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Reflection 1:  Books I Read as a Child


Some of my earliest memories were of wanting to learn how to read.  I can remember a number of influential people in my childhood reading to me: my mom, my dad, my babysitter, and my teachers.  Reading was something that was always presented as important while I was growing up.  When I was young, The Boxcar Children series was one of my favorites.  At one point, I had read every book in series, something like up to number 87.  

The Boxcar Children books were originally written by Gertrude Chandler Warner and first published in 1942.  The time period in which they were written might explain a little of gender roles that Warner presented in the book.  Consistent with the mentality of the day, the children in the book each display certain stereotypes and gender roles.  When I read the books, I did find it somewhat odd that Jessie, the oldest girl, was constantly in a position of “mothering.”  She and her younger sister, Violet, are left on a number of occasions to clean or to set up the newest housing of the children.  However, as a child, I did not quite understand that these books sent a very strong message, girls should “take care of” the boys.  Boys are should be doing building and playing, girls should be worried about their safety and the possibility of getting hurt.  I do not think, though, that these books completely put girls in a corner.  Jessie and Violet always had a hand in the mystery-solving.  In the first book, when they get to the boxcar, they need a way to keep the milk cold, and Jessie announces that they should put the milk behind a falls in the river and it will stay cool.  I considered that to be really inventive when I was younger, and I still do.  I think the portrayal of girls in this series can be damaging in the message it could be sending, but I think that it is offset enough with adventure that the girls can see that that role is less important nowadays.  Telling girls that the proper way to behave is only as a lady, taking care of things and essentially running the family is unacceptable.  I think that as the series went on, with the addition to the books written by Warner less emphasis was placed on that role.  I would still encourage my children to read the series, but to know that women aren’t simply objects to make men’s lives run more smoothly.

Another series I read when I was a child was the Nancy Drew series by Carolyn Keene.  I loved mysteries and Nancy Drew was a great role model for me as I was growing up.  Drew was a young woman solving mysteries while still attending to her school and college.  While she had a boyfriend, Ned, he went to a different school and therefore did not consume Keene’s writing.  The books concentrated on Drew solving the crimes and being a leading female.  She does not defy all of the stereotypes often put forth to children however.  She is portrayed as an attractive young woman, but for the most part the moral of the books are focused on girls being able to do the same things boys do.  Without rereading a few of the books, my memories of the book are that women are still represented fairly well, especially in comparison to many of the books written during the time period these books first were, in the early 1930s.  

Nancy Drew presents a rather daring young woman for being written during that time.  She is much more liberated compared with the girls in the Boxcar Children, Jessie and Violet.  Jessie and Nancy Drew must have been roughly the same age, but their authors took the young women in two different directions while having them both solve mysteries.  It shows just how different girls can be portrayed while doing the same thing.  While Drew may have had household work to attend to, that hardly caught my notice as a child or even now as I skim through one of the books.  In skimming through the first Boxcar Children book, I am struck by the work that Jessie is burdened with.  It is a good illustration of the different types of role models presented to young readers, especially girls.

