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Breaking through Glass Doors: 
A Gender Analysis of Womenomics in the 
Jordanian National Curriculum

Mayyada Abu Jaber 

overview

Female workforce participation in Jordan is 
among the lowest in the region of the Mid-

dle East and North Africa. This means that Jor-
dan is missing a significant share of its qualified 
workforce that could strengthen its economic 
development and help maximize its growth pre-
mium. And though Jordan has achieved parity 
in access to education in both primary and sec-
ondary schools, Jordanian women’s educational 
achievements are not being reflected in their 
participation in the economy.

The private sector and the government have in-
tensified efforts to tackle barriers that prevent 
women from entering the workforce, includ-
ing incentive systems, like the voucher system, 
and female-friendly policies, like the provision 
of child care centers. Despite these efforts, the 
“culture of work” in Jordan remains a persistent 
barrier for women and economics, or what can 

be called “womenomics.” Moreover, a woman’s 
decision to enter the workforce is often made 
by the male members of her family, who are 
likely to weigh the social consequences of her 
leaving home for family cohesion.

Promoting women’s participation in the work-
force is not an easy task. It requires a shift in the 
subjective beliefs about women and economic 
life. Building on the social theory of belief medi-
ation, Alexander and Welzel (2010) suggest that 
in order to achieve the economic empowerment 
of women, society would need to view women’s 
economic empowerment as being both “desir-
able” and “legitimate.” For Jordan, this means 
that female-friendly employment services, in-
centive systems and policies (i.e., objective con-
ditions) must be coupled with a corresponding 
change in people’s mindset (i.e., subjective be-
liefs) about women in the workforce.

Mayyada Abu Jaber  |  Jordan
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Shaping beliefs and values about the gendered 
division of labor starts early in a child’s life, 
through the family, society and the school sys-
tem. This study explores the role of the school 
curriculum, specifically the direct and hidden 
gender biases in textbooks, as a tool for the so-
cialization of cultural and ideological messages 
about women and economic life. In doing so, 
this study evaluates the current desirability of 
women’s economic empowerment through a 
systematic analysis of four subjects in the Jorda-
nian national curriculum for grades 4 through 
10. 

In order to evaluate the legitimacy of the prac-
tice of women’s economic empowerment, this 
study examines the gendered division of la-
bor, especially the leadership structure, in the 
work environment, using the Ministry of Educa-
tion (MoE) as a sample workplace. This analy-
sis is based on an interpretation of Alexander 
and Welzel’s (2010) theory that the greater the 
number of women role modeling positions of 
decisionmaking and leadership, the stronger 
the legitimacy behind the notion that women 
can take control of their economic and political 
lives.

This study’s pertinent research findings for Jor-
dan vis-à-vis the desirability and legitimacy of 
women’s economic empowerment include the 
following:

Curriculum findings (desirability)

•	 Vocational work is not desirable for women, 
even for jobs that require skills that have 
been stereotyped as feminine (e.g., chefs 
and waiters).

•	 Only a few culturally acceptable and eco-
nomically feasible professional and public 
sector jobs are assigned to women (e.g., 
teachers).

•	 It is more desirable for females to stay 
home. 

•	 The curriculum prepares women to enter 
the marriage market rather than the labor 
market.

•	 Women who work outside the home will not 
be able to meet their family’s demands and 
expectations and their family responsibili-
ties. 

•	 Women are given very little control of fi-
nances and are afforded only limited mobil-
ity.

•	 Men are portrayed as being more entrepre-
neurial than women.

•	 There is a distinct absence of women per-
forming productive tasks and an overrepre-
sentation of women performing reproduc-
tive tasks.

•	 Females are represented in subordinate po-
sitions, while men are represented as lead-
ers.

Leadership findings (legitimacy)

•	 The number of females in the MoE hierarchy 
decreases with greater leadership respon-
sibility and higher decisionmaking power, 
legitimizing the stereotype that females do 
not have the ability to lead or make deci-
sions in the public and private spheres.

Likewise, this study’s pertinent policy findings 
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for Jordan vis-à-vis the desirability and legiti-
macy of women’s economic empowerment in-
clude the following:

Policy findings

•	 Previous gender-sensitization efforts at the 
MoE have fallen short. 

•	 The number of female textbook authors 
does not correspond to the degree of gen-
der-biased content in the textbooks.

•	 The process of textbook development is un-
necessarily redundant, and holds no one ac-
countable for ad hoc amendments to con-
tent. 

The study concludes that the hidden curriculum 
underlying both the formal curriculum at school 
and the culture of the workplace makes female 
economic empowerment socially undesirable. 
Gender-biased content in textbooks directs 
males and females toward employment futures 
that are socially desirable to and culturally ac-
ceptable for society, rather than those that 
make economic sense for individuals, families, 
communities and the nation. The leadership 
landscape in Jordan further legitimizes the un-

desirability of female economic empowerment 
through a gendered division of labor, whereby 
males move into leadership positions while fe-
males are kept in culturally acceptable jobs be-
hind glass doors and under glass ceilings. 

This study recommends a theory of action that 
involves diverse stakeholders and a multistage 
approach to promoting the positive, subjective 
beliefs necessary to transform mindsets about 
female participation in the workforce. This the-
ory suggests that a national coalition be cre-
ated to promote “womenomics” as a patriotic 
strategy for the economic progress of Jordan. 
The theory also includes a systematic reform of 
gender concepts in an integrated and blended 
school curriculum and a training program that 
identifies communities of educationalists. A 
crucial element for the success of these efforts 
is to tackle the leadership gap and to develop a 
blended gender training, mentoring and coun-
seling program.
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Introduction

About 70 percent of the Jordanian popula-
tion is under the age of 29 years. Although 

this statistic might suggest strong workforce po-
tential and economic opportunities for Jordan, 
29.9 percent of these youth are unemployed 
(Steer, Ghanem, and Jalbout 2014). The youth 
bulge has left young people frustrated and un-
able to become economically active members 
of society. 

Jordanian women are especially affected by 
high unemployment, with a female unemploy-
ment rate of 46 percent, compared with 23 per-
cent for men (Razzaz 2011).

Although Jordan’s literacy rate among female 
youth of age 15 to 24 is among the highest in 
the Middle East—99.2 percent (World Bank 
2013)—and females achieve higher grades than 
males in almost all levels of education, Jordan’s 
female workforce participation rate is the low-
est in the region, at 15 percent (Razzaz 2011). A 
total of 2 million of Jordan’s eligible workforce 
of 3.5 million are categorized as inactive (Razzaz 
2011). About 54 percent of this inactive popu-

lation is categorized as “stay at home females,” 
with a secondary education degree or less in 
education, employment or training. If Jordan 
does not close this workforce gender gap, the 
country will miss out on the “growth premium” 
that female employment can yield, and will con-
tinue to suffer from lower potential growth in 
gross domestic product of 0.5 to 0.9 percent a 
year (Dollar and Gatti 1999; see also World Bank 
2005).

Jordan, like the rest of the Arab world, has 
worked diligently toward fulfilling the United 
Nations’ Education for All goals. In 2012, the net 
primary school enrollment rate was 97 percent 
in Jordan, compared with 89 percent for the Arab 
world; and in 2011, the net secondary school 
enrollment rate was 88 percent, compared with 
77 percent for the Arab world (Brookings Insti-
tution 2014; UIS 2014). Women in Jordan have 
made significant progress. Gender parity at the 
primary school level is 1.00; and at the second-
ary school level, it is 1.06 (UIS 2014). Yet Jorda-
nian women’s achievements in education are 
not being reflected in their participation in the 
economy (see figure 1).
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Figure 1. Education and Economic Indicators in Jordan, 2006–13

Source: World Economic Forum (2013).
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The Relationship between Women and
Economics: “Womenomics”

The term “womenomics” was championed by 
Japanese prime minister Shinzō Abe to “capital-
ize on the power of women,” whom he described 
as “the most underutilized resource,” in order to 
help boost Japan’s slowing economy (Abe 2013; 
National Public Radio 2014). According to this 
economic strategy, women have a vital role in 
the economic growth of nations. If female work-
force participation was on par with male work-
force participation in countries like Japan, the 
United Arab Emirates and Egypt, their econo-
mies could grow, respectively, by 9, 12 and 34 
percent (Aguirre and Rupp 2012). The ideas be-
hind “womenomics” are thus crucial for a coun-
try like Jordan, where the relationship between 
women and economics is even weaker than in 
Japan, the United Arab Emirates, or Egypt.1 Ac-
cording to a World Bank report (2005), female 
labor force participation in Jordan is half its po-
tential. Women with less than a secondary edu-
cation or with only vocational training are the 
most absent. This study explores the reasons 
behind the chasm between women and eco-
nomics in Jordan and offers recommendations 
for ways to promote women in the workforce. 

Culture as a Barrier to Economic Productiv-
ity for Jordanian Women

In the monitoring and evaluation data collect-
ed by the Jordan Career Education Foundation 
(JCEF), women had a distinctly low participation 
rate in vocational jobs, even when the jobs were 
made readily available to them. In 2010, 63 per-
cent of the women who held a high school de-
gree or less rejected the vocational jobs offered 
to them upon completion of demand-driven 
(i.e., employer-driven) training programs (JCEF 

2010). In-depth focus group discussions con-
ducted by JCEF revealed that cultural attitudes 
toward women in the workforce constrained 
women’s actual participation in it. Women de-
clined jobs because they were pressured by 
their families to stay home, on the grounds that 
the jobs were not culturally suitable. The voca-
tional jobs, which included both nonroutine and 
routine positions (e.g., on assembly lines and in 
retail sales), required the women to work in a 
mixed-sex work environment or with other for-
eign females, both of which are culturally unac-
ceptable. Furthermore, some of the nonroutine 
jobs, such as working in retail sales, required 
long hours and night shifts.

A similar trend of culture as barrier was observed 
for Morocco in a recent study conducted by the 
Japanese International Cooperation Agency of a 
female employment training and job placement 
program (Morikawa 2014). There, almost 50 per-
cent of females with lower primary education 
and 49 percent of females with lower second-
ary education rejected their job placements for 
cultural reasons or because their husbands and 
their families did not allow them to participate. 

In both Jordan and Morocco, women stated that 
culture and the inability to make their own de-
cisions deterred them from entering the work-
force, especially vocational jobs. Observations 
in Jordan show that younger men are becoming 
even more stringent in their roles as economic 
providers and authoritative household mem-
bers, and thus are dictating to women when 
they can or cannot work. A female living in a 
Jordanian family headed by her grandfather or 
father therefore has a greater likelihood to join 
the workforce than her counterpart living in a 
family headed by her brothers or husband (JCEF 
2010). Culturally, females are typically social-
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ized to become good housewives and moth-
ers. Because some of the vocational jobs that 
were offered to these females were viewed as 
potentially reducing their chances for marriage, 
brothers often forbade their sisters from assum-
ing these jobs. Similarly, criticism from family, 
neighbors and society led husbands to forbid 
their wives from taking socially unacceptable 
vocational job (JCEF 2010).

When asked where they would see themselves 
in five years, almost half the women who partic-
ipated in the JCEF program said that they would 
see themselves “married,” because, in their 
words, “there is no hope of getting a job, [so] 
marriage seemed to be the only other route” 
(JCEF 2010) This perspective echoes the find-
ings of a study conducted by Stockedale and 
Nadler (2013), who suggested that occupation-
al choices are dictated by the requirements of 
both the labor market and the marriage market. 
Of particular importance, Stockedale and Nadler 
explained that while the skills for both the labor 
and marriage markets for males are similar, they 
are often different and sometimes contradic-
tory for a female, leading her to have to make a 
choice between which market to enter. 

In Jordan, the Ministry of Labor has implement-
ed many interventions to tackle the high rate 
of female unemployment in the vocational sec-
tor, including gender-specific labor laws, such 
as providing maternity leave and child care 
centers. Other interventions include building 
female-only factories closer to rural communi-
ties in order to minimize transportation costs, as 
well as providing technical training at commu-
nity-based organizations to ensure a culturally 
safe work environment for women. Yet, despite 
these efforts to address the objective oppor-
tunities and conditions needed for Jordanian 

women’s economic empowerment, the subjec-
tive beliefs about and cultural attitudes toward 
female employment in vocational jobs have yet 
to be addressed. Based on the trends observed 
by JCEF and the Japan International Coopera-
tion Agency, one could argue that culture—
particularly the beliefs, values and attitudes 
held by men and women about women and 
economics—are a persistent barrier to female 
economic empowerment in Jordan.

Improving the Desirability and Legitimacy 
of Female Economic Empowerment:  
A Theoretical Framework for Cultural and 
Behavioral Change

Removing this barrier of cultural beliefs and atti-
tudes is not an easy task. It requires shifting per-
ceptions of what Alexander and Welzel (2010) 
call the “desirability” and “legitimacy” of women 
in the workforce, especially the subjective be-
liefs and assumptions about women’s economic 
empowerment. Drawing on social theories of 
belief mediation, Alexander and Welzel con-
ducted a study of the influence of emancipative 
beliefs—such as equity, liberty, autonomy and 
expression—on the empowerment of women. 
They found that much effort has been directed 
toward addressing the objective opportunities 
and social conditions of women, like providing 
women-centered services and women-friendly 
employment opportunities. However, what has 
been overlooked is a “corresponding change in 
subject states of minds” (p. 366). Referencing  
Chafetz (1988, 10–22), the authors write:

“Gendered” patterns of work organization 
diminish women’s opportunities to advance 
to higher status in an objective sense, yet 
subjective beliefs in the legitimacy of wom-
en’s lower status are necessary to appease 
women and make them accept their dimin-
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ished opportunities. By logical implication, 
changes in the structure of work organiza-
tion can open new opportunities for women 
to advance to higher status but these op-
portunities will only be effective if the be-
liefs arise that a higher status for women 
is legitimate and desirable. (Alexander and 
Welzel 2010, 366)

In other words, if both society at large and men 
and women specifically do not find the idea of 
female economic empowerment to be desirable 
and legitimate, then any effort toward structural, 
objective change will have negligible influence. 
In order to change the objective state of wom-
en’s economic empowerment, it is imperative to 
look closely at the subjective beliefs that both 
women and men have toward the desirability 
of economic empowerment and the legitimacy 
behind it. Alexander and Welzel (2010) suggest 
that both the objective and subjective states of 
affairs are complementary, and that the route to 
female empowerment is through the promotion 
of emancipative beliefs. For Jordan, this means 
that women can only become truly economi-
cally empowered by coupling employment ser-
vices (i.e., objective conditions) with a change 
in mindset (i.e., subjective beliefs). 

Alexander and Welzel (2010, 381) also state that 
“women’s emancipative beliefs translate easier 
into public action when an overall emancipative 
climate encourages such action.” Thus, in addi-
tion to attending to employment conditions 
and people’s mindsets, we must also consider 
how the workplace environment, in terms of its 
representation of women in both the vertical 
and horizontal hierarchies of the organization, 
generates a climate that legitimizes or delegiti-
mizes the idea of women in the workforce. That 

is, the gender composition of organizations cre-
ates a climate of either acceptance or unaccep-
tance about the choices females make regard-
ing their desired careers. If women are equally 
represented in positions of power and author-
ity, then public action toward changing mind-
sets and economically empowering women will 
be easier, even in vocational fields. 

The Research Focus

Where are mindsets shaped? While the family 
and society help shape values and attitudes to-
ward women and the workforce early in a child’s 
life, these perceptions are reproduced and rein-
forced in the school system. The role of school-
ing in general and the curriculum specifically is 
critical in shaping the behaviors and attitudes 
of youth toward gender equality (World Bank 
2005). Moreover, school curricula and textbooks 
are important tools for socializing cultural and 
ideological messages about gender roles and 
gender bias—through the formal curricu-
lum, with concepts being further emphasized 
through the informal curriculum.

But more important, students also learn gen-
der bias about women and economics from 
the “hidden” or implicit messages embedded 
in textbooks—in pictures, in occupational role 
allocations, and in the way textbooks victim-
ize and derogate females (Blumberg 2007). The 
fact that teachers spend 80 percent of their time 
teaching from textbooks suggests that these in-
direct messages can completely undermine any 
gender-sensitization efforts of explicit textbook 
content: “Gender bias in schoolbooks is ‘hidden 
in plain sight.’ Their stereotypes of males and fe-
males are camouflaged by the taken-for-grant-
ed system of gender stratification and roles, and 
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this constrains girls and boys’ visions of who 
they are and what they can become” (Blum-
berg 2007, 347). Despite what we know about 
the “hidden curriculum” and its role in shaping 
ideologies and subjective beliefs, the content of 
Jordanian textbooks has been overlooked in at-
tempts to improve the conditions for women’s 
economic empowerment. 

My first argument in this study is thus for there 
to be greater female participation in Jordan’s 
workforce, the country’s formal curriculum must 
move the mindsets of both men and women 
toward desiring gender equity in occupational 
roles. Therefore, in order to determine the cur-
rent desirability of, or attitudes toward, female 
economic empowerment in Jordan, I analyzed 
both the hidden and direct messages about 
women and economics in Jordanian school 
textbooks. Identifying the gender bias in text-
books is crucial for changing ideologies and 
values about women and economics because 
these “hidden” messages affect the desirability 
and acceptability of women’s participation in 
the workforce. 

However, to change cultural beliefs about the 
desirability and legitimacy of women as eco-
nomic agents, it is not enough to only address 
the educational curriculum. Alexander and Wel-
zel’s (2010) call for an “emancipative climate” to 
encourage action means that a “culture of work,” 
with more role models of women at work and 
in leadership positions, will increasingly legiti-
matize public action that promotes women’s 
economic empowerment. Therefore, if occupa-
tional role modeling at, for example, the MoE—
the very institution responsible for developing a 
gender-sensitive curriculum to empower girls to 
enter the workforce—is not sufficiently gender 

sensitized, little can be expected vis-à-vis the 
occupational socializing of students through 
textbooks and the curriculum. 

The second focus of this research is thus on 
the larger “culture of work” in Jordan. By using 
the MoE as a sample “workplace,” I analyzed its 
“emancipative climate” with respect to the le-
gitimacy of the idea of women in the workforce. 
The MoE’s leadership can be seen not only as 
a microcosm of managers, teachers, inspectors 
and technicians role modeling occupational 
jobs but also as an example of Jordan’s commit-
ment to women’s economic empowerment. A 
higher number of females in diverse roles at the 
MoE would indicate stronger legitimacy for the 
idea that women can assume different econom-
ic roles in society, including leadership roles.
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Methodology

Gender equality has many social, political 
and economic dimensions, which are dif-

ficult to capture in one single academic subject 
or discipline. Gender concepts are often inte-
grated in an interdisciplinary manner across 
different subjects. This results in a spiral devel-
opment of concepts going horizontally across 
subjects and vertically across grades, leading 
to a holistic understanding of gender concepts 
like women and economic life. 

This understanding results in deeply en-
trenched, gendered ideologies and a set of 
desired behavioral possibilities. Furthermore, 
gender concepts are introduced either directly 
in the form of text, or indirectly through images 
and illustrations. To capture these concepts, I 
mapped those subjects that would most likely 
contain messages pertaining to women and 
economics—social studies, civic education, ge-
ography and vocational education. 

Due to the low attainment of early elementary 
school students in mathematics and reading for 
academic year 2013, the MoE decided to limit 
the subjects taught in grades 1 through 3 to 
languages, mathematics, sciences and English. 
Thus, the textbooks mapped for the purpose of 
this research begin with grade 4. At grade 10, 
students select subjects from six streams—five 
academic ones, and one vocational stream that 
is also divided into subspecialties. Since Jorda-
nian students’ career decisions are generally 
made by grade 10, textbooks beyond grade 10 
were not included in the analysis. 

The following research activities were conducted:

•	 Map 38 Jordanian textbooks from grades 4 
through 10 in four subjects (social studies, 
civic education, geography and vocational 
education) to evaluate the direct and indi-
rect gender messaging about women and 
economics. 

•	 Map a sample of 12 teacher’s guides in the 
subjects of social studies, civic education 
and geography to evaluate them for gender 
bias in pedagogy, assessment and the sup-
port materials.2 

•	 Assess the relationship between the gender 
of authors and the level of gender equity in 
textbooks. 

•	 Assess the leadership role modeling at the 
MoE as a workplace model for students.

•	 Conduct a desk review of the general poli-
cies regarding curriculum development and 
gender mainstreaming at the MoE, on both 
the strategic and implementation level, to 
explain the overarching policies.

Mapping the Curriculum

An interdisciplinary mapping technique was 
used to identify isolated gender concepts re-
lated to women and economics and to derive a 
fuller picture of the interrelationships between 
these concepts across subjects and grades. More 
specifically, the mapping highlighted which 
concepts were covered in each subject; which 
concepts were underrepresented, ignored or 
repeated; and whether relationships between 
concepts across subjects and grades created 
negative or positive feedback loops.
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The conceptual framework used to gender-map 
the textbooks was adapted from the Harvard 
University Analytical Framework and the model 
used by Netherlands Development Assistance 
(March, Smyth, and Mukhopadhyay 1999). The 
Harvard model focuses on analyzing the gender 
activity role and answers the question, “Who 
does what in society?” The Netherlands model 
focuses on the gender social relationship and 
answers the question, “How are they function-
ing together in society?” Messages in the text-
books that pertain to occupational segregation 
were analyzed in light of the social and power 

relationship between genders—for example, 
how the gender relationships are represented 
in both the private and public settings and the 
associated decisionmaking roles for both. By 
explaining these relationships and how they 
intend to gender-socialize their readers, we will 
gain a better understanding of labor market so-
cialization and the division of labor in Jordan.

The gender framework for the mapping exercise 
can be divided into five main profiles (see table 
1; see also appendix A). 

Table 1. Gender Framework for Textbook Mapping

Profile

Activity profile 

Access to resources 
profile 

Benefits from resources 
profile

Sociopolitical profile 

Influence and control 
profile 

Description

This profile focuses on gender roles and the division of labor. It is subdivided into two 
categories: roles in the labor market (production), and roles at home (reproductive).
The production profile is further subcategorized into professional jobs, vocational jobs, 
self-employment and public sector jobs. The vocational jobs are further divided into 
agriculture, industrial, trade, tourism, sales, handicrafts, garments, carpentry and black-
smithing.

This profile is concerned with the ability to make use of resources such as land, cash, 
training, education, equipment and health.

This profile is closely related to the access to resources profile; however, this profile 
evaluates the benefits that females gain from resources. For example, females have 
equal access to education, thus achieving parity, while boys are given a disproportional 
amount of opportunities to attend educational forums. Consequently, women are left 
short of the full productive benefits of education as a resource. 

The political component of this profile focuses on equal participation in decisionmaking, 
leadership and citizenship; the social component tackles issues related to stereotyp-
ing, social imaging and vulnerability. It also measures gender bias in cognitive skills and 
achievements in science and technology

This profile is crucial because it indicates the factors that could manipulate the earlier 
profiles. It thus measures women as active agents of change rather than as passive 
receivers of their rights. 

The ratings criteria used to evaluate gender 
concepts in the textbook was adapted from 
the Longwe Women Empowerment Framework 
(International Labor Organization 1998), which 

identifies three levels of recognition of women’s 
issues: gender negative, gender neutral and 
gender positive (see table 2).
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In order to systematically map the hidden mes-
sages in textbooks, images and illustrations 
were also mapped by counting the frequency of 
male and female images in textbooks. Images 
were further evaluated as representing pro-
fessional or vocational jobs, and leadership or 
subordinate roles. Text references to males and 
females were also counted. Due to the lack of 
consistency in the gendered language used in 
the textbook, a profession was considered ei-
ther male or female depending on the gender 
form in which it was presented, regardless of 
Arabic language limitations.

Mapping the Teacher’s Guide

An interdisciplinary mapping technique was Us-
ing the MoE website, a sample of 12 teacher’s 
guides were selected for mapping to gain a bet-
ter understanding of the gender responsiveness 
of guides (and, hence, teachers) to the concepts, 
and whether they legitimize and reinforce the 
messages delivered in the corresponding text-
books. The content was mapped as either gen-
der aware or gender blind (table 3). 

Table 2. Ratings for Evaluating Gender Concepts Mapped in Textbooks

Level of Recognition

Gender negative

Gender neutral

Gender positive

Evaluation Criteria

Content or the context of the textbook gives a biased opinion about women that leaves 
them worse off. This includes when the content is silent about women’s issues or when 
women’s issues have been completely overlooked. 

Content or the context of the textbook gives or attempts to give a neutral opinion but 
could be translated or weighed either negatively or positively depending on the delivery 
of content. This includes concepts that were doubted to be positive. 

Content or the context of the textbook is favorable to women’s issues, and women are 
left better off.

Gender aware

Gender blind

Teacher’s guide includes responsive instructional methodologies and assessment strate-
gies to tackle the gender concepts mentioned in the textbook. 

Teacher’s guide does not include strategies for either the delivery or the assessment of 
gender concepts mentioned in the textbook.

Table 3. Rating for Evaluating Gender Concepts Mapped in Teacher’s Guides 

Scope and Sequence Chart

In addition to mapping gender concepts in the 
textbooks, a Scope and Sequence Chart was 
also created to highlight the relationships be-
tween the gender concepts, both horizontally 
across different subjects and vertically across 
different grade levels (see figure 2 below). This 

chart identifies the frequency of a concept and 
the number of times that a concept is repeated 
in and across textbooks. It also helps to show 
whether a concept is missing. The chart gives 
a visual representation of the spread of nega-
tive and positive gender concepts and how they 
feed or loop back into each other.
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Assessing the Policies Associated with the 
Authoring of the Curriculum

A correlation was made between the number of 
female and male authors and a textbook’s gen-
der sensitivity. The textbook’s overall gender 
sensitivity was evaluated as positive, neutral or 
negative, similar to the evaluation criteria used 
to map gender concepts in textbooks (see table 
2 above). The positive textbooks had more than 
10 statements addressing gender issues with 
some supportive argument(s). A negative rating 
was given to those books that had more than 
10 negative clauses about females; these text-
books need to be either discarded or rewritten. 
Neutral books were those that had 10 or fewer 
concepts addressed in the form of factual state-
ments without any reference or support argu-
ment. These textbooks can be amended to be-
come more gender inclusive.

Assessing Leadership Modeling at the 
Ministry of Education

A gender count of teachers and managers oc-
cupying positions at different levels of the MoE 
was conducted as a case study of a Jordanian 
workplace. This is essential for two reasons: (1) 
The MoE is the responsible government agency 
for developing and implementing curriculum 
that encourages women to enter the workforce. 
If the leadership of the MoE is not adequately 
gender sensitized, it would be difficult to envi-
sion that the curriculum would be fully gender 
sensitized. (2) As a microcosm of the Jordanian 
labor market, the MoE’s gendered division of 
labor, for both entry-level and leadership posi-
tions, would provide insights into the attitudes 
of society toward female employment.

A Desk Review of the General Set Policies at 
the Ministry of Education

A desk review of the policies related to gender 
mainstreaming, curriculum development and 
textbook authoring at both the strategic and 
operational levels was carried out and evaluat-
ed based on the findings of the textbook map-
ping.
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What Are the Gender 
Policies at the Ministry of 
Education? 

Building on His Majesty King Abdullah II’s 
vision for Jordan to become the economic 

hub of the region, the MoE in its mission state-
ment recognizes the importance of a qualified 
and competitive workforce whose members are 
lifelong learners and thus are able to respond to 
the country’s current and future socioeconomic 
needs. The MoE’s policy guidelines thus aim to 
foster a generation that is equipped with the 
skills needed in a knowledge-based economy. 
This is coupled with a strong vocational educa-
tion program that meets the private sector’s ad-
ditional labor force needs. The MoE’s philosophy 
stems from Jordan’s Constitution, history, and 
culture. The Constitution states that all Jorda-
nians have equal rights and responsibilities and 
calls for equal opportunities to ensure gender 
equality (MoE 2014a). The MoE’s general objec-
tives are in line with international frameworks 
on education and strive to fulfill the Education 
for All goals. The vision is also grounded in a 
strong cultural and value system stemming from 
the Jordanian Constitution and Islam. Translat-
ing the objectives into action is the mandate of 
every division and unit at the MoE.  

The MoE embarked on a gender-mainstream-
ing effort in 1998, and this continued through 
2002, as part of the fifth component of a capac-
ity-building effort funded by the UK Depart-
ment for International Development known as 
the Management of Education project. The fo-
cus of the fifth component was on developing 
women’s leadership roles at the MoE, and the 
Management of Education project worked to 
address the professional and personal obstacles 

that deterred women from assuming leadership 
roles. 

In its gender-mainstreaming effort, the MoE 
worked closely with the Jordanian National 
Commission for Women (JNCW), which was 
established in 1992. The mission of JNCW is to 
support mainstreaming of gender equality in all 
areas of policy and to “narrow the gap between 
formal acknowledgement of women’s rights as 
detailed by legislation and actual societal at-
titudes towards women” (JNCW 2014, para 1). 
The JNCW formulated the first national strate-
gy for women in Jordan. The JNCW assigns fo-
cal points from different ministries, including 
the MoE, to review this strategy and to act as 
liaisons to ensure that gender-mainstreaming 
efforts are translated into the strategies of the 
respective ministries. 

From 2003 to 2009, the MoE embarked on the 
first Education Reform for Knowledge Economy 
(ERfKE) project, which focused on transform-
ing the education system to produce graduates 
with the skills needed for a knowledge-based 
economy. To achieve this, the MoE developed 
new curricula, enhanced learning assessment 
linked with effective teaching, and underwent 
governance and administrative reforms. Under 
the reform’s first component, the Canadian In-
ternational Development Agency (CIDA) funded 
a gender-mainstreaming project with the aim of 
improving the quality of education available for 
boys and girls in public school. This project ad-
dressed policy and institutional reform. 

In response, the MOE launched the first four-
year strategy for gender mainstreaming. Poli-
cies and action plans were set and implemented 
at all institutional levels. The strategy had four 
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main components: (1) to institutionalize gender 
within the MoE, (2) to build the capacity of the 
MoE’s key staff to mainstream gender in their 
daily implementation, (3) to incorporate gen-
der mainstreaming in strategic planning efforts, 
and (4) to monitor and evaluate the progress of 
mainstreaming efforts.

In 2004, the MoE formed a Gender Equality Tech-
nical Team (GETT) to follow up on the goals set 
forth in the four-year strategy. GETT’s mandate 
was to act as a governance body and to oversee 
the implementation of the strategy. In 2006, a 
160-hour gender-mainstreaming training pro-
gram was implemented. The training targeted 
staff members at the MoE, including the GETT 
members and select directors from the field. The 
MoE team was trained in mainstreaming gender 
concepts as well as in communication and ad-
vocacy skills. A gender equality strategy for the 
MoE was also developed in 2008 (MoE 2013).

Between 2006 and 2008, a GETT subcommit-
tee was formed to analyze the Jordanian school 
textbooks for gender bias and to recommend 
changes to the MoE’s Curriculum Division. This 
effort coincided with the Demographic Educa-
tion Project launched by the Higher Population 
Council (HPC). The collaborative effort between 
the MoE and HPC resulted in the sharing of fam-
ily planning information and strategies with the 
Curriculum Division. As a result, the Curriculum 
Division integrated gender issues into the cur-
ricula for grades 1, 4, 8 and 10. A recommenda-
tion was also set forward to the MoE to increase 
the number of female textbook authors and to 
work closely with the JNCW and other organi-
zations to provide authors with the documents 
needed for the gender integration of the cur-
riculum (Hindawi  2010b).

GETT also recommended amending the text-
books’ male-gendered language, suggesting—
in collaboration with the Arabic Language In-
stitution—alternative language that could be 
used to ensure gender equality, such as using 
both the male- and female-gendered language 
when referring to professions. Notably, voca-
tional jobs were not included in this recommen-
dation, or in efforts to gender-sensitize the lan-
guage of textbooks (Hindawi 2010b).

With the start of phase II of the ERfKE project in 
2010, the Directorate of Planning and Research 
founded its Gender Unit in order to institution-
alize gender-mainstreaming efforts. The Gender 
Unit continues to work with other departments 
to monitor these efforts. However, many of the 
initial staff members who were trained in gen-
der mainstreaming have retired or have since 
left the MoE.

In 2010 under the ERfKE II School Development 
Project, funded by CIDA, gender-mainstream-
ing efforts again intensified. The gender train-
ing manual developed earlier was revised, and 
a three-day workshop was carried out for field 
directorate staff members. The Gender Unit as-
signed a gender coordinator in each of the 42 di-
rectorates throughout Jordan (Hindawi 2007).

In 2011, the JNCW conducted a 12-day gender-
mainstreaming training for all MoE focal points 
assigned by the gender units in the MoE’s field 
directorates. That same year, the Gender Unit at 
the Directorate of Planning and Research con-
ducted a study to evaluate the achievements 
of the MoE’s gender-mainstreaming efforts. 
They concluded that a gender gap persists in 
the female enrollment rates in the vocational 
education stream. A suggestion was made that 
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the MoE examine its current policies and recom-
mend new policies and programs to increase 
these enrollment numbers. The study also rec-
ommended that the Curriculum Division work 
closely with specialized organizations and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) to align vo-
cational education outcomes with the require-
ments of the labor market (Hindawi 2010a).
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Findings

How Do Concepts Develop?

A Scope and Sequence Chart—given here as 
figure 2—was developed to gain a more 

comprehensive understanding of the distribu-
tion of gender concepts between subjects and 
across grades.3 This chart can also be used as a 
tool to assists teachers of different subjects at 
a grade level to teach collaboratively by using 
a common gender theme. In figure 2, the size 
of the dot indicates the frequency with which 
a concept appeared; the color of the dot indi-
cates whether the concept was given positive, 
negative or neutral treatment in the textbook. 
Profiles and their related concepts are listed on 
the y-axis; the grade level of the textbook is dis-
tributed along the x-axis

As indicated in figure 2, most of the concepts re-
lated to the activity/productivity profile (codes 
beginning with #1.a) were mapped as negative 
(red), because most of the jobs are referenced 
to males (see appendix B for a description of 
each code number). These concepts became 
more frequent (thus larger in size) as the grades 
progressed toward grade 10. This is due to the 
increase in the number of gender concepts 
discussed in these textbooks. The few positive 
messages (blue) in the productivity profile were 
made in reference to females assuming pro-
fessional jobs such as teachers, architects and 
judges (code #1.a.1). The vocational productiv-
ity profile (code # 1.a.2) is mainly coded nega-
tive. The size of the dot is smaller, but their rep-
etitions are more frequent because this profile 
was subcategorized into multiple vocational 
professions.

The concepts mentioned in the reproductive 
profile (codes beginning with #1.b) specifically 
related to reproductive health were predomi-
nantly coded as positive (e.g., code #1.b.3). 
However, reproductive domestic tasks, such as 
cleaning and cooking, had a greater frequency 
of negative dots (e.g., code #1.b.4).

The access of women to education, health ser-
vices and social services (codes #2c, 2e and 2h) 
were also positive. However, while the benefits 
from health resources are prominently posi-
tive, showing several large blue dot across sev-
eral grades (e.g., code #3g), there were minimal 
benefits for females from education or training 
courses, like receiving scholarships for further 
study or opportunities to attend youth conven-
tions (codes #3d and 3e).

There were no references to women’s access to 
elderly care, water and fuel-related resources 
(codes #1.b.6, 1.b.7 and 1.b.8), since females 
were presented in textbooks with very little mo-
bility and were mainly confined to home activi-
ties.

The sociopolitical profile (codes beginning with 
#4) had the largest spread of red and blue dots 
across all grade levels. This indicates that text-
books presented conflicting messages when 
represented females socially, specifically in the 
subprofiles of stereotyping, cognitive ability 
and vulnerability. 

The control and influence profile showed the 
highest frequency of neutral messages (or-
ange) in which concepts could be translated 
or weighed either negatively or positively—or 
created doubt—depending on the delivery of 
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content statements. These neutral messages in-
clude “challenge questions” that appear in the 
text after a female is allocated a social or po-
litical right, something that is discussed in more 
depth below. This is specifically evident in the 
legal, political, economic and demographic, 

and social hierarchy concepts (codes #5b, 5c, 5f 
and 5g). 

Finally, the control of finances (code #5L) was 
coded negative throughout the textbooks, es-
pecially in grades 4 and 9. 

Figure 2. Scope and Sequence Chart
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Figure 3 shows that a total of 794 gender con-
cepts were mapped in the textbooks. Of these, 
434 concepts were evaluated as negative (54.6 
percent), most of which were mapped in the ac-
tivity/productive profile. An additional 129 con-
cepts (16.2 percent) were evaluated as neutral, 
most of which were mapped in the sociopoliti-
cal profile. Finally, 239 concepts (30.1 percent) 
were evaluated as positive; most of these were 
mapped in the reproductive profile (i.e., family 
planning subprofile).

General Findings

The Arabic Language: The Textbooks Are 
Written for Males

The Arabic language is a gendered language 
that differentiates between males and females 
in the noun and verb forms of words. When gen-
der is not specified, the textbooks default to the 

masculine norm. There are also explicit sentenc-
es that suggest the textbooks were written with 
the male student in mind. These work together 
to perpetuate gender bias throughout the dif-
ferent profiles, as follows.

The productive profile: While textbooks were 
presented in the masculine, the division of labor 
is gendered to differentiate certain occupations 
that are suitable for females and those that are 
more suitable for males. For example, while all 
references to engineers, doctors and labora-
tory technicians are in the masculine, there are 
specific references to teachers and nurses in the 
feminine. 

The reproductive profile: A lesson on stress man-
agement in the grade 9 vocational education 
textbook makes a reference to eight stresses 
that a person may undergo, one of which is the 

What Do the Textbooks Tell Us?

Figure 3. The Rating and Frequency of Gender Concepts in the Textbooks

Source: Author calculations
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“wife.” While marital stress includes both hus-
band and wife, it was the choice of the author 
to affirm to a male reader this form of female 
stereotyping. The statement also shows implicit 
gender bias by way of using derogatory stereo-
typing of females as being irrational in their ver-
bal fluency. 

The control profile: In the grade 10 civic educa-
tion textbooks, which were among the positive 
books mapped for gender equity, specific refer-
ences were made to the female reader that she 
is “half the constituent” in society ( p. 52, part 1). 
With the exception of this direct message to the 
female student, the remainder of the textbook 
appeared to be speaking to the male student. 

Figure 4. The Number of Images, Illustrations and Text-Based References in Textbooks by Gender

Source: Author calculations

Figure 5. Percentages of Male and Female References in Images, Illustrations and Text-Based References

Source: Author calculations
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Figure 4 shows that there were 1,399 represen-
tations of males and females in images, illustra-
tion and text-based references in the textbooks, 
with 410 (29.3 percent) female representations 
and 989 (70.7 percent) male representations. 
The proportion of female representations in 
images, illustrations and text-based references 
varies between 20.06 percent to 30.51 percent 
(see figure 5).

Gender Profile Analysis Findings

The Productive Profile 

Images and Illustrations

Occupation is segregated by gender

In total, there were 83 references to vocational 
jobs, including photographic and textual con-
tent. A total of 73 references were made to mas-
culine jobs, and only 10 jobs were referenced in 
the feminine. And for a total of 113 professional 
jobs, 102 were referenced in the masculine and 
11 in the feminine. With regard to the public sec-
tor, out of 27 total jobs only 6 were referenced 
in the feminine, and the remaining were in the 
masculine (see figure 6). 

Figure 6. Occupational Segregation by Gender

Source: Author calculations
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The images of workers in vocational jobs are 
often dark, are poor in quality or were taken in 
a setting where workers seem to be unhappy, 
to be unmotivated and to lack enthusiasm, or 
where the health and safety measures at the 
factory seem to be below the acceptable stan-
dards (figure 7). The male workers in the photos 
never look directly into the camera, and they 
can be characterized by negative body lan-
guage expressing the absence of confidence, 
or discontent and shame. At times, the photos 
depict foreign workers at a construction site or 
in other vocational professions.

Throughout the textbooks, images of workers 
performing manual repair work—such as weld-
ing, woodwork and electrical work—show ste-
reotypical photos of males performing these 
tasks. Furthermore, when the textbook discuss-
es any vocational occupations in the domestic 
service sectors—such as chef, waiter, and health 
care worker—all references are made in the mas-
culine and the photos depict males performing 
these jobs (see figures 8 and 9).

Figure 7. Males Work in a Factory, 
Grade 7 Civic Education, p. 46

Figure 8. Male Chef, Grade 5-2 
Vocational Education

Figure 9. Male Waiter, Grade 8-2 
Vocational Education

Content

Women’s participation in professional occupa-
tions is conditional—that is, women can work, 
but…

The most prominent profession for a man in both 
images and content was that of doctor. There 
were no references made to female doctors. 
Grade 7 and grade 9 civic education textbooks 
mentioned a few professional jobs intended for 
females, including engineers, teachers, nurses, 
judges and human resources managers. How-
ever, whenever a professional woman was men-
tioned, the text justified her participation in the 
workforce based on financial need. For exam-

ple, when discussing the unit on the economic 
factors that have led to social change in Jordan, 
the grade 9 civic education textbook (page 15) 
states that due to difficult financial times, wom-
en in Jordan, like women in Europe in the past, 
have entered the workforce and have become 
partners with men in carrying the economic 
burden of the family, working as teachers and 
judges and assuming leadership positions in 
Parliament and the national ministries.

Ambiguous messages regarding women and 
their participation in the economy prevail across 
the textbook. For example, the grade 8 civic ed-
ucation textbook (parts 1 and 2) was written in 
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2005 but was revised and republished in 2011. 
Never mind that a complete section of part 2 of 
the textbook presents outdated, gender-specif-
ic employment data from 2005; a reference is 
made to the low female workforce participation 
rate and highlights the need to increase the per-
centage of women in the workforce. However, 
the statements that are presented in part 1 of 
the same textbook in the “function of families” 
unit (figure 10.a, civic education, grade 8, p.16) 
addresses the negative social consequences of 
women leaving the household to work, particu-
larly that women will not be able to balance the 
work/home demands and that this may result in 
a change in their value system that leads to the 
destruction in their family cohesion. The latter 
values refer to the emancipative values women 
develop as they become more economically 
empowered. A question follows that asks stu-
dents to think critically about how the family’s 
cohesion could be restored. Based on the way 
the textbook has characterized women’s par-
ticipation in the workforce as having led to the 
destruction of the family, one could argue that 
the textbook implies that the restoration of the 
family is achievable if women do not leave the 
home to work (figure 10a).

The culmination of the discussion in this text-
book addresses the different institutions that 
were founded to assist in child rearing as a re-
sult of changes that have occurred in the family 
structure due to women going to work (figure 
10b). The next page of the textbook, in figure 
10c, includes a flowchart that, ironically, shows 
that equity in treatment is one of the six ele-
ments of a successful family. 

In the grade 9 civic education textbook (page 
21), a question asks the students to discuss the 

negative consequences following the increase 
in the number of alternative mothers, or more 
accurately “domestic house help” or maids, tak-
ing over tasks that working mothers failed to 
manage. These statements implicitly suggest 
that women can work outside the home, but 
they will then fail at their primary responsibili-
ties in the home. 

Vocational jobs were assigned consistently to 
males. References to women in vocational jobs 
were mentioned only 10 times in the textbooks. 
These references were mainly to the agricultur-
al sector and the garment industry. Meanwhile, 
there were 73 images or references to men in 
vocational jobs. Although the message that vo-
cational occupations are intended for men was 
observed across all subjects, it is specifically 
evident in the vocational education textbooks. 
For example, the units that introduce carpentry, 
electrical maintenance, plumbing and mechani-
cal work all include images where the work is 
performed by males. Females are shown per-
forming domestic work like cleaning and cook-
ing. However, as mentioned above, any job that 
formally requires domestic skills—like chefs, 
waiters and janitors—were depicted with im-
ages of males.

In the grade 10 vocational education textbook, 
a career guidance unit is included to advise vo-
cational students on the options available to 
them in the vocational sector upon completing 
grade 10. The unit, however, limits the choices 
of women to home economics, the garment 
industry, and the food industry, while males 
are given the options of industrial vocational 
occupations—such as welder, electrician and 
mechanic—and of vocational occupations in 
the food and hospitality industry.



Breaking through Glass Doors: A Gender Analysis of Womenomics in the Jordanian National Curriculum
Center for Universal Education

23

Figure 10. The Consequences of Women Participating in the Workforce, Grade 8 Civic Education, pages 16, 17 and 18

Figure 10a. Societal change: Women will not be able to balance the work/home demands, and this may result in a change 
in their value system that leads to the destruction in their family’s cohesion. Question: Think critically of the ways in which 
the cohesion of the family could be restored.

Figure 10b. Societal upbringing: Different institutions were founded to assist in child (society) upbringing as a result of 
changes that have occurred in the family structure due to women going to work

Figure 10c. Successful family relationships (equity in treatment is one of the six elements of a successful family).
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Textbooks continuously address the problem 
of foreign labor filling local jobs (e.g., see ge-
ography grades 9 and 10, and civic education 
grades 7, 8, 9 and 10). Nonetheless, the negative 
images and illustrations and the negative de-
livery of the content regarding vocational jobs 
discourages Jordanian youth from taking these 
jobs, a move that implicitly promotes foreign 
labor. For example, a lesson in unit six of the 
grade 10 civic education textbook explains the 
causes of unemployment in Jordan, mentioning 
the skills gap between what the learner receives 
in school and what is required by the job mar-
ket. It then refers to the competition for jobs 
between foreign and local labor and discusses 
the culture of shame that has further exacerbat-
ed the unemployment problem. The argument 
here is that the schools are not producing youth 
with the skills to get vocational jobs, which are 
then filled by the competing foreign labor force. 
These jobs are then characterized as shameful. 

Females can be entrepreneurs, but in home-based 
businesses. Throughout all the mapped text-
books, there were 22 references to entrepre-
neurs. Only 5 of these references were made to 
females who start their small, home-based busi-
nesses doing sewing, nursery, or food produc-
tion (vocation education textbook, grade 10, p. 
96). However, there was one reference to a fe-
male who starts her own engineering firm. 

Most entrepreneurial concepts were mentioned 
in the questions given at the ends of units, 
which were intended to introduce students to 
the concepts of profit and loss. For example, 
in the grade 8 geography textbook, Abu Ali (a 
male) decides to start a poultry farm and asks 
the students to give him entrepreneurial advice. 
Supporting material in the teacher’s guide also 

equates entrepreneurialism with males. For ex-
ample, the assessment worksheet for grade 10 
in geography gives examples of two male fam-
ers, Abu Ahmad and Abu Khaled, initiating a 
farming business. Other examples in the grade 
10 vocational education textbook refer to seven 
examples of male entrepreneurs starting their 
own small businesses, like a cattle farm or a me-
dicinal herb shop. In the same book, there is only 
one reference to a female running a nursery. 

Women have limited jobs in the public sector. 
Although females are generally encouraged 
to work in the public sector as teachers or in 
health centers, most references to other public 
sector jobs—such as police officers, drug con-
trol officers and army officers—were made in 
the masculine. If women are represented in a 
nonconventional job like policewomen (e.g., in 
the grade 8 civic education textbook), the refer-
ence is followed by a critical thinking question, 
which asks the learner if they agree to women 
assuming the role of policewomen. In sum, the 
author’s portrayal of the public sector job mar-
ket for women is limited to socially acceptable 
jobs like that of a teacher.

The Reproductive Profile 

Images and Illustrations

Males are portrayed as concerned fathers in 
the family planning units of the civic education 
textbooks, and a male thus is often represented 
sitting in a central location with the family sur-
rounding him. Similar to males, females are also 
seen in family settings when discussing the de-
mographic unit in the civic education and social 
studies textbooks. However, females are mainly 
presented in their conventional roles as caretak-
ers, whereas males are presented in a range of 
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roles. For example, in the vocational education 
textbooks, females are repeatedly seen in the 
house performing domestic work—like clean-
ing, cooking, planting and sewing—while men 
are seen performing electrical and mechanical 
work as well as carpentry, both inside and out-
side the home.

Content

The demographic and reproductive health units 
were among the more positive concepts in the 
textbooks. There were continuous mentions of 
the importance of family planning for economic 
development. However, the messages given to 
girls in the civic education textbooks, support-
ed by the social studies textbooks, is while the 
spacing of two to three years of pregnancies 
is encouraged, the prevention aspect of family 
planning remains forbidden. This implies that 
women are not given control over the number 
of pregnancies they have. 

Access to and Benefits from Resources

Images and Illustrations

In this profile, there appears to be less gender 
stereotyping when it comes to pictures of chil-
dren. Both boys and girls are shown going to 
school, reading books, using computers, partic-
ipating in antilittering campaigns and playing 
together in the playground. These show equal 
access by young boys and girls to education, 
training, entertainment, technology and social 
services. There are very few images of adult fe-
males accessing resources beyond education 
and social services—for example, in recreation-
al settings.

Content

There were fewer of these concepts in the text-
books. When they did appear, females were of-
ten given equal access to things like education 
and social services. However, for resources like 
water, energy and cash, there was an absence 
of references made to female access. Further-
more, the benefits gained from resources such 
as training and education were limited for fe-
males compared with males. For example, on 
pages 101 and 102 in the grade 5 social studies 
textbook, there is a reference made to a father 
attending a conference in Morocco and a busi-
nessman traveling to Egypt; these benefits are 
only portrayed in reference to males. Similarly, 
in the university setting, males are portrayed to 
participate in youth conferences and conven-
tions while females are not mentioned. 

The Sociopolitical Profile

Images and Illustrations

When females are included in illustrations, their 
representation is usually debased, as shown in 
figure 11. This illustration shows a women scold-
ing her adult son for breaking a vase while the 
son looks puzzled in response.

The lesson in which this illustration appears is 

Figure 11. Verbal Communication, Grade 8 Civic Educa-
tion, page 33
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part of the communication section of the unit. 
The specific illustration clarifies the meaning of 
verbal fluency and cognitive fluency. The illus-
tration associates verbal fluency with females, 
and the textbook explains the irrationality of 
this form of communication. The textbook then 
refers to cognitive fluency, which is associated 
with males and is characterized as being more 
thoughtful and rational.

Content

In general, textbooks throughout the grades 
address women’s rights and gender equality in 
both the private and public spheres. However, 
these statements were often followed by con-
flicting messages. A sample of the messages de-
livered are as follows.

Female leadership is a constitutional right, but …

Many of the textbooks address the concept of 
female leadership, through the lens of either 
human rights or constitutional rights. However, 
like female employment, these concepts are fol-
lowed by critical thinking “challenge” questions 
that ultimately undermine the text’s references 
to women in leadership positions. For example, 
in the grade 5 social studies textbook, when re-
ferring to the human rights clauses in the Jor-
danian Constitution, the text mentions that the 
Constitution has given females the right to vote, 
work and participate in politics and society. This 
statement is directly followed by a critical think-
ing question: “Do you think women should be 
members of Parliament?” However, neither the 
pedagogy in the teacher’s guide nor the con-
text in which this question appears in the text 
would allow the students to meaningfully ana-
lyze this question against cultural stereotypes 

about women being unable to lead and, as a re-
sult, incapable of being members of Parliament. 
For example, on page 76 in the grade five social 
studies textbook, there is a statement pointing 
to a quota for the number of seats reserved for 
women in Parliament. The teaching strategy in 
the teacher’s guide suggests a group discussion 
to analyze why women have been given the 
right to participate in Parliament. In the assess-
ment criteria section, teachers are given the sug-
gestion to use the “learning outcome checklist” 
technique, which is a simple class observation. 
Without strategic pedagogical guidance in the 
teacher’s guide or a strategic discussion in the 
textbook about women’s ability to lead, there 
is no guarantee that teachers would be able to 
guide discussions beyond cultural stereotypes 
about women’s inability to lead and thus en-
courage students to reach the conclusion that 
women should not be members of Parliament.

Women’s employment is a right, but…

In nearly every discussion of human rights—
for instance, in sections that discuss the United 
Nations’ Millennium Development Goals and 
the Jordanian Constitution—there is mention 
of equal opportunities and the right of women 
to work. However, these statements are either 
stand-alone facts or, like women’s constitu-
tional right to leadership, are accompanied by 
a controversial statement that would question 
the legitimacy of women working. 

For example, a paragraph in the grade 7 civic 
education textbook starts with a verse from 
the Quran that encourages work. But then 
a conditional sentence follows, stating that 
women have the right to work if they work “in 
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moderation” (civic education, grade 7, p. 32). 
In the grade 10 civic education textbook, state-
ments on women’s right to work were followed 
by “challenge” questions that undermined this 
right. To illustrate, the right of women to work 
was listed in the textbook as a constitutional 
right and was mentioned in order to encour-
age women to enter the workforce, but then a 
challenge question follows that associates the 
provision of child care centers with an indica-
tion that families cannot dispense with women 
working outside the home. 

Influence and Control Profile

Images and Illustrations

Adult females are often portrayed as being 
confined to home activities. When represented 
in images, adult females are often seen in the 
background assuming a secondary role subser-
vient to men; they are sometimes literally shown 
standing behind a male authority figure like the 
king or a minister. Meanwhile, males take the 
central position in images as powerful decision-
makers and high-ranking political officials like 
generals and top army officials. The exceptions 
are Royal females, such as images of Her Majesty 
Queen Rania Abdullah II and Princess Sumaya Al 
Hassan. Figure 12 above shows that there were 

249 images of adult males assuming a leader-
ship position, while there were only 42 images 
of adult females assuming leadership positions.

Content

Across all the subjects mapped, the father or 
the male member of the family was depicted as 
being responsible for the family finances, rang-
ing from controlling the family’s budget to mak-
ing decisions related to expenditures on food 
items, school trips and other financial activities. 
Similarly, in the grade 9 vocational education 
textbooks, all jobs related to financial manage-
ment—including financial trading, financial 
control and setting up companies—were car-
ried out by males. Overall, authors have been 
consistent in giving limited control of finances 
to women. 

Figure 12. Number of Images Showing Adult Leaders and 
Subordinates

Source: Author calculations
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What Does the Teacher’s Guide Tell Us?

Figure 13. Ratings of Teaching Strategies in the Teacher’s Guides

Source: Author calculations
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Figure 14. Ratings of Assessment Strategies in the Teacher’s Guides

Source: Author calculations
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Figures 13 and 14 show the numbers and the 
ratings of the teaching and assessment strat-
egies addressed in the teacher’s guides. The 
grade 5 social studies textbooks and the grades 
8 and 10 geography textbooks had negligible 
(0–4 percent) gender aware concepts, while the 
grade 7 civic education and grade 6 geography 
textbooks had a higher gender aware evaluation 
(ranging from 32 to 82 percent). The differentiat-
ing factor was that both the latter two textbooks 
had substantially higher positive gender con-
cepts than the remaining textbooks, specifically 
in the demographic and reproductive health 
profile. In the geography textbook, there were 
very few concepts but they were mainly posi-
tive, addressing demographics and family plan-
ning. The civic education grade 7 textbook was 
also rated positive with regard to demographic 
and productive health discussions. There was a 
strong correlation between the positive gender 
rating of the textbook and the number of teach-
ing and assessment strategies.

The teacher’s guide in general presents detailed 
teaching strategies, assessments and assess-
ment techniques, answers to unit questions, 
enriched materials and a supporting worksheet. 
The pedagogy recommended specifically for 
gender lessons was simple and informational. 
When teaching strategies were included, they 
often promoted the recitation of facts and in-
formation. To encourage application and un-
derstanding of concepts, teachers were recom-
mended to use simple worksheets, group work 
or at times Debono’s “Six Thinking Hat” strate-
gy to promote critical thinking and creativity.4 
Enrichment materials were listed as facts and 
meant to assist the teacher to help students fur-
ther comprehend the topics. 

The textbooks had very little emphasis on the 
right of women to work. The concepts related 

to women and economics that were originally 
mapped as neutral in the textbooks were, upon 
review of the teacher’s guide, no longer held 
to be neutral. For example, in the grade 7 civic 
education textbook on page 34, a complete unit 
is presented that covers women’s rights. In the 
teacher’s guide, a group work strategy poses 
three critical thinking question: Do you think 
women should work? Do you think women 
should be in Parliament? And, should women 
have the same rights to education as men? The 
class discussion in this case is not supported by 
worksheets or enriching materials and is left to 
the discretion of the teacher.

The textbooks consistently promoted human 
rights, but these rights were not supported in 
the teacher’s guide with a strong pedagogical 
framework. Instead, the teaching strategies in 
the guides were often superficial and would fail 
to engage the learner in a critical thinking dia-
logue to enable him or her to clearly grasp the 
human rights concept. For example, in the grade 
7 civic education textbook (on pages 18 to 22), 
the teacher’s guide recommends that the criti-
cal thinking strategy be used. To implement the 
exercise, the teacher’s guide recommends that 
the class be divided into four groups and that a 
set of questions be given to each. The questions 
listed in the teacher’s guide are in the form of 
definitions and do not necessarily lead to critical 
thinking. The guides leave it to the discretion of 
the teacher to carry out an in-depth and critical 
analysis of the rights given to women both in-
ternationally and in the Jordanian Constitution. 
In this case, without clear guidelines for how to 
promote critical thinking, teachers can deliver 
content in ways that completely undermine the 
textbook’s attempt to highlight the rights given 
to women. 
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What Are the Key Messages?

T he Scope and Sequence Chart and the text-
book mapping findings illustrate a compre-

hensive picture of the general messages that 
a 15-year-old female receives by the time she 
reaches grade 10 and begins to think about her 
career choices. The direct and indirect messag-
es she receives from her textbooks include the 
following.

Message 1: Vocational Work Is Not 
Desirable for Women 

In grades 4 through 8, in both civic education 
and social studies, the female student would 
have been subjected to conflicting messages 
about employment. For example, although it is 
suggested that employment is a human right, 
females would receive the implicit message that 
the family’s foundation would be weakened if 
she works outside the home. This kind of mes-
saging could lead the female student to ques-
tion the desirability of working outside home. 
Also, because she would not have “seen” herself 
in any of the vocational jobs in the textbooks, 
she may not see herself as an economic provid-
er.

The combination of direct and indirect messag-
es about the undesirability of vocational jobs 
for women would lead female students into the 
academic stream, mainly in sciences and arts, in 
order to pursue a “safe” profession like teaching. 
Choosing a safe profession is more desirable, 
because it would increase her chances in the 
marriage market. But those females who are not 
achieving high grades in school will find them-
selves trapped with only one choice: preparing 
for the marriage market, a message the voca-
tional education textbooks strongly enforce. 

Message 2: Work Life Will Conflict with 
Family Life 

Caring for children and marriage are among the 
main reasons why women in Jordan leave the 
workforce. A study conducted by the World Bank 
(2005) showed that women leave the workforce 
between the ages of 25 to 35 and return follow-
ing the childbearing years between 35 to 39. 
The underlying family planning message in the 
textbooks is that females do not really have a 
choice in their number of pregnancies. Spacing 
would result in having a large family over an ex-
tended period of time, leading to multiple de-
partures and reentries into the workforce. With 
the low number of women in the workforce to 
begin with, returning to the labor market af-
ter childbearing becomes even more challeng-
ing. Moreover, if a woman leaves her home to 
work, she is told by the implicit messages in the 
textbooks that this will lead to the destruction 
of the family’s cohesion, associating guilt with 
her right to work. The textbook continuously 
mentions a woman’s rights in the reproductive 
sphere, enforcing the idea of her staying home. 
These messages make it difficult for women to 
envision themselves working outside the home 
while meeting the demands of their families, es-
pecially if they are expected to have large fami-
lies. This further decreases the cultural and so-
cial desirability of their entering the job market, 
especially in vocations that do not pay a high 
salary. In the textbook, the only instance when 
females’ employment was socially and cultur-
ally accepted was when their employment 
would provide extra income in difficult financial 
times.
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Message 3: Mobility and Financial 
Control Are Not for Women; Work at 
Home Is Acceptable

The financial control categories throughout the 
textbooks have consistently been attributed to 
males. Whether it is budgeting for the family or 
going to the market, the complete control of 
finances is with the male members of the fam-
ily. Furthermore, mobility has been attributed 
mainly to the male figure. While males are de-
picted traveling to Saudi Arabia and Morocco 
for business or merely as going shopping with 
the children, females are more often depicted 
as confined at home. If the female is portrayed 
going out of the house, there is a general ele-
ment of vulnerability associated with her mo-
bility. When women entrepreneurs are men-
tioned in the vocational sector, the authors 
refer to home-based businesses such as sewing 
and food production. These solutions limit the 
movement of women and send a message that 
work should be conducted from the household, 
further confining women to the home.

By grade 10, the female student has been sub-
jected to three main messages. The first mes-
sage is that there are no suitable vocational jobs 
for her and that there are a limited number of 
acceptable professional jobs; the second is that 
her leaving the household to work would have a 
negative impact on the family’sd cohesion; and 
the third is that she is unable to manage financ-
es or make decisions. Through the ideological 
work performed by these hidden messages, the 
desirability and legitimacy of women leaving 
home to work comes into question. 

The textbooks give very few choices for women 
to work in either vocational or the professional 
jobs. The textbooks have also focused on the 
skills needed for domestic care. With very little 
control of finances and limited mobility, women 
are directed by the textbooks toward the mar-
riage market, whereas men are directed into the 
job market. Thus, once students reach grade 10, 
both males and females have been socialized so 
that they are segregated into the occupational 
fields that the curriculum and society writ large 
have assigned to them. Consequently, neither 
female nor male students would find it desirable 
to enroll in specialties that are unconventional 
for their gender. 

The MoE’s gender-sensitization efforts focused 
mainly on the social aspects of gender issues in 
the textbooks, meaning that the female’s eco-
nomic rights were overlooked. As evident in 
the Scope and Sequence Chart (figure 2), the 
gender-sensitization efforts created a nega-
tive feedback loop for issues related to wom-
en’s participation in the workforce. Previous 
gender-sensitization efforts may have actually 
done more harm to women’s economic empow-
erment than if the textbooks had remained in 
the status quo (i.e., gender blind).
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What Are the Ultimate 
Choices That Girls Make in 
Grade Ten?

In grade 10, students select classes from six 
main streams, five academic and one voca-

tional. The academic streams are sciences, arts, 
theology, management information system and 
health sciences. The latter of these two special-
ties were originally categorized under the vo-
cational stream, but were later introduced into 
the academic stream in order to increase enroll-
ment rates and make them more desirable for 
students. The vocational stream is divided into 
the following subspecialties: agriculture, home 
economics, hospitality and industrial studies. 
The agricultural and hospitality subspecialties 

are offered to both males and females, although 
grade 10’s career guidance section of the text-
book does not include hospitality as a career 
option for girls. The home economics specialty 
is divided into garment production and food 
manufacturing, both of which are offered to 
males and females. However, cosmetology, 
beauty school, child care and developmental 
studies are only offered to girls. Similarly, indus-
trial vocational studies are offered to males and 
include topics such as industrial sciences, in-
dustrial drawing and graphics, health and safe-
ty, industrial management, and practical field 
training. Females are only offered the course of 
computer technician or radio and TV repair.

Table 4 shows data for the number of females 
enrolled for every 100 males in the different vo-
cation education specialties for the academic 
year 2009–10. The data were published in the 
2011 evaluation study conducted by the Gen-
der Unit of the MoE.

The data show that the highest enrollment for 
females is in the home economics specialty, 
with 8,702 females enrolled for every 100 males. 
Other specialties show the opposite trend, with 
agriculture having only 19 females enrolled for 

every 100 males. The hospitality specialty and 
industrial technician specialties both enrolled 
only 2 females for every 100 males.

Figure 15 shows mapping results for the gen-
dered division of labor among the images, illus-
trations and text-based references to vocational 
occupations in the textbooks. In general, there 
were only 10 females represented in vocation-
al occupations: 2 in the garment industry, 3 in 
tourism (hospitality), and 4 in the agriculture 
industry. These low numbers of females en-

Table 4. MoE Data Showing the Number of Girls per 100 Boys in the Secondary School Vocational Education Stream

Specialty

Agriculture

Industrial

Hospitality

Vocational center (Ministry of Labor)

Home economics

Enrollment (girls/100 boys)

2009–10 Academic Year Enrollment by Vocational Education Specialties 

19

2

2

28

8,702

Source: MoE 2011
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rolled in the garment, tourism and agricultural 
streams—as well as other vocational jobs like 
construction, blacksmithing and carpentry—
and the high number of females enrolled in the 
home economics stream mirrors the messages 

that the content of the textbooks has deeply 
embedded in them throughout their elemen-
tary schooling: that vocational jobs are not for 
females.

Figure 15. Students in Grade 10 Select to Enroll in Vocational Streams That Mirror the Messages Delivered to Them 
Throughout Their Schooling

Source: Author calculations
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Who Provides Content?

The MoE’s Curriculum Division has set a poli-
cy for the writing and content development 

of textbooks. A subject specific team leader as-
signs an authoring team of a maximum of seven 
to eight members to develop a subject-specific 
textbook. A technical committee consisting 
of 15 to 20 teachers, university professors and 
field practitioners is assigned to supervise the 
authoring team. When appropriate, NGOs and 
specialized organizations such as the Higher 
Population Council may be requested to assist 
in the authoring process by providing informa-
tion and awareness training to the technical 
committee. A subcommittee is also formulated 
for quality control and is mandated to carry 
out technical and educational reviews. None of 
these committees has a gender specialist.

The Higher Education Council approves all ma-
jor changes to existing textbooks and the devel-
opment of new textbooks. This council consists 
of educationalists and ministers from relevant 
ministries whose role is to either approve or 
reject textbooks, given whether they fulfill the 
political, social and educational objectives of 
the country. The council receives a preliminary 
proposal from the Curriculum Division to devel-
op or amend textbooks. Upon approval and the 
assignment of teams, the authors begin writ-
ing the content, which is revised by both the 
technical committee and subcommittees. In its 
final stages, the textbook is presented again to 
the Higher Education Council for final approval 
(personal communication).

According to the Gender Equality Technical 
Team’s subcommittee that analyzed Jordanian 
textbooks in 2008, the gender composition of 

textbook authors influences the gendered con-
tent of textbooks (Hindawi 2010b). Figure 16 
shows that in the mapped textbooks, there were 
74 (38.54 percent) female authors, compared 
with 118 (61.46 percent) male authors. The to-
tal number of authors per textbook ranged 
between 3 and 7, and the number of female 
authors per book ranged between 0 and 5. A 
count of the number of females in the technical 
committees supervising the authoring teams of 
each textbook showed a great gender gap, with 
524 (97.6 percent) males and only 13 (2.4 per-
cent) females (personal communication). This 
gender gap illustrates how recommendations 
by the GETT subcommittee have been poorly 
implemented. 

To better explain the role of the authors and 
technical committee members in producing 
gender-sensitive textbooks, a general rating of 

Figure 16. Authors and Technical Committee Members

Source: Author calculations
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gender positive, neutral or negative was given 
to the textbook, based on its direct and indirect 
messaging in the five main profiles identified in 
the “Methodology” section above. However, the 
activity profile was further subdivided into pro-
ductive and reproductive subprofiles. 

Of the 38 reviewed textbooks, there were only 
3 positive textbooks pertaining to the activity 
profile (specifically, dealing with the reproduc-
tive family planning and health subprofiles) and 
3 positive books pertaining to the sociopolitical 
profile (especially the women’s rights subpro-
file). There were no books rated positive with re-
gard to the productive subprofile of the activity 
profile, the access and benefits from resources 
profile, or the control profile. 

Figure 17 shows that there was no relationship 
between the neutrality of the textbook and ei-
ther the number of female authors or the num-
ber of females on the technical committee. For 

example, the grade 6 sections of two textbooks 
had more male authors but were among the 
positive textbooks mapped; therefore, includ-
ing female authors did not necessarily yield 
gender-sensitive material. 

One possible explanation for the gender of au-
thors having little influence on the gender sen-
sitivity of textbook materials is the four addi-
tional layers of review and the additional rounds 
of comments by committee members and other 
MoE staff that the book must pass through after 
initial content has been developed. Throughout 
this time, content can be modified by any mem-
ber of the technical committee or the Higher 
Education Council if they do not agree with the 
content provided. In this way, with the absence 
of a gender specialist who can shed light on the 
appropriateness of the content and language 
used, the content in textbooks may not appear 
coherent or consistent because there is no sys-
tematic process for approving the written con-
tent. 

The factor that had a positive influence on the 
rating of the textbook appears to have been 
when the authors worked collaboratively with 
NGOs and specialized organizations to pro-
duce the textbook. These textbooks tended to 
have gender messages that were more precise, 
well defined and contextualized to local expe-
riences. For example, the family planning sec-
tion in the grade 6 textbook was written in col-
laboration with the HPC, which hosts a strong 
Gender Department, following a national family 
planning campaign spearheaded by the HPC. 
Consequently, messages about family planning 
were consistent throughout the grades, and the 
educational framework followed a problem-
solving and critical-thinking approach. For ex-

Positive Textbooks
Negative Textbooks

Figure 17. Percentage of Female Authors to Book Rating

Source: Author calculations
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ample, the health centers section in the grade 
6 civic education textbook mentions the need 
to set up mother-and-child health care centers 
and explains the services they provide. The unit 
mentions the importance of family planning for 
the health of both the child and the mother and 
recommends using birth control methods. At 
the end of the lesson, verses from the Quran are 
given to encourage pregnancy spacing. This is 
followed by a critical-thinking question to ask 
the student to evaluate the Quran verse in light 
of the information presented in the lesson. The 
content is contextualized by asking students to 
visit the Ministry of Health’s website and to look 
for the nearest health care center in the area.

However, not all collaboration resulted in gen-
der-sensitive material. Other textbooks influ-
enced by public sector organizations such as 
the Vocational Training Corporation were rated 
negatively. For example, in the grade 10 civic 
education textbook, the subject units were de-
livered in the form of outdated statistics—from 
2004—and the content was presented in the 
form of facts leading to rote learning, as op-
posed to learning through critical thinking and 
problem solving.
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Where Are All the Role 
Models?

L ike its attempt to gender-sensitize the cur-
riculum, the MoE’s attempt to gender-main-

stream all levels of its organizational hierarchy 
begs further analysis. Because it is the ministry 
responsible for developing the curriculum that 
prepares and produces Jordan’s future work-
force, whether the MoE’s own organization has 
equitable representation by females is a sign of 
whether the idea of women in the workforce 
is truly legitimate. Recall that the first effort to 
increase the number of females in leadership 
positions at the MoE started in 1998 as part of 
the institutional capacity-building program. 
The program focused on training females in 
leadership skills and change management. The 

program evaluated the work/family balance of 
females at the MoE, which resulted in several 
strategic recommendations, including the gen-
eral recommendation to gender-mainstream 
the MoE (2008).

The data show that since 1921, the office of the 
minister of education has not ever been held by 
a female. Furthermore, in the last 91 years, the 
MoE has not assigned a single female to the po-
sition of secretary-general, who acts as a deputy 
to the minister in both technical and administra-
tive affairs. Most recently, the MoE divided the 
position into two posts—one to lead technical 
affairs, and the second to lead administrative af-
fairs. To date, no woman has assumed either of 
these posts (MoE 2014a). 

Figure 18. Percentage of Female versus Male Roles at the MoE

Source: MoE, 2014b
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Figure 18 shows the number of employees at 
the MoE, including both field employees and 
those based at headquarters, disaggregated by 
gender (MoE 2014b). Starting with the teachers, 
who are considered the lowest in the hierarchy, 
67.28 percent (74,018) are females, compared 
with 32.72 percent males (35,995), a gender 
distribution not uncommon in other countries 
(Coleman 2013). One explanation for the great-
er number of female teachers is that although 
public schools are gender segregated, elemen-
tary schools are often mixed. MoE regulations 
require that female teachers teach in mixed 
schools. These regulations also forbid female 
teachers in boys’ schools and male teachers in 
girls’ schools. Similar regulations apply to school 
principals. 

Among the MoE’s middle management posi-
tions, the number of females drops drastically. 
In the field directorates, the proportion of fe-
males occupying middle management positions 
does not exceed 12 percent. This drops to 2.34 
percent for females who occupy the leadership 
role of field director. 

At the MoE’s headquarters, the proportion of 
female middle managers is slightly higher but 
still low, ranging, respectively, between 16.67 
percent and 19.53 percent for consultants and 
section heads. While the director-level posi-
tion at headquarters has the highest proportion 
of females, at about 25 percent, the complete 
absence of females in ministerial or secretary-
general positions confirms the gender gap in 
leadership roles.

In conclusion, to date, all efforts to gender-
mainstream the MoE have not removed the 
gender gap between females and males as-

suming top and middle management positions. 
Research suggests that the persistence of this 
gender gap stems in part from cultural beliefs 
and stereotypes about gender and leadership. 
For example, a study conducted by Olimat, Al-
Louzi, and Hamdan (2010) suggests that the 
obstacles to females assuming leadership roles 
at the MoE stems from the lack of confidence 
by males in the ability of women to lead and in 
the overall lack of desirability among men for 
females to assume leadership positions. On the 
contrary, Olimat, Al-Louzi, and Hamdan found 
that females feel they are capable of excelling 
in executive and leadership positions. 

Similarly, Smadi (no date) found that males be-
lieve that females are socialized to receive in-
struction in the home rather than socialized to 
be decisionmakers. According to these males, 
because of their domestic work environment, 
females do not have the ability to lead. In some 
cases, women themselves also hold these per-
ceptions. In her study, Al Hussein (2011) found 
that females do not assume leadership posi-
tions because they feel they will not be able to 
balance work and family responsibilities. Unlike 
Olimat and colleagues, Al Hussein found that 
females feel they are unable to assume leader-
ship positions. But like Olimat and colleagues, 
Al Hussein suggests that males hold negative 
perceptions of female leaders, believing that 
they will not be able to perform fully because 
they will be unable to travel on business or will 
not be able to stay late at work due to family 
responsibilities. These perceptions combined, 
with the low absorption rate of females into 
leadership positions, may create an unofficial 
quota for women in leadership roles. This invis-
ible quota could also help explain why females 
themselves may not support other females in 
leadership roles. 
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This gender imbalance in leadership is also a 
common trend in many other countries, includ-
ing developed countries. For instance, compar-
ing the results of findings from this study on 
Jordan with the findings of a survey conducted 
in secondary schools in England (Coleman 2003) 

(table 5) reveals a similar trend of a higher pro-
portion of female teachers (45.7 percent male, 
54.3 percent female) compared with female 
heads of schools (68.8 percent male, 31.3 per-
cent female). 

Table 5. Gender and Roles in English Secondary Schools, 1997–2001 

Function

Heads men

Deputies men

Teachers men

Heads women

Teachers women

Deputies women

Year 2001

68.8

61.8

45.7

31.2

54.3

38.2

Source: Coleman 2003

Coleman refers to these gendered leadership 
roles as being rooted in distinctions created 
by society, which views women as softer, more 
passive and unable to manage the work/life bal-

ance. These distinctions pose an invisible bar-
rier for females seeking leadership roles.
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What Did We Learn?

Drawing from Alexander and Welzel’s (2010) 
theory of belief-mediated social change, 

the gender bias content in Jordanian textbooks 
directs both males and females toward em-
ployment futures that are socially desirable by 
and culturally acceptable for society, and not 
to employment futures that make economic 
sense for individuals, families, communities and 
the nation. The policy context and leadership 
landscape in Jordan then legitimize this desir-
ability by modeling the division of labor: Males 
move into leadership positions, while females 
are kept in socially acceptable jobs and behind 
glass doors. Meanwhile, a woman is prevented 
from taking any leadership post, which keeps 
her under glass ceilings. In these ways, a hidden 
curriculum integrated both in the formal curric-
ulum at school and in the culture of the work-
place makes female economic empowerment 
socially undesirable. The gender leadership role 
modeling at the MoE not only makes political 
empowerment an illegitimate goal; it also il-
lustrates that the very ministry responsible for 
implementing curricula that seeks to promote 
gender equity in the workforce does not genu-
inely view the idea as legitimate.

Jordanian textbooks and educational policies 
place a strong emphasis on female education. 
As illustrated in both images and content, girls 
and boys sit side by side at school, play together 
in the field and conduct their daily activities to-
gether. The message here is that it is desirable 
for women to have an education and to ensure 
gender equity. This is legitimized by the evi-
dence of Jordan’s enrollment figures, as well as 
by the small gender gap in access to both pri-
mary and secondary schools. 

However, the context in which the textbooks 
present a gendered division of labor begins 
to steer the conversation toward two ques-
tions: “What are girls good at?” and, ultimately, 
“What are girls able to achieve?” Without pro-
active content that illustrates new possibilities 
for both Jordanian women and men, answers 
to these questions are drawn from socialized 
gender norms and stereotypes that get perpet-
uated by gender-biased images, content and 
messages in school textbooks. For example, to 
answer the question “what are females good 
at?” students and teachers are likely to draw 
their responses from textbook images illustrat-
ing females performing domestic work—like 
cleaning, cooking, planting and sewing—or in 
stereotypically female occupations like teach-
ing. To answer the question “What are females 
able to achieve?” students and teachers are like-
ly to draw from role models around them and 
conclude that females are at best teachers and 
followers. The questions “What are males good 
at?” and “What are males able to achieve?” are 
likely to draw responses from textbook photos 
illustrating males performing manual labor and 
in positions of leadership and decisionmaking. 
The general leadership environment modeled 
by the MoE, for example, further legitimizes the 
male as the bearer of power and control. 

Gender bias in textbooks directs girls and boys 
toward gendered employment futures. But 
whether girls and boys actually pursue these oc-
cupations is complicated by an additional layer 
of gender bias and discrimination. For women, 
the social undesirability of female employ-
ment means that the vocational jobs to which 
she would have been directed (cooking, farm-
ing, health care and other domestic reproduc-
tive work) are taken by males, something that is 
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legitimized in textbooks by the photos of men 
in vocational jobs that require skills that have 
been gendered female. The ultimate outcome 
is that instead of being prepared for the labor 
market, even if it is gendered, women are being 
prepared with domestic reproductive skills for 
the marriage market. 

Moreover, for men, the culture of shame refer-
enced by the textbooks makes vocational jobs 
like construction work undesirable, something 
that is legitimized by photos of unhappy labor-
ers in these occupations. Meanwhile, textbooks 
highlight foreign workers performing these oc-
cupations, ignoring the vast economically in-
active and unemployed female population in 
Jordan. The general message here is that female 
employment in any vocational job is not desired. 
Instead, the female job market has been nar-
rowed down by textbook authors to a limited, 
socially acceptable, gender-stereotyped job: 
teaching. This is further legitimized by the vast 
number of female teachers in the MoE’s organi-
zational hierarchy.

On the basis of the domestic skills associated 
with females (e.g., cooking and cleaning) and 
the absence of females in corresponding oc-
cupations (e.g., chefs and waiters), textbooks 
appear to be directing females to the marriage 
market rather than the labor market. This is fur-
ther legitimized by the narrow options given 
to females in the vocational education stream 
once they enter grade 11 and the emphasis on 
reproductive health and family planning in the 
textbooks.

Throughout the textbooks, there are strong 
messages about human rights derived from the 
Jordanian Constitution and many of the inter-

national human rights conventions. But where 
human rights messages begin to blur is in refer-
ence to the right of women to work. Women’s 
right to work is stated as a fact, yet this is fol-
lowed by statements that question the value 
and morality of working women. This suggests 
that females remaining at home is more desir-
able. 

What further delegitimizes the idea of female 
employment and female economic empower-
ment is the way textbooks attribute the control 
of finances only to men. Along with the fact that 
female employment is justified only in times of 
economic hardship, this kind of financial con-
trol vested in males has the general implication 
that females’ entry into the workforce is based 
on financial feasibility and thus depends on a 
decision to be made by the male members of 
the family. 

What is of great worry is the finding that the 
presence of female authors does not correlate 
with less gender-biased content in the text-
books. This has the effect of females contributing 
to the negative gender socialization of other fe-
males into gendered economic roles. This is a cru-
cial issue that needs to be addressed. If young 
girls wanted to challenge their prescribed role 
in society, their desire is made illegitimate by 
the content put forward by female authors, the 
messages delivered by female teachers and the 
lack of real female leaders. 

The gender-mainstreaming efforts at the MoE 
appear to be limited to policy-level change. On 
the implementation level, gender messaging 
seems to be variable and is left to the discretion 
of the MoE staff members coordinating these ef-
forts. Also, with the ad hoc nature of content ap-
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proval and revision, messages can be amended 
and statements can be added by any member of 
the larger curriculum review team without real 
accountability. 

Gender-sensitive policies placed into effect have 
not been fully realized in the textbooks and cur-
riculum. While the MoE staff has undergone 
gender-sensitization training, and policies may 
have been set to mainstream gender, these ef-
forts have not been translated into gender-sen-
sitizing textbook content. The MoE has fallen 
short in efforts to increase the number of female 
leaders and to increase the number of females 
opting to enter the vocation education stream. 
This suggests that the desirability of females to 
take up vocational employment is still lacking 
among MoE educators.

Jordanian textbooks portray females as confined 
in glass houses, where they can see economic 
futures that they cannot pursue. For those who 
manage to shatter their glass doors, they are 
soon faced with a glass ceiling in institutions 
where they are not given the opportunity to 
lead. Failing to address gender bias in schools 
and in the economy means that the 50 percent 
of Jordan’s population that could fill existing 
jobs and excel in them is left behind. These 
working females are not only fuel for economic 
development but are also a powerful voice in a 
family. These voices can shape generations to 
come into more compassionate beings with a 
more tolerant approach toward life.
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What Can We Do? Breaking 
Glass Doors and Glass 
Ceilings

Currently, His Majesty King Abdulah II has 
requested the government of Jordan to de-

velop a 10-year economic blueprint that “aims 
at strengthening and stabilizing the founda-
tions of Jordan’s economy making it self-reliant” 
(Jordan Times 2014). The Jordanian government 
recognizes that 170,000 people suffered unem-
ployment in 2012, that foreign labor employed 
in Jordan exceeds 300,000, and that the coun-
try’s vocational education enrollment rate is 
only 3 percent (El Emam 2014).5 Consequently, 
the MoE is formulating a strategy, Vision 2025, 
that will address the vocational and university 
education systems to help build qualified hu-

man resources to assist in the economic devel-
opment of Jordan.

The recommendations from this study are two-
fold. First, at the national level, the ideas behind 
“womenomics” should be seen as a patriotic 
duty toward achieving Vision 2025’s goals and 
the economic and social progress of Jordan. 
Second, at the MoE level, cultural attitudes and 
subjective beliefs need to be redirected toward 
a greater acceptance of females in the workforce 
and in leadership positions. 

The MoE and other important stakeholders 
should consider the theory of change toward 
achieving the goal of female economic empow-
erment portrayed in figure 19.

Figure 19. A Theory of Change toward Achieving Economic Empowerment in Jordan
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1. The United Voice: National Coalition to 
Promote Female Employment 

As the number of employed women remains 
staggering low, the country continues to lose 
out on its growth premium of economically 
empowered women. The establishment of a 
National Coalition to Promote Female Employ-
ment could address the issue of women and 
economic life at a societal level. The aim of this 
coalition could be to come up with a shared vi-
sion for female employment in which women’s 
participation becomes a patriotic duty and part 
of the Vision 2025 strategy. It would be impor-
tant for this coalition to engage organizations 
and institutions that are active in women’s eco-
nomic empowerment in order to address sub-
jective beliefs that complement strong national 
efforts to change the objective conditions of fe-
male employment.

Already, the introduction of child care centers 
in the private sector and wage equity efforts are 
being aggressively pursued to empower wom-
en economically. But a more diverse coalition 
of stakeholders—including NGOs, government 
ministries and advocates—should be formally 
involved in a united effort to develop a mis-
sion and strategy that promotes positive mes-
sages toward the economic emancipation and 
empowerment of women. This coalition should 
be led by a champion organization that aims 
to transform society’s subjective beliefs and to 
influence a “womenomics” agenda in the Vision 
2025 strategy. 

To achieve this, the coalition should develop a 
communications campaign that carries a unified 
message for women’s economic empowerment 
that is linked to a strong patriotic argument of 

pride for Jordan. This campaign should respond 
to the rising threat of female disempowerment 
without alienating key players and decision-
makers. The campaign can learn from and com-
plement the success of the HPC. 

Specifically, the HPC’s effort to break down the 
social barriers linked to reproductive health 
is a good example of how to achieve positive 
change toward women’s social empowerment. 
The HPC was created in 2002 by the National 
Population Council as a special agency of the 
government of Jordan to act as an authority for 
all reproductive health initiatives and programs 
in the country. The HPC started a communica-
tions campaign that was linked to the national 
priority of population control in Jordan. The 
HPC championed the initiative, and its success 
is reflected in the national Jordanian textbooks, 
where females are represented with their full re-
productive health rights at a time when many of 
these rights were taboo and not discussed. 

Thus, a similar communications strategy would 
need to be developed by the National Coali-
tion to Promote Female Employment to ensure 
targeted messaging for effective change. The 
communications campaign should use new me-
dia, such as Facebook and Twitter, to mobilize a 
movement. Using technology as a basis for this 
campaign—for example, an interactive website 
with a womenomics portal (discussed below)—
would allow for an open dialogue about wom-
en’s economic empowerment. 

2. The Accountable Guardian: Creating a 
Local Accountable Entity 

Once the coalition is formed, local ministry-lev-
el efforts would need to be highlighted, begin-
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ning with the MoE. Yet translating the strategy 
to the local level would require an accountable 
and influential guardian.

The MoE’s Gender-Mainstreaming Strategy 
(2007), which culminated in the formation of 
the Gender Unit, is a ray of hope from which this 
recommendation begins. This study has shown 
that the constraints on gender mainstreaming 
in the Curriculum Division stem from a general 
lack of desirability to fully integrate concepts 
of female economic empowerment into the na-
tional curriculum. Furthermore, the legitimacy 
of female leadership is called into question as 
female representation diminishes across posi-
tions with greater decisionmaking power, as il-
lustrated in the MoE’s organizational hierarchy.

Currently, the MoE’s Gender Unit is embedded 
under the Research and Planning Department, 
lumping its gender priorities among other strat-
egies set at the departmental level. It is thus 
recommended that the MoE look closely into 
restructuring the Gender Unit to give it greater 
responsibility and autonomy in moving forward 
with the “womenomics” initiative. A distinct 
Gender Department could report directly to the 
minister’s office and could be the accountable 
guardian responsible for moving the coalition 
forward toward fulfilling Vision 2025.

3. The Awakening: The Change Within

Next would come the awakening stage, at which 
the communications campaign would have 
raised attention about the desirability and im-
portance of women’s economic empowerment. 
The Gender Department at the MoE would be 
the implementing champion, and the GETT 
would be activated to oversee the process. A 

capacity-building program should be at the 
core of this stage. This program should be com-
prehensive and should require continuous field 
visits to ensure the dissemination of positive 
messages about women’s participation in the 
workforce to all levels of the MoE. New media 
and technology could play a strong role in this 
program. Also, the capacity-building program 
should use a blended learning approach in 
which face-to-face and technology-based train-
ing is employed. The capacity building should 
run throughout the year, with intermittent e-
training programs using the MoE’s intranet. 
Most important, there should be an accredita-
tion and qualification system to certify teachers 
as gender champions.

Communications campaigns to promote female 
employment should also be designed based on 
the earlier communication strategy set by the 
coalition. The campaign should target the MoE 
from the headquarters level to the field direc-
torate levels and schools. The capacity-building 
program should aim to change the attitudes of 
the education community from denial to awak-
ening. It is envisioned that “communities of ed-
ucationalists” would be developed, from which 
gender-aware female leaders could emerge.

4. The Desired Change: A New Curriculum 
to Promote Female Employment

In addition to mobilizing a coalition that helps 
shift the mindsets of the larger society, actions 
should be taken in the classroom as well. Spe-
cifically, the curriculum should be revised to in-
tegrate messages that make women’s economic 
empowerment a desirable and necessary goal 
for students. This would entail a modernized 
curriculum, motivated teachers and student-
centered learning. The curriculum would also 
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need to adapt the new skills and technologies 
required in today’s workplace. The following are 
recommended.

Textbooks

To fulfill the goals of Vision 2025, the MoE 
should review and align textbook content to 
the vision’s road map. The authoring and tech-
nical committees should be carefully selected, 
and should include gender specialists, gender 
department staff, GETT representatives, con-
cerned organizations and members of the coali-
tion. These committees should address findings 
from this study to ensure that positive messag-
ing about women and economic life are deliv-
ered to youth, specifically to females. The com-
mittees should also ensure that vocational jobs 
are treated as desirable in order to increase en-
rollment in vocational education streams. 

Pedagogy Kits

Gender-sensitive pedagogical kits should be 
designed and developed to include meaningful 
instructional methodologies, authentic assess-
ment and enriched support materials. These kits 
should promote an interdisciplinary teaching 
approach and an integrated curriculum that is 
designed based on central gender themes like 
“womenomics.” The Scope and Sequence Chart 
developed in this research can be used for inte-
gration purposes. Teachers from different sub-
jects should collaborate in planning lessons to 
produce integrated learning based on a com-
mon unit theme of gender.

The development of the pedagogical kits should 
be contracted to the private sector or to a spe-
cialized education institution. The process of 

fund-raising and bidding should be managed 
by the coalition.

E-Learning

E-learning material should be developed using 
a similar methodology to that of the pedagogi-
cal kit. The e-learning materials would serve as 
a basis for the blended learning program and 
would encourage both students and educators 
to become lifelong learners beyond the class-
room. The importance of the e-content is that it 
would allow both the students and educators to 
engage in gender-related activities beyond the 
school setting.

Gender Portal

An interactive “womenomics” portal should be 
designed and developed to store the content 
produced in the training, as well as the textbook, 
pedagogy and learning content. The portal 
could also serve as a learning and sharing gen-
der platform for students, educators and lead-
ers by opening forums and discussions for the 
education community and beyond. The portal 
should have a strong social media component 
in order to engage youth on a national scale. 
The portal should also have space for mentor-
ing relationships, where accomplished female 
mentors would be assigned to help emerging 
female leaders reach their potential and assume 
leadership roles.

5. The Leaders Within: Females Assume 
Leadership Positions

The theory of change also targets leadership. 
Specifically, it envisions a leadership campaign 
that follows the initial campaigns that target 
changing mindsets and beliefs. 
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Emerging leaders who champion “womenomics” 
should be identified through the communities 
of educationalists, which will be the hub from 
which female leaders can be recruited. These 
leaders should participate in intensive blended 
leadership programs coupled with counseling 
and mentoring in order to help emerging lead-
ers at ministries overcome the barriers that de-
ter them from assuming leadership. Leadership 
meetings and sessions should be conducted to 
ensure that the entire education community 
at the MoE is engaged in the dialogue. To en-
sure that these leaders are absorbed into offi-

cial leadership positions, organizations like the 
MoE should set a quota of leaders championing 
womenomics. 

This theory of change—based on the findings 
of this study at the textbook, leadership and 
policy levels—can help the MoE and other rele-
vant stakeholders lead the way toward breaking 
glass doors and glass ceiling that prevent wom-
en from entering the workforce. This theory of 
change is directed toward realizing a more eco-
nomically productive Jordan by 2025.

Breaking through Glass Doors: A Gender Analysis of Womenomics in the Jordanian National Curriculum
Center for Universal Education

47



Appendix A

Breaking through Glass Doors: A Gender Analysis of Womenomics in the Jordanian National Curriculum
Center for Universal Education

48



1-	A ctivity Profile
1-a Productive:

1-a-1 Professional jobs
1-a-2 Self-employment-entrepreneurship
1-a-3 Vocational jobs
1-a-3-a Agriculture
1-a-3-b Industrial/construction
1-a-3-c Trade
1-a-3-d tourism
1-a-3-e Sales
1-a-3-f Handicraft
1-a-3-g Garment
1-a-3-h Carpentry/blacksmithing 
1-a-4 Public sector

1-b Reproductive
1-b-1 Child care
1-b-2 Food preparation
1-b-3 Health care
1-b-4 Cleaning and repair
1-b-5 Market 
1-b-6 Fuel-related
1-b-7 Water-related
1-b-8 Elderly care
1-b-9 Home care

2-	A ccess to Resources Profile
2-a Land
2-b Equipment
2-c Social services
2-d Cash
2-e Education
2-f Training
2-g Bank
2-h Health / family planning

3-	 Benefits from Resources Profile
3-a Outside income
3-b Asset ownership
3-c Basic needs (food, clothing and shelter)
3-d Education
3-e Training
3-f Employment
3-g Health and family planning

4-	S ociopolitical Profile
4-a Participation in decisionmaking
4-b Social image
4-c Stereotype
4-d Personal characteristics
4-e Cognitive (ability and achievements)
4-f Vulnerability 
     (physical, social, motivational)
4-g Leadership
4-h Citizenship

5-	 Influence/control profile
5-aCommunity norms
5-b Social hierarchy
5-c Demographic factors
5-d Institutional structure
5-e Political factors
5-f Economic factors
5-g Legal parameters
5-h Training
5-i Education
5-j agency
5-k Religion
5-l Financials
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Gender Conceptual Framework



endnotes
1	 The World Economic Forum’s latest Gender Gap 

Report ranks Jordan 140 out of 142 countries on 
women’s economic participation, just above Pak-
istan and Syria (World Economic Forum 2014).

2	 Teacher’s guides are not provided for vocational 
education.

3	 To view this as an interactive chart, visit http://
chart.worldofletters.info/Results-Details.html.

4	I n this strategy, each “hat” has a different thinking 
function (e.g., the white hat indicates information, 
while the black hat indicates judgment). The teacher 
assigns hats to different groups of students, and col-
lectively they begin to critically evaluate statements 
based on the function of their assigned hat.

5	 Vocational enrollment in the Arab world is generally 
low (below 20 percent), with the exception of Egypt 
and Libya, where enrollment in postsecondary vo-
cational education is about 50 percent (Education 
and Training Foundation 2014). 
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