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Abstract

In this qualitative study, the social norms, moral values, behavioral patterns, and gender stereotypes reflected in fairy tales written
by fourth-grade primary school students were examined using document analysis. The study group consisted of 37 students (22 girls
and 15 boys) from primary schools in three central districts of Bursa, a city in Tiirkiye's Marmara Region. Data were obtained from
the students' fairy tales and analyzed using content analysis in Atlas.ti software for coding and categorization. The analysis yielded
four interrelated themes—social norms, moral values, behavioral patterns, and social messages —that together reflect how the
students made sense of their social world. Social norms and moral values occupied a prominent place in the students' narratives.
Values such as helping, friendship, honesty, and justice appeared frequently across both groups, alongside messages emphasizing
the triumph of good, correction of mistakes, cooperation, and social harmony. Behaviors involving reconciliation, communication,
emotional expression, and relationship repair were proportionally more common in girls' fairy tales, while solutions centered on
struggle, rescue, achievement, and physical strength were more prominent in boys' tales. Both groups, however, shared similar social
and moral values, with no marked differences in behaviors such as forming friendships and cooperating. Overall, based on the
study's findings, we suggest that children's fairy tales reveal how social norms, moral values, and gender roles are understood —
reflecting not just social values but also children's own reinterpretation of them.
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1. Introduction

A norm can be broadly defined as a shared rule or standard that guides how members of a group
are expected to behave in a given situation; the literature commonly distinguishes between
descriptive norms, which reflect perceptions of what most people actually do, and injunctive
norms, which reflect perceptions of what is socially approved or expected, alongside the broader
distinction between formal norms (e.g., laws and rules) and informal norms (e.g., customs and
traditions) (Horne & Mollborn, 2020). Social norms are rules that determine which behaviors
individuals consider appropriate, acceptable, or expected, and that play an important role in
regulating social life. Social norms reflect individuals' shared expectations about which behaviors
are acceptable in social life and are behavioral rules learned through socialization (Horne &
Mollborn, 2020). In this respect, norms are important structures that guide individuals' behaviors
and shape social interactions (UNICEF, 2021). Social norms are shaped by social values and
learned through socialization (C)zcan, 2022). Family, school, media, and various cultural products
are among the primary vehicles of this process. In this process, children do not merely observe
certain behavioral patterns; they also make sense of, interpret, and re-express these patterns within
different narrative forms (Khimji & Maunder, 2012).

One important area in which social norms become visible is gender stereotypes. Gender
stereotypes are shaped by socially shared expectations about how women and men are thought to
behave and how they are treated (Ellemers, 2018). In educational contexts, such assumptions are
not neutral, because gender norms may become embedded in instructional materials, classroom
practices, assessment contexts, and teacher expectations; therefore, they need to be examined
through gender-responsive and inclusive perspectives (Arslan et al.,, 2023; Mukagiahana et al.,
2024). Narratives addressed to children and children’s literature constitute an important field of
inquiry in this regard, since picture books and storytelling practices do not only support language,
reading, and comprehension, but also contribute to children’s construction of social meanings,
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values, identity, and moral understanding (éigarské, 2025; Jacob et al., 2024; Oztiirk & Erzen,
2023). Research on children’s books shows that gendered representations are often organized
around socially assigned roles, traits, occupations, spaces, and family relations. Female characters
are frequently associated with domestic, relational, emotional, and caring roles, whereas male
characters are more often associated with public, active, productive, leading, or heroic roles
(Dumanli & Esen, 2022; Giirsimsek & Giinay, 2005, Poarch & Monk-Turner, 2001). Similarly,
studies conducted in Tiirkiye indicate that children’s books may reproduce stereotypes related to
gender, family structure, occupations, personality traits, and social roles, and that these
representations are often not presented from an egalitarian perspective (Batmaz, 2021; Ervansel
Yiiksel & Koyuncu Sahin, 2023; Yticel Cetin & Mangir, 2021). Taken together, these studies suggest
that children’s literature should be examined not only as a literary or linguistic resource, but also
as a pedagogical space in which social norms and gender stereotypes may be reproduced,
normalized, questioned, or transformed.

However, focusing solely on the texts presented to children is insufficient to understand how
children perceive social norms and gender stereotypes. The narratives children produce
themselves are also an important source of data for understanding these processes. It has been
noted that children's narratives bear traces not only of individual experiences but also of the
cultural environment and sociocultural norms in which children are embedded (Westerveld et al.,
2022). Recent international evidence reinforces this view: when children construct their own stories
rather than merely reading texts written for them, gender is actively represented and, at times,
reworked in the narratives they produce (Malisiova & Kompoti, 2026). Furthermore, narratives
function in children's meaning-making regarding their physical and social environment and can
reflect their processes of constructing meaning about the social world (Burris & Brown, 2014).
Studies on children's written narratives support this view. Trepanier-Street and Romatowski (1986)
found marked differences between the roles attributed to female and male characters in primary
school students' writing, yet showed that both groups reflected gender norms learned in society.
Similarly, Khimji and Maunder (2012) demonstrated that children's stories are shaped not only by
individual experiences but also by cultural practices, traditions, and social experiences. In a recent
study, Ryan and Khosronejad (2025) found that authorial choices (language, characters, plot, and
the values embedded in the narrative) in stories written by primary school students reveal how
children accept, resist, or neutralize social and cultural conditions; the researchers further showed
that male characters in the stories examined were represented as knowledgeable, rescuing, or
troublemaking, whereas female characters were represented in more passive positions, indicating
that children's own written texts can also reproduce gender stereotypes. Using a similar method,
Girkan (2021) examined the free-topic creative writing of 82 third-grade primary school students
through content analysis and found that gender-based stereotypes were reproduced in students'
topic choices, the gender frequency of the characters they created, character traits, and
occupational and domestic roles; students predominantly created characters of their own gender,
and public/occupational roles were more frequently attributed to male characters while caregiving
and domestic roles were more frequently attributed to female characters. These findings show that
children's written narratives bear traces of social norms, moral values, and cultural expectations.
Recent studies conducted in Ttiirkiye support this finding, showing that primary school students
are not merely exposed to gender-related stereotypes but are also individuals who reproduce these
stereotypes in the narratives and images they themselves produce. Indeed, a study based on
classroom teachers' views found that primary school students hold stereotypes on various issues,
particularly gender, and that these stereotypes are reflected in behaviors such as exclusion and
non-preference (Aggiil & Yilmaz, 2023). Similarly, a study using children's visual narratives
revealed that gender stereotypes are evident in their products (Uzkul, 2025).

In recent years, the question of how children learn and reproduce social norms has gained
increasing importance in childhood sociology and narrative research. According to Corsaro's
(2018) interpretive reproduction approach, children are not passive internalizers of social norms;
rather, they are active social agents who interpret and reproduce these norms in line with their
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own experiences. Similarly, it has been argued that the narratives children produce are not merely
products of individual imagination but also domains in which social values, cultural expectations,
and social experiences are reconstructed (Gasser et al., 2022; Ryan & Khosronejad, 2025). For this
reason, fairy tales written by children offer an important field of research for examining how
children make sense of the social world and reproduce social values.

Within this framework, fairy tales written by children can be regarded not merely as linguistic
products but also as cultural texts revealing how children perceive social relationships, moral
values, social norms, and gender roles. The fact that elements such as helping, friendship, justice,
bullying, conflict, conflict resolution, and gender roles can be found in children's fairy tales makes
these narratives important data sources reflecting children's social and cultural worlds of meaning
(Khimji & Maunder, 2012; Trepanier-Street & Romatowski, 1986, Westerveld et al., 2022). Indeed,
peer bullying is an increasingly addressed theme in children's literature scholarship, and it is
emphasized that it offers children the opportunity to make sense of the roles of bully, victim, and
bystander, to develop empathy, and to generate solutions (Demir & Uzundal, 2025). This suggests
that the frequent inclusion of bullying and conflict themes in students' own fairy tales can be
regarded as a social reflection.

The literature on how gender is represented in children's narratives points to systematic
differences in the narrative preferences of girls and boys. In Rogers's (2020) study conducted with
children aged 7-12, it was found that some of the gender-related stories children told reproduced
the gender hierarchy (difference narratives), while others questioned or resisted this hierarchy
(alternative narratives); girls and older children were found to be more likely to produce
alternative narratives that challenge gender norms. Similarly, Lahtinen (2025) found that in
preschool-aged children's fictional narratives involving parent-child conflicts, boys more often
narrated hostile resistance behaviors, whereas girls more often included reparative acts such as
solidarity and apology. In a study conducted in Brazil, Brito et al. (2025) found, through oral
narratives obtained from conversation groups with primary school students aged 9-11, that
children held binary and oppositional gender perceptions of girls and boys, classifying behaviors,
attitudes, and objects as specific to girls or boys according to traditional female and male roles. A
similar pattern is observed for written narratives specifically: in a study conducted with fifth-grade
primary school students in Indonesia, Anggraeni et al. (2026) found that narratives written by girls
were stronger than those written by boys in terms of organization and adherence to grammar and
spelling rules, and also elaborated plot and setting elements more richly, whereas boys produced
shorter, action-oriented narratives and scored slightly higher than girls in characterization.
However, not all findings in the literature point to gender-based differences. Fang and Low (2026)
found no significant difference between girls and boys in social imagination (attributing thoughts,
feelings, and intentions) in preschool children's oral narratives based on wordless picture books,
and suggested that this skill develops independently of gender in early childhood. These partly
contradictory findings suggest that gender-based patterns may vary by age group, narrative type,
and data collection method, making it important to investigate the contribution that primary-
school-age children's own fairy tales can make to this discussion. These findings underscore the
importance of the present study by showing that children's fictional narratives may differ by
gender not only in content but also in characters' reactions to conflict and relational attitudes.

Although there are many studies in the literature examining gender representations in
children's books and traditional fairy tales, research on how social norms, moral values, and
gender stereotypes are constructed in fairy tales written by children themselves remains limited.
There are also studies that indirectly address this issue in the Turkish context: Sahin et al. (2023)
evaluated third- and fourth-grade primary school storybooks for violence and fear elements, while
Armoni (2023) examined middle school students' views on gender equality through a process
drama approach. However, these studies focus on materials presented to children or examined
indirectly through drama, rather than directly analyzing children's own original texts. Yet
children's own narratives are original data sources that can directly reveal how they perceive their
social environment and how they internalize social values. For this reason, examining students'
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fairy tales in terms of social norms, moral values, behavioral patterns, and social messages will
offer a child-centered perspective to the literature on how children make sense of social values.

In line with this purpose, the study sought to answer the following research question: “What
are the social norms, moral values, gender-based behavioral patterns, and social messages found in
fairy tales written by fourth-grade primary school students?” It should be noted that the analyses
reported below concern descriptive, gender-related behavioral patterns identified in the students'
own narratives —such as the relative frequency of particular themes in girls' and boys' fairy tales —
rather than a direct analysis of gender stereotypes in the sense of character agency, occupational
roles, or rescue roles. For this reason, the more cautious expression ‘gender-related behavioral
patterns” is used throughout the Results and Discussion sections, and interpretive claims are
limited to tendencies observed within this particular sample.

2. Method
2.1. Research Design

This study employed a qualitative research design and used document analysis to examine the
social norms, moral values, behavioral patterns, and social messages reflected in fairy tales written
by fourth-grade primary school students. Qualitative research aims to reveal individuals'
experiences, perceptions, and meaning-making processes regarding a particular phenomenon
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

2.2, Study Group

The study group consisted of fourth-grade primary school students enrolled in schools in three
central districts of Bursa province, Tiirkiye. Data were obtained from 37 students, comprising 22
girls and 15 boys.

Maximum variation sampling, one of the purposive sampling methods, was used to determine
the study group. Maximum variation sampling allows the different dimensions of a phenomenon
to be revealed by bringing together individuals with different characteristics that may be related to
the research topic (Patton, 2015). To maximize variation, the three schools were deliberately
selected from central districts of Bursa that differ in socioeconomic profile, ranging from relatively
lower to higher socioeconomic neighborhoods, and two classrooms were included in each school
so that classroom composition and teacher practice would also vary; the socioeconomic
characteristics of the school catchment areas were accordingly treated as the main source of
variation among the sampled schools, rather than as a separate sampling criterion. Accordingly, a
total of six classrooms from three different schools in three central districts of Bursa province were
included in the study.

2.3. Data Collection Process

The research data were collected through the fairy tales written by the students. During data
collection, students were asked to write an original fairy tale without any guidance. Specifically,
students were given a single open-ended prompt—“Write an original fairy tale of your own; you
may choose any characters, setting, and ending you like” —and no further guidance regarding
theme, characters, or storyline was provided beyond this prompt. No restrictions were placed on
the theme, characters, plot, or message of the fairy tale they were to write. In this way, it was
intended that students would freely reflect in their narratives on their own imagination,
experiences, and perceptions of their social environment. The fairy tales were written individually
by students in the classroom setting without teacher intervention; data collection was completed
within two class hours (2 x 40 minutes) in each classroom. The necessary ethical approval and
consent procedures were completed prior to data collection, and the details are presented in the
Ethics Statement section at the end of the article.

In this study, the students' written texts served as the primary data source, and document
analysis was used as the data collection method. Document analysis involves the systematic
examination of written materials containing information about the phenomenon under
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investigation, and is widely recognized as a rigorous, low-cost source of qualitative data that can
be analyzed with the same techniques applied to interview or observational data (Bowen, 2009). In
this study, the fairy tales written by the students were treated as such documents, revealing
children's meaning-making processes regarding social norms and gender.

2.4. Data Analysis

The data obtained in the study were analyzed using content analysis. Content analysis is a method
that enables the systematic identification and interpretation of meaning patterns in written
materials (Elo & Kyngés, 2008).

In the analysis, the students' fairy tales were first read repeatedly to gain a holistic grasp of the
dataset. Subsequently, expressions in the texts considered related to social norms, moral values,
behavioral patterns, and social messages were coded using open coding. Following the open
coding process, codes with similar characteristics were grouped, and categories were formed. In
the final stage, the relationships among categories were examined, and the study's themes were
identified. The frequency values presented in the tables refer to the number of unique students
whose stories contained the relevant code; because a given student's fairy tale may have been
coded under more than one code, the student frequencies reported for a theme should be read as
the number of students carrying that code rather than as the total number of codes within that
theme. Because the number of girls (n = 22) and boys (n = 15) in the study group differed,
percentages proportional to the total number of students in the relevant group were calculated in
addition to raw frequencies for gender comparisons, and the interpretations in the Results and
Conclusion and Discussion sections are based on these normalized percentages. In the excerpts
reported in the Results section, each quotation is followed by a participant code identifying the
student's number and gender (e.g., S23/B refers to the 23rd student in the data set, a boy; G
denotes a girl).

The Atlas.ti qualitative data analysis software was used for coding and categorization. Through
the software, expressions in the texts were coded, relationships among the codes were examined,
and themes were formed.

2.5. Validity and Reliability (Trustworthiness)

To enhance the study's trustworthiness, the four criteria proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) —
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability —were addressed throughout the
research process. To enhance credibility, the analysis process was reported in detail, and direct
student expressions were included in the tables so that readers can trace the connection between
the raw data and the interpretations offered. To strengthen dependability, the data set was
independently coded by a second researcher with expertise in the field, and the two sets of codings
were then compared; inter-coder agreement was calculated using the formula proposed by Miles
and Huberman (1994), Reliability = Agreement / (Agreement + Disagreement) x 100, yielding an
agreement rate of 91%, a value above the 80% threshold generally accepted as indicating reliable
coding (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Following this comparison, the codes and themes were
reviewed again in light of the research questions and finalized after necessary adjustments,
thereby contributing to the confirmability of the findings. To ensure transferability, the study
group, the socioeconomic and geographic characteristics of the sampled schools, and the data
collection process were described in detail so that readers can judge the applicability of the
findings to other, similar contexts.

3. Results

The social norms, moral values, gender-based behavioral patterns, and social messages found in
the fairy tales written by fourth-grade primary school students are presented in the tables below.
Because of the difference between the numbers of girls (n = 22) and boys (n = 15), percentages
proportional to the total number of students in each group are reported alongside raw frequencies
in each table, and the interpretations below are based on these normalized percentages. The
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analysis yielded four main themes: Social Norms, Moral Values, Behavioral Patterns, and Social
Messages. The Social Norms theme brings together the ways in which the students' fairy-tale
characters relate to rules and authority, ranging from compliance and its violation to the
restoration of social harmony through friendship, cooperation, and reconciliation. The Moral
Values theme captures the values that characters enact or come to embrace over the course of the
narrative, such as helping, empathy, honesty, compassion, and perseverance. The Behavioral
Patterns theme focuses specifically on how characters' emotional, social, conflict-related, and
problem-solving behaviors differed between girls' and boys' fairy tales. Finally, the Social
Messages theme reflects the moral, social, emotional, and achievement-oriented messages that the
narratives appear to convey to the reader. Although these four themes are presented separately for
clarity, they are closely interrelated: the same narrative episode often illustrates a social norm,
embodies a moral value, and simultaneously conveys a social message. First, Table 1 presents the
findings regarding the social norms identified in the students' fairy tales.

The Authority and Rule Orientation subtheme has two codes: teacher/adult authority and rule
compliance/non-compliance. Together, they show how students' characters relate to adults and
rules. The teacher is rarely just a background figure. The teacher notices, praises, or gets angry. A
character's fate often depends on this: being called to the board and succeeding, or being scolded
for ignoring warnings. Rule compliance and non-compliance were almost never shown as single,
isolated moments. Instead, a violation—like skipping homework, cutting a forbidden cable, or
hoarding food —was usually followed by a consequence, and often a correction. This shows that
students see authority as fair, not random. Following rules brings a reward. Breaking rules brings
a response that restores order. This subtheme was more common in boys' fairy tales (26.7%) than
in girls' (9.1%). This suggests that boys' stories more often show direct, visible clashes with
authority. Girls' characters, as the next subtheme shows, more often work out rule problems
informally among peers instead of through an adult.

The Disruption of Social Order subtheme has two codes: bullying/mockery/exclusion and
physical conflict/war. Together, they show how peace breaks down in the story world. The
bullying, mockery, and exclusion code shows an everyday kind of harm. A character is pushed,
mocked for wearing glasses, tripped, or called names for being different or shy. A bystander or
victim then feels discomfort or pulls away. These scenes closely match real classroom and
playground life. This suggests students draw on their own experience, not just on fairy-tale
traditions, when they write about conflict. The physical conflict/war code takes the same tension
further. Fire, dragons, missiles, and collapsing buildings replace everyday bullying with
something much bigger. Bullying and exclusion happened at similar rates for girls and boys (27.3%
and 26.7%). This shows that peer mistreatment is a shared concern for both groups. Physical
conflict and war appeared for the same number of students in each group (7 students each). But it
became more common in boys' fairy tales (46.7%) than in girls' (31.8%) once we compare the
groups fairly, as explained above. This points to a gender difference in how conflict is shown, not
in whether conflict appears at all.

The Social Harmony/Reconciliation subtheme is the largest subtheme in Table 1. It has four
codes that show how the conflicts above get resolved. Forming and maintaining friendships shows
character, as those who simply come together and stay together —playing, eating, and living
“happily ever after.” This is the simplest kind of social bond in the stories. Cooperation and joint
problem-solving go further. Characters work together toward a single goal, such as brewing a
potion, planning a rescue, or escaping danger. Here, harmony comes not just from being together,
but from acting together. Apology, reparation, correcting mistakes, and mediation/reconciliation
all focus on what happens after conflict. In the first, a character who did wrong takes concrete
steps to make up for it, such as paying for the damage, apologizing, and offering a meal. In the
second, a third character steps in to calm a fight (“come on, make peace”) or explains one side to
the other. Together, these four codes show that in students' stories, harmony is not just the absence
of conflict. It is something children build and repair once it breaks. The pattern here differs more
[Insert Table 1 Here]
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by gender than in the other subthemes in Table 1. Apology and reparation (girls: 40.9%, boys:
26.7%) and mediation (girls: 36.4%, boys: 20.0%) were more common in girls' fairy tales. This
suggests that girls' stories place greater emphasis on actively repairing relationships after conflict.
Forming friendships was reported for more girls than boys in plain numbers (14 girls versus 10
boys). But there were more girls than boys in the study overall (22 versus 15), so plain numbers
alone can be misleading. When we compare the two groups fairly by percentage, forming
friendships was nearly the same for both groups (girls: 63.6%, boys: 66.7%), with boys slightly
higher. Cooperation and joint problem-solving showed the same pattern. More girls than boys
showed this code in plain numbers (10 girls versus 9 boys). But by percentage, cooperation was
clearly more common in boys' fairy tales (60.0%) than in girls' (45.5%). Together, these results show
that girls' fairy tales are not simply more “peaceful” overall, once we compare the two groups
fairly. Girls stand out mainly in actively repairing relationships —apologizing and mediating.
Friendship and cooperation themselves are shared choices for both groups. Overall, social norms
were shared by both groups within a common framework. But the way norm violations happened
and were repaired differed somewhat by gender.

The findings on the moral values in the students' fairy tales are presented in Table 2. The
Helping and Kindness subtheme has two related codes that illustrate different ways characters act
on behalf of others. The helping code shows small, everyday acts of assistance —helping a friend
out of trouble, or helping a bird or cat get home. These acts ask little of the helper beyond a
willingness to step in. The rescuing/protecting code shows a bigger form of kindness. Here, a
character steps into a dangerous situation to save someone, stop a threat, or protect someone over
time—such as freeing captive animals or shielding another character from harm. This matters
because it separates everyday kindness from a braver kind of care that takes risk and initiative.
Helping appeared in a similar number of students in girls' and boys' fairy tales (8 and 7 students,
respectively). But once we compare the groups fairly, it was more common among boys (46.7%)
than girls (36.4%). The gender difference was much clearer for rescuing and protecting. This was
far more common in boys' fairy tales (60.0%) than in girls' (27.3%). This suggests that when boys'
characters show kindness, they more often do it through bold, protective action rather than small,
everyday help.

The Sensitivity subtheme shows how well characters notice and respond to other people's
feelings. It has two codes that ask different things of the character. The empathy/sensitivity code
shows a character noticing or being moved by someone else's feelings —hiding one's own sadness
so as not to burden others, or being moved by a friend's distress. This is a quiet, thoughtful kind of
moral awareness. The compassion/avoiding harm code goes further. Here, characters hold back
from harming someone even when they could —not wanting to hurt an enemy as much as he hurt
them, or a reformed giant undoing the damage he once caused. This code shows that students
value a fair, restrained response to wrongdoing rather than revenge. Empathy occurred at similar
rates among girls and boys (27.3% and 33.3%, respectively). This shows no clear gender difference
for this code. Both groups seem equally able to notice others' feelings. Compassion and avoiding
harm, however, were somewhat more common in girls' fairy tales (18.2%) than in boys' (13.3%).
This small difference points to a broader gender pattern, more clearly seen in moral awareness
below.

The Moral Awareness subtheme shows two ways characters deal with wrongdoing: holding
others responsible and holding themselves responsible. Defending the truth/reporting
wrongdoing shows characters who speak up when something is wrong—telling a teacher,
confronting a wrongdoer, or threatening to tell on someone. Here, the character actively protects
fairness in the story. Recognizing wrongdoing/feeling remorse shows the opposite: a character
who did something wrong comes to realize it and feels regret, often in their own words (“I think I
shouldn't do this either”), even before anyone punishes them. Together, these two codes show that
morality in the stories operates in two ways: enforced from the outside by characters who call out
wrongdoing, and built from the inside by characters who feel their own guilt. Defending the truth
occurred at nearly the same rate for girls and boys (27.3% and 26.7%, respectively). This shows that
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both groups equally want to hold others accountable. Recognizing wrongdoing and feeling
remorse, however, was more common in girls' fairy tales (36.4%) than in boys' (26.7%). This
suggests girls' characters more often show this inner process of reflecting on and regretting their
own mistakes.

The Effort and Perseverance subtheme rests on one code: determination/not giving up. This
shows characters who keep working toward a goal despite difficulty, tiredness, or an earlier
failure —studying again and again after a setback until they finally succeed, or fighting on against
a tiring opponent instead of quitting. This code adds something important to the picture of moral
values in the stories: success comes from steady effort, not just natural talent or a single lucky act.
Characters earn their success over time. This subtheme showed one of the clearest gender
differences in Table 2. Determination and not giving up were much more common in boys' fairy
tales (40.0%) than in girls' (18.2%). This fits the wider pattern of struggle and achievement in boys'
stories, discussed further below. It suggests that boys' characters are more often shown pushing
through difficulty.

Finally, the Sharing and Generosity subtheme rests on one code: sharing. This shows characters
giving what they have to others rather than keeping it —splitting a meal with friends, giving away
food, or opening their farm or home to a whole community. Unlike helping or rescuing, sharing
does not respond to an emergency. It is a small, everyday act of generosity that still shows a
character is caring and community-minded. Sharing was somewhat more common in girls' fairy
tales (18.2%) than in boys' (13.3%). Overall, these results show something important. At first
glance, it looks like girls are generally stronger in sensitivity and moral awareness. But once we
compare student numbers fairly across both groups, this is only partly true. Values linked to
rescuing, protecting, and determination form a clearly stronger pattern in boys' fairy tales. Taken
as a whole, Table 2 suggests that both girls and boys care equally about being kind, empathetic,
and fair. But the way this care is shown differs by gender: quiet reflection and small acts of
generosity for girls, bold action and sustained struggle for boys.

The findings on gender-based behavioral patterns in the students' fairy tales are presented in
Table 3. The Emotional Behavioral Patterns subtheme shows moments when characters clearly feel
and show an emotion. It has two closely related codes. Fear and anxiety show characters reacting
to danger with fright—crying out, shaking, or being told by another character not to be afraid.
Sadness and emotional expression show characters feeling loss, disappointment, or grief,
sometimes openly and sometimes hidden, so they seem calm. This subtheme differs from
Sensitivity in Table 2. Here, the focus is on the visible act of being afraid or sad, not on how a
character responds to someone else's feelings. Both fear and anxiety (girls: 27.3%, boys: 13.3%) and
sadness and emotional expression (girls: 22.7%, boys: 13.3%) were more common in girls' fairy
tales. This shows that girls' characters more often show their feelings openly in the story. Girls'
stories seem to give more space to a character's inner emotional experience as part of the plot.

The Social Behavioral Patterns subtheme shows characters' everyday sociability, not just one
moment of making up after a fight. It has two codes: forming friendships and cooperation, and
acting together. In Table 1, the Social Harmony subtheme examined friendship and cooperation as
ways to resolve conflict. Here, the same behaviors are treated as a general pattern: characters who
often seek out others' company and work alongside them toward a shared goal, whether or not a
past conflict is being repaired. Forming friendships was somewhat more common among girls
(45.5%) than among boys (40.0%). Cooperation and acting together were slightly more common
among boys (40.0%) than girls (36.4%) once we compare student numbers fairly. This is the
opposite of what plain numbers alone would suggest (8 girls versus 6 boys). This is exactly why
we compare groups by student numbers, not plain counts, throughout this study. Together, these
close results suggest that ordinary sociability, unlike the behaviors below, does not differ much by
gender in this sample.

The Conflict Behaviors subtheme shows two kinds of trouble between characters. Physical
struggle shows characters fighting directly with force, magic, or weapons. Bullying and aggression
show smaller, repeated unkind acts, such as mockery, tripping, or hair-pulling. This difference
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matters: one is a single, decisive fight, and the other is a pattern of smaller, unkind acts over time.
This subtheme shows the clearest gender difference in Table 3. Physical struggle was much more
common in boys' fairy tales (60.0%) than in girls' (22.7%). Bullying and aggression appeared at
similar rates in both groups (girls: 22.7%, boys: 26.7%). This shows that the gender difference is
about the type of conflict—physical struggle versus everyday unkindness—not about whether
conflict happens at all. Both girls and boys write about conflict at similar rates. But boys' characters
are much more likely to fight it out, or make it worse, through direct physical action.

The Problem-Solving Behaviors subtheme illustrates how characters work through difficulties
without resorting to force. It has two codes. Resolving through communication shows characters
who talk a conflict out—appealing to a wrongdoer's conscience (“Is this what a friend does to a
friend?”) or explaining why something was wrong until the other side understands. Here, talking
itself solves the problem. Planned/strategic solutions show a different kind of thinking ahead:
characters who stop to make a plan before acting, whether calling for help, making a potion, or
working out how to escape a trap. Success here comes from planning, not from improvising. Girls'
fairy tales more often used communication-based solutions (31.8% versus 20.0% for boys) and
planned solutions (27.3% versus 20.0% for boys). This suggests girls' characters more often solve
conflict through talking and planning ahead, rather than through the direct physical action seen
more often in boys' stories, as shown above.

The Moral Behavioral Patterns subtheme closes Table 3. It returns to the two moral qualities
already discussed in Table 2, but now expressed as actions rather than values. Apology and
reparation show characters who actually apologize or make up for wrongdoing once they realize
it. Empathy and sensitivity show characters actively noticing that someone else is upset, not just
feeling upset themselves. Placing these behaviors next to the emotional and conflict codes above
lets us compare how often characters act on their moral awareness, not just feel it. Apology and
reparation (girls: 31.8%, boys: 20.0%) and empathy and sensitivity (girls: 27.3%, boys: 20.0%) were
both more common in girls' fairy tales. Together, these results show that emotional expression,
talking through problems, and making up for wrongs were all more common in girls' fairy tales.
Physical struggle was more common in boys' fairy tales. Forming friendships and, to a smaller
extent, cooperating were shared choices for both groups, with no clear gender difference. Overall,
Table 3 suggests that the behavioral differences between girls' and boys' fairy tales are less about
whether characters are kind, emotional, or good at solving conflicts. The real difference is in how
these qualities are shown: through talking and relationships for girls, through direct, physical
action for boys.

The findings on the social messages in the students' fairy tales are presented in Table 4. The
Moral Messages subtheme is different from the subthemes above. Instead of showing what a
character does or feels, it shows the lesson the story seems to teach the reader through its ending.
The good prevails code shows endings in which good is rewarded, and wrongdoing is defeated or
corrected. This gives the reader a simple message: good wins in the end. One must defend the
truth, and one can make mistakes, but they must be corrected. Take the reporting and remorse
behaviors from Table 2 and turn them into clear lessons about honesty and taking responsibility.
Bullying is wrong, and greed and selfishness are harmful; the story's disapproval of these
behaviors is clear and direct rather than merely implied through the plot. Together, these five
codes show that students' fairy tales do more than show values in action. Many students also end
their stories by telling the reader, in effect, what they should learn from it. The message that good
ultimately prevails appeared more clearly for more girls in the numbers (12 versus 10 students).
But once we compare the two groups fairly, it was more common in boys' fairy tales (66.7%) than
in girls' (54.5%). By contrast, the messages that one must defend the truth (girls: 27.3%, boys:
20.0%), that mistakes are natural but must be corrected (girls: 31.8%, boys: 26.7%), and that greed
and selfishness are harmful (girls: 13.6%, boys: 6.7%) were all more common in girls' fairy tales.
The message that bullying is wrong appeared at similar rates in both groups (girls: 22.7%, boys:
26.7%).
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The Social Messages subtheme does the same thing as Moral Messages, but for the relationship
values shown in Table 3. It turns friendship, helping, and cooperation from things characters do
into clear lessons for the reader. Friendship matters, and helping is necessary to show, often in a
character's own words of thanks or resolve, that connecting with and helping others is something
the story wants the reader to value. Acting together brings success ties this to a clear result:
working together is shown as the reason a hard goal was reached. The message that friendship
matters appeared more often for girls in plain numbers, like the “good prevails” message. But once
we compare the groups fairly, it was more common in boys' fairy tales (66.7%) than in girls'
(54.5%). The message that helping is necessary showed an even bigger gender gap in the same
direction. It appeared much more often in boys' fairy tales (46.7%) than in girls' (27.3%) —a bigger
gap than plain numbers alone would suggest. The message that acting together brings success
appeared at similar rates in both groups (girls: 36.4%, boys: 40.0%).

The Problem-Solving Messages subtheme matches the Problem-Solving Behaviors subtheme in
Table 3, but again, as a lesson, not just an action. Problems are solved by talking and making a
plan, which brings a solution, showing that dialogue and planning are not just things characters
happen to do, but strategies the story recommends to the reader. Girls' fairy tales more often used
both talking through problems (31.8% versus 20.0% for boys) and making a plan (27.3% versus
20.0% for boys). This matches what we already saw in Table 3 for problem-solving behaviors: girls'
characters more often solved conflicts through talking and planning. Table 4 adds one more layer
to this. It is not just that girls' characters do this more often. Their stories are also more likely to say
it out loud, telling the reader directly that talking and planning are the right way to solve a
problem.

The Emotional Messages subtheme makes the same shift from behavior to clear lesson, this time
for the feelings shown in Table 3's Emotional Behavioral Patterns subtheme. Emotions matter tells
the reader that a character's feelings are worth noticing —sometimes by showing that a character
hid their sadness rather than being allowed to show it. Fears can be overcome; instead, it presents
fear as temporary, fading once the danger passes, giving the reader a message of hope. The
message that emotions matter was more common in girls' fairy tales (31.8%) than in boys' (20.0%).
This aligns with the stronger focus on showing feelings already evident in girls' behavioral
patterns. The message that fears can be overcome appeared at similar rates in both groups (girls:
18.2%, boys: 20.0%). This suggests both groups equally use the idea that fear passes, even though
girls' stories spend more time on the feeling itself.

Finally, the Achievement and Growth Messages subtheme rests on one code: those who work
will succeed. This turns the Effort and Perseverance value from Table 2 into a clear lesson: hard
work leads to success. A character's success — graduating, passing an exam —is shown as the direct,
fair result of their earlier hard work. This code appeared for a similar number of students in both
groups (4 girls versus 5 boys). But once we compare the groups fairly, it was clearly more common
in boys' fairy tales (33.3%) than in girls' (18.2%). This aligns with the stronger focus on
determination already evident in boys' moral values. Overall, the pattern in Table 4 matches what
we saw in Tables 1 through 3. Messages about moral awareness, feelings, and communication
were more common in girls' fairy tales. Messages about goodness, helping, friendship, and
achievement were more common in boys' fairy tales. This shows that the gender differences
observed in characters' values and behaviors also appear in the clear lessons that the students'
stories convey to the reader.

4. Discussion

This study shows that the fairy tales of fourth-grade primary school students are not merely
products of creative writing but also important narratives reflecting how children make sense of
social norms, moral values, and social relationships. The findings revealed that social norms, moral
values, behavioral patterns, and social messages were strongly present in the students' fairy tales.
The research findings show that social norms, moral values, and social messages in the
students' fairy tales are interrelated. The frequent presence of themes such as the violation and
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subsequent restoration of rules, the triumph of good, the correction of mistakes, friendship,
helping, and cooperation suggests that students make sense of social life within the framework of
certain values and norms. In particular, the fact that situations such as conflict and bullying lie at
the center of the narratives shows that children process the problems they encounter in social life
through their fairy tales. Conversely, the prominence of apology, reconciliation, and cooperation in
resolution processes indicates that students regard social harmony as an important value.

These findings are consistent with studies showing that children's written narratives reflect
social expectations, cultural values, and social experiences (Giirkan, 2021; Ryan & Khosronejad,
2025). They also support research emphasizing that fairy tales play an important role in children's
moral and social development (Istk & Argun, 2022). The prevalence of values such as helping,
empathy, sharing, honesty, and justice in students' fairy tales suggests a shared moral framework.
The prominence of themes such as the triumph of good, the correction of mistakes, and the defense
of truth in moral messages suggests that children do not merely learn these values but also
reconstruct them in their own narratives (Gasser et al., 2022; Ryan & Khosronejad, 2025). Similarly,
the frequent use of social messages such as friendship, helping, and cooperation shows that
students value social relationships and acting together. The literature notes that fairy tales
contribute to children's development of empathy, understanding others' perspectives, and social
relationships (Isik & Argun, 2022).

In interpreting the findings, all comparisons were evaluated using percentages normalized to
the total number of students in the relevant gender group, given the imbalance between the
number of girls (n = 22) and boys (n = 15). This evaluation showed that some patterns based on
raw student counts were confirmed, whereas others weakened or changed when proportional
distributions were considered. Conciliatory, relationship-preserving, and reparative behaviors,
particularly apologizing and mediating, were proportionally more frequent in girls” fairy tales,
whereas conflict, struggle, and rule violation were proportionally more prominent in boys’ fairy
tales. In contrast, the raw-frequency pattern suggesting that girls were more prominent in some
social behaviors, such as friendship formation and cooperation, was not consistently confirmed in
the normalized percentages and, in some cases, was reversed. Similarly, while girls placed greater
emphasis on moral-awareness dimensions such as compassion, recognizing wrongdoing, and
remorse, with both groups showing a similar pattern for empathy, boys more often emphasized
values related to rescuing, protecting, struggle, and achievement. A similar differentiation was
observed in social messages: girls proportionally emphasized communication-, planning-, and
emotion-expression-oriented =~ messages, = whereas  boys  proportionally = emphasized
goodness/ friendship-, helping-, and achievement-oriented messages.

These findings are broadly consistent with research showing that children’s narratives reflect
gendered patterns in emotional expression, agency, social relations, and moral meaning-making.
Anggraeni et al. (2026) found that girls’ narratives tend to emphasize emotional expression,
interpersonal connection, and coherent relational structure, whereas boys’ narratives are more
often action-oriented and less emotionally elaborated. Similarly, research on young children’s
conflict narratives suggests that girls” stories may include mediation, compromise, solidarity, and
apology, while boys’” stories more often involve resistance or conflictual agency (Lahtinen et al.,
2025). The present findings also align with broader developmental accounts indicating that girls
are often socialized toward relationality, compliance, and emotional expressiveness, whereas boys
are more often socialized toward strength, independence, and emotional restraint (Saygan & Pekel
Uludagli, 2021). From the perspective of our journals, these results can also be interpreted in
relation to evidence that storytelling is closely connected with children’s moral reasoning, social
skills, sensitivity, and understanding of social dynamics, and that primary school children’s social-
emotional skills are shaped through communication, emotional awareness, empathy, and
interpersonal regulation (Isik & Sahin Taskin, 2024; Jacob et al., 2024). Thus, the proportional
analysis suggests that gendered differences in the fairy tales should not be interpreted simply as
differences in frequency, but as differences in the narrative organization of social relations, moral
awareness, emotional expression, and problem-solving orientations.
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Beyond noting this consistency, it is worth asking why communication- and relationship-
oriented resolutions might be proportionally favored in girls' narratives. One plausible
explanation, consistent with socialization accounts of gender development, is that girls are more
often encouraged —by parents, teachers, and media—to attend to others' emotional states and to
use verbal strategies for managing conflict, which may in turn become available narrative
resources when they construct fictional characters (Rogers, 2020; Saygan & Pekel Uludagli, 2021).
An alternative, non-competing explanation is that these patterns partly reflect differences in the
everyday peer contexts in which girls and boys in this age group interact, rather than a stable trait;
longitudinal or comparative designs would be needed to adjudicate between these accounts, and
the present study's cross-sectional, single-country design does not allow this distinction to be
tested directly.

By contrast, the proportional prominence of themes such as physical struggle, power,
rescuing/protecting, and achievement in boys' fairy tales parallels research showing that boys
more often use action- and achievement-oriented structures in their narratives (Anggraeni et al,,
2026; Giirkan, 2021). This pattern becomes even more pronounced in the group-size-normalized
percentages than in the raw-frequency comparisons, which strengthens the likelihood that this
difference reflects a genuine pattern. The fact that characters mostly resolve problems through
direct intervention or struggle can be interpreted as reflecting gender roles in the narratives
(Giirkan, 2021; Lahtinen, 2025; Saygan & Pekel Uludagli, 2021).

Similarly, the proportional prominence of struggle- and achievement-oriented content in boys'
narratives should not be read simply as confirmation of a fixed 'boys like action' stereotype. Recent
international evidence indicates that gender-typed patterns in young children's narrative and play
preferences are responsive to structured, narrative-based interventions and are therefore more
malleable than trait-based accounts would suggest (Segura-Nebot et al., 2025). Read together with
the fact that the students in the present study were given no guidance regarding characters,
themes, or plot, this suggests that the achievement- and struggle-oriented content in boys' fairy
tales is better understood as a currently available and socially rehearsed narrative script than as an
inevitable expression of gender.

However, one notable finding of the study is that students did not always adhere to traditional
gender stereotypes. In some narratives, girls included struggle-oriented behaviors, while in others,
boys included emotional and conciliatory behaviors. This suggests that students are able to treat
gender roles not as rigid, fixed patterns but as structures that can be reinterpreted in different
contexts. This finding is also consistent with studies indicating that instances departing from
traditional gender stereotypes can be observed in children's narratives (Rogers, 2020; Ryan &
Khosronejad, 2025). This is consistent with recent international research showing that when
children themselves construct narratives —rather than simply consuming texts written for them —
gender is not always reproduced uniformly, and individual children can depart markedly from
group-level tendencies even while broader patterns remain visible at the aggregate level
(Malisiova & Kompoti, 2026).

The research findings show that fairy tales written by children are important narrative domains
in which social norms, moral values, and gender roles are reproduced. Although students
emphasize shared social values, they express these values through different narrative forms. This
suggests that children do not merely reflect social norms and values but also reinterpret them in
light of their own experiences and perspectives. Consistent with Corsaro's (2018) interpretive
reproduction approach, children's narratives can be regarded not as domains in which social
values are passively transmitted, but as domains in which they are actively made sense of and
reproduced. In this respect, fairy tales written by children offer an important data source for
examining how they perceive and make sense of the social world.

5. Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, the study group is limited to 37 fourth-grade primary
school students in three central districts of Bursa province, Tiirkiye. This limits the transferability
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of the findings to children in different regional, cultural, and socioeconomic contexts. Second,
although the data were collected under standardized conditions —individually, in the classroom
setting, without teacher intervention, and within two class hours in each classroom —the possible
influence of factors such as the distinct classroom climate, peer dynamics, and the classroom
atmosphere of that particular day across the six different classrooms could not be separately
controlled for in this study. Third, because of the imbalance between the number of girls (n = 22)
and boys (n = 15) in the study group, gender comparisons were made using percentages
normalized to group size; nevertheless, the small sample size means that some percentage
differences may stem from the narrative preferences of only a few students. For this reason, the
findings should be interpreted as descriptive tendencies. Fourth, because the students wrote
fictional narratives, the social norms, values, and behavioral patterns identified in their fairy tales
should not be interpreted as direct or literal expressions of the students' own personal beliefs or
behavior; rather, they reflect the cultural and narrative resources that students draw on when
constructing a story, which may diverge from their actual convictions or conduct in daily life.

6. Recommendations and Implications

The findings carry some concrete implications for classroom teachers and curriculum developers.
First, guiding creative writing activities in a gender-sensitive manner — for instance, by using open-
ended prompts that encourage students to move beyond traditional stereotypes in character
selection and role distribution —may broaden children's narrative repertoire. In practice, this could
involve teachers briefly modeling a counter-stereotypical example before the writing task (e.g., a
story in which a female character solves a problem through physical courage or a male character
resolves a conflict through dialogue), explicitly inviting students to consider a range of possible
traits for their main character regardless of gender, and, during feedback, asking reflective
questions such as ‘Could this character have responded differently?” rather than directly
prescribing particular roles or behaviors. Second, teachers could use students' own fairy tales,
particularly themes of conflict resolution and emotional expression, as tools in classroom
discussions on peer bullying and emotional awareness education. Third, the findings of this study
may inform the development of a module on ‘reading children's narratives from the perspective of
gender and social norms” within teacher training programs.
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