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INTRODUCTION:
MORE THAN JUST A
CHILDREN'S
ALBUM

In 1972, a
groundbreaking project
emerged that would
change the landscape
of children’s
entertainment forever.
Spearheaded by
actress and activist
Marlo Thomas, Marlo
Thomas To Be You
And Me (formally
titled Free to Be... You
and Me) wasn’t just an
album—it was a
cultural manifesto
disguised as a

collection of songs and
stories. Designed to
liberate children from
the restrictive gender
stereotypes of the era,
the album encouraged
kids to dream without
limits, cry without
shame, and embrace
their unique identities.
Half a century later, its
messages of inclusion,
empathy, and self-
acceptance remain as
vital as ever. This
article explores the
creation, themes,
impact, and enduring
relevance of this
beloved classic.

THE BIRTH OF A
VISION: HOW
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Thomas, MARLEG: THOMAS

CHAMPIONEBnown for her role in

CHANGE

A
Personal
Mission
for a
Better
Childhood

The idea for Marlo
Thomas To Be You
And Me grew out of
Thomas's frustration
with the stories and
songs available for her
niece. Like most
children’s media of the
late 1960s and early

the feminist sitcom
That Girl, believed that
children deserved
narratives that
celebrated their full
humanity. She
convened a team of
writers, musicians, and
educators—including
Francine Patterson
and Carole Hart—to
create something
radically different.

Assembli
ng an All-
Star Cast

The album featured an
extraordinary lineup of
celebrities, from Alan
Alda to Diana Ross,
Harry Belafonte to

1970s, they often pita coolidge, and
reinforced narrow even Mel Brooks.
roles: boys were brave g, contributed
adventurers; girls were songs, stories, or
passive caregivers.
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poems that tackled
topics like friendship,
divorce, independence,
and the absurdity of
gender rules. Thomas
herself performed the
iconic title track, which
became an anthem for
generations. The
project was initially
produced as a
television special for
NBC in 1974, later
expanded into the
album, a book, and a
stage musical.

EXPLORING THE
TRACKLIST:
MESSAGES THAT
RESONATE

Every song and story in
Marlo Thomas To Be
You And Me was
carefully crafted to
spark conversation.
Here are some of the
most memorable
pieces and their core
themes:

* “Free to Be...

You and Me”
(Title Track) -
The optimistic
anthem invites
every child to be
exactly who they
are, regardless of
societal
expectations.
“William’s
Doll” - Tells the
story of a boy
who wants a doll.
Through gentle
humor, it
challenges the
notion that some
toys are “only for
girls,” advocating
for nurturing play
for all.

“Parents Are
People” - Sung
by Marlo Thomas
and Harry
Belafonte, this
song reinforces
that mothers and
fathers have
feelings, dreams,
and roles beyond
“mommy” and



“daddy.”

“It’s All Right
to Cry” -
Performed by a
young Alan
Alda, this simple
ballad normalizes
emotional
expression for
boys, countering
the harmful “big
boys don’t cry”
trope.
“Atalanta” - A
retelling of the
Greek myth
where the
princess chooses
her own path and
wins a race,
emphasizing
female strength
and
independence.
“Don’t Dress
Your Cat in an
Apron” - A
playful poem
that humorously
points out the
silliness of
forcing people

(or cats) into
roles that don't
fit them.

These pieces, along
with many others,
created a mosaic of
progressive ideas that
felt revolutionary in the
early 1970s and
remain refreshingly
modern today.

CULTURAL IMPACT:
HOW ONE ALBUM
CHANGED HEARTS
AND MINDS

Challengi
ng
Gender
Stereotyp
es in
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Children’s
Media

Before Marlo Thomas
To Be You And Me,
most children’s content
reinforced binary
gender roles. Boys
were taught to be
tough, competitive,
and unemotional; girls
were encouraged to be

pretty, polite, and
domestic. The album
flipped  that  script

entirely. It became a
staple in progressive
households and
classrooms, sparking
discussions about
fairness and identity.
Parents and educators
reported that children
began questioning why
certain toys or
emotions were “for”
one gender—a true
sign of cultural shift.

Award
Recogniti
on and
Enduring
Popularit

y

The album was a
commercial and critical
success, earning a
Grammy Award for
Best Recording for
Children in 1973. The
television special won
an Emmy. Over the
decades, Free to Be...
You and Me has sold
millions of copies
across various formats,
and its messages have
been referenced in
countless works of pop
culture—from The
Simpsons to Glee. In
2019, the Library of



Congress selected the
album for preservation
in the National
Recording Registry,
calling it “culturally,
historically, or
aesthetically
significant.”

Influence
on Later
Generatio
ns of
Creators

Artists, writers, and
educators who grew up
with the album often
cite it as a formative
influence. Lizzo, Pink,
and John Legend
have all spoken about
its impact. Modern
children’s

programming—such as
Doc McStuffins, Steven
Universe, and Ada

Twist,

Scientist—carries
forward the same
inclusive spirit, proving
that Thomas's vision
was not a fleeting
trend but a
foundational blueprint
for socially conscious
media.

THE LEGACY OF
MARLO THOMAS'’S
VISION

From
Album to
Movemen
t: The
Ongoing
Relevanc
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While the album is
often associated with
the 1970s women’s
movement, its themes
have expanded to
encompass broader
issues of inclusion.
Today, conversations
about gender identity,
emotional literacy, and
diverse family
structures echo the
core messages of
Marlo Thomas To Be
You And Me. The
album’s gentle
insistence that every
child deserves to be
loved for who they
are—not who society
says they should
be—has never been
more timely.

Education

al Tools
for a New
Generatio
n

In recent vyears,
educators and parents
have revived the
album as a teaching
resource. Lesson plans
inspired by the songs
help children discuss
emotions, empathy,
and fairness. The
project’s official
website  offers free
activities and
discussion guides,
ensuring that new
audiences can engage
with the material in
age-appropriate ways.
Libraries and museums
often host sing-along
events, keeping the
music alive for toddlers
and their parents alike.



Why

“Free to
Be” Still
Matters

Despite significant
progress in gender
equality, children still
face pressures to
conform. Toys,
clothing, and media
continue to be heavily
gendered in many
contexts. The album'’s
simple message—it’s
all right to cry, it’s
all right to play with
dolls, it’s all right to
be strong or
gentle—provides a
timeless
counterweight. The
album doesn’t preach;
it invites. That tone of
gentle, joyful
permission may be its
greatest gift.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
SCHOLARLY
ANALYSIS

Academics in media
studies, gender
studies, and education
have written
extensively about
Marlo Thomas To Be
You And Me. Many
praise it as an early
example of
“edutainment” that
prioritized emotional
intelligence alongside
academic concepts.
Others note that its
white, middle-class
perspective lacks
cultural diversity,
though later editions
attempted to address
this with more
inclusive illustrations
and updated material.
Nevertheless, the
album remains a
touchstone for
understanding how
children’s media can
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influence social norms.

Notably, a 2020 study
in the Journal of
Children and Media
found that
preschoolers who were
exposed to the album
showed increased
willingness to engage
in counter-
stereotypical play (e.g.,
boys playing with dolls)
and greater empathy
toward emotional
expression. This
empirical evidence
underscores what
generations have
intuitively known: that
the album’s
heartwarming tunes
leave a lasting positive
imprint.

HOW TO
INTRODUCE THIS
CLASSIC TO
TODAY'’S
CHILDREN

1. Listen
Together - Start

with the title
song and discuss
what “free to be
you and me”
means. Ask
children how
they feel about
their own unique
traits.

. Watch the

Special - The
1974 television
special is
available on DVD
and streaming.
Its gentle
animation and
live-action
segments
engage young
viewers.

. Read the Book

- The
accompanying
picture book,
illustrated in
warm tones,
adapts many of
the stories. It's
perfect for
bedtime reading.

4, Create Your



Own Stories -
Inspired by
“William’s Doll”
or “Atalanta,”
encourage
children to write
or draw about
characters who
break molds.

. Sing Along -
Music is memory.
Learning the
lyrics reinforces
the messages in
a joyful, active
way.

CONCLUSION: A
TIMELESS GIFT
FOR ALL AGES

Marlo Thomas To Be
You And Me is far
more than a nostalgic
artifact of the 1970s. It
is a living document of
a belief that children
deserve to grow up in a
world where they are
valued for their hearts
and minds, not their
gender. The album’s
gentle humor, beautiful
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melodies, and
unwavering empathy
continue to inspire new
generations to
question stereotypes,
embrace emotions, and
celebrate individuality.
As society evolves, the
central question
remains the same:
what would it mean for
every child,
everywhere, to truly be
free to be themselves?
Marlo Thomas gave us
a beautiful
answer—one that sings
on, fifty years later,
with undiminished
power.

Whether you are
rediscovering this
album from your own
childhood or
introducing it to a child
for the first time, the
invitation remains
open: come as you are.
That is the enduring
magic of Marlo
Thomas’s vision—a
vision embodied in
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every note, every word, and every
outstretched hand.
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