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ABSTRACT
An abstract of the thesis of Karen Martin Tanski for the Master of Science in Speech

Communication: presented September 19, 1994.

Title: The concepts of mother in children’s stories in translation from print to visual

media: A content analysis.

The purpose of this research was two-fold. First, this thesis sought to uncover
the implicit concepts associated with mothers in children’s stories. Second, this thesis
attempted to chart changes in portrayals of mother when translated from print to a
visual medium. This research maintains that the concepts of mother in children’s
stories contain cultural ideals that are related to society’s evolving perceptions of
mother.

Eighteen mother/surrogate mother portrayals were anaiyzed in 15 novels and 15
videotapes. Each portrayal was coded according to marital status, range of behaviors,
41 individual behaviors within five categories, and the amount of storytime.

The results of this thesis reveal that the two most frequent behaviors associated
with the role of mother in both media and print are authority and nurturance.

The research also found that mother portrayals, when translated to film and
television, displayed less dominant and less supportive behaviors than in print
versions. Of the 41 individual behaviors coded in both novels and videotapes mothers
in films and television were found to display less ability and more affection than their

print versions.



In conclusion, this study found that mother portrayals, when translated to film

and television, may be altered to increase their mass audience appeal.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION
OVERVIEW

This study looks at the portrayal of mothers in children’s media. Specifically, it
traces the behaviors of mothers and surrogate mothers in children’s novels when
translated to feature films and television dramas. Consequently this study has two
goals. The first goal is to look at how mothers are portrayed in children’s stories.
Particularly, this study asks: What specific behaviors define the role of mother? and
‘What qualities are most closely associated with the role of mother? A second goal of
this study is to document changes in mother portrayals, if any, when stories are
translated from print to visual media.

This thesis is divided into six chapters. The first chapter details the rationale for
this research. The second chapter lays the theoretical foundation for this study.
Chapter III reviews relevant literature in the area of mass media content. The Method
chapter discusses the design of the study, including research method, data gathering
instruments, and data collection and analysis procedures. The results of these analyses
are reported in the fifth chapter, specifically the test-retest reliability, research

questions and hypothesis tests.



Chapter VI suggests an interpretive framework within which to view the findings and

discuss the implications of this study for future research. The final chapter states the

limitations of this work and suggests further research.

Rationale

Role of Mother

Family life in U.S. cultue is in a period of intense examination by the media and
society. Currently there are several magazines devoted to parenting, single parenting
and couple relationships. Under specific and intense scrutiny in society and within the
family is the role of the mother. Because many women are exploring what it means to
be a mother and what is expected of mothers in this society it is incumbent upon us to
look at portrayals of mother in the media, and in particular children’s media.

Particularly notable is the lack of mothers or surrogates in children’s novels. The
main characters of children's stories are often orphaned or separated from their
families. In addition to addressing the questions articulated above I also ask: Why are

there so few mothers in children’s literature?

Culture and Stories

It is an underlying assumption of this study that cultural assumptions and the role
expectations they generate for “mother” are identifiable in the stories we tell our

children. Hence, the mother’s lack of representation in children’s literature is both




perplexing and fascinating. If we assume that part of the purpose of storytelling is to
impart social knowledge and that family roles must be included as part of this subject,
then we also must assume there is an identifiable reason for the absence of mothers

from children’s stories.

Social Learning Theory

The conveyance of social knowledge is primary to the study of media content.
Portrayals of sex-roles and social roles on ielevision and in other media are often the
subjects of media research. In turn, the effects of these portrayals on children are
another frequent topic of media research. These studies fall under the broad
theoretical perspective of Social Learning Theory that maintains that Social Learning
takes place through modeling behaviors represented in mass media. It is precisely

because children learn from the mass media that content is an area of research.

Social Conception of Mother

Aside from portraying role models for children, “television and the entertainment
mass media in general heavily influence women's identities in our culture” (Press,
1990 p.3). The connection between the media and women’s own understanding of
the role of mother also must be acknowledged. If children learn idealized versions of

mothers from the media, so do women learn idealized standards by which to judge

themselves.




Due to this connection, and due to the primary role of mother in the family unit,
an in-depth examination of mother portrayals in children’s media is warranted. At the
heart of controversies over family values, child care, working mothers, and single
mothers are deeply held cultural assumptions about the role of mother. In addition, as
stated above, how society culturally constructs the role of mother can have important

and far-reaching implications in the lives of individual women.

Cultivation theory

It is a basic premise of cultivation theory that television is inherently more
conservative and traditional in its images and values than other forms of mass media.
Gerbner, et al. (1986) assert that television is a “superimposition of a relatively
homogeneous process upon a relatively diversified print and film context. (p.19)
Further, they state that it is through the demands of television production that
“Television differs from other media” (p.19). Therefore, a basic rationale for the
comparison of print and visual versions of the same stories is to illuminate the effect

of television production upon the specific portrayals of mothers.

Content Analysis

Content analyses that focus upon the depiction of women in the mass media
frequently categorize the role of mother as a “traditional female role” (Signorielli,
1982; Vande Berg & Streckfuss, 1992; Davis, 1990) and it is usually dismissed as

stereotypical. Additionally, the role of mother is often grouped with housewife or




homemaker, or as Hawkins & Aber (1993) described one general category
“housewives, mothers, ornaments, waitresses, health care workers, secretaries” (p.238).
If this categorization is based on the premise that women on television are “usually
presented in a home, family, or marital context” (Signorielli 1982, p.586) then
classifying the role as a “traditional” female depiction is not unreasonable. However,
some researchers have suggested that the role of mother itself is necessarily limiting.
“Women on prime-time television are portrayed in a much narrower range of roles-
primarily as wives and parents” (Vande Berg & Streckfuss, 1992) or “women were
proportionately more likely to be portrayed as homemakers and proportionately less
likely to be portrayed as workers” (Craig, 1992 p.204). Both the media and the
researchers unnecessarily devalue parenting and homemaking as productive work and
assume that depictions of women as homemakers and mothers are, without exception,
stereotypical.

Yet, other studies have noted changing depictions of families in the media. For
instance Cantor (1990) found,

Despite ...continuities today’s family programs differ from those of the 1950's

and 1960's ( 1989a,1989b) Women are more independent. Fathers are more

caring and more domesticated. In most series men and women are relatively

equal--loving sensitive, professional. But although both husband and wife

may be employed there is little competition between them. (p.282)
Moore, (1992) in his analysis of the family on prime-time television, found that

“nearly one-half of the total number of females presented as employed outside of the

home were members of a conventional family.” (p.50)



In light of these subtle differences in perspectives it is useful to focus on how

mothers are portrayed, to focus on the behaviors and traits they exhibit in the media.
Further, it might also be useful to conceive of the roles of “mother” and “father” as
roles which may or may not be portrayed in a variety of contexts; and which may or

may not be portrayed in a stereotypical manner.

Method

Content analysis research can concem itself with manifest content and/or latent
content. Manifest content is “--the visibie, surface content—- of a communication”
while latent content is “the underlying meaning” of a text (Babbie, 1992, p. 318).
This study will concemn itself with the manifest content in children’s novels and
children’s film and television. Latent content will be accessed through the
interpretation of the manifest content. The underlying meanings I hope to illuminate
are the implicit concepts associated with the role of
mother.

Through the interpretation of the observable data it should be possible to
illuminate the implicit concepts associated with the role of mother. Implicit theories
are “organized sets of beliefs [that] consist of ‘prototypes’ or representations of ideal
members of that domain” (Perse, et. al. 1990) By coding the behaviors attributed to
the mother characters in 15 children’ novels I will extract a representation of the

behaviors and traits most closely associated with the role of mother.



Finally, this inquiry acknowledges that implicit concepts of mother are not fixed,
but tied to economic, political, cultural and historical contexts. While this research
seeks to uncover implicit cultural expectations of mothers through manifest content, I
do not ignore or trivialize the importance of temporal context.

In summation, the purpose of this study is to increase our understanding of the
role of mother. Children's stories provide one method of uncovering the implicit
cultural concepts associated with the role of mother. It is important to understand the
specific concepts in children’s stories because children model and internalize the role
representations in stories. Individual women also internalize the cultural prescriptions
associated with social roles presented in children’s media. The advent of television
has resulted in the distillation of the traditional perception of social roles into an
homogeneous set of “coherent images” (Gerbner, Ibid. p. 19). Therefore, one way to
access both the implicit concepts associated with mothers and the effects of television
production on material from another medium is through the comparison of mother

behaviors in print and visual media.



CHAPTER 11
THEORETICAL FOUNDATION

In this chapter I survey in Aepth the four‘ separate theories of research touched
upon in our introduction. The first section draws upon the historical context of the
meaning of story within cultures. The second area relates the findings of Social
Learning theory to the parameters of this study. Section three explores current research
about the social conception of mother. Finally, cultivation theory and its relevance to

this study is reviewed.

CULTURE AND STORIES

When we think of the importance of media in constructing implicit concepts of
mother it is necessary to understand the role of storytelling in society.

The relationship between culture and stories has long been acknowledged; Plato
identified and recognized the rple of "Tales told by nurses and mothers” in
maintaining social order. More recently Pope, et al. (1990) state “Culture is a set of
stories told over and over again” (p. 441), and Gerbner et al. (1986) maintain “The
illumination of the invisible relationships of life and society has always been the

principal function of storytelling” (p. 18).



The role of stories in “legitimating” social reality is defined by Berger &
Luckmann (1966) as “explanatory schemes relating sets of objective meanings. These
schemes are highly pragmatic and directly related to concrete actions. Proverbs, moral
maxims, and wise sayings are common on this level. Here too, belong legends and
folk tales, frequently transmitted in poetic forms...Thus the child learns such adages”
(p.47).

It can be assumed then that stories and storytelling serve an important cultural
function. They impart and reinforce cultural information about social relationships,
roles and patterns. Because children learn social information from fictional stories it
makes sense to examine the content of those stories. However, uncovering cultural
values and patterns from manifest content can be difficult because cultural information
is often inferred. Yet implicit information is a primary source of learning for children.
Social Leamning Theory provides a framework by which to understand the relationship
between symbolic modeling and the implicit concepts that influence the attitudes,

behaviors and perceptions of children.

Social Learning Theory

Humans learn from the symbolic activities of society. According to Social
Learning Theory “People are aided in acquiring social, vocational and recreational
skills by following written descriptions of how to behave” (Bandura, 1977, p.39) and
“both children and adults acquire attitudes, emotional responses, and complex patterns

of behavior through exposure to pictorially presented models” (Bandura, 1971 p.41).
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Further, in the case of social roles, behavior not immediately modeled can be stored
symbolically and “activated into overt performance [when] age or social status deems
the activity appropriate” (Bandura, 1977 p.39). Storage of information for future use
is an important consideration for analyzing the portrayal of adult roles in children’s
media. This argument is further strengthened by the prominence of the media in the
lives of children. As Bandura states “Another influential source of social learning is
the abundant and varied symbolic modeling provided by television, films and other
visual media. It has been shown that children and adults acquire attitudes, emotional
responses, and new styles of conduct through film and televised modeling.” (p. 39)
Children also extract, through the process of abstract modeling, “the common attributes
exemplified in diverse modeled responses and formulate rules for generating behavior
with similar structural characteristics”. (Bandura, 1977 p.41). Abstract modeling might
then be directly related to the creation of implicit theory. As a child leamns the rules
for behavior associated with particular roles, these rules become characteristics the
child associates with the roles. As these implicit characteristics are reinforced they
become the “common attributes” which define the social role for the child, hence the
implicit theory by which roles are judged.

While media content is not the only source of learning for children “the mass
media play an influential role in shaping behavior and social attitudes.” (p.49)
Bandura further suggests that, “with increasing use of symbolic modeling...parents,
teachers, and other traditional role models may occupy less prominent roles in social

learning.” (p.49) Regardless of the impact parents and other role models have on their
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children’s upbringing “[people’s] perceptions of social reality are heavily influenced

by...what they see, hear and read in the mass media.” (p.49)

SOCIAL CONCEPTION OF MOTHER

Media’s influence upon the social conception of mother has also been addressed
by some researchers. In these inquiries the role of mother is considered in light of its
value to the structure of scciety. Some studies (Tobin, 1990; Spigel,1989; Honey,
1984) have sought to describe the relationship between conceptions of motherhood to
the particular historical interests of the dominant institutions in society. Tobin in her
analysis of “The Lady’s Magazine”, a 19th century British journal, found that changing
economic times, namely industrialization and the movement of production from the
home to the public sphere, created a new paradigm for domesticity. The new
conception of mother was as provider of respite for the family. Her role was to create
the home as refuge from public space. The separation of public and private space was

a theme carried on throughout the magazine.

Honey’s book Creating Rosie the Riveter noted the effort in the media to re-

conceptualize women as public and competent persons rather than private and

dependent females, in an effort to fil] wartime with female workers.

Spigel noted the discursive formation of television in the home as offered through

women'’s magazines in the early 50's. Rather than making television a distraction from

the duties of the mother the magazines began to show television as something that
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women could enjoy while sewing or mending. Further, television was pictured as an
entertainment that would promote family togethemess.

Each of these studies demonstrates that the conception of what “mother” is
changes with time. And as Spigel demonstrated one of the most important historical
influences on the conception of mother is the mass media.

For Pope, et. al (1990) it is a patriarchal construction of mothering perpetuated in
mass media that requires women to adhere to the male authority on mothering. This
results in “a world where cultural expectations of mothering speak with a stronger
voice than does the actual experience of mothering (p. 445). This patriarchal
construction, as put forth by Tobin, Pope, and Honey, is one in which the only
“proper” realm of activity for mothers is the domestic realm. This perspective, while
outdated by current standards, can still have strong influence upon our conceptions of
mother.

For instance Bridges & Orza (1992) found that mothers who were employed
receive lower approval ratings than mothers with infant children who were not
empioyed. And further, those mothers identified as working for personal fulfillment,
rather than economic necessity, received even lower approval ratings.

The personal implications can also be costly, as in Fellman's account of the

scarred relationship of Laura Ingalls Wilder, an author whose work Little House on the

Prairie is analyzed in this study, and her daughter Rose Wilder Lane. The
disappointment each woman felt in each other and herself resulted from her inability

to live up to the expectations of motherhood. In each of these studies the tension
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between conceptions of a domestic mother and the public economic world are the
primary problem.

According to Chodorow (1978) “Women’s mothering is central to the sexual
division of labor. Women's maternal role has profound effects on women'’s lives, on
ideology about women, on the reproduction of masculinity and sexual inequality, and
on the reproduction of particular forms of labor power.” (p. 11). The expectation is
that a choice between motherhood and career must be made.

Chodorow also reports on the prevalence of mother as sacrificer in psychoanalytic
theory, “the accounts of these theorists suggest that good maternal behavior requires
both a constant delicate assessment of infantile needs and wants and an extreme
selflessness” (p.84). The title of “good mother” requires the suppression of the
mother’s needs and desires and total attention to the needs and wants of her child, “it
is understood that only the selflessly loving mother is good” (Pope et al. 1990, p. 441)

The perspective of a selflessly loving mother is a social conception not limited to
psychoanalytic theory. Self-sacrifice was also a persistent theme in the media
conceptions recounted by Tobin, (1990) and Honey (1984). As the instituticnal needs
changed the concept of selflessness was utilized by the mass media to construct a

different view of social reality.
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Cultivation Theory

The influence of television on social reality is the guiding principle behind
cultivation theory. Cultivation theory puts forth the idea of a “mainstream social
reality” generated from television content.

Through systematic and ongoing content analyses of prime time television dramas,
and the systematic administration of surveys to the general population, cultivation
research has found heavy television viewing leads to a “television” view of social
reality. In fact, television-based perceptions of reality cling to the viewer despite real
world evidence to the contrary. For example, Cultivation research (Gerbner & Gross,
1976) discovered a phenomenon which they termed the “mean world syndrome”. This
erm referred to an effect in which heavy viewers perceived the world to be more
violent, dangerous, and dishonest than real world statistics reported.

Cultivation theory also asserts that television is where most people now get their
conception of reality. Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, and Signorielli (1986) present a
coherent view of television as a “centralized system of storytelling” (p.18). They
argue that television has replaced alternative institutions in the socialization process of
society. They liken television to religion and explain “The heart of the analogy of
television and religion, and the similarity of their social functions, lies in the continued
repetition of patterns (myths, ideologies, facts, relationships, etc) which serve to define
the world and legitimize the social order” (p.18). The theory of cultivation asserts

that television differs from other media “in its centralized mass production and
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ritualistic use of a coherent set of images and messages produced for total
populations.” (p.19).

Therefore, the underlying assumption for most of Cultivation Theory's assertions
is that television content is inherently more traditional in its values than other forms of
mass media. Gerbner, et. al. (1986) explain “Television's goal of greatest audience
appeal at least cost demands that most of its messages follow conventional social
morality”. (p.21) They further point to the perception “we are all imbued with the
perspectives of print culture and its ideals of freedom, diversity, and an active
electorate producing as well as selecting information and entertainment from the point
of view of a healthy variety of competing and conflicting interests. (p.20). In contrast,
they say “television challenges theories of self-government predicated on print-based
assumptions of ideologically diverse, distinct and selective publics conscious of their
own divergent interests”. (p.21).

A basic assertion of Cultivation theory is that because the content of television is
mainstream, it leads to the dissemination of mainstream social models. If Cultivation
theory is correct it would follow that we would see the traditional roles of our culture
most highly distilled on television.

If I extend this premise for the purposes of our study then I would expect to see a
reduction in the diversity of content from novel to television.

To summarize, this study is based upon four premises. First, I maintain that there
is a direct relationship between stories and perpetuation of cultural patterns,

relationships and values. Second, primary to this relationship is the ability of humans
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to adopt social roles through symbolic modeling processes. Third, the patterns of
behaviors and ideal traits presented in stories become the concepts which members of
society use to define themselves and others. Finally, we see that the dominant

storyteller and source of symbolic modeling in this culture is the mass media.



CHAPTER 1II

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

This chapter reviews content analyses from both print and visual media. First, I
survey the portrayals of sex, family, and social roles on television and, in some cases,
the effects of those portrayals on the perceptions of children. The second type looks
at portrayals of sex, family and social roles in children’s literature.

As stated previously, content analysis is grounded in theory that assumes children
learn sex roles and sexual identity from media representations. However, this
assumption does not imply that sexual identity or social roles are not learned from
social interaction, but each of these studies echoes the assertions of Social Learning
Theory and Cultivation Theory that the authority of the media, and in particular
television, acts as a primary source of social information for children. As columnist
Paul Kurnit expressed it, “Television is the only universal experience American kids
have in common”. (1992 p.19) Based on this premise, research has explored the sex-
role stereotypes portrayed in the mass media and their subsequent effects on the

perceptions of children.



18

TELEVISION CONTENT

It is not surprising that the role of women on television would become a major
area of focus. Traditionally, content analyses have focused upon the roles assigned to
women and men and the distribution ratios of male and female characters. The studies
found an over-representation of women as housewives, mothers (Lovdal, 1989;
Signorielli, 1982 & Beuf 1974) and sex-objects (Seidman, 1992; Davis, 1990).
Seidman, succinctly described the state of women on television as “females are often
shown as wives and mothers or as objects of sexual desire.” (p.215).

It is understandable then that many of these studies lament the characterization of
females as exclusively housewives and mothers. Indeed, it is very limiting, for as
Signorielli (1982) found, marriage or motherhood on television results in a woman's
immediate unemployment.

These depictions on television have been shown to have some influence on
perception of career roles, and even social class.

Studies have found that among adolescent television viewers (Beuf, 1974) “76%
of heavy viewers selected stereotyped careers for themselves.” Beuf also found
“children not only see the world as divided into male and female tasks; they also give
the male tasks higher ratings”. (pg 144).

Reeves and Miller (1978) used Multi-dimensional scaling to assess the amount of
identification children felt with major television characters. The procedure they used

most accurately predicted the amount the children felt they wanted to
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“Be like” the television character, but found that the children were not inclined to “do
like” the character. The study was limited, however, in female/male distribution in
that only 3 of the 14 major television characters were female, due to the lack of major
female characters on television.

Related to their finding of “be like” but not “do like” Signorielli & Lears (1992)
found that television influenced perceptions of whether a household chore was
designated as “boy” or “girl” but didn't influence what chores the children actually did.

While each study may have focused on a particular type of programming or a
specific demographic variable, each study noted the pervasiveness of the television
medium in the lives of children.

Not only does television influence sex-role perceptions, it influences how
children play. An Ethnographic study conducted by James and Mc Cain (1972) found
that pre-school children often used television content in their play. The authors found
that even television shows that children had never seen became the basis of many
games.

Other studies suggest that children gain interpersonal information from television.
Buerkel-Rothfuss et al. (1982) found that “Television is a valued source of learning
about family roles and may be used extensively by some children” (p.192). Weiss and
Wilson (1993) postulate that children learn emotional strategies from television. This
assertion is related to findings that children perceive the situations of television

children in family shows to be highly realistic. It is this perception of real life-like
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situations that suggests that portrayals play a part in the way children act and feel
about the world.

Adding strength to Cultivation theory’s assertion that TV mainstreams traditional
values, Perse, et al. (1990) found that college students rated traditional couples on
television as happiest when those students’ own implicit theories of marriage were also
traditional. Both findings in turn suggest an interaction between perception, implicit

theory, and media content.

Creating Television Content

The overwhelming evidence of stereotyped roles for women in every aspect of
television content supports the conclusions of Cultivation Theory, that due to
“television’s centralized mass production” it must follow “conventional social reality”

These premises led Vest (1992) to hypothesize that because of television's power
relationships “scripts containing initially more diverse ideas and images are altered to
the perceived organizational needs of the distributors” (p.25).
He hypothesized that by looking at the initial scripts and comparing them to the final
shooting scripts for television pilots he would find an observable and systematic
alteration in women's roles. Unexpectedly, the difference in gender representation was
to be found in the initially submitted scripts of “proven” producers, not between
shooting and final pilot scripts. The scripts of already successful television producers
began with fewer and more stereotyped roles for women. He found no measurable

differences in women'’s representations from initial script to shooting script.
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Vest's finding that the most successful producers write less diverse roles supports
the idea of story alteration for television. Perhaps Vest simply didn't go far enough
back in the process of story production to find the empirical evidence to support his
hypothesis. What if I compared the text of original novels to television productions

and feature films, would I find systematic alteration?

CHILDREN'S LITERATURE CONTENT

The content analysis has also been used as a tool for the evaluation of sex roles in
children’s literature ( Nilsen, 1971; Hillman, 1973; Collins, et.al.1984; Wiiliams, et.
al.1987; Korienhaus & Demarest, 1993). These studies were “based on the premise
that literature plays a meaningful role in shaping a child’s cognitive and emotional
growth. Cuitural standards are presumably manifest in chiidren’s books; the reading
process thus allows the school-age child to...identify with models who exhibit sex role
behavior.” (Hillman, 1973 p.84) Hillman dealt with women in children’s literature
between the 1930’s and the 1970's, he found a greater variance of behaviors in
women, but little variance in occupational roles.

Nilsen, (1971) surveyed Caldecott Award Winners and runners-up from 1950
through 1970. The Caldecott is an award presented annually by the American Library
Association for exceptional picture books. Not surprisingly, she found girls were
severely under-represented both in titles and in number of characters. Her assessment

of the mother role is especially pertinent to this study: “in one-fourth of the entire
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sample—there were only what I would call token females. Seven of these token

females were mothers who sewed on the buttons and packed the lunches” (p. $19).

Caldecott Award winners were surveyed again in 1984 by Collins, et. al. they
utilized 17 different factors which focused on the ratios of males and females in titles,
central roles, and pictures. They concluded -there was “a move toward greater sexual
equality in children’s literature” (p.285)

More recently Caldecott Winuers were assessed by Williams, et. al.(1987). Their
study focused on the behaviors of the main characters and compared male ang femalc
frequencies. They found females depicted as more dependent, submissive, nurruring,
passive, and subservient than males. In tumn they also found that males were depicted
as more independent, competitive, persistent, creative, and active, than females. In
addition they noted that 26% of all female adults were pictured indoors.

Focussing both on ratios of males and females in story structure and the behaviors
of maies and females in a wide selection of children’s stories from the 1940's through
the 1980's Kortenhaus & Demarest (1993) confirmed the findings of Collins et. al
(1984). Kortenhaus & Demarest stated “ In fact, the equity ratio of characterizations
of males and females has come to be quite closely balanced. The results are not only
consistent with the Collins et. al. study but replicated some of the exact ratios”
{(p.229). However, they found that while there was “increased female representation in
titles, central roles, and pictures...the way in which these females are pictured is still

sexist and biased...of the 60 books examnined that were published between 1970 an

1986, only 1 portrayed a working mother.” (p.230-1) In an interesting alternate

e
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phrasing of one of this study’s underlying questions they asked "Why are there so few

working mothers represented in children’s literature?”(p.231).
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TELEVISION CONTENT AND LITERATURE CONTENT

In today’s mass media environment television content and children’s literature
content are nct completely separate. According to Publisher's weekly “up to 50% of
children’s programming comes from books” (p.137). This may be why the chiidren’s
television watchdog group ACT (Action for Children’s Television) produced a guide
for encouraging reading through television to “identify examples of past and present
TV progranis, {ilms, and hoine videos that successfully dramarize children’s stories or
inform young viewers about the world of books.” (1991, p. 19). ‘Haight (1989) talked
witli several authors of children’s books about the transition from book to ielevision.
The authors felt that due to the demands of television production characters were
eliminated and/or became composites of other characters. They observed that “Many
good lines have to come out of someone else’s mouth.” (p.139)

To summarize the findings of media content research, content analyses have found
that women are under-represented on television and in films. Further, research has
found that women are most often portrayed in traditional sex roles. These roles are
highly stereotyped in the media and offer little diversity in behaviors. Consequently,
media effects research has found that these portrayals have influenced the way
children perceive sex-roles. Finally, children’s literature is often the basis for
children’s video and television productions, and that author’s feel story content is

noticeably altered.



Based upon these findings 1 would expect to find in the transition of mother
characters from print to television that:
H1 Mother characters will display a narrower range of behaviors in their
film and television versions than in their print versions.
and
H2 Mother characters will display a narrower range of physical features

in their fiim and television versicns than in their print versions.
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CHAPTER 1V

METHOD

Purpose of the study

The purpose of this study is to identify the major behaviors and characteristics
associated with the role of mother in children’s novels in order to illuminate the
implicit theories of mother present in children’s stories. Second, this study proposes to
assess the changes, if any, in those behaviors and characteristics in the translation of
those specific roles to a visual medium. The first section of this chapter detaiis the
design of the study, sample selection process, and the coding process used in this
study. The next section explains the 41 behaviors coded in the study and justifies
their incorporation. The final section states additional hypotheses suggested through

development of the final coding process.

Design of the Study

The study was a content analysis of 15 novels and 15 videotaped film and
television presentations. The units of analysis were 18 mother/surrogate portrayals in
the novels and 18 mother/surrogate portrayals in the videotapes. The units of
observation were 41 separate behaviors. The 41 behaviors were combined into 5

different behavior categories and all were analyzed by paired t-test.
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Sample Selection

The selected sample consists of 18 mother or surrogate mother characters in 15
children’s novels. The sample was chosen on the basis of four very specific criteria.
First and foremost, this study required a children’s or young adult story that had been
translated to a visual medium. Second, it was necessary for the story to have a
mother/surrogate present in both the print and visual versions of the story. My third
requirement was one of convenience, both the printed version and the visual version
had to be readily available at the time for the study. Finally, the story had to be
available to and selected by children and families on a regular basis.

The characteristics of our selected sample are described below. Of the 18
portrayals 11 were “True mother” and 7 were “Surrogate mother”. The visual stories
were feature films, television movies or series. Of the 15 separate video sets 11 were
feature films and 4 were television productions. Because temporal concerns may
affect the findings, copyright dates for each novel were noted as well as release dates
for each film. Of the 15 novels 11 were copyrighted pre-television, and 4 were
published prior to the invention of the motion picture. All of the feature films had
release dates post 1950. I am noting the dates for two reasons, first we can assume
that all pre-television novels and pre-motion picture novels had no visual mass media
cultural influences. In other words in post-television novels we cannot assume that

visual media, or the prospect of translation into a visual media, has had no influence.

'This last criterion was partially determined by speaking to a local children’s librarian. The particular
library contacted also had an extensive children’s videotape collection so titles which met the first three
criteria were selected with help from Children's librarian Carol Sibray, Tualatin Public Library. (See Tables
1 and 2 for complete list).



As such 1 feel that any changes that take place in the translation process must be

considered in light of these influences, or lack of them.

TABLE 1 Books

1. Little Women, copyright 1875

2. Swiss Family Robinson, copyright 1812

3. Little House on the Prairie, copyright 1935
4. The Black Stallion, copyright 1941

S. Peter Pan, copyright 1911

[«

. Mary Poppins, copyright 1934

7. Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH, copyright 1971

8. Old Yeller, copyright 1956

9. Charlotte’s Web, copyright 1952

10. Sarali Plain and Tall, copyright 1985

t1. Anne of Green Gables, copyright 1908

12. National Velvet, copyright 1935

13. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, copyright 1885

14. The Jungle Books, copyright 1893-1895 (published in serial format)

15. Winnie the Pooh, copyright 1926.
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TABLE 2
Feature Films (Animated)
1. Peter Pan, 1960
2. The Secret of Nimh, 1985
3. Charlotte’'s Web, 1971
4. Jungle Book, 1970

Feature Films (Live action)
5. Swiss Family Robinson, 1964
6. Mary Poppins, 1964
7. The Black Stallion, 1979
8. National Velvet, 1950
9. Little Women, 1950
10. OId Yeller, 1965
11. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, 1993

Made for TV movies

12. Little House on the Prairie, 1980
13. Sarah Plain and Tall, 1991

14. Anne of Green Gables, 1985

Animated Television series

15. The New Adventures of Winnie the Pooh, 1993
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CODING METHOD

The novels were coded in several different areas. First, physical descriptions of
mother/surrogate were noted, including body size, body type, hair color, eye color,
attractiveness and age, this part of the coding scheme was based on Vande Berg and
Streckfuss, (1990). Second, marital status of mother/surrogate was noted, whether
married, widowed single or divorced. Marital status is a characteristic noted by
Signorielli, (1982) and Moore, (1992) and Vest, (1992) as of particular interest in the
portrayals of women. As Davis (1990) explains the process it is necessary to look at
“marital and parental data [because] women [as wives and mothers] are much more
defined in their roles” (p.331).

Each novel was coded as to number of male characters and number of female
characters in order to provide the baseline for the analysis of the proportion of female
to male characters in the visual mediums. Vest, (1992) and Seidman, (1990),
consistent with prior content analyses, reported much higher proportion of male
characters on television and Kortenhaus & Demarest, (1993) noted this same finding in
children’s literature. A character was defined as anyone in the novel who was given a
formal name, not simply a designation of stranger or butcher, and who had some form

of verbal communication in the story.
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Behaviors

The purpose of this part of the study was to answer the questions stated in the
Introduction: What do mothers do? and What are mothers like? The best way to
obtain this information was to record the behaviors attributed to mothers/surrogates in
the novels and to record the behaviors in the visual versions. It was decided that one
behavior would be defined as an action that is discrete and observable. Some actions
may be seen linked to one another but it was decided that if these linked actions also
could occur separately they should be recorded as separate actions. For example,
singing to a child while combing her hair was coded as two distinct behaviors. The
combing of the chiid’s hair was coded as one childcare task, the singing was coded as
an act of nurturance. Using the same line of reasoning, dressing a child, however
gently, without an accompanying caress or song was recorded as one childcare task,
and not also an act of nurturance. In order to record two separate behaviors, two
separate actions were required. In this way linked actions could be recorded
separately.

Tc address the specific question of different mother/surrogate behaviors a coding
sheet was designed which listed 41 scparate behaviors (see appendix for copy of sheet
utilized by coders) selected on the basis of prior content analyses that analyzed the
representations of male and female actions both in children’s literature and on
television.

Seidman’s study of female behaviors depicted in music videos (1992) provided 11

of the terms used in this study. These were Adventurous, Affection, Anger,
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Aggression, Dependency, Dominance, Fearful, Nurturance, Sadness, Victimized, and
Violence. Five other terms Reassurance, Authority, Advising, Problem Solving and
Conflict Resolution were behaviors taken from Vande Berg and Streckfuss (1992) in
their study of television’s portrayal of women and work. In their study they found that
with the exception of reassuring, these behaviors were most often present in male
characters and absent in female characters. They also noted that emotionality,
nurturing and reinforcing (reassuring), and in need of emotional support were traits
most often attributed to wotnen.

The task behaviors of Housework, Caring for Children, and the passive behaviors
watching others play, needing help, (rescued) were taken from the Kortenhaus and
Demarest (1993) survey of behaviors in children’s literature.

In addition to the behaviors gamered from prior content analyses, several
behaviors were selected because of their particular association, positive or negative,
with “mother roles”. These terms included Worried, Self-sacrificing, Makes things go
smoothly, Timid, Courteous, Exhaustion, Self-deprecating, Protects, Criticism and
Neglect.

Still other terms were added as counterpoints to the terms drawn from other
content analyses. Courage was added as an opposite of fearful, Happiness/Playful was
added to offset Sadness, Intelligence to offset Ignorance.

Finally, terms were added at the discretion of the primary coder if it was
determined that a behavior not on the list was occurring with regularity. The terms

Special Powers, Annoyance, Surprise and Curiosity were added in this manner.
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For ease of coding and analysis the 41 behaviors were then divided into 5 major
categories, Dominant, Dependent, Supportive, Aggressive, and Independent action or
emotion. The terms Aggressive, Dominant and Independent were utilized by Welch
Huston-Plein, et. al. (1979) which influenced their inclusion in the 5 major categories.

The selected Dominant behaviors or traits were Ability, Adventurous, Advising,
Authority, Courage, Intelligence, Managing, Problem Solving, and Special Powers. A
dominant behavior was defined as a behavior which was not dependent upon another’s
actions and which took a leadership or authoritative role in the story. (For the
individual definitions of all 41 behaviors used by the coders please see Appendix A)

The next behavior category was Dependent. These traits and behaviors included
Dependency, Exhaustion, Fearful, Foolish, Ignorant, 1ll or Injured, Manipulated,
Passive, Rescued, Self-Deprecation, Timidity, Victimized, Worried. Dependent
behaviors were explained as behaviors which communicated subservience, reliance
upon another for support, or actions which were directed or controlled by another.

The third behavior category consisted of Supportive terms and behaviors these
were, Affectionate, Childcare Tasks, Courtesy, Housework, Cooking, Makes things go
smoothly, Nurtures, Protects, Reassures, Self-sacrifice, and Resolves Conflicts. A
supportive behavior was defined as a behavior which provided for another, aided or
was performed for the benefit of others.

In the fourth behavior category, Aggressive, the traits and actions coded were

Anger, Annoyance, Criticism, Manipulation, Neglect, and Violence. The overall term
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Aggressive was selected because all the above listed actions implied an intent to harm
or dominate another person in some way.

The final category was termed Independent Action or Emotion, these were actions
which were independent and instrumental but did not fall into the Dominant,
Aggressive, or Supportive categories. These included Happiness/Playful, Sadness,
Surprise, and Curiosity.

Through the creation of this highly specific behavior coding set, developed to
answer our first two hypotheses, five highly specific hypotheses were also suggested:

H3 Mother and surrogate mother characters will display fewer

dominant behaviors in film and television versions of children’s
stories than in the print versions of those same stories.

H4 Mother and surrogate mother characters will display more
dependent behaviors in film and television version of children'’s
stories than in the print versions of those same stories.

H5 Mother and surrogate mother characters will display more
supportive behaviors in film and television versions of children’s
stories than in the print versions of those same stories.

H6 Mother and surrogate mother characters will display fewer
aggressive behaviors in film and television versions of children's

stories than in the print versions of those same stories.
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H7 Mother and surrogate mother characters will display fewer

independent actions and emotions in film and television versions

of children'’s stories than in the print versions of those same stories.

Finally in response to the two issues of a lower amount of screen time devoted to
female characters and the lower amount of female characters as noted in the Vest?
study, this study predicts:

H8 The amount of female characters will decrease in film and

television versions of children’s stories when compared to the
original versions of those same stories.

H9 The percentage of story time devoted to Mother and surrogate
mother characters will decrease in film and television versions of
children'’s stories when compared to the original print versions of
those same stories.

All the novels were coded by the primary coder, hereafter referred to as “PC".
Test-retest reliability was assessed by coding 20 pages of a separate novel and then re-
coding the novel 4 weeks later. The PC also coded all videotapes, with a separate

sample 20 minutes of another story also used to assess test-retest reliability.

*Vest based his two hypotheses in this area on several content analyses of prime time television, most
notably Gerbner, Gross, Morgan & Signorielli, 1980.
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ANALYSIS

Behaviors and their frequency were coded and tabulated to answer the research
questions concerning the characteristics and traits associated with mothers. The
statistical significance of observable difference between print and visual mediums was

assessed with the paired difference t-test.



CHAPTER V

Results

This chapter presents the results of the content analysis of the 15 children's
novels. Again, the purpose of this study was two-fold: the first purpose was addressed
by the research question “How are mothers portrayed in children’s novels”? The
second purpose of this study was to map the changes, if any, in portrayals of mother
when they are translated from print to a visual medium, addressed by the nine
hypotheses. The first section reports the test-retest reliability. The second section, in
answer to my research question, looks at the behaviors identified as “motherly” in the
sample. The third section addresses each of the nine hypotheses. All hypothesis tests

were conducted by using SPSS-X.

TEST-RETEST RELIABILITY

The test-retest reliability was computed using the following formula:
#CODED BEHAVIORS AGREE = RELIABILITY

#BEHAVIORS POSSIBLE SCALE

Utilizing this formula for both samples, test-retest reliability rates were 95%.




38

RESEARCH QUESTION

For the 18 mother/surrogate mother characters in 15 novels a total of 3,476
instances of 41 different behaviors were coded. (See Tables 3 and 4 for a list of the 41
behaviors and their frequency). By far the most common behavior type for mothers in
the novels was Authority with a frequency of 736, or 21% of total. It is interesting to
note that most cases of Authority behavior consisted of telling children or other family
members what to do, for example: “Brush your teeth”, “Go to bed” or “Bring in some
water”. The second most frequent behavior type was Nurtures at 432 and 12% of
total. (See table 5 for a comparison of the top 7 behavior types for print and visual
versions) Housework/Cooking was the third most frequent behavior type at 357 acts
and 10% of total behaviors. Dependency was fourth with a total of 241 occurrences
and 7% of total behaviors. The definition of dependency included waiting for
someone else to act, deferring to another's opinion or authority or receiving help in
some way, getting a large pot off the fire or opening a jar. Dependency coded in this
manner ranked well above several other behaviors. The fifth and sixth most frequent
mother behaviors were Fearful and Childcare Tasks with 5% and 4% of total

respectively.




TABLE 3 MOTHER/SURROGATE BEHAVIORS--BOOKS

BEHAVIOR FREQ | PROP BEHAVIOR. FREQ | PROP
AUTHORITY 736 211 || PROBLEM 41 011
NURTURES 432 .124 || ADVENTUROUS 36 010
HOUSEWORK 357 .102 || SPECIAL POWERS 36 010
DEPENDENCY 241 .069 || SURPRISE 36 .010
FEARFUL 160 .046 || COURAGE 34 .009
CHILDCARE 142 .040 | IGNORANCE 30 .008
CRITICISM 136 .039 §i ILL OR INJURED 17 .004
WORRIED 93 .026 || SELF 17 .004
INTELLIGENCE 89 025 || VICTIMIZED 17 .004
AFFECTION 81 .023 || EXHAUSTION 16 .004
COURTEOUS 78 .022 || TIMID 13 .003
ABILITY 72 .020 || VIOLENCE 13 .003
PROTECTS 70 020 § CURIOSITY 11 .003
FOOLISH 66 .018 || REASSURES 11 .003
ADVISING 64 .018 || RESCUED 09 002
HAPPINESS 62 .017 || MANAGING 02 .000
SELF-SACRIFICE 61 .017 | MANIPULATED 02 .000
PASSIVE 53 .015 || NEGLECTS 01 .000
ANNOYANCE 50 .014 j| RESOLVES 01 .000
ANGER 43 012 )| SMOOTHLY 00 .000

u SADNESS 42 012
TOTAL 3,476 974
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TABLE 4 Mother/surrogate Behaviors---Film and Television

BEHAVIOR FREQ | PROP BEHAVIOR FREQ | PROP
AUTHORITY 497 .185 || SURPRISE 26 .009
NURTURES 358 .133 || SELF-SACRIFICING 25 .009
DEPENDENCY 237 .088 || PROBLEM 18 .006

SOLVING
HOUSEWORK 194 072 § SPECIAL POWERS 17 .006
WORRIED 137 051 | TIMID 16 005
AFFECTION 132 049 || ADVISING 16 005
FEARFUL 129 .048 || VICTIMIZED 15 005
COURTEOUS 93 034 | IGNORANCE 13 .004
HAPPINESS 91 .033 || RESCUED 12 004
ANNOYANCE 85 .031 || SELF 11 004
DEPRECATING
PASSIVE 78 029 || CURIOSITY 07 .002
CRITICISM 74 .027 || REASSURES 07 .002
CHILDCARE 71 .026 || EXHAUSTION 05 .001
INTELLIGENCE 64 .023 || VIOLENCE 05 .001
ANGER 56 .020 || ILL OR INJURED 03 .000
FOOLISH 49 018 || MANIPULATED 02 .000
ABILITY 36 013 || SMOOTHLY 00 .000
COURAGE 34 012 } RESOLVES 00 .000
CONFLICT
SADNESS 27 010 || MANAGING 00 .000
PROTECTS 27 010 || NEGLECT 00 .000
' ADVENTUROUS 26 009
TOTAL 2,683 981
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The top six behaviors for the 2,683 total Film and television behaviors ranked
somewhat differently. Again Authority 497, 19%, Nurtures 358, 13% ranked 1 and 2
but dependency came third 237, 9% rather than fourth and housework 194, 7% took
fourth rather than third. In the fifth spot fearful was replaced by worried 137, 5% and

sixth was affection 132, 5% rather than childcare.

TABLE 5 Top 7 Behaviors Books and Films
BOOKS FILM AND TELEVISION

BEHAVIOR FREQ | PROP Jl BEHAVIOR FREQ | PROP

AUTHORITY 497 185
NURTURES 358 133
DEPENDENCY 237 .088

AUTHORITY 736 211
NURTURES 432 124
HOUSEWORK 357 102
DEPENDENCY 241 .069

HOUSEWORK 194 072

FEARFUL 160 046 WORRIED 137 051
CHILDCARE 142 040 AFFECTION 132 .049
CRITICISM FEARFUL

TOTAL l 2,204 I “—II TOTAL | 1,684 I

Marital Status for the 18 characters was divided into 4 groups, Married, 10;

Widowed, 3; Single, 5.

As outlined in the methods chapter, nineteen of the 41 behaviors were identified
as stereotypical based on sex role studies (Williams & Bennett (1974), Seidman,
(1992) Williams et al (1984). Those 19 behaviors totalled 58% of all book behaviors

and 61% of all movie behaviors.
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Violence was defined as physical force employed to damage or abuse, or punish, (Ibid.
p- 1289). Displayed as: hitting slapping pulling hair any physical action which causes
pain, spanking, pulling ears, etc.

Worried was defined as uneasy or troubled, distressed, (Ibid. p. 1329). Displayed as:
highly concerned, facial expressions of anxiety, physical displays of worry, nail biting,
hair pulling, wringing hands etc.




Appendix B Behavior Codesheet
Title: Character:

Place mark next to the appropriate terms each time the behavior occurs.

Dominant terms: Ability
Adventurous
Advising
Authority
Courage
Intelligence
Managing
Problem solving
Special Powers

Dependent Terms: Dependency
Exhaustion
Fearful
Foolish
Ignorant
11l or Injured
Manipulated
Passive
Rescued
Self-de precating
Timid
Victimized
Worried

Supportive Terms: Affectionate
Childcare tasks
Courteous
Housework, cooking
Makes things go smoothly
Nurtures
Protects
Reassures
Self-Sacrificing
Resolves conflicts

Aggressive Terms: Anger
Annoyance
Manipulation
Criticism
Neglect
Violence (physical or verbal)

Independent Action/Emotion Terms: Happiness/Playful
Sadness
Surprise
Curiosity




