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A Study of Gender Roles as Defined in
Primary School Textbooks in Hong Kong

Kit-chun Au

{Abstract)

This project is a study of the gender roles as defined in textbooks of three

primary school subjects: Chinese Language, Social Studies and Health

Education. For each subject, the two sets of textbooks (from different pub-

lishers) which are in most popular use are chosen, Random samples are taken

from the text and illustrations of each textbook, and analysis is made of their
treatment of the two genders with respect to careers, family roles, leisure
activities, etc. The followings are concluded from this analysis:

1. The sex ratio of the characters appearing in the textbooks is 1.9:1. This
does not correspond with the general population (1.038:1 in 1991) in
Hong Kong.

2. Male sex accounts for 70% of the characters engaged in labour. This is
higher than the actual percentage of male workers (62% in 1991) in the
local labour force. Moreover, the jobs taken by males in these textbooks
are of many types -—— some jobs appear to be exclusively for males —
whereas the types taken up by females are few and repetitive.

3. Regarding participation in leisure activities, the male to female sex ratio
is approximately 6:4, what is more, sports seem to be prohibited areas for
females.

4. The family roles assumed by the two genders conform to the traditional
“male external, female internal” and “male dominant, female subor-
dinate” concepts.

5. The world-famous figures quoted in these textbooks are mostly male.
Prominent female figures are only a handful few. Some female figures
with important innovation (e.g. Founder of Mother’s Day) are enlisted,
yet their names are not mentioned!

The treatment of gender roles by these textbooks does not accurately reflect
the part played by females in social and economic activities, whether in our
contemporary period or in history. Hence, it appears that textbooks on these
three subjects have failed in their mission of fairly and accurately repre-
senting the gender roles in our society. For those of us concerned with the
education of our younger generation, the effect of such distortions in our
primary school textbooks should not be underestimated.
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