and extent to which girls/women
and boys/men are represented in primary
school textbooks. The findings revealed a
significant gender imbalance: 61% of the
images depicted males, whereas only 39%
depicted females. The sole exception was the
second-grade mathematics textbook, in
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which female representations outnumbered
male representations; in all other textbooks,
males predominated. Beyond numerical
representation, contextual disparities were
also evident. Women were predominantly
portrayed in domestic and caregiving roles,
whereas men were more frequently depicted
in social and professional contexts.
Qualitative analysis of the selected images
indicated that gender representation largely
adheres to traditional stereotypes. Men were
portrayed as active, powerful, and physically
capable, participating in a broad range of
occupations, including scientific,
managerial, and technical fields. In contrast,
women were primarily depicted in
dependent and caregiving roles, such as
teachers or  nurses, with  limited
representation in social or professional
domains. Even in religious and social
contexts, leadership roles were
predominantly assigned to men, while
women and girls were generally represented
as learners or supporters. In educational and
recreational settings, boys were more often
shown engaging in active or exploratory
activities, whereas girls’ participation was
less prominent, reinforcing restrictive
perceptions of their abilities and
opportunities. Overall, despite notable social
transformations and increased female
participation across various spheres of
society, primary school textbooks continue
to portray roles and activities largely in
accordance  with  traditional  gender
stereotypes. Such representations may shape
restrictive  beliefs among  students,
negatively influence girls’ career aspirations
and self-confidence, and hinder the
realization of gender equality. Revising
educational content to depict diverse roles
and to highlight women’s competencies
alongside those of men could promote
educational  equity, mitigate  gender
stereotyping, and support equal
opportunities.

Discussion

Analysis of 18 textbooks across six
elementary school subjects confirmed a
significant gender imbalance: 61% of
images depicted males and 39% depicted

females. Only in the mathematics textbook
did female representations exceed male
representations; in all other textbooks, males
were dominant. Males were frequently
portrayed as active, adventurous, and
physically capable, whereas females were
depicted in dependent, domestic, and
caregiving roles. In sports and high-activity
contexts, male participation was
emphasized, while females were associated
with low-activity roles. Professionally and
socially, males were represented in
managerial, technical, and influential
positions, whereas females were largely
confined to traditional or supportive roles.
These representational patterns reinforce
gender stereotypes, constrain women’s
perceived social roles, and undermine equal
opportunity. To advance social and
educational justice, it is imperative to revise
gender representations in textbooks and
media so that they reflect women’s diverse
capabilities and autonomous roles. Such
revisions would contribute to challenging
entrenched  stereotypes and  fostering
equitable opportunities for both genders.

keywords: Gender equality, gender justice,
genderrepresentation, elementary school,
Kress & van Leeuwen, content analysis
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