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This lesson is part of USE, UNDERSTAND & ENGAGE: A Digital Media Literacy Framework for Canadian Schools:  

http://mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/digital-literacy-framework. 

Overview 

In this lesson, students discuss television programming aimed at children and how girls and boys are portrayed in it. 

Students illustrate what they dislike about portrayals of girls or boys and then create their own TV character who will 

counter the illustrated negative portrayals. 

Learning Outcomes  

Students will demonstrate the ability to: 

• recognize that the media construct reality 

• understand that the representations made by the media are not always accurate 

• understand how their own gender perceptions are affected by the media 

• consider how well media images of gender reflect their own opinions and experiences 

• express opinions in writing 

• express themselves creatively 

 

Preparation and Materials  

Read and photocopy the following handouts: 

• What I Hate About How Girls/Boys Are Shown On TV 

• My TV Character 

 
Have on hand: 

• Blank paper 

• Pencils, crayons and/or coloured pencils 

 

Girls and Boys on Television 

Level:  Grades 3 to 6 

About the Author:  Matthew Johnson, Director of Education, 

MediaSmarts 

Duration: 2 hours 

This lesson is based on research performed by Maya Götz, head of the 

International Central Institute for Youth and Educational Television. 

LESSON PLAN 

http://mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/digital-literacy-framework
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Girls and Boys on Television  ●  Lesson Plan  ●  Grades 3 – 6 

If you would like more background on the studies that inspired this lesson, read the 2008 issue of Televizion, titled “Girls 

and Boys and Television” (http://www.br-online.de/jugend/izi/english/publication/televizion/21_2008_E/21_2008_E.htm).  

To get more up-to-date information on gender representation in kids’ TV, read the studies See Jane 2020 (https://

seejane.org/research-informs-empowers/2020-tv-historic-screen-time-speaking-time-for-female-characters/) and If He 

Can See It, Will He Be It? (https://seejane.org/research-informs-empowers/if-he-can-see-it-will-he-be-it/) 

Procedure 

TV characters 

Begin by asking students which shows they watch that have main or important characters who are children. (Make sure 

that they include all kinds of shows – comedies, cartoons, reality shows, etc.) Ask which of the major characters are 

boys and which are girls, and make a list of a half-dozen to a dozen of each on the board, under the headings “Boys” 

and “Girls.” Keep extra space between the two columns so you can make annotations. 

Ask students which of these characters they like the most, and which they like the least. (There may be some overlap, 

characters liked by some students but disliked by others.) Ask students to briefly explain their opinions: why do they like 

or dislike different characters? Make brief notes beside the relevant characters of what the students like and dislike 

about them. 

Boys and girls 

Once you have recorded opinions on most of the characters, go through the lists and see if students can identify any 

trends tied to gender. Are there likes and dislikes that occur repeatedly for male characters? For female characters? 

Ask students to think about how their own gender is portrayed on TV: do they think it is accurate? Does it reflect how 

they feel about themselves?  

Ask students if they have ever imitated or modeled themselves after a character on TV; is there anyone on TV whom 

they think of as a personal hero? What characteristics do these characters have? 

What I Hate About Girls or Boys on TV 

Distribute the handout What I Hate about How Girls/Boys Are Shown on TV. Have students circle either “Girls” or 

“Boys” in the title to reflect their gender and then write at the bottom what they most dislike about how their gender is 

portrayed on TV. On a piece of blank or scrap paper, have students illustrate their point, showing a character that 

reflects the portrayal they dislike or disagree with. When the sketch is done, have students do a good copy of that 

drawing on the handout. 

Have students share their opinions and drawings with the rest of the class. (This can be done either by having each 

student present their work or by gallery-style, putting students’ work on the wall and letting them look at each others’ 

work.)   

Once students have seen each others’ work, discuss as a class what they have written and drawn as a class. Are there 

certain negative portrayals that come up repeatedly? Are there any that some students strongly disagree with (seeing 

them as positive)? Are there any that were found in portrayals of both girls and boys? 

http://www.br-online.de/jugend/izi/english/publication/televizion/21_2008_E/21_2008_E.htm
https://seejane.org/research-informs-empowers/2020-tv-historic-screen-time-speaking-time-for-female-characters/
https://seejane.org/research-informs-empowers/2020-tv-historic-screen-time-speaking-time-for-female-characters/
https://seejane.org/research-informs-empowers/if-he-can-see-it-will-he-be-it/
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Girls and Boys on Television  ●  Lesson Plan  ●  Grades 3 – 6 

My TV Character 

Tell students that they’re now going to take the same idea and turn it around: what traits would they like to see in boys 

or girls on TV? Distribute the handout My TV Character and have students describe their ideal TV character (they may 

include more than one trait, for instance a character might be smart and strong.) Point out that this doesn’t have to be 

the opposite of what they wrote in the last handout, though it may be. On a piece of blank or scrap paper, have students 

illustrate their point, showing a character that reflects the portrayal they would like to see. When the sketch is done, 

have students do a good copy of that drawing on the handout.   

Have students share their opinions and drawings with the rest of the class. (This can be done either by having each 

student present their work or by gallery-style, putting students’ work on the wall and letting them look at each others’ 

work.)   

Once students have seen each others’ work, discuss as a class what they have written and drawn. Are there certain 

positive portrayals that came up repeatedly? How similar or different were the boys’ and girls’ characters? In either 

case, are there existing TV characters that resemble students’ ideal characters? If so, are there more boy or girl 

characters that resemble the ideals? 

Ask students to consider how well existing TV characters match their ideal portrayals. Why might the people who make 

TV shows not create characters that reflect how boys and girls would like to see themselves? 

Extension Activity: Boy and Girl TV 

In groups, have students come up with ideas for TV shows featuring characters who reflect the portrayals of boys and 

girls they would like to see. (Make sure the groups have a mix of boys and girls in them.) What kinds of settings and 

situations lend themselves to positive portrayals of both boys and girls? What kinds of relationships might be found 

between characters who reflect how both boys and girls see themselves? 

Extension: Wacky Media Songs 

For younger students, you may consider supplementing this lesson with the TVOntario Original Series Wacky Media 

Songs. These short videos explore a variety of digital media literacy topics. Here are a few suggested videos and 

discussion topics: 

You Do You! Girls don’t always have to be pink princesses and boys, blue superheroes even though that’s often what 

we see in the media. We’re all different and unique, and we can avoid stereotypes by just being ourselves.  You do you! 

Before the video, ask: What are some ways that people who make toys, movies or games make it seem like some 

things are just for boys or just for girls? 

After the video, ask: Why do you think advertisers use stereotypes? (They save money by only advertising to the people 

they think are likely to buy something.) 

How can stereotypes change how we see ourselves or other people? (Make sure your kids understand that there isn’t 

anything wrong with girls liking princesses, or boys liking superheroes. The problem is if girls think they can’t like 

superheroes and boys think they can’t like princesses.) 

Picture Perfect! Ava wants to be on the cover of a breakdancing e-zine and she wants her pic to look perfect, just like 

her favourite influencer’s pics! But in real life, who’s perfect anyway? 

Before the video, ask: Why do you think actors or influencers use computers to change how they look? 

https://www.tvokids.com/school-age/wacky-media-songs/videos/you-do-you
https://www.tvokids.com/school-age/wacky-media-songs/videos/picture-perfect
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Girls and Boys on Television  ●  Lesson Plan  ●  Grades 3 – 6 

After the video, ask: Why is it a bad idea to compare how we look to pictures online or in other media, like movies 

or ads? 

Where else do we sometimes see “perfect” pictures? (A lot of social networks and photo apps have filters that make you 

look “better.” Your kids might have older siblings or even some friends or classmates that are already using them.) 

What are some ways besides computers that people make “perfect” pictures? (Pictures can be posed and lit carefully to 

look good. Also, people sometimes take lots of pictures and then choose the one they like best. For a photo shoot for a 

magazine or an ad they might take hundreds of pictures before picking the best one!) 
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What I Hate About How Girls/Boys Are Shown On TV 
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Girls and Boys on Television  ●  Student Handout 

My TV Character 


