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Introduction: 
 

 
We are delighted to be able to hand the editorship of the June edition of the 

journal over to Beth Cox and Alexandra Strick, who are the founders of Inclusive 

Minds. They have compiled an excellent edition entitled ‘Diversity, Inclusion & 

Equality.’ Appropriately, it is a diverse and eclectic collection of articles from a 

range of authors. Our timing, though accidental, couldn’t be better. This issue can 

also celebrate the recent appointment of Malorie Blackman as the eighth 

Children’s Laureate, and a great champion of diversity. We would like to thank 

both Beth and Alex for putting a huge amount of work into this edition, which is 

our biggest ever – and that is very appropriate. 

 

In the past we have had a special Australasian edition, if anyone, perhaps from the 

US or Canada, is interested in their own special edition please feel free to contact 

us. Or if you have an idea for a specific subject area, like this Diversity, Inclusion 

& Equality special edition, please feel free to contact us too. Email us directly on 

write4children@winchester.ac.uk. 

 

Vanessa Harbour and Andrew Melrose 

Editors  

 
 

Write4Children Diversity, Inclusion  
& Equality special edition – Foreword 

 
 
We live in a diverse society, but this is by no means reflected in the books we give 

our children.  

 

How are children who don’t fit into the ‘norm’ represented in the books that they 

read, and how does this affect the way they are perceived by others? It is 

universally accepted that reading promotes empathy; how would a more diverse 

reading experience nurture this? In the age of the tablet and the ebook, are books 

more accessible to children with additional needs, or are opportunities being 

missed?  

 

mailto:write4children@winchester.ac.uk
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Diversity covers a wide spectrum, yet it’s often taken as shorthand for cultural 

diversity. Likewise inclusion is interpreted as meaning disability and equality as 

meaning gender. In fact, they all refer to the same thing. Diversity encompasses 

heritage and race; culture; ability and disability; gender and gender identity; 

sexual orientation; age; socio-economic background; and family composition. And 

those are just the foremost areas. Inclusion refers to all these groups being 

included as part of society, and equality refers to them all having the equality of 

opportunity and rights.  

 

So, diversity, inclusion and equality are of huge importance in our society, yet 

often neglected or marginalized in children’s literature. Our aim with this special 

edition was to look at the current state of play in the children’s book world, what 

we can do to improve it and, most importantly, how VITAL this is for children — all 

children. 

 

Our call for papers generated a lot of interest, and we received a large number of 

submissions, hence the slight delay in publication. We are delighted that the 

contributors are as diverse as the themes, including academics, teachers and 

teacher trainers, authors, editors and publishers, consultants and campaigners, 

booksellers, specialist trainers and researchers, and people working in the charity 

sector. And they come from all over the world. The range of subjects covered is 

wide and varied. This alone demonstrates the breadth of interest in this field, and 

the articles and papers make clear the passion that lies behind this interest.  

 

Unfortunately, the children’s book industry doesn’t always respond to this interest 

and passion, and can be shaped by a stereotyped perceived market.  

As one of our contributors states in her article,  

 

Children’s literature can help to perpetuate and validate our society as 

it is, and it can help to transform it by presenting ideas through new 

perspectives that encourage new ways of thinking ... Children’s 

literature can be didactic, regressive and conformist but, much more 

excitingly, it can be a visionary space, a utopia, where anything is 

possible. 

Where Are The Big Political Ideas In Pre-teen Children’s Books?  

Kerry Mason 

 

Inclusive Minds, founded by us in early 2013, is a collective which aims to bring 

together those who are passionate about inclusion, diversity, equality and 

accessibility in children’s literature and who are, above all, committed to changing 
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the face of children’s books. As individual voices we might not be heard, but as a 

collective we can truly make a difference.  

 

We’d like to give special thanks to Holly Catling, Charlotte Morris, Emma Carroll, 

Elizabeth Halford and Jill Harrison for their invaluable support with editing and 

proofreading. 

 

Beth Cox and Alexandra Strick 
www.inclusiveminds.com 

http://www.inclusiveminds.com/
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Representing Inclusivity and Diversity  

in Early Years Publishing 

Sue Baker 

Abstract 

The other day a customer phoned about an image we have in one of our 

board books, which is of a toddler kissing another toddler on the cheek. 

The title of the book is Making Friends. 

“Can you tell me what gender these children are?’” he asked.  

“It’s non-specific,” I replied, “so you can decide for yourself.”   

“Well, they look like boys kissing. Are you promoting 

homosexuality?” 

At Child’s Play we try to represent as many different kinds of children as 

we can in all the materials we publish. We try not to stereotype 

characters by gender, clothes, social roles, behaviour or appearance. 

Representing true inclusivity and diversity in children’s books is often 

challenging and frustrating – but it is also life-changing and heart-

warming. This article is a brief outline of some of the different types of 

resistance we have faced, and the positive outcomes when we have been 

successful. 

 

Keywords 

inclusion; stereotyping; publishing; representation; diversity; children’s 

books 

 

 

The Child’s Play programme has always included books that tackle issues, but in 

the early days of the company these were concerned primarily with morality, 

behaviour towards others and more worldly topics, and they tended to strike a 

didactic note. More recently the list has developed to include issues of disability 

and other areas of diversity, and we tend to present them a little more subtly. 

Some of Child’s Play’s early books did challenge gender stereotypes. For example, 

Man’s Work referred to the father of a family doing the housework while the 
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mother was out. That raised a few eyebrows, although the book was very popular, 

and remains so with companies such as Letterbox Library.   

One notable instance of resistance from the book trade was in 1988, when we 

published I Know a Secret — the story of a boy who has just found out that his 

mother is expecting another child. Happy and excited, he tells his friend all the 

fascinating details of conception, pregnancy and birth, in easy and familiar terms. 

The cover depicts a black boy with glasses and his friend, a white girl. One buyer 

(for a large UK retail chain) loved the book, but would only order it if we replaced 

the black child with a white one. It was carefully explained to us that this was not 

by any means a racist decision, but a commercial one; fewer customers would buy 

a book with a black child on the cover. Needless to say, we refused their request, 

and missed out on the sale!  

 

Looking back at some of our early titles, we can see many multicultural 

characters, children using wheelchairs and wearing glasses, but that was the limit 

of our awareness. Most of the artwork for these books was done in-house, and I’m 

sure including these was a catch-all afterthought. What we didn’t do was discuss 

the characters as if they were real. They didn’t have their own personal stories; 

they were defined by the colour of their skin or their disability. Gender was 

certainly simpler. At that time it appeared to be just a matter of switching things 

around, girls in trousers being tough and doing ‘boyish’ things, boys being more 

‘sensitive’ — though I don’t think any of them ever wore dresses. I’m sure we 

thought we were doing a reasonably good job. How wrong we were. 

As time went on, we slowly developed a more expansive way of looking at things, 

although I do think that we still tended to pick up on issues as they were addressed 

in the media, rather than initiating them in the office. There was one extremely 

heated discussion that lasted hours, possibly days, when we were considering 

featuring a disabled child on the front cover of one of our books, mostly because 
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of how it would affect the commercial viability of the title. Looking back, I feel 

ashamed that this was ever a point of discussion. Now, we only consider how many 

different kinds of people we can incorporate. 

 

We try to get feedback from our sales people as they travel the UK, and the world, 

selling books. Many booksellers buy books based partly on the ethnicity of the 

characters they contain. Booksellers that are based in predominantly white areas 

tend to actively discriminate against books with ethnically mixed characters, 

because ‘they don’t sell’.  

Often a rep has pointed out that a book includes representation of disabled 

characters as a positive force — one bookseller’s response was ‘no one asks for 

disability’. Thankfully, albeit slowly, booksellers are becoming more positive about 

the need for diverse and inclusive books. 

Sometimes the tides are turned, and prejudices are overturned by experience. One 

book buyer wouldn't take books featuring black children/mixed race families, as 

she didn't see the point of them. Only when someone close to her had a mixed-

race grandchild did she understand the relevance! 

Our first serious foray into the world of disability was with the development of a 

series of signing books. It was a massively steep learning curve. For the first time 

we properly considered what it was like to have a hearing impairment. We spent 

days watching videos of people signing. We pored over dictionaries; one person 

would read the description while the other tried to act out the moves. Thankfully, 

we had some fantastic support from outsiders. Artwork was created, and then 

tested with children, carers and experts. Experts were a good idea, as the 

potential pitfalls are massive. On one occasion, we discovered when translating 

BSL signs to American sign language that one of the children in Twinkle Twinkle 

Little Star wasn’t signing the word ‘diamond’ after all, but ‘…like a vagina in the 

sky’!  Good job we checked! 
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For three years, one of our staff members was on the steering group of the Scope 

‘In the Picture’ campaign, established to educate and support those involved in 

representing disability in children’s illustration. This campaign was incredible. Not 

only did it have an image bank to help other illustrators, it also had various experts 

who could be contacted for support in this field, as well as book recommendations 

and much more. If we look back to what single thing had the most impact on 

offering information and advice, I’m sure it would be ‘In the Picture’. What a 

tragedy when they lost funding to continue with their great work. At least their 

website still exists. 

The experience of having a colleague working directly with people so dedicated to 

changing the way disability was portrayed opened the way for us to think about 

images and inclusion in a much more embracing and proactive way. Once you 

understand the importance of inclusion of one under-represented group, it makes 

you think about the others. 

Our self-education has fed through directly to the freelance illustrators that we 

employ. Sometimes we forget what a journey this has been and make wild 

assumptions that everybody is on the same wavelength. Wrong! It’s probably fair 

to say that most illustrators have as little knowledge as we did in the 1980s. 

In some countries inclusion is much further behind than in the UK, and so 

representation of disabled characters in books is an entirely new concept. Many of 

our illustrators come from outside the UK. Many come through agencies, and 

although we have offered advice and help to these agencies to promote the issues, 

not one has taken this up as yet. The people who run these agencies are all very 

nice and seem to genuinely care and nurture their illustrators, but don’t seem to 

feel that educating them in this area is part of their job. Consequently, the first 

thing that we have to discuss and brief for many of the projects that come our 

way, is the representation of disabled characters, family set-ups, gender, 

equality… you get the idea! 

Sometimes we have an illustrator who does understand the concept and is 

proactive regarding inclusion. Our most recent series of baby/toddler books, One, 

two, three… Run! shows the experience of running, through the eyes of two 

children, one of whom has Down’s syndrome. It’s not important whether you 

recognise this or not, it’s the fact that she is there.   
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The terminology for diversity can be a source of confusion and, to be honest, some 

amusement. We were recently working with a Japanese artist and wanted to 

describe to her the ethnicity of children we wished to include in an image, so we 

looked up the correct phrase to describe the type of eyes some people from Asiatic 

countries have. The correct term appears to be ‘epicanthic fold’, but when we 

used this she had no idea what we were talking about. Tricky one! 

Some images of disability are much harder to depict than others. Our artists really 

struggle with anything to do with representing facial differences such as skin 

blemishes. Birthmarks, eczema and impetigo are all reasonably common, 

especially in small children, but how do you make them look like they are 

intended, and not just a part of the picture where the paint has smudged? I think 

the answer is that if a child reading the book can look at the picture and think 

‘that’s me’, then job done! We don’t really need to worry about how the adult 

might interpret it. 

Representing learning and behavioural issues is in some ways much easier, 

although they still present some difficulties because they are in many ways 

‘invisible’. The good thing is, because there are no physical differences, children 

with learning and/or behavioural issues are able to recognise themselves as any 

number of characters in a storybook. Although when including a child who is 

behaving differently to the others, we may well have a long discussion to decide 

whether it should be a girl or a boy! 

We often use incidental materials or environmental features in the images to help 

define an issue. For example, we will include a teacher with a voice amplifier, a 

sign with some braille, tactile paving, support cushions, crutches against a wall, a 

tripod — the list is endless. And for the traveller children, a wooden caravan in 

place of a doll’s house in the nursery school. For us it’s not about creating 

specialist books for or about particular children, but great books that every child 

can find him or her self in. 
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More recently, as well as mixed-race families, we have tried very hard to include a 

truly representative breadth of varying family units. Sometimes, when planning a 

series of four books, we find ourselves making a chart! How many women, how 

many men? How many girls, boys, how many siblings? What ethnicities? Are there 

any mixed-race families? Could the adults who can be seen as parents or 

grandparents? And of course we have to watch out for gender stereotyping. 

The number of children growing up with same-sex parents is increasing, and to 

support this we are beginning to include very casual and incidental representation 

of such couples and families.  

 

 

Pink Stinks, a campaign about gender stereotyping of females, is an impressive 

resource. After looking at their website, we realised that although we do have 

some very strong female characters in our books, we couldn’t get away from the 
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fact that many of them were dressed in pink! We’ve since been extra explicit when 

briefing our illustrators — thanks, Pink Stinks! 

Awareness of inclusion differs radically around the world, and many people in 

other countries seem to struggle to understand what we’re attempting to do. One 

of our French co-edition partners, for instance, was pleased when we published a 

retelling of a classic French fairy tale about a princess, but declared himself 

unable to publish it in France. 

His reason was that the princess was wearing spectacles on the front cover. Yes, 

he wears spectacles, and his wife wears spectacles — but princesses don’t, 

apparently! Once again, we refused to change the cover to suit him, and we lost 

the sale. The pain of this was entirely overcome when one of our staff reported 

that her grandchild (who wears glasses) had said after reading it that she felt that 

she too could be a princess.   

Most recently, we have embarked on designing a tactile book for visually impaired 

children. One of the issues here is how to create an image that is truly 

representative, if the reader does not have a visual understanding of what 

something looks like. The representation of three-dimensional objects in a book, 

however tactile, is a challenge. Many tactile books are completely 

incomprehensible to a child with a visual impairment. To have a picture of dog 

with an irregular shape cut out and replaced with fur fabric means nothing; the 

image does not represent anything that is essentially ‘doggy.’ Getting past this has 

been our biggest challenge yet. Just when you think you are beginning to make 

headway, you realise how little you know! 

For us as a company, the diverse and inclusive path we are following has been full 

of discussions (some would classify them less kindly!), education, enlightenment, 

and now resolve. Being independent has massive advantages for us. We do have to 

survive in a commercial world, and of course we have to be profitable, but being 

independent means we can afford to be bold. Not bold in a ‘shout out loud’ way, 

but bold in trying things out and taking what some would term ‘risks’ with what we 

publish. Receiving emails from parents along the lines of “I’m just writing to say 

that my son has never seen a picture of a child with ‘boots and bar’ in a picture 

book and every time he turns to that page in your book he can’t stop smiling” are 

all the encouragement we need! 
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All images are used with permission of Child’s Play (International) Limited, and 

should not be reproduced without their express permission. 

 

Biography 

Sue Baker trained and worked as a textile designer for six years, before moving on 

to work as an illustrator.  

She illustrated mostly non-fiction titles for a number of publishers, and then went 

on to work for the Medical Illustration Department of Oxford University, where she 

was employed to create tape/slide health education materials for their Early Years 

Programme.   

Sue joined Child’s Play as a writer and illustrator of non-fiction titles over fifteen 
years ago. She has subsequently taken on many senior project-development and 
writing responsibilities, leading to the position of Editor, which she holds today.  
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But Different: Same, Same Publishing Culturally 

Diverse Children’s Stories in a Changing World 

Tessa Strickland 

 

Abstract  

To publish culturally diverse stories in a way which will attract, inform and 

engage children and at the same time be commercially sustainable is not 

a straightforward task. Many factors – cultural, psychological and 

economic – come into play. This article looks at lessons learned over a 

twenty-year period of sourcing and developing picture books and young 

fiction for children, from toddlers to twelve-year-olds, considering some of 

the factors that come into play in the selection process and the editorial 

development of individual titles. It also considers the part that culturally 

diverse stories have to play in shaping children’s understanding of 

themselves and the world at a time in which mobility across countries and 

cultures has greatly increased and information technology is reshaping 

the way in which relationships are formed.  

 

Keywords  

children’s books; multicultural; stories; diversity; translation; publishing 

 

 

When Barefoot Books started in 1993, I chose stories from four cultures to create 

four books with which to launch the business: one came from Ancient Egypt, one 

from Persia, one from Aboriginal Australia and one from Tibet. Twenty years later, 

The Mountains of Tibet continues to be popular. The other books have come and 

gone, though the Persian story, a translation for children of the epic ‘The 

Conference of the Birds’, also enjoyed a short life in an exquisite Japanese 

edition.  

Stories come and stories go. Different themes speak to the concerns of each 

generation and each generation inherits insights and prejudices from parents, 

grandparents and the wider social network. In all kinds of ways, these factors play 

into the decisions you and I make every time we borrow a book from the library or 
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buy a book as a gift for a friend or a child. How many times do you select a 

children’s book that presents a different culture? And when you do this, what 

informs your choice? I can only half-guess at the impulses that inform my own 

book-buying activities. Memory, curiosity, word-of-mouth recommendation, the 

allure of advertising, and a sense of beauty all play their part. Of course, I also 

love stories that make me laugh. I think a primary motivator for me as a reader 

and as a publisher has always been a fascination with the ‘other’ though ― a sense 

that by reading about how other people in other places live, I might learn more 

about myself and about the mysterious and complex corner of the planet that I call 

my home. 

As a publisher in an overcrowded international market place, I am aware, too, that 

I am making my choices and feeling my way at a time of seismic upheaval and 

change. I grew up in the post-industrial west in a family and a society imbued with 

a kind of evolutionary self-confidence: a confidence which assumed that the 

intellectual developments and remarkable inventions of western science and the 

expansionist business practices attending these developments were ‘de facto’ 

superior to the traditions of non-industrial cultures. Nowadays, much of this is in 

question and I see myself as a member of a culture of conquest that has lost some 

of its bearings, and is in the throes of a significant realignment of values. In these 

challenging and uncertain times, my mantra, as a publisher for children and as a 

parent, is E. F. Schumacher’s Small is Beautiful. It seems to me to be common 

sense to acknowledge that diversity of all kinds is essential to the future of my 

own children and of children everywhere, not to mention their children’s children. 

So I try to share stories that champion these values, and that do so in ways that 

are accessible, funny and memorable. I want stories that spark the imagination of 

children, and that introduce cultural diversity in a playful and natural way. 

At the youngest level, children who look at and listen to adults reading Zoë and 

her Zebra, an A to Z of children’s names and animals, will encounter names from 

many different traditions as well as animals from all over the world. In picture 

books that are in familiar settings, I encourage the illustrators I commission to 

represent mixed-race families, same-sex couples, cultural and physical diversity. 

With picture books that are set in traditional rural cultures, I need a way of making 

the territory both intimate and interesting to an urban child, without 

misrepresenting the culture in question. So, for example, when I accepted the 

manuscript for We All Went on Safari, I did so because the idea of going on a safari 

struck a deep chord in me, and when this happens I take a gamble that the same 

deep chord will sound in others. After all, many generations back our ancestors 

were all hunter-gatherers, as the Maasai still are. But the manuscript was not as I 

wanted it; I wanted to know the children in the story better. They were nameless 

in the original draft, but they were given Maasai names during the editing process, 
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and each of the names had a meaning, as names do. I wanted to know more about 

how the Maasai live, so I asked the author to add factual endnotes. And how do 

Maasai children speak? We introduced some simple Kiswahili... A few years after 

this book’s publication, I was delighted when a friend told me that her three-year-

old, at interview for nursery school, had proudly stated that she spoke two 

languages: English and Kiswahili! 

With picture books that have their origins in the different folk traditions of the 

world, the canvas is broader: both the storyteller and the illustrator can work to 

transport young readers to exotically different landscapes, with less familiar 

images. The audience for these stories is a little older, so the details can be 

amplified, while the core story flows free. Stories are, to me, rather like water; 

they spring up from deep in the collective psyche and wend their way around 

barriers of language, race and geography, morphing as they go along. There is a 

kind of freedom in the folk tradition that makes it easier to move away from the 

commercialisation of childhood than with contemporary stories. The Cinderella 

story is a good example. In Malachy Doyle and Niamh Sharkey’s Tales of Old 

Ireland, for instance, the ‘Cinderella’ is the youngest of three daughters, ‘Fair, 

Brown and Trembling’. Here, our heroine goes to Sunday mass to be seen, rather 

than to the ball, and on each trip she rides a different mare and dresses in a 

different outfit, each created for her not by a fairy godmother, but by the old hen 

wife. In Indonesia, by contrast, Cinderella, or Damura, is not helped by a human at 

all, but by a benevolent crocodile. The crocodile strikes a deal with our young 

heroine, who takes on some underwater baby-sitting in return for the help she 

receives (The Fabrics of Fairy Tale, retold by New Zealand storyteller Tanya Robyn 

Batt). 

With our young fiction programme for older children, there is scope to offer an in-

depth view into other traditions: Guo Yue was a lively six-year-old growing up in 

the back streets of Beijing when the Cultural Revolution turned his world upside 

down. Five decades later, he’s a Londoner and a dad, and his children are growing 

up in a way he could not have imagined as a small boy. In the course of working 

with Yue and his co-author and wife, Clare Farrow, on his autobiographical story 

Little Leap Forward, my own imaginings of the Cultural Revolution filled out in all 

kinds of ways, from hazy and rather general notions of brutality, violence, family 

break-up and famine, to a more intimate understanding of the revolution as it 

affected and shaped a small group of children. One particular conversation has 

stayed with me: we were working on a draft of the manuscript when I realised that 

it said nothing about being hungry. To be sure, the book looked at just a small 

window of time, in China’s capital, but was there really enough food to go round? 

Yue realised that he hadn’t thought of mentioning this because hunger was a 

simple fact of life – yes, he was almost always ravenous, but this did not strike him 
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as noteworthy. It was just the way things were. We revisited the text and wove in 

his memories of food – and its absence. 

Yue’s story is a personal one, giving it a particular stamp, but in their different 

ways the messages that stories from other cultures carry across the boundaries of 

language and culture can only succeed if they make sense to the reader ― a story 

holds up a mirror to the child only to the extent that the child can relate to it and 

identify with it. During the past few years, I have worked on a set of adventures by 

the Danish writer Jorn Riel, who lived for many years among the Inuit peoples of 

Greenland. His writing for children, first published in Denmark in the 1980s, throws 

into vivid relief the contrasting ways of life of the Viking and the Inuit peoples in 

around 1000 AD. Conquest is the Viking agenda, harmony with nature the Inuit. As I 

worked with the translator John Mason to convey the movements across the north 

Atlantic of the characters involved, and to evoke a world in which the twin notions 

of land ownership and the nation state were as yet unformed, I found myself back 

in touch with the same feeling I had when I was editing We All Went on Safari − 

the sense of a way of being that is about learning from nature rather than seeking 

to control it. There is violence in these stories, but it is not gratuitous − it is the 

violence that is part of the fabric of all human experience, even if much of it is 

kept at a distance and concealed from today’s children.  So, one of my aims in 

working on these books was to give back dignity to violence by presenting it in a 

context where it is visceral and valid, close-up and necessary.  

One of the challenges of being a publisher of multicultural children’s stories is 

navigating the perilous line between making culturally conditioned assumptions on 

the one hand, and inadvertent omissions on the other. It is impossible to lose my 

own cultural reference points, but they need to take second place if I am to seek 

out the telling themes and details, sensing what needs to be spoken and trying to 

say it in a way that the contemporary child will understand and enjoy. My task is to 

help the writer, or translator, evoke a particular situation in a way that is 

universally relevant. When writing is for children, there is the additional challenge 

of revealing a different world whilst still making the whole context clear, 

compelling and relevant to them. I failed in this with the story I published from 

Aboriginal Australia in 1993 – as an Irish bookseller advised me, ‘There isn’t much 

call for picture books about Aborigines in Dublin’. Perhaps there would have been 

if I had managed to present this story in a more engaging way? Of course, in the 

years since that exchange, the internet has transformed the way I can bring stories 

to market: the bookseller in Dublin still matters, but I can also use our website to 

get straight to parents and educators who share my values without needing a 

middle man in the same way. I no longer need to be as concerned with their 

attitude and prejudices as I had been in the autumn of 1997, when the buyer at 
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Heffers told me that the children’s section of his bookshop needed ‘more Barbie 

than Barefoot’.  

Another challenge I face is one of cultural protectionism. It is widely cited that 

English and American publishers make woefully little effort to translate the work 

of writers from other languages into English, with just three per cent the figure 

usually quoted for fiction in translation. This compares to between 30 and 40 per 

cent in the countries of continental Europe, making the English-speaking world 

seem curiously, if not disturbingly, self-congratulatory and myopic. I am always on 

the lookout for interesting young fiction and picture books from other cultures, so I 

pricked up my ears at the IBBY conference in the summer of 2012, when a speaker 

said what a scandal it was that no English language publisher had yet introduced 

any of the novels of the award-winning and widely respected Brazilian children’s 

writer, Lygia Bojunga Nunes, into English. I left the conference determined to find 

out more about this writer. However, after several overtures, I was told that she 

did not wish to have any of her work translated into English. This exchange left me 

with mixed feelings of dismay and respect: dismay that for reasons I could only 

guess at, this writer felt so deeply resentful of English-speaking people and their 

impact on her own people and traditions that she wanted nothing to do with them, 

and respect for her decision to say no to the opportunity to have her work reach a 

wider audience. Not speaking Portuguese, I have not been able to read the novels 

of Lygia Bojunga Nunes myself, so I am left wondering what English-speaking 

children might be missing out on. I am also left with a feeling of sadness. Within 

the context of the English-language publishing scene, I have grown accustomed to 

seeing myself as a David among multinational Goliaths. To this writer, though, I am 

no David; I am more like Goliath’s little finger.  

To turn eastwards from Brazil, a new addition to the Barefoot publishing 

programme is The Girl with a Brave Heart, a tale that is set in Tehran. The author, 

Rita Jahanforuz, grew up as part of the Jewish diaspora in Tehran but left Israel 

with her family when she was ten, following the fall of the Shah. Rita is now a 

renowned pop singer in Israel and beyond. She created a stir last year when she 

released an album in which she sang not in Hebrew but in her mother tongue, 

Farsi.  However, this is not what attracted me to the picture book; what attracted 

me was the artwork. When I looked at the illustrations I felt transported back to 

the Middle East I remembered from my travels there. I then read a loose 

transliteration of the Hebrew text and recognised the age-old ‘good sister, bad 

sister’ theme that comes up so often in folk tales. This struck me as a particularly 

charming version because of the way the ‘good sister’ sees beyond appearances 

when she helps an unhappy and grumpy old lady restore her kitchen and her 

garden. She even goes to the trouble of combing the old lady’s hair. There is 

something about the way this story celebrates kindness as a form of courage that 
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stopped me in my tracks. I knew nothing about the author’s activities as a singer 

on the world stage, but the newsworthiness of her mission to bring about better 

relations between Israel and Iran through music is certainly helping her first story 

for children get the kind of attention that I would not normally expect. In this 

instance, the message of the story is being lived out by the teller in a strikingly 

explicit way. 

The heroine of The Girl with a Brave Heart is small, and it is her courage that 

gives her both her beauty and her power. In my culture, I fear that this sort of 

kindness is all too often overridden in the interests of commercial gain. Small, 

beautiful though it may be, is all too easily marginalised. Still, I take heart from 

sharing the old stories in a way that, I trust, makes sense in the modern world. 

Here, it is often small that wins the day, though not without a deal of hard work 

and a fair measure of resourcefulness and guile. There may be striking differences 

of place, speech, setting: for the European, the hero or heroine’s journey into the 

unknown is one that often leads to the forest; for the sub-Saharan African, it is one 

that requires crossing a desert; for coastal peoples, the forest becomes the sea. 

Yet, below the differences and distinctive details of speech and gesture, climate 

and place, repeating themes emerge: success rarely comes at the first attempt; 

help appears from unexpected and often unglamorous quarters; abuse that is 

driven by fear or greed is overcome; characters who treat others, including plants 

and animals, with respect, fare better than those who don’t. Small suffers, learns, 

makes mistakes, tries again, and usually depends on the help and goodwill of 

others, as well as on his or her own resources to succeed. 

It is worth noting that the images chosen to spin these success stories usually 

reveal something quite interesting about the collective mind of the culture from 

which they arise. Cinderella comes to mind again: of the hundreds of versions of 

this story, we in the modern west remain attached to the version in which 

Cinderella loses a glass slipper (the slipper symbolising the vagina in folklore). For 

the Indonesians, by contrast, the slipper is one of exquisitely stitched fabric, 

suggesting a culture in rather closer and more sensual contact with its environment 

than we are. Earlier European versions of the story describe a slipper made not of 

glass, but of fur. (Which would you choose for your journey into the forest – Manolo 

Blahniks or moccasins?)  

 In a small way, I hope, the stories I share from different traditions, and the values 

they express, have a role to play in shaping our children’s attitudes and in bringing 

about a revolution of thought. The legacy of our collective consumerism during 

recent decades, now widely recognised to be unsustainable, obliges us to learn to 

relate differently to each other ― locally, regionally and globally ― and to the 

natural world. Not only do traditional stories shared with children develop the 

listening and speaking skills that are essential to literacy, they also open children’s 
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eyes to ways of relating that they may not typically encounter, especially if they 

grow up in urban settings, where contact with animals and proximity to the cycles 

of life is greatly diminished (even in cities, our grandparents saw cows and horses 

die on the street; our children see only cars). In the modern world, where we can 

communicate as easily and immediately with friends on other continents as with 

the person next door, and where families frequently move to start a new life in a 

different town, or a different country, a child's world can be a shifting 

kaleidoscope of cultures and cultural references. By reading stories set all over the 

world and drawn from richly diverse cultures, children can glimpse the simple 

truth that the human predicament is universal. Whether they are in Timbuktu or in 

Kansas, hungry or obese, children come up against the same issues: who can they 

trust? Who should they love? Where will they be safe and where will they go to 

learn who they are? 

Stories come, stories go and stories resurface when they are needed. The North 

American writer Barry Lopez comments, ‘Sometimes a person needs a story more 

than food to stay alive.’ Across the world, stories from different cultures show the 

child that we all ask the same questions; that small is not insignificant; that 

courage, commitment and care for others pay dividends; and that change is always 

possible, even against seemingly impossible odds.  
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Who Gets the Purple Plastic Purse?  

Beyond inclusion in children’s books 

Anna McQuinn 

 

Abstract 

 

Boys and girls of different abilities and from different races and cultures 

need to see themselves included in the books that they read – if they are 

not good enough to be in books, they are given a message that they are 

not good enough for the world. But inclusion is not enough – they can’t 

just be in the background, and they certainly shouldn’t be there just to 

teach the mainstream about prejudice. They need to be the stars – in 

other words, they need to be the ones who hold the purple, plastic purse. 

 

Keywords 

abilities, races, cultures, inclusion, prejudice, stars 

 

 

I learned to read very early and was a voracious reader — I don’t know what age I 

was exactly, but I must have been quite young to be such a fan of Enid Blyton’s Mr 

Pinkwhistle! I was given The Naughtiest Girl in the School as a present and, 

because I didn’t know how such books worked, I read it the same way as I did Mr 

Pinkwhistle — choosing a random chapter to start off with, and then another… It 

was incredibly confusing and the ‘stories’ didn’t make any sense. They were all 

about a girl called Elizabeth, but I couldn’t work out what was going on! I must 

have read about four chapters before I realised that it was one long story and I had 

to start at the beginning and read all the way through — which was rather spoiled 

by the fact that I’d already read the penultimate chapter! 

 

Once I got my head around it, I really enjoyed getting my teeth into longer stories 

— more Naughtiest Girl stories followed, then the St Clare’s series, Malory Towers, 

the Five Find-Outers, the Adventure of Spiggy Holes, the Famous Five and Mr 

Galliano’s Circus.i I just ate them up. 

 

The books were full of girls called Felicity, Gwendoline and Penelope, playing 

lacrosse, eating cress sandwiches and drinking ginger beer. Growing up in rural 

Ireland in the 1970s, I had never met anyone called Gwendoline or Penelope and I 

had no idea what cress was. I was shocked that the children were allowed drink 
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Ginger Beer as I assumed it was alcoholic… but I adored the books anyway and read 

and re-read them endlessly. 

 

Then I was given a book called Flight of the Doves (1968). The story is about a boy 

called Finn and a girl called Derval. The children run away from an abusive uncle 

to find their granny in Galway. Well, when I came to that bit, I was so excited. 

Galway! I’d heard of Galway — it was real. I might even have been there. To this 

day I remember how the world shifted on its axis as I read this book. Suddenly the 

world inside the book was real and tangible and meaningful. Children like me were 

in it. I read the book 40 years ago — I even had to search Google to get the title — 

but I can still remember clearly that the girl cut her hair and pretended to be a 

boy so that people looking for the runaway children wouldn’t recognise her and 

take them back. I remember a bit where they were helped by a ‘tinker family’ (we 

would now call them Travellers) and how kind they were. I remember it like it 

happened to me. Suddenly books were something I was IN! 

 

So when I write or publish books with little assertive girls or black boys or naughty 

frogs or grumpy bears, it’s not to fight racism or strike a blow for feminism or 

counter disabled stereotypes or promote empathy — though, of course, I hope the 

books I publish will do all those things; my driving force is to make sure all children 

see themselves IN books — it’s that simple. Books show children the world and they 

need to see themselves in books to know that they have a right to be in the world. 

 

For me, therefore, it is important that the children’s stories I write and publish 

include all sorts of different children but are not about difference. 

 

This subtle but vital difference became clear to me while discussing a particular 

children’s book in a review group I was part of.  The book was about an Asian boy 

called Tariq who was the only Asian boy in his school and was struggling to fit in. 

To make a long story short, he turned out to be a great swimmer, made the school 

swim team and, in a stunning climax, represented the school in a county 

championship. Of course, this really challenged his racist schoolmates, who began 

to realise that he wasn’t actually different after all. And, at the end, in an 

emotional scene, they cheered for him to win on behalf of the whole school... 

 

On the face of it, this seems a positive story: it shows children that they shouldn’t 

judge those who seem different; it includes an Asian boy and tells a positive story 

of how he uses his talents to triumph over racism. But, as one of our group pointed 

out — why did he have to be the one to do something to make the other boys 

change their views? Why did he have to have a special talent?  
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This is a pretty crude story (though there are lots of the same about) with an 

unsubtle message that being racist is wrong. What I began to appreciate during our 

discussion was how many ‘issue’ books or even ‘inclusive’ books are written with a 

view of teaching child readers not to be prejudiced — whether that be against 

people of a different race, religion, culture or ability. The readers are envisaged 

as ‘majority’ children who learn from the story to be less judgemental of others 

who are ‘different’, and to show empathy to people not like themselves. 

 

It seems to me that the writer at no point envisaged the reader as an Asian child. 

In fact, if you were an Asian child reading this and you couldn’t swim, would you 

be really scared of moving to a new school? Isn’t that message coming through — if 

you are from a minority group you’d better have a special talent or you’re 

suckered! 

 

I realise I’m being facetious here, but it’s hard not to take away a message that if 

you are ‘different’ in any way, the main reason you get to be in a book is to teach 

other children a lesson — you don’t get to be in it for your own sake. And, if that’s 

the message in the book, that’s the message from the world! And it’s a pretty 

shameful message! 

 

One of my favourite stories (as an adult — sadly it was not around when I was a 

child) is Lilly’s Purple Plastic Purse (1996) by Kevin Henkes. It’s about a girl 

(mouse) who loves school and adores her teacher. One Monday, she brings her new 

purple plastic purse to show everyone but can’t wait until ‘Sharing Time’, which 

lands her in trouble with her beloved teacher, Mr Slinger. 

 

I see so much of my child self in Lilly and I use her story as my guide when I’m 

writing. Like committed Evangelicals who ask, “What would Jesus do?” my 

question is “Who gets the purple plastic purse?” (WGPPP for short.) It’s an 

excellent question to ask of any story and any character. If there’s a little girl in a 

wheelchair — does she get to have the purple plastic purse? In other words, does 

she need to be the centre of the story for some reason other than her wheelchair? 

If she’s not holding the purple plastic purse, then why not? It’s not enough for her 

to be there in the background so we can all feel good about being ‘inclusive’ and 

she certainly can’t be there to teach an non-disabled child not to be prejudiced. 

The story needs to be about her fabulous, purple plastic purse! 

 

Lulu Loves Stories (2009) is a very simple story for pre-schoolers about a little girl 

who loves books and acts out the stories she reads. Lots of people are delighted 

that the heroine is a little black girl and that her race is not an issue in the book — 

she is in there simply because she loves stories. However, it always amazes me 
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that some people still ask why I chose to make the heroine black — as if she needs 

a reason to be there.  

 

For me, the fact that race is not an issue is the whole point! How excruciatingly 

boring it must be for ‘minority’ readers — be they black, female, disabled, or 

otherwise ‘different’ — if the few books they see themselves in are about issues 

and triumphing over adversity. Don’t you think you’d ache for a story about a 

birthday party or an adventure or something fantastical…?  

 

Happily, I feel we are moving away from this kind of problematising of difference 

and of seeing it as something to be overcome in order to gain acceptance or which 

needs to be compensated for. It is positive that we are moving towards a place 

where we celebrate diversity and see that including different people makes for a 

more interesting world. However, I fear that in this celebration of diversity, we 

can lean towards the other extreme — focussing on what makes us different and 

becoming preoccupied with difference. 

 

One of the things I notice when I work directly with children is how alike they are. 

All the studies point to the fact that we are more like our peers than our families, 

but it is when you see children together that you realise how much they have in 

common. Especially in school and in the playground, even children from vastly 

different backgrounds have many of the same preoccupations and aspirations. 

They are as likely to identify in terms of who wants which person to win ‘Strictly 

Come Dancing’ as they are along lines of religion or race. So we must be wary of 

putting too much emphasis on difference — even if it is by way of celebration. 

There is a danger in making difference exotic and finding ourselves back in a place 

where difference separates us rather than it being just a part of the rich fabric of 

life. 

 

And so, the best stories focus on common anxieties experienced by all children and 

the very best stories include all kinds of children as they work out who they are 

and how they fit in to the world — and whether they ever get to hold the purple 

plastic purse! 

 

 

Endnotes: 

 

i. These were all written between 1940 and 1961. I was reading them in the 

early 1970s. 
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Dyslexic Discourse: E-book accessibility and  
the resistance of literacy norms in Maggot Moon. 

 
Stephen Lee Hodgkins  

Abstract 

 
This paper considers e-book accessibility and literacy norms in relation to 

dyslexia. Beginning with a personal account of e-book accessibility, the 

technical and corporate challenges of accessible publishing are briefly 
reflected upon. The production of ‘dyslexia’ is then explored in terms of 

Craig Collinson’s (2012) 'lexism', which relocates the problem of dyslexia 

as not individually owned, but rather the consequence of expressing 

diverse reading, writing, speaking and hearing in relation to 'literacy 

norms'. This considers how dyslexics defy language conventions and thus 
are able to facilitate alternative knowledge interpretations of the world. In 

this way it is suggested that while accessible e-books have the potential 

to liberate readers in progressive ways, this can only be achieved if 

everyday and institutional language producers resist the literacy norms 
through which we are socially ordered to perform speech acts in particular 

ways. Sally Gardner’s recent book, Maggot Moon, is then considered for 

the way in which it promotes a positive representation of dyslexia, and 

the leadership of its multi-format and accessible publishing style.  

 

Keywords 

 
dyslexia; discourse; accessible; publishing; lexism; literacy 

_________________________________________________________ 
 
Introduction 
 
As computer and internet technology has been incorporated into our everyday lives 

we have also seen the rise of accessible reading devices. This has not only been in 

terms of the wider reach of enriching literature and liberatory knowledge tomes 

previously locked away in the elite and dusty corridors of learning institutions, but 

also the manner in which such material can be viewed, understood and 

experienced. Technology can be a tool for inclusion that embraces, rather than 

rejects human diversity. The development of hard/software has given people with 

what in some circles are termed ‘print disabilities’, access to literature that many 

without ‘print disabilities’ take for granted. These people are able to read in 

diverse ways, often using screen text readers, colour contrasting filters with 

highlighted text displays, or a combination of both. This can be claimed as 

progress, and has begun the enablement and repositioning of these groups, once 
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perceived as 'illiterate', to those ‘oppressed’ by dominant literacy norms who can 

be ‘freed’ through facilitative reading technologies. Furthermore, accessible 

reading devices make the physical act of turning pages easier, useful for those 

experiencing coordination or physical impairments. Computer and internet 

technology that enables new ways to engage in the reading experience offers 

significant benefits. 

 

E-book accessibility 

 

E-book technology has enabled much greater access to literature for disabled 

readers and initiatives such as Bookshare.org — with over 64,000 books for readers 

with ‘print disabilities’ — mean that the availability of literature continues to 

grow. Personally, such developments have meant that I (as a 'dyslexic' who was 

thrown out of school and never read a book until I reached my twenties) have 

more recently been able to read extensively and complete a degree, masters and 

PhD. 

 

However, there is still some way to go to achieve fully accessible reading options 

which are equal to those that don’t require assistive reading technology. Indeed, 

copyright restrictions and the exclusionary practises of some publishers mean that 

masses of reading material that could be made available to those that use new 

reading technologies is still unavailable. This is mainly because of the fear of profit 

loss caused by potential large-scale email distribution if a book were available in 

text-only format. That said, there are some excellent examples of work to address 

such issues, including Librivox (http://librivox.org/), a volunteer-led free audio 

book initiative seeking to put all out of copyright books in audio format. As a 

result, I (and many others) can now experience and enjoy the works of Marx, 

Freud, Keller and many others.  

 

Despite my enthusiasm for the electronic e-book, I'm well aware of its limitations. 

Crucially the digital divide currently segregates huge numbers, and is exacerbated 

by an excitement to do everything, from public services to dating, online. This is 

without consideration, it seems, for the fact that some people don't actually own a 

computer and might not ever have access to one. Additionally, there remain 

prominent technological limitations. For example, recently I've undertaken some 

teaching in a higher education setting and in preparing the materials was given 

access to the main textbook both in hard and online copy. The hard copy is so 

heavy and bulky that turning and keeping the pages open was a nightmare for my 

coordination and clumsiness. This was not helped by the fact that the e-book 

version, while available online, was not a properly formatted e-book, having 

instead one static image for each page — rendering it completely inaccessible to a 
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screen reader and to end user manipulation. This raises the question as to whether 

the higher education institution should even be using this text, as it presumably 

breaches the Equality Act in some way. Indeed, in the US several universities 

recently signed an agreement with the Justice department to not purchase, 

recommend or promote any e-readers that are not fully accessible (see 

Higginbottom 2010).  

 

This e-inaccessibility also extends to academic journals. While often made 

available in electronic PDF versions, these vary greatly in terms of accessibility for 

those using reading technologies. While I can manage to get some to work to a 

reasonable standard, when outputting the seemingly 'accessible' PDFs to my screen 

reader (so that the text is read out loud) additional information in the document, 

such as headers and footers, often ‘blurt’ onto my accessible page style. The 

following is from a recent article I read, which gives an example of what I call 

‘footer intrusion’: 

 

As Rice (2005) pointed out, there is a tendency within some 

specialbs_bs_banner RETHINKING DYSLEXIA © 2012 The Author. 

British Journal of Special Education © 2012 NASEN. Published by 

Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 9600 Garsington Road, Oxford OX4 2DQ, UK 

and 350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148, USA. DOI: 10.1111/j.1467-

8578.2012.00538.educational needs textbooks designed for teachers 

to see ‘inclusive education...as an “add-on”. 

 

This mid sentence entry of irrelevant text disrupts reading flow. Other hiccups 

when outputting to my screen reader can include what I call 'no spacers': 

 

Paranoia:asocialaccountIntroductionParanoiacanbedefinedasawayofperc

eivingandrelatingotherpeopleandtotheworldthatischaracterizedbysomed

egreeofsuspicion,mistrust,orhostility. 

 

Or 'extra spacers': 

 

‘T h e t e r m n a r r a t I v e I d e n t I t y r e f e r s t o t h e p e r s o n 

a l e v o l v I n g s t o r y o f t h e s e l f t h a t a n I n d I v I d u a l c o n 

s c I o u s l y a n d u n c o n s c I o u s l y c r e a t e s t o b I n d t o g e t 

h e r m a n y d I f f e r e n t a s p e c t s o f t h e s e l f’ 

  

These errors make the conversion of text to speech difficult and unmanageable. 

There are many other examples, all of which can disrupt reading to a greater or 

lesser extent. This, in turn, can impact on learning. However, this could be 
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overcome by making the content available in a text only format. Unfortunately, 

despite the numerous benefits this would represent, this is prevented by copyright 

conventions as previously mentioned. 

 

With this in mind, what does a fully accessible e-book and text look like? My view 

is that it is something produced in multiple formats, which are adaptive and 

reflective. This would also support the creative aims of authorship as, by ensuring 

multiple format production, a more diverse set of readers could engage with 

content in ways that connect more closely with the specific perceptual styles of 

authors. Ultimately this would require the availability of unprotected plain text, 

meaning that those with reading technologies could manipulate format to suit 

them. Furthermore, this would create a reflective approach to authoring meaning 

that there was no ‘final’ version but rather reader feedback could be used to 

constantly rewrite and reproduce the material so as to enhance its accessibility. 

While both technological and legal improvements would help develop e-book 

accessibility, there are also cultural and historical issues of ‘literacy norms’ that 

perpetuate traditional ways of producing reading materials, which we will now 

consider. 

 

Resisting literacy norms 

 

No matter how far e-accessibility or assistive reading technologies advance, 

reading liberation will remain constrained unless our literacy norms are 

reconsidered and reworked. The way we speak and write, and the associated 

tendencies and assumptions, exist within a specific historical and cultural context. 

Craig Collinson (2012) asserts 'lexism' as the problem for dyslexics in the way it 

enables the sustainability of 'literacy norms'. Lexism is articulated as “the 

normative practices and assumptions of literacy” established through historical and 

institutional knowledge practices, such as rigid grammatical standardisation and 

the identification and invention of language use ‘deficits’ by psycho-educational 

professions (Collinson 2012). Lexism as a social practise thus ‘creates’ dyslexia as 

dysfunction through the way it projects and upholds a particular version of correct 

language use. Literacy norms then become regulatory and oppressive practises for 

all language users by constraining the lived experiences of diverse readers, writers, 

speakers and hearers who process and express textual information in very 

complex, variable and creative ways. Literacy norms, therefore, deny the 

possibility and practice of alternative reading styles. 

 

The work of Michel Foucault (1926—1984) produced a number of works including 

The Birth of the Clinic (1963) and Madness and Civilisation (1961) that give a 

history of the development of structural conditions that made visible and 
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oppressed the ‘abnormal’ body and mind, in a similar way to lexism and dyslexia. 

Central to the work of Foucault is the relationship between power, knowledge and 

discourse, and the drive to question everything, particularly anything considered 

natural and inevitable.  

 

For Foucault, power is a productive and shared resource, operating across the 

realm of social life, ever persistent in the transmission of knowledge forms and 

regimes of truth. Foucault asserted that human life is subject to disciplinary power 

that produces and regulates proscribed and approved behaviours. He uses the 

construction of psychiatry and the establishment of the asylum as an example 

(Foucault, 1961). Literacy norms specify ways of speaking, writing, reading and 

listening in a similar way, and reject diversity within it.  

 

Recent research by Tom Campbell, drawing on the work of Foucault, explores the 

creation of dyslexia through excessive educational professionalism and 

standardisation of language conduct. The development of categories to describe 

language dysfunction such as ‘word blindness’ emerged during the nineteenth 

century as medicine became concerned with reading difficulties. As part of a 

broader project concerned with developing a genealogy of dyslexia, Campbell 

(2011) considers how clinical criteria concerning congenital word blindness were 

developed in relation to ideological strategies of government working to capitalise 

the population.  

 

For Foucault power and knowledge are expressed through discourse (Foucault 

1972).  Discourse is a system of representation and signifiers where rules and 

practices are applied to set the tone and detail of what, and how, topics and 

concepts can be constructed. This includes the text and spoken words, but also 

other signs, forms and mediums of expression, such as the body or a map. 

Discourse provides a way of speaking and knowing things through language. 

Statements or concepts of certain knowledge objects, such as dyslexia, that drift 

towards or support common institutional strategies or ideological patterns are 

drawn from shared repertoires and discursive formations. It is discourse that 

produces objects of knowledge, does so in certain ways, without which meaning 

about them cannot exist. This does not deny our realities of, for example, 

dyslexia, but rather reminds us that they are versions of it, variable, influenced 

and related to actions in previous times, spaces and structures. Bad grammar and 

the production of text in alternative unconventional ways is challenging not 

because it is something we are not used to doing, but because it disrupts the 

social, cultural and historical power that seeks order through language conformity. 

Dyslexics defy language conventions, not by way of neurological deficits, but 

rather through an inability to accept and maintain standard rules, and thus 
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facilitate alternative interpretations of the world. In this way, while accessible e-

books have the potential to liberate readers in progressive ways, this project will 

be flawed if it uncritically accepts and upholds literacy norms. However, the 

creative presentation and multi-format publishing of Maggot Moon offers an 

alternative way forward. 

 

On Maggot Moon 

 

Maggot Moon is an example of inclusive publishing. As well as giving an insider 

account of the experience of dyslexia, it is a stimulating read with a very visual 

storyline. It is both imaginative and inspirational, and gives the reader space to 

absorb the plot and add in extra detail as it is read.  Despite the oppressively dark 

and sinister backdrop, the central character 'Standish' beams a bright light from 

every page. It is a tale of proud resistance, set in a fascist state, where, in the 

end, the power of what is right rings true. 

 

Like the author, Sally Gardner, and myself, Standish is dyslexic. This is not 

explicitly labelled by the text, but rather implied by the line, “Can't read, can't 

write, Standish Treadwell isn't bright” in the opening chapter. However, the text 

does not locate this as a deficit belonging to Standish, but instead highlights it as a 

unique quality of his diversity, and any problem with this quality as theirs, thereby 

questioning the traditional attitudes of others, the school system and society. This 

is reflected in the style and presentation of language. Gardner creatively reworks 

typical linguistic conventions, describing the world as seen by the neurodiverse, 

which is, as Standish states, “eye-bending in its beauty”.  

 

Gardner promotes dyslexic pride with this work yet, while this is positive, I am left 

slightly confused by a quote on the website related to the book that claims 

dyslexia is a gift rather than a disability (Gardner 2013 i). Although I understand 

this perspective, I would challenge this in terms of the social model of disability, in 

which people are disabled by barriers in society and not by the diversity of their 

bodies or minds, that is, their perceived impairments or conditions that make 

them differ from the norm. While dyslexia is not a deficit, society does disable 

dyslexics through the way it rejects and ridicules our unique and beautiful thinking 

and communication style that works to challenge rather than conform to the 

traditions of an outdated and exclusionary education system. If dyslexics 

disassociate themselves from the politics of disability and the collective struggle of 

disabled people and other marginalised identities, this will weaken the struggle to 

achieve an inclusive and equal world. By sharing the similarities of our struggle, we 

will be able to be stronger in our demands for inclusion. 
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Maggot Moon is not just a gripping story but an exceptional example of publishing 

leadership in both accessible communication and inclusive design. I love books, but 

the act of reading is hard work for dyslexics and I prefer to have the text spoken 

by a screen reader, or I read with a translucent colour sheet to minimise the glare 

and movement of the characters. I can read printed books, but this is a challenge 

as the words bounce around the page and my mind easily wanders off. I often find 

myself flicking ahead and losing concentration, becoming frustrated and losing the 

will to continue reading. Maggot Moon has one hundred chapters, but each one is 

no more than a couple of pages and is subtly illustrated with a mute flicker book 

style. This, and the low contrast cream colour pages, made it easy for me to 

maintain my attention and so to keep reading. The book is available in audio, as 

well as an iBook with additional content that makes it not just a read but a ‘story 

experience’. In this way Maggot Moon challenges publishing convention and thus 

literacy norms. Craig Collinson (2012) has suggested that those who are cast into 

shadow by ‘lexism’ and ‘literacy norms’ help to sustain a dyslexic discourse of 

dyslexia as language dysfunction, not diversity of perception. The grammatical 

creativity of Maggot Moon, and the fact that it validates and legitimises diverse 

readers, writers, speakers and hearers, could help instead to empower dyslexics 

and challenge the norms that create them as ‘disabled’.  

 

Conclusion 

 

While e-books have revolutionised access to reading material for those previously 

excluded from it, inclusion in this area is yet to be fully achieved. Not only are 

there socio-legal and technical challenges, but also historical and cultural legacies 

and assumptions or ‘literacy norms’ that dominate our perspective on what 

constitutes acceptable speaking, writing, hearing and reading. Sally Gardner’s 

Maggot Moon, however, shows that such literacy norms can be challenged by giving 

a dyslexic voice the chance to narrate their experience of dyslexia as something 

with positive aspects, rather than as a negative and disabling affliction. Thus 

alternative language use can potentially be used to challenge restrictive and 

traditional communication practice where communication can only be undertaken 

in certain ways. This means that a wider range of diverse lived experience can be 

known and included in literature.  
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Abstract 

Picture books enable children to experience the worlds of others, through 

engaging with fictional characters and narratives. These vicarious 

imaginary experiences play a part in forming children’s understandings of 

social values. This article focuses on the portrayal of children with autism 

in picture books, and the potential of the picture book genre for 

communicating messages of advocacy in non-didactic ways. I explore the 

theoretical and philosophical frameworks that have informed my writing of 

two picture book texts in which the protagonists are young children with 

autism.  
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Introduction 

Experiencing a situation in a form that allows you to walk in the shoes of 

another is one way to know one aspect of it. Empathy is a means to 

understanding, and strong empathetic feelings may provide deep insight 

into what others are experiencing (Eisner, 2008: 6).  

Eisner’s words encapsulate one of the key roles of fiction. We are all fascinated by  

stories and enjoy the chance to enter the worlds of others through the imaginative 

opportunities that reading offers us. The picture book genre, with its creative 

integration of text and illustrations, is particularly effective at providing windows 

into others’ worlds. Ever since the earliest picture books were produced, this 

fascination has been used to create books for children that were intended to teach 

appropriate behaviour and social values (Hunt, 2009). Whereas in the past such 

books were explicitly didactic, authors and publishers are now aware that, as Said 

says: ‘there are no innocent texts’ (1997: 205), and that seeing into the worlds of 
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others through narrative is a powerful way for children to become enculturated 

into their society’s ideas and values.  

Understanding others’ perspectives through narrative art forms such as picture 

books provides insights that can inspire changes in attitudes and re-consideration 

of values, both individual and societal. Engaging with people’s life stories appeals 

to both our imaginations and our emotions, inciting understanding and empathy, as 

well as often spurring us to advocacy or action. The creation of picture books 

about young disabled children is one means of advocating for acceptance of 

diversity and social inclusion.  

In this article I report on the writing of two picture book texts about young 

children with autism and their siblings. The inspiration to create these texts came 

from children I have met in my role as an Early Childhood educator. As a children’s 

author, I have sought through my writing to provide readers with an imaginative 

perspective on the worlds of the child protagonists, in order to understand their 

lives and their feelings. My aim is that, as well as providing an engaging reading 

experience, these picture books will contribute to greater understanding of 

children with autism and acceptance of their different ways of being in the world.  

Picture books and disability 

Many picture books about young disabled children were written with the intention 

of promoting understanding of impairments, so that the representations of 

character in terms of disability were more important to the books’ creators than 

the quality of the book as literature (Prater, Dyches and Johnstun, 2006). Such 

books commonly focus on a realistic snapshot of a child’s life, portrayed through 

simple text, supported by photographs or illustrations that mostly mirror the text. 

They often do not have a strong or imaginative fictional narrative. While not 

meaning to criticise these books, which have been helpful for many children and 

families, I would argue that fictional stories that have imaginative texts and 

illustrations can equally effectively inspire understanding of complex aspects of 

life, such as autism. Engaging readers’ imaginations is one way to build empathy. 

The specific use of books to help children come to terms with, or understand, 

difficult or complex issues is known as bibliotherapy (Iaquinta and Hipsky, 2006; 

Sridhar and Vaughn, 2000). It has its origins in psychotherapy, but is used by many 

teachers or parents to help children explore issues such as bullying or disability. 

With the aim of bibliotherapy in mind, books selected are often those specifically 

written to address the issue of concern. However, in a sense, I would argue that all 

literature can function as bibliotherapy. Simply by ‘walking in the shoes of 
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another’ (Eisner, 2008:6), new insights can be gained. And where a book is rich in 

imaginative possibilities, such as a picture book with a satisfyingly rhythmic text 

and engaging, aesthetically pleasing illustrations, there is potential for inspiration 

as well as empathy. Recommendations for teachers seeking picture books to use as 

bibliotherapy, for the purpose of increasing children’s understanding of their peers 

who are disabled, list important qualities such as avoidance of stereotypes and 

positive portrayals of disabled children (Blaska and Lynch, 1998; Iaquinta and 

Hipsky, 2006). To this list I would suggest adding the following: messages that are 

conveyed implicitly through narrative action rather than being stated explicitly, 

consideration of the quality of both text and illustrations and the way they work 

together to tell a story and bring characters to life. Consider the differences 

between Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are (1963) and books such as Moroney’s 

When I’m Feeling Angry (2005) in the impact of the ideas both convey about 

dealing with anger. Sendak’s book is an imaginative journey conveyed both visually 

and textually. Moroney’s book, created as a vehicle to explore anger, as part of a 

series about feelings, is a factual text supported by illustrations featuring an 

anthropomorphic rabbit. In my view, there is no doubt that Sendak’s book is 

infinitely more successful at promoting empathetic understanding of emotion 

through imaginative identification with Max’s adventures, because of its quality as 

literature.  

In the picture book texts I have written, I have used fictional narrative and 

metaphor to convey the perspectives of children with autism and their families. 

However, the decisions I make as a writer in choosing subjects to write about, as 

well as in developing them, are inevitably influenced by my experience as an Early 

Childhood educator as well as by my creative imagination as an author. The 

challenge is, when writing with the intention of conveying ideological values about 

diversity, disability and social inclusion, to avoid didacticism and to foreground 

narrative and characters.  

In the words of Peter Hunt: ‘all writing — not especially writing for children — 

requires a good understanding between reader and writer’ (2009:5). This idea 

underpins the notion of the implied reader (Nikolajeva, 2010). In the case of 

picture books, the implied reader is not only the child, but very often also an adult 

who reads (and selects) books for the child. Therefore, in writing picture book 

texts about children with autism, I am presenting stories about diverse ways of 

being in the world to both child and adult implied readers. Many years experience 

working with young children and their families as an educator has formed the basis 

of a particular understanding of the implied readers of my picture books. My view 

of the child reader/listener is someone who is curious about the world, loves to 
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play, is capable of exploring complex issues, and is open to accepting diverse ways 

of being.  

Just as authors are influenced by their ideas of implied readers, so they are 

influenced by their implicit values or ideological beliefs, whether consciously or 

unconsciously. Knowledge and experience gained as an Early Childhood educator 

have led me to develop a particular philosophy in relation to children. This 

philosophy is based on the belief that every child is a unique individual whose way 

of living in the world is valid, no matter how different from the ways of others. I 

also believe that young children are capable of empathy and of making ethical 

judgements. The two picture book texts I will discuss below are underpinned by 

these beliefs, and are therefore examples of discourse that take positions of 

advocacy (Stephens, 1992).  

A comment made about many children’s authors (Hunt, 2009) is that they seem to 

be writing more for adults or for themselves than they are for children, for 

example in their use of humour. As we were all children once, children’s authors 

may obviously be influenced by their memories of their own childhoods. Hunt 

argues the value for authors of reading a lot of children’s literature, as a way to 

hone their skills for writing in those genres. Others who write about the craft of 

writing also express similar views (King, 2010). Having spent much of my life with 

young children, including reading aloud many thousands of picture books, I hope 

that I am perhaps slightly less guilty of this failing than are some other authors.  

The picture book texts I have written, which I discuss below, are Waiting for Hugo 

(Niland and Richards (ill.), 2013), and My Brother and I (Niland, 2012). Waiting for 

Hugo has been illustrated, and is currently in the design stage of the publishing 

process. My Brother and I is yet to be accepted for publication. Given these facts, 

full analysis of either as a picture book, exploring the integration of text and 

illustrations, is not possible. The purpose of this article is to examine the processes 

of writing the texts, the decisions made during the process and their philosophical 

underpinnings, stylistic aspects of the completed texts and some discussion of the 

possibilities of illustration. The focus of this examination is on the issue of 

balancing ideas of advocacy with the craft of writing fiction for young children. 

My Brother and I 

Some picture books use metaphors in ways that relate to children’s life 

experiences or interests, to help them understand abstract or complex concepts. 

Changes, by Anthony Browne (1990), about a child’s thoughts on a new baby 

coming home, explored through a series of surreal imaginings, is an especially 

masterful example. My Brother and I explores an older sister’s difficulties in 

understanding, and interacting with, a younger brother who has a severe Autistic 
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Spectrum Disorder and has limited communication skills and no verbal language. 

Through the text, I sought to explore sibling conflict in a way that would 

acknowledge the range and depth of emotions of this young girl while still 

providing a positive and hopeful perspective. The text runs through a range of 

imaginary pretend play situations, using animals and some fantasy creatures that 

metaphorically reflect the spectrum of emotions siblings may experience in their 

daily lives. My Brother and I has a first person narrator, the older sibling of the 

child with autism. There is no plot-driven narrative; instead the text is a reflection 

on feelings, conveyed through a series of metaphors:  

Sometimes I’m a puppy, all jumpy and wriggly. And my brother is a 

puppy too, so we tumble and squeal and laugh together…  

Sometimes I’m a pony, galloping across the grass. And my brother is a 

tortoise, walking so-o-o-o-o-o slowly a snail could overtake him…  

Sometimes I’m a lion, roaring to say I’m angry. And my brother is a lion 

too, opening his mouth as wide as he can and roaring back at me 

(Niland, 2012). 

The decision to conceptualise this picture book as a series of linked playful 

metaphors demonstrates how my identity as an Early Childhood educator 

influences my identity and practice as an author. My thinking as an author 

integrates ideas about written language with an image of young children shaped by 

early childhood pedagogical philosophy. My view of young disabled children and 

their families is influenced by my belief that they are first and foremost children 

and, like all children, unique individuals who are experts in their own lives.   

As an educator, I also recognise the centrality of play in young children’s lives. 

Pretend play, where children take on a role, whether human, animal or imaginary 

being, is one way in which children explore the world and see how it feels to step 

into another’s shoes. They do this with great enthusiasm and completely 

unselfconsciously. Knowing this through experience, I pondered my choice of 

words, deciding whether to write ‘sometimes I’m like a…’ or just ‘sometimes I’m 

a…’. Having observed on many occasions how children make the transition 

between reality and pretend so seamlessly, I decided that ‘like’ was not necessary 

in the text. So this decision — while a stylistic one, between simile and metaphor 

— was also a philosophical one, based on which language best reflected children’s 

play.  

Likewise, the choice of pretend play roles and metaphors was made on the basis of 

my knowledge of many young children’s play interests. Puppies engage in play 

fighting, just as many young children, especially siblings, do. Kangaroos jump, just 

as many young children love to do. Acrobats and clowns impress people or make 
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them laugh with their tricks, just as many young children do. And lions roar, just 

as many young children would like to do when they are angry or frustrated.  

The text of My Brother and I is simple and repetitive, making it predictable for 

children, and also giving them the potential to create their own imagery about 

their lives with siblings. I envisage that illustrations will add layers of possibility so 

that the completed book will engage the interest of young children, and stimulate 

their reflections about sibling relationships. In picture books where author and 

illustrator are not the same person, and certainly in my experience as a picture 

book author, it is fascinating and often surprising to see how an illustrator brings 

his or her visual imagination to a text, so that the finished book is far richer and 

more complex than the original text. I am hopeful that My Brother and I has many 

gaps to fill and much potential for such enrichment.  

Waiting for Hugo 

It is not uncommon for children who have Autistic Spectrum Disorders to have 

obsessive interests that are the focus of much of their daily lives, (Zandt, Prior and 

Kyrios, 2007). Families, educators and therapists often use these interests to find 

ways to connect with such children, and in turn to help the children connect with 

the wider world. However, other children may find their peers’ narrow focus 

unusual, puzzling, and at times frustrating. As an Early Childhood teacher working 

in preschool and Early Intervention settings, I have often experienced these 

situations. Waiting for Hugo was written to explore the issue of obsessive 

interests.  

Hugo is aged four and is fascinated by numbers:  

My brother Hugo likes to take his time. He likes to count things. 

Wherever we go there’s always something to count. So wherever we go 

we’re always waiting for Hugo (Niland, 2013). 

Like My Brother and I, the text of Waiting for Hugo is a first person narrative, also 

told by an older sibling, who finds her brother’s counting a constant source of 

frustration. The narrators in both texts express frustration with their siblings, 

especially with the siblings’ inability to interact in ways they can understand. 

Waiting for Hugo tells the story of Hugo’s counting and how it impacts on his 

sibling’s life. The mood of frustration builds through the book to a climax when the 

narrator has to endure an extra-long wait for her family at the school fair:  

My friends find their families and go home. Nobody comes for me. I 

wait, and wait, and wait. I know why they’re late. It’s Hugo. He’s 

counting. And they can’t make him hurry. So I have to wait. And wait. 

And wait. I really wish I didn’t have a brother who has to count things. 
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The tension is resolved when the family arrive and Hugo is carrying a prize that he 

has won due to his skills in counting. Happy endings of this nature are a common 

feature of picture books for young children (Nodelman, 2010). The tension or 

climax of the narrative is brought to a satisfactory conclusion and readers are left 

with a feeling of hope for the future. Nodelman says of happy endings that they 

often ‘represent visions of childhood pleasing to adults’ (2010:23). Hugo, in 

winning a prize and showing pleasure in that, has his interest in counting validated 

by its outcome, an outcome that is also positive for his sibling due to the nature of 

the prize (I won’t reveal this, so as not to give away the ending of the book, which 

has a slight element of surprise).  

Much of the narrative describes the different situations in which Hugo finds things 

to count. While the narrator’s voice conveys feelings of impatience, the text 

conveys Hugo’s talent for counting, and even a sneaking admission of pride in her 

younger brother’s skill: ‘Pretty good counting for someone who only turned four 

last month.’ The illustrations I have seen so far also beautifully portray Hugo’s 

mathematical skills, through images such as thought bubbles in which items are 

displayed grouped in neat rows. The illustrator, Claire Richards, has also added 

more examples of Hugo’s counting than are featured in the text, hence enriching 

the impression of how important counting is to Hugo’s life. She also provides visual 

representations of Hugo’s point of view, to counter his sibling’s point of view that 

is conveyed through the first person narrative.  

Conclusion 

The texts of both Waiting for Hugo and My Brother and I communicate acceptance 

of the fact that sometimes siblings feel negative emotions towards each other, 

while still also communicating optimism and ending positively. In the process of 

writing these texts I sought research information about the perspectives of siblings 

of disabled children. I found that, in general, children’s feelings encompassed the 

same spectrum of positive and negative emotions that all siblings feel. 

Interestingly, too, in describing their siblings who were disabled, children mostly 

described aspects of them that didn’t relate to their impairments (Connors and 

Stalker, 2003).  

While the protagonists in both these texts are children who have autism, this is not 

actually mentioned in either text. Through this strategy, I hoped to convey the 

message that we are all different, while still describing, through metaphor in My 

Brother and I, and through narrative in Waiting for Hugo, behaviours that are not 

uncommon amongst young children generally, but can also be observed in children 

who have autism.  

Advocates of the social model of disability argue that social attitudes to disability 

can lead to unequal relationships and ‘barriers to being’ (Connors and Stalker, 
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2003; Thomas, 1999). Those who create picture books for, or share them with, 

young children can be influential in building acceptance and understanding of 

conditions such as autism, thus minimising the ‘barriers to being’ that many 

children with autism and their families may encounter. The unique art form of the 

picture book provides readers, both children and adults, with opportunities for 

journeys of imagination into others’ worlds and for the development of empathy 

with their diverse ways of being.  

 

Biography: 

Amanda Niland is a lecturer at the Institute of Early Childhood, Macquarie 

University, Australia, where she specialises in creative arts, disability and 

children’s literature. She also works as a consultant with Pathways Early Childhood 

Intervention. Amanda is a children’s author, with one picture book published in 

2012, another in press, and others awaiting publication.   

 

Works Cited: 

Blaska, J. K., & Lynch, E. C. (1998) Is everyone included: Using children’s 

literature to facilitate the understanding of disabilities, Young Children, Vol. 53, 

no. 2, pp.36—39.  

Browne, A. (1990) Changes, London: Macrae.  

Connors, C. & Stalker, K. (2003) The views and experiences of disabled children 

and their siblings: A positive outlook, London: Jessica Kingsley.  

Dowling, M. & Dolan, L. (2001) ‘Disabilities — Inequalities and the social model’, 

Disability and Society, Vol 16, no. 1, pp.21-36.  

Eisner, E. (2002) The arts and the creation of mind, New Haven: Yale University 

Press.  

Hunt, P. (2009) ‘Reading children’s literature and writing for children’. 

Write4children, The International Journal for the Practice and Theories of Writing 

for Children and Children’s Literature, Vol.1, no.1. 

http://www.winchester.ac.uk/academicdepartments/EnglishCreativeWritingandA

mericanStudies/Pages/Write4Children.aspx 

Iaquinta, A. & Shellie Hipsky, S. (2006) ‘Practical Bibliotherapy Strategies for the 

Inclusive Elementary Classroom’, Early Childhood Education Journal, Vol. 34, no.3, 

pp.209-213. DOI: 10.1007/s10643-006-0128-5 

King, S. (2010) On writing, USA: Simon and Schuster. 

Moroney, T. (2005) When I’m feeling angry, Scoresby, Vic: Five Mile Press.  

Niland, A. (2012) My brother and I, Unpublished manuscript.  

http://www.winchester.ac.uk/academicdepartments/EnglishCreativeWritingandAmericanStudies/Pages/Write4Children.aspx
http://www.winchester.ac.uk/academicdepartments/EnglishCreativeWritingandAmericanStudies/Pages/Write4Children.aspx


Write4Children 
 

44 
 

Niland, A. & Richards, C. (ill.). (2013, in press) Waiting for Hugo, Melbourne: 

Windy Hollow.  

Nodelman, P. (2010) ‘Words claimed: Picturebook narratives and the project of 

children’s literature’, in T. Colmer, B. Kummerling-Meibauer & C. Siva-Diaz, New 

Directions in Picturebook Research. New York: Routledge. pp.11-26.  

Oliver, M. (1990) The politics of disablement, London: Macmillan.  

Prater, Dyches & Johnstun. (2006) ‘Teaching students about learning disabilities 

through children’s literature’, Intervention in school and clinic, Vol. 42, no. 1, 

pp.14-24.  

Sendak, M. (1963) Where the Wild Things Are, USA: Harper and Row. 

Sridhar, D., & Vaughn, S. (2000) ‘Bibliotherapy for all: Enhancing reading 

comprehension, self-concept, and behaviour’, Teaching Exceptional Children, Vol. 

33, no. 2, pp.74—82. 

Stephens, J. (1992) Language and ideology and children’s fiction, Michigan: 

Longman.  

Zandt, F., Prior, M. & Kyrios, M. (2007) ‘Repetitive behaviour in children with high 

functioning autism and obsessive compulsive disorder’, Journal of Autism and 

Developmental Disorders, Vol. 37, no. 2, pp.251-259. DOI: 10.1007/s10803-006-

0158-2 

 

 Back to Contents Page 

 



Write4Children 
 

45 
 

What would The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole  
tell us if he had Special Educational Needs  

or Disabilities? 
Joanna Grace 

 

Abstract 

 
This paper considers the role played by children’s literature in the battle 

against bullying, and asks what stories need to be told to support students 
with special educational needs and disabilities in facing bullying. Research 

into the bullying experienced by students with SEN&D is reviewed and a 

picture is painted of a group of individuals who are highly vulnerable to 

bullying throughout their lives. We find current representation of students 
with SEN&D in literature to be lacking and urge future writers to consider 

writing with students with SEN&D in mind.  
 

Keywords 
bullying, special educational needs and disabilities (SEN&D) 

 

 
  

A person is bullied when he or she is exposed, repeatedly and over 

time, to negative actions on the part of one or more other 

persons, and he or she has difficulty defending him or herself.  

(Olweus 1997)  

 

Childhood bullying can affect mental health (Reid and Batten 2006. Torrance 1997. 

Roth, Coles and Heimberg 2000) and achievement (BBC 2012, Beatbullying 2006). 

By including the theme of bullying in literature authors give young people the 

opportunity to explore challenging scenarios in an unthreatening manner. The 

secret diary of Adrian Mole aged 13 and 3/4 illustrates this point; it deals with 

bullying alongside other common teenage experiences. Reading that someone else 

has felt as you have can bring solace and help protect you from feelings of 

isolation. The gentle humour of the book helps teens and preteens gain a sense of 

perspective on their troubles. Readers, and Adrian, learn that telling can help; the 

book does not reveal what Adrian’s grandma says to put an end to his bullying, we 

just know that it works.  

 

Teachers regularly use Adrian’s diary as a way of broaching the topic of bullying 

with students. Adrian adds depth to a lesson without requiring students to share 

personal experiences. In their writing, students can use Adrian as a conduit for 



Write4Children 
 

46 
 

exploring and expressing their own feelings. Liz Watson from Beatbullying says: 

“stories are good for starting conversations with children about feelings, unkind 

behaviour and bullying" [private communication 2013]. 

 

In choosing Adrian as an example I betray my age. Happily there are many other 

examples of children’s literature addressing the problem of bullying: Bad Girls by 

Jacqueline Wilson, Fruit of the Vine by Ellen Weisberg and Ken Yoffe, Enemy Pie 

by Derek Munson, The Giving Tree by Shel Silverstein, Thirteen Reasons Why by 

Jay Asher, Fat Boy Swim by Catherine Forde and The Chocolate War by Robert 

Cormier, to name but a few. 

 

Children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEN&D) are more likely to 

be victims of bullying in their lives than children without SEN&D (Rose et al. 2011, 

Mencap 2007), whom for the purpose of this article I will refer to as mainstream 

children.  

 

The bullying experienced by individuals with SEN&D is likely to be different in kind 

(Torrance, 1997. Norwich and Kelly, 2004), more chronic in nature (Frederickson, 

2010), and more frequent than that encountered by mainstream children and 

adults (Holzbauer, 2008. Rose et al. 2011, West and Ghandi, 2006). 

 

Children with SEN&D have a greater need for provision when it comes to anti-

bullying interventions, and yet they receive less. In literature, children with SEN&D 

have traditionally been represented as piteous characters: Tiny Tim in A Christmas 

Carol; Clara in Heidi; Colin in The Secret Garden. As a special needs practitioner 

with an interest in bullying, I am occasionally approached by authors who have 

written on the subject; to date, I’ve not encountered a character I’d term as ‘real’ 

in a mainstream book. 

 

Sadly large amounts of time and money are wasted on well intentioned but 

misplaced provision for addressing the bullying of children with SEN&D. There are 

three steps to good provision: awareness to generate the desire for change; 

research to inform us of what is needed for that change to happen; and provision 

which is constantly evaluated and updated to ensure change occurs. Each of these 

steps is important, research is especially critical to ensure resources are not 

wasted, or children misled. In general these steps have been taken for mainstream 

children, for children with SEN&D the first step is only just getting off the ground. 

 

Bullying first became a subject of academic study in the 1970s when, motivated by 

the suicides of three bullied young people, Dan Olweus pioneered research in the 

area. Four decades of research have resulted in a range of interventions and 
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bullying being taken seriously, not just dismissed as a part of childhood. It is now 

compulsory for schools to have in place measures to prevent bullying (DfE 2013). 

Good providers augment policies with more nuanced initiatives such as peer-to-

peer mentoring, which not only tackles bullying but also equips students with skills 

for life. 

 

Our awareness of different types of bullying is increasing. Adrian experienced what 

researchers commonly call traditional bullying: he was ‘duffed up’ in the 

playground and had his lunch money stolen. Cyber bullying and homophobic 

bullying are hot topics in the media and as understanding of these forms of 

bullying increases, interventions begin to emerge. Shaun Dellenty, an openly gay 

Deputy Head teacher who trains schools on how to combat homophobic bullying, 

acknowledges that “in many schools there is a genuine desire on behalf of some 

people to want to tackle homophobic bullying, but they are just not equipped” 

[private communication 2013]. Dellenty’s statement clearly shows that we cannot 

expect practitioners to leap from awareness to provision; understanding gained 

through research and experience is vital in equipping people to deal with all forms 

of bullying. 

 

Smith et al.’s (2012) review of schools’ anti-bullying polices reflects our 

broadening awareness of different types of bullying: 64% of the policies mentioned 

racist bullying, 32% mentioned cyber bullying, 25% mentioned homophobic 

bullying. Disabilist bullying featured in only 15% of the policies reviewed. Although 

a lower percentage than the others it is higher than six years previously, indicating 

that there has been a growth in awareness. Torrance points out the utility of 

bullying being recognised in policy: 

 

Theory and policy may be the starting point and may provide credibility 

for those trying to bring about change, but only when the 

understandings behind them filter through and resources are made 

available for their implementation will pupils, parents and staff benefit 

at school level. 

Torrance (1997) Pg161.   

 

Researchers into the bullying of individuals with SEN&D express a need for more 

research (Rose et al. 2011, Didden 2012, private communication) and, like Dellenty 

commenting on homophobic bullying, report that professionals feel “ill equipped” 

(Durkin & Conti-Ramsden 2010 pg115). Torrance explains that: “Existing research 

falls short of enabling practitioners to have sufficient insights into bullying to allow 

them to address the matter adequately.” (Torrance, 1997 pg 158). 
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Intervention not backed by research runs the risk of being tokenistic. Delivering a 

‘make sure you tell’ lecture to a student with SEN&D who would tell straight away 

but needs to know what to do when they’re not believed (Mencap 2005, West and 

Ghandi 2006) is not addressing the problem; just as knowing what to do if someone 

steals your lunch money isn’t a priority for a child who regularly has his or her 

communication device removed. Such an act would fall within Smith and Sharp’s 

(1994) definition of bullying as the “systematic abuse of power.” This definition 

helps us to perceive different forms of bullying, for instance institutional bullying. 

Humphrey (2008) found that students with autistic spectrum disorder were twenty 

times more likely to be excluded from school than their mainstream peers; this 

could be considered institutional bullying. 

 

Disabilist bullying is occasionally glimpsed in literature. In Stuart, a Life Backwards 

Alexander Masters examines how someone as bright and determined as Stuart ends 

up homeless. Stuart, who suffers from muscular dystrophy, describes the alienating 

experience of having mainstream children peer through the windows of his school 

bus and call him a ‘spacker’ (Masters 2006 pg 196). This sort of bullying continues 

to happen today and has spread into cyber bullying, as putting the sickening term 

‘window lickers’ into any search engine will demonstrate. 

 

Masters’ book is not aimed at children; there is yet to be an Adrian with SEN&D, 

although from the scant research in this area we can begin to piece together what 

his story might have been. I’ll call him Adam.  

 

Like Stuart it would probably be through the bus windows, rather than from 

onboard, that Adam would be bullied. Being bused out of the neighbourhood to 

school would mean that Adam would be unlikely to have friends locally. His mother 

would probably try to get him involved in activities at the weekends or after 

school, where he might learn about not being welcome. In my time as a teacher in 

a school for students with SEN&D I lost track of the stories of exclusion I heard 

from parents: “They said they couldn’t invite Adam to the party even though they 

wanted to, their house isn’t suitable.”  “When we rang up they said Adam was 

welcome at the swimming lessons, but after I’d paid for the whole term they asked 

me not to bring him anymore.” “We went along and I tried to get Adam to join in 

but the other parents were wary, I think they thought their children might catch 

it.” Norwich and Kelly (2004) found that children who attend special schools 

“experienced far more ‘bullying’ by children from other mainstream schools and 

from peers and outsiders in their neighbourhood” (2004: Pg 43). 

 

Even as someone used to hearing these stories, some cut deeper than others: One 

mother told me how she had let Adam play in the street with the neighbourhood 
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children. Things went well, until the children discovered that when Adam got 

distressed he banged his head against the tarmac. It got so that every time Adam 

played out he came home bleeding; Adam’s mother banned him from playing with 

his ‘friends’. He was allowed to play alone in the garden instead, but the 

neighbourhood children learned to shout through the hedge at Adam until they got 

the same response. His mother ended up locking him inside the house. When he 

began trying to escape through the windows Adam’s mother came into school in 

tears to ask if we could help her speed up her application with the council to get 

rehoused. Mencap (2007) report bullying wrecks lives; they found 8 out of 10 young 

people with learning disabilities were scared to go outside because of bullying 

(2007: Pg 9). 

 

Oddly, because people still think of bullying in terms of traditional bullying, 

Adam’s teachers might tell you that it doesn’t happen in their school and so 

doesn’t need to be addressed. Teachers can display an unwillingness to engage 

with the topic, for example, when asked to take part in a survey on the subject, a 

teacher from an outstanding special school resisted saying: “because of the nature 

of the students I work with bullying isn’t an issue.” i  Roekel et al. (2010) observe 

that students were under continuous supervision at all times of the school day. 

Such supervision is common in special schools and contributes to preventing 

traditional bullying. It might be ignorance, or a lack of perspective, that stop 

Adam’s teachers engaging with the topic. It is important to ask ourselves what 

school is for: if it is a preparation for life, then it should be for the life each 

student is likely to face. Sadly for students with SEN&D this is currently a life that 

features bullying.  

 

Aside from the weekend disappointments and missed educational opportunities, it 

is likely that Adam’s school days will be happy. It is in his adult life, a time when 

for most mainstream students bullying is a thing of the past, that Adam will be 

most at risk.  

 

Depressingly, here we can move from imagined reality to one we’ve seen: 

Panorama’s chilling exposé of the abuse suffered by people at Winterbourne View 

provides us with a textbook example (Kenyon and Champman 2011). At the time of 

filming Simone Blake was a teenager, she had just moved from school into care. 

Panorama’s footage shows Simone reacting to her abusive bully, Wayne Rogers, in 

two ways: firstly she squares up to him and threatens him. The fight or flight 

reaction is instinctive, no one needed to teach it to Simone; secondly she does 

what most children are taught to do: she tells.  
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Simone was not believed. Through tears, Simone’s mother explains: “She told us 

that she’d been hit and that she’d been kicked and I said ‘No Simone, this 

wouldn’t happen it’s not allowed’. I told my daughter she was telling lies.”  

 

Children with SEN&D need the protection that comes with awareness, the 

understanding that comes from research, and the opportunity to access provision 

that allows them to rehearse and learn skills that protect them from bullying. 

Literature has a powerful role to play through equipping students with SEN&D with 

role models and generating the awareness necessary for research to take place, 

and in developing a protective understanding in mainstream students. If 

mainstream students read about Adam as well as Adrian, they will be less likely to 

pull faces through the bus windows. Awareness protects the child with SEN&D from 

experiences of bullying and protects the mainstream child from the fear and 

misunderstanding that lead to bullying. I therefore urge future Sue Townsends to 

write about, and for, Adam.  

 

Endnotes: 
 

i. Research undertaken in conjunction with Nottingham University as part of a 

masters in Special Educational Needs, details available upon request — 

jo@element42.org 

 

Biography: 
 
Joanna is a special educational needs and disabilities consultant, she has worked 

with children with SEN&D in many settings and continues to strive towards their 
inclusion in society. Joanna specialises in writing sensory stories, for more 
information please visit http://jo.element42.org. 
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Negotiating Little Red Riding Hood: Creating a 

modern edition of the classic fairy tale 

 Kate DePalma,  

Managing Editor, Barefoot Books USA 

 

Abstract 

Barefoot Books is an independent children’s book publisher with a strong 

commitment to sharing stories from around the world. So when we 

decided to create a new picture book edition of Little Red Riding Hood in 

2012, we wanted to compose a version that was at once true to the 

familiar fairy tale and also relevant to a modern audience. Barefoot Books 

teamed up with storyteller Lari Don and illustrator Célia Chauffrey to 

create a version of the classic tale that emphasizes a strong, substantial 

Little Red, in both the text and the artwork. We aimed to make our 

version relevant to young readers, regardless of their gender, by 

deliberately downplaying the female-male relationship between Little Red 

and the wolf that is present in most interpretations. We set out to 

construct a modern, less gender-focused version of the story, in which 

Little Red is not a guileless, passive female who is overcome by a male 

with bad intentions, but instead a spirited, resourceful child who learns a 

lesson about the sometimes dark powers of the natural world. This article 

will focus on the development of both the text and the illustrations for this 

picture book, and the challenges we faced along the way as we crafted a 

version of this beloved, sometimes problematic fairy tale for a modern 

audience. 

 

Keywords 

fairy tale; gender; illustrations; modern; publisher; Barefoot Books 

 

 

The Little Red Riding Hood tradition 

The tale of Little Red Riding Hood comes from a long, fascinating tradition. Many 

scholars trace the story only as far back as Charles Perrault’s 1697 version, but 

there is much evidence to suggest that Perrault himself was building off an oral 
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tradition of a very crude story, in which Little Red Riding Hood is tricked into 

eating her grandmother’s flesh, is made to strip for the wolf, and escapes by 

claiming she needs to go outside to relieve herself (Dundes 1989, p198; Zipes 1983, 

p5). Perrault’s version represents a conscious attempt to civilize the narrative of 

the oral tradition for an upper-class audience (Zipes 1983, p11).  

To what extent Perrault’s edition may have influenced the famous Grimm Brothers 

version, which followed in 1812, has been the subject of much discussion (Shavit 

1989, p144-15). Regardless of whatever intertextuality may exist between the two 

editions, the Grimm version went on to become the most influential version of the 

story, and has served as the foundation of most retellings that have followed. 

Towards a modern edition 

Barefoot Books is progressive, independent publisher with a commitment to 

presenting folktales from cultures all over the world. When the editorial team 

decided, in 2011, to bring out a line of familiar traditional fairy tales from the 

Western tradition, Little Red Riding Hood was selected as a natural choice to lead 

the series, despite the fact that Barefoot had brought out a lyrical retelling of the 

story only a few years before (Evetts-Secker 2004). The editorial team envisioned a 

pared-down text for a younger audience, with a plot largely inspired by the 

traditional Grimm tale, and rich, accomplished illustrations to set our edition apart 

from others on the market. Editor-in-chief Tessa Strickland and editor Sarah Morris 

reached out to storyteller Lari Don for the clear, concise text, and went to French 

illustrator Célia Chauffrey to craft the detailed, atmospheric illustrations which 

would bring the strange tale to life. Award-winning English actress Imelda Staunton 

gave her voice to the accompanying audio CD. 

Any publisher choosing to create an edition of a tale as ubiquitous as Little Red 

Riding Hood has to be prepared to differentiate their version from the dozens, if 

not hundreds, of other editions out in the world. The Barefoot Books team set out 

to create a retelling that is at once authentic and in line with the folklore tradition 

and also progressive and inclusive to a modern audience. Most interpretations of 

this story focus on the male-female relationship between the wolf and Little Red 

Riding Hood (hereafter “Red”). Red is usually characterized as a passive, naïve 

girl, who tempts fate by dallying in the forest and learns a hard lesson about the 

predatory (male) beasts of the forest that long to consume little girls. This story, 

and the countless other familiar fairy tales like it, leave young female readers with 

nothing to aspire to be beyond “the innocent, victimized Sleeping Beauty, [a] 

beauteous lump of ultimate, sleeping good” (Dworkin, cited in Zipes 1989). The 

psychological impact of such themes on young readers is serious and very real. 

But the story of Red and the wolf is not just an antiquated meditation on the 

vulnerability of the female body. The essential message of the story, that one 
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must be careful about talking to strangers, has only become more relevant in the 

centuries since Perrault wrote his version of the tale. The 2012 Barefoot Books 

edition seeks to strip the emphasis on gender from the tale in favour of telling a 

story about a bright young child who must take action in the face of the dark, 

mysterious forces of the world. This version seeks to use the story of Red and the 

wolf as a vehicle for educating children about the manifold dangers they’ll face in 

world. This emphasis on helping children become savvy members of society is 

particularly relevant in our modern world, which finds children able to connect to 

strangers at the touch of a button. By making careful choices to downplay the 

gender tension in the traditional plot of Little Red Riding Hood, Barefoot Books has 

created a book that is inclusive and relevant for all young readers, irrespective of 

gender and sexual identity. 

This article will examine both the text and illustrations of the 2012 Barefoot Books 

edition of Little Red Riding Hood, since the nature of the picture book medium 

makes the two inextricable. Because this article focuses on both the text and 

illustrations, I will refer to the book as “Barefoot 2012” rather than “Don 2012.” 

Little Red Riding Hood, Barefoot Books edition, 2012 

Red sets off and meets the wolf 

Barefoot Books’ 2012 edition of Little Red Riding Hood begins with the familiar 

scene: a little girl heading off with a basket of goodies to visit her grandmother’s 

cottage in the woods. Just as in the Grimm version, she wears a red cloak that was 

a gift from Granny. But from the first sentence, Barefoot 2012 already differs from 

the traditional telling. Rather than Red passively being sent on the errand by her 

mother (which we see in both Perrault and Grimm), we learn that this “little girl 

wanted to visit her granny in the forest” (p5) and actively came up with the idea 

for the visit all on her own. This small difference starts to establish Red’s agency 

in this story from the beginning.  

Her mother warns her not to stop to play in the woods, echoing the Grimm edition, 

and Red heads off with a basket of cakes and lemonade. In the darkness of the 

forest, the Red of Barefoot 2012 is alert. “She clutched the basket, and walked in 

the middle of the path” (p7) But when a grey wolf calls out to her and asks her 

where she is going, she shows her trusting, childlike nature by stopping to chat 

with him, even beginning to reveal too much about where she’s going before she 

stops herself, remembering the danger of talking to strangers (p8).  

The first rough illustration that Chauffrey composed of this confrontation showed 

the wolf upright on hind legs, looking quite anthropomorphic, leaning over Red’s 

body, his tail curled around her waist (Fig. 1). This pose emphasized the male-

female relationship between the wolf and Red that has traditionally been central 
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to the story—the relationship we aimed to downplay in this edition. So, in the final 

artwork, the composition was revised to set the two face-to-face, with the wolf 

resting on his haunches in a more realistic lupine pose (Fig. 2). The result is an 

illustration that does not focus on Red as a gendered character and suggests a 

confrontation rather than a seduction. 

 

 

 
Figure 1 

 

 
Figure 2 

 

Wolf suggests a plan 

Most versions of the story find Red dawdling in the forest after she speaks to the 

wolf, and Barefoot 2012 is no exception. The wolf sees the lemonade and cakes in 

Red’s basket and, seeming helpful, suggests she find something else to bring that 

might last a bit longer. When Red exclaims, “I could take flowers!” wolf 

compliments her cleverness and even tells her to be careful on her walk (p10). 

This wolf is a dangerous character disguised as a helpful grownup, like many of the 

real-life dangerous characters modern children may encounter. 
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In the initial rough illustration of this spread, the wolf has a very human look, 

down to a pair of white sneakers, and is crouched beside Red, with his body 

wrapped around her, again emphasizing a grown male wolf and young female Red 

(Fig. 3). In the final artwork, the composition is revised to show the wolf gesturing 

toward the field of flowers with his paw cocked, like one might imagine a real wolf 

would do were they inclined to point, with no sense of contact between the wolf 

and Red (Fig. 4). This revision represents a conscious move away from showing Red 

as a female body in peril and toward a Red who is an independent child learning a 

lesson about danger. 

 

 
Figure 3 

 

 
Figure 4 

 

Wolf eats Red 

The wolf beats Red to her grandmother’s cottage and, pretending to be Red, 

comes inside and gobbles Granny right up. When Red comes in and finds the wolf 

hiding in Granny’s bed, we find the set-up for the classic ‘All the better to eat you 

with’ exchange. Modern audiences might find it difficult to believe that the 

Perrault version contains the erotic element of having Red undress and get into 
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bed with the wolf, and that there is evidence to suggest that the oral tradition had 

Red perform a strip-tease for the wolf before getting into bed with him (Delarue, 

cited in Zipes 1983, p5).  

Even though these explicitly sexual elements have not been preserved in the 

modern tradition, the erotic nature of the swallowing of Red is difficult to 

separate from this scene. Indeed, Chauffrey’s first rough illustration of this scene 

showed the wolf lunging at Red’s neck, with Red looking up with wide eyes, 

flushed cheeks, and an open mouth (Fig. 5). But the final artwork was revised to 

show Red tumbling into the wolf’s open mouth, limbs akimbo, looking far more 

comical than sexual (Fig. 6). The almost silly proportions and composition of the 

illustration serves to downplay the erotic undertones and implications of rape in 

traditional tellings of this scene, and to emphasize the confrontation between a 

child and a monster rather than one between a girl and a man. 

 

 
Figure 5 

 

 
Figure 6 

 

Red’s revenge 

The many versions of this tale vary quite a bit in how they handle the story after 

Red is swallowed by the wolf. The Perrault story actually ends with Red being 
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eaten. Barefoot 2012 is largely true to the Grimm version, with a passing 

huntsman, suspicious of the loud snores emitting from Granny’s cottage, coming in 

and cutting the wolf’s belly open, freeing both Red and her grandmother, while 

the wolf inexplicably snoozes on. This scene is often read as representing a rebirth 

for Red from a naïve girl into a capable woman (Bettelheim 1989).  

Red thanks the huntsman and says, “Let’s make sure that wolf never eats anyone 

else” (p26). In the Grimm version, it is not clear whose idea it is to kill the wolf — 

it simply says that Red gathers some stones, and “they” fill the wolf’s belly with 

them. When the wolf wakes up, the rocks are so heavy that he falls down dead. In 

Barefoot 2012, it is Red who decides to punish the wolf, and then Red herself who 

does the deed, gathering the stones and sewing the wolf’s belly shut with Granny’s 

thread. The wolf wakes up thirsty and drinks the lemonade Red brought to Granny. 

Unsatiated, he goes out to the river and drowns trying to take a drink. “That,” the 

text reads definitively, “was the end of the wolf.” Wolf’s legs can be seen in the 

illustration as he plunges into the river, and Red, Granny, and the huntsman are 

visible in the background dancing a celebratory jig (p30). Barefoot 2012 

emphasizes Red’s active role in the punishment of the wolf, creating a portrait of 

a crafty child’s triumph over a scary monster. 

The end 

The ending of any version of this story has the not inconsequential task of making 

sense of what has transpired. Perrault’s version ends with an explicit moral—that 

young girls must beware being swallowed up by the “wolves” of all kinds that lurk 

out in the world, especially those that seem charming. Grimms’ Little Red Cap 

ends with the huntsman skinning the wolf and taking his pelt, Granny happily 

tucking into the treats Red brought her, and Red thinking to herself, “Never again 

in your life will you stray by yourself into the woods when your mother has 

forbidden it.”  

In Barefoot 2012, the huntsman takes Red’s cakes as a reward, Granny learns to 

lock her door, and “Little Red Riding Hood never turned round to talk to strangers 

again” (p32). Here, our text stays close to the familiar Grimm version, because it 

is the heart of the modern utility of the story: the warning to children to be wary 

of strangers, even those with charming smiles and helpful suggestions. When one 

strips away all of the gendered baggage of the story, this warning is one that is 

relevant to all young people regardless of their gender and sexual identity. 

The cover 

We generally develop book covers after the interior illustrations are completed, so 

that we have a feel for the character of the artwork before we embark on what is 

the most crucial component of the book from a commercial perspective. Célia 
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Chauffrey sent through a number of rough options for the front cover, a selection 

of which I have included here (Fig. 7). Each of the compositions features Red and 

the wolf, and they are striking in how much they differ: the wolf hiding in Granny’s 

nightgown, snout under the covers; the wolf looming huge over Red; the wolf just 

a dark shadow in the woods. The final cover composition we chose is very close to 

Rough G in Figure 7, with the wolf and Red staring one another down against the 

background of the forest. Red looks alert and unfazed by the wolf, and though the 

wolf is clearly quite a bit larger than her, the two look evenly matched. The cover 

of Barefoot 2012 sets the audience up to expect a story about a child confronting a 

beast (and, we can expect, winning), rather than a retelling that perpetuates the 

undertones of male-on-female violence found in traditional versions of the story 

(Fig. 8). 

 

 
Figure 7 
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Figure 8 

 

Conclusion 

The task of adapting classic folktales for a modern audience is an interesting study 

in the tension between what we inherit and what we have the power to change. 

Despite the many problematic aspects of Little Red Riding Hood, there remains 

something timeless and essential about the story. Bruno Bettelheim argues that we 

love Red because, “although she is virtuous, she is tempted.” There is something 

inside all of us that is intrigued by the big bad wolf, and that’s what makes Red so 

relatable. When unburdened from the passive feminine characterization Red has 

been saddled with for so long, she bursts off the page as a positive role model for 

all children — a reminder that it’s important for all of us to be careful out there. 

All images reproduced with permission from Barefoot Books, Inc. 

 

 

Biography: 

A native of the South, Kate DePalma moved north in 2010 to join children’s 

publisher Barefoot Books as the US Editor in their Cambridge, MA office. In 2012, 

she became Managing Editor of Barefoot Books. While at Barefoot, Kate has had 

the pleasure of helping to create hit titles like The Adventures of Achilles, Lola’s 

Fandango, and The Snow Queen. She has also worked for Peachtree Publishers in 

Atlanta, GA and the University of Texas Press. In a past life, Kate was a classical 

scholar, earning a BA (Honors) in Classical Studies from Loyola University, New 

Orleans, as well as an MA in Classics from the University of Texas at Austin, where 

she studied as a Mellon Fellow. 

 



Write4Children 
 

62 
 

Works Cited: 

Bettelheim, B. (1989), ‘Little Red Cap and the Pubertal Girl,’ in Little Red Riding 
Hood: A Casebook, ed A Dundes, University of Wisconsin Press, Madison. 
Don, L. (2012), Little Red Riding Hood, ill C Chauffrey, narr I Staunton, Barefoot 
Books, Oxford, UK and Cambridge, MA. 
Dundes, A. (1989), ‘Interpreting “Little Red Riding Hood” Psychoanalytically,’ in 
Little Red Riding Hood: A Casebook, ed A Dundes, University of Wisconsin Press, 

Madison. 
Evetts-Secker, J. (2004). Little Red Riding Hood, ill N Ceccoli, Barefoot Books, 
Oxford, UK and Cambridge, MA. 
Grimm, J & W. (1812), ‘Little Red Cap,’ in The Trials and Tribulations of Little 
Red Riding Hood, ed J Zipes, Bergin & Garvey, South Hadley, MA. 
Perrault, C. (1697), ‘Little Red Riding Hood,’ in The Trials and Tribulations of 
Little Red Riding Hood, ed J Zipes, Bergin & Garvey, South Hadley, MA. 
Shavit, Z. (1989), ‘The Concept of Childhood and Children’s Folktales: Test Case—
“Little Red Riding Hood”,’ in Little Red Riding Hood: A Casebook, ed A Dundes, 
University of Wisconsin Press, Madison. 
Zipes, J. (ed.) (1983), The Trials and Tribulations of Little Red Riding Hood, 
Bergin & Garvey, South Hadley, MA. 
Zipes, J. (1989), ‘”Little Red Riding Hood” as Male Creation and Projection,’ in The 
Trials and Tribulations of Little Red Riding Hood, ed J Zipes, Bergin & Garvey, 
South Hadley, MA. 

 

Back to Contents Page 



Write4Children 
 

63 
 

Where are the Big Political Ideas 
in Pre-teen Children’s Books? 

Kerry Mason 

Letterbox Library 

Abstract 

Is it appropriate to explore political ideas or ideology in children’s books? 

Are books that validate society as it is any less “political” than those that 

ask children to question society? This paper explores these questions 
through the examination of four children’s books, all aimed at the pre-

teen age group, which address racism, socialism, asylum and even 

anarchy. Through the exploration of these books, this article suggests 

that it is possible to create interesting and entertaining literature for 

children while simultaneously encouraging the reader to explore complex 
and sometimes controversial ideas and issues. It proposes that these 

types of books are not only acceptable but desirable in creating inquiring 

and thoughtful minds. 

Keywords 

political; ideology; prejudice; discrimination; equality; socialism. 

 

 

Letterbox Library is a thirty year old, not-for-profit, children’s booksellers, 

specialising in books which celebrate equality, diversity and inclusion. In the early 

days we would regularly be accused, by adults — believing they were the 

ideologically neutral protectors of the innocence of children’s literature, of two 

things: either that we were self-appointed, leftist censors, withholding numerous 

volumes of beloved books from children, or (a part of the same sinister side of the 

coin) that we were the pushers of ideology and ‘…isms’. However, while some 

lambasted, others — parents, carers, teachers (all adults themselves) — found their 

way to us, desperate to find books that tackled, head on, the issues that children 

faced as they learnt to live in a rapidly changing world. But also, to find books that 

simply included child characters who were like their own children. Books that, for 

instance, actually featured; BMEi children and adults; girls in a leading role; 

disabled characters beyond the stereotypical ‘baddies’. These adults themselves 

felt censored by the choice of books that were available to them and the children 

that were in their care. They recognised that children don’t have freedom of 

choice in what they read; they only have freedom to choose from what is 

available, and even then their choices are often policed by gatekeepers. These 

adults wanted to encourage access to books that would lead to a critical or 
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questioning response from children. They wanted children to see the world in its 

complexity and variety and be encouraged to ask the question ‘why?’ For, if we 

don’t ever question or criticise our basic beliefs and practises, how can we ever 

make progress? In short, like us, they wanted to increase children’s access to books 

and, at the same time, make the world a better place. 

In the foreword of Tales for Little Rebels: A Collection of Radical Children’s 

Literature, Jack Zipes describes how politics have always been present in 

children’s literature: 

From the very beginning, when books were first explicitly printed for 

children in the sixteenth century, politics played a “radical” role in 

primers, the Bible, and alphabet books. To become literate did not 

mean simply to develop the ability to read; literacy entailed (and still 

does) a learning process that produced responsible citizens who 

functioned in a hierarchical society according to its rules. To become 

literate involved learning to read the world according to letters and 

words that were to govern one’s beliefs and views and that were 

regulated according to specific guidelines and norms established by the 

church and state… [O]ne of the earliest alphabet books, The Childes 

Guide (1667), included such phrases as “In Adam’s fall / We sinned all”; 

“This Book attend, Thy life to mend”; “The idle Fool / Is Whipt at 

School.” Every alphabet book from the sixteenth century to the present 

was and is ideological. (Mickenberg and Nel, 2008: vii) 

As Zipes explains here, a book that is ideologically conservative is still political. 

Children’s literature can help to perpetuate and validate our society as it is, and it 

can help to transform it by presenting ideas through new perspectives that 

encourage new ways of thinking. In both cases, they are political. Children’s 

literature can be didactic, regressive and conformist but, much more excitingly, it 

can be a visionary space, a utopia, where anything is possible. 

In The Silence Seeker by Ben Morley, illustrated by Carl Pearce, the protagonist, 

Joe, decides to befriend the rather sad-looking boy who has moved in to the house 

next door. Mishearing ‘asylum seeker’ for ‘silence seeker’ he sets about trying to 

find some peace and quiet for his new friend.  In this brilliantly understated 

children’s book, the simple, evocative text and manga-style artwork fuse 

beautifully together to convey some very powerful and complex ideas, easily and 

eloquently. Ben Morley’s character, Joe, literalises the meaning of asylum and 

tries to help his new friend find sanctuary, a place of refuge and safety. And, in his 

attempts, he discovers that even his own ‘peaceful’ country doesn’t always offer a 

place of sanctuary to someone who needs it. This is a very contemporary book, 

both in terms of its subject matter and the graphic illustrations that bring to life a 
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modern city. Talking about his book, Ben Morley has said that he wanted to write a 

book that the children he had taught would relate to; many had first-hand 

experience of immigration and asylum. He felt that much of the fiction available 

to the children at his school just didn’t resonate with them (Random House 

Children’s Publishers UK: 2010). While understanding fiction as a place to escape 

into the imagination, he also understood the need for books to be relevant. So he 

decided to make a central theme of his book asylum — a politically fraught issue 

that includes problems of discrimination, prejudice and racism; not subjects 

traditionally associated with children’s books or, more specifically, picture books 

aimed at young children.  

Surveys and opinion polls in the UK consistently show negative attitudes towards 

asylum and immigration. We are confronted with these attitudes every day in 

magazines, newspapers, books and on the television. Children are not immune to 

these attitudes and many have been affected by asylum or immigration, yet we 

rarely think to engage children on this issue. The Silence Seeker is a wonderful 

example of how books can examine complex political issues with children. It does 

this simply through ideas and feelings that children understand; through notions of 

friendship and companionship, and feelings of loneliness and acceptance. It 

encourages its reader to ask questions: Why is the boy here? Where did he come 

from? Where has he gone? In a creative move, which only enhances the affinity 

between Joe and the boy, the narrative begins with Joe approaching the boy, who 

doesn’t speak throughout, sitting alone on his doorstep.  

I have never met a Silence Seeker before. 

Every morning 

He sits on the doorstep. 

Sometimes he closes his eyes. 

I think he’s listening for a Silence. (Morley 2009, p3) 

In a deftly touch of circular narrative, this is exactly where we find Joe at the end 

of the book.  

I sat on the doorstep and 

Ate both pieces of toast… 

Before I went inside, 

I closed my eyes and listened. 

Just for a moment the city stopped 

And took a breath and 

Everything was quiet… 

But only for a moment. (Morley 2009, p23 and p26) 

For Joe, there are no preconceptions about who the boy is. His concern initially is 

simply that the boy is a potential friend, and then that he might be able to help 
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him find what he needs. These two characters don’t even need to communicate 

with words in order to feel companionship. They simply accept each other for who 

they are and enjoy each others’ company. As an adult reader of Ben Morley’s book, 

it is the children who show compassion, caring and acceptance. They who are 

better, wiser even. Far from being a pusher of ideology or indoctrinating children, 

if this book is preaching to any audience, it is adults — those adults who have 

allowed their prejudices to get in the way of the social qualities we have 

traditionally associated with humanity. 

Another superbly engaging picture book dealing with some very big ideas is Michael 

Rosen and Bob Graham’s This Is Our House. Set in an urban park surrounded by 

tower blocks, Bob Graham’s bright and lively illustrations work to challenge 

notions of the dreary, dangerous city and enhance Michael Rosen’s humorous, 

energetic and compelling text. The narrative begins: 

George was in the house. 

“This house is mine and no one else is coming in,” George said. 

“It’s not your house, George,” said Lindy. 

“It belongs to everybody.” (Rosen 1996, p1) 

The concentration of power and wealth — a cardboard house — within a small 

segment of society — George? Surely more than a nod to Socialism! While being 

extremely funny and deceptively simple, This Is Our House manages to explore 

ideas of common ownership, exclusion, democracy and prejudice and it does it all 

with a light touch and lots of humour.  

The main character, George, has taken control of the cardboard house and is 

resisting all attempts by the other children to enter it. In his bid to keep control 

and bar entry to the other children, he resorts to discrimination e.g. “This house 

isn’t for girls” (Rosen 1996, p4). Rather unluckily for George, his discriminating 

ways lead to everyone else eventually turning things back on him and refusing him 

entry to the house. After the revolution, in a delightfully positive twist, George 

decides that perhaps a house that is open to all is a better option. 

Simply put, this book is about learning to share, a theme to which all children (and 

adults) can relate. George doesn’t want to share, he finds it difficult but, 

ultimately, he realises that things can be better if you do. Michael Rosen doesn’t 

wrap this up in a trite or lecturing conclusion to the story: he leaves you wondering 

if George changes his mind because it’s the only way to get himself back into the 

house, or if he really has had a change of heart and discovered it’s more fun to 

share with other people? Adults invariably feel more comfortable with the central 

theme of this book being sharing, but sharing in the adult world is much more 

politically complicated. The children in this book decide together (George more 

reluctantly) on a system of common ownership. In the adult world we would 
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actually call this socialism. Again, a theme not generally associated with children’s 

fiction.  

Also important are the themes of democracy and exclusion. George’s prohibition of 

the other children, based on being small, or twins, or because they wear glasses 

and even because they like tunnels, is exposed as ridiculous. George is clearly 

coming up with any absurd excuse to keep sole control of the house. This 

dictatorial behaviour is irrational and understood by the other children to be 

unfair. Children learn prejudices themselves and experience discrimination from a 

very early age; the situation in this book will be very familiar to many children. By 

openly exploring these themes, Michael Rosen encourages his readers to engage in 

concerns that are relevant to them and the world in which they are learning to 

find their place. He is also inspiring them to think about alternative ways of living, 

in the knowledge that they will also contribute to our society. 

In Wasim and the Champ by Chris Ashley, illustrated by Kate Pankhurst, Wasim and 

his friends are due to enter the local football competition, but an attack on the 

town mosque suddenly divides the team between Asian and white boys. The 

division is fierce and seems insurmountable, but a visit by the town’s home-grown 

super hero, boxer Sayid Akramreturn, forces some harsh self-evaluations. 

Wasim thought back to the terror outside his mosque last week, the 

smell of the firework and the hating face shouting at his family when 

they got out. (Ashley 2011, p88) 

The 7/7 London bombings; an act of supposed retaliation on a local mosque; 

racism; a divided community, which extends to the playground… It takes a deft 

and skilful author to tackle such powerful and controversial issues in an age 

appropriate way, but author and head teacher Chris Ashley pulls this off superbly. 

With its thoroughly contemporary UK setting, its brave approach, the victory of 

wisdom and wit over violence, and overall agility, there is much to explore in this 

book. Religious conflict, racism, discrimination, community and violence are all 

themes that are explored superbly through the recurring motif of ‘Us and Them’. 

Like Ben Morley and Michael Rosen, Chris Ashley utilises ideas and feelings that 

children can identify with and relate to. Readers then have a foundation on which 

to build their own thoughts, ideas and opinions. 

Wasim and the Champ is a chapter book and will garner a slightly older audience 

than the previous two books. This opens up more opportunities for exploring the 

central themes, through discussions on how children form their own friendship 

groups; what they would do if their friends engaged in behaviour they did not 

agree with; whether they have felt excluded before; whether they think there are 

any divisions in their schools (along lines of gender, race, faith, etc.). In tackling 

these big issues — racism, religious conflict, discrimination and prejudice — Chris 
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Ashley is also asking his readers to think deeply about problems of morality and 

ethics. He is asking his readers to think deeply about concerns that tower over 

modern society and affect us all. 

In this article I have tried to concentrate on books published in the UK, but it 

would be a terrible omission not to mention a very recent book published in the 

US, A Rule is to Break: A Child’s Guide to Anarchy by John Seven and Jana Christy. 

It is a superb example of big ideas wrapped in the covers of a children’s book. The 

book begins: 

The opposite of rules is  

ANARChY! 

There are plenty of ways to make anarchy. (Seven and Christy 2012, p1) 

As I write this I can hear a collective grown-up gulp! Anarchy discussed in a 

children’s book? Can this be right? Well no, not if you belong to the Tea Party, who 

call the book ‘horrendous’ and ‘downright shocking’ (Flood 2012). The political 

right in the US do not find the ideology acceptable and I wouldn’t expect them to. 

It is, after all, anti-capitalist. 

The story follows its protagonist as s/he learns to question ideas of conformity. 

This takes the truly terrifying guise of, ‘Use your brain’, ‘Give away stuff for 

FREE’, ‘Listen to the tiniest voice’ and ‘Make music’. The most controversial 

statement in the text is, ‘When someone says, “Work!”, you say “WHY?”’ 

Instinctively, this might seem to some an irresponsible statement to make to 

children. We generally believe that we need to nurture children to work hard at 

school, for instance. But, what would happen if we asked children to think about 

work and what working means? Is it always important to work? Is work only a 

positive experience? Children are capable of exploring ideas and formulating their 

own responses. Asking, ‘Why?’ seems to be a perfectly sensible question. Just as 

asking, ‘Why?’ in other areas of life is a sensible thing to do. The book doesn’t 

suggest to the reader that they don’t work, it simply suggests we ask questions 

about work. 

A Rule is to Break has caused outrage in the US already, but why? This book 

doesn’t tell children to be mean or cruel (maybe slightly badly behaved, but then 

so do lots of children’s books). It doesn’t use bad language or have sexual content 

or promote violence. Yet it does say, ‘BE NICE’.  It is a celebratory book about 

discovery and it encourages self-determination, but also fairness and community. 

It ultimately encourages its readers to be thinking and informed children. Is this 

not what we aspire to for our children? 

2013 will be the first year of a new prize for children’s fiction, ‘The Little Rebels 

Children’s Book Award’.  It is run by the Alliance of Radical Booksellers (a group of 
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independent booksellers), and administered by Letterbox Library. As the name 

suggests, it is an award for radical children’s fiction. This is literature that Jack 

Zipes describes as exploring, or getting to the root of phenomena, and it does this 

in order to help children better understand their world (Mickenberg and Nel, 2008: 

vii). The aim of the award is to raise the profile of radical children’s fiction and 

promote it as a force for good. The response by the book world has been 

inspiringly and, slightly surprisingly, positive. Much of the encouragement has 

come from people expressing delight at the award’s overt promotion of radicalism. 

There clearly is a desire for radical children’s books among adults as well as 

children. However, some of the submissions, particularly from the big publishers, 

have been occasionally puzzling. The most common of these are books that include 

amongst their characters any underrepresented group in society. One example of 

this is the submission of a book simply because it has a BME protagonist. Invariably, 

there is nothing about the book that could be described as radical, but the 

inclusion of this character alone has been deemed a ‘radical’ move by the 

publisher. Apart from what this says about the under-representation of BME 

characters in children’s fiction, what this reveals is a need. This award is, 

significantly, an advocate of those ‘radical’ books that inspire it.  

While children’s literature is undeniably a space to escape from the confines of the 

real world into the imagination, it is also a place to explore reality in all its 

complexity, its difficulties and its delights. Sometimes the reader can even do this 

through imaginary worlds like Tolkien’s ‘Middle-earth’ or Carroll’s ‘Wonderland’. 

These ‘radical’ books were the books I always found most exciting when I was a 

child; the unconventional books where children got to be disobedient or critical of 

adults who were sometimes stupid or cruel, or both, just as we are in real life; the 

books where I got to imagine a different reality. 

Yes, the books discussed here are political or ideological, but then, I would argue, 

so are all books to a greater or lesser degree. Having political content doesn’t 

have to arouse fear or dismay among adults, afraid for the innocence of their 

children. Children will take from culture, including books, a range of ideas, 

messages, meanings and morals, and they will begin to formulate their own ideas. 

Hopefully they will be enlightened and entertained along the way.  What this 

collection highlights is that it is possible to be simultaneously interesting, 

entertaining and thought provoking. These are the qualities that make wonderful 

books for children to enjoy, reflect on and remember. And, just maybe, help 

inspire them to change our world for the better. 

  

End Notes: 

i “BME” is an acronym for Black and Minority Ethnic.  
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Gendered Marketing in Children’s Books:  

The big pink book of low expectationsi
 

Irene Picton and Lizzie Poulton 

 

Abstract 

In recent years there has been growing concern over the prevalence of 

gendered marketing, especially to children. This discussion piece explores 

whether children’s book marketing has similarly become increasingly 

gendered.  

We looked at recent examples of titles that appear to reinforce gender 

stereotypes in packaging or content; at social media, websites and blogs 

relating to gendered marketing; at the opinions of publishers for and 

against gendered marketing; and at research on children’s feelings about 

reading and gender.  

Our concern was that polarisation may reduce exploratory reading, 

particularly for boys, who are not only more likely to be behind girls in 

reading attainment, but may also be more sensitive to being seen reading 

a ‘pink’ book. Focus group research also showed some evidence of a 

conflation of the idea of books marketed to girls and the idea that reading 

itself was inherently more feminine.  

However, many current children’s bestsellers feature non-gendered 

covers and subject matter and recent marketing research points to a need 

to promote a “less gender-specific but more brain-trait aware 

perspective.” We commend those publishers who reject the use of 

perceived gender differences as an easy sales tool. 

 

The views expressed are the opinions of the authors and are not 

representative of their respective organisations.  

 

Keywords  

gender; marketing; children’s; books; reading; publishing 

 

In recent years there has been growing concern over the prevalence of highly 

gendered marketing, especially to children. Campaign groups such as Pink Stinks 

(Moore A&E, 2008), Breakthrough (Nelson, 2011) and Let Toys Be Toys (Brennan, 
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2012) have been set up to counter what they see as “the damaging messages that 

bombard girls though toys, clothes and media” with girls products overwhelmingly 

focussing on “being pretty, passive and obsessed with shopping fashion and make 

up.” (Moore A&E, 2008) Products overwhelmingly marketed under the umbrella of 

pink have led, they argue, to a restrictive conditioning and colour-coding for 

children. It is the aim of this discussion piece to explore briefly whether children’s 

book marketing has similarly become increasingly gendered in recent years.  

 

Children’s books are, at this time, considerably less likely than toys to be found 

separated into ‘boys’ and ‘girls’ sections, but while a high street bookshop or 

online bookseller may not be as clearly divided as a toy shop, with an aisle full of 

dolls and an aisle full of guns, there are other ways of showing children that a 

particular item is aimed at one gender and not another, both in packaging and 

content. The palettes being used for book cover art appear to be increasingly 

polarised by gender (pastel and glitter for girls, bolder colours for boys), 

particularly in books for new readers — examples include the Rainbow Magic and 

Beast Quest series, both popular formulaic fiction with distinctive cover art using 

the colour palettes described above.  

 

While there have always been books that appeal more to boys than girls, anecdotal 

evidence suggests that the trend is getting more pronounced. Within the last year, 

there have been several high-profile cases of books targeted separately at boys 

and girls that reinforce traditional gender stereotypes, either in packaging or 

content, or both. The Scholastic How to be… series currently consists of two titles: 

How to be Clever and How to be Gorgeous, the first illustrated with a cartoon boy 

on a red background and the second with a cartoon girl on a pink background: 

  

While the first title may well be designed to appeal to both genders, they both 

play neatly into the design elements that are believed to appeal to boys and girls, 

especially when displayed side by side. It is implied that girls are expected to use 

the book to learn how to be more attractive, whereas boys are encouraged to 

enhance their brainpower. A photo of the books caused a Twitter storm, which led 

to a store that was stocking the titles withdrawing them from sale. The response 

from the books’ publisher was not well-received by those who contacted them to 

complain, stating only that the covers “would be reviewed when the books were 

considered for reprinting” and that “It is a fairly established part of children’s 

publishing that covers featuring girls are not appealing to boys, so we went with 



Write4Children 
 

73 
 

the image that gave the best opportunity to the book in the market.” (Dzerins, 

2012) 

 

This comment could be read as a reinforcement of the previous error (it appears to 

imply that their intention had been to particularly encourage boys to read the 

‘clever’ book — but if girls are less fussy, why not have a boy on the cover of 

‘Gorgeous’ as well?). This followed a previous incident, which had led to outrage 

from their customers a few months before, when their How to Survive Anything 

series for boys and for girls included dramatically different scenarios depending on 

gender. While boys were taught to survive a shark attack or in space, girls were 

being prepared to have the best sleepover ever, survive a fashion disaster and look 

good in a school photo.  

 

Debates about gendered marketing were reignited when a publisher, considered to 

be one of the more progressive, wrote a considered and articulate blog about their 

decision to publish a picture book, The Princess and the Peas, with a pink cover, 

and spoke about a bookseller’s positive reaction to it. Again, reasons given 

included the need to use an image that gave the book the best opportunity in the 

market. (Wilson, 2012) The publisher has a range of titles that include gender-

neutral series and unashamedly ‘boy-orientated’(Wilson, 2012) books such as 

Dinosaur Dig. They have also recently published a new series, Rescue Princesses, 

which shows girls “facing down dangers with the help of ninja skills.” The blog 

explained, “I can’t imagine publishing anything that I felt projected (in my view) 

damaging stereotypes of either girls or boys. In an ideal world, maybe we would be 

publishing only gender-neutral titles with gender-neutral covers, but I don’t live in 

an ideal world. I am motivated by two things: I need to make books commercially 

successful for us and for authors and illustrators; and I am keenly interested in 

providing children with books they want.” 

 

Unfortunately, as with anything packaged or presented in a way that aims to 

attract children of one gender, such polarisation also risks causing an equal and 

opposite reaction; making children of the gender that isn’t the primary target feel 

that the product isn’t ‘for them’ and making them less comfortable about picking 

it up at all. This may have the effect of reducing the opportunities for exploratory 

reading for all children, something of particular concern for boys, as they are not 

only more likely to be behind girls in reading attainment (Lewis, 2012), but 

(whether for personal or social reasons) are also likely to be more sensitive to 

being seen reading, for example, a ‘pink’ book than a girl might be to be seen 

reading one with a bolder cover.  
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This was illustrated well in a small focus group, conducted for (and within the 

much larger context of) the 2012 All Party Parliamentary Literacy Group Boys’ 

Reading Commission, a joint venture with the National Literacy Trust (All Party 

Parliamentary Literacy Group, 2012). Four of the six boys, aged 7 to 8, talked 

about how they enjoyed reading and could name authors and types of books, and 

all spoke about how they read at home and again gave examples of specific titles. 

However, almost all agreed that girls liked reading more than boys, and the type 

of books they felt appealed to girls were very much in a traditional vein. 

 

“Lizzie: Do you think girls read more or less? 

Boys: More. 

Lizzie: And do they read the same things as you? 

Boy: Fairytales, princesses 

Boy: Kissing stuff. 

Boy: Like Barbie.” 

 

The design and subject matter meant certain books were automatically dismissed: 

 

“Jim: Are there any specific types of books that put you off? 

Boy: Pink books. 

Jim: If I gave you a book by Jacqueline Wilson with a pink cover would that 

put you off? 

Boys: Eww!” 

 

The boys held strong opinions on what boys enjoyed and what girls enjoyed, and all 

were shocked to learn that the most popular sport for girls was football (a fact not 

lost on the publishers of the Girls FC series by Helena Pielichaty). They held 

equally strong opinions on which books were for boys and which were for girls, and 

even supposedly gender-neutral titles such as Diary of a Wimpy Kid were perceived 

to be for boys, as they weren't specifically designated for girls through colour or 

tone. In addition to the (potentially troubling) idea that boys and girls had 

different interests and that their reading choices reflect that, the boys saw 

reading as one of the activities that is in itself more for girls than boys and there 

was conflation of the idea of books being marketed to girls and the idea that 

reading itself was inherently more feminine: 

 

“Jim: Why do you think boys read less than girls? 

Boy: Boys are more into, like, sport and football, electronics and games. 

Girls like more princess and Barbie stuff.”  
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We know, however, that children of both genders have many similar interests, with 

a recent global study finding that both boys and girls chose being in a happy 

family, having lots of friends and being a nice person as the top three things that 

were of value to them (The Marketing Story Worldwide, 2012) and that “many of 

the traditionally female activities (such as shopping, cooking and gardening) are 

being done by lots of males. Similarly, a number of stereotypical male activities 

(such as camping, playing sport, outdoor activities and video gaming) are being 

done by lots of females.” One might assume that Jacqueline Wilson’s subject 

matter would be of interest to boys, if only it weren’t behind a pink cover. 

Jacqueline Wilson herself would seem to agree, saying in a recent interview “I do 

think that with books a boy is going to have to feel really quite confident if he is 

going to be seen in front of his mates with a book that is bright pink because it is 

immediately code for this being 'girlie'…but what I really want to do is bring out an 

edition of one of my books in a pink colour and one in red or a neutral colour to 

see which one has the most sales.”(Bingham, 2013) 

Dr. Fen Coles of Letterbox Library gives another example of a recent title, What’s 

Up with Jody Barton, which was published with a pink cover, but is about a boy 

coming to terms with his sexuality and is potentially of interest to readers of both 

genders. She feels that “… there has been a resurgence of gendered marketing in 

children’s books, within a wider context of ‘girly’ things like pink, princesses, 

baking and so on and, while none of these things are bad in themselves, the 

promotion of this kind of culture feels limiting.” She also shares concerns about 

“books that would appear to aim to ‘draw boys in’ to reading with their content, 

but that perpetuate a culture of misogyny and gang violence. This not only ensures 

that just one title is picked up (these books don’t tend to generate a lifelong love 

of reading) but perpetuates a sense that reading isn’t a boys activity.” More 

encouragingly, demand for gender-equal selection packs for Early Years and 

Primary workers has been steadily increasing. Popular titles include Man’s Work, a 

wordless picture book showing a dad and son tidying the house together (with no 

suggestion that Mum is ill or having ‘a day off’), published nearly 15 years ago, and 

the Little Drivers series, board books with a double-sided boy or girl figure on a 

string who can be made to ‘drive’ vehicles.  

If content is strong enough, it would appear that children will happily read books 

featuring non-stereotypical gender behaviour, and indeed, in a current National 

Literacy Trust survey, (Picton, 2013) when asked what would make reading cooler, 

“more books like Wimpy Kid and Hunger Games” (featuring sensitive male and 

independent female protagonists respectively) was the top option chosen by both 

boys and girls; David Walliams’ The Boy In the Dress was one of 2012’s best-selling 

titles. For children of both genders, books that portray a polarised and often dated 

picture of their supposed interests, based entirely on gender, are not universally 
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welcomed or accepted without question. Girls are growing tired of the way their 

gender is depicted — 90 per cent of respondents to the Girlguiding UK Girls 

Attitude Survey 2011 agreed that “TV and magazines focus too much on what 

women look like instead of what they achieve” and two-thirds also reported a 

strong affinity for feminism and viewed it as striving for a more equal society. 

(Girlguiding and Childwise, 2011) However, although that may be the opinion of 

the girls, too often the books targeted directly at them don't mirror this desire for 

equality.  

Marketing based on out-dated ideas of gender difference isn’t just old-fashioned in 

terms of subject matter. Researchers at University of Rochester (Carothers, Reis, 

2013) reviewed data from several studies showing significant gender differences, 

but found that “From empathy… to science inclination… statistical analysis shows 

that men and women, by and large, do not fall into different groups... for the vast 

majority of psychological traits, including the fear of success, mate selection 

criteria, and empathy… psychological indicators fall along a linear gradation for 

both genders.”(Hagen, 2013) Marketers such as Andrea Learned agree “current 

trends in male consumer behaviour …point to the need for a less gender-specific 

but more brain trait aware perspective… men have changed and western culture 

has slowly started to allow for them to shop in a more right brain way — taking into 

account brand stories, cause marketing and design, for example, as well as left 

brain facts and features. At this point in time, consumer and cultural trends 

beckon us toward a more common ground, less polarised gender 

perspective.”(Learned, 2012) While this is being recognised for adults, it appears 

children are increasingly being segmented by gender above other concerns. 

 

Dr Coles suggested that one way that children’s book marketing might be improved 

could be by categorising books, or displaying themes, more by subject than by a 

perceived gender interest. An example might be Flying Diggers by Ian Whybrow 

and David Melling, which might (because of the yellow diggers on the cover) 

typically be placed on a ‘boys’ display, but would sit as well in an ‘Adventure’-

themed display.  

Publishers could also do well to recognise the opportunity for pioneering a better 

approach — it is, after all, a creative industry. Those involved in producing and 

purchasing books for children owe it to them to recognise and value differences 

between genders, but at the same time hold equal aspirations for them. Authors, 

illustrators, publishers, editors, booksellers and book buyers need to be vigilant in 

challenging restrictive assumptions about gender roles and preferences. By 

endorsing books with an accurate depiction of all children’s potential for 

achievement, all those involved in producing and purchasing books for children will 

help them to explore and achieve their potential. Those advising educationalists 



Write4Children 
 

77 
 

and parents can also help by including family-oriented books alongside adventure 

stories in recommendations for boys, and adventure stories alongside family-

oriented stories for girls — after all, boys are part of, and will have families just as 

girls will have adventures (possibly involving sharks!)  

While there is room for improvement, the fact that we have space for books on 

kittens and killing, and covers of pink and blue and every shade in-between is to 

be celebrated — no one would benefit from a sea of grey covers on government-

approved topics. However, making books pink and fluffy or blue and shiny because 

they won’t sell on their own merits, or indeed any other way, does everyone a 

disservice — not in the least those boys who (and this is another battle) don’t feel 

they can be seen with a ‘girls’ book. It also perpetuates another inequality — 

between those buying books who are able to see through marketing guile and use 

other ways to choose a good book (e.g. reviews, knowledge of authors, reading a 

short passage from inside the book and so on) and those who have less experience 

in this area. Whether parents or children themselves, they may not be so aware 

that they are being patronised, and persuaded to buy books for children based on 

gender, mostly so that they buy more books if they have children of more than one 

gender.  

 

We have long been aware that choice is absolutely key for motivating children to 

read for pleasure, (Clark & Phythian-Sence, 2012) and when asked what would 

make them read more in a current National Literacy Trust survey, both boys and 

girls chose “being able to choose what I want to read” as the top option of the 

more than ten offered.(Picton, 2013) It is important that all children are exposed 

to as wide a range of books as possible, and helped to learn how to choose the best 

books for them, rather than picking something up based on what they’re told is the 

appropriate cover for their gender. A poor choice can impact both on their 

confidence as readers, and their feelings about books and reading more generally. 

Parents and others buying books for children can support good book choice by 

following very simple advice, put succinctly on the Read It Daddy blog, “Stop 

pushing your own agendas, ideas and hang-ups on your children and let them 

choose what they read by introducing them to as broad a range and as many books 

as possible, whatever colour the covers are. No marketer alive can stop you doing 

that.” This advice does, of course, presuppose that there is a wide choice of books 

on offer, however, and if cautious publishers increasingly publish ‘safe’ titles, the 

choice for all children, not just those who are less-than-stereotypical, will be 

increasingly limited. 

 

Endnotes: 

i. Stowell, L. (2013) 
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“Every child should be able to relate to their 
literature”: Trainee teachers investigating 

cultural diversity in picture books. 

Alison Baker  

Cass School of Education and Communities  

University of East London 

Abstract 

University of East London is based in London Borough of Newham: one of 

the most diverse boroughs in Britain, with one of the highest levels of 

child poverty (ONS 2012, Campaign to End Child Poverty 2012). Trainee 
teachers on the Primary with English route investigated picture books to 

create a London Picture Books Collection, inspired by a presentation by Dr 

Nicola Daly of University of Waikato.  In semi-structured interviews, six 

trainees explained why they had chosen particular books and how their 
thinking about representation in picture books had changed through 

carrying out the activity. 

 

Key words 

diversity, multicultural, picture books, Initial Teacher Education, London, 
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Introduction 

University of East London (hereafter UEL) is based in the London Borough of 

Newham, one of the most culturally diverse and multilingual boroughs in the 

United Kingdom, and one of the most deprived (ONS 2012, Campaign to End Child 

Poverty, 2012). On the Primary Postgraduate Certificate of Education (hereafter 

PGCE) there is an emphasis on educating trainee teachers to work in culturally 

diverse, inclusive schools, where a high percentage of children are in the early 

stages of English acquisition. 

UEL offers Primary PGCE with the opportunity for a subject focus. One of the 

options is Primary with English; 48 trainees opted for this route. Following a 

presentation from Dr Nicola Daly of University of Waikato on the University’s New 

Zealand Picture Books Collection (www.picturebooks.co.nz), I decided to introduce 

the concept of a London Picture Books Collection as a tool for discussing 
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representation in picture books. The trainee teachers and I discussed what we 

would be looking for in picture books representing London. We came up with: 

 All sorts of families  

 Diversity 

 City landscapes/distinctive features (such as red buses or tower blocks) 

 Stories from around the world 

 London culture, legend or history (such as London landmarks, events from 

London history, legends about London) 

The trainees then organised themselves into groups of up to seven to select a book 

to be included in the collection, and to justify their decision with reference to the 

criteria above. 

At UEL, trainees are required to read and review a minimum of 12 children’s books 

during their PGCE year. At first, trainees frequently do re-read favourites from 

their childhood, and well-known, respected authors, such as Michael Morpurgo, 

Julia Donaldson and Jacqueline Wilson. However, as I will discuss below, as their 

knowledge of children’s literature grows, they develop an understanding of the 

need to read more widely. They select books to share with children with increasing 

sophistication, considering their likely impact on the children in their classes. 

Cremin’s research into teachers’ knowledge of children’s literature and reading 

habits (2009, 2011) demonstrated that many teachers rely on a small number of 

texts and children’s authors, many of whom are anthologised or were favourite 

authors from teachers’ own childhoods.  However, through discussing and sharing 

their reading experiences, teachers’ understanding of reading for pleasure can 

develop and have an impact on their reading pedagogy (Cremin, 2011, pg 16).  

Mendoza and Reese (2001) and Paul (2009) investigated multicultural picture 

books, in particular concerns about the authenticity of representation of the 

cultures depicted. Paul uses Fish’s term “boutique multiculturalism” (Fish, 1997, 

in Paul, 2009, pg 89) to discuss the superficial appropriation of food and costume 

to provide the appearance of multiculturalism. Hollindale (1988) suggests 

considering the “question of omission and invisibility” (Hollindale, 1988, in Hunt, 

ed. 1992, pg 40). So, in books depicting contemporary British city life, for 

example, the reader would expect the diversity of society to be visible in the 

illustrations, if not in the text, and should question why groups are absent from 

text or illustrations. 

Daly examined the effect of reading picture books by New Zealand authors on 

parents’ use of Maori loan words and their sense of New Zealand cultural identity 

(2010). The parents participating in the study reported greater confidence in using 

the loan words themselves after reading picture books with their children that 
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used the loan words. They also felt that it deepened their understanding of and 

connection with Maori culture, and therefore extended their own and their 

children’s sense of cultural identity as New Zealanders. 

Participants 

The participants were all members of the Primary with English group, and 

volunteered to be interviewed. Semi-structured interviews (see below) were 

originally planned to take place away from the Initial Teacher Education 

environment but, since the trainees were on school placement, two took place in 

schools and one at University. One interview at school took place during the lunch 

break, which may have resulted in a lack of time to explore the themes in depth. 

All participants were given a transcript of the interview, and given the opportunity 

to amend or add to this if they felt there was a need for greater clarity. 

Trainee’s name Gender Self-declared 

ethnicity 

Age band 

A Female White British 35+ 

B Female British Asian 21-23 

C Female White British 24-30 

D Female British Indian 21-23 

E Male British 24-30 

F Male White Irish 30-35 

 
Results and discussion 

On analysing the responses of the participants, I noticed some themes arising: 

identity, developing children’s understanding of cultural diversity, families, and 

the potential use of picture books. Each of these themes will be discussed in turn. 

Identity 

All trainees talked about issues of identity. They reflected on children or 

themselves being able to recognise their cultural identity, family make-up 

(including same sex families), social class, and trainees recognising their own 

sexual identity in picture books.  

Trainee A, whose group chose Tabby McTat (Donaldson, 2009), suggested that 

London children would be able to identify with the urban landscape in the book’s 

illustrations. She pointed out that the different family units that the kittens go to 

(one affluent, one less so) would represent different family types in London. One 

of the households is made up of two women. Trainee A said “They could be mother 

and daughter, or friends, but they could be a couple. Difference is represented but 

it’s not pushed.” 
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Trainees D and E chose Benjamin’s My Two Grandads (2011). Both trainees were 

positive about the story, which is about a boy from a mixed-race family with one 

Trinidadian grandfather and one White British (from Lancashire). The cultures of 

the two grandfathers are shown through their music making: the Trinidadian 

grandfather plays steel pans and the Lancastrian grandfather plays the trumpet in 

a brass band. Trainee D felt that “[t]he music represents the two cultures coming 

together”, and trainee E explained “[i]t represents London. It’s about music and 

cultures”; both stated that they felt that the portrayal of mixed-race families is 

important. Trainee D stated that “mixed-race families are more common in 

London” than, from her perception, in Bolton where her cousins live. 

Two of the trainees, B and E, talked about their own experiences of reading as 

children. B, whose degree included creative writing and who continues to write 

fiction post-degree, stated: “When I was younger I only read books about ‘British 

British’ [sic] people, and I only wrote about British people.  Even now, I’ve only 

just realised recently that I don’t write about ethnic minority characters myself 

because I was so used to reading books which had [white] English people as the 

main characters.” Trainee E said: “I’m gay. I never really read anything that 

helped me understand it. At primary school we would read [traditional tale] books 

where the heroes were all saving the ladies, and at the end they’d get married, 

and I’d just sit there and not really... I’d think, why isn’t a lady saving the lady, or 

why isn’t the lady saving the hero? I just couldn’t relate to it.”  He felt that his 

disconnect from the exclusively heterosexual relationships depicted in books he 

read at primary school put him off reading: “I can’t really remember what I read 

as a child. Sadly, my love of literature is only a recent thing.” 

Trainee C’s group chose Niki Daly’s Not So Fast Songololo (1985). She explained 

why her group felt that a book set in South Africa book should be included in the 

London Picture Books Collection: “Although it’s not explicitly London, it does show 

the environment where a lot of children grow up — city streets — which isn’t 

always shown in picture books.” Trainee C went on to talk about wider issues of 

identity, with reference to a discussion the Primary with English group had had 

about de Souza’s Rastamouse and the Crucial Plan (2003): “Even with 

anthropomorphic books you have to think about the class of the characters, and 

the gender.” She felt that it was important for children to see homes like theirs in 

picture books, as did Trainee E when discussing Bradman’s In a Minute (1991): 

“They [the family in the book] live in flats; you can see [Jo’s friend] Sita’s house 

next door.” Both trainees were completing placements in schools where many 

children live in blocks of flats. 

Mendoza and Reece (2001) paraphrase Sims Bishop (1997): “multicultural 

children’s literature... can serve as a mirror or a window,” that is to say children 

may read a book to encounter themselves, but may also read to learn about the 
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lives of others. Two of the trainees, B and C, considered it equally important to 

read books featuring cultural diversity to children living in less diverse areas, to 

develop children’s understanding of the diverse nature of much of Britain. 

Families 

Trainee A explained that Tabby McTat (2009) resonated with her, as a child in her 

placement class was up for adoption. It was likely that he would be separated from 

his siblings, and she felt that the ending, where the kittens went to different 

homes where they were loved and cared for, might be reassuring for children going 

through similar experiences. Similarly, Trainee C felt that Shepherd’s day out with 

his Gogo, or grandmother (Not so fast, Songololo, 1985), was representative of 

family relationships in London, where many children live with extended family in 

informal or formal care. 

The mixed-race family in My Two Grandads (2011) has been discussed above. In a 

Minute (1991) also features a mixed-race family, this time with a black mother and 

white father. Trainee E felt “It represents the London family unit.” I had 

previously read Bradman’s earlier picture book about Jo and her family, Through 

My Window (1986) to the group. In this book, when Jo is ill her mother goes to 

work and her father looks after her; in the discussion after the reading, many 

trainees felt that this would be a situation that many children would recognise, 

particularly children whose parents are separated, who spend time with each 

parent alone, or where the father is the main carer. 

Potential use of picture books in the classroom 

Three aspects emerged when the trainees talked about the uses of picture books 

featuring diversity: enabling children to recognise the familiar and experience the 

new, using pragmatically to support the wider curriculum, and developing their 

personal appreciation of picture book aesthetics. 

Trainees A, C and E all felt that it would be important to find books that 

represented the children in their classes. Trainee A said: “I will need to know my 

children really well, so I know what [books] may spark a child negatively or 

positively.” Trainee E felt that “[e]very child should be able to relate to their 

literature”.  Trainees A and C felt that as well as ensuring that children could see 

their own experiences portrayed in picture books, it was also important to show 

children other lives and ways of being.  Trainee C said: “If you’re in a school where 

everyone is the same, it’s almost more important to be diverse, to show them 

there’s a big wide world out there.” Trainee A felt that books could also be used 

to develop inner city children’s experiences of life outside their immediate 

environment: “I am aware that some children live in their house and go to school 

but don’t go much further than that. Though I do think picture books can be scope 
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for talking about the familiar.” As Daly (2010) found, picture book exploration can 

have an effect on adults’ values and cultural understanding, as well as on 

children’s. 

Trainee B thought that picture books could be very powerful in ensuring that all 

children felt included in the classroom: “If there is a Polish child starting in a 

class, the teacher could read a story about Polish children and it might dispel 

stereotyping. When I was younger, there was a lot of negative press about asylum 

seekers, but my teacher read The Other Side of Truth (Naidoo, 2000) and it made 

me see the other side of the story.” 

Trainees B and F had a more pragmatic, although imaginative, approach to picture 

books as curriculum support; not just for teaching reading and writing, but also 

Art, Geography, Religious Education and Personal, Social and Health Education.  

While this approach has similarities with Cremin’s findings, that many teachers are 

“used to using children’s literature as a tool for teaching literacy and little more” 

instead of to develop reading for pleasure (Cremin, 2011, pg 16), it demonstrates 

that the trainees have a creative approach that is likely to engage and enthuse 

children. 

Trainees A and F, most explicitly, addressed the aesthetic appeal of picture books. 

Trainee F said: “I like reading words, I hadn’t paid much attention to picture books 

but it has broadened my thinking of how important picture books are.” He spoke 

with great enthusiasm about the illustrations in Subway Mouse (Reid, 2005) and 

how these could be used to inspire 3D artworks in his own classroom (the book is 

illustrated with photographs of clay models). Trainee A said: “Having completed 

this task, I’ve realised that I was thinking about story content rather than visual 

representation. Now I’m thinking more about visual representation and 

illustrations.” 

Conclusion  

My discussions with these trainees have shown me that even amidst this group of 

trainees, who chose to be part of the Primary with English group and volunteered 

to be interviewed, issues around representation and diversity need to be addressed 

explicitly. While the trainees I interviewed mentioned sexual orientation, 

ethnicity, social class and gender, they did not mention disability. Trainee D, the 

youngest trainee in the group, all of whose education took place in culturally 

diverse schools in East London, could only remember reading one picture book 

featuring Asian characters when she was at school, and felt that the activity had 

had a very positive outcome for her: “I never really noticed diversity in books. I 

never realised there was so much literature that represents diversity — I’m used to 

only seeing white families like Biff and Chip”. 
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In a highly pressurised course like the PGCE, where there are many conflicting 

demands on trainee teachers, it may be seen that time for exploring children’s 

literature is a luxury. However, as the findings of Cremin et al (2009) make clear, 

“...more needs to be done to support teachers in providing a wider and richer 

experience of children’s texts...”. The investigative and collaborative approach 

taken during this activity was enjoyed by Trainee E, who described the supportive 

text message and email contact as his group suggested books for each other. It is 

hoped that this will be the first step in the trainees’ development of a reading for 

pleasure pedagogy (Cremin, 2011). 

Primary with English Route Interviews 

 Title and author of the book 

 How was it discovered? 

 Why should it be included in the London Picture Books collection? What 

criteria does it fit? 

 What will you looking be for when you are looking for representative picture 

books for your classroom? 

 Has your involvement in the London Picture Books Collection developed your 

thinking about representation in picture books? (this last question was asked 

for clarification if this point did not come out explicitly in the discussion). 

Follow up questions were asked for clarity. 
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Looked-After Children and Reading 
 

Anne Harding  

 

Abstract 

 
The reading attainment of looked-after children (LAC, also known as 

children in public care) has been a matter of concern for many years. This 

article gives a brief overview of the data about LAC’s literacy attainment 

and the reasons for their low achievement rates, then focuses on issues 

relating to reading materials, and the importance of sensitivity in their 

choice. It highlights the impact of interventions that have made reading 

materials more accessible to looked-after children.  
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The reading attainment of looked-after children (LAC, also known as children in 

public care) has been a matter of concern for many years. This article gives a brief 

overview of the data about LAC’s literacy attainment and the reasons for their low 

achievement rates, then focuses on issues relating to reading materials and the 

importance of sensitivity in their choice. It highlights the impact of interventions 

that have made reading materials more accessible to looked-after children.  

Some figures first, to give a context. There are around 90,000 looked-after 

children in the UK at any one time1. Despite improvements over the last few years, 

outcomes for LAC are poorer than for the wider population. This is very apparent 

in relation to educational achievement. LAC fare much worse than their peers in 

literacy. In 2012, 67% of LAC achieved the expected level in reading at the end of 

key stage 1, compared to 87% of non-looked-after children. The achievement gap 

for writing was higher still. The gap in English results between LAC and others at 

the end of key stage 2 was even greater than at KS1: 60% achieved the expected 

level, compared with 85% of their peers.2 It is logical to assume that poor literacy 

levels are a contributory factor to low attainment later in life. Just 15% of LAC 

gained five or more A*-C GCSEs or equivalent, as opposed to 58% of non-looked-

after students.3 Only 6% of care leavers went to university in 2011, compared with 

38% of all young people.4 A third of 19 year-olds who left care at 16 were not in 
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education, employment or training, far more than the overall rate amongst young 

people of 13%.5 

There are many possible reasons for looked-after children’s low attainment in 

reading. It is important to recognise that for lots of LAC the issues cited here may 

relate as much, or more, to their experiences prior to coming into care as their 

experiences once in a foster or residential home, especially bearing in mind that 

three quarters of them enter care because of abuse or neglect.6 

 Many LAC have experienced enormous disruption to their education, sometimes 

including multiple changes of school.   

 Rates of non-attendance, suspensions and exclusions are higher for LAC than the 

general population in some areas.7 

 Many LAC have experienced trauma which has impacted on their ability to learn.  

 Over half of LAC have mental health problems, again with an impact on 

learning.8 

 A far higher proportion of LAC have special educational needs than the general 

population.9 

 Low expectations by carers and teachers can hold children back.  

 In relation to other things going on in many LAC’s lives, reading is not a high 

priority.  

 Some carers have low literacy levels (significant numbers of foster carers were 

themselves brought up in care) and, as a result, may not be the reading role 

models LAC need, may not read with or to them, may not support their reading 

and may have few or no books in their homes.  

 Because reading is difficult for many LAC due to these circumstances, and 

because many have never received the message that it is relevant or 

worthwhile, let alone enjoyable, it has negative connotations, and may be seen 

as boring and a chore. 

 In extreme cases, reading may be associated with fear, the phrase “Let’s read a 

bedtime story” having been the route into sexual abuse.  

With this backdrop, clearly reading resources for LAC need a great deal of 

consideration. The Right to Read project, a library-based initiative funded by the 

Paul Hamlyn Foundation, generated valuable information about what works for 

looked-after children, in terms of ways to make reading attractive to them and the 

types of reading resources that can make a difference.10 The Letterbox Club, a 

Booktrust scheme bought into by well over a hundred local authorities in the UK, 
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sends packs of books and other resources to looked-after children at given ages.11 

They conduct careful research to find out about what recipients like. This article 

draws on the experience of both these initiatives, and a scheme of one-to-one 

reading support for LAC run by the Reader Organisation in North West England.12 

Rose Griffiths, founder of the Letterbox Club, believes that looked-after children 

need both books that are ‘windows’, so they can understand other lives, and books 

that are ‘mirrors’, to help them understand themselves. Many looked-after 

children struggle with identity issues. The poet Lemn Sissay, patron of the 

Letterbox Club and himself brought up in care, has spoken often about the need 

for LAC to find themselves in books. He cites Batman and Superman as valuable 

literary super-heroes with a care background. He talks about Cinderella, Harry 

Potter and the eponymous girl with the dragon tattoo as characters that can 

inspire. Tracy Beaker has been enormously important to many looked-after 

children. A girl living in a secure unit involved in the Edinburgh Right to Read 

project asked “Can I swap Fantastic Mr Fox for the second Tracy Beaker? I really 

like Tracy Beaker.” I have heard a looked-after child say that she and others like 

The Story of Tracy Beaker because it makes them feel better about themselves, 

and because it has made other people understand them more, a reminder that 

books with looked-after characters are important for all children and young 

people, not just LAC. (For an older audience, Saving Daisy and Being Billy by Phil 

Earle feature teenage protagonists who are in care. These books are not issue-led, 

just great reads for LAC and non-LAC alike.) 

A girl involved in the Reader Organisation project in Liverpool loved ‘Eric’, a 

pictorial story from Shaun Tan’s Tales from Outer Suburbia. Initially she could not 

understand why. Gradually she realised that she completely identified with its 

main character, a foreign exchange student who comes to live with a family he 

cannot communicate with. Only at the end does the reader find out that he has 

had a good time. The book made the girl happy: she realised her journey had been 

similar. Books for LAC need to be inclusive, but do not have to be an exact 

reflection of their lives to meet their needs. A teenage girl in the same scheme 

chose Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar from the books her reading partner brought for 

her to decide between, because the blurb interested her. She very much enjoyed 

it.  

When the Letterbox Club chooses what books to put in the packs they send out to 

different age groups they of course consider reading levels and density of text, but 

overall appeal is even more important, so that recipients see books and reading as 

fun rather than work. They seek to provide books that will excite, knowing the 

value to children of reading and re-reading books of their own that they enjoy. 

They also explore the ideology of the book, inclusivity being a vital consideration. 

They look at the characters: are they strong; are recipients likely to identify with 
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them? They want books, they told me in a recent discussion, that are “nutritious 

but not worthy”. They make sure that every pack includes plenty of material that 

is easy to read to help break down barriers to reading. Ketchup On Your 

Cornflakes, Horrid Henry and The Beano Annual are among the books selected for 

children for 2013. Where’s Wally? has been very successful, as are other books that 

do not have to be read cover to cover, such as joke books and poetry books. Poetry 

works well with children who aren’t experienced readers and has proven very 

popular with looked-after children and young people in the Reader Organisation 

scheme. Letterbox Club often includes poetry books and rhymes in their packs. 

Year 3/4 Letterbox Club members will receive Revolting Rhymes later this year. 

Younger ones will get a book of rhymes and Green Eggs and Ham, predominantly 

because they’re fun, but also because rhymes develop language and learning more 

generally.  
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Some Letterbox Club choices are deliberately aspirational. Hunger Games was 

chosen recently for older children. Although it is not an easy read, it was felt that 

many recipients would have seen the film, and that familiarity would help them to 

access the text and make them feel more confident about their reading. (Film and 

TV tie-ins are often chosen for these reasons.) Hunger Games is fundamentally a 

gripping adventure story, but has a number of features of interest to lots of LAC: 

strong sibling relationships, a mother with mental-health problems, a dead father.  

The Letterbox Club is currently piloting a gifting scheme for 5-7 year-old LAC. 

Inclusivity is a guiding principle in choosing picture books, as it is with all their 

other reading materials. They look for images and text that do not focus on 

nuclear families. Just Imagine is likely to prove a very popular choice: extremely 

inclusive, good fun, not difficult to read and great for sharing. Room on the Broom 

and Red Apple are among their other choices for 2013, also both very inclusive. 

They like to include picture books in their packs for older children too, for ease of 

access combined with sophisticated content. Anne Frank by Angela Barrett was a 

recent choice. Illustrations are not just important in picture books. The Letterbox 

Club checks carefully to ensure age-appropriate illustrations.  

The Dolly Parton Imagination Library, which sends a book a month out to looked-

after children under five throughout Scotland and some UK local authorities, also 

takes great care over its choice of reading materials. Sensitivity to individual needs 

is vital for anyone wanting to promote reading to looked-after children. Carers on 

courses I have given have expressed disquiet about We’re Going on a Bear Hunt, 

because it ends with everyone in bed together, something that might be 

problematic with children they look after. Other carers have said that they want 

the children they care for to see reflections of normal family life, and therefore 

would use the book, but be ready to discuss the issues it may raise. I have heard 

similar qualms about Dear Zoo. The repeated phrase “I sent him back” in regards 

to all the unwanted animals resonates too negatively with some looked-after 

children. Practitioners have told me that Owl Babies is not appropriate for children 

whose mothers never come back. On occasion publishers have made small changes 

to their poetry books at the request of the Letterbox Club, for instance replacing a 

poem that might be problematic for LAC with a more suitable one. 

A key finding of the Right to Read project was that reading resources were more 

likely to be well used if they were chosen by the children and young people 

themselves. Assumptions about what might be appropriate often turn out to be 

wrong. A librarian in the Midlands asked a group of looked-after teenage girls what 

books they would like her to get for them. The answer was books that would 

develop their self-esteem and help them move out of a cycle of deprivation, rather 

than the escapist reading she had thought they would want. Letterbox Club found 

Jacqueline Wilson’s Worry Website very popular with looked-after children. They 
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were reassured to discover that they were not alone in having worries. The Sad 

Book by Michael Rosen, which openly explores grief, has been a big hit with many 

LAC. One teacher told of a boy who found it so comforting that he carried it with 

him wherever he went for many days.  

In 2010 the Letterbox Club surveyed 11-13 year-old recipients to find out which of 

the books they had received they liked best.13 The findings are interesting:  

Oxford School Atlas        97% 

The Guinness Book of World Records     91% 

Manga Romeo and Juliet       88% 

Oxford School Dictionary       88% 

Orange Silver Sausage: A Collection of Poems without Rhymes 76% 

The London Eye Mystery       74% 

While the popularity of The Guinness Book of Records is no surprise, this list shows 

us again that assumptions should never be made about what looked-after children 

might like. Other books gifted to this group in 2010 included Percy Jackson and the 

Lightning Thief and The Hobbit, either of which might have been expected to have 

been more popular than some the books that were rated highly. The list also 

usefully highlights the importance to LAC of books that are of practical value. 

Dictionaries and atlases have also been very popular with LAC in year 3. 

Many less experienced readers find non-fiction more attractive than fiction. A 

carer involved in Right to Read said “He’s enjoyed most the new books he’s been 

reading. He’s been reading really interesting books — mainly factual — finding 

things he’s been interested in. It’s given him more confidence to read and enjoy 

things. He’s had a laugh with it.” A residential worker on a course I gave on 

looked-after children’s reading, on which we explored lots of different reading 

materials, was very excited about an internet-linked book on sharks. He knew that 

here was a book he could use to get children in the home he worked at excited 

about reading. The subject matter and the Internet links would, he knew, be hits, 

especially with the boys. This is extremely important. The attainment levels of 

looked-after boys are significantly lower than those of girls. A boy in a children’s 

home which received books through the Edinburgh Right to Read project reported: 

“When it was snowing, me and Declan wanted to make an igloo but we didn’t know 

how, but we found a book Pingu in the education room with some pictures in it. 

We used that.” Here is a child who had learnt the value of books. Another boy, 

who received a book about mammals from the Letterbox Club, was hooked on it 

for a long time, enthused by the facts in it. His carer shared his fascination. One of 

the books year 7/8 Letterbox Club members received last summer featured 
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Olympic events, which will have been very interesting and relevant to lots of 

recipients.  

When the Natural History Museum ran a project called Following Footprints a few 

years ago for looked-after children and their families, in which they explored and 

gave presentations on creatures of interest to them, the reading they did for 

research was at a very high level, because they were motivated. Some of the 

young people involved in the scheme showed me learned text books they had 

consulted, and described a great deal of online reading too.  

Looked-after children have often missed out on experiences that are part-and-

parcel of the lives of their peers. When a sixth form mentor in a school near me 

asked a very troubled 12 year-old girl in the care system what support she would 

like, and what she would find useful, the response was that she would like her 

mentor to read her fairy tales, as no one had ever read them to her before. The 

Letterbox Club frequently includes age-appropriate fairy tales in their packs, 

precisely so that looked-after children do not miss out on an important and 

valuable canon of stories, stories that explore universal issues with which they can 

identify, such as loss and abandonment. 

It is worth highlighting here the need for training for carers, something 

demonstrated by Right to Read, so that they learn the value of sharing and 

supporting LAC’s reading. Without support, carers do not necessarily understand 

the role of books and reading, nor the contribution they can make. “Kirsty reads to 

calm down — I did not realise how keen she was on reading until we got the books 

in. She gets very frustrated and angry sometimes and reading helps her to relax,” 

reported a care officer involved in the Edinburgh Right to Read project. Letterbox 

Club is particularly successful when carers are fully involved. 

Evidence suggests a big value for looked-after children of books that can be 

shared, surely important in terms of developing engagement with books. A 12-

year-old recipient of books via Letterbox Club reported sharing the Guinness Book 

of World Records with his 10-year-old brother: “I’d show him stuff that was a bit 

weird and stuff. Like the dog with the longest tongue.” One girl’s foster mother 

said of the same book “She drove me mad with it.” Where’s Wally? has generated 

lots of sharing. As the carer of a year 3/4 child put it: “We all had a go at Where’s 

Wally? — even the teenagers wanted to have a go.” Foster carers have spoken to 

me on training courses about sharing recipe books and magazines very successfully 

with children for whom reading has not before seemed an attractive option. One 

looked-after child involved in Right to Read said “I feel better about my reading 

now, as I read a lot. I’ve had lots of magazines to try and I read lots of different 

things now.” The sports pages of newspapers are often cited as useful. The Argos 

Catalogue is a great source of pleasure. A carer on a course explained how all 
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seven boys she fosters, including one with severe dyslexia and autism, are keen 

readers. The reason, she said, was lots of shared football-related reading, 

programmes and the like, as well as books. Like all other children and young 

people, LAC are far more likely to want to read when the reading material is of 

direct interest to them. Relevant reading materials are vital for changing LAC’s 

attitudes to reading, and for developing their reading confidence and skills. As 

several of these examples show, it is important that the reading materials on hand 

are not only books.  

For some LAC, printed material may be unattractive or inaccessible. Audio 

materials are often included in Letterbox Club packs, and have been very 

successful with some looked-after children. “He was listening to one CD each night 

at bedtime. He never seems to have enough of it.” reported one carer. Another 

said “Damon especially enjoyed the audio book — he finds reading quite difficult 

and struggles with comprehension. He’s of an age where he wouldn’t appreciate a 

bedtime story from me, but he listened to the CD at bedtime.” 

No study has yet been done into the value of e-books with LAC, but it seems likely 

that they would encourage reading.  

The impact for looked-after children and young people of having easy access to 

appropriate reading material is huge. The Right to Read initiative, which took 

books into LAC’s homes and engaged them in literacy-related activities, developed 

their self-esteem, their reading confidence, reading skills, and reading enjoyment. 

It helped young people view themselves as readers. They talked willingly about 

their reading experiences and preferences, requested specific books, expressed 

how reading made them feel, used libraries independently, and read for 

enjoyment more. “They’ve all got the bug!” said one worker about the books in 

their residential home. “They’re flocking to them now and taking them up to their 

bedrooms.” A child in one home said “I want to join the library. Then I can be like 

Matilda in the book. She had lots of books and did magic.” A teenager involved in 

another library LAC initiative told library workers “I’m really glad you’ve turned 

up. I could do with a good read.” On one occasion, a woman brought up in the care 

system gave me a brief history of her life, including being taken to a secure unit in 

handcuffs at the age of 13. By 16 she was on the streets. It was books that turned 

her life around, she told me. There are particular benefits to LAC in having books 

of their own. Reading tests conducted before and after Letterbox Club gifting have 

demonstrated significant improvements, for instance tests in Northern Ireland 

showed a marked increase in looked-after children’s reading accuracy and 

comprehension.14 Teachers, carers and LAC themselves have reported big changes 

in attitudes to reading.  
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To sum up, looked-after children need and deserve books and other reading 

materials that appeal to their individual interests, that are relevant to their lives, 

and that meet their emotional needs. They need inclusive books, and books in 

which they can find themselves. Sensitivity over choice of reading material is vital. 

Like all other children and young people they need reading resources that are 

accessible and fun, as well as some that stretch them. And they need and deserve 

practitioners who make sure they have easy access to books and know how to 

make reading worthwhile and enjoyable. When these factors are in place, the 

barriers to reading that we saw at the start can be overcome. 

 

All images reproduced with permission of the Letterbox Club 
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Growing Up With ‘Difference’:  

Inclusive education and the portrayal  

of characters who experience disability  

in children’s literature 
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Abstract 

The use of children’s literature incorporating characters who experience 

disability is widely recommended for raising awareness, increasing 

acceptance and understanding and facilitating inclusion in education. 

Examining such representations in light of the social and medical models 

of disability, in this paper I explore the ways in which people who 

experience disability are, and have been historically, portrayed in 

children’s literature. Drawing on research examining the impact of higher 

education on attitudes and beliefs about inclusive education, I discuss the 

responses of early childhood teacher education students engaging with 

current examples of children’s literature.  

 

Keywords 

children’s literature; disability; inclusion; representation; social model of 

disability; early childhood. 

 

 

“Awake. 

Catching her reflection 

Looking just as she is 

This cannot be so. 

Standing in front of the mirror. 
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Carefully covering up 

Turning side-to-side 

Now no one will know.” i 

These are the words of an 11-year-old girl, reflecting on what had been her daily 

routine for what seemed like forever — since the crushing realisation that, while 

being herself might be OK in her family and even at preschool — at school, 

difference must be hidden and denied wherever possible. The daily preparation for 

school was preparation to be the same as everyone else — or at least to look as 

much the same as possible. Every school day (and many since) she carefully 

covered her outward signs of difference for fear of the stares, the questions and 

the assumptions. Passing for ‘normal’ — just like everyone else.  

Is this how it had to be for that little girl growing up? Could it be different for 

children growing up today? What if ‘disability’ or ‘difference’ were not considered 

‘bad’ or ‘a problem’? What if difference were accepted as part of everyday life? 

What if we embraced difference as part of our shared humanity — as something 

that enriches the world?  

The lack of quality children’s literature incorporating characters who experience 

disability has been widely documented (Blaska 2004; Konrad, Helf & Itoi 2007; 

Matthews & Clow 2007; Prater 2003). Nonetheless, the use of such children’s 

literature in education is frequently recommended (e.g. Iaquinta & Hipsky 2006; 

Konrad, et al. 2007; MacNaughton & Williams 2009; Matthews & Clow 2007; Prater 

2003). Mclesky and Waldron (2007, p.163) write “creating inclusive classrooms is a 

quest to make difference ordinary”. What is — or what could be — the role of 

children’s literature in shaping our understanding and engagement with each other 

and bringing about greater inclusion in education?  

As a teacher educator, I use children’s literature as one way of engaging early 

childhood teachers with notions and representations of difference and diversity. 

These considerations are important for teachers of children of any age, but given 

the evidence suggesting that children develop cultural preferences or prejudices 

before the age of six (Connolly, Smith & Kelly 2002), the early childhood years 

appear critical.  

Examining representation in light of the social and medical models of disability, in 

this paper I draw attention to the ways in which people who experience disabilityii 

are, and have been historically, portrayed in children’s literature. I then discuss 

the responses of early childhood teacher education students engaging with current 

examples of children’s literature, drawing on thematic analysis of the responses of 

137 participants. Throughout the paper I pose questions for reflection for teachers 



Write4Children 
 

102 
 

as they consider the use of children’s literature for promoting inclusion in 

education.  

Children identify with characters who are like themselves... For this 

reason, it is very important that staff read to children stories that 

represent children in all their diversity. Stories should present them with 

a diverse range of characters from a diverse range of backgrounds who 

are powerful and competent and who feel like ‘real’ people. 

(MacNaughton & Williams 2009, pp.174-175) 

However, when we begin to look at children’s literature that does include 

representations of children who experience disability, there are many other 

concerns raised. Children are often portrayed “as tragic victims, as needy 

recipients of charity, as wholly defined by their impairments or differences — or as 

possessing saintlike or superhuman qualities” (Matthews & Clow 2007, p.67). 

As Konrad et al. (2007, p.64) write, “few educators would dispute the notion that 

children’s literature can play an important role in a child’s development”. What 

role this might be calls to mind some important questions. What messages are 

conveyed, intentionally or unintentionally, through words and images? Considering 

the focus of this article in particular, what messages may be conveyed through the 

portrayal of people who experience disability? What messages may be conveyed 

through the absence of representation of people who experience disability?  

Conceptual framework 

Representations of people who experience disability exist within social contexts. 

Consideration of representation in children’s literature is therefore incomplete 

without considering the broader societal conceptions of disability. 

The dominant medical model of disability considers disability to be impairment or 

at least to be caused by impairment (Thomas 2004). This view of disability 

incorporates the notion that disability exists within a person, is a tragedy, and that 

the ideal response is to ‘fix’ or ‘cure’ that person who is perceived — on account 

of the existence of their impairment — to be ‘broken’.   

In the 1960s, a “challenge to dominant social perceptions of disability as personal 

tragedy” (Campbell & Oliver 1996, p.20) “turned our understanding of disability 

completely on its head” with the realisation that it is not impairments that are the 

main cause of problems for people who experience disability, but rather that these 

problems are caused by the way society responds to this oppressed minority (Oliver 

2004, p.7). Disability is the social response to impairment that prevents the person 

from participating as a valued member of society. This revolutionary way of 

thinking opened up new ways to consider how environments can be unnecessarily 

disabling and created a significant disruption to the medical model view (Campbell 
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& Oliver 1996). In this paper I am using the term ‘person who experiences 

disability’ to signify that the disability doesn’t exist within the person, but rather 

is imposed by society2. 

From the perspective of the social model, “a person is disabled when he or she is 

socially prevented from full participation by the way society is arranged” 

(Finkelstein 1975, p.34). Taking the example of a person who uses a wheelchair 

who cannot get into a building due to the steps, Finkelstein (1975, p.34) points out 

that this disabling experience “is caused by having steps into buildings and not by 

the inability to walk”. Whereas, from a medical model perspective, the disabling 

experience of not being able to get into a building is caused by being unable to 

walk.  

To illustrate the social construction of disability, Finkelstein (1975) wrote a story 

about a village in which everyone used wheelchairs. In Finkelstein’s story, a group 

of people who use wheelchairs were given permission to set up their own village to 

suit their needs. This group set up a village with fully accessible buildings, 

workplaces and removed all environmental barriers to suit the members of the 

community. Over time, the villagers realised that high ceilings and doorways, for 

example, were unnecessary and built buildings that were appropriate for this 

society, with low ceilings and low doors. 

Following completion of the various changes to suit the community, a few people 

who were not wheelchair users had to move to this village. 

Naturally, one of the first things they noticed was the height of the 

doors and ceilings. They noticed this directly, by constantly knocking 

their heads on the door lintels. Soon all the able-bodied members of the 

village were also marked by the dark bruises they carried on their 

foreheads. 

Finkelstein illustrates through the story how the newcomers to the village, who did 

not use wheelchairs, sought assistance from the village doctors (who used 

wheelchairs of course) and gradually were pathologised and constructed as 

disabled. The village doctors wrote ‘learned reports’ and the villagers took 

charitable pity and provided helmets and braces to keep the users at an 

appropriate height for the buildings in the village. 

But one day, when the able-bodied were sitting together and discussing 

their problems they realised that they were never consulted by the 

wheel-chair-users [sic] about their problems in this little society. In fact 

they realised that there may be solutions to their problems which had 

never occurred to the wheelchair-users simply because they never 

looked at the problems in the same way as those who had the problem. 
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In fact, it occurred to these able-bodied disabled people that perhaps 

the cause of their problems was not at all in themselves because they 

were physically abnormal (by being too tall) in this village, but because 

the society took no account of their physical condition in its social 

organisation. They began to see a social cause to their problems and a 

social solution — they suggested that the door and ceiling heights be 

changed! Of course some of the village wheelchair-users thought the 

able-bodied disabled were failing to accept their disabilities and had 

chips on their shoulders because they argued so strongly for social 

change and a change in attitude by the wheelchair-users. The able-

bodied disabled even argued that perhaps their disabilities could be 

overcome (and disappear!) with changes in society. 

A considerable body of work across a number of disciplines, and the creation of a 

new disciple — disability studies — has emerged to consider, debate and develop 

understandings of disability since the early beginnings of the social model in the 

1960s. Unfortunately, though, “the prevailing view that it is personal impairments 

that disable us is reinforced every day by the media, ‘care’ assessments, medical 

forms and so on” (Finkelstein 2004, p.18).  

But what about children’s literature? Drawing from social or medical models of 

disability can be helpful in considering what understanding of disability is 

reinforced or reproduced through children’s books.  

Historical reflections 

Both the representation and a lack of representation of people who experience 

disability convey messages and reflect social views. It would be a life’s work to 

consider the representations of disability expressed in children's literature across 

time, contexts and genres, so that is not what I am attempting to provide. 

However, drawing upon previous research examining images and ideas portrayed at 

different points in time, it is possible to take a brief look at a historical 

perspective on this issue, before moving on to consideration of early childhood 

teacher responses to more contemporary examples of children’s literature. 

Dyches and Prater (2000, cited in Prater 2003: 47) note that, historically, authors 

have used characters who experience disability for literary symbolism or as pivotal 

in the moral development of other characters. Thinking back to some of my 

childhood books, I recall adoring the bubbly Heidi and her ever so saintly friend 

Clara (Spyri 1919). I delighted in the daring spirit of Pollyanna (Porter 1913) and 

her ‘glad game’ as she battled with her prickly Aunt, cheered up her miserable 

neighbours, made friends and then, after being hit by a car, shared her response to 

being unable to walk. I felt considerable disappointment in the revelation of the 
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carefully concealed 'sickly' boy, Colin, in The Secret Garden (Burnett 1911) who 

seemed to me quite tiresome as he threw tantrums and made much ado about 

everything before he was ‘restored’ by the magic of the secret garden and learned 

to walk. I also remember the saintly big sister, Mary, in the Little House on the 

Prairie (Ingalls-Wilder 1935), who became unable to see as a result of illness, and I 

do recall feeling a little guilty for much preferring Laura to her ever so good big 

sister Mary (who seemed to me to be a little too patient!). 

In these recollections, my views of the characters reflected the way that they 

were portrayed by the writers. I related to and liked the characters who seemed 

most full of life, were leaders, had the best adventures and therefore seemed 

most interesting — and with whom I could find something to share. With the 

exception of Pollyanna, these were not the characters portrayed as experiencing 

disability. 

The portrayal of Clara and Colin in these books was of children who were 

somewhat helpless, very ill and needed a great deal of care — or as Mellon (1989: 

46) puts it “poor little things” or “brave little souls”. Mary seemed to me to be 

somewhat unreal; an angelic character to whom I couldn’t really relate. While 

Pollyanna seemed to me, at the time, funny, gutsy and real. Reproducing the 

dominant medical model view of the time, all of these characters were portrayed 

as having a sickness that needed to be cured. Framed from a personal 

tragedy/medical model understanding of disability, there was a strong sense of 

sadness in the characters portrayed in these books. As Mellon (1989: 47) writes:  

… their disabilities are depicted as trials which their ‘brave little souls’ 

allow them to overcome, usually in a grand and glorious manner: they 

are true heroes or heroines. And regardless of how good a story it is, the 

focus is still the disability rather than the child. 

Davidson, Woodhill and Bredberg (1994) examined images of disability in 19th 

century British Literature. Portraying a medical/charity/personal tragedy 

perspective, the view of disability expressed in this literature could be broadly 

framed as sympathy for ‘the unfortunate’, or a view of people who experience 

disability as either a ‘burden’ or a ‘gift’ — sent from God to challenge others 

(Davidson et al. 1994). Children who experience disability were referred to using 

language such as ‘innocent’, ‘blessed’, ‘angels’ or ‘heroic’, ‘patient’, ‘sweet’. For 

example, in The Deformed Child, Hunt (1867, cited in Davidson et al. 1994: 40) 

describes: 

“An angel prisoned in an infant frame  

Of mortal sickness and deformity.” 
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Alternatively, the portrayal of disability or impairment was used to illustrate 

‘lessons’ for children. For example, In Little Wide Awake, ‘Lame Peter’ is a story in 

which Peter tries to catch a pet bird. He is instructed not to climb a tree to catch 

the bird, but does so anyway; he falls and breaks his thigh: 

He suffered a great deal, and when at last he got about a little again, he 

had changed from being the merriest little fellow in the world to so, so 

sad. I have never seen him without crutches since. (Barker 1876, cited in 

Davidson et al. 1994: 36) 

In keeping with the medical/charity model view of disability, another attitude that 

can be inferred is the expectation of gratefulness on the part of a person 

experiencing disability towards those who are not disabled: 

I cannot speak to you. I do not hear what you say to me. I am a poor 

deaf and dumb boy; but I shall be glad to please you, now that you have 

been so kind as to come to see me. (Fenwick 1813, cited in Davidson et 

al. 1994: 40) 

Within this view, children who experience disability were generally presented as 

being wise ‘paragons of virtue’, ‘accepting’, ‘heroic’, ‘patient’ and either 

‘naturally happy’ or ‘sad and resigned’ (Davidson et al. 1994).   

Davidson et al. (1994: 42) conclude that people who experience disability were 

portrayed in 19th century literature as existing within “a fixed, unalterable state, 

defining the individual and dominating all other aspects of his/her place in 

society”. Within this view the person is lost to the ‘disability’, which is not only 

seen as something that exists within them, but as something that overtakes her/his 

whole being, resulting in the person becoming the disability. 

Biklen and Bogdan (1977) outline ten common stereotypes used in representations 

of people who experience disability. These stereotypes portray people as: pitiable 

and pathetic; the object of violence; evil or sinister; a curio; ‘super cripple’ with 

superhuman capacities; objects of ridicule; their own worst and only enemy; a 

burden; sexually abnormal; and incapable of participating fully in community life 

— a stereotype that is continually reproduced in the conspicuous absence of 

children who experience disability in the majority of children’s literature, even 

today. Discussing a range of children’s literature published between 1911 and 1988, 

Mellon (1989: 47) notes that even when these stereotypes are not the theme, “the 

first problem is a presentation that focuses on the differences caused by the 

disability, rather than the similarities that exist among all children”. Perhaps the 

lack of focus on disabling environmental factors could be added to these concerns. 

In a more recent review of children’s literature, considering books published 

between 1974 and 1996, Ayala (1999) reviewed 59 English, Spanish, French and 
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Swedish books. Ayala (1999: 112) found that the majority of the books (63%) 

portrayed the characters who experience disability as “brave little souls”, while 10 

per cent portrayed the characters as “victim” or “outcast” and 20 per cent as 

“fully functioning members of society”, demonstrating some shift over time in the 

representation of people who experience disability. 

Reflecting on this brief consideration of a historical perspective, it seems that the 

dominant image comes from a medical/charity/tragedy model understanding of 

disability. What about representation in more recent children’s literature?  

Representations in modern children’s literature 

Prater (2003: 47) writes that: 

Today, authors include characters with disabilities to (a) focus on the life 

of an individual with a disability, or (b) tell a story that happens to 

include an individual with a disability. In the first case, fictionalised or 

true characters may serve as role models and/or as bibliotherapy... In 

the latter case, the authors’ intent is not necessarily to provide role 

models or teach about disabilities, but to represent the diversity in 

society. 

Books can also present negative, stereotyping, limiting and patronising images, and 

these also powerfully convey messages about people and the ways in which they 

are and are not valued. The question then becomes: How do teachers (amongst 

others) identify children’s books that can bring about positive outcomes? 

There are a range of different views presented in the research literature regarding 

factors to consider, or ways to analyse representations of children who experience 

disability in children’s books (e.g. Iaquinta & Hipsky 2006; Konrad, et al. 2007; 

MacNaughton & Williams 2009). I would like to draw on the work of those involved 

in the Roald Dahl Quentin Blake Award project 2005 (run by Alexandra Strick and 

Booktrust) and the subsequent In the Picture project (run by Scope) in order to 

gain insight into the views of some children regarding representations of people 

who experience disability in children’s literature. 

The Roald Dahl Quentin Blake Award was awarded to Alexandra Strick and 

Booktrust in 2004 to run a project involving more than 230 children in a series of 

workshops. It was a participatory research project involving authors and 

illustrators working with and learning about the views of school students regarding 

representations of disability in children’s literature (Strick 2006). With funding 

from the National Lottery, disability charity Scope also set up a project entitled In 

the Picture to promote positive images of disability in early years books and 

involved the collation of further children’s comments and quotes. Both projects 
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were based on a social model understanding of disability (Strick 2006; Matthews & 

Clow 2007). 

The Quentin Blake Award project report, Making Exclusion a Thing of the Past, 

identified that the overriding view of the participants (children who do and do not 

identify as disabled) was that there are insufficient representations of disability in 

children’s literature (Strick 2006). This view is supported by research highlighting 

the limited representation of disability in children’s books (Blaska 2004). 

The participants explored the complexity of the notion of disability and shared 

many of their own experiences as they reflected on growing up in the relative 

absence of positive images of people who experience disability (Strick 2006). The 

children emphasised that as people we are all different and that everyone has 

“different needs and different challenges (Strick 2006).  

A question posed during this project was ‘Why is it important to include positive 

images?’ Responses included concern that impairment is rarely or never discussed, 

feelings of isolation or exclusion, and an overarching sense that the lack of 

representation of people who experience disability in books “exacerbates the 

feeling that someone who is disabled is ‘different’” (Strick 2006). One participant 

shared that people who experience disability “should be illustrated and included so 

that we grow up more familiar and aware of people’s differences (Strick 2006: 10). 

The children did think it was important that people with disabilities be 

shown in books because they feel very lacking in confidence when they 

meet other children. They want other people to be interested in them 

but they sometimes feel that they are treated with a lack of 

understanding and respect; sometimes made fun of and treated with 

abuse. (Strick 2006: 10) 

When they do represent ‘disability’, illustrators often use images of children using 

mobility and communication technologies (e.g. wheelchairs, walkers and hearing 

aids). However, the need to express the imposition of disability through social 

attitudes and barriers, rather than as within-person and impairment-driven, 

appears to be underexplored. Reflecting on these issues within In the Picture, 

Matthews (2009: 44) notes that: 

… a scene of children in an accessible swimming pool on the project’s 

web based image bank can be easily understood as focusing attention on 

enabling spaces, as stressed in the social model. However, a focus on the 

mobility technologies used by individuals could alternatively be viewed 

as promoting technology based individual ‘solutions’ to impairment 

rather than social and political responses. 
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Providing some insight into children’s responses to this tangle, illustrator Jane Ray, 

shared that:  

Some of the imagery, both written and drawn, that the children came 

up with was extraordinary. The image of the deaf children holding their 

hearing aids in their hands, for example, seemed to indicate how they 

saw these instruments — not as a part of them but as something to be 

put in and taken out at the end of the day, necessary but separate. 

(Strick 2006: 23-24) 

Whilst this example doesn’t provide an ‘answer’ to the complex issues of 

portraying disability, perhaps awareness of these complexities and an openness to 

asking questions of text and images is a starting point for going forward. 

Reflections on choosing and using children’s books 

As highlighted by the Quentin Blake award project and In the Picture, lack of 

representation is a problem for individual children who experience disability 

(Strick 2006; Matthews & Clow 2007). In contrast, engagement with representation 

of diversity may be a positive experience for all children and has the potential to 

assist with becoming more inclusive (Matthews & Clow 2007). However, as 

illustrated above, the simple fact that a book includes characters who experience 

disability does not necessarily make it helpful. Carefully considering every element 

of a book can assist in determining what understanding of disability is reinforced or 

reproduced and whether the book portrays a respectful image of people who 

experience disability. 

My work as a teacher educator revolves around the notion of ‘inclusion’ and 

‘exclusion’. Most of us experience exclusion at some time or other, hopefully we 

all experience inclusion as well. For me, inclusion is about recognising our shared 

humanity — and acting upon that recognition. If disability is viewed as something 

that exists within a person, then that person is made ‘other’ to the majority and 

we lose sight of our shared humanity. On the other hand, if we engage with a 

social understanding of disability this opens up possibilities for living and learning 

together, embracing our shared humanity and developing understanding of ways to 

reduce barriers to participation and engage with the ongoing process of becoming 

more inclusive — together.  

Swain and French (2000: 571) propose a non-tragedy view of disability as "a 

positive, personal and collective identity" in which people lead "fulfilled and 

satisfied lives". Children’s literature can be a powerful medium through which we 

can explore a non-tragedy understanding of disability and move forward with 

embracing diversity and living life together.  
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In the final section of this paper, I draw on the responses of early childhood 

teacher education students as they engaged with a process of finding, reviewing 

and sharing children’s books that incorporate a character who experience 

disability. These students were studying education for children from birth to 12 

years in Australia. They participated in a larger study considering the impact of 

teacher education on attitudes and beliefs of early childhood teachers towards 

inclusive education. The findings of the larger study are reported elsewhere 

(Cologon 2012; Cologon in preparation).  

One component of the study involved asking the participants to find and review a 

children’s book that incorporated a character experiencing disability. 137 

undergraduate participants who were involved in the study, which took place in 

2011 and 2012, shared their responses to the books they reviewed. The majority of 

these participants were female university students, only two were male. The 

participant group comprised domestic and international students from a diverse 

range of backgrounds.  

The participants raised serious concerns about the lack of books available, 

particularly the lack of quality books. Some participants pondered the reasons for 

this, with one suggesting “maybe people are too afraid to write children's texts on 

disability in the fear of being scrutinized about not being inclusive or sensitive 

enough in today’s society”.  

In responding to the books, the participants frequently made recommendations 

regarding the use of these books in early childhood settings. Below I discuss the 

written responses of participants to two books that were highly recommended and 

one book that was considered problematic. Engaging in thematic analysis using an 

inductive approach enabled me to identify emerging themes and illustrative quotes 

are included below. 

Susan Laughs  

Susan Laughs, written by Jeanne Willis and illustrated by Tony Ross, was highly 

recommended for early childhood settings by the participants in this study. 

“The book delightfully depicts a young child enjoying and living her life. 

I would definitely recommend using this book in an early childhood 

setting...The storyline is realistic, relatable and relevant to children’s 

diverse range of needs, feelings, interests and strengths, with or without 

a disability.” 

“The author and illustrator have done a marvellous job portraying the 

nature of this young child and indeed the wonderfully spirited (and 

sometimes cheeky) nature of young children in general.” 
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Susan Laughs is a story about a little girl, Susan, and follows her through her busy 

life as she engages in many different experiences and expresses many different 

emotions. On the final page of the story the illustration reveals that Susan uses a 

wheelchair, accompanied by the text “That is Susan through and through — just 

like me, just like you”. Participants commented on this, suggesting that: 

“The way the story and illustrations have been put together allow 

children to ‘meet’ and connect with Susan. This technique is particularly 

effective as there is no opportunity for the reader to develop any 

negative preconceived opinions of the main character based on her 

disability.” 

Participants commented on the portrayal of Susan as a little girl who ‘just 

happens’ to use a wheelchair. 

“The book emphasises the importance of seeing the child as a child first 

and the impairment second…The book also supports the idea that the 

lives of children with a disability aren’t homogenous; it doesn’t 

generalise, it focuses on an individual’s experiences…” 

Participants were strongly in favour of the focus on Susan’s abilities and 

commented on the extent to which the book is ‘relatable’ for young children.  

“… simple, rhyming language and colourful, playful illustrations… there 

would be something that all children could identify with… Through this 

connection with the main character, children can also become more 

confident and comfortable discussing or working through their own 

thoughts, feelings or fears of life with or without disability.” 

Participants raised the fact that the book avoids and challenges stereotypes and 

suggested that through reading or viewing this book, along with supportive 

discussions, children could develop empathy, respect and understanding.  

“It doesn’t generalise, or tell children how they should act, feel or limit 

their abilities, e.g. ‘children in a wheelchair often...’ This book would 

be an excellent stimulus for discussion.” 

My Friend Isabelle 

My Friend Isabelle, written by Eliza Woloson and illustrated by Brian Gough, was 

also highly recommended. My Friend Isabelle is a story about two young friends, 

Charlie and Isabelle. The story is written from the perspective of Charlie and 

charts the experiences of the two children as they share in everyday activities and 

the joys and challenges of friendship. The theme of difference is consistent 

throughout the story, with the focus being on everyday differences such as height 

and shoe colour. 
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“The message conveyed through My Friend Isabelle is one of a very 

natural friendship between two children, who are children first and have 

their own unique features…Isabelle is not defined by Down syndrome.  

She is Charlie’s friend first and she just happens to have a disability.” 

“The overarching and most important message derived from the story — 

that the disability is not the child.” 

Participants noted that both children are portrayed as equal partners in the 

friendship, each taking a leadership role. The choice of a boy and girl within the 

friendship was also raised as helpful in creating opportunities for children to relate 

to the story. 

“Both characters engage in many activities that children in this age 

group would also engage in such as dancing and going to the park, 

allowing the audience to identify with the characters in the text… My 

Friend Isabelle also conveys that differences between people do not 

preclude friendships, they just make friendships interesting.” 

“The text does not portray Down syndrome as a deficit and Isabelle is 

not treated in any special way because of her disability. The focus is not 

on what Isabelle can’t do but what she does do…The focus on difference 

throughout the story allows children to empathise with the characters 

and view difference as a common trait amongst all people.” 

Participants commented on opportunities provided by the book for discussions 

about individual differences. 

“As the friends go through the day the story highlights their similarities 

and differences in a respectful way that could be the springboard for a 

number of discussions regarding diversity… The illustrations also offer 

lots of opportunities to discuss difference and similarity on a variety of 

levels with an overall mood of acceptance and respect.”  

“Through guided conversation children with and without disability can 

begin to view difference in a positive manner and associate this with 

themselves and their peers.” 

One participant noted that when the two characters have a disagreement the 

reader is not told or shown how the problem was resolved; instead the text and 

illustrations leave space for the children to suggest and discuss their own 

strategies for solving conflict. 

In their responses, it was clear that the participants considered and responded to 

the perspective of the author and the influence this had on the book.  
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“The author of the book is Isabelle’s mum and this in itself portrays a 

message to parents to embrace their children and all of the things they 

can do instead of focusing on the things they may struggle with.” 

The characters, illustrations and storyline were noted to be clear, simple and 

easily ‘relatable’ with the emphasis placed on everyday experiences between two 

friends, without any suggestion that Isabelle is or should be an object of pity or 

charity.  

“The book is written in a way that does not single out Isabelle or portray 

having a disability in a negative light. It emphasises the importance of 

accepting all people… The book has a very clear message which is that 

everyone is different and should be valued and accepted the way they 

are.”  

“Woloson highlights difference as being a positive feature within the 

relationship, as Isabelle and Charlie learn from each other by 

acknowledging their diversity. Through Charlie’s perspective, Woloson 

brings to light the true message of the story; ‘Differences are what 

make the world so great’.”  

Looking after Louis 

Looking after Louis, written by Lesley Ely and illustrated by Polly Dunbar, is a story 

about a little girl, her classmates, and the new student, Louis. The protagonist 

shares her observations about Louis and all of the ways in which he is different 

from everyone else in the class. The story culminates when two classmates figure 

out that Louis has drawn a picture of himself and Sam (another student) playing 

soccer. The teacher then allows Louis and Sam to go outside and play soccer while 

the other students are inside the classroom working at their desks. Initially the 

protagonist is upset about this outcome, which she perceives as unfair, but then 

she and the teacher discuss the idea that it is okay “to break the rules for special 

people”. 

In reviewing this book, the participants shared concerns about the story and 

illustrations. The responses were mixed, but the book was seen as troubling.  The 

participants noted that the book uses everyday language, contains colourful and 

engaging illustrations and is non-repetitive. However, they were concerned that 

the portrayal of Louis was predominantly negative, stereotypical and tokenistic. 

“It is clear that the author intends the book to send a positive message 

about disability and attempts to suggest ways to include children who 

have autism in a mainstream classroom. However, I do not feel the book 

appropriately achieves this as the text and illustrations send mixed 

messages. For instance, the text discusses ways in which the children 
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are trying to include Louis in their play, however, on some pages the 

illustrations depict the students laughing at his behaviour and even 

yelling at him.” 

On the other hand, one participant noted that “it is important to look closely at 

the illustrations particularly the first page as each child is very individual and has 

their own different quirks”, with this participant suggesting that the ‘quirks’ of all 

characters in the illustrations may reduce the impact of the stereotyping and 

provide a catalyst for discussion about individuality. 

Participants noted that the relationship between the characters is unbalanced, 

with the power in the hands of the teachers and classmates. Additionally 

participants questioned why the teachers did not answer student questions 

honestly. 

“Throughout the book there are plenty of opportunities for the teacher 

and students to have rich discussions about Louis’ experience with 

autism. However, sadly this is never done, resulting in the children 

observing that Louis is “quite different” although not understanding 

why.” 

The outcome whereby Louis was deemed as ‘special’, and thus different rules were 

applied to him, was seen as problematic. 

“Louis is perceived as a child who is a little bit extra special with 

different standards in the classroom setting…I believe this promotes a 

negative self-image of the class not being special, further adding to the 

imbalance of relationships.” 

“This book may be helpful to children with disabilities to see that the 

[other] children do not always understand their behaviour. However, a 

child with a disability reading this book wouldn’t feel empowered. There 

is a hidden message of weakness in the character of Louis and, in the 

resolution, his peers’ responsibility and power to resolve the situation 

are focused on, but Louis’s capabilities are not. The book does not 

display an image of the child with a disability as a strong, powerful and 

independent person, capable of taking steps towards social resolution.” 

Some participants felt that the book could be used with great care and scaffolding 

on the part of the teacher, while others recommended that the book was not 

appropriate at all. 

“An individual with a disability reading this book would feel as though 

they are different [from] others around them. This book would not make 

them feel good about themselves.”  
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“It may be difficult for the family member of a child with a disability to 

read as the story line does portray Louis as different and has different 

standards when compared to the other children. The book is however 

quite clear in the message that it is trying to get across — that Louis can 

still join in and the other children can accept him and value his input…I 

feel that if the teacher chooses to use this book, further discussion of 

similarities, differences and respect, in addition to problem solving, 

should be incorporated, thus shifting the balance from stereotypical to 

one that creates a sense of acceptance and understanding.” 

“I would not recommend the use of this book… The illustrations tend to 

be stereotypical and tokenistic, showing other children pointing, giggling 

or shouting at Louis, with Louis often appearing with large staring eyes 

and gaping mouth… not portraying Louis as being competent and 

capable.” 

Understandings of disability 

Considering the responses of the participants to these three children’s books, in 

the context of the social and medical/charity/tragedy models of disability, brings 

to light contrasting understandings of the concept of ‘disability’. The language 

used by the participants (though there are exceptions) suggests that the term 

‘disability’ is often used to refer to ‘impairment’, rather than to disabling social 

processes. However, looking behind this use of words, the responses of the 

participants reveal a far more complex understanding of disability that frequently 

aligns with a social model/non-tragedy understanding. 

Participant comments reveal that Louis appears to be constructed as 'other' to his 

classmates, with different rules applied because he is 'special’. Considering the 

concerns of the participants in this study about the stereotypical portrayal and 

negative treatment of Louis, and the suggestions that a person who experiences 

disability would not ‘feel good’ nor ‘feel empowered’ in responding to this book, it 

seems that Looking after Louis may portray examples of social images that may 

contribute to what Thomas (1999, 2007) has termed psycho-emotional disablism. 

This is a process in which intended or unintended hurtful words and social actions, 

or denigrating images, impact negatively on self-esteem, self-concept and self-

confidence (Thomas 1999, 2007).  

At the same time, it could perhaps be argued that, consistent with the social 

model, Looking after Louis attempts to portray the importance of changes in the 

environment, rather than suggesting that Louis needs to be changed. However, as 

noted by the participants, the power imbalances within the story undermine any 

efforts in this direction as they infer that Louis is ‘needy’, weak, vulnerable and 
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the ‘lucky recipient’ of kindness from others (consistent with a 

medical/charity/tragedy model), rather than an active participant in decisions and 

relationships. 

By contrast, the participants noted that Susan and Isabelle are constructed as 

active, strong characters living their lives and expressing a range of emotions along 

the way. Susan ‘just happens’ to use a wheelchair, while Isabelle ‘just happens’ to 

have Down syndrome, but neither is portrayed with any sense of sadness, pity, 

tragedy or charity. These books incorporate a focus on difference as a natural part 

of life and avoid stereotyping or inferences of false homogeneity, instead 

celebrating the individuality of every person. My Friend Isabelle maintains a focus 

on equal partnership in the friendship and no power imbalance is apparent. The 

participants in this study were drawn to the strengths-based approaches of both 

books and the extent to which all young children could relate to the characters, 

storyline and illustrations. 

Regarding the concern raised by Matthews (2009) that a focus on mobility 

technologies could rapidly result in a medical model focus, Susan Laughs portrays a 

robust character who uses her wheelchair when required, but this does not become 

who she is, or part of her, nor is it characterised as a ‘fix’ or ‘solution’ to a 

‘problem’. Instead, perhaps it begins to address this concern in a similar way to 

how the hearing aids were depicted by children in the Quentin Blake Award project 

(as discussed above). 

Conclusion 

In reflecting on the books reviewed, the participants noted the importance of 

careful consideration of the portrayal of characters who experience disability in 

children’s books. 

“Authors and illustrators need to carefully consider the way they 

represent characters in their book who experience disability.”  

“A book shouldn’t generalise, it should paint a picture of a child that 

children can both relate to and also provide insight into how other 

people live, just like books about children who do not have a disability.” 

Participants noted the importance of the role of the teacher in supporting children 

through thoughtful discussions when reading and viewing children’s books. They 

reflected deeply on the role of the teacher in finding, locating, carefully reviewing 

and choosing children’s books. For example: 

“I have learnt how important it is to critically analyse children’s books 

which portray individuals who have a disability. Teachers need to choose 

carefully, as messages portrayed through literature are powerful. We 
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want messages which allow children to develop positive attitudes 

towards people who have a disability.” 

The problem of the lack of available quality literature was consistently raised, 

with one participant concluding:  

“If teachers truly value inclusive classrooms then we need to start 

demanding [that] quality texts portraying characters with disabilities be 

readily available, because by not providing such texts we are sending a 

message to children that it is OK to ignore those with disabilities and 

that they are less valued members of society.” 

Portrayals of characters who experience disability in children’s literature reveal a 

range of different understandings of the concept of disability over time. Careful 

review of books is clearly necessary, but engaging young children with books that 

portray positive images has the capacity to influence the further development of 

social understanding and actions.  

Looking at examples of children’s literature over time, it is clear that there are 

varying understandings of ‘disability’ represented. While it seems that there has 

been a shift in more recent decades towards less stereotypical representations 

that are more consistent with a social model understanding of disability, there are 

still important questions for consideration in working towards the realisation of the 

potential of children’s literature for increasing acceptance and inclusion. Lack of 

representations remains a pressing issue that needs to be addressed. 

Reviewing and reflecting on children’s books can be a powerful experience for 

students studying teacher education. Participants in this study reported feeling 

both challenged and inspired. Importantly too, this process enabled the 

participants to begin to develop a deeper understanding of the concept of 

disability. Reading and reviewing children’s books:  

“reinforced to me that it is the way society and individuals respond to 

difference which has the power to enable or disable a person.”  

Great literature can elicit a powerful response from readers because it reflects the 

shared experience of what it is to be human — our emotions are stirred when we 

realise that we are not alone in the world. Great children’s literature should also 

reflect, to children and adults alike, the diversity and difference inherent in what 

it means to be alive. 

Beyond the oft-turned pages of a book, can children’s literature actually reinforce 

or challenge readers’ or listeners’ understanding of ‘difference’? Perhaps quality 

children’s literature which incorporates a social model understanding of disability 

may — at the very least — mean that one child out there might ‘catch their 

reflection’ in the pages… and smile. 
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Endnotes 

i. Written by the author as an 11-year-old. 

ii. While I recognise that the term ‘disabled person’ is generally used in the UK 

to signify the social imposition of disability, as I am writing from Australia I 

am choosing to use ‘person who experiences disability’ to signify this whilst 

still identifying the person first. The reality in current Australian society is 

that the use of ‘disabled person’ generally involves a negation of 

personhood, rather than recognition of the social imposition of disability. 
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Breaking the Mould: Children’s books  

that challenge gender stereotypes 

Mark Jennett 

 

Abstract 

This article considers a number of children’s books that school staff have 

utilized to challenge gender stereotypes in the classroom. As part of a 

National Union of Teachers funded project, Breaking The Mould, staff used 

literature to question and deconstruct these stereotypes with a view to 

helping children feel less constrained by the need to behave in ways 

prescribed by ‘traditional’ views of what it means to be a girl or boy. The 

article outlines the content of the books and some of the discussions and 

activities teachers employed to challenge preconceptions, encourage 

children to explore all aspects of their identity and to question the 

limitations implied by the precept that certain toys, games, activities and 

ambitions are the exclusive preserve of a single gender.   

 

Keywords 

gender; NUT; stereotypes; children’s books; girl; boy  

 

 

For all that has been achieved in the West in terms of gender equality, women still 

face lower pay, glass ceilings, domestic violence and sexual harassment. 

Meanwhile, boys are more likely to be excluded from school, to their social and 

educational detriment. Many men and women feel constrained by the narrow roles 

assigned to them, and bullying predicated on sexism, homophobia and transphobia 

is rife. Such prejudices are fed by crude gender and sexual stereotypes and yet, 

while many deplore these values, a few minutes spent in the children’s section of 

any bookshop suggests a determination to affirm them like never before.   

More than ever the world seems to be run by Postman Pat and Fireman Sam (even 

though such gendered job titles have disappeared from the workplace itself) and 

boys would appear to be motivated primarily by slugs, smells and superheroes. 

Girls meanwhile, if they can take time away from their busy lives as Princesses, 

might find other career options more limited. The very fact that so many books, 

which involve activities as apparently gender neutral as colouring, are identified as 
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being for girls or boys only serves to underline an apparent determination to 

exaggerate any inherent differences which may exist between the sexes and to 

police any breaches of the gender barricade.   

The impact of such attitudes on the relative minority of children who grow up to 

identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender (LGBT) is well documented, but all 

children — and adults — are constrained by such assumptions. In a world in which 

the challenges of economic survival are only likely to increase, anything that limits 

women’s access to work — or encourages men to continue to define success within 

the narrow confines of a career — is likely to lead to unhappiness. Recent Ofsted 

research (Ofsted, 2011) confirms that girls continue to hold stereotypical views 

about the sort of jobs available to them and earlier work by the Equal 

Opportunities Commission (EOC, 2004) indicated that, while many young people of 

both genders were keen to explore non-traditional career options, they often felt 

unable to do so due to prevailing attitudes about what constituted ‘appropriate’ 

work for men or women. Amongst others, Francis and Skelton (2008) have 

demonstrated that boys' achievement at school is facilitated by strategies that 

work to reduce constructions of gender difference. 

In 2012, the National Union of Teachers began working with a small group of 

primary schools to consider how ‘traditional’ gender stereotypes could be 

challenged in the classroom. The findings from this project, Breaking The Mould, 

will be published later in 2013. Amongst other things, the project sought to 

challenge the precept that there are ‘girls’ things’ (dolls, dancing, pink) and ‘boys’ 

things’ (cars, football, blue) and to encourage children and school staff to think 

about these definitions and their implications. Inspired by the earlier No Outsidersi 

project, which sought to address LGBT equality in primary settings, the project 

team decided to help school staff begin their research by providing them with a 

range of children’s books which challenge gender stereotypes. In the course of the 

project, staff found other titles and introduced colleagues to their favourites. 

What follows is a summary of these books together with some suggestions, based 

on feedback from children and staff, about how they could be used to challenge 

assumptions about what girls and boys might like or do. 

Superhero(ine)s and Superdads 

Some of the most exciting work took place in nursery and early years settings 

where staff observed that, while many children felt relaxed and able to explore 

their identities, certain ‘rules’ were already being identified. ‘Construction’ toys 

might be identified as being for boys or a pink bicycle for girls. Even so, boys and 

girls were more likely to be found playing together than higher up the school and 

staff were keen to encourage all children to dress up in whatever clothes they 

liked, organise tea parties and build castles.   
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Sue Heap, Nick Sharratt and Emily Gravett have produced many delightful books 

for children. Heap and Sharratt’s Red Rockets and Rainbow Jelly introduces Nick 

and Sue who, at first glance, don’t appear to have much in common. They do not 

seem to like any of the same things (although they do like each other) but closer 

inspection of the colourful illustrations and simple text reveals that they have 

more in common than they might think. Both like fruit (apples for Nick and pears 

for Sue), yellow (socks for him, ducks for her) and aliens (albeit in different 

colours). Alongside learning the words for different objects and colours, we 

discover that boys and girls do not always like exactly what you might expect them 

too. Nick, for example, likes dinosaurs — but he prefers them to be pink and 

orange; Sue likes everything blue. The book offers opportunities to talk about how 

all of us have more in common than we might think, that we can enjoy anything — 

regardless of whether we are girls or boys — and that we do not have to chose our 

friends just because they like the same things as us.   

Sharratt, this time with Kes Gray, scores again with Super Daisy — the story of a 

young female superhero determined to save the world from the terrible 

consequences of a collision with Planet Pea. Readers can quake at the threat of 

peas with everything while simultaneously cheering on our doughty hero, who 

responds in a crisis as effectively as any of her male colleagues. For the record, 

Daisy is also appropriately dressed in a lycra one-piece, boots and cape — rather 

than one of those stupid Wonder Woman bustier-based ensembles which, let’s face 

it, would never stand up to prolonged flying. 

Emily Gravett’s The Odd Egg features a male duck who finds and hatches an egg — 

and becomes the proud parent of a crocodile (or is it an alligator?). In the process, 

he knits a fine scarf. Through beautiful illustrations and a few words, Gravett 

presents us with a tale that encompasses single fatherhood and adoption and 

challenges ideas about who can be a parent, and that caring and nurturing are 

primarily female skills. Every page seems calculated to challenge one 

preconception or another: apart from Duck, none of the bird parents featured are 

gendered, so we can decide for ourselves whether they are male or female — and 

whether this would matter; “I’m a pretty boy” cries one bird baby as he emerges 

from an egg. 

Man’s Work! is a word-free board book by Annie Kubler which shows one boy and 

his male carer sharing various tasks around the house. It shows that housework 

need not be the province of any particular gender — and that being helpful, 

cooperative and capable are useful skills for boys too.   
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Pirate Princesses and Peter Pan 

No one who despairs at the preoccupation of ‘women’s’ magazines with diets, 

dresses and plastic surgery can fail to be horrified by the dominance of the 

‘Princess’ in literature and toys aimed at girls. Invariably dressed in pink, waited 

on hand and foot and apparently conjured forth simply to land some poor sap, who 

knows — or cares — what happens to her after her Big Day? While the traditional 

versions of this character were largely confined to the domestic realm — caring for 

an assortment of dwarves, wicked stepsisters (points for multiple stereotyping 

there) and fathers, they did at least have trials and tribulations to overcome. More 

recent editions do not even have the wherewithal of their predecessors — at least 

Rapunzel coped successfully with years of social isolation.   

Never fear, for riding up on a snow-white charger to save an entire genre is 

Cornelia Funke. Princess Pigsty tells the story of Princess Isabella who longs to give 

up having her hair done and do something useful. As a punishment, she is given the 

worst job in the Palace — caring for the royal pigs — but is so invigorated by the 

opportunity to learn and practice new skills (and dress as she pleases) that she 

embraces her new identity and never looks back. Violetta, The Princess Knight, is 

raised like her brothers to ride and joust. Her father is surprised when, on reaching 

her 16th birthday, she is unwilling to “put on her prettiest gown, practice her 

prettiest smile” and marry a knight of his choosing. Carrying the flag for the 

proletariat, Pirate Girl, aided by her buccaneer mother, defeats a villainous band 

of male matelots. Schools involved in the Breaking The Mould project used these 

books as starting points for lots of drama, dressing up and other activities featuring 

gender blind casting. Children were introduced to some historic female pirates and 

encouraged to think about how a life prescribed by others and without apparent 

responsibility might not be as much fun as it looked. 

Two other female role models are classics of their genre. The Paperbag Princess 

(by Robert Munsch) defeats dragons with wit and guile and has no truck with 

Princes who judge a woman by what she wears. Amazing Grace (Mary Hoffman) 

sees no reason why a black girl cannot play Peter Pan. In both stories, female 

characters free themselves from the constraints of stereotyping and we learn that 

the best person for any job is just that — regardless of whether or not she happens 

to be a girl. 

Something for the boys… 

The Famous Five model of children’s fiction — in which girls are alternately silly or 

compliant and boys are generally in charge of everything except the packed lunch 

— is, largely, a thing of the past (albeit still widely consumed). However, while 

some girls are now having adventures as well as tea parties, boys still often seem 

stereotyped as action heroes in waiting. Teenage fiction seems to have grasped the 
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fact that not all boys are obsessed with football and anything with wheels, but 

younger readers may struggle to find such individuals portrayed in a positive light. 

It is a fact that, while the term ‘tomboy’ evokes ideas of courage and 

individualism, there is no such affirmative collective noun for boys who employ 

empathy and emotional intelligence in preference to athletic ability and 

organisational skills.  

The Sissy Duckling by Harvey Fierstein is a wholly positive portrait of a male 

character who prefers baking to baseball. Many of the books featuring ‘sensitive’ 

boys speculate as to whether they would have an easier time of it if only their goal 

scoring skills were up to snuff. Elmer could not care less about being good at 

baseball because he does not like it. Practice what you enjoy — rather than what 

others think you should do — is a message many ducks (and humans) would benefit 

from learning. Tremendously affirmative of ‘difference’, this story makes it clear 

that people who do not conform to stereotypes don’t have a ‘problem’ — but that 

those of us who find them disconcerting might well do. Nobody is bullied because 

of his or her identity — they are only bullied because other people cannot accept 

it. The developing relationship between Elmer and his father (who is initially 

uncomfortable at having a son who is not like other ducks) shows how we 

invariably have much more in common with other than we might think — and how 

people who are ‘different’ bring useful insights to our lives. School staff used this 

story as a starting point for a wide range of literacy work, anti-bullying projects 

and as the basis for discussions about how we react to people who are different 

from us. Little boys who need reassurance that generosity of spirit may well get 

you just as far in life as the ability to hit a home run or score the winning goal will 

love it. 

Dogs Don’t Do Ballet (Anna Kemp) and It’s a George Thing! (David Bedford) both 

feature characters who “gotta dance” but are prevented from doing so by crude, 

gender (and species) related stereotyping, or fear of what others might think. In a 

charming and witty story, Biff the dog becomes unhappy when he is not allowed to 

practise the thing he loves — but eventually triumphs in a pink tutu. Meanwhile, 

George has to overcome the fear that his friends Peachy and Moon will not 

understand his ‘thing’. All three friends eventually learn that they can share each 

other’s pleasures and we learn a lesson about empathy and friendship as well as 

being true to ourselves. In addition, Peachy and Moon show us that ‘sporty’ boys 

do not always have to be competitive — and that ‘real men’ do not have to be 

good at everything. 

The Boy With Pink Hair (by Perez Hilton) was, so the first page tells us, “born that 

way”. In spite of this, his relatively minor difference is enough of a reason for 

others to single him out for exclusion. Like Elmer the duckling, his particular 

abilities eventually help those around him to see the value of diversity. One 
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discussion during the Breaking The Mould project illustrated how books that 

challenge stereotypes and endorse difference can have a widespread, positive 

impact on all children. Talking about this particular story, several children who 

needed additional support with their reading related it to their own experience of 

being ‘different’ (“I was born with speech and language difficulties.”). They 

noticed how some people didn’t like The Boy With Pink Hair — but also that others 

stood up for him — and they thought it was good that he was “his own person”. 

Asked if they thought he was odd, they said no — but that he was unusual and 

some people don’t like that. 

The Different Dragon by Jennifer Bryan illustrates how, as one Year Five boy put it 

so eloquently, “stereotypes stop you doing stuff”. In a story told by one of his two 

Mums, Noah counsels a dragon who does not want to be fierce anymore. “I know 

that there are lots of different ways to be a dragon,” he tells him, “and being 

fierce isn’t the only way you have to be. You can be however you want.” In 

William’s Doll, by Charlotte Zolotow, we learn that a boy needs a doll so “he’ll 

know how to take care of his baby and feed him and love him and bring him the 

things he wants … so that he can practice being a father”. When Zolotow wrote the 

book over forty years ago it may not yet have occurred to anyone that a boy (or 

girl) might want a doll for no other reason than simply to take care of it — and that 

we won’t all want to become parents one day — but this charming book with its 

pretty illustrations still provides a great opportunity to start conversations about 

why some people think that some things are only for girls or boys. 

Books for (slightly) older children 

Anne Fine’s Bill’s New Frock has been a favourite in primary classrooms for over 

twenty years. Bill wakes up one morning — and finds that he is a girl. What follows 

is a brilliant exposé of the restrictions and expectations placed on girls (and boys); 

seeing them through Bill’s eyes, we come to realise how spurious and unjustified 

so many of them are. Girls are expected to keep to the edges of the playground — 

and not to be too competitive — but Bill also learns that not always having to win 

can be a strength in itself. 

The Turbulent Term of Tyke Tiler by Gene Kemp carries a real sting in the tail. 

The eponymous hero turns out at the end of the story — and against all our 

expectations — to be a girl. Children will be fascinated to discuss why we all 

assumed that Tyke was a boy. Anyone who doubts the prevalence or impact of 

gender stereotyping will be challenged by this book.   

The Boy In A Dress by David Walliams is the story of Dennis whose “thoughts were 

full of colour and poetry — through his life could be very boring”. The ‘I am 

Spartacus’ inspired climax — in which all Dennis’s friends don dresses to play 

football (“you can’t expel us all, Sir”) is a model of how positive collective action 
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can support minorities and illustrates how all that is needed for evil to be defeated 

is for good people to say something. 

In Girls Are Best, Sandi Toksvig introduces us to many great women who we may 

not have heard of before — and to stimulating information such as the fact that, 

while 75 per cent of the world’s work is done by women, they own only 1 per cent 

of the world’s assets. The book offers valuable opportunities to discuss the 

achievements of a range of extraordinary women. Too often, we think that simply 

by showing children images of exceptional women (or disabled, LGBT or non-white 

people) we are challenging stereotypes. This is not enough. In order for young 

people to relate to the struggles and achievements of these individuals — and 

understand the need to challenge stereotypes and prejudice — they also need to 

learn how such barriers affected the lives of both women and men and how they 

overcame them. 

A Great Escape — and a familiar story 

Two other books well worthy of mention are Piggybook by Anthony Browne and 

10,000 Dresses by Marcus Ewert. Superficially very different, they are both 

splendidly subversive. The first looks at what happens when a downtrodden mother 

deserts her neglectful family; they literally turn into pigs. However, as in all the 

best morality tales, lessons are learnt and Mum eventually returns to a house in 

which her sons make their beds, Dad does the ironing — and she mends the car.  It 

sounds worthy but, trust me, it is witty, scary and brilliant.   

10,000 Dresses is the story of Bailey — who feels like a girl even though many 

people, including her parents, seem to think she is a boy. This beautiful picture 

book tells the story of someone who does not fit the role she has been assigned in 

a way that any child will understand — after all, we have all found ourselves in 

situations where others made assumptions about us that we did not agree with. 

When we say goodbye to her, Bailey is still only beginning her journey, but she has 

already found strength in the simple acceptance of others.   

School staff taking part in the Breaking The Mould project used the books 

discussed above to challenge preconceptions about what girls and boys can do and 

to encourage children to appreciate the value of accepting difference. In doing so, 

they also considered their own practice — including how they modelled gender 

through language and behaviour. The stories teach us all how we should not allow 

other’s stereotypical ideas about gender (or anything else for that matter) to 

prevent us from doing what we want — and that defending the rights of others to 

do this is one way in which we can all help to build a better world.   

For further information about the NUT’s Breaking The Mould project, please 

contact Rosamund McNeil at r.mcneil@nut.org.uk. 

mailto:r.mcneil@nut.org.uk
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The Books 

When purchasing copies readers may like to consider supporting Gay’s The Word 

bookshop — one of the World’s few remaining LGBT specialist bookshops. They can 

be found at www.gaystheword.co.uk and contacted on sales@gaystheword.co.uk or 

0207 278 7654 and are happy to source some of the American titles that can be 

harder to obtain in the UK. 

10,000 Dresses     (Marcus Ewert — ISBN 9781583228500) 

Amazing Grace     (Mary Hoffman — ISBN 9781845077495) 

Bill’s New Frock     (Anne Fine — ISBN 9781405233187) 

The Boy In A Dress    (David Walliams — ISBN 9780007279036) 

The Boy With Pink Hair    (Perez Hilton — ISBN 9780451234209) 

The Different Dragon    Jennifer Bryan — ISBN 9780967446868) 

Dogs Don’t Do Ballet    (Anna Kemp — ISBN 9781847384744) 

Girls Are Best    (Sandi Toksvig — ISBN 9781862304291) 

It’s a George Thing!    (David Bedford — ISBN 9781405228053) 

Man’s Work!     (Annie Kubler — ISBN 9780859535878) 

The Odd Egg     (Emily Gravett — ISBN 9780230531352) 

The Paperbag Princess    (Robert Munsch — ISBN 9780920236161) 

Piggybook     (Anthony Browne — ISBN 9781406313284) 

Pirate Girl & The Princess Knight  (Cornelia Funke — available in A Princess, 

A Knight and One Wild Brother — ISBN 

9780545042413) 

Princess Pigsty     (Cornelia Funke — ISBN 9781905294329) 

Red Rockets and Rainbow Jelly  (Sue Heap — ISBN 9780140567854) 

The Sissy Duckling     (Harvey Fierstein — ISBN 9781416903130) 

Super Daisy     (Kes Gray — ISBN 9781862309647) 

The Turbulent Term of Tyke Tiler  (Gene Kemp — ISBN 9780571230945) 

 

Endnote: 

i. http://projects.sunderland.ac.uk/archived/ell-nooutsiders/ 

http://www.gaystheword.co.uk/
mailto:sales@gaystheword.co.uk
http://projects.sunderland.ac.uk/archived/ell-nooutsiders/
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Books 4 all Kids: Usualising the lives of LGBT 
people through children's books 

 
Sue Sanders 

 

Abstract 

 
This article not only makes it plain that there is a necessity to produce 

and promote books for children that celebrate the diversity of the 

population, but also outlines the resources and philosophy to do so. The 
process of usualising and actualising is explained, as in the embedding of 

LGBT people within a story without making a big deal of it. Actualising 

describes and disseminates subjects that usualising has made an 

acceptable part of reality. This method comes from Schools-OUT’s 
(www.school-out.org.uk) new website ‘The Classroom’ (www.the-

classroom.org.uk) where there are lesson plans, some based on the books 

this article recommends 

The method can be used to make usual any group that has been ignored 

or discriminated against such as disabled people, Muslims and people with 
ginger hair. 

The article quotes the legal and social drivers that support the idea and 

makes a compelling argument to use books that ‘Educate OUT’ prejudice. 

 

Keywords 
diversity, LGBT, discriminate, story, usual, prejudice 

 

 
The Equality Act is here and with it the Public Sector Duty. The Single Equality Act 

is a real chance to review the curriculum, policies and resources to see how they 

reflect and promote diversity. Children learn from everything in their 

environment, so it behoves us to make sure they are in an environment that 

celebrates and represents diversity. 

 

The Equality Act 2010 introduced a single equality duty on public bodies to include 

all protected strands — race, disability, sex, age, religion or belief, sexual 

orientation, pregnancy and maternity, and gender reassignment. This combined 

equality duty came into effect in April 2011 and has three main elements, which 

are set out below.  

 

In carrying out their functions, public bodies will be required to have due regard to 

the need to:  

http://www.school-out.org.uk/
http://www.the-classroom.org.uk/
http://www.the-classroom.org.uk/
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1) Eliminate conduct that is prohibited by the Act: discrimination, harassment and 

victimisation. 

2) Advance equality of opportunity between people who share a protected 

characteristic and people who do not share it. 

 

3) Foster good relations across all characteristics — between people who share a 

protected characteristic and people who do not share it. 

 

This includes all schools. So how can teachers set about complying with these 

expectations? 

 

At Schools OUT we suggest, among other things, ensuring that resources and 

curriculum represent and include diverse groups. For full details of all our 

recommendations, please see our websites. 

 

The Primary Curriculum 

 

The responsibility for choosing early reading books is great. We have — I think — 

realised that it would be inappropriate to use the books that I learnt to read from, 

which depict a white nuclear family; the famous Janet and John books. We are 

clear that we should be representing the diversity of what constitutes a family in 

terms of ethnicity and religion. What we still lack is diversity of sexual orientation, 

gender identity and — very often — disability.  

 

To meet the demands of the Public Duty schools need to find books that truly 

reflect all the protected characteristics. Fortunately this is not as hard as it used 

to be. Recently there was a really exciting project called No Outsiders 

(http://projects.sunderland.ac.uk/archived/ell-nooutsiders) that not only 

promoted books dealing with sexual orientation and gender identity, but also 

documented what several primary schools did with the books — including how they 

developed their policies and curriculum to ensure the school as a whole became 

more inclusive. 

 

Schools OUT (schools-out.org.uk) began in 1974. We work to make sexual 

orientation and gender identity visible in education. As educators, we’ve learned 

that when you educate people on issues and minorities, prejudice and stereotypes 

melt away. Our slogan Educate OUT Prejudice says it all.  

 

When we began LGBT History Month in the UK in 2005 

(www.lgbthistorymonth.org.uk) we gave teachers, schools, libraries and museums 
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the wherewithal to raise the visibility of LGBT people and develop the resources so 

to do. 

 

We then developed The Classroom (www.the-classroom.org.uk), a website with a 

host of lesson plans to address the National Curriculum at all key stages. We 

introduced the concept of ‘Usualising’; a simple and effective way of introducing 

LGBT issues without making ‘a big deal of it’. Usualising has the potential to 

provide a model for including all the protected characteristics. Both initiatives are 

useful. Using the month raises the issue and using the resources it generates gives 

teachers and parents the confidence to usualise the existence of people who are 

lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender.  

 

Many of the books that the No Outsiders Project used are American as there is a 

lack of books representing LGBT people in the UK. 

 

On our website, The Classroom, detailed lesson plans are provided to use books 

such as And Tango makes Three (Richardson, J. Purnell, P and Cole, H (ill.) (2007) 

Simon & Schuster), which is used to address how all kinds of family are special.  

The book is based upon true story of two male penguins in New York’s Central Park 

Zoo who together adopted an egg and raised the chick as their own. This book was 

also part of the ‘No Outsiders’ project in the UK in 2009, which led research into 

addressing sexual orientation in primary schools. 

 

Among the UK published books is Space Girl Pukes (Watson, K and Carter, V (ill.) 

(2006) London: Onlywomen Press Limited), a very popular book for early readers 

following a young girl astronaut and her challenge of dealing with a virus that 

causes her to throw up.  

 

 Image reproduced with permission of V. Carter. 

 

http://www.the-classroom.org.uk/
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There is puke on every page, which of course youngsters love. The astronaut has 

two mothers who happen to be a mixed-race couple. There is no big deal made of 

this; they are just there. One of the workers in the space station also uses a 

wheelchair. Diversity is clear and embedded. It is a classic example of usualising. 

The child reading the book is given a picture of the world that is inclusive with no 

fuss or didactic messages; it is simply there. 

 

The OUT for Our Children website lists more books written by the group, as well as 

teachers’ packs: http://www.outforourchildren.org.uk/ 

The Classroom website also provides a lesson based on King and King and Family 

(de Haan, L and Nijland, S (2004) Tricycle Press), a twist on fairy tales that 

challenges hetero-normativity.  

The themes of family and travel are explored in this sequel to the 2002 book King 

& King by the same authors. We explain on our website that: “This second 

instalment follows the newlywed kings on their honeymoon. The two explore a 

jungle, finding various animals that all have children; King Bertie expresses the 

wish that he and King Lee have a child of their own. When they return home, they 

find that a lonely orphan girl has stowed away in their suitcase. They adopt Daisy 

and raise her as a princess.” There are some suggestions for further activities 

including map drawing, suitcase packing, and postcard writing (which encourages 

learners to consider what they value most back home and how they would feel 

leaving it). The main loving relationship between two men is treated as usual, 

though teachers should expect questions by children about gay 

relationships/parenting. 

These books are both educating and validating. Many children will know members 

of the LGBT community as members of — or friends of — their families. As 

educators it is crucial that we ensure the children in our classes are aware of 

diversity. Children of same-sex parents, children with gender-identity issues and 

children of trans parents cannot be left to explain who they or their family are. 

When we don’t use our early readers to show the truth about the world, we lie to 

our youngsters, so we have to work harder later to counteract prejudice and 

antilocution. 

 

Using storybooks to usualise diversity is the most practical way to introduce and 

educate our children about the world we live in. It sets the scene, enabling them 

to assimilate diversity as they read and learn about the world. It means — as the 

No Outsiders Project discovered — that youngsters embrace different identities. 

These books are centrally about celebrating identity. Let us make clear that the 

content is age appropriate, since critics of this work are inclined to confuse sexual 

http://www.outforourchildren.org.uk/
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orientation with sex. These books explore how people — or often animals — feel; 

it’s about empathy. Let’s face it; most traditional children’s stories are 

patriarchal, heterosexist, Caucasian and imperialistic at the very least. 

 

Books that are inclusive introduce our young readers to the world as it is and 

prepare them for the diversity that they will meet in their adult life. If a school is 

located in a predominantly indigenous white area, it is essential to provide books 

and images of a variety of ethnicities to prepare them for their future. Yet, when 

thinking about sexual orientation and gender identity, we have frequently heard 

the statement that no such people exist in the school. Of course such a statement 

betrays an attitude that will probably ensure that LGBT people will remain in the 

closet. The lack of inclusivity in such a statement implies downright prejudice — or 

at least ignorance — meaning LGBT people are unlikely to be welcomed. 

 

A more general book that embraces diversity is The Great Big Book of Families 

(Hoffman, M and Asquith, R (ill.) (2010) Frances Lincoln Children’s Books).  

 Image reproduced with permission of R. Asquith. 
 
It actually makes the point that, once-upon-a-time, families in books all looked 

like those in the Janet and John books; but, as they say, “in real life families come 

in all sorts of shapes and sizes”. The delightful illustrations lead the reader into 

the inclusive text, which is ideal — show don’t tell! The maxim of all good writers 

and teachers. To return to the Equality Act Public Sector Duty: it demands we 

ensure that all protected strands feel comfortable with each other. That requires 

us to recognise them, make them visible and promote understanding. 

 

Using inclusive early readers and resources — whether in the classroom, in the 

library, or on our walls — to illustrate diversity, including ethnic diversity, religious 

diversity, physical and mental diversity; including all sexual orientations and 

gender identity, is to prepare our children to be confident in themselves, as well 

as accepting of others. It also gives youngsters the appropriate vocabulary; thus 
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lessening the likelihood of inappropriate use of language that can slide into hate 

speech, due to either ignorance or prejudice. 

 

With a foundation of inclusion and examples of protected characteristics, moving 

to teach children about the dangers of prejudice and stereotypes is much easier. 

The Allport Scale of Prejudice is a model we recommend to enable children of all 

ages to understand how the use of inappropriate words can steadily lead, if not 

challenged, to very detrimental — if not fatal — acts. 

Scale of Prejudicial Behaviour, 1954 

From The Nature of Prejudice (Gordon W Allport, Perseus Books) 

LEVEL 1 
ANTILOCUTION 

VERBAL ABUSE, USING DEROGATORY LANGUAGE, NAME CALLING AND STEREOTYPING 

LEVEL 2 
AVOIDANCE 

WITHDRAWAL, AVOIDING CONTACT, MAKING PEOPLE INVISIBLE 

LEVEL 3 
DISCRIMINATION 

USING ANY POWER TO HAND TO CONTROL 
WHO GETS WHAT. E.G., EXCLUDING PEOPLE 
FROM JOBS, EDUCATION AND/OR HOUSING 

LEVEL 4 

PHYSICAL ATTACK 

GRAFFITI, PROPERTY DAMAGE 

HARASSMENT, PHYSICAL 

BULLYING, RAPE 

 

LEVEL 5 

GENOCIDE 

‘ETHNIC 

CLEANSING’ 

MURDER 

SUICIDE 
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Once children have the knowledge and the vocabulary to describe the diversity 

around them, they are in a much better position to ask questions, develop 

empathy and feel confident about themselves. 

 

We are what we read, so as teachers it is our duty to introduce the reality of the 

world as soon as possible. This will give our students the skills to live fully, giving 

them the confidence to be who they are, embrace their neighbours and build 

empathy with their fellow citizens. 
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Sue Sanders was a founder member, and is currently co-chair, of ‘School’s OUT’ 
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teachers and instigated Lesbian Gay Bisexual Trans History Month in 2004 
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The Classroom (www.the-classroom.org.uk) is the latest venture of Schools OUT 

and has 36 lesson plans that are designed for use across the curriculum and for all 

key stages which use her concept of Usualising and Actualising, thereby embedding 

LGBT issues and people seamlessly into the curriculum, the site is hugely popular. 

Sue is widely published on both equality and LGBT issues and appears frequently in 

the media and as a Keynote speaker at conferences on these issues. 
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Fairy Tales and Myths and their Significance 

for the Education of Deaf Children 

Nati White  

 

Abstract 

This paper indicates a possible theoretical framework for a change in 

emphasis in the curriculum of deaf pupils. The significance of fantasy and 

imagination for social and cognitive development is explored through 

outlining the salient contributions of philosophers (Cassirer, Langer), 

psychologists from a number of different schools (Jung, Bettelheim, 

Piaget) and one cultural historian (Huizinga). The problems faced by deaf 

children in education and their almost universal underachievement in 

comparison with their hearing peers are summarised and examined in 

terms of this perspective. There is a particular focus on the validity of 

myths, stories and fairy tales for promoting positive development. Work 

with deaf pupils by Bouvet and by the author of this paper is described to 

illustrate what can be achieved by adopting an emphasis on the 

imaginative capacity of children.  

 

Keywords 

Rationality; Language; Myth; Fairy tales; Archetypes; Symbolism; 

Imagination; Creativity; Play; Cognition; Social development; Educational 

underachievement; Classroom practice 

 

 

It is the contention of this paper that there is a strong case for giving a higher 

profile to fantasy and imagination in the education of deaf children. This can be 

supported by a focus on the work of several thinkers whose theories challenge the 

mainstream of western thought with its emphasis on rationality and scientific 

knowledge. 

The western tradition of rationality places stress on objectivity, on quantification 

and measurement of the phenomena we observe empirically, on the construction 

of hypotheses and the elaboration of theories. This approach to describing the 

world is immensely powerful because it facilitates the appropriation of nature for 
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purposes of economic growth by means of technological development. It creates 

material wealth and improves physical health. This aspect of Enlightenment 

thinking has been a focus for historians, philosophers and sociologists of science 

over the years and critically assessed from intellectual vantage points as varied as 

Adorno & Horkheimer (1986) from the Frankfurt School, and Lyotard (1972) from a 

postmodernist perspective, the former treating rationality as the means for 

repression and the latter seeing it as a facet of the defunct narratives of the 

Enlightenment to which we no longer can refer for legitimation.  

In contrast, however, Langer (1988) regards scientific rationality as simply an 

incomplete approach to perceiving reality. She points out how dominated we are 

by the belief that reason is humanity’s prime endowment whereas it would be 

more appropriate to see it as our achievement. She explores the origins of 

language, stating it was twin-born with myth but that the close link between the 

two has been lost; she connects human beings’ early myth-making with creativity 

and the arts and distinguishes this form of activity from the rationality of logical 

thought. Underpinning this view are her concepts of discursive and presentational 

symbolism; myth is an example of presentational symbolism whereas language, 

once it had developed beyond humanity’s myth-making phase, became identified 

with discursive symbolism, logic and abstract thought.  

Much of this is based on the work of Cassirer (1946) who sees the twin origin of 

language and myth as lying in radical metaphorical thinking, involving the 

heightening and concentration of simple sensory experience. The relationship of 

this to the arts is of great significance. Music and painting are obvious examples of 

the importance of form in intensifying and heightening feeling. A presentational 

symbolism where form equals content, shape and structure correspond to meaning, 

and the aesthetic product is fundamentally not susceptible to elucidation in the 

discursive mode.  

Literature works in a similar way, though language, essentially the carrier of 

discursive thought, is used to create a presentational symbol, eg a novel or poem. 

Here the form of the work of literature is imposed on the discursive form of the 

words, but the latter gives the work an explicit relationship to our lives in a way 

not possible with music or painting. Literature, therefore, gives us an illusion of 

life; it provides us with virtual experience.  

Cassirer and Langer, therefore, are concerned to affirm the importance of an 

aspect of human nature almost (namely its creative potential), a propensity for 

feeling, and the expression of feeling which has almost been lost during the course 

of history as a result of the dominance of rationality.  
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It can be argued that many psychologists, even those who work in the field of 

motivation and emotion, tend to see feeling as disruptive of rational thought and 

order. As Lambie (2007) observes,  

It is a commonplace of Western thought to contrast reason and passion, 

and to emphasize the irrational aspects of emotion (p1) 

So the universality of logic and discursive symbolism has tended to be 

unquestioned and there has been a relative lack of awareness of the key role of 

myth, metaphor and fantasy in human development. A major exception to this 

situation, from the analytical tradition, is the work of Jung. It is significant that, 

despite the depth and extent of his corpus of work, it remains very much on the 

periphery of the western intellectual mainstream.  

The essential Jungian concepts in this context include collective unconscious, 

archetypes and shadow. The first of these denotes a universal symbolism which 

exists transculturally within the unconscious psyche of all humans; archetypes are 

the functional unit of this collective unconscious that predispose us to experience 

life and act in certain ways — they include figures, events and objects (mother, 

birth and sun for instance) and derive from millennia of cultural history, hence 

their frequent occurrence in myth. As Jung (1963) says:  

The concept of the archetype ... is derived from the repeated 

observation that, for instance, the myths and fairy tales of world 

literature contain definite motifs which crop up everywhere. We meet 

these same motifs in the fantasies … of individuals living today … They 

have their origin in the archetype, which in itself is an irrepresentable, 

unconscious, pre-existent form that seems to be part of the inherited 

structure of the psyche and can therefore manifest itself spontaneously 

anywhere, at any time (p411)  

Archetypes are essentially inherited patterns of emotional behaviour and they 

appear not just in clinical material but also in myth, religion, fairy tales and the 

range of cultural activities by which humans express themselves.  

Shadow refers to that unconscious part of the psyche, which is hidden from our 

public face to the outside world and is incompatible with a person’s chosen 

attitude. It represents all that the individual may refuse to acknowledge about 

him/herself. As such it implies something reprehensible and dark but it also acts as 

something complementary to the conscious self. Jung (1982) states:  

To become conscious of it involves recognizing the dark aspects of the 

personality as present and real. This act is the essential condition for 

any kind of self-knowledge, and it therefore, as a rule, meets with 

considerable resistance … usually bound up with projections (pp165-6)  
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These elements of Jung’s complex conceptual apparatus provide us with a means 

of analysing the significance of fairy tales and myths for personal and social 

development. A comment by von Franz (1972) is pertinent:  

Until the seventeenth century, it was the adult population that was 

interested in fairy tales. Their allocation to the nursery is a late 

development, which probably has to do with the rejection of the 

irrational, and development of the rational, outlook — so that they came 

to be regarded as nonsense and old wives’ tales and good enough for 

children. Nowadays we do not allow ourselves to take fairy tales 

seriously — except in Jungian psychology (p1)  

The characters of fairy tales are archetypes and, as such, are impregnated with 

symbolism which is universal, i.e. not culture-specific. They frequently represent 

two opposing forces and the tales are often very much to do with balance and 

wholeness. Obvious examples of this are fairy godmother/witch, king/queen, and 

giant/dwarf, symbolizing respectively good/evil, masculine/feminine and 

stupid/clever. Other archetypes actually contain opposites: the wood, for 

instance, symbolizes food and danger, desolation and consolation, womb and 

tomb. Yet another variant tends to symbolize humankind’s fears — monsters, 

dragons and goblins.  

Myths and legends also contain archetypes but, in this case, they are hidden within 

layers of cultural material associated with peoples, nations and regions; they have 

been consciously transmitted by bards, priests and dramatists and reflect the 

civilizations of their origin. They may possess a specific form which expresses 

solemnity and ceremony and which is culturally shared, thereby making them in 

part explicit and easier to interpret. It can therefore be said that the basic 

structure or archetypal elements of myth are built into a formal expression that 

links with the cultural collective consciousness of the people from which it 

emerges.  

Fairy tales, abundant as they are in archetypes, are a powerful means of 

influencing the psychic development of the child. They feed the magico-

mythological layer of the human unconscious, which, according to Jung, is the 

wellspring of creativity. This parallels the notion of an innate linguistic potential, a 

generative deep structure (Chomsky, 1965). Myths, as indicated, include 

archetypes which are often buried in a sometimes consciously created cultural 

product. They, too, provide rich ground for fantasy and creativity. As will be 

argued, in terms of education these processes can be harnessed for the benefit of 

both emotional and intellectual development.  

From a different psycho-analytic perspective, namely Freudianism, Bettelheim 

(1975) is another who stresses the importance of symbolism for children’s 



Write4Children 
 

142 
 

development. As a pedagogue and therapist for emotionally disturbed children, his 

aim is to restore meaning to their lives. He is therefore confronted with the 

problem of identifying the kinds of experience which could be most fruitful in 

restoring psychological health. For Bettelheim, nothing is more important to the 

child than the attitude significant others have towards him/her; next in 

importance is our cultural heritage when it is transmitted in the appropriate 

manner. Literature assists the child in gaining insight into his/her inner and outer 

worlds; it is the carrier of significant messages, symbolically represented and 

germane to positive psychological development.  

Bettelheim & Zelan (1981) criticize much children’s literature on the basis that it 

is superficial and fails to provide the kind of rich emotional experience or access to 

deeper meaning that is necessary. Stories should be rich in imagery and mirror the 

inner reality of the child. They should stimulate the imagination and give body to 

fears and anxieties, at the same time offering light at the end of a dark and 

tortuous path. So, Bettelheim’s argument in favour of fairy tales is based on the 

fact that their wisdom can shed light on our inner reality and, in so doing, guide us 

to the right solutions and give credence to our emotions. When children can see 

their feelings clearly, more harmony can be brought into their existence.  

In the field of developmental psychology, and in contrast to a focus on the 

unconscious, Piaget (1951) explores the importance of fantasy and play for 

cognitive and moral/social development. Play is important to the subject of this 

paper because it, in many respects, is a vehicle for the child’s imaginative activity 

and exemplifies, in Jungian terms, the emotive force of archetypes. Piaget’s 

treatment of play provides it with an important role in his developmental account 

of the child’s growth to adolescence. Symbolic play begins at the third stage of 

intellectual development, that is the first period in which the child displays 

intentional sensori-motor adaptations. It entails play with an imaginary object for 

the first time and usually appears at the beginning of the second year; it develops 

rapidly when the child acquires language, but from four to seven years play begins 

to approximate more and more to reality, while after seven games with rules start 

to predominate and symbolic play merges into voluntary creative activity. Play at 

this stage becomes explicitly game-based.  

While, for Piaget, symbolic play fundamentally refers merely to object-substitution 

and does not resonate anything like the emotive complexity of Jungian archetypal 

symbolism, it remains the case that he articulates the significant role of play for 

children in terms of its dialectical relationship with cognition and its power to 

enable the child to mature into viable social relationships. Thinking directs play 

and the activity of play feeds reflection; playing games with others involves role-

making and role-taking and the development of sensitivity to norms and values. 

Piaget, therefore, though not focusing on the creative nature of play per se, makes 
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the important connection between it and other aspects of child development, 

thereby emphasizing its instrumental significance.  

From the perspective of a cultural historian, Huizinga (1955) regards art as 

emanating from the ludic element within humanity, a force for creativity and 

civilization. He analyzes Renaissance culture in these terms. Rite and ceremony 

are further indications of the operations of this element. For Huizinga, therefore, 

play and fantasy are essential components of human nature which historically find 

expression in various aspects of culture. By extension, play is the natural activity 

by which the child explores his/her world.  

It may be thought that the above thinkers have been yoked forcibly together, 

coming as they do from apparently disparate traditions. What do they have in 

common which is appropriate to the concerns of this paper? The answer to this 

question is primarily to do with a view of human nature or potential which lays 

stress on its essential creativity and its mediation through myth, fairy tale, 

literature, art and play. Cassirer and Langer describe the origins of this in early 

myth-making and the birth of language and affirm its continued importance 

despite the overriding dominance of rationality in recent centuries; Jung, via his 

concept of the collective unconscious, essentially views it as an endowment 

belonging to the individual psyche yet deriving from a universal and primordial 

symbolism; Bettelheim basically proposes imagination and fantasy as a means of 

promoting security through putting individuals in touch with their inner selves, 

thereby making enchantment useful; Piaget sees play as an important element in 

the complex processes of moral and intellectual development; Huizinga locates the 

impetus to cultural expression in human playfulness.  

What has all this to do with the education of the deaf? To proceed with this issue it 

is necessary first to look, in very general terms, at the nature of deaf education 

and the attainment levels of deaf children, and thence to examine some evidence 

for advocating a pedagogy based on the theoretical parameters outlined above.  

Bench (1992) summarized a large number of studies relating to various aspects of 

deaf children’s attainment in communication skills. His overall observations 

include: deaf speech normally possesses poor intelligibility and there is no record 

of any improvement over a period of centuries; for hearing-impaired children there 

is a plateau of reading achievement at around 8-10 years of age, beyond which 

very few progress; the writing ability of pre-lingually deaf children is 

correspondingly inadequate; the cognitive performance of deaf children is close to 

that of hearing children when allowance is made for differences in linguistic 

experience, ergo lack of language proficiency damages cognitive development. To 

these can be added the high probability that deaf children underperform in the 

area of the pragmatics of language. Conrad (1979) observes:  
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Most deaf children leave school massively disabled with respect to their 

ability to understand speech, to be understood when they speak, or to 

comprehend meaning in written language (p119)  

Sacks (1989) and Lane (1984) explicitly ascribe educational failure on the part of 

the deaf to what, for them, is an enforced lack of language, i.e. an 

overwhelmingly oralist approach to education as opposed to the utilization of sign, 

the only language clearly accessible to all deaf people. Sacks uses Vygotsky (1962) 

to provide a psycholinguistic explication of the interrelationship of thought and 

language which, if ruptured — as is so often the case with deaf children, leads to 

linguistic and cognitive shortfall on the one hand and social difficulties on the 

other.  

It is important to grasp what actually goes on in classrooms that include 

deaf/hearing-impaired children. There is a tendency for teaching to stress the 

concrete, to be carried out mechanistically and to be based on a belief in a deficit 

model of the child relating to lack of concepts, lack of imagination, and inability 

to deal with much beyond the here and now. Bench (op. cit.) cites research as 

finding that teachers tend to provide poor models of language for hearing-impaired 

children, that they use language which is literal and representative of the 

concrete. In the mass of literature on language and communication,  

… linguistic interactions with deaf children tend to be literal and 

concrete. Talk is often about the names of things and their attributes … 

or about everyday events that “really happened”. Getting speech and 

language “right” is at a premium. We cannot … rule out the possibility 

that the propositional attitude demanded by hypothetical, abstract 

reasoning is simply not fostered in the deaf. Abstract thinking and 

analogical reasoning are not an inevitable stage of development that the 

deaf, by their nature, fail to achieve… it may be that such ways of 

thinking demand specific cultural experiences and, in particular, the 

sorts of experience that normally take place in schools. Perhaps the 

deaf are not inevitably concrete. Maybe we treat them too “literally”, 

so they remain literal (p149)  

This cogent argument for going beyond the concrete for the purposes of 

conceptual development can be made just as powerfully on behalf of fantasy and 

imagination. In the literature on language and communication in relation to the 

deaf, there is substantial micro-analysis of elements of linguistic performance but 

little attention paid to its content, let alone a consideration of imagination and 

creativity and their importance for the twin processes of social and cognitive 

development.  
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Bouvet (1990) is an exception to this situation. In the context of her emphasis on 

the acquisition of sign as mother tongue, and consequently her bilingual approach 

to the education of deaf children, she uses fairy tales as the foundation for 

language acquisition, speaking, reading and writing. Her rationale for this 

approach is that the tales assist children to find meaning in life and thereby to 

develop psychologically, that the successful acquisition and deployment of 

language is a consequence of connecting to their inner worlds. The characters in 

fairy tales and what happens to them are externalizations of the processes taking 

place in the child; they therefore offer positive images and possibilities for deaf 

children, who in many cases (especially prelingually deaf children of hearing 

parents) have experienced a blockage to any possibility of an affirmed identity 

through everyday interaction with others. Bouvet cites Bettelheim (op. cit.) as 

follows:  

The fairy-tale hero proceeds for a time in isolation, as the modern child 

often feels isolated. The hero is helped by being in touch with primitive 

things — a tree, an animal, nature — as the child feels more in touch 

with those things than most adults do. The fate of these heroes 

convinces the child that, like them, he may feel outcast and abandoned 

in the world, groping in the dark, but, like them, in the course of his life 

he will be guided step by step, and given help when it is needed. Today, 

even more than in past times, the child needs the reassurance offered 

by the image of the isolated man who nevertheless is capable of 

achieving meaningful and rewarding relations with the world around him 

(p11).  

The Bettelheim/Bouvet approach is clearly a therapeutic one, but none the worse 

for that given the damaged children with whom they work. The important point is 

that they both link in to the inner world of the child and recognize the fecundity of 

fairy tales as a means of doing this.  

Personal experience linked with insights gained from Langer, Jung, Bettelheim, 

Huizinga and others led the writer of this paper to implement a curriculum for a 

group of both hearing and hearing-impaired pupils over a period of three years 

from age four-and-a-half to age seven-and-a-half. This has not been formally 

documented, so what follows is essentially anecdotal in nature.  

The deaf pupils were at a level of language development well below that of their 

hearing peers. The prevalent pedagogic principle followed by the teaching staff 

was that the deaf children should do the same as the hearing pupils, but in a more 

simplified manner and more concretely. Language teaching therefore tended to be 

mechanistic. This approach occurred in a context of oralism plus integration, the 

classic twin product of a deficit ideology applied to the deaf.  
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This particular class, therefore, received systematic exposure over a considerable 

period of time to an assortment of myths, fairy tales, legends, fables, poetry and 

nursery rhymes. This usually involved discussion and interpretation, shared reading 

and writing, and dramatisation — including with costumes and make-up — to the 

whole school. Focus on characters, feelings and moral issues (especially fairness) 

arose from the children’s own interests. A large element of self-management on 

the part of the pupils was a feature of the learning process, so that they not only 

were able to highlight those aspects of the material they wanted but they also 

developed ways of interacting in a mature manner; this involved all pupils 

becoming active members of the group. Those who were deaf became full 

participants by about the end of the first of the three years; their play, drama and 

writing ability now were generally on a par with those of the other pupils and each 

of them passed SATs at level two at the age of seven.  

There were probably a number of variables at work in the success of these 

children, not least the unusual teacher continuity. But the most significant factors, 

observed closely over the three years, were to do with the issues explored above. 

Essentially the literature used with this class connected with the inner as well as 

the everyday outer reality of the children; it did this by providing archetypal 

linkages, by portraying shadows which could be explored in a situation of security, 

by allowing identification with positive forces, by enabling playfulness through the 

exploration of roles and by facilitating safe consideration of important moral 

issues. All this gave impetus to a burst of creativity which led to productive 

interaction and communication with other children, and thus directly to 

substantial improvement in a range of linguistic skills. It assisted the children in 

acquiring pragmatics and becoming interpreters of their social world, thereby 

improving self-image and psychological well-being, feeding back, again, into 

improvement in language and cognition. The experience demonstrated to this 

teacher that there is an inner imaginative capacity in all, and that to treat deaf 

children as if they can only operate concretely is a negation of this inner capacity 

and a self-fulfilling prophecy.  

This paper attempts to address the issue of deaf education by sketching an 

alternative approach to curriculum content and delivery, one that stresses learning 

activities based on material that both reflects and realises the potential of the 

imaginative core of the child. It does this in the context of perspectives drawn 

partly from an idealist tradition of philosophy which entails certain bedrock 

assumptions about human nature. The approach manifestly needs proper 

theoretical elaboration. More importantly, it requires systematic application and 

evaluation in the classroom to establish its utility. The classroom ought to be rich 

in fairy tales, myths and legends, and the locus of a pedagogy which exploits this 

opportunity to enter into the realm of fantasy and imagination. It is the contention 



Write4Children 
 

147 
 

of this writer that this would be relatively easy to do compared to the subsequent 

task of attempting to influence policy and change overall practice.  
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Family Affairs: How do Children  

from Diverse Families Respond to Picture Book 

Representations of Non-Traditional Families? 

Flora Kisby 

Roehampton University 

Abstract 

This discussion paper outlines a study that seeks to explore the responses 

of children from both traditional and non-traditional families to picture 

books representing diverse family structures. Drawing on transactional 

theories of readership, the study looks to consider the significance of the 

complexities of concepts of ‘family’ and how these might influence and 

inform children’s early reading experiences and developing sense of self. 

It is informed by an understanding of the power of ideology in children’s 

literature, specifically in relation to depictions of the family unit, which 

continues to prioritise the nuclear family as a privileged norm, in picture 

books at least, in defiance of the evolution of a more diverse reality. 
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I grew up in a traditional family; my mother stayed at home and my father worked. 

The books I was read celebrated and confirmed my family structure. Where they 

didn’t, plot lines centered round resolving this dynamic: parents found for 

orphans, unjustly separated fathers returned to the bosom of their family. 

I now live in a non-traditional family. Most of the books read to my children do not 

confirm the family they are growing up in. I wonder at the message they receive 

when their existence is invisible in the world reflected back to them through 

literature. I wonder at the message received by my niece, who grew up with a 

single parent, reading stories which implied her family needed ‘fixing’ by the 

return of a father. I wonder at the messages received by children I have taught 

who were living in blended and extended families, atypical from those depicted in 
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our shared texts. And I wonder how these children and the thousands like them 

respond when the texts read to and by them do celebrate the families they know 

and love. 

Study Design 

This study seeks to explore the responses of children from both traditional and 

non-traditional families to picture books that depict diverse family structures. A 

sample of six Year-One children will be observed participating in three whole class 

book sharing sessions led by their class teacher. After, they will work alongside the 

researcher in their group of six, where they will engage in a second reading and 

follow up discussion. The picture books selected for discussion are Anthony 

Browne’s Gorilla (1983), Vera Williams’ A Chair for my Mother (1982) and Parnell 

and Richardson’s And Tango Makes Three (2005). Depicting an (arguably) single-

father family, an extended — exclusively female — family, and a gay-father headed 

family respectively, these texts show a range of alternative family structures. 

As the research seeks to consider whether responses of children to picture books 

representing non-traditional families are influenced by the child’s own family 

structure, it is important that the children observed represent a range of family 

backgrounds. As such, the sample includes: two children living in traditional 

mother/father headed families, one with siblings, one without; a child whose 

blended family includes her biological father, step-mother and step-siblings; a 

child who lives with his two mothers, one biological, the other adoptive; a child 

whose family includes only herself and her mother; and a child whose family is 

composed of his mother and grandparents. 

By acting as a participant observer, both leading the sessions and observing the 

children’s responses, the researcher seeks to direct the sample in considering a 

range of perspectives of family. These perspectives vary depending on whether the 

focus is on the structure, function or transaction of the unit (Weigel, 2008), 

whether it is regarded as a cultural concept defined by what might constitute 

appropriate kinship ties (Harris, 2008), or ontologically, in terms of whether it is 

an objective reality or a subjective construct (Robinson and Jones-Diaz, 2006). As 

such, text-based activities are planned which will support discussions relating to: 

the structures of the families depicted; the kinship ties embodied in these 

structures; the functions demonstrated by the families; and the transactional 

values embodied. Children will not be compelled to discuss their own families 

explicitly; in terms of ethical considerations, situations where participants are 

made to feel they need to ‘explain’ or ‘justify’ their family will be avoided. 

However, it is imagined that the children will draw from their own experiences 

when engaging in dialogues around the chosen texts supported by an ethos which 
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reinforces the opinion that different families are all complete, rather than lacking 

due to the absence or presence of a particular role. 

Reflections on the Literature 

Children’s literature provides a space from which children can explore their 

understanding of families and self. The history of the family in children’s literature 

dates back over one hundred and fifty years (Tucker and Gamble, 2001) and, 

unsurprisingly, reflects historical and social change (Alston, 2008; Kariuki & Harris, 

2000; Thiel, 2008). Thiel suggests that traditional representations of the nuclear 

family emerged through Victorian society and are reflected in its literature. These 

depictions continued into the post-war period of 1930-1950 with publications that 

were also characterised as ‘family orientated texts’ (Alston, 2008: 49). During this 

period, the ideal of the family is privileged — despite the large number of single-

parent families that would have been a reality of a war-ravaged society. A similar 

pattern is identified by Kariuki and Harris (2000), and although they suggest that 

texts produced in the 1960s are more illustrative of a rebellion against the family, 

both studies conclude that traditional family values ultimately prevail. 

From the mid-1970s depictions of non-traditional family structures begin to 

emerge (Alston, 2008). However, texts identified as depicting extended or blended 

families, or those headed by single parents or with adopted children, tend to be 

narrative in style and aimed at an older audience (Tucker and Gamble, 2001). 

Picture books continued to offer the reader less diversity in terms of the newly 

emerging familial networks, although some did challenge convention, and even 

hetero-normativity (Kariuki and Harris, 2000). Sunderland and McGlashan note that 

these texts remain rare, estimating that there are only around “fifty picture books 

in English for young children about families with two same-sex co-parents” (2012: 

190). Noteworthy here is, of course, Jenny Lives with Eric and Martin (1983), the 

picture book whose circulation in, and subsequent banning from, school libraries 

influenced the controversial ‘Section 28’. Similarly hard to find are texts 

representing families headed by grandparents (Bunkers, 1992). In a discussion of 

postmodern picture books, Coats (in Sipe and Pantaleo, 2008) considers how, 

despite postmodernist understandings of social reality emerging from the world 

wars, these are not represented artistically until the 1960s. Perhaps there is, 

therefore, a natural delay whereby art takes a while to mirror life, and the 

depiction of widespread familial diversity in the picture book is on the horizon. Be 

this as it may, it remains notable that picture books have not, to date, caught up 

with the pluralism of society; the picture book remains the stronghold of the 

nuclear family.  

This issue becomes significant in consideration of the construction of the self. It is 

widely acknowledged that “all children need books that represent their cultural 
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heritage” (Opitz, 1999:888) in order they might see themselves reflected in the 

literature that they read. It is around the ages of three or four that children are 

developing their “self-esteem and feelings of guilt and pride” (Berk, 2002 in Smith-

D’Arezzo and Thompson, 2006:336) and negotiating “the normalising discourses 

that operate around gender and sexuality [to] take up perspectives as their own 

‘truths’ about the world” (Robinson and Jones-Diaz, 2006:147). As this is a time 

where children’s exposure to literature will be dominated by illustrated books, this 

lack of diversity is of primary consideration in discussion of picture book texts. 

Coats concurs, defining interactions with picture books as a process whereby 

children begin “to craft identities that will be functional and recognizable in their 

society” and which are therefore significant to “the scaffolding on which children 

build coherent and effective selves” (2008:76). If they do not have opportunities to 

engage with picture books that reflect positive images of themselves, children can 

therefore be made to feel invisible within society. This can lead to a 

marginalisation that undermines or challenges their sense of self (Graham, 1990). 

The lack of picture book depictions of diverse families is also noteworthy when 

considered alongside the suggestion of Pantaleo and Sipe that this particular form 

of children’s literature is significant in its provision of a social and cultural 

commentary. They highlight Bader’s definition of the picture book as a “social, 

cultural, historical document” (1976 in Pantaleo and Sipe, 2008:1) and through 

Bakhtin’s ‘chronotope’, espouse its capacity to “reflect the time and space 

relationships in our world” (ibid:1). The history detailed above suggests, however, 

that this is not always the case. The picture book medium is not yet offering its 

readers an inclusive representation of family diversity within contemporary 

society. 

Reflecting on this phenomenon leads to the consideration of literature as an 

ideological device. Heavily burdened with the cultural understandings of the 

period from which it stems, children’s literature is a medium — be it conscious or 

unconscious — for exposing the child reader to these influences (Hollindale, 2011; 

Stephens, 1992). Thus, the familial depictions outlined above are far from simple 

reflections of the evolution of families. Instead they are ideologically laden tools. 

From this premise it is indeed possible to read the picture book as a chronotope; 

one which reveals a period seeking to privilege a traditional family structure when 

presented with the loss of this as a social norm. 

Hollindale defines three levels of ideology in literature: active, passive and 

organic. The depictions of the family in literature outlined above all reflect 

society’s norms and values; where family structures change in society, and where 

these changes become socially acceptable, so they change in art. It is in response 

to a changing world that, through organic ideology, this evolution in family 

representation has begun to come about. 
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The active ideology behind And Tango Makes Three is explicit: the message of the 

‘normality’ of a family unit with gay fathers is “conscious, deliberate and in some 

measure ‘pointed’” (2011:37). It will be interesting to explore whether this 

ideology is too heavy handed for its intended readership. In such a case, Hollindale 

cautions that the only readers who will be convinced are those who are so already; 

in the case of this study, this would be children who themselves have exposure to 

a similar family unit. In Gorilla and A Chair for my Mother, the active ideologies 

are arguably less direct in their approval of alternative family structures, but they 

are clearly no less affirming. This leads Bradford to suggest of Gorilla that 

“Hannah’s dream is seen, by way of the book’s consolatory ending, to demonstrate 

her father’s love for her” (1998: 82), thus celebrating and affirming their family 

unit. The same conclusion might be drawn in response to Rosa’s family’s eventual 

securing of ‘mother’s chair’. 

In her consideration of depictions of twenty-first century families, Alston 

concludes that although the structure itself may have changed, traditional values 

remain. She claims that consensus lies in the virtue of the family as a social 

structure and that “the ideology of family triumphs” (2008:59), be its depiction 

nuclear or otherwise. It could be argued that the images and prose in the selected 

picture books likewise convey the non-traditional families they depict within a 

traditional framework; each contains cues reflecting typically celebrated family 

experiences: mealtimes, bedtimes, shopping and day trips. This conventionalising 

of the unconventional might reflect their unconsciously voiced passive ideology.  It 

will be interesting to discover whether this is a position explored by the 

participants in the proposed study, either independently, through dialogic talk, or 

supported by teacher questioning. It might enable a child-reader, unfamiliar with 

alternative family structures, to recognise values as they relate their own 

understanding of family to these physically alternative, yet emotionally similar, 

representations. This would enable them to engage with the families in the texts.  

To facilitate children’s perception of this passive ideology, they need to be taught 

how to explore the values of the texts they read (Hollindale, 2011). It will be 

interesting to consider what teachers consider the challenges to be when it is the 

establishment of the family being (superficially) subverted. 

It is the job of the reader to engage with ideological assumptions, at all three 

levels, through their transaction with the text.  In his theory of reader-response, 

Iser argues that “the convergence of text and reader brings the literary work into 

existence” (1978:275). The writer writes for a reader who must draw on their own 

experience and socio-cultural beliefs, as well as their knowledge of the 

conventions of literature, to enter the world of the text. In so doing, they respond 

to the ideological influences embodied in that text. Rosenblatt builds on this 

understanding of readership, proposing a distinction between ‘efferent’ readings, 
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where a reader takes knowledge away, and ‘aesthetic’ readings where a reader 

engages in the reading event. Drawing on their own experience, the reader’s 

response is interwoven with their own ideological stance. As such, concepts which 

might be alien to their own experience can disturb the aesthetic and impose an 

efferent perspective: 

...as the reader draws upon his past life for the substance from which, 

under the guidance of the textual signs, to build up the work, special 

and sometimes tangential preoccupations, preconceptions, and 

misconceptions emerge. Such intrusions may interrupt the experience, 

and even when recognised as irrelevant to the text, may still provide 

overtones, diversions, interruptions, that diminish the wholeness and 

integrity of the experience.  (1978:38) 

It will be interesting to consider whether some children’s aesthetic readings of the 

picture books identified for use in this study might be interrupted by their efferent 

response. It is possible they will experience alienation from a family structure with 

which they struggle to identify and as such will be made to ‘take away’ knowledge 

(in the form of active ideology) pertaining to alternative family structures. It is 

also possible that the children will respond to what Chambers (1985), in his 

consideration of the reader, defines as the ‘style’ of a text: the passive ideology 

revealed by the way an author writes, in these cases reflecting their approval of 

the diverse families depicted. From this perspective, child-readers from all family 

structures would share in an understanding of the values underpinning family life, 

enabling them to maintain an aesthetic stance. 

Whatever the journey the ideological assumptions interwoven with these texts 

take their readers on, these three award winning picture books should each allow 

for rich discussion as the participants seek to understand the worlds depicted, 

exploring (but not restricted to) issues surrounding the family in light of their own 

experiences. 

Possible Outcomes 

The outcomes of this study are uncertain and it is important not to limit their 

possibility with too narrow a prediction. However, it is possible that the children’s 

responses will reflect their own experiences and that this might lead to their 

engaging with the families depicted in the focus texts, either in recognition of 

their own family structure or in recognition of its ‘otherness’. It is equally possible 

that the children will misinterpret the cues as to familial membership in response 

to the ideological cues relating to core familial values. Will they give Hannah a 

mother? Rosa a father? Question Tango’s sense of completion? The responsibility 

for this study lies not in finding an answer but in “shedding light on the problem, 

teasing out the complexities and pointing out how it might be tackled by 
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practitioners” (Edward, 2002:161). Exploring the children’s responses fully is 

therefore integral to fulfilling the ethical obligations of this research. 

Ultimately this study will be an exciting opportunity to shed light on an area which 

is becoming an ever growing reality for children growing up today amongst values 

established at an earlier time. It is hoped that it might contribute to growing 

global understanding of contemporary childhood. Thoughts and opinions are 

warmly invited in support of the evolving design of the study through response to 

this discussion paper. 
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Two to One:  

Females outnumbered by males in British (and N 

American) children's picture books 

Eileen Browne 

 

Abstract 

This paper looks at the imbalance in gender representation in children's 

picture books with studies in the UK and USA showing there to be only 

about half the number of female characters as there are males. 

This lack of female characters appears to continue in other children's 

media too, such as television and films. Given this underrepresentation, 

the obvious question is what impact it might have on how girls and boys 

each view their relative importance while they are children and as they 

become adults. 

 

Keywords 

gender; female characters; underrepresentation; gender specific; picture 

books 

 

 

10-book test  

Pick at least ten picture books 'blindfolded'. See how many have mostly female 

and how many have mostly male main characters — and how many have the 

same number of (or no) gender specific characters.  

In the 1970s, when starting out as an illustrator and author of children's books, I 

was asked to give a talk to a local book group on gender in children's books. Why, I 

don't remember: probably some passing remark I'd made. So, not knowing where to 

start, I chose three favourite authors and looked at their children's titles: Roald 

Dahl, Raymond Briggs and Dick King-Smith. To my surprise and dismay, all their 

protagonists were male. Was this because the authors were male? 

However, in the following years I was conscious of the continual 

underrepresentation of female characters in children's books from both female and 

male authors. I kept hearing, "[t]here aren't enough books about boys", from 
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people in the book industry and beyond, but this wasn't what I was seeing. It 

seemed to me there were far fewer female characters than male in children's 

books. To help find out if this was my imagination I devised a simple 10-book test 

for primary school teachers and their pupils. Picture books were chosen for this 

experiment for speed and simplicity.  

Between 1990 and 1995, about twenty schools did the test and results were 

consistent. There were always fewer with female protagonists (or characters) than 

male — usually about half as many females to males.  

No records were kept of these results so, when eleven years later it seemed 

nothing had improved, I tried the test again — and recorded the results. 

Between March 2006 and April 2012: 

847 books were looked at by seven primary schools (teachers & children), thirteen 

further education students, seven individuals, and by myself in three bookshops; 

books for babies were included in my study. Also looked at were the Bookstart 

book pack (2005); the Bookstart Treasure Chest (2011) and the FCBG Red House 

Award shortlist (2012) (which included story books).i 

Out of these books:  

 743 books had female or male main characters.  

 104 books had equal numbers of (or no) female and male characters. 

The results: 

 256 had female main characters and 487 had male main characters: 34.5% 

were female and 65.5% were male. 

 There were almost half the number of female characters to males: nothing 

had changed. 

Unbeknown to me, another independent UK picture book study that included the 

underrepresentation of females had been written in 2011 — 'Core Factors in 

Picture Book Sex Stereotyping'.ii 

Liza Miller, an MA student at City University, London, had analysed the seventy-

five main characters in thirty-two Kate Greenaway Medal winners between 1956 

and 2010. Her results were the same as mine: 

 Females were outnumbered by males in picture books by about 2:1. 

 Female animal characters were underrepresented by 4.5:1 — less than 20% 

had female characters. 

Coincidentally, a huge study in the USA, 'Gender in Twentieth-Century Children's 

Books', lead by Janice McCabe (a professor at Florida State University) and 
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published in Gender and Society, April 2011 had found similar results. Her team 

studied 5,618 best-selling books, 1900-2000. These were a mixture of picture and 

other children's books: Caldecott Medal winners, Little Golden Books and the 

Children's Catalog (p.203-205). The overall findings reflected those of Liza Miller 

and myself: female protagonists were outnumbered by males by about 2:1.  

The McCabe team also concluded that the disparity was far greater with animal 

characters. 

Children's television and films 

A number of TV programmes and films are based on, or become, children's books. 

A study on film in the USA, below, is also relevant as many films from America are 

shown in Britain. The lack of roles for females appears to be prevalent in both. 

In a letter to the Radio Times (7-13 April 2012), Helen Treadwell had found that on 

forty-four programmes shown on Cbeebies (BBC TV's children's channel) on 19th 

March 2012: 

 Just four programmes had a female main character or majority of female 

characters. 

 Twenty-four had a male main character or majority of male characters. 

 Sixteen were gender neutral. 

 Females were outnumbered by males 6:1 

The USA-based Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media, studied the hundred 

most popular children's PG and PG-13 rated films released between 2006-2011. The 

results were published in a report entitled, ‘Gender Roles and Occupations 2012’ 

(p.29), 5,839 independent speaking characters were looked at: 

 29.3% were female and 71.7% were male. 

 Females were outnumbered by males 2.53:1 

Excuses 

Animal characters 

When a publisher chooses not to produce a diverse range of picture books —

showing people of various races, disabled etc. the reason given is usually, "it won't 

sell". 

However, this reason can't apply if the protagonist of a book is an ‘unnamed' 

female animal. Picture books with animal characters are big sellers. Best-selling 

picture books such as The Very Hungry Caterpillar, Old Bear, Superworm and The 

Cat in the Hatiii are genderless by title — and booksellers would be just as likely to 

sell these if inside the book it turned out that the animal was a 'she' rather than a 
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'he'. So maybe the lack of female animal protagonists is because authors have 

chosen to make their characters male.  

Human characters 

There are as many girls to buy picture books for as there are boys. 50% of the UK's 

population are female. The argument that, girls will read books with boys in but 

boys won't read books with girls in just doesn't wash for children aged seven and 

under. Three days ago, I witnessed over fifty infant boys and girls buying books; all 

the books had girls featured prominently on the cover. (Oatlands Infant School, 

Weybridge: 26.2.13)  

An exception may be when the cover of a book is extremely pink (considered by 

some, in recent years, to be a colour just for girls — an idea often reinforced by 

adults); or when covers show very 'girly' characters — e.g. frilly, fairy princesses — 

though boys often enjoy pink and 'girly' books. 

So, why does this matter? 

Well, apart from the fact that the UK's population is half female and half male and 

we're supposed to have an 'equal' society... 

Picture books help children reinforce their sense of place in the world around 

them. If the picture book world is dominated by males, then girls and boys can get 

a false view that males are more important and have more worth than females. If 

children hear the word 'he' twice as often as 'she' in the stories they experience, 

they are hearing that males have priority over females.  

If you're sceptical about this, imagine what it would have been like if every 

children's book you had encountered throughout your childhood had protagonists of 

a different gender to yourself. Just think about it; it would be as though you, and 

others of your sex, never had a voice. 

Where there is discrimination by gender, even if it is just omission of that gender, 

abuse from the dominant group can often take on a sexist nature. 

In a 2006 National Union of Teachers report on harassment in schools (Sexist 

Language in Primary Schools: A Serious Business),iv 30% of Primary School teachers 

surveyed had encountered "sexually abusive language" amongst children in their 

schools. 

Broadcaster Yasmeen Khan, speaking about sexual harassment on BBC Radio 4 (My 

Name is Not 'Hey Baby')v said that youth workers were finding that really 

questionable gender attitudes were forming in some children as young as seven, 

eight and nine.  

If female children are discriminated against by omission, the discrimination may 

continue as they grow into adults. If one gender has less of a voice than the other 
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when young, then both sexes may expect that this secondary position should be 

maintained throughout adulthood. Maybe this is why it is hard for some adults to 

accept women having a strong and equal voice to men.  

On Front Row (Radio 4, 25 February 2013),vi comedian Sue Perkins, a lesbian, was 

asked if she had experienced homophobia. She replied, "Not really, actually. But 

what I have experienced is sexism. Sexism is very prevalent and intermittently you 

get these bursts of sort of hatred for womankind...That educated people are still 

asking the question, 'Can women be funny?' pretty much says it all."  

So, if you are concerned that gender discrimination in books for the very young 

might be linked with gender discrimination later in life... 

Authors — think about the gender of your picture-book characters. Could they be 

female and help redress this imbalance? Cats, crocodiles, tigers, toads and 

children are as likely to be female as male. 

Some critics of the findings of 'Gender in Twentieth-Century Children's Books' by 

Janice McCabe's team, point out that the surveys include books from long ago, 

so... what is needed are surveys of twenty-first century picture books.  

Publishers — do the 10-book test with books published since 2000. It takes about 

ten minutes. Maybe things have improved? 

One children's books editor I know has done the test with thirty of that publisher's 

picture books (Sept 2012). The (extremely encouraging) results showed: 

 Eleven had female main characters 

 Eleven had male main characters 

 Eight had the same number or no female or male characters 

 50% were female and 50% were male 

If you'd like to complete the (child-friendly) 10-book test, email me 

(eileenbrowne@btinternet.com). I look forward to hearing your results! 
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 In 1986 Through My Window, (written with Tony Bradman) was the first ever 

picture book published in the UK and the USA featuring an interracial 

family, where the family's ethnicity was not part of the story. 

 In 1991 Where's That Bus? was the first ever picture book published in the 

UK and the USA featuring an all-female cast of animals, excepting those 

with inherently female animals such as cows, sheep etc.  

 In 2009 Handa's Hen became the first book ever to be published in the 

Shilluk language of Sudan. 

All Eileen's protagonists are female, since she discovered (early on in her career) 

that female picture book characters were outnumbered by males by two to one. 

(Further studies (2012) show that this is still the case.) 

Born and brought up in Birmingham, UK, Eileen has a degree in Graphic Design and 

is a qualified art teacher. She lived in London for many years where she taught, 

wrote, illustrated, ran a junior youth club and had a baby. She now lives and works 

in a big, busy village in Wiltshire. 

In 2010 Eileen launched an online list of 200+ recommended multicultural picture 

books. It is a free resource for teachers, librarians parents, carers, publishers and 

bookstores. www.eileenbrowne.com 
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Open your teeth and roar:  

Diversity and the new writer 

Louise Jordan 

Abstract 

A lack of diversity in children’s publishing continues to be a problem but 

what, exactly, does diversity mean to most new writers? The Oxford 

English Dictionary defines ‘diversity’ as a ‘state of being diverse’ and 

‘diverse’ as ‘a great deal of variety: very different’. Yet too often diversity 

is limited to ethnicity alone. In this article I take a quick look at how three 

different states of diversity are represented in children’s books - sexual 

orientation, family make-up and disability.  

Keywords 

writers; different; ethnicity; sexual orientation; family; disability 

 

 

Sexual Orientation 

I have a problem — my son’s best friend is gay. Although that, in itself, is not the 

problem. The problem is that his mum is my best friend and she doesn’t know. 

Don’t worry, this isn’t going to be one of those ‘Dear Deirdre’ dilemmas…should 

I/shouldn’t I tell her? As far as I’m concerned it’s none of my business. The 

dilemma — such as it is — is WHY hasn’t he told her, when I know for a fact that 

she would take the news in her stride?  

Being gay is no biggie these days. The news tells us that more than 105,000 gay 

men and women have formalised their relationships (Ford, R. 2012), five times 

more than predicted when civil partnerships were introduced seven years ago. And 

the Government has said that it intends to give full marriage rights to lesbian, gay, 

bisexual and transgender people by the next election.  

Slowly, slowly this trend towards making gay relationships an accepted part of our 

many-faceted society is gathering pace. And, equally slowly, this acceptance is 

being reflected in books for children and young adults. In Books for Keeps, Dr Ju 

Gosling, the director of Bettany Press, chooses her favourite ten teen novels 

featuring same sex relationships, remarking that “[w]hile the internet now 

provides questioning teens with information about gay sexuality, fiction still deals 

best with the emotional issues involved − as well as explaining these to teen 

readers” (Gosling, J. 2012). 
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Gosling’s chosen titles include books about both gay and lesbian characters. My 

own two favourites out of the ten come from independent publishers, very open to 

unsolicited submissions from new writers.  

Life Interrupted by Damian Kelleher (Piccadilly Press, 2009) is a hard hitting story 

about two brothers. Luke and Jesse live with their mother and rarely see their 

father, who is living in Scotland with a second family. After their mother develops 

terminal cancer and dies, they form a new family when their Uncle Stu moves in. 

That he turns out to be gay is, rightly, seen as unimportant − love is what counts in 

this story.  

Pink by Lili Wilkinson (Allen & Unwin, 2012) is a lighter read but, nonetheless, 

makes an important point about the ambiguities of sexual orientation. Ava’s liberal 

academic parents have celebrated her coming out, but she transfers schools to 

escape her girlfriend Chloe and to find out who she really is, a truth she suspects is 

not so clear-cut. The story explores issues around peer pressure and parental 

pressure in a touching and humorous way, and teaches that everyone is happier 

when they can be accepted as themselves. 

Interestingly Gosling’s list features two books published by Allen & Unwin — Pink 

and About A Girl (Hornimann, J. 2011). It isn’t always easy for authors — published 

or unpublished — to stick their necks out and write about possibly controversial 

subjects, so it is good to see Allen & Unwin reaching out specifically to new writers 

through their innovative ‘Friday Pitch’ service, extended to children’s writers since 

February 2013 (for further details visit www.allenandunwin.com). 

Family Make-up 

However, whilst books about same-sex relationships are becoming more common, 

books about same-sex parenting are a different matter altogether. These books are 

targeted at a much younger age, and this is part of the problem. 

Back in 2007 a seemingly innocent picture book And Tango Makes Three by Justin 

Richardson & Peter Parnell (Simon & Schuster, 2007) — based on actual events 

about a couple of male penguins in New York’s Central Park Zoo raising a hatchling 

— caused an unprecedented furore in the children’s publishing arena. The book 

topped the American Library Association’s list of the ‘Most Challenged Books’, and 

organised campaigns against the book included efforts to have it restricted to the 

‘mature’ section of libraries, labelled with a warning about content, and removed 

from school libraries altogether. 

Another book about two gay fathers − The Trouble with Babies by Martha Freeman 

(Holiday House, 2002) − didn’t fare much better, with one Pittsburgh-area mother 

demanding it be removed from library shelves for its ‘homosexual agenda’. This 

http://www.allenandunwin.com/
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has been referred to by some as the ‘heckler’s vote’ where one very loud 

complaint can make a book unavailable for thousands. 

Arthur Levine as the editorial director of his own imprint for Scholastic Press and a 

gay parent is concerned by this issue. But he emphasises that the need for these 

books goes well beyond children being raised by gay parents. “Ten per cent of the 

children’s book readership, at least, will grow up to be gay or lesbian”, he 

explains.  

Wouldn’t it be nice if their first exposure to the idea that there are gay 

people in the world isn’t when they’re teenagers — so when little 

Johnny falls in love with that really cute, brainy boy in his computer 

class, he’s grown up with the idea that it’s not unusual and there’s 

nothing wrong with that. And an even higher percentage of picture book 

readership will grow up to know and love somebody who’s gay or 

lesbian. So when you think about it that way a large percentage of your 

picture book audience can really benefit from naturalizing the idea that 

there are gay and lesbian people in the world. When you think about it 

that way, it’s even more of a mystery why there aren’t more of these 

books. (Levine, A. 2007) 

The mystery deepens when you consider that same-sex parenting is no longer the 

taboo subject it once was. Elton John has recently been happily talking about the 

joys of fatherhood with his partner, David Furnish. As far as I know the only 

adverse reaction to his new status as a ‘dad’ relates to his age rather than his 

sexual orientation. The actor Charlie Condou has become as famous for being a 

real-life gay dad as for his fictional portrayal of gay fatherhood as Marcus Dent in 

Coronation Street. “I don't feel like a gay dad, any more than I feel like a celebrity 

dad,” says Charlie, “[w]hen I'm with my family, caring for my daughter, watching 

the little bean jump around on the ultrasound screen, I just feel like a ‘dad’.” 

(Condou, C. 2011) 

However not everyone is so open-minded on the subject. A new US pressure group 

‘One Million Moms’ is campaigning for a TV show to be taken off air before it’s 

even been broadcast. The show The New Normal is about a gay couple who hire a 

surrogate to have a baby. One Million Moms has accused the broadcaster, NBC, of 

‘attempting to desensitize America and our children’.  

Disability 

Back in early August 2012, I was on the tube on my way to the Olympic Games. As 

was the spirit of the Games, everyone travelling with me was chatty and friendly 

and before long I got talking to the man sitting opposite me. He was, he told me, 

the manager of the GB Paralympic women’s tennis team and, according to him, 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/family
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they stood a good chance of winning a medal. He registered my expression of 

polite, piteous interest with amusement. No doubt he could read my mind. We 

were on our way to watch ‘proper’ athletes competing in the main event — the 

Paralympics held no interest for us on that day. “Para-athletes are no longer the 

poor relations,” he commented mildly, “[t]hey are the rich first cousins of the guys 

you are going to watch today.” 

Fast forward five weeks and I was at the Paralympics, in scorching sunshine, 

watching two British women competing for Bronze in a doubles tennis final. And, 

as my travelling companion predicted, they made it in three sets of nail-biting, 

exciting and brave play. I was, in the words of Seb Coe, ‘dazzled, moved and 

inspired’. 

There is no double that something significant happened during our Paralympic 

Games: disability became cool. Simon Barnes, writing in The Times, agrees: 

Before the London Paralympic Games we might have associated 

disability with a certain amount of humility, a certain amount of 

deference. Yet athletes like Sarah Storey won their races with a display 

of devastating and outrageous arrogance. Call it confidence if you want 

to make it sound pretty, but humble it was not. We checked-in pity at 

the door when we started watching these Games. (Barnes, S. 2012) 

Yet however ‘cool’ disability may have suddenly become, it is still wildly under-

represented and consistently mis-represented − and that misrepresentation goes 

largely unquestioned. ‘Disabled people are menacing and dangerous’ − remember 

Captain Hook? ‘Disabled people are innocent and saintly’ − remember Tiny Tim? 

‘Disabled people are an inspiration to us all’ − remember biographies of Helen 

Keller and Douglas Bader? 

As one critic put it, books are “intended for readers who, thinking of themselves as 

non-disabled, are able to regard the disabled as essentially alien, absolute others”. 

Disabled people in books are almost never real — never whole people with varied 

lifestyles and personalities. “We don’t just need more books about disability,” 

explains Alexandra Strick, an independent book consultant with a particular 

interest in making books accessible and inclusive, “we also need books which 

include disabled people as heroes and heroines alongside the rest of the 

book’s characters, without any reference to the fact that they happen to be 

disabled.” (Strick, A. 2012). 

Writing for the Scottish Book Trust, Alexandra Strick points out that 

As many as one in ten children are disabled and in the typical classroom 

one in five has some form of special educational need. The number of 

disabled children who appear in children’s books does not even come 
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close to reflecting these figures. Such books are of course important for 

all children. Children who are disabled have the right to feel equally 

included and represented in books. However these books are also 

important for non-disabled readers — from an early age, all children 

need to recognise that disability is not something strange or frightening, 

but just a natural part of life.   

Thankfully, things are starting to change, albeit slowly.  Lots more books 

are starting to include disabled characters. For example books like Susan 

Laughs (Jeanne Willis, Tony Ross, 2000), Best Friends (Mark Chambers, 

2008) and Seal Surfer (Michael Foreman, 2006) picture disabled children 

taking part in activities alongside their non-disabled peers, often 

without any reference. 

There are also books that touch positively on the subject of disability 

without making it an overriding feature of the story. For example, in 

The Sports Day (Nick Butterworth and Mick Inkpen, 2007) a child in one 

of the races uses crutches — and refuses to be given a head start. Julia 

Donaldson’s Freddie and the Fairy (2011) includes positive messages 

about communicating with people who are deaf. (Strick, A. 2012)  

Scope, the UK’s leading children’s disability charity, set about encouraging authors 

and illustrators to write new children’s books with disabled characters through its 

‘In The Picture’ campaign (2005-2008). Scope’s aim was to encourage the inclusion 

of disabled characters in children’s books in a way that treats disability as a mere 

characteristic, such as wearing glasses, or being black. As they state in their third 

guideline, “images of disability should be the norm, in the same way as images of 

different ethnicities are now the norm.” (Scope. 2005-2008). 

Whilst there is much to applaud in Scope’s campaign, some children’s book 

professionals have their reservations. Disabled children’s author, Tony Seymour, 

sums it up: 

I have a real concern that should popular authors attempt to write about 

something which they know little or nothing about, the effect could be 

counter productive. The people best placed to write on this subject are 

disabled people themselves. 

More significantly, it should still be realised that disabled children are 

different from their able-bodied peers. They are not the same as 

‘normal’ children. Being disabled is a very complex and personal 

attribute, which affects every disabled child differently. In reference to 

guidelines 8 and 9 above, I heartily agree that ‘happy ever after plots’ 

which centre around the cure of a given disability are definitely to be 
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avoided. That said, a disabled child’s attitude to their own disability 

may well be a very real and powerful issue in the story. It is not always 

society’s barriers that can keep disabled children from living full lives. 

Sometimes it is the negative attitudes of the disabled people themselves 

that prevent them from achieving their potential. (Seymour, T. 2012) 

By the time you read this article, of course, the Paralympic Games will be but a 

distant memory. The last chords of Coldplay, performing with Charles Hazlewood’s 

new British Paraorchestra at the closing ceremony, will have faded along with the 

summer sunshine. However, in the words of Richard Morrison, I too hope that “the 

dazzling feats of the disabled won’t suddenly disappear from the media.” 

(Morrison, R. 2012) 

In the arts, as in the Paralympics, disability is no bar to greatness. Let’s hope that 

one of the lasting legacies of the Paralympics is a more positive focus on disability 

in children’s books.  

Summary 

The problem is, though, that with the best will in the world it takes a brave writer 

to tackle the more controversial diversity issues. US children’s author, Cynthia 

Leitich Smith, blogs about this writing ‘fear’ on her website. 

Have you ever thought ‘I’ll mess up’ or ‘they’ll reject me,’ and then set 

aside a story or character or plot line? If so, you’re not alone. As a 

teacher and mentor, I’ve heard those thoughts expressed countless 

times. 

Usually, ‘I’ll mess up’ comes from those seeking to reflect someone 

different from themselves. Different in terms of culture, ethnicity, 

region, religion, sexual orientation, social class or another attribute that 

folks use to, at least in part, define themselves and each other…one 

that carries with it baggage and lends itself to heightened sensitivities. 

You who care so much that you’re immobilized, silenced, I’m asking you 

to make yourselves heard. You already know how. Set aside 

preconceptions, take advice, study. Make friends and listen to them — 

when they talk and when they’re quiet. Risk rejection. Ask permission. 

Take no for an answer. Don’t take no for an answer. Weigh differing 

opinions. Admit mistakes. Learn from them. (Leitich Smith, C. 2012) 

The fact is, I myself am sometimes guilty of encouraging authors to play it safe. At 

The Writers’ Advice Centre our mission statement is ‘to give authors the best 

possible chance of being published’ and that ‘best possible chance’ doesn’t always 

sit comfortably with tackling controversial subjects head on.   
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Publishers, too, must accept a fair share of the criticism for ‘silencing a social 

message’ by leaving images of gay relationships out of children’s books, 

particularly as it doesn’t take much to make children’s books more inclusive. 

Children’s author Todd Parr is forever grateful to Little Brown for their decision to 

put an illustration of two male parents on the back cover of his book We Belong 

Together (2008) − apparently unafraid that this image might somehow limit 

perceptions of the book’s content and designate it as a special issue or alternative 

lifestyle book. 

It’s an example of the kind of publisher support that Arthur Levine describes as 

necessary to get more books like this into bookstores. But books like this need 

strong consumer support or publishers will continue to shy away from them. “I’m 

hyper-alert in bookstores looking for the book that might include our family,” says 

Levine. “I’d buy anything that remotely reflected us, partly because I want to 

make a vote with my pocketbook. I want to say, ‘Whoever you are in that 

publishing house who pushed this through, I am supporting you.’” (Levine, A. 2007) 

However, there is no getting away from the fact that the inclusion issue starts with 

the writer. This impassioned plea from Cynthia Leitich Smith sums it up: 

I understand that you don’t want to upset your auntie or that university 

professor who’s been such an advocate. I too have felt the pressure to 

sit pretty in the curriculum box and craft text the grownups will 

consider precious or important or, perhaps worst of all, safe. I ask you: 

Do the perils of ruffling the literati outweigh your commitment to your 

readers? To your art? 

I can’t promise that you won’t make a mistake or be unfairly criticized. 

But all writing stems from courage. If writing for and about all children 

requires more courage, then hunt it down. 

Own your awesomeness and redefine this conversation. Make me less 

bored. Please. 

Open your teeth and roar! (Leitich Smith, C. 2012) 

 

Biography 

Louise has been in the children’s publishing industry for over twenty years. Trained 
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After having children of her own she studied children’s writing at The City Literary 
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Advice Centre full time. She has previously been a columnist for Writers News and 

Writing Magazine and still reads for some children’s publishers when she has the 

time. She is a talent scout for a number of agents including Whispering Buffalo & 

Greenhouse. She is also the author of How to Write for Children and Get Published 

(Piatkus, 2010) and currently writes the children’s writing pages for Writers’ 
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Abstract 

‘Two For the Road: Identities in Exile and the Quest for the Real in 

Divided Subjectivities’ is a literary study focused on representations of 

cloned children in two twenty-first century fin de siècle novels featuring 
divided subjectivities: Taylor Five: The Story of a Clone Girl (2002) by 

British writer Ann Halam, and The Clone Codes (2010) by the American 

family of writers, The McKissacks. These novels can be described as 

speculative fiction. In her critical text In Other Worlds: SF and the Human 
Imagination (2011) Margaret Atwood describes the genre as being 

concerned ‘with things that really could happen but just hadn’t happened 

when the authors wrote the books’ (6). Utilising a psychoanalytic 

perspective and the motif of the double (or doppelgànger), the study 
examines how writers engage with the debate concerning the effects of 

reproductive technologies on identity. In particular, the study is 

concerned with how subjectivity is affected when children receive new 

information concerning their genetic origins. The analysis reveals parallels 

between experiences of fictional protagonists and those of children 
involved in closed adoption. While interrogating the ways in which 

identities are initially made vulnerable, these fictions also explore factors 

which lead to resilience; ultimately presenting hopeful narratives for 

young readers. 

 

Keywords 

adoption; identity; subjectivity; clone fiction; emerging adult; doubles 

 

 

 

… but how was I terrified, when I viewed myself in a transparent pool! 
At first I started back, unable to believe that it was me who was 
reflected in the mirror; and when I became fully convinced that I was in 
reality the monster that I am, I was filled with the bitterest sensation 
of despondence and mortification. 

    Frankenstein by Mary Shelley (1818 edition: p.117)  
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This study examines two contemporary novels by writers who have engaged with 

the debate concerning the effects of reproductive technologies on emergent adult 

identities.  In The Clone Codes (2010) by the McKissack family of black-American 

writers and Taylor Five: The Story of a Clone Girl (2002) by British writer Ann 

Halam, parallels emerge between the experiences of the female protagonists and 

experiences of children involved in closed adoption or other situations where the 

child is initially denied access to information about her/his genetic origins. As 

closed adoption has long been a feature of societies, then texts which focus on the 

various experiences of adoptees can inform understanding concerning issues of 

identity and belonging faced by those who live in exile from their genetic parents. 

Canadian writer Margaret Atwood (2011:p.6) has defined the genre in which she 

locates her work as speculative fiction, characterised by possible futures 

concerned with ‘things that really could happen but just hadn’t happened when 

the authors wrote the books’. The novels in this analysis are set in ‘possible’ 

futures, where cloning has already happened. This double positioning of the reader 

brings immediacy to the central question raised by these texts: what happens to 

the formation of identity when children have to deal with new information about 

their origins, particularly when they are beginning to develop into adults?    

Dr Betty Jean Lifton (1994:p.17) in Journey of the Adopted Self: A Quest for 

Wholeness, states that adoptees have a sense of living two lives; one present, and 

one absent. In other words, the subject lives in fear of fragmentation. This article 

interrogates the ways in which socialisation provides a sense of identity, 

particularly when a sense of biological origin is absent or confused. In the analysis 

which follows, Lifton’s research is central in interpreting accounts of the divided 

subject, a concept approached through the theories of Jacques Lacan (Translation 

by Wilden:1975) as described in The Language of the Self: The Function of 

Language in Psychoanalysis (1966). In addition, aspects of Freud’s study The 

Uncanny (1919) will be referred to, particularly his concept of the double or 

doppelgänger, developed by Otto Rank’s (1914) psychoanalytic essay Der 

Doppelgänger. In Gothic literature the doppelgänger is a ghostly figure that returns 

in different manifestations over time and place to haunt the reader’s imagination. 

Lacan’s ideas differ from Freud’s account of the doppelgänger, where the double 

is a mirror inversion of the subject, often located externally. Robyn McCallum 

(1999:p.77) describes in Ideologies of Identity in Adolescent Fiction how, for 

Lacan, the doppelgänger is perceived internally as part of the developmental 

process: 

… the double represents another possible position that the character 

might occupy, an internalised aspect of otherness, and/or is indicative 

of the internal division of the subject. 
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In the texts under scrutiny, doubling occurs when identity is thrown into crisis, in 

the context of new information about the self which precipitates a new mirror 

stage and the added consequence of subjectivity becoming divided.  

The role of fiction in assisting children to understand the diversity implicated in 

the term ‘family’ has been documented by researchers such as Patricia A. 

Crawford (2011: pp.313-321) in her article ‘Connecting the Dots: Exploring Themes 

in Adoption Picturebooks’. Negotiating issues of identity can, for adopted children 

and those whose lives begin with surrogacy, egg or sperm donation, be a complex 

process. As McLeod’s study (2006:p.46) ‘Postcolonial Fictions of Adoption’ asserts, 

the formation of subjectivity is also influenced by the specific cultural, legal and 

historical discourses and contexts in which birth occurs. This analysis calls for that 

diversity to be reflected in the narratives absorbed by young readers who are still 

developing a sense of self. Such narratives supply imagined environments where 

the young reader can safely contemplate issues of identity. In 1950s and 1960s 

Britain, the reasons for adoption were often connected with issues of illegitimacy 

or economic necessity and reflected cultural pressures and influences. More 

recently, due to changing attitudes towards those issues, adoption can occur due 

to issues of neglect and abuse. The novel Goodnight Mister Tom by Michelle 

Magorian (1981), in which a boy is abused by his birth mother and is eventually 

adopted by the widower who cares for him during war time evacuation, poses 

questions concerning whether birth parents are always the right people to raise 

children. Narratives such as these expose the heterosexual nuclear family as a 

cultural construct and suggest that sharing the same DNA is not in itself a 

guarantee of a secure and loving environment for children. This position becomes 

increasingly relevant in contemporary society where reproductive technologies are 

responsible for creating new forms of family. 

Identity issues for the children produced with the aid of these technologies are 

similar to those faced by children who were denied information on their genetic 

history as part of the closed adoption system. In 1976, these issues resulted in the 

Adoption Reform Act, supporting the child’s right to information. In this context, 

placing the rights of childless couples and donors (who may wish to preserve 

anonymity) before the rights of children to resolve identity concerns is 

problematic. More positively, Lifton provides many examples from her own 

research of subjects who have successfully negotiated life with their adoptive 

families in addition to mapping a survival route through the wilderness of absent 

heredity, indicating that not knowing one’s biological parents can be liberating and 

that subjects do develop resilience. Lifton (1994:p.19) describes how the process 

of crafting and re-crafting a myth of the self is agential and pertinent: 

For here is the paradox: when one lives in no man’s land, one can invent 

and reinvent oneself at will. Not being entrapped by roots, the adopted 
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can become anyone or anything they want, both real and unreal. Both 

mythic and divine. 

Marion Crook (2010:p.68) in The Face in the Mirror: Teenagers and Adoption 

indicates that repression of genetic identity issues for the emergent adult is 

common, but unrealistic and potentially unhealthy: 

Being adopted matters — they need to think about it, decide how they 

feel about it, and understand how society’s attitudes affect their lives — 

past, present and future. 

In The Clone Codes by The Mckissack family (2010), a clone is created from within 

the biological family, but secretly, so that the focus is placed on how society or 

culture perceives alterity once knowledge about an individual becomes public.  

Thirteen-year-old Leanna discovers that she is not a privileged ‘First’, but the 

clone of her dead sister. Set in the year 2170, society has made clones Second 

Class Citizens and Leanna experiences feelings of alterity for the first time as she 

learns to adjust to her new identity. Applying scenarios that refer back to events 

in American history, the McKissacks celebrate the rise of the Abolitionist 

Movement, which led to the abolition of slavery in 1865 and the work of the 

American Civil Rights Movement in the 1950s and 1960s. The positive identification 

of the young protagonist with this history demonstrates how awareness of a wider 

heritage can help in negotiating prejudice and coping with feelings of difference, 

resulting in agency and a sense of selfhood. Similarly, in Ann Halam’s novel Taylor 

Five: The Story of a Clone Girl (2002), fourteen-year-old Taylor has to come to 

terms with not only her adoption but also the news that she is a product of the 

first reproductive human cloning experiment. In both novels, a combination of 

circumstances result in the girls being exiled from their homes and involved in 

journeys that are also part of a wider quest for a sense of identity (a 

bildungsroman). The reader is positioned sympathetically in relation to the 

feelings of alterity experienced by the clones and, as Kerstin Bergman (2006:p.1) 

indicates in her article ‘Invasion of the Clones’ written for The Scientist Magazine 

of the Life Sciences, this follows the trend of recent clone fiction. 

Taylor Five (2002) is concerned with what happens when a cloned child is placed 

for adoption away from the genetic or ‘natural’ mother. There is a sense, with 

new reproductive technologies, of being on new and therefore unfamiliar 

psychoanalytic territory. The primal separation from the mother after the pre-

natal bond has been formed is the first trauma experienced by the adopted child. 

This is a stage described by Julia Kristeva (1974) as belonging to the semiotic 

realms of identity (in Lechte: 2003:p.188). However, how might the perceptions of 

bonding be affected where the child (as in Taylor Five) is a physical replica of just 

one parent’s DNA, or possibly the stored DNA of a dead person or relative? While 



Write4Children 
 

178 
 

we consider that the chances of this scenario are remote, it is relevant to recall 

the successful cloning of the pet dog Missy by Seoul National University. Missy died 

in 2002 and was successfully cloned, along with two other replica puppies, in 

December 2007. Pets are regarded by some as replacement children. The science 

exists to make a hypothetical scenario possible. Mary Shelley (1818:p.55) 

anticipated through the character of Victor Frankenstein how ambition can 

outpace moral debates: 

Pursuing these reflections, I thought, that if I could bestow animation 

upon lifeless matter, I might in process of time … renew life where 

death had apparently devoted the body to corruption. 

Lifton’s research, I suggest, provides a framework for possible questions with 

regard to identity issues as well as supplying some answers. The various stages of 

the internal search for ‘self’ or what Lifton (1994:p.12) calls the ‘quest for all the 

missing pieces of the self’ involves gaining a sense of the past, ‘so that one can 

have some sense of who one is and who one can become’. These stages are 

summarised as ‘The Self in Crisis’, ‘The Self in Search’ and ‘The Self in 

Transformation’ (1994:viii). 

In The Clone Codes (2010), Leanna begins her life as a member of the privileged 

elite, along with naturally-born humans in a rigidly stratified society in the year 

2170. Leanna enjoys engaging with the opportunities presented by virtual reality 

education and participates in competitive physical activity. After school one day, 

the Clone Humane Society arrest Leanna’s mother, Dr Annette Deberry: ‘for being 

a member of the treasonous organisation known as The Liberty Bell and for 

conspiring with aliens to destabilize the global economy’(2010:p.12). Leanna had 

no idea that her mother is an extremist who does not believe in slavery or 

segregation for clones. Leanna is indignant, as she refers to clones as ‘those 

manufactured creatures’ who are ‘not human like us’ (2010:p.15). Adoptive 

parents often try to compensate or ‘soften’ the news of difference by affirming 

how the child was specially ‘chosen’ to join the family. Annette gives Leanna a 

virtual scrapbook to remember how ‘special’ she is (2010:p.17). Her mother’s 

friend, Doc Doc, tells her she is ‘extraordinary’ (2010:p.33). Lifton (1994:pp19-20) 

explains that such comments can encourage a sense of dual reality: 

Wanted and unwanted, superchild and monsterchild, immortal and 

mortal. One part of the self is tied to an earthly existence, while the 

other is in touch with a higher destiny. One part is real, the other 

unreal. One part is chosen, the other abandoned. 

When Leanna plays back the virtual scrapbook, her mother describes how it is time 

she learned the truth about who she is. At this point she experiences a sense of the 
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uncanny, which Freud (in Vine 2005:p.69) defines as ‘something which is secretly 

familiar … which has undergone repression and then returned from it’: 

I know all of this is leading up to something, and I’m eager. But there’s 

an uneasiness creeping up in me, like the flash of lightning before a 

thunderstorm (p.59). 

The uncanny feeling presages the shock of abjection which, as Kristeva (1941:5) 

explains, is more violent than ‘uncanniness’ and ‘is elaborated through a failure to 

recognise its kin; nothing is familiar, not even the shadow of a memory’. Leanna’s 

mother explains how the Liberty Bell Movement needed to test her grandfather’s 

cloning technology and that she had consented to have her baby cloned. Lindsay, 

Leanna’s sister, who was killed along with her father in an accident, was the 

‘original’ child and Leanna was the clone. Receiving this news is like ‘a punch in 

the stomach’ (p.60). Leanna knows that clones are regarded as ‘Seconds’ and this 

moment of double alterity confronts the abject, causing her to be physically sick. 

Kristeva (1941:p.3) uses the metaphor of skin on the surface of milk to describe 

the rejection of the knowledge which separates the subject from a previous sense 

of identity: 

‘I’ do not want to listen, ‘I’ do not assimilate it. ‘I’ expel it. But since 

the food is not an ‘other’ for ‘me’ … I expel myself,  I spit myself out, I 

abject myself within the same motion through which ‘I’ claim to 

establish myself … ‘I’ am in the process of becoming an other at the 

expense of my own death. During that course in which ‘I’ become, I give 

birth to myself amid the violence of sobs, of vomit. 

I propose that the sudden sense of alterity that is precipitated by new identity 

information results in a second mirror stage for the young protagonists in these 

texts. Initially, Leanna is in denial and, when she looks in the mirror, decides that 

she will still ‘pass’ as a First. However, as she turns to run, she slams into the 

mirror. The cracking of the mirror represents the splitting of subjectivity, as her 

next mirror encounter demonstrates: 

While looking at myself, I morph into a bald-headed, orange clone. My 

long, thick hair is suddenly gone. When I blink, the image changes back 

to the human me (p.67). 

Leanna perceives herself from the ‘inside’ as society will perceive her from the 

‘outside’. The result is an embodied but distorted mirror image. It is the 

confrontation with one’s alterity that seems to result in a crisis of identity and is 

the catalyst for the beginning of the search for self. 

Initially, Leanna has ‘no physical markers’ that identify her as a Second 

(2010:p.75), but when she joins the Liberty Bell Movement she has to disguise 
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herself as a clone. She is painted purple because the colour of a clone’s skin 

denotes her/his status in society as ‘other’. Leanna is in hiding and will be more 

invisible as a marginal subject. Her head shaven and forced to walk behind Firsts, 

she is now fully embodied in the way that society perceives her, which is as a 

figure of visual alterity, and it is only when the feared image becomes her external 

as well as internal reality that she admits she has been ‘ignorant of how clones and 

cyborgs are treated’ and wants to do ‘something about it’ (2010:p.128). This 

change in Leanna’s perception of ‘others’ reveals how prejudice can be based on 

surface assumptions and that walking in another’s shoes can be a way of 

experiencing the injustice of discrimination. Without her mother to talk to, Leanna 

can only come to terms with her new sense of self through discussion with her 

friends, her mother’s acquaintances, and the reactions of those in society. 

Through a virtual reality device, which represents time as spherical, she discovers 

that along with other pivotal figures in history, she, the ‘nameless girl’ 

(2010:p.140) has been ‘chosen’ by an alien species, the ‘O’, as Earth’s last 

custodian. Intergalactic space travel will only be possible for humans if every life-

form on Earth is free. This daunting yet crucial responsibility enables Leanna to 

transform her sense of self and experience subjectivity as a social experience. This 

is a more positive and hopeful interpretation of subjectivity for the split subject 

than that proffered by Lacan, which stresses fragmentation and division, 

‘grounding a person’s experience of subjectivity in loss, lack and absence, and as 

always oriented by an unrealizable desire for completion or presence’ (McCallum 

1999: p.74). Furthermore, if Lacan’s mirror theory heralds the entry of the subject 

into the Imaginary then it follows that ‘seeing’ oneself need only require a 

metaphorical mirror. Identity can be subject to continuous revision and is 

therefore fluid. 

Ann Halam’s novel Taylor Five: The Story of a Clone Girl (2002:p.1) begins with a 

statement affirming the ‘special’ nature of the protagonist: 

Taylor Walker was one of the five teenagers whose existence had just 

been announced, who were the most astonishing people on the planet. 

Taylor had been seven when her parents ‘had told her the truth about herself. Not 

the whole truth, of course: she wouldn’t have been able to understand’ 

(2002:p.14). Taylor’s surrogate parents and their best friend, Pam Taylor, worked 

for a biotechnology corporation called Lifeforce. Pam had donated an egg to 

Taylor’s surrogate mother, who then adopted the baby. Here then, a pre-natal 

bond is established with the surrogate mother who carries the child in her womb 

for nine months, but the child’s genetic information comes wholly from Pam 

Taylor. The cloning process did not necessitate the DNA of a biological father. 

Being told so young initially helped Taylor to accept the narrative of her birth, but 

as she reaches the age of twelve she realises that she has questions which remain 
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unanswered. Halam is exposing the damage that only small portions of the truth 

can do and indicating that parental dialogue with children in these or similar 

circumstances need to be on-going as the child develops. Lifton (1994:p.41) refers 

to this process of telling and not telling: 

The adopted child tries desperately to find the missing parts of the 

riddle of the self … even when the child gives desperate signals that she 

needs to know more … they (adoptive parents) do not open up the 

narrative with enough real facts to make the child feel real.  

In Taylor Five, a press release in a newspaper announces the group of clones’ 

existence to the world. Taylor reads it and her response demonstrates the power 

of ‘the word’ or symbolic order to affect the perception of identity. As she reads, 

horror-stricken, the shock of being described as clone, or presented as ‘other’ for 

the public gaze, presages Taylor’s second mirror stage. The last sentence describes 

the clones as if they were aliens: ‘They Are Living Among Us!’ (2002:p.12). This 

causes Taylor to ‘freeze’ and then lock herself in her room. The news headlines 

result in what Elizabeth Grosz (1994: p.43) discussing Lacan in Volatile Bodies 

describes as ‘autoscopy’ where ‘the subject may see itself as it were from the 

outside’. This would be in tune with a mirror stage where Lacan describes feelings 

of disunity in the subject ‘at exactly the same moment that it perceives an image 

of (possible) unity for itself’ (Grosz 1994:p.42). Taylor describes how she had been 

told the ‘real truth’ about the cloning experiments a year and a half ago and she 

realised that she was not just Pam’s daughter, ‘she was genetically the same 

person as Pam Taylor’ (2002:p.17). She represses her feelings, stating ‘she’d 

convinced Mum and Dad, and everyone else that she was fine’ (2002:p.18), but she 

stops writing to her genetic mother. 

Lifton (1994:p.173) describes how adoptees tend to view animals as surrogate 

selves in the sense that they identify with them as ‘outside the human condition’ 

and are particularly drawn to animals who come from shelters. Taylor’s adoptive 

parents are wildlife wardens on an orang-utan reserve, funded by Lifeforce, in 

Kandah State - a fictional independent country on the north coast of Borneo. Her 

friend Dr Suritobo has befriended an orang-utan called Uncle, who is too old to be 

released into the rainforest (2002:p.28): 

Uncle weighed about a hundred and sixty pounds. His shambling body 

was full of muscle and his massive jaws were equipped with big teeth. 

He could have made a formidable predator, if that had been his nature. 

But it never crossed anyone’s mind to be afraid of him. He reached out 

with one of his long shaggy arms, and gently patted her shoulder. Tay 

looked around, and smiled. ‘Thanks, Uncle. You understand. I know you 

do.’  
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When Taylor, her brother Donny and Uncle have to hide in a cave due to a forest 

fire, they return to their home to find their lives changed forever. It has been 

attacked by political rebels, and some buildings have been set on fire. People have 

been killed or taken hostage (their parents included). Taylor is very resourceful 

and has been taught by her parents how to survive in the forest. Later, when the 

three narrowly escape rebel capture (though Donny receives a bullet wound), 

Taylor relies on her skills to choose appropriate provisions and use a map and 

compass to track their way through wild terrain. This indicates that her 

environment and upbringing have provided her with crucial development skills, 

preparing her for survival at least as much as her genetic inheritance. As Donny’s 

condition worsens, Taylor talks to the ape as if he understands, and reflects: ‘This 

morning she could not think of him as an animal’ (2002:p.76). When she eventually 

finds the nearest village it is deserted and Uncle helps her to build a shelter. She 

talks to Uncle and it helps her to crystallize her thoughts. Three days later, when 

Donny dies, Uncle helps her to cover the body (2002:p.83): 

Tay was dimly aware that she was making believe that Uncle talked to 

her, and argued with her, but it didn’t matter if she was pretending 

because it was true that Uncle cared. He didn’t care like an animal, he 

cared like a person.  

Lifton (1994:p.74) describes how an animal can become an attachment figure: 

Unlike the transitional object that a young child may keep as a buffer 

against the world until he is brave enough to go it alone, there is 

nothing transitional about an adoptee’s stuffed or live animal. It is 

needed for life.  

Taylor’s next trial is to work out how to cross a river and in the process she begins 

to identify with her genetic mother, who has survived many expeditions: ‘I’m an 

exact copy of a remarkable person … I don’t have to wonder if I’m brave or clever. 

I know I am’ (p.86). This comment illustrates a perception of the double as 

supplement, which can have either an enriching or a ‘substitute’ function; … ‘its 

place is assigned in the structure by the mark of an emptiness’ states MCallum 

(1999:p.40). In Taylor Five the mother double remains external and present so as 

to complete a sense of self, but is also a substitute and thus threatens to ‘take the 

place of and efface the self’ (McCallum:p.81). In convincing herself that she is her 

genetic mother (the intrepid explorer-scientist), she is able to both distance 

herself from trauma and gain the necessary belief in her ability to survive the 

ordeal. Once she has crossed the river, she reaches breaking point. Lifton 

(1994:p.107) explains how, on these occasions, the Forbidden Self takes over the 

Artificial Self in extreme circumstances: 
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(The subject) … splits in order to survive and takes on a functioning self, 

the Artificial Self, as a way of being-in-the-world. If that split self feels 

too depleted to go on, a part of the Forbidden Self, where rage and 

anger have accumulated, could take over with disastrous results. 

In this phase of her journey, Taylor produces a mirror, saying that human beings 

are supposed to be different from each other and that she is therefore not human: 

She looked at her hands, and realised that under the brown, dirty skin 

there must be wires and little tubes. She imagined that in each of the 

tiny little tubes there would be a face. It would be the face she could 

see in a mirror, but it didn’t belong to her (p.93). 

At this point of estrangement from the self, she takes out a knife and cuts herself, 

and is only prevented from doing further damage by Uncle who snatches the knife 

away from her. Lifton (1994:p.74) claims that adoptees ‘project much of their 

need for the idealized mother onto their animals’; after finding comfort in Uncle’s 

company, Taylor begins to discover a sense of wholeness. She realises that she is a 

‘package’ (Halam 2002:p.102) containing those people she has lost and realises the 

importance of memory in shaping her subjectivity and confirming her as human 

(2002:p.94): 

These memories were as good as DNA; they didn’t belong to anybody 

else, they didn’t belong to Pam Taylor. She remembered her dad saying 

‘it’s not the DNA, it’s what you do with it’. This must be what he had 

meant.  

By the time she has reached the shore, she is telling Uncle that they are ‘real 

people now’ (p.95). She has identified so much with Uncle that she thinks the 

rescue party looks strange ‘smooth-skinned, with no red hair, noses that stuck out, 

thin cheeks and small mouths’ (p.96). This is reminiscent of H.G Wells’ The Island 

of Dr Moreau (1896:p.86) when the main protagonist Prendick once more joins 

society: 

I could not persuade myself that the men and women I met were not 

also another Beast People, animals half wrought into the outward image 

of human souls …  

Wells and Halam are questioning the border between animal/human and what 

defines humanity as civilised. Uncle later runs away from his new confines, and 

when he is found near Donny’s grave Taylor pleads to keep him: ‘Uncle, the only 

link with her past, was the key to Tay’s happiness, and her return to life’ (p.171). 

Taylor is re-united with her genetic mother, but after the initial pleasure of 

reconciliation Taylor becomes angry: 
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Frankenstein’s monster … Frankenstein’s monster. Tay felt as if she’d 

smashed through a great sheet of glass. She felt as if she’d vomited a 

great mouthful of poison. She had said it at last. She had said the words. 

Experiment. Monster. The cabin was spinning. Her arms and legs were 

shaking … (p.127) 

Taylor is revealing her repressed feelings, and the simile of cracked glass combined 

with feelings of nausea is similar to Leanna’s confrontation with the abject. 

Attending a counselling session, Taylor meets another clone, Taki, who attempted 

suicide as a result of bullying. The two help each other by telling their stories. 

Eventually, Taylor is able to ask her genetic mother why she gave her up for 

adoption and it is explained to her that having an identical twin for a parent might 

have been unbearable. Taylor accuses her and other scientists of not having 

considered the consequences, and her genetic mother admits (2002:p.157) ‘we 

couldn’t imagine that’, but that they had been thinking of the diseases that could 

be cured with tissue samples from the clones. It is during this conversation that 

Taylor begins to understand that her genetic mother does not hold all the answers 

and that it is up to Taylor, as Lifton (1994:p.259) explains, to complete her own 

Odyssey of self: 

Adoptees must weave a new self-narrative out of the fragments of what 

was, what might have been, and what is. This means they must 

integrate their two selves: the regressed baby who was abandoned and 

the adult that baby has become.  

Taylor comes to terms with the fact that she was created to help others as well as 

to live her own life. Her altered gene profile had been a source of new medicine, 

and four other embryos with her profile had not survived. She embraces the fact 

that she is Taylor Five Walker: ‘That’s me. That’s who I am’ (2002:168). In Lacan’s 

account of the mirror phase, the child identifies with the mirror image which it 

perceives as a stable and fixed whole, but, as McCallum (1999:p.88) indicates, ‘it 

experiences itself as fragmented, partial and changeable’.  

This article has examined how the emergent adult subject, when confronted with 

the perception of two selves in which one of the selves is other, becomes a dual 

subject; the present and absent self. This rupture is life-changing in terms of self-

perception and because it begins the quest for unity. Subjects who can never have 

their questions answered remain perpetually in search. Lifton (1994:p.275), an 

adoptee, is uncompromising in her viewpoint concerning the rights of emergent 

adults to know their genetic heritage: 

We live at a time when the term ‘best interests of the child’ has come 

to mean whatever people want it to mean … the needs of the child must 

be put before those of the birth parents, the adoptive parents, and the 
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legal agents involved … when the child is seen as a real person — not a 

fantasy child, not an idealised child, not a special child, not a 

commodity but a child with his own genetics, his own talents and his 

own identity.  

These texts foreground the process and feelings associated with trying to negotiate 

a divided subjectivity and offer young readers strategies for achieving wholeness. 

They model agentic quests for unity and in so doing provide examples of positive 

mentoring, peer support, individual determination and enabling discussions. They 

illustrate the importance of history and a place in a wider heritage, and emphasise 

the role of environment in helping the ‘lost’ subject locate her/himself in time-

space. Taylor Five demonstrates the therapeutic relationship that can be 

celebrated with animals and the importance of having questions concerning 

identity answered as part of an on-going dialogue with legal parents and genetic 

parents (if achievable). The speculative and sometimes harrowing material of 

Taylor Five and The Clone Codes enables readers to both distance themselves from 

and engage with the plights of the protagonists. Texts such as these can help 

subjects who already feel ‘monstered’ or ‘post-human’ to re-discover their 

humanity. 
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“Who Wants A Handicapped Child?”i  

The portrayal of physical disability  

in YA fantasy fiction 

Helen A. Aveling 

 

Abstract 

This paper addresses the portrayal of physical disability in a particular 

subset of Young Adult fiction: fantasy novels. One of the most obvious 

questions that the reader must ask is whether there are any at all, and 

the impact that this has on young disabled adults. Using the Social Model 

of Disability, I examine the urge to kill-or-cure disabled characters as well 

as their inclusion in order to provide a contrast to ‘normal’, often with the 

intent to show how ‘good’ normal is.  

 

Keywords 

Disability, Social Model of Disability, physical disability, Young Adult, 

fiction, fantasy and sci-fi. 

 

  

Introduction 

For the last six months they had undergone continual egg and sperm 

cell check [sic] for possible aberrations. It was time consuming, but 

who wanted a handicapped child? It had taken years to weed out the 

psychedelic damages that had resulted in the freaks of the late 

Seventies and early Eighties. There were still occasional mutants as a 

result of the heavy Solar Winds in the first decade of the twenty-first 

century. [sic]  

McCaffrey, Anne. (1973) To Ride Pegasus. Sphere. London. 73 

I grew up in the British special education system of the 1960s and '70s and was 

lucky that it worked for me. Unlike some of my schoolfellows, boarding-school 

suited me. Indeed, it gave me a social life I wouldn't have had if I had been a day-

pupil; my father's over-protectiveness would have seen to that. I was fortunate to 

be at a school which was, in its way, the Cerebral Palsy counterpart to schools like 

Eton or Harrow, academically speaking, rather than being a glorified nursery-
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school, like many of the era. I was also a book-worm, seldom without two or more 

books on the go at one time. I grew up inhabiting two very different worlds which 

hardly ever overlapped: my Cerebral Palsy world, and the sanitised fictional worlds 

where disability did not appear at all or, when it did, was generally as a result of 

an accident.  

Take Up Thy Bed And Walk (Keith, Lois. 2001) explored the world I knew well, that 

of nineteenth century European and North American ‘classics’ such as Little 

Women, What Katy Did, Heidi, and so on, and shows how fiction for girls was 

blatantly used to coerce them into becoming docile adults, willingly going along 

with whatever the masculine-dominated world dictated. I gathered together the 

threads of Keith’s exploration and carried the arguments into the twentieth 

century in Unseen Childhoods: Disabled Characters in Twentieth-Century Books for 

Girls (Aveling, 2011 Kindle edition). Since my dexterity is not always very good I 

shall be referencing the Kindle edition rather than the printed edition as the 

Kindle edition is easier for me to use. The findings dismayed me. In terms of 

realism, when it came to disability in Young Adult school-girl fiction, it was the 

pre-World War Two texts which presented readers with believable characters. In 

general the closer the books got to the present day, the more cardboard and two-

dimensional the disabled characters became. 

Before I continue, the first thing is to agree a definition of ‘Young Adult fiction’. 

This is an extremely broad church as opposed to, for example, the US 'middle-

grade' readers, aimed at children between 8 to 12 years old.ii Cynthia Leitich Smith 

gives a list of  both children's fiction and that for young adultsiii where fantasy or 

sci-fi for those under 14 is very scarce; in fact, I venture to posit that it is nearly 

non-existent. Goodreads.com defines Young Adult fiction as “fiction written for, 

published for, or marketed to, adolescents and young adults, roughly ages 14 to 

21”(www.goodreads.com). However Robyn E Howell cites the upper age as being 

25 in Young Adult (YA) Literature: Details and Trendsetting (2011), and this is the 

age-range that I infer when using the term ‘Young Adult’ in this work. The 

briefness of the lists referred to is an indicator that the incidence of disability in 

any literature is low, thus if the genre is narrowed to Young Adult fiction, the 

incidence is bound to be lower. 

As a collector of children's and Young Adult books I have watched the emergence 

of ‘YA’ as a distinct genre from the late 1970s. However, since the Harry Potter 

phenomenon hit the reading world in the late 1990s/early 2000s the lines between 

Young Adult and fiction for Adults have blurred, with non-school-age readers being 

happy to be seen in public reading a ‘children’s book’. 

Next, one must ask whether physical disability features at all in fantasy for Young 

Adult readers. So, does disability crop up in fantasy books? Yes it does, but not 

http://www.goodreads.com/
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very often. I shall explore a few examples after providing a definition of ‘fantasy’ 

for the purpose of this study. In this context ‘fantasy’ means a story not 

necessarily reliant or dependant on mechanical science, thus a story can have 

scientific components but it doesn't function solely within the parameters set out 

by the science in the story. 

Why include physical disability in a fantasy world? I can think of two reasons. First 

of all, there is the concept that I refer to as being ‘kill-or-cure’ in Unseen 

Childhoods: Disabled Characters in Twentieth-Century Books for Girls (2011) 

where either the character is cured by some means or they die before the book's 

final sentence. The second is where the character is used as a contrast to the 

‘normal’ order of life; this may mean the individual is hidden away or used to 

provide the author with the opportunity to throw the society into sharp contrast. 

Both reasons have their literary roots in nineteenth century European and North 

American writing for adults and children, as Keith explores in Take Up Thy Bed And 

Walk.  

I am going to provide a summary of each book used for my study in turn, as I am 

conscious that readers of this paper may not be familiar with the texts and my 

arguments need to be placed within the context of the book and time it was 

written. The books are Anne McCaffrey's The Ship Who Sang (1969), The Ship Who 

Searched (1992), To Ride Pegasus (1973) and Pegasus in Flight (1990) and Jane 

Welch's Dawn of a Dark Age (2001) and The Allegiance of Man (2003). All the 

McCaffrey titles fall into the ‘kill-or-cure’ category, as well as the disabled 

characters serving as a contrast to the 'normal' order of life, while in Welch's titles 

disability only exists for the latter reason. 

The books listed above were all available from Waterstones (a chain of UK 

bookshops) online shop and other online bookshops as at January 2013. They are 

not specifically targeted at the teenage end of the Young Adult spectrum as 

outlined above, rather they are to be found in the fantasy rather than children’s or 

YA sections in bookshops or online. Does this matter? No, I do not think it does. 

Older Young Adult readers will read voraciously and none of the books I have 

selected could be considered specifically Adult texts. 

I shall be using this perspective in my discussion of the texts below, assessing to 

what extent they adhere to the Social Model of Disability, one of the key concepts 

of which is that society disables people and that this occurs when a person is 

excluded, because of their access needs, from something that other people in 

society take for granted. For example, using the Social Model, a wheelchair-user 

who is unable to use a bus or enter the cinema is disabled because the bus does 

not have a lowered floor or the cinema a ramp, and not because of their 

impairment. The terminology of the Medical Model is paternalistic and exclusive, 
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thus putting barriers in the way of the person with an impairment. It uses ‘cannot 

do’ labels that pigeon-hole the individual, while the Social Model adopts the ‘can 

do’ approach to impairment — looking for streamlined ways around any difficulties 

and including the individual at every opportunity.  

Slavery or Willing Service? 

Anne McCaffrey's The Ship Who Sang is a compilation of five short stories published 

over the course of the 1960s and gathered together under one title in 1969. All the 

stories feature Helva, “an encapsulated ‘brain’, a guiding mechanism in any one of 

a number of curious professions. As such, [she] would suffer no pain, live a 

comfortable existence in a metal shell for several centuries” in spite of being born 

“a thing [who] would be condemned if she failed to pass the encephalograph test 

required of all new-born babies” (McCaffrey, 1969, p.7). This, then, is the premise 

behind the books; McCaffrey's idea is of an inclusive, enlightened culture where 

disability is compensated for in terms of technological advances and devices. 

Helva's adult life is to be spent as a shellperson in a ‘Brainship’. As such she is 

paired with a succession of ‘brawns’. These are specially trained ‘able-bodied’ 

people who provide the ‘shellperson’ with external mobility and capability as well 

as companionship. 

In a later book we learn that “Shellpersons don't all go into brainships … [Some] do 

original research on the findings of others, … become a spaceport administrator, or 

a station administrator … go into law, or virtually any branch of science. Even 

medicine.”, as Sector Secretary-General Chan tells seven-year-old Hypatia Cade 

after she has been infected by an unknown virus, which rendered her paralysed 

from the neck down (McCaffrey, Anne. and Lackey, Mercedes. The Ship Who 

Searched. p.70). Tia, as she is known, is described on the back cover as being a 

bright and precocious seven-year-old until she “can be given no life at all outside a 

mechanical support system”. Her doctor, Kennet Uhua-Sorg (himself a user of a 

Moto-Chair as a result of an accident, and describing himself as a “Medico on the 

half-shell” (p.49) and the station administrator and shellperson, Lars, cajole Prof 

Brogan of the Lab Schools into making sure Tia is accepted into the Central Worlds 

Shellperson Program. 

In both books we are presented with a disabled infant or young child, for whom 

there are stark choices. In Helva's case it is literally existence or death, while Tia 

has only one option, since she is considered too old for the Lab Schools program: 

institutionalisation. Compared to Tia at the onset of her paralysis, Helva, in theory 

at least, is given the chance of a meaningful life, as defined by the medical 

professionals. Only after the intervention of Dr Kenny is Tia given an alternative 

option. 
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The way Central Worlds appears to manage significant disability is to hide it away 

in shells or institutions. Those who are left to vegetate in institutions are forgotten 

by society. It is the lucky few who are given any kind of alternative life as 

Shellpersons, but in Prof Brogan's candid opinion this is still “just one short step 

from indentured slavery” (p.70).  

It is, however, possible to read these books in terms of the shells providing 

immense, verging on unbelievable, compensatory abilities of the type outlined by 

Louise Norlie in her essay ‘Stereotyping in the Late 20th Century’ (2009). No 

matter which profession is chosen, the individual is provided with the ability to 

multi-task on a phenomenal scale, thereby more than compensating for their 

physical limitations. 

Shellpersons are subject to indoctrination from the moment they are put into their 

first shell, so it is hardly surprising that beyond the occasional grumble about 

fines, repairs to the ship, or how long it takes to reach Pay-Off, there is absolutely 

no agitation over the contractual aspect of their life. As Tia says to her brawn, 

Alex, “Did you have any idea how many shellpersons there are who've earned a 

buy-out, but didn't have any place to go with it, because they were happy with 

their current jobs?” (McCaffrey and Lackey. p.310). 

Helva's hobby earns her the sobriquet “the ship who sang”, but this is classed very 

much as an extra. Her primary role as a shellperson is to provide intuitive 

judgement calls in the navigation of the ship, and to supposedly compute faster 

than an AI vessel. She reaches the coveted ‘Pay-Off’, the point at which she is able 

to pay back all the expense incurred in her training up to graduation, in around a 

decade, which is virtually unheard of, and at the end of the book we find that her 

success was due to bonuses and special jobs being put her way by her supervisor. 

Usually reaching Pay-off takes a century or more, and even then many brainships 

don't take the option, being conditioned to serve from infancy to calculate 

“[d]ecomposition space theory [which] allowed brainships … to condense the major 

part of a long journey into the few seconds they spent in Singularity” (McCaffrey, 

Anne and Ball, Margaret, 1994. Partnership. pp.2-3). 

Personally, although I enjoy the stories, I can't help agreeing with Prof Brogan's 

estimation that the shellpersons are nothing short of slaves at worst and incredibly 

low-paid workers at best. They are ‘things’ made to work unceasingly, and woe 

betide any who break through their conditioning to argue for better terms and 

conditions! 

I find it interesting that nowhere in the short stories making up The Ship Who Sang, 

written in the late 1960s and early 1970s, are we given Helva's family name. This is 

ostensibly to protect them from blackmail and ransom. Yet, in the first two titles 

brought out in the 1990s, the shellpersons are given family names and living, 
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contactable, families, but in the two further titles in the series which McCaffrey 

co-wrote, City Who Fought (1993) and Ship Who Won, (1994) things have reverted 

to the first name only. On reflection, I suspect that the only reason we have any 

reference to family for both Nancia (Partnership) and Tia (The Ship Who Searched) 

is simply because the plots needed it. 

Pegasus Rising 

Anne McCaffrey's ‘Talent’ trilogy, published between 1969 and 2000, revolves 

around the concept of psionic abilities emerging in the late 20th century. The first 

book, To Ride Pegasus (1973), is a collection of four short stories, which were 

originally published between 1969 and 1973. The stories deal not only with the 

establishment of the North American Center for Parapsychic Talents, but also the 

long-term legal security needed by the emerging Talented. As such, McCaffrey is 

Babylon 5's precursor, with its infinitely more authoritarian Psi Corps, by over 

twenty years.  

Just as in her ‘Ship’ series, McCaffrey conceives the Center for Parapsychic Talents 

as a force for the good of mankind, both Talented and unTalented [sic], but I am 

not quite so sure. It feels a bit restricting and Big Brother-like in my opinion. 

Although the Talented receive material rewards for their work, the assumption is 

they carry out that work as a duty to the world, not because they choose to do so. 

Pegasus in Flight (1990) and Pegasus in Space (2000) pick up the story a hundred 

years later, in a massively overpopulated earth. Humanity is building a huge space 

station that will act as a jumping off point to colonise other worlds, aided by 

Talents who do much of the heavy moving of parts. Just as in the first book, there 

is a moral duty to use a gift for the common good, but it comes to the rescue of 

Peter Reidinger. Peter has been paralysed from the neck down as a result of an 

accident, his Talent as a kinetic and telepath burgeons while he recovers in 

hospital. 

Once he is given over to the Center's care, Peter learns how to control the gestalt 

power tapped from an electrical source and begins to “to handle all his 

intimate problems, a success of immeasurable proportion for a sensitive boy. 

… Gradually he achieved a delicate control of the gestalt and ‘walked’” 

(McCaffrey, Anne. 1990. Pegasus in Flight. p.44) 

If the quotation above isn't describing a compensatory ability, I, as a full-

time power-chair user with dexterity difficulties, don't know what it is! Peter 

“could breathe on his own: but only had sensation on his face and neck”. While 

hospitalised, Peter had been hooked into a body-brace designed to facilitate the 

re-learning of motor-skills, which somehow short-circuited his usage of electricity 

in as much as “it short-circuited [his] natural ability”. (McCaffrey. 1990. p112)  
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As with the Ship series, McCaffrey dwells on society's desire to hide the 'different' 

in the Pegasus series. Linda Dick, in her essay ‘Beyond Beauty: Stigmatizing Social 

Behaviour in UK & North American Young Adult Fiction’ (2009) says that “parents 

of ‘normal’ children strove to insulate the next generation from the disturbing or 

ugly sight of things not defined as aesthetically pleasing”. McCaffrey attributes 

skills to those same individuals, which either merely compensate, or as with Peter, 

go on to turn the individual into a super-person. Peter, out of gratitude, goes on to 

serve society without question. This is carried forward to the spin-off Tower and 

Hive series, which not only occupy the same universe as the Pegasus books but use 

the space station in the first book, The Rowan (1990). 

Of Dragons 

Jane Welch's trilogy ‘The Book of Man’, published between 2001 and 2003, is the 

third part of a nine-book story arc set in a fantasy world. In common with many 

fantasy worlds, Welch's universe is very mediaeval-esque, with magic and Goddess-

worship replacing science in every element of life. The books have a young 

protagonist with what seems to be epilepsy, and I had hopes that this modern 

series would break the mould; it didn't.  

The recently widowed Baron Caspar of Torra Alta has decided to leave his young 

daughter to reign in the kingdom of Artor, far in the south, and return to his roots 

in his northern baronetcy in Belbidia. Rollo, his son and our protagonist, carries a 

chip on his shoulder because he has failed to manifest the requirements to reign in 

Artor, the ability to communicate with bears, while his younger sister has. This 

frustration is only heightened by having to deal with seizures, which first occurred 

when he was two or three years old. 

I have to admit that this trilogy didn't appeal or hold my interest very well, but 

part of why it failed has to do with Welch choosing to make Rollo experience a 

seizure every time he is under pressure. I have repeatedly read the books thinking 

‘Oh no, not again’, whenever the boy is temporarily incapacitated, “It was as if a 

hand were being stuffed down his throat, reaching into his lungs and trying to 

wrench them out. He fell to the floor, spluttering, choking and clawing at his 

neck until the blackness claimed him” (Welch, Jane, Dawn of A Dark Age. 2001. 

p.23) and a little later, “Rollo didn't want sympathy, in fact it only fuelled his rage 

to the point that he could no longer think. Too often in his life, his anger had so 

utterly possessed him that his brain cramped. Like a trapped animal, he began to 

panic. His vision swam and darkened and a heat frothed up from his belly, choking 

his throat” (Welch, 2001. pp.54-5). 

I feel it is a shame that it took so long for Rollo to realise that he could 

communicate with the dragon that had been terrorising the area around the 

stronghold, “It made sense now, all those fits, all that anger, all that pain” 
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(Welch, Jane. 2002. The Allegiance of Man. p.449). Rollo might be able to make 

the connections but I am unable to emulate him. The boy spends the first two 

books, and the majority of the third book, berating himself for his epilepsy-like 

seizures. I believe that Welch could have given him the same abilities and 

limitations but using more modern language and more sympathy, tweaked to blend 

in with the rest of the books. I am also of the opinion that Rollo would not have 

felt a perpetual failure if this had happened, thus being a stronger character 

instead of considering himself lacking in abilities. 

In Conclusion 

As I have shown, the few fantasy writers who do include disability as a feature of a 

particular character still rely on the old formulas of ‘kill or cure’ or the 

‘exemplar’, used to provide a mirror to their society's moirés. Why? Is it because, 

in creating a fantasy world, writers opt to ignore disability as irrelevant, or as in 

Melanie Rawn's unfinished Exiles trilogy, it no longer exists? Quite possibly. It is the 

easy option, one that requires less thought.  

In Rawn's books the removal of disability is as a result of the “brutal measures 

enacted after The Waste War [which] had eliminated contamination from Lenfell's 

bloodlines” (Rawn, Melanie. 1997. Mageborn Traitor. p.443). In this society, just 

as in McCaffrey's Central Worlds universe, anyone manifesting unacceptable traits 

(often called Wild Magic), deformities, or even something as innocuous as short-

sightedness, is killed. “Society tells me I should reject and fear this child, that 

when I suspected she wasn't — normal — I should've killed her and said she died in 

a fall, or a fever, or — but she's my daughter. I won't give her up.” mother Elin 

Alvassy says when the leader of the Mages, Cailet, discovers her secret towards the 

end of the second book (Rawn. 1997. p.444). 

We have seen that McCaffrey's preference is to hide the ‘deformities’ away in her 

Ship series, while at the same time creating a device by which those same 

‘deformed’ individuals are able to have an important, or should it be essential, 

role in society. The only problem is that it is a very small sub-set of newborns who 

go on to be Shellpersons, the intelligent ones. What happens to the rest? Palliative 

care until they die, or outright euthanasia, as suggested in The Ship Who Sang? The 

supposed ‘lucky’ babies, whose intellect saves them along with their parents’ 

decision to give them over to Central Labs School, embark on massively extended 

lives of service, being indoctrinated to accept it (McCaffrey. 1969. p.7). 

In Pegasus in Flight, Peter's hospital “frame sent electrical impulses into his 

atrophied muscles: the theory being that the little jolts would restimulate [sic] 

neural and muscular activity” (McCaffrey. 1990 p.91). I may be a cynic, but I 

suspect this is a recycled version of the shells that Helva, Tia and all the other 

Shellpersons inhabit. It is certainly very similar to Tia's mobile shell as outlined in 
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the last few pages of The Ship Who Searched (McCaffrey and Lackey. 1992. p.311-

12). Once more, there is the attitude that as a Talent, one is duty-bound to serve 

the greater society with not much thought of personal recompense.  

Both of McCaffrey's series discussed in this essay favour the ‘kill-or-cure’ formula 

over the ‘exemplar’, though the Talents do mirror their society as well, although it 

is seen in reverse, as the Talents work to make the lives of the unTalented [sic] 

safer by, for example, precognition of dangers such as floods or tsunamis and 

somehow influencing the weather to mitigate the risk of deaths. This is one aspect 

that I, as a reader, have to take on trust, as McCaffrey is conveniently vague. 

Jane Welch's choice of a boy who has a disability is interesting, since historically 

there have always been very few masculine disabled characters. Although this is 

gradually balancing out this is more evident in literature for the very young. 

Traditionally in the nineteenth century, Victorian writers portrayed boys or men as 

virile, active and eager for adventure, while girls and women were perceived as 

weak, domesticated and passive. This led to fiction being written to manipulate 

the malleability of girls and women to want whatever the men in their life 

expected, both in reality and fiction.  

I can think of only one well-known story written for girls from the 1880-1914 

period that has a disabled male character: The Secret Garden (1909) by Frances 

Hodgson Burnett. I have only read one other book in recent years featuring a 

disabled boy, Mark Haddon's The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night Time 

(2003). While it is a common assumption that Christopher Boone, the fifteen-year-

old boy, has Asperger's Syndrome, according to Wikipedia, Haddon says this was 

not his intention, and that he is no expert where people on the autistic spectrum 

are concerned.iv 

I was disappointed in Welch's characterisation of Rollo. Although it is great to see a 

juvenile male disabled character, with what appears to be epilepsy, who 

experiences seizures, it is a shame that he is made to feel inferior and a failure. 

Rollo needed understanding and support and, with the exception of the aftermath 

of the first seizure when his grandmother is looking after him, he is not offered 

this. Indeed, the final book ends after an attempt to exorcise the dragon's spirit 

from Rollo. This is only partially successful and leads him to declare himself to still 

be a “freak” (Welch, J. 2003 p.494). 

Summing up, therefore, in the books referenced above I find that although society 

has changed since the 1960s, the way writers use characters with disabilities has 

barely moved forward. Indeed, extrapolating from my findings in Unseen 

Childhoods, I put forward the following theory: had fantasy books of the type 

discussed above been written in the early years of the twentieth century, I feel 

sure that the characterisation would have been better then than in the early years 
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of the twenty-first century. My theory is based on the fact that although Helva 

(1969) was created in the 1960s, in my opinion, she is actually a better-drawn 

character than either Peter (1990) or Tia (1992).  

Helva like Tia has a sense of humour but, unlike Tia, she is a rounded character. 

The second story, Ship Who Mourned, sees Helva truly in the depths of despair and 

grief. We see Tia desperately unhappy in hospital, but a seven-year-old “being 

[unremittingly] brave and cheerful for the interns and her parents” (McCaffrey and 

Lackey. 1992. p.63) is a little contrived. It would not be out of place in a 

fundraising clip for TV programmes such as the BBC's Children In Need. Tia's 

obsession to track down the virus that put her in a titanium shell is laudable and 

understandable, but is also a little Pollyanna-ish. Apart from the few instances in 

hospital, Tia always looks for the silver lining and falls into adventure as a result. 

Helva falls in love, more than once, mourns, is devious, is a killer: all that Tia is 

not.  

I find Peter to be even more two-dimensional than Rollo, if that is possible. The 

marionette-like description — “only the really observant would notice that his feet 

never actually touched the ground and that the bend of his knees only 

approximated to a normal walk” — reminds me of Disney's Pinocchio (McCaffrey. 

1990. p.112). When he is hospitalised one sees the real petulance of a teenager 

who is wound up in his resentment, but once he is relocated to the Center he 

becomes so eager to be involved and to please his mentors that they have to stop 

him doing too much. Indeed, by the closing chapters of Pegasus in Space, Peter is 

on the way to being ‘cured’ with his “nerves [having] rejoined: the spinal column 

is no longer severed. … Technically, he's whole again.” (McCaffrey, Anne. 2000. 

Pegasus in Space. p.435) 

What can be done to bring fictional disability more in line with society’s advances 

in the treatment, and response to, disability? Authors need to not to be afraid to 

include disabled characters, where plausible, in their writing. However, and this is 

absolutely crucial, authors also need to treat it as one element of the 

characterisation, alongside hair colour, height and so on. They need not to be so 

afraid of offending readers that the character ends up being cardboard and two-

dimensional.  

Until fiction catches up with reality, and I am presented with a choice of a sullen 

Pinocchio-like early-teenager who turns into an eager-to-please puppy, a 

Pollyanna-clone and a disabled woman trapped by her culture in a titanium shell, I 

will pick the last in the list every time. 
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Book Reviews 

 
Max the Champion by Sean Stockdale & Alexandra Strick 

Illustrated by Ros Asquith 

Publisher: Frances Lincoln Children’s Books 

ISBN: 9781847803887  

Reviewed by: Charlotte Rashid, MA Student 

Oxford International Centre for Publishing Studies  

 

The thing that really gets me about this book is how well it expresses its ideas 

through the narrative and illustrations. The key themes are diversity, teamwork, 

school can be fun, sports are important and that being disabled does not make you 

different or helpless.  

The theme of diversity is so subtly presented that it is only through the 

illustrations that is it expressed, not through the narrative. For instance, if we 

take a look at the front cover we see that Max wears glasses.  

There are a multitude of races presented and a boy using a wheelchair. In one 

illustration we notice that Max wears a hearing aid and in another we see 

professional athletes who are disabled. The great thing about presenting these in 

the illustrations and not in the text is that the story doesn’t make diversity a focus 

but presents it as normal. By seeing these characters in picture books, children are 

more accepting as they grow.  

My favourite theme in this book, seen through both the narrative and the 

illustrations, is how school can be fun. This is presented through the text with 

phrases such as ‘sped off to school’, ‘flew through their handwriting practice’ and 

having a ‘fun sports tournament with another school’. The illustrations address this 

theme by creating fun similarities between the activities Max does in his everyday 

life to those he does in his mind  my favourite being Max throwing giant pencils as 

javelins. I think this is an excellent topic to address. 

Finally, I want to talk about how the book presents disabled people as more than 

capable and independent. A widespread perception of disabled people is that they 

need constant care and that they can’t be independent. Like the diversity, this 

theme is presented through the illustrations, which adds to the plot. Max’s school 

wins the ‘fun sports tournament’ and the team consists of Max, who wears glasses 
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and wears a hearing aid, a boy using a wheelchair and a girl with sight difficulties. 

These illustrations show that you shouldn’t judge people by what you think they 

can achieve and, what’s more, disabled children will be able to identify with the 

characters 

Although from a Caucasian and Persian mixed background, until recently I hadn’t 

realised that all the stories I read as a child had only Caucasian characters, which 

did affect how I saw myself growing up. With this book, I think children will be 

able to relate to the characters, no matter their heritage or physical ability. It has 

a simple but meaningful plot, which is fun to read and introduces a lot about life. 

The narrative is simple but engaging and the illustrations are top notch. I 

especially love the appearance of Max’s turtle and rabbit in every one — spotting 

them is a fun game to play. I highly recommend Max the Champion, it really is 

excellent on all levels. 
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Those Shoes by Maribeth Boelts 

Illustrated by Noah Z. Jones 

Publisher: Candlewick Press 

ISBN: 9780763642846  

Reviewed by: Fen Coles, Co-Director, Letterbox Library 

 

First published in 2007, Those Shoes, is surely more contemporary now than ever: 

its star is, after all, a pair of high-top trainers, and austerity is the context within 

which those shoes are a greatly prized — and hugely priced — commodity. It is a 

very rare thing indeed for a picture book to explore poverty, economic 

circumstances and need; even more rare, to do so in such a child-friendly way.  

This is the story of Jeremy — a boy who lives with his Grandma in a detailed urban 

landscape, complete with a huge billboard advertising the latest high-top trainers. 

Jeremy craves these shoes, but when he asks Grandma for them she replies, 

directly and with wonderful economy: “There’s no room for ‘want’ around here — 

just ‘need’”.  Winter is around the corner and what Jeremy needs, Grandma 

argues, are warm boots. Eventually Jeremy finds a pair of the exact same high-

tops at a bargain price in a second hand store — but they are much too small and 

horribly uncomfortable. Shortly afterwards, Jeremy spots that his friend Tony 

wears shoes barely held together by tape, and he can’t help also noticing that 

Tony’s feet are smaller than his. Predictably, but no less charmingly for that, by 

the final page we see Jeremy in his sensible, new winter boots from Grandma, and 

Tony in some perfectly-fitting high-tops — kindly donated by a close friend…    

Those Shoes’ commercial world is instantly recognisable to children (and adults): 

corporate products backed up by huge marketing campaigns along with the desire 

to fit in at school by acquiring these goods. There are some wonderful additional 

details, such as Jeremy’s embarrassment at having to wear shoes from the lost 

property box at school with Velcro fastenings and a character “from some cartoon I 

don’t think anyone ever watched”. (Which is worse? The fact the shoes are second 

hand or the fact they have no resonance with fashion culture?) Then there is 

Grandma, who faces that painfully familiar parental anxiety: wanting the children 

in your life to have the things their friends have, but knowing your household 

income just doesn’t stretch that far.  

This heart-warming, but decidedly un-schmaltzy, book would be a wonderful 

discussion-starter for children aged 4–7. It’s a fantastic tool for making the 

distinction between, as Grandma says, want and need; it offers an opportunity to 

look at the uglier face of capitalism and the realities of consumer ‘power’; it nods 

to children’s concerns about trends and, more particularly, blending in with your 

peers through commercial currency, but it also opens these areas up for discussion. 
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Finally, a pat on the back to Those Shoes for representing a properly diverse 

world: the cast is multicultural; the protagonist is being raised by his grandparent; 

Jeremy’s household income doesn’t allow for many luxuries and his friend’s 

household literally cannot afford to buy him new shoes for the winter; finally, at 

the centre of this book, is a boy with emotional intelligence, sensitivity and heart 

who learns, or perhaps just re-learns, the meaning of need.  

Whilst a Candlewick USA publication, this titles was in print until recently with its 

UK sister company Walker Books.   
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Each Kindness by Jacqueline Woodson 

Illustrated by E. B. Lewis 

Penguin Young Readers Group (Nancy Paulsen Books): 2012 

ISBN: 9780399246524 

Reviewer: Fen Coles, Co-Director, Letterbox Library 

 

If Letterbox Library had a collection of ‘most moving’ children’s literature, this 

wholly unique picture book, created by an award-winning American team, would 

certainly be at the top of the pile. Here we have another book that recognises 

children’s different economic circumstances but, like Those Shoes, does so in a 

way which is both sensitive and unsentimental. Indeed, the lack of easy resolution 

with this particular story is almost painful.  

In Each Kindness, a new girl Maya arrives at school. The narrator, Chloe, and her 

peers immediately notice Maya’s old clothes and the broken straps on her shoes. 

Despite all of Maya’s efforts to make friends, the other children avoid her, later 

teasing and excluding her. And then, one day, Maya doesn’t come to school. That 

same day, the teacher gives her class a lesson in the power of acts of kindness. 

The protagonist, Chloe, is deeply affected by this and waits for Maya to come back 

to school so that she can show her a kindness. But Maya never returns, and Chloe’s 

“chance of a kindness with Maya become[s] more and more forever gone”. 

As with Those Shoes, Each Kindness has its characters understand people’s 

economic differences through the sorts of things children notice about each other 

— shoes, clothing, the food they eat, how new or expensive their toys are. Chloe 

refers to Maya’s “strange food” at lunchtime and Kendra has this to say about her: 

“I have a new name for her… Never new. Everything she has comes from a second-

hand store”.  

We never learn Maya’s full story. It is possible she is an asylum-seeker, as the book 

suggests that Maya’s family had to suddenly move away before the year was out. 

What we do see is an all too realistic account of how children can isolate and 

exclude each other for simply looking different. We do see how poverty can be 

read by children. In a world where worth is so often defined by material 

accumulation, by logos and brands, we do see how powerfully these messages are 

fed to children and how quickly they may in turn judge people by appearances and 

things. We do see the subtleties of emotional bullying — ignoring, avoiding, turning 

down someone’s gestures of invitation (Maya repeatedly asks Chloe to play). And 

we do also see how children who bully are often desperate to fit in themselves.  

All of this complex content is simply laid out for the reader. Of course, the book 

has a message — but there are no actual judgements expressed. The teacher’s 

lesson in kindness is casually delivered to the whole class, with no child singled 
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out. Nobody turns on Chloe; she is, ultimately, able to do that all by herself. 

Crucially, the Hollywood ending never comes — there is nothing trite or pat about 

this narrative. Maya does not come back, there is no concluding PSHE assembly, 

Chloe and her friends don’t discuss what has passed and, of course, Chloe never 

gets to exercise an act of kindness; there is no reconciliation nor forgiveness. This 

non-punitive and open-ended narrative makes Each Kindness a brilliantly wise and 

thoughtful vehicle for a discussion about difference, socio-economic differences, 

exclusion and the wealth of just a little bit of kindness.  
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Lulu Reads to Zeki by Anna McQuinn 

Illustrated by Rosalind Beardshaw 

Publisher: Alanna Books 

ISBN: 9781907825057 

Reviewed by: Sam Young, MA Student 

Oxford International Centre for Publishing Studies 

The arrival of a new baby can be every bit as life-changing for a young child as for 

their parents, so it’s wonderful to see this new picture book that shows its heroine 

Lulu welcoming her new brother Zeki into the world with a smile and a story. 

In fact, stories are at the centre of this book. Lulu’s infectious enthusiasm for 

reading with her family will show children and grown-ups alike how a good story is 

an adventure for everyone to take part in, no matter how big — or how small — 

they are. 

Nobody needs to be left out, and this reassuring message is especially important 

for young readers who, like Lulu, are expecting a new sibling, and may be wary of 

change and of suddenly being an older brother or sister. The first illustration, of 

Lulu and her mother reading a story about a girl and her new little brother, is 

bound to make an instant connection with any family waiting for a second child. 

It’s true that Lulu’s life changes once Zeki arrives. The new baby keeps the whole 

family busy, but with this come new opportunities for fun — whether it’s choosing 

books and toys for the baby or helping out around the house, everyone pulls 

together. 

Most notably, Lulu throws herself into her new role as Zeki’s big sister by reading 

him stories. At first she wants to cheer him up — baby brothers cry a lot! — and 

soon Lulu finds a knack for choosing just the right story for the occasion. There’s a 

story for mealtimes, a story for changing time, for bathtime and for the baby’s 

bedtime.  

Lulu engages with all the aspects of her little brother’s life and relates to him 

using her books. Zeki may be too little to really understand the stories yet, but the 

act of reading aloud creates a connection between the two that’s sure to blossom 

into a great friendship. And of course, there’s always time for the whole family to 

end the day with a story for Zeki’s big sister. 

The illustrations are sensitively painted and well planned across double-page 

spreads, and the characters are expressive and engaging — a perfect complement 

to the text. The book is effortlessly diverse, featuring a black family and with 

males and females in equal roles. I’d recommend Lulu Reads To Zeki to parents, 

children’s libraries and family GPs — it’s a great read that will appeal to children 

(and grown-ups, too!) reading both by themselves and with others. 
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Call For Papers 

 Next edition is November 2013. 

Ongoing call for papers 

Instructions for Authors  

1. Articles should be between 2000 and 5000 words. They should be accompanied by 

an abstract of not more than 200 words, and six keywords for indexing purposes.  

 

2.  All papers for the Write4Children must be submitted via an email with attachment 

to write4children@winchester.ac.uk. 

 

3.  Papers should be submitted as one file with, where possible, all tables and figures 

in the correct place in the text. 

 

4. Footnotes should be avoided. Essential notes should be numbered in the text and 

grouped together at the end of the article. Diagrams and Figures, if they are 

considered essential, should be clearly related to the section of the text to which 

they refer. The original diagrams and figures should be submitted with the top 

copy.  

 

5. References should be set out in alphabetical order of the author’s name in a list at 

the end of the article. Please use the Harvard Referencing style. 

 

6. Once the refereeing procedures are completed, authors should supply a 

wordprocessor file (on disc, CD-ROM or by e-mail attachment) containing the final 

version of their manuscript. Files should be saved in Microsoft Word. Tables and 

Figures (TIFF or EPS format preferred) should be saved in separate files from the 

rest of the manuscript. 

 

7. The author of an article accepted for publication will receive page proofs for 

correction, if there is sufficient time to do so. This stage must not be used as an 

opportunity to revise the paper, because alterations are extremely costly; 

extensive changes will be charged to the author and will probably result in the 

articles being delayed to a later issue. Speedy return of corrected proofs is 

important.  
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