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100 Women: 'We can't teach girls of the future with books of the
past'

Valeria Perasso

Social Affairs correspondent, WS Languages

In a textbook for students in Tanzania, boys are strong and athletic, while girls just look
proud of their pretty frilly dresses.

In a primary school reader in Haiti, pupils learn that mothers "take care of the kids and
prepare the food" as fathers work "in an office".

There's a Pakistani illustrated book where all politicians, authoritative and powerful, are male.

In Turkey, a cartoon of a boy shows him dreaming of becoming a doctor.

Meanwhile a girl imagines herself as a future bride in white gown.
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The list goes on - and knows no geographical boundaries.

Gender bias is rife in primary school learning books and can be found, in a strikingly similar
form, on every continent, various experts say.

It is a problem "hidden in plain sight".

"There are stereotypes of males and females camouflaged in what seems to be well-
established roles for each gender," says sociologist Rae Lesser Blumberg.

Prof Blumberg, from the University of Virginia, has been studying textbooks from around the
world for over a decade, and says she has seen women systematically written out, or
portrayed in subservient roles.

"Gender bias is a low-profile education issue, not one that makes headlines when millions of
children remain unschooled," she says.
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Invisible or stereotyped

Last year, the UN's education agency Unesco issued a stark warning.

Sexist attitudes are so pervasive that textbooks end up undermining the education of girls and
limiting their career and life expectations, Unesco says - and they represent a "hidden
obstacle" to achieving gender equality.

Whether measured in lines of text, proportion of named characters, mentions in titles, citations
in indexes or other criteria, "surveys show that females are overwhelmingly underrepresented
in textbooks and curricula", says University of Albany's Aaron Benavot, former director of
Unesco's 2016 Global Education Monitoring (GEM) report.
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An Italian textbook provides a striking example in a chapter that teaches vocabulary for
different occupations, with 10 different options for men, from fireman to dentist, and none for
women.

Meanwhile, women are often portrayed in domestic tasks, from cooking and washing to caring
for the children and elderly.

"The concern is also that women are portrayed as passive, submissive, fulfilling these gender
stereotypical roles," says education specialist Catherine Jere, a lecturer at the University of
East Anglia who was also involved in the GEM report.

'If aliens came to visit...'

The problem is far from new. Textbooks have been under scrutiny since the 1980s, following a
feminist push for reform mainly in developed countries.
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A 2011 US study, often described as the largest-scale research ever conducted in this field
looking at over 5,600 children's books published during the 20th century, estimated that males
were represented almost twice as often in titles and 1.6 times more as central characters.

Since the problem was first identified, there has been progress in reducing sexism - but it has
been "very slow", experts claim.

Some of the textbooks under scrutiny were published long ago, yet many remain in use -
particularly in low-income countries and in schools that do not have a budget to replace them.

"It is getting worse by the year, because the world is progressing, women are entering new
occupations and household roles are changing," says Prof Blumberg. "And books are not
improving at the same pace, so the gap is widening."

"If aliens came to visit us, they would have no inkling as to what women actually do,
occupationally and personally, by reading our school textbooks."

Universal concern

Research also shows that the problem is nearly universal. With differences in frequency and
intensity, sexism is pervasive in schoolbooks from low- and high-income nations alike.

Data is scattered, but a sample of studies published over the last decade provides the
evidence.

A history book for third graders in India, for instance, doesn't show any career women.
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An English language reader in use throughout Kenya portrays active men having "interesting
ideas", while women and girls cook meals and plait dolls' hair.

Men made up 80% of characters in books designed by the ministry of education in Iran. India
had only 6% of illustrations of women portrayed by themselves, and it was 7% in Georgia.

Maths textbooks in Cameroon, Ivory Coast, Togo and Tunisia had a proportion of female to
male characters lower than 30%, as measured in a 2007 comparative study.

A survey of science books in the United Kingdom and China also revealed that a massive
87% of characters were male.
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In Australia, a study carried out in 2009 found that 57% of the characters in textbooks were
men - despite there being more women than men in the country.

"One would think that textbooks in high-income countries would be a bit more forward-looking,
yet in Australia twice as many men were portrayed in managerial roles and four times more in
politics and government," says Prof Jere.

"There's an extreme case in a Chinese book, where there's only one heroine of the 1949
Communist Revolution", says Prof Blumberg.

"And she is not depicted fighting for legislation or on the frontline with Mao, she is shown
giving an umbrella to a male guard standing under the rain."

Influential teaching aid

Part of the problem, experts highlight, is that books construct a sense of what is normal in a
society in the eyes of school children.

As they help establish a country's curricula, readers are a sanctioned educational tool - and a
powerful one at that.

A pupil is estimated to read more than 32,000 pages of textbooks from elementary to high
school levels, research shows. Around 75% of the class work and 90% of the homework is
done from them, as well as a large proportion of teachers' planning.

Even though access to the internet and other digital resources expand the array of learning
tools, "textbooks remain central especially in poor countries," says Aaron Benavot.
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• Political and economic climate 

• Culture, “acceptable roles for women”, violence (e.g., 

SA statistics, Boko Haram) 

• Education/research judged inferior  

• Intellectual slavery 

Challenges in Africa



• Workshops like this 

• Establish strong networks and organizations 

•  national (e.g. WiPiSA) and disciplinary (e.g. AASWomen) 

•  Collaborate, share opportunities and stories 

• Lobby larger scientific organizations for change, e.g. short 

postdocs

Strategies for change



• Many research environments are “young” and so perhaps more dynamic 

• Connected families, all girls’ high schools 

Grants: 

• ICTP, Rwanda (Erika Coppola + panel) 

• TWAS (Tonya Blowers) 

• OWSD (Tonya Blowers)  

Opportunities



Universities in  
South Africa
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• Graduate program in astronomy and space science 

• Honours: 1 year (course work + small research project) 

• Masters: 18 months (6 months of course work + 1 year thesis) 

• PhD: 3 years (research thesis at one of 13 partner institutions around the 

country) 

• Deadline ~ end of August each year

National Astrophysics and Space Science Programme (NASSP)

 NASSP website: www.star.ac.za

http://www.star.ac.za


African Institute for Mathematical Sciences
6 Melrose Road | Muizenberg | 7945 | Cape Town | South Africa | www.aims.ac.za  

See attached pdf
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Senegal

Ghana

Cameroon

Rwanda

Cape Town



Grants for collaborative research in South Africa

Bilateral agreements with Italy, Mexico, EU, Japan, Jamaica, France, 
Wallonia-Brussels, Newton fund, STINT, China

• NRF website: http://www.nrf.ac.za/  



Grant Level Duration Subject Deadline Nationality

NRF-TWAS Doctoral

(20 scholars) 3 years

Science, 
Engineering + 
Technology

~Mid July
developing 
countries 
outside Africa

NRF-TWAS

African 

Renaissance

Doctoral

(50 scholars) 3 years

Science, 
Engineering + 
Technology

~Mid July
Africa 
excluding 
South Africa

NRF-TWAS
Postdoctoral 

Fellowship


(10 for 2 years)
2 years

Science, 
Engineering + 
Technology

~Mid July

developing 
country 
excluding 
South Africa

NRF 

Freestanding, 

Innovation, 

Scarce Skills*

Masters

Doctoral

2 years

3 years

- See call for  
list of subjects ~end July

Small % non-
SA


*SA Only

NRF 

Freestanding, 

Innovation, 

Scarce Skills*

Postdoctoral 2 years
 - See call for  
list of subjects 

~end July
Small % non-

SA

*SA Only

SANCOR Postdoctoral
 2years
Coastal and 
Oceanic 
Research

~end May All
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Appendix 1 

TABLE 3: ELIGIBLE DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

155 ELIGIBLE DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

1 Afghanistan 53 Grenada 105 Palau 

2 Albania 54 Guatemala 106 Palestine, State of 

3 Algeria 55 Guinea 107 Panama 

4 Angola 56 Guinea-Bisau 108 Papua New Guinea 

5 Antigua and Barbuda 57 Guyana 109 Paraguay 

6 Argentina 58 Haiti 110 Peru 

7 Armenia 59 Honduras 111 Philippines 

8 Aruba 60 Hong Kong, SAR 112 Qatar 

9 Azerbaijan 61 India 113 Romania 

10 Bangladesh 62 Indonesia 114 Rwanda 

11 Bahamas 63 Iran, Islamic Rep. 115 Samoa 

12 Bahrain 64 Iraq 116 São Tomé and Principe 

13 Barbados 65 Jamaica 117 Saudi Arabia 

14 Belarus 66 Jordan 118 Senegal 

15 Belize 67 Kazakhstan 119 Serbia 

16 Benin 68 Kenya 120 Seychelles (Transitional) 

17 Bhutan 69 Kiribati 121 Sierra Leone 

18 Bolivia 70 Korea, Dem Rep. 122 Solomon Islands 

19 Bosnia and Herzegovina 71 Kosovo 123 Somalia 

20 Botswana 72 Kuwait 124 South Sudan 

21 Brunei 73 Kyrgyz Republic 125 Sri Lanka 

22 Brazil 74 Lao PDR 126 St. Lucia 

23 Bulgaria 75 Lebanon 127 St. Vincent and the Grenadines 

24 Burkina Faso 76 Lesotho 128 Sudan 

25 Burundi 77 Liberia 129 Suriname 

26 Cabo Verde 78 Libya 130 Swaziland 

27 Cambodia 79 Macedonia, FYR 131 Syrian Arab Republic 

28 Cameroon 80 Macau 132 Taiwan, China 

29 Central African Republic 81 Madagascar 133 Tajikistan 

30 Chad 82 Malawi 134 Tanzania 
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155 ELIGIBLE DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

31 Chile 83 Malaysia 135 Thailand 

32 China 84 Maldives 136 Timor-Leste 

33 Colombia 85 Mali 137 Trinidad and Tobago 

34 Comoros 86 Marshall Islands 138 Togo 

35 Congo, Dem. Rep 87 Mauritania 139 Tonga 

36 Congo, Rep. 88 Mauritius 140 Tunisia 

37 Costa Rica 89 Mayotte 141 Turkey 

38 Côte d'Ivoire 90 Mexico 142 Turkmenistan 

39 Cuba 91 Micronesia, Fed. Sts. 143 Tuvalu 

40 Djibouti 92 Moldova 144 Uganda 

41 Dominica 93 Mongolia 145 Ukraine 

42 Dominican Republic 94 Montenegro 146 United Arab Emirates 

43 Ecuador 95 Morocco 147 Uruguay 

44 Egypt, Arab Rep. 96 Mozambique 148 Uzbekistan 

45 El Salvador 97 Myanmar 149 Vanuatu 

46 Eritrea 98 Namibia 150 Venezuela 

47 Ethiopia 99 Nepal 151 Vietnam 

48 Fiji 100 Nicaragua 152 Western Samoa 

49 Gabon 101 Niger 153 Yemen, Rep. 

50 Gambia, The 102 Nigeria 154 Zambia 

51 Georgia 103 Oman 155 Zimbabwe 

52 Ghana 104 Pakistan     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



http://www.leonfoundation.co.za/postdoctoral.htm

• South African and foreign postdoctoral scientists 

• Science, Engineering and Medical Sciences 

• 2 years, R275,000/year + relocation + conferences 

• Deadline ~ End of May



Women in Science
http://www.womeninstemi.co.za/stories/

Education is 
the husband 

that will never 
leave you.

I hope that my ordinary story 
inspires the ordinary child to 
look beyond their current 
situation to see a bright 
future for themselves.”

The dream of my 
future formidable self 

is the biggest 
influence on my life.


