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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 ôDiversity, Inclusion & 

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

range of authors. Our timing, though accidental, couldnõt be better. This issue can 

also celebrate the recent appointment of Malorie Blackman as the eighth 

Childrenõs 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 ð and that is very app ropriate.  

 

In the past we have had a special Australasian edition, if an yone, 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 to o. Email us directly on  

write4children@winchester.ac.uk .  

 

Vanessa Harbour and Andrew Melrose 

Editors  

 
 

Write4Children Diversity, Inclusion  
& Equality special edition ï 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 donõt fit into the ônormõ represented in the books that they 

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

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 itõs 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 eq uality 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 childrenõs literature. Our aim with this special 

edition was to l ook at the current state of play in the childrenõs book world, what 

we can do to improve it and, most importantly, how VITAL this is for children  ñ 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 trainer s 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 childrenõs book industry doesnõt 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,  

 

Childrenõs 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 ... Childrenõs 

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

excitingly, it can be a visionary space, a utop ia, where anything is 

possible. 

Where Are The Big Political Ideas In Pre -teen Childrenõs 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 childrenõs literature and who are, above all, committed to changing 



Write4Children  
 

5 
 

the face of ch ildrenõs books. As individual voices we might not be heard, but as a 

collective we can truly make a difference.  

 

Weõd like to give special thanks to Holly Catling, Charlotte Morris, Emma Carroll, 

Elizabeth Halford and Jill Harrison for their invaluable su pport 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 toddle r on the cheek. 

The title of the book is Making Friends .  

ñCan you tell me what gender these children are?ôò he asked.  

ñItôs non-specific, ò I replied, ñso you can  decide for yourself. ò   

ñWell , they look like boys kissing. Are you promoting 

homosexuality? ò 

At Childôs 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 r oles, behaviour or appearance.  

Representing true inclusivity and diversity in childrenôs books is often 

challenging and frustrating ï 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; childrenôs 

books  

 

 

The Childõs 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 Childõs Playõs early books did challenge gender stereotypes. For example, 

Manõs 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 ñ the story of a boy who has just found ou t 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 bu yer 

(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 Iõm 

sure including these was a catch-all afterthought. What we didnõt do was discuss 

the characters as if they were real. They didnõt 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 ôboyishõ things, boys being more 

ôsensitiveõ ñ though I donõt think any of them ever wore dresses. Iõm 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 b ooks, 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 agains t books with ethnically mixed characters, 

because ôthey donõt sellõ.  

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

characters as a positive force ñ one booksellerõs response was ôno one asks for 

disabilityõ. 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 translatin g 

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

Little Star  wasnõt signing the word ôdiamondõ after all, but ôélike a vagina in the 

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

ôIn the Pictureõ campaign, established to educate and support those involved in 

representing disability in childrenõs 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, Iõm sure it would be ôIn the Pictureõ. 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 ab out 

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 illustrat ors that we 

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

assumptions that everybody is on the same wavelength. Wrong! Itõs 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 he lp 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 donõt 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, 

equalityé you get the idea! 

Sometimes we have an illustrator who do es understand the concept and is 

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

two, threeé Run! shows the experience of running, through the eyes of two 

children, one of whom has Downõs syndrome. Itõs not important whether you 

recognise this or not, itõs 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 ôepicanthic foldõ, 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 

ôthatõs meõ, then job done! We donõt 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 

ôinvisibleõ. 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 wel l 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 brai lle, tactile paving, support cushions, crutches against a wall, a 

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

place of a dollõs house in the nursery school. For us itõs 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 couldnõt get away from the 
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fact that many of them were dressed in pi nk! Weõve since been extra explicit when 

briefing our illustrators ñ thanks, Pink Stinks! 

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

other countries seem to struggle to understand what weõre 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 co ver. Yes, 

he wears spectacles, and his wife wears spectacles ñ but princesses donõt, 

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 gr andchild (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 tr uly 

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 w ith 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 ôdoggy.õ 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 ôshout out loudõ way, 

but bold in trying things o ut and taking what some would term ôrisksõ with what we 

publish. Receiving emails from parents along the lines of òIõm just writing to say 

that my son has never seen a picture of a child with ôboots and barõ in a picture 

book and every time he turns to tha t page in your book he canõt stop smilingó are 

all the encouragement we need!  
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All images are used with permission of Childõs 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 Childõs 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 Childrenôs 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 ï cultural, psychological and 

economic ï 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 childrenôs understanding of 

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

cultures has greatly increased and inf ormation technology is reshaping 

the way in which relationships are formed.  

 

Keywords  

childrenôs 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 ôThe 

Conference of the Birdsõ, 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 o r a child. How many times do you select a 

childrenõs 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 r ecommendation, 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 ôotherõ though ɧ 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, t oo, 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 

intellectua l developments and remarkable inventions of western science and the 

expansionist business practices attending these developments were ôde factoõ 

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. Schumacherõs 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 childrenõs 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 ad ults reading Zoë and 

her Zebra, an A to Z of childrenõs 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 commis sion 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 i n 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 bookõs 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 the ir 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 g o 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 Sharkeyõs Tales of Old 

Ireland, for instance, the ôCinderellaõ is the youngest of three daughters, ôFair, 

Brown and Tremblingõ. 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 traditio ns: 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, heõs 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 gr oup 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 Chinaõs capital, but was there really enough food to go round? 

Yue realised that he hadnõt thought of mentioning this because hunger was a 

simple fact of life ð 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 revisi ted the text and wove in 

his memories of food ð and its absence. 

Yueõs 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 ɧ 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  Ĭ 

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 Ĭ 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 todayõs children.  So, one of my aims in 

working on these books was to give back dignity to violence b y 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 childrenõs stories is 

navigating the perilous line between making culturally conditioned assumptions on 

the one hand, and inadvertent omissions on the other . I t 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 differen t 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 ð as an Irish bookseller advised me, ôThere isnõt much 

call for picture books about Aborigin es in Dublinõ. 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 matt ers, 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 childrenõs section of his bookshop needed ômore Barbie 

than Barefootõ.  

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 childrenõs 

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 write r 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 Goliathõs 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 t he illustrations I felt transported back t o 

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

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

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

charming version because of the way the ôgood sisterõ 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 ladyõs 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 authorõs activities as a singer 

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

relations betw een 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 resour cefulness and guile. There may be striking differences 

of place, speech, setting: for the European, the hero or heroineõs 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 ungla morous 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 donõt. Small suffers, learns, 

makes mistakes, tries again, and usually depends on the he lp 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, t he 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 cho ose for your journey into the forest ð 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 childrenõs 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 ɧ locally, regionally and globally ɧ 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 childrenõs 
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eyes to ways of relating that they may not typically encounter, especially if they 

grow up in urban settings, wher e 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 w ith 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, ôSometimes a person needs a story more 

than food to stay alive.õ 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 Pur se?  

Beyond inclusion in childrenôs 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 ï 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 n ot enough ï they canôt 

just be in the background, and they certainly shouldnôt be there just to 

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

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

 

Keywords  

abiliti es, races, cultures, inclusion, prejudice, stars  

 

 

I learned to read very ea rly and was a voracious reader ñ I donõt know what age I 

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

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

because I didnõt know how such books worked, I read it the same way as I did Mr 

Pinkwhistle  ñ choosing a random chapter to start off with, and then anotheré It 

was incredibly confusing and the ôstoriesõ didnõt make any sense. They were all 

about a girl called Elizabeth, but I couldnõt 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 beginnin g and read all the way through ñ which was rather spoiled 

by the fact that Iõd already read the penultimate chapter! 

 

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

ñ more Naughtiest Girl stories followed, then the St Clareõs series, Malory Towers, 

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

Gallianoõs 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 alcoholicé 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 bo y 

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! Iõd heard of Galway ñ 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 ñ I even had to search Google to get the title ñ 

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 wouldnõt recognise her and 

take them back. I remember a bit where they were helped by a ôtinker familyõ (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, itõs not to fight racism or strike a blow for feminism or 

counter disabled stereoty pes or promote empathy ñ though, of course, I hope the 

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

see themselves IN books ñ itõs 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 childrenõs 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 

childrenõs 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 wasnõt 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 shouldnõt 

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

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

out ñ 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 ôissueõ books or even ôinclusiveõ books are written with a 

view of teaching child readers not to be prejudic ed ñ whether that be against 

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

as ômajorityõ children who learn from the story to be less judgemental of others 

who are ôdifferentõ, 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 couldnõt swim, would you 

be really scared of moving to a new school? Isnõt that message coming through ñ if 

you are from a minority group youõd better have a special talent or youõre 

suckered! 

 

I realise Iõm being facetious here, but itõs hard not to take away a message that if 

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

other chi ldren a lesson ñ you donõt get to be in it for your own sake. And, if thatõs 

the message in the book, thatõs the message from the world! And itõs a pretty 

shameful message! 

 

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

child) is Lillyõs Purple Plastic Purse (1996) by Kevin Henkes. Itõs about a girl 

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

purple plastic purse to show everyone but canõt wait until ôSharing Timeõ, which 

lands her in tro uble 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 Iõm 

writing. Like committed Evangelicals who ask, òWhat would Jesus do?ó my 

question is òWho gets the purple plastic purse?ó (WGPPP for short.) Itõs an 

excellent question to ask of any story and any character. If thereõs a little girl in a 

wheelchair ñ 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 sheõs not holding the purple plastic purse, then why not? Itõs not enough for her 

to be there in the background so we can all feel good about being ôinclusiveõ and 

she certainly canõt be there to teach an non-disabled child not to be prejudi ced. 

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 i s a little black girl and that her ra ce is not an issue in the book ñ 

she is in there simply because she loves stories. However, it always amazes me 



Write4Children  
 

25 
 

that some people still ask why I chose to make the heroine black  ñ 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 ôminorityõ readers ñ be they black, female, disabled, or 

otherwise ôdifferentõ ñ if the few books they see themselves in are about issues 

and triumphing  over adversity. Donõt you think youõd ache for a story about a 

birthday party or an adventure or something fantasticalé?  

 

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

and of seeing it as something to be overcome in or der 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 ñ 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 th at 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 preoc cupations and aspirations. 

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

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

putting t oo much emphasis on difference ñ 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 ñ 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. 

 

 



Write4Children  
 

26 
 

Biography:  

 

Anna McQuinn was born and grew up in Ireland. She moved to the UK in 1988 and 

has worked in childrenõs publishing for over 20 years, as an editor, publisher and 

writer. Her many books have been translated into over 14 languages and are sold 

in over 27 countries. She currently runs a small independent publishing house, 

Alanna Books, and continues to work directly with young children one day a week, 

which informs both her writing and her publishing.  

 

Works Cited : 

 

Blyton, E. (1941) Mr. Pink-Whistle and the Balloon , Story: Sunny Stories Nos.248 & 
249 Oct 10 & 17, 1941 

Blyton, E. (1940) The Naughtiest Girl in the School , George Newnes 

Blyton, E.  (1942) The Naughtiest Girl Again , George Newnes 

Blyton, E.  (1945) The Naughtiest Girl is a Monitor , George Newnes 

Blyton, E.  (1941) The Twins at St Clare's, Methuen St Clareõs 

Blyton, E. (1946) First Term at Malory Towers , Methuen 
Book 1 of 6 in this category  

Blyton, E. (1945) The Mystery of the Secret Room , Methuen 
Book 3 of 15 in this category  

Blyton, E. (1946) The Mystery of the Spiteful Letters , Methuen 
Book 4 of 15 in this category  

Blyton, E. (1947) The Mystery of the Missing Necklace, Methuen 

Blyton, E. (1944) The Island of Adventure , Macmillan  
Book 1 of 8 in this category 

Blyton, E. (1946) The Castle of Adventure , Macmillan  
Book 2 of 8 in this category  

Blyton, E. (1947) The Valley of Adventure , Macmillan  

Blyton, E. (1942) Five on a Treasure Island, Hodder & Stoughton 

Blyton, E. (1945) Five Go to Smuggler's Top, Hodder & Stoughton 

Blyton, E. (1948) Five Go Off to Camp, Hodder & Stoughton 

Blyton, E. (1938) Mr Galliano's Circus, George Newnes 
Book 1 of 3 in this category  

Blyton, E. (1939) Hurrah for the Circus! , George Newnes 
Book 2 of 3 in this category  

Blyton, E. (1942) Circus Days Again, George Newnes 



Write4Children  
 

27 
 

Macken, W. (1968) The Flight of the Doves , Macmillan  

Henkes, K. (1996) Lily's Purple Plastic Purse, Greenwillow Books USA 

McQuinn, A. (2009) Lulu Loves Stories, Alanna Books 

 

Back to Contents  Page 

 



Write4Children  
 

28 
 

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 ódyslexiaô is then explored in terms of 

Craig Collinsonôs (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 Gardnerôs recent book, Maggot Moon , is then considered for 

th e 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 dev elopment of hard/software has given people with 

what in some circles are termed ôprint disabilitiesõ, access to literature that many 

without ôprint disabilitiesõ take for granted. These people are able to read in 

diverse ways, often using screen text reade rs, 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 ôoppressedõ by dominant literacy norms who can 

be ôfreedõ 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 ñ with over 64,000 books for readers 

with ôprint disabilitiesõ ñ 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 donõt 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 form at. 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 other s) 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 limit ations. 

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 technolog ical 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 keep ing 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  ñ rendering it comple tely 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 uni versities 

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 ôblurtõ onto my accessible page style. The 

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

ôfooter intrusionõ: 

 

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 ôinclusive education...as an òadd-onó.  

 

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

when outputt ing to my screen reader can i nclude what I call 'no spacers':  

 

Paranoia:asocialaccountIntroductionParanoiacanbedefinedasawayofperc

eivingandrelatingotherpeopleandtotheworldthatischaracterizedbysomed

egreeofsuspicion,mistrust,orhostility .  

 

Or 'extra spacers': 

 

ôT 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 fõ 

  

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, c an 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 produc tion , 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 techno logies could manipulate format to suit 

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

that there was no ôfinalõ version but rather reader feedback could be used to 

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

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

accessibility, there are also cultural and historical issues of ôliteracy normsõ 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 a ssociated 

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 òthe 

normative practi ces and assumptions of literacyó established through historical and 

institutional knowledge practices, such as rigid grammatical standardisation and 

the identification and invention of language use ôdeficitsõ by psycho-educational 

professions (Collinson 2012). Lexism as a social practise thus ôcreatesõ 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 (1926ñ1984) 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 ôabnormalõ 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 powe r 

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 simila r 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 categorie s to describe 

language dysfunction such as ôword blindnessõ 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 ideo logical 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 acce pt 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 uphol ds 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 a dd 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 i s 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, òCan't read, can't 

write, Standish Treadwell isn't brightó in the opening chapter. However, t he 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 soc iety. This 

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

typical linguist ic conventions, describing the world as seen by the neurodiverse, 

which is, as Standish states, òeye-bending in its beauty ó.  

 

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 cha llenge 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 dys lexia 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 educatio n 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 similarit ies 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 ôstory 

experienceõ. 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 ôlexismõ and ôliteracy normsõ 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 empow er dyslexics 

and challenge the norms that create them as ôdisabledõ.  

 

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 ôliteracy normsõ that dominate our perspective on what 

constitutes acceptable speaking, writing, hearing and reading. Sally Gardnerõs 

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 com munication 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 childrenôs understandings of 

social values. This article focuses on th e 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 pictu re 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 t o 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).  

Eisnerõs 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 othersõ 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: ôthere are no innocent textsõ (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 societyõs ideas and values.  

Understanding othersõ 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 peopleõs 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 õs 

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 booksõ creators than 

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

books commonly focus on a realistic snapshot of a childõs 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 th ese books, which have been helpful for many children and 

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

illustrations  can equally ef fectively inspire understanding  of complex aspects of 

life , such as autism. Engaging readersõ 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 psy chotherapy, 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 se nse, I would argue that all 

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

imaginative possibilities, such as a picture book with a satisfyingl y 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 childrenõs 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 Sendakõs Where the Wild Things Are  (1963) and books such as Moroneyõs 

When Iõm Feeling Angry (2005) in the impact of the ideas both convey about 

dealing with anger. Sendakõs book is an imaginative journey conveyed both visually 

and textually. Moroneyõs 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 Sendakõs book is 

infinitely more successful at promoting empathet ic understanding of emotion 

through imaginative identification with Maxõs 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 a uthor. 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: ôall writing ñ not especially writing for children ñ 

requires a good understanding between reader and writerõ (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 de velop 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 chil dren 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 childrenõs 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, childrenõs authors 

may obviously be influenced by their mem ories of their own childhoods. Hunt 

argues the value for authors of reading a lot of childrenõs 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). Havi ng 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. Gi ven 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 childre n.  

My Brother and I  

Some picture books use metaphors in ways that relate to childrenõs life 

experiences or interests, to help them understand abstract or complex concepts. 

Changes, by Anthony Browne (1990), about a childõs 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 sisterõs 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 i n 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 Iõm a puppy, all jumpy and wriggly. And my brother is a 

puppy too, so we tumble and squeal and laugh togetheré  

Sometimes Iõm a pony, galloping across the grass. And my brother is a 

tortoise, walking so -o-o-o-o-o slowly a snail could overtake himé  

Sometimes Iõm a lion, roaring to say Iõm 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 childrenõs 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 anotherõs shoes. They do this with great enthusiasm and completely 

unselfconsciously. Knowing this through experience, I pondered my choice of 

words, deciding whether to write ôsometimes Iõm like aéõ or just ôsometimes Iõm 

aéõ. Having observed on many occasions how children make the transition 

between reality and pretend so seamlessly, I decided  that ôlikeõ was not necessary 

in the text. So this decision ñ while a stylistic one, between simile and metaphor 

ñ was also a philosophical one, based on which language best reflected childrenõs 

play.  

Likewise, the choice of pretend play roles and metaph ors was made on the basis of 

my knowledge of many young childrenõs 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 pe ople 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 r eflections 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 peersõ 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 thereõs always something to count. So wherever we go 

weõre 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 brotherõs counting a constant source of 

frustration . The narrators in both texts express frustration with their siblings, 

especially with the siblingsõ inability to interact in ways they can understand. 

Waiting for Hugo  tells the story of Hugoõs counting and how it impacts on his 

siblingõs 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 theyõre late. Itõs Hugo. Heõs 

counting. And they canõt make him hurry. So I have to wait. And wait. 

And wait. I really wish I didnõt 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 ôrepresent visions of childhood pleasing to adultsõ (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 wonõt reveal this, so as not to give away the ending of the book, which 

has a slight element of sur prise).  

Much of the narrative describes the different situations in which Hugo finds things 

to count. While the narratorõs voice conveys feelings of impatience, the text 

conveys Hugoõs talent for counting, and even a sneaking admission of pride in her 

younger brotherõs skill: ôPretty good counting for someone who only turned four 

last month.õ The illustrations I have seen so far also beautifully portray Hugoõs 

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 Hugoõs counting than are featured in the text, hence enriching 

the impression of how important counting is to Hugoõs life. She also provides visual 

representations of Hugoõs point of view, to counter his siblingõs 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 t owards 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, childrenõs 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 didnõt 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 d isability 

can lead to unequal relationships and ôbarriers to beingõ (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 ôbarriers to beingõ 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  othersõ worlds and for the development of empathy 

with their diverse ways of being.  
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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 childrenôs 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 studen ts 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 a nd 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 ex plore 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 Adrianõs grandma says to put an end to his bullying, we 

just know that it works.  

 

Teachers regularly use Adrianõs 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 w riting, students can use Adrian as a conduit for 
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exploring and expressing their own feelings. Liz Watson from Beatbullying says: 

òstories are good for starting conversations with children about feelings, unkind 

behaviour and bullying" [private communicatio n 2013]. 

 

In choosing Adrian as an example I betray my age. Happily there are many other 

examples of childrenõs 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 li kely 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 practition er 

with an interest in bullying,  I am occasionally approached by authors who have 

written on the subject; to date, Iõve not encountered a character Iõd term as ôrealõ 

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 w hat 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 t hese 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, D an 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 preven t 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 ôduffed upõ 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 òin many schools there is a genuine desire on behalf of some 

people to want to tackle ho mophobic bullying, but they are just not equippedó 

[private communication 2013]. De llentyõs statement clearly shows that we cannot 

expect practitioners to leap from awareness to provision; understanding gained 

through research and experience is vital in eq uipping people to deal with all forms 

of bullying.  

 

Smith et al.õs (2012) review of schoolsõ 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 point s 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 òill equippedó 

(Durkin & Conti -Ramsden 2010 pg115). Torrance explains that: òExisting research 

falls short of enabling practitioners to have sufficient insi ghts into bullying to allow 

them to address the matter adequately.ó (Torrance, 1997 pg 158). 
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Intervention not backed by research runs the risk of being tokenistic. Delivering a 

ômake sure you tellõ lecture to a student with SEN&D who would tell straight away 

but needs to know what to do when theyõre not believed (Mencap 2005, West and 

Ghandi 2006) is not addressing the problem; j ust as knowing what to do if someone 

steals your lunch money isnõt a priority for a child who regularly has his or her 

communication device removed. Such an act would fall within Smith and Sharpõs 

(1994) definition of bullying as the òsystematic abuse of power.ó 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 scho ol 

bus and call him a ôspackerõ (Masters 2006 pg 196). This sort of bullying continues 

to happen today and has spread into cyber bullying, as putting the sickening term 

ôwindow lickersõ into any search engine will demonstrate. 

 

Mastersõ 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. Iõll call him Adam.  

 

Like Stuart it would probably be through the bus windows, rather than fr om 

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: òThey said they couldnõt invite Adam to the party even though they 

wanted to, their house isnõt suitable.ó  òWhen we rang up they said Adam was 

welcome at the swimming lessons, but after Iõd paid for the whole term they asked 

me not to bring him anymore.ó òWe 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.ó Norwich and Kelly (2004) found that children who attend special schools 

òexperienced far more ôbullyingõ by children from other mainstream schools and 

from peers and outsiders in their neighbourhoodó (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; Adamõs mother banned him from playing with 

his ôfriendsõ. He was allowed to play alone in the garden instead, but the 

neighbourhood children learned to shout thr ough 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 Adamõs 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 t raditional bullying, 

Adamõs teachers might tell you that it doesnõt happen in their school and so 

doesnõt 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: òbecause of the nature 

of the students I work with bullying isnõt an issue.ó 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 

Adamõs 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 Adamõs 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 weõve seen: 

Panoramaõs 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. 

Panoramaõs 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, Simoneõs mother explains: òShe told us 

that sheõd been hit and that sheõd been kicked and I said ôNo Simone, this 

wouldnõt happen itõs not allowedõ. I told my daughter she was telling lies.ó  

 

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 stud ents 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 fo r, Adam.  

 

Endnotes:  
 

i.  Research undertaken in conjunction with Nottingham University as part of a 

masters in Special Educational Needs, details available upon request ñ 

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 childrenôs 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 C élia Chauffrey to 

create a version of the classic tale tha t 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 th at 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 chi ld 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 traditi on. Many 

scholars trace the story only as far back as Charles Perraultõs 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 grandmotherõs flesh, is made to strip for the wolf, and escapes by 

claiming she needs to go outside to r elieve herself (Dundes 1989, p198; Zipes 1983, 

p5). Perraultõs version represents a conscious attempt to civilize the narrative of 

the oral trad ition for an upp er-class audience (Zipes 1983, p11).  

To what extent Perraultõs edition may have influenced the famous Grimm Brothers 

version, which followed in 1812, has been the subject of m uch 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 l argely 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 òRedó). 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 li ke it, leave young female readers with 

nothing to aspire to be beyond òthe innocent, victimized Sleeping Beauty, [a] 

beauteous lump of ultimate, sleeping goodó (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 theyõll face in 

world. This emphasis on helping children become savvy members of society is 

particularly relevant in o ur 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 i nextricable. Because this article focuses on both the text and 

illustrations, I will refer to the book as òBarefoot 2012ó rather than òDon 2012.ó 

Little Red Riding Hood, Barefoot Books edition, 2012  

Red sets off and meets the wolf  

Barefoot Booksõ 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 grandmotherõs 

cottage in the woods. Just as in the Grimm version, she wears a red cloak that was 

a gift f rom 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 òlittle girl 

wanted to visi t  her granny in the forestó (p5) and actively came up with the idea 

for the visit all on her own. This small difference starts to establish Redõs agency 

in this story from the beginning.  

Her mother warns her not to stop to play in the woods, echoing the Gr imm 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. òShe clutched the basket, and walked in 

the middle of the pathó (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 sheõs going before she 

stops herself, remembering the dan ger of talking to strangers (p 8).  

The first rough illustration that Chauffrey composed of this confrontation showed 

the wolf upright on hind legs, looking quite anthropomorphic, leaning over Redõs 

body, his tail curled around her waist (Fig. 1). This pose emphasized the male -

female relationship between the wolf and Re d that has traditionally been central 
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to the story ñthe 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 po se (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 

Redõs basket and, seeming helpful, suggests she find something else to bring that 

might last  a bit longer. When Red exclaims, òI could take flowers!ó wolf 

compliments her cleverness and even tells he r to be careful on her walk (p 10). 

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 grandmotherõs cottage and, pretending to be Red, 

comes inside and gobbles Granny right up. When Red comes in and finds the wolf 

hiding in Grannyõs bed, we find the set-up for the classic ôAll the better to eat you 

withõ 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 (D elarue, 

cited in Zipes 1983, p 5).  

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, Chauffreyõs first rough illustration of this scene 

showed the wolf lunging at Redõs 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 wolfõs 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 t he confrontation between a 

child and a monster rather than one between a girl and a man.  

 

 
Figure 5  

 

 
Figure 6  

 

Redõs 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 Grannyõs cottage, coming in 

and cutting the wolfõs 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, òLetõs make sure that wolf never eats anyone 

elseó (p26). In the Grimm version, it is not clear whose idea it is to kill the wolf  ñ 

it simply says that Red gathers some stones, and òtheyó fill the wolfõs 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 wolfõs belly shut with Grannyõs 

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. òThat,ó the 

text reads definitively, òwas the end of the wolf.ó Wolfõs legs can be seen in the 

illustration as he plunges into the river, and Red, Granny, and the huntsman are 

visible in the backgroun d dancing a celebratory jig (p 30). Barefoot 2012 

emphasizes Redõs active role in the punishment of the wolf, creating a portrait of 

a crafty  childõs 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. Perraultõs version ends with an explicit moralñthat 

young girls must beware being swallowed up by the òwolvesó of all kinds that lurk 

out in the world, especially those that seem charming. Grimmsõ 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 he rself, òNever again 

in your life will you stray by yourself into the woods when your mother has 

forbidden it.ó  

In Barefoot 2012, the huntsman takes Redõs cakes as a reward, Granny learns to 

lock her door, and òLittle Red Riding Hood never turned round to talk to strangers 

againó (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 complete d, 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 Grannyõs 

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 lar ger 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  

 



Write4Children  
 

61 
 

 
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 timele ss and essential about the story. Bruno Bettelheim argues that we 

love Red because, òalthough she is virtuous, she is tempted.ó There is something 

inside all of us that is intrigued by the big bad wolf, and thatõs what makes Red so 

relatable. When unburden ed 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 ñ a reminder that itõs important for all of us to be careful out there. 

All images reproduced with permis sion from Barefoot Books, Inc.  
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