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What Do Halloween Costumes Say?
Objectives
• Students will examine and understand the use of stereotypes and biases in visual media.
• Students will use viewing skills and strategies to understand and interpret visual media.
• Students will use listening and speaking strategies in small group and class discussions.
• Students will use the general skills and strategies of the writing process.
• Students will contribute to the overall effort of a group.

Time and maTerials
• 2-3 class periods
• copies of halloween costume catalogues, printouts of internet catalogues or access to catalogue websites, such as 
www.lillyskids.com. Note: If class time is a concern, teachers can select a set number of costumes for student analysis.

suggesTed Procedures
• ask students to describe halloween costumes they have worn in the past, or to describe costumes they've seen 
others wear. ask for their opinions about how people might select halloween costumes.

• Divide students into groups of six. have them analyze a halloween costume catalogue for each of the following 
elements:

a)  costume type: animals, job roles, consumer brands (i.e., "Star Wars" or "Pirates of the caribbean"), superheroes, 
fairy tale roles (i.e. "princess" or "prince"), violent or military costumes (i.e. "ninja" or "g.i."), death and evil (i.e. 

"the grim reaper" or "Devilish Barbie."), other. Note: Costumes can fall into more than one category.
b)  gender representation: Based on the pictures of models and the names of the costumes, which appear to be 

intended for boys/men, for girls/women or for all?
c)  racial or ethnic representation: Based on the pictures of models, which costumes appear to be intended for 

white children and for children of color? Do any of the costumes represent a specific racial or ethnic group?
d)  age representation: Based on the costumes’ sizes, which appear to be intended for infants, toddlers, young 

children, young adults and/or adults?

• assist students in their small group work, as needed.

• construct a large graph from butcher paper with the names of each costume listed at the top. on the left-hand 
side of the graph, each of the four elements should be listed. With the whole class, starting with the first costume, 
each group should report their findings about each specific costume. have student volunteers (or yourself ) write 
key points on the chart.

• encourage students to discover and explain the patterns emerging between the costumes, i.e. "animal costumes 
are intended almost exclusively for infants and toddlers;" "almost none of the photographs depict models of color;" 

"costumes depicting asian culture tend to promote subservience or violence, depending on gender;" "there are a lot 
of 'princess' costumes for girls/women."

• introduce the concept of a "stereotype" to the class. as a class, discuss the following questions: What kinds of stereotypes 
do these costumes promote about boys and girls? about people of color? about people of different ages?
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• as a class, brainstorm a list of ways to identify stereotypes represented in halloween costumes (for an example, 
see: "Five Questions to ask Before Donning a halloween costume" (http://www.tolerance.org/news/article_hate.
jsp?id=630)).

• as a class, pledge to think about this list in selecting costumes to wear at school or at home.

• as a class, write a letter to parents and guardians sharing what the class has learned and asking for their support 
(for a sample of writing to audience, see how Dana Williams adapted the "Five Questions," for parents (http://www.
tolerance.org/parents/kidsarticle.jsp?&ar=27)). Send copies of the letter home with students.

• in schools where halloween is observed, write and deliver a similar letter to other classrooms, for a student audience, 
or write an article for the school newspaper. Students also can present their findings to other classrooms or in a 
school-wide assembly.

maTh exTension
Students can apply basic concepts of statistics and data analysis by selecting methods to represent and describe 
patterns revealed in the class-generated chart. For example, students might select pie charts as a way to display a 
disproportionate representation of male models in violent costumes.

sOciAL justice extensiOn
The class also can write letters to the editors of the local newspaper(s), expanding their sphere of influence beyond 
their own school, and/or to the catalogue publisher.

AdditiOnAL resOurces
• our images in action gallery (http://www.tolerance.org/images_action/index.jsp) includes critiques of a "chinese 
man" costume and blackface costumes.
• our guidebook, responding to hate at School provides ideas on limiting the presence of  biased symbols at school, 
including ways to unmask hate at halloween (http://www.tolerance.org/rthas/section1_1_2.jsp).

Standards: This lesson supports standards and benchmarks for grades 3-12 in reading (http://www.mcrel.org/
compendium/standardDetails.asp?subjectiD=7&standardiD=6), writing (http://www.mcrel.org/compendium/
topicsDetail.asp?topicsiD=283&subjectiD=7), speaking  and listening (http://www.mcrel.org/compendium/
standardDetails.asp?subjectiD=7&standardiD=8), thinking and reasoning (http://www.mcrel.org/compendium/
standardDetails.asp?subjectiD=21&standardiD=3), working with others(http://www.mcrel.org/compendium/
SubjectTopics.asp?SubjectiD=22), and, with the extension, mathematics (http://www.mcrel.org/compendium/
standardDetails.asp?subjectiD=1&standardiD=6).
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