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Chapter 14.
Children's Stories Supporting the Development of Critical Literacy and Intercultural
Understanding
JAANA PESONEN
University of Helsinki, Finland
jaana.j.pesonen@helsinki.fi
Abstract: This chapter examines the possibilities of applying children’s storybooks in supporting the
development of critical literacy as well as intercultural understanding. Valuing and supporting
children’s reading is known to provide understanding and empathy towards other human beings. The
chapter focuses on theoretical notions related to promoting critical literacies through children’s
storybooks, but also includes practical examples of utilizing multicultural children’s stories. The chapter
introduces different strategies that parents and teachers can use to support the development of critical
literacy, including critical thinking and understanding multiple perspectives. Focus is especially on
young children, because they already are capable of moving beyond what is in front of them on the
page. Since children’s storybooks offer possibilities for readers to question implicit assumptions about
self and others, books can support readers in becoming more culturally aware and sensitive.
Consequently, reading storybooks can affect children’s intercultural understanding, and the role of
storybooks in children’s moral development – both shaping and changing attitudes – should be seen as
transformative.
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Introduction
“‘It is difficult to live if you trust no one,’ a man called Marten said. ‘Either you are very sad or
very, very independent.’ That is why I am a Cat,’ I said. ‘Because cats are independent.’ ‘A name will
not make anyone a cat,’ Marten said. ‘But if you are a Cat, then I will call you Cat.’ ‘I am a Cat,’ I
said. ‘But I feel lonely, rather than independent.’ The man stood up. He was as tall as a chimney. His
gray beard reached almost to his belly, and it was as messy as a witch’s broom. ‘It’s over now,’ Marten
said and his beard flapped. ‘What is over?’ I asked. ‘Loneliness.’ Marten bent down in front of me and
looked me in the eye. He took me into his arms and held me close. I could feel a big heart beating inside
him. ‘We are alike,’ Marten said. ‘We are both hairy, mixed mutts.’ ‘And lonely,’ I barked. ‘We were
lonely,’ the man called Marten said.” (A Dog Called Cat, Kontio 2015, np.)
Children’s literature brings joy and excitement, it also offers knowledge and supports language
development. In addition, children’s literature socializes its reader into the culture and society the child
lives in. Maria Nikolajeva (2012) claims that children learn social skills, such as understanding other
people’s emotions from the verbal and visual components of stories. Thus, it is important to value and
support children’s reading because it provides “a way of helping us understand other human beings”
(Nikolajeva 2012, p. 289). The above quotation is from a Finnish children’s book called Koira nimeltä
Kissa [A Dog Called Cat] (Kontio 2015). The book tells the story of a stray dog called Cat, and a
homeless man called Marten. It is visually as well as linguistically a beautiful and powerful story about
externality, loneliness, and belonging. It succeeds in representing sensitive, even bold, themes without
patronizing or victimizing. For in children’s literature, questions of pedagogy intertwine with aesthetic
and other values. In consequence, language plays an intricate role in children’s books. Perry Nodelman
(2010) reminds us how children share language with adults – language in which the complex meanings
and values of the culture are written. In this chapter, the social constructivist view of language, meaning
that language both represents and constructs our understanding of the social world, is central. Thus,
language is seen as circulating the dominant discourses, the discourses of normality, for instance,
despite the possible aim of educating against them. As this chapter will discuss in more detail later, in
many storybooks, such as A Dog Called Cat, the reader is invited to ponder some of the greatest
questions related to humanity – and thus the story offers insights into critical literacy.
This chapter will examine the possibilities of supporting the development of the critical literacy and
intercultural understanding of young children through children’s storybooks. The focus is on examining
how using children’s literature could empower children, especially young readers, to engage in critical
dialogue which will enable them to recognize, and even examine different worldviews, beliefs and
values written into children’s literature, as well as in all cultural artifacts (such as cartoons, movies,
advertisement, social media, etc.). My goal is to illustrate, with the help of previous research, as well as
with practical examples of analyzing children’s books, how critical literacy provides an opportunity to
discuss personal viewpoints, as well as common ethical values, thus contributing to the moral
development of the child. Children’s literature is taken as an example of the way in which children,
including those not at school yet, can be helped to become critical readers. Therefore, the central
questions in this chapter are: How can children’s literature support the development of critical literacy
in young children? And more specifically in terms of supporting intercultural understanding: How can
children’s literature be utilized to explore diversity in society, as well as issues of bias and power
relations?
To be able to answer the above questions, the chapter begins with a discussion of theoretical notions
related to promoting critical literacy. In introducing the potential of critical literacy to support
intercultural understanding, the chapter focuses specifically on multicultural children’s literature. As
will be discussed at greater length later in this chapter, the term multicultural children’s literature often
implies books presenting ethnic, racial and cultural groups. In the field of children’s literature studies,
there are many often heated debates related to the different understandings of the term, and according
to Mingshui Cai (2002), these debates reveal the sociopolitical nature of the topic. Here multiculturalism
is understood to encompass the values, customs, beliefs and practices of people. Multiculturalism needs
to be seen in relation to power, which cuts through all levels of society (Botelho & Kabakow Rudman
2009). Multiculturalism is also about actions, political decisions, encounters and differences, i.e., life

The Strength of Story in Early Childhood - Diverse Contexts for Development across Domains 3

in all its diverse forms (Huttunen et al. 2005, 19). Often multiculturalism and diversity are used as
synonyms. Here cultural diversity refers in a broad sense to dynamic, changing social categorizations,
including ethnicity, language, nationality, class, religion/ideology, gender, dis/ability, age and sexuality.
Cultural diversity is connected to differences, as people often understand and give meanings to “us,” to
“our culture,” based on comparison to “others,” who are thought to be different. This kind of division
of the world into “us and them” produces exclusive differences (see e.g. Hall 2013). Another core
concept is intercultural understanding, which is comprehended beyond understanding or viewing of
cultural differences. In this chapter intercultural understanding encompasses the cognitive, meaning
knowledge and awareness as well as the affective domains (see e.g. Perry and Southwell 2001).
Intercultural understanding is often described as being part of intercultural learning, thus it also involves
aspects of global and societal awareness, as well as the awareness of power structures (e.g. May 1999;
Nieto 2010). Both concepts, intercultural understanding and critical literacy, can be traced back to
critical pedagogy, and as such have their roots in analyzing questions of equality in educational contexts
(e.g. May 1999; Nieto 2010), as well as in examining power relations within language (e.g. Comber
2013; Freire 1970; Luke 2012). As I see it, intercultural understanding and critical literacy share the
fundamental bases, such as the examination of values and beliefs, as well as patterns of thinking and
behavior.
It is commonly acknowledged that the term multicultural has become so widely used in different
contexts, that its meaning has become diverse, as well as fragmentary. However, even more diversified
and scattered are the meanings given to the term child. In this chapter, a core belief is that in modernday information societies, children should not be seen as passive recipients, but as active individuals in
meaning-making processes. Reynolds (2007) and Murris (2013) demand from adults the
acknowledgment that children can be creators, interpreters and innovators when reading, but also when
listening to stories. In contemporary research there has been more emphasis on children as competent
and critical readers and on individuals with these qualities (see e.g. Murris 2013; Reynolds 2007). This
means, according to Murris (2013, 147), that children are not seen only as problem-solvers, but also as
problem-posers. This kind of approach to childhood, and especially to children’s reading, also demands
a change in the adult/child hierarchy as it challenges our preconceived understanding of “right” and
“wrong” questions and answers. Murris (2014) explains that when children are recognized as problemposers, what is central “are the connections children themselves make between their own lives and
identities, and the texts they explore.” She highlights that when children are encouraged to share
personal, subjective responses, these should not be critically compared or evaluated, since simple
“right” or “wrong” answers do not exist (2014).
The above-discussed approach to children and their abilities reminds us that children’s literature
should not be treated only as a tool for pedagogy. Didactic texts, which presume that the implied reader
is in need of instruction, can be counterproductive (Cullingford 1998; Pesonen 2015). When this
happens, the intended educational content, for example an anti-racist agenda, is lost. In consequence,
even well-intended didacticism can lead to patronizing representations of “others” if morality is strongly
underlined in the texts (Pesonen 2015). While this chapter cannot go into in-depth analysis on the
questions of didacticism in children’s books, it should not be forgotten that texts are as much produced
by cultural discourses as by authors (Bradford 2007). Hence, it is not uncommon to find both intended
and unintended didacticism in children’s books. Especially in the case of storybooks that have
representations of multiculturalism, it is crucial to acknowledge that books do not only reflect the
dominant cultural understanding of norms, but also reproduce and recirculate these discourses.
Concerning this dual role, Clare Bradford (2007) explains that children’s books are often caught
between discursive pressures. These pressures are due to the socializing agendas that influence the
production of these books, the dominant discourses that constitute cultural platitudes, and the counterdiscourses that aim to challenge them. Counter-discourses have the potential to challenge our thinking,
and thus they support the development of critical literacy. In this chapter, I begin with an introduction
to the principles of critical literacy. After this, I offer an overview to discussions on multiculturalism in
children’s storybooks. The latter part of this chapter will include practical examples of using storybooks
in supporting young children’s development of intercultural understanding and critical literacy. At the
end of the chapter, I address the role of adults in supporting children’s critical reading.
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The principles of critical literacy
In today’s globalized world, many children are exposed to more and more texts, images, videos,
news and other forms of communication on a daily basis. To support children, and indeed adults too, in
navigating different messages, even confusing and contradictory ones, a variety of skills needs to be
taught to individuals to enable them to develop a personal moral landscape (Bajovic and Elliot 2011).
Unpacking myths and distortions through reading and writing (Luke 2012) are core skills in the posttruth era, which we live in. Indeed, the need to promote critical literacy is crucial. On a very basic level,
critical literacy is important so that young children – as well as all of us! – learn to understand the
difference between fact and fiction (Bajovic and Elliot 2011). Practices of critical literacy involve
analyzing and critiquing texts in order to understand how language in texts functions to reproduce and
maintain unequal power relations in society. Thus, critical literacy develops readers’ understanding of
texts reflecting values, beliefs and messages about societal norms (Ives and Crandall 2014). In this
chapter, the fundamental argument for promoting critical literacy is to view text meaning-making as a
process of social construction, connected to various historical, social, and political contexts, and to
examine ways in which critical literacy can invite readers to question, explore, and challenge the power
relations written in stories.
In practice, critical literacy can be viewed to involve four dimensions: 1) disrupting the
commonplace, 2) interrogating multiple viewpoints, 3) focusing on sociopolitical issues, and 4) taking
action and promoting social justice (Lewison, Flint and Van Sluys 2002). However, since this chapter
focuses on young readers, it is important to emphasize that it is not necessary that all of the four
dimensions are included to engage in critical literacy activities. By examining texts utilizing any one of
these dimensions, we are engaging in critical literacy (Lewison, Flint and Van Sluys 2002). When
focusing on young readers, a fundamental starting point should be that we cannot wait until high school,
or even middle school, to teach children to start thinking critically. Young children are already capable
of moving beyond what is in front of them on the page. Teachers of young children, including
kindergarten teachers, can guide their students through early literacy using critical literacy with the
purpose of creating global thinkers who are comfortable dealing with issues and who actively work
towards change (Norris, Lucas and Prudhoe 2012). In addition to change, critical literacy is often
connected with the idea of empowerment. About fifty years ago, Freire referred to reading both “the
word and the world” (1970). Freire here emphasizes that understanding the world – both the local and
the global – is the goal of all education. Thus, in this text, literature and reading are seen to have
transformative potential; the potential to teach us to better understand the world, as well as our place in
it. As Rebecca Powell (1999, p. 29) writes: “Literacy as a moral imperative envisions language as
functioning in a transformative way – as a means for seeing the world differently – so that we might
begin to construct a more humane and compassionate society.”
As discussed above, critical literacy signifies more than reading texts critically. Above all, critical
literacy should be understood to include moral development. By moral development I refer to more than
the simplistic right/wrong dualism imposed by dominant discourses, but on the ability to question
implicit assumptions about the self and the other. Here I follow the example of Baker, Martin and Pence
(2008), who connect critical thinking and peace education by suggesting that stories encourage children
to develop critical thinking abilities, and an appreciation of diverse cultures. Even more important is
the theorizing of Bajovic and Elliot (2011) in their article “The intersection of critical literacy and moral
literacy: Implications for practice.” Even though Bajovic and Elliot refer to critical literacy and moral
literacy as separate concepts, they insightfully show the multiple interconnections between these two,
and thus argue strongly how “inherently embedded” moral literacy is in critical literacy. Thus, in this
chapter, critical literacy designates about “critical dialogue with texts and world,” as Bajovic and Elliot
(2011, p. 34) summarize. This means that young children are also seen as competent, active individuals,
who depending on their age and abilities need different kinds of support, but nonetheless are able to
“read” critically – meaning examine, connect and challenge texts and illustrations.
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As various academics have argued (see e.g. Bajovic and Elliot 2011; Comber 2013; Norris, Lucas
and Prudhoe 2012; Reyes-Torres and Bird 2015), including critical literacy as part of the curriculum
for young students has various benefits, not only because separating fact from fiction is a crucial skill
today, but also because it develops the understanding of social issues, such as inequality. It is also
generally agreed that all children need to see aspects of themselves in the curriculum (e.g. Botelho 2015;
Cai 2002). Norris, Lucas and Prudhoe (2012) suggest that children need to read or listen to stories about
people like themselves in situations similar to their own. However, curriculums should also be
pluralistic, and break the monopoly of the mainstream culture (Cai 2002). Literature is one way to bring
children’s diverse lives into the classroom. Two decades ago, Junko Yokota (1993) argued that
multicultural literature helps children to develop an understanding of different backgrounds, and thus
influences how they are able to live in a pluralistic society. Yokota also pointed out that teachers need
to be able to offer literary experiences that reflect the multitude of backgrounds from which the children
come to their classrooms (1993). Consequently, for curriculums in early childhood education and in
primary school to support the development of critical literacy and intercultural understanding, children
need to hear and read stories which they can identify with, but also stories that expand and challenge
their understanding of cultures and histories. Next, I will discuss further the concept of multicultural
children’s literature, since its complexity is often overlooked.
Putting the focus on multicultural children’s literature
The expression multicultural children’s literature is nowadays used in various contexts, and with
various meanings. The phrase multicultural children’s literature often implies books which present
ethnic, racial, and cultural groups. It is argued that these books give children the opportunity to develop
their understanding of others, but also “affirm children of diverse backgrounds” (Mendoza and Reese
2001). In discussions, the emphasis is often on how these multicultural children’s books present the
cultural practices and mores of their characters. Presentations of racial groups, especially within the
black/white paradigm, have been central topics, especially in the United States, where race questions
are historically rooted in power relations (Broderick 1973; Cai 2002; Botelho and Kabakow Rudman
2009). Racial segregation has strongly influenced, and still influences, South-African children’s
literature (MacCann and Maddy 2013). On the other hand, in many European countries, different
racialized groups, including indigenous people, have not been particularly evident in the majority of
children’s literature (e.g. Beezmohun 2013; Rastas 2013; Pesonen 2015). Similarly, in Australia,
traditionally minorities have not been actively represented in children’s books (see e.g. Bradford, 2007).
Acknowledging the political history of multiculturalism in children’s literature is crucial, otherwise the
child and later the adult would struggle to make sense of multiculturalism in the current world-order.
Thus, in this chapter, multiculturalism is understood to encompass the question of “race,” as well as
other complex and intertwined social categorizations, such as nationality, social class, religion, age, and
dis/ability. This approach is supported by the theory of intersectionality, meaning a focus on examining
the different social divisions as multiple, overlapping and relational, and avoiding reducing people –
especially minorities – to single categories. The intersectional approach reminds us about the complex
and contradictory nature of power and how it is organized along multiple axes and dimensions. The
acknowledgement of these divisions is also relevant because through repetition they affect the existing
social, political, and economic structures of societies (see e.g. Crenshaw 2010; Österlund et al. 2011).
Jack Zipes (2002, p. 37) argues that scholars and critics should be more careful when using terms
like “multicultural,” because to understand differences and contradictions in societies, we should not
settle for explaining them with token acknowledgment of different ethnic, class, and regional
backgrounds. As early as 1990, John Stephens pointed out that those books that specifically aim to
acknowledge current social issues – such as multiculturalism – may well address these issues in a
somewhat simplistic way (1990). According to Stephens, the superficial representations of
multiculturalism are frequently due to the focalization; difference is often the starting point, and the
narratives are focalized by members of the majority culture. Hence, meaning is continuously located
within the dominant and/or majority culture’s perspective (Stephens 1990). The challenges related to
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representations of multiculturalism call for intercultural understanding, which emphasizes that life,
including people and their communities, are complex and diverse. This understanding is in line with
Debra Dudek’s argument about multiculturalism in Keywords for Children’s Literature (2011). For
Dudek, multiculturalism in the best cases is about readers negotiating a complex and culturally diverse
community. This kind of children’s literature can support the child reader in developing a stronger
understanding and respect for cultural differences. Dudek points out that in representing
multiculturalism, tensions are unavoidable. Thus, books that might aim to strive for acceptance of
cultural differences can end up repeating unequal ideological positions, in which one culture has
superiority over another (Dudek 2011).
Overall, the intersectional approach to multiculturalism encapsulates what critical literacy also
demands: acknowledging the complexity and contradiction of how power is organized along multiple
axes and dimensions, thus avoiding single and narrow categorizations. The acknowledgment of
categorizations as social constructions is relevant because through repetition such categorizations affect
the existing social, political, and economic structures of societies (see e.g. Crenshaw 1991). In addition,
it has been argued, especially concerning racial and gender discrimination, that if a single-axis
framework – meaning the focus on one social division – is maintained, research fails to recognize how
marginalized people are vulnerable on multiple grounds, not only because of race or gender alone
(Crenshaw 1991; Dhamoon 2011). Because multiculturalism is a complex topic that often involves
tensions (see e.g. Dudek 2011; Pesonen 2015), a critical understanding and the acknowledgment of
unequal and racist societal structures is needed when reading multicultural children’s books. Even
beyond the historical, economic, and political discourses affecting cultural products such as children’s
literature, we need an awareness of our own subject positions. As Bradford (2011, p. 33) writes, to be
able to acknowledge differences respectfully, we have to be willing and able to critically scrutinize our
own histories of selfhood and scholarship, to “re-think our agency.”
Children’s storybooks guiding critical literacy – A practical viewpoint
I will examine in practice how children’s literature can offer opportunities for readers to recognize
and examine different worldviews, beliefs and values written into children’s literature. Further, I aim
to illustrate how critical literacy can also enable ethical and moral discussions, for example, by raising
an awareness of stereotypes. Below are suggestions on the kind of matters to consider and pay attention
to when encouraging children to become critical readers. However, I also emphasize what McLaughlin
and DeVoogd (2004) say about lists of methods in critical literacy never working the same way in all
contexts all the time. Consequently, techniques which promote critical literacy always need to be
adapted to specific contexts. Thus, all of the questions listed below, on the linguistic, narrative or moral
aspects of storybooks are to support the adult – the parent or the teacher, or any care-taker for that matter
– when first exploring the text. Hence, the questions are not meant to be posed to the children who are
reading, or being read, a storybook. First and foremost, children should feel encouraged to voice their
own opinion; thus, in supporting the development of critical literacy, the adult will need to create a safe
place for reading and discussions. Here, a safe place means, above all, a possibility for children to speak
up, voice their own opinion and be accepted for their ideas. As such, already learning to express one’s
own view, and justifying it, is a step towards critical literacy.
To discuss the theory of critical literacy further in action, and to illustrate the methods in critical
literacy, three storybooks from different countries are taken as examples. The best known of these is
Elmer, a British picturebook written and illustrated by David McKee and originally published in 1968.1
The Elmer series of 34 books, is among the most translated picturebooks in the world, with around 5
million copies sold in more than 40 languages. Thus, Elmer books are accessible in different countries,
and in various languages; they are also suitable even for very young children since the illustrations are
colorful and bold and the text provides lots of ideas for discussion. The whole series about Elmer the
Elmer was originally published in 1968. In 1989, a slightly different version was published, which is the version
used in this article.
1
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Patchwork elephant is about diversity, but especially the first book, Elmer (1986/1989) deals with
themes related to difference and belonging. Another book with similar themes is a Finnish children’s
book, Koira nimeltä kissa [A Dog Called Cat] (Kontio 2015). This book was chosen since it covers
many social themes fundamental to humans, such as belonging and loneliness, but also because it is a
story about diversity in society. The main characters in the book are homeless. The book received highly
positive reviews and it was nominated for the Nordic Council Children and Young People’s Literature
Prize in 2016. According to the publisher, A Dog Called Cat is for children aged from 3 to 9, however
even older children would enjoy and benefit from reading the book. The third storybook chosen to
illustrate the methods of critical literacy and support the development of intercultural understanding is
a South African picturebook I am Alex by Elena Agnello (2016). I am Alex is a story about Alex’s
birthday, and it introduces Alex’s friends, who represent diversity of many kinds. According to the
publisher, the book, aimed for children from 0 to 8 years, is a celebration of difference and tolerance.
In all, these three picturebooks share the same themes of difference and friendship. Below I discuss in
detail different strategies for using these books to support the development of critical literacy.

Critical literacy in action
Plot and theme offer various possibilities for initiating a discussion about a book. In the beginning,
the adult can open up the discussions with some basic questions, such as “what happens in the story;
what is the story about?” All three books are inspiring stories for discussing multiple social themes with
the children. To start with, A Dog Called Cat is a story is about a dog called Cat who has learned from
very early on to survive independently. Cat’s life is lonely, despite her attempts to be independent. After
meeting a homeless man, called Marten, she finds friendship, companionship and belonging. I am Alex
and Elmer share the same theme of friendship, but the approach is different. In Elmer, it is explained at
the beginning how Elmer is part of a large herd of elephants. One night, Elmer starts questioning himself
and his place in the herd. After camouflaging his colorful patchwork skin, he becomes, for a moment,
the same color as all the other elephants. However, he soon realizes that he enjoys being who he is – a
unique individual. In I am Alex, the storyline is also built around the uniqueness of different kinds of
people. Alex’s birthday party guests include a family with two dads, a Muslim family, a girl called Zia
who is in a wheelchair, and others. More than anything, I am Alex is a book that celebrates friendship
and diversity. Common topics for discussions for all three books range from “what is friendship?” to
“what is uniqueness?” Both Elmer and A Dog Called Cat invite discussion on such topics as “how does
it feel to be different/lonely?” and “why are some people lonely?” Books such as A Dog called Cat also
invite one to ponder “what is homelessness/richness/poverty?” As I will examine further below,
contemporary children’s books such as these can succeed in raising multiple, even sensitive themes.
Storybooks vary in their approach to topics such as diversity; some avoid giving simple solutions to
complex questions, whereas others end up reinforcing unequal power relations. Thus, storybooks create
fruitful places for promoting critical literacy.
Language provides insights when examining the story on multiple levels. Starting from the language
used, the words can be analyzed: are the words familiar or unfamiliar? are there loaded words, and if
so, how are they used? According to the Oxford English Dictionary, loaded refers to items being
charged, burdened, and also weighted or biased towards a particular outcome. For example, a word can
be detected as “loaded” when it has an insulting tone. However, the stereotype or bias is not necessarily
blatant; it could also be subtle, and thus more difficult to detect. Attention should be paid to words such
as savage, primitive, backward, and for example, wild, as in most cases they promote a racist discourse.
In addition, looking for gendered stereotypes that traditionally reinforce the binary dichotomies of
male/female, strong/weak and provider/nurturer, offer insights into the political and ideological
discourses written into children’s stories (Pesonen 2015). Stereotypes related to gender or to ethnic
groups are often thought to be too difficult or too sensitive issues to be dealt with by young readers.
However, children start to become aware of such social matters before entering school, thus examining
the language of a storybook can offer the first steps towards critical literacy.
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In A Dog Called Cat, loaded words, such as piski [mutt], puliukko, pultsari and spurgu [bum,
drunkard] are used in two ways. First, to demonstrate what exclusion feels like. This is done by showing
what happens when Cat goes to a dog park to look for friends. She is laughed at when she gives her
name: “One noble-spirited Afghan hound told me that I smell like a mixed mutt. -And my noble sense
of smell never mistakes when it comes to race and mixed-race, said the noble Afghan and marked the
tree with his wee.” (Kontio, 2015, np.2). Teachers and parents can help younger children to make the
connection to the early, yet still influential doctrine of racism, according to which physical
characteristics, for example genetic or skeletal features, differ so profoundly that different human
groupings should not be racially mixed (see e.g. Todorov 2000). Also, in Elmer, the language used
invites the reader to ponder the questions of exclusion with reference to racism: “Elmer was different.
Elmer was patchwork. Elmer was yellow and orange and red and pink and purple and blue and green
and black and white. Elmer was not elephant color.” (McKee, 1989). In Elmer, the word “different”
refers specifically to color, since the herd Elmer belongs to is described as including young, old, tall,
fat and thin elephants: “Elephants like this, that or the other, all different but all happy and all the same
colour. All, that is, except Elmer.” (McKee, 1989). Language, such as the use of the word “different”
in Elmer, offers the possibility of raising questions about difference and sameness, and provides an
opportunity to challenge whiteness as the hegemonic norm.
Through the language used, books invite the reader to ponder the themes of friendship, loneliness,
and, for example, exclusion, but also offer a different approach. Elmer invites us to ask: Why did Elmer
feel different? Why did he try to be like others? Alex invites reflection on one’s own family and/or
friends: What kind of friends do you have? Why are they all unique? Whereas A Dog Called Cat raises
questions such as: Why do the other dogs reject and exclude Cat? How do you think Cat feels when she
is discriminated against? Connecting the character’s experiences and what it feels like to be
discriminated against, facilitate discussions about racism based on religion or skin color. Storybooks
also invite the reader to examine critically the power of language. Loaded words, such as “bum” in A
Dog Called Cat, which used by an outsider would be insulting, is used by Marten to describe himself.
Thus, when Marten owns a derogatory term he uses it to empower himself even though in the dominant
discourse it would be marginalizing. More generally speaking, the language in A Cat Called Dog is
close to poetic, and the happenings are not overtly explained, which leaves more space for the reader to
fill in meanings.
Narration calls for examining the point of view/s portrayed in the story. Questions such as, “whose
voice is heard/not heard?” and “how does the narrator tell the story?” can be used to initiate the
discussion. In Elmer, the story is told by an omniscient narrator. In A Dog Called Cat the narrator, as
well as the focalizer, is the dog called Cat, and the time of narration is close to the events narrated. In I
am Alex, the narrator is Alex. Often from such immediately engaging first-person narration it follows
that readers will be apt to align themselves with the subject position, and hence the social attitudes
occupied by such a protagonist (McCallum and Stephens 2011). Importantly, Cat as a narrator speaks
from the position of a minority. As mentioned previously, in children’s literature narratives are often
focalized by members of the majority culture (see Stephens 1990). Alex’s case, however, is more
complex, because she represents the dominant discourse in children’s literature in general: white,
middle-class and with a nuclear family. However, in South Africa, where the book was written and
published, Alex does not represent the majority of children. In Alex’s story every single guest coming
to her party represents some social categorization which is different to her own. Thus, all the guests
become representative of different ethnicities, religions, sexual orientations or abilities. As such, I Am
Alex offers various opportunities to examine power relations. In A Dog Called Cat the power relations
would change, even dramatically, if the narrator described the encounter with Marten from a majority
culture’s perspective. Marten might become a subject of pity due to his unconventional lifestyle.
However, the main characters in both books voice the experience of belonging to minorities, making
their relationship equal rather than superior to the other. Thus, narration in general invites the reader to
examine critically different power relations portrayed in stories.
All three picturebooks analyzed in this chapter are without page numbers. From hereon, I use only the
writer’s name and the publication year as the reference.
2
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Figure 1: Practical tips for adults in supporting critical literacy for young readers

In A Dog Called Cat and Elmer, the repetitive style of the narration creates interesting opportunities
for readers to examine the events of the story. Both Elmer and Cat are insecure about their place, thus
questions about belonging are central topics. Elmer goes through feelings of anxiety and self-doubt
about being different: “‘Whoever heard of a patchwork elephant?’ he thought. ‘No wonder they laugh
at me.’” (McKee 1989). However, he quickly understands that he does not in fact want to put aside his
personal identity. Similarly, Cat changes after meeting Marten. Instead of continuously searching for
her place and her identity, Cat starts to see all the beauty around her. This new attitude towards life is
apparent, for example, when Cat describes how Marten behaves after drinking his bottle: “Marten began
to sing. Sometimes he got up and started to dance too. Then I would bark with joy and jump around
him. The silhouette of the city was like an accordion that the wind was playing.” (Kontio 2015). The
narration in A Dog called Cat succeeds in introducing sensitive issues, such as homelessness, without
patronizing or condemning. This, as will be discussed next, provides a lesson in empathy for the reader.
The potential fiction has for teaching even very young children to see with other eyes is a powerful
lesson in empathy. This makes children’s literature a versatile recourse for initiating dimensions of
critical literacy in both formal and non-formal learning environments. Nikolajeva explains how texts
can offer “excellent opportunities for mind-reading skills to readers without accomplished verbal
literacy, but certainly also contribute to the development of empathy in any reader” (2010, p. 289). She
continues that cognitive criticism suggests a neurological basis for the value of reading since it provides
a way of helping us understand other human beings (Nikolajeva 2010). Hence, the didactic quality of
children’s literature in directing social interaction should not be dismissed. Such didacticism includes
one of the moral principles of critical literacy, namely engaging both children and adults in evaluating
how we should, or should not, treat each other.
As already mentioned above, in A Cat Called Dog and I am Alex, the reader is prone to take the
protagonist’s subject position due to the first-person narrative, and thus the themes of difference and
uniqueness become even more foregrounded. In I am Alex, difference is celebrated. According to the
publisher, the storyline is simple and innocent. The publisher, Robin Stuart-Clark, claims how “children
don’t see race or religion, sexual preference or disability – and nor should they have to.” The aim to
educate children about intercultural understanding, such as an awareness of different cultural customs,
is obvious: “Lina is my friend, and she has many sisters and brothers. On Fridays the family goes to the
mosque and their father reads the Koran to them.” (Agnello 2016). However, in I am Alex, the
individuals are presented solely as examples of different ethnicities, religions or disabilities.
Consequently, I am Alex offers a rather one-dimensional view of diversity in society. Multiculturalism
is presented solely as a joyful part of life, meaning that the unequal societal structures created by these
categorizations are completely ignored. When difference is the starting point of the story, it is more
likely that multiculturalism will be represented superficially (cf. Stephens 1990). Superficial
representations of multiculturalism can result in minorities being represented as tokenistic characters,
as stereotypes, just to make the books “appear multicultural” (Pesonen 2015).
In terms of narration and empathy, I am Alex is the only realistic picturebook of the three which has
humans as characters. However, Alex’s story offers least in terms of empathy, since all characters,
including Alex herself, are introduced rather superficially. While A Dog Called Cat and Elmer have
anthropomorphized animal protagonists, they offer a much richer storyline in terms of empathy. In A
Cat Called Dog and Elmer, difference results in loneliness, and in Cat’s case, in exclusion as well. At
the beginning of A Dog Called Cat, Cat explains her search to be independent: “I thought what it meant
to be independent, but found only loneliness. I tried to talk with the birds, and find company from the
moose. All the animals turned away or sent me away.” (Kontio 2015). Since Cat was taught by her
mother to trust no one – humans or animals alike: “I was the loneliest dog in the world.” Cat ends up
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doubting even herself. This doubt is evident in an illustration of Cat in a shop window, ironically gazing
at a cat mask. Cat’s confusion over her identity is present throughout the story since she continuously
repeats to herself the sentence “Dog whose name was Cat,” until she meets Marten. Both Elmer’s and
Cat’s search for a solid identity offers the possibility to discuss self-doubt, or any other insecurities
children might bring up. All three books, in their different ways, are stories about identities: Cat and
Elmer represent the contemporary notion that identities are fluid, something one can change, whereas
in I am Alex, people are introduced as presenting certain identities in which the birthday party becomes
a stage to represent people’s different identities.
A well-intended call for empathy can also end up reinforcing unequal structures in society. Thus, it
is important that Marten, as a homeless man with a drinking problem, is not vilified. Above all, Marten
is presented as a kind, caring, and wise person. As such, A Dog Called Cat has rather a different
approach to the theme than many other books dealing with homelessness. In Finland, homelessness is
not a common topic in children’s books; however, in the United States there are several picturebooks
as well as young adult’s novels that deal with this topic. In 1993 Raymond Kettel wrote an article
“Understanding Homelessness Through Children’s Books,” and listed almost thirty books about
homelessness written for children and young adults. More recent publications, such as The Can Man
(Williams 2010) and A Shelter in Our Car (Gunning 2004) portray homelessness. Another group of
books are those dealing with homeless children, often set in the so-called developing countries. One
such example is Homeless Bird (Whelan 2001) set in India. Below I will discuss the possible pitfalls
related to presenting “faraway places and cultures” in children’s books, as well as other viewpoints that
call for the promotion of critical literacy.
When a socially sensitive topic, such as homelessness is dealt with in a storybook, the need for
critical literacy is even more significant. Kettel (1993) emphasizes that the valuable lesson that books
such as Uncle Willie and the Soup Kitchen (DiSalvo-Ryan 1991) can offer is to teach how to help those
living in the streets. Kettel’s argument about books which encourage children and young adults “to
appreciate their own life situations,” as well as develop “more positive attitudes toward those who are
homeless,” shares the idea of compassion and empathy, however the unequal power relations between
individuals or in societies are not discussed or challenged but rather reinforced. Susan L. Stewart (2007,
103) writes insightfully about the “we’re fortunate syndrome.” She explains that a symptomatic
reaction, a somewhat “solipsistic attitude, one where the reader refocuses attention on our lives rather
than focusing on the lives of others,” can follow when people read about “other” places and cultures.
Rather than looking for reasons for homelessness, the moral in A Dog Called Cat calls for humanity,
for us to really see each other without prejudices.
As with A Dog Called Cat, in Elmer, the lesson in empathy is foregrounded through experiences of
loneliness and exclusion. Despite the rather naïve ending, where other elephants decide that they want
to celebrate Elmer’s uniqueness with an Elmer’s Day every year, the story offers a chance to see through
others’ eyes. Seeing through others’ eyes requires reflection and the questioning of generalizations.
Relating to fictional characters will support the development of empathy if the reader can “sample the
feelings of another,” that is to say, “imagine what the world might look like to another person and to
engage with their beliefs” (Fjällström and Kokkola 2015, 297). In all, the whole Elmer series offers
many stories that deal with different kinds of social issues. For instance, in Elmer and the Monster
(2014) the plot is built around the question of why we are often afraid of the unknown. With a simple
but insightful narration, the story invites the reader to consider different viewpoints and to challenge
stereotypes. Similarly, Elmer and Aunt Zelda (2006) calls for appreciation of the older generation and
could initiate discussion on discrimination based on age.
The role of image is fundamental in picturebooks. Thus, young readers should also be encouraged
to examine illustrations critically, for example, by considering the relationship between text and
illustrations. Including visual literacy, such as design elements, prepares young children to critically
examine images as stories or as components of stories. Discussion with young readers about the
meanings produced through illustrations can be initiated with simple questions about the line, color,
shape, texture, and other elements of design in the story. Visual elements, or visual codes, can also be
analyzed by examining how illustrators create meaning through the use of position, size, perspective,
as well as action, movement, facial expressions, and, for example, body gestures (Cotton and Daly
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2015, 100). Mia Österlund, Maria Lassen-Séger and Mia Frank (2011, 66–67) use the term integrated
visuality to remind us that illustrations deserve as much attention as texts. Bal (2002) explains that
illustration can be considered to be visual texts, and this type of examining of illustration can support
the analysis and function as a reminder that lines, motifs, colors, and surfaces, like words, contribute to
the production of meaning. Images, like texts, necessitate careful reading (Bal 2002, 26). One fruitful
topic for the critical literacy approach is the contradiction between text and illustration. Nikolajeva
(2012, 279) writes that when there is no overt contradiction between verbal and visual information, our
interpretation is more often unequivocal. But when the text and the illustrations are not symmetrical, an
element of surprise, even uncertainty, is added to the storyline. Hence, there is also more flexibility and
fluidity for the reader to interpret and provide meanings (Pesonen 2017).
Illustrations offer multiple ways to include dimensions of critical literacy, because the illustrations
often carry more meaning related to multiculturalism than the words alone (Pesonen 2015, 87).
Illustrations can provide information that the textual narratives do not reveal, such as information about
age, appearance, and clothes. Through these visual narratives the reader can learn about the class,
country and lifestyle, and the cultural and genetic background of an individual. Thus, it is important to
be aware of all the meanings and connections to specific cultures, values, and ideologies that the images
carry (Nodelman 2010, 15–17, 24). Critical analysis of visual elements is also needed because both
contemporary and more dated children’s literature illustrations may portray stereotypes related to
gender, nationality, and class. Part of this stereotyping comes from illustrating “other” people, often
minorities or those from “faraway countries,” as the noble savage, or as primitive “children of nature.”
What follows is the exoticizing, mystifying, and patronizing of people (see e.g. Botelho & Kabakow
Rudman 2009; Bradford 2007; Pesonen 2015). In all three stories analyzed, the illustrations differ in
style. In Elmer, the colorful illustrations are central, although the text is equally important in meaning
making since the omniscient narrator explains what Elmer or other characters think or feel. In I am Alex,
the illustrations are cartoon-like in style. In addition, the images and words tell the same story; thus, I
am Alex falls into the category of a symmetrical picturebook (see e.g. Nikolajeva and Scott 2006, 11–
17).

Figure2. Koira nimeltä kissa (2015) Tomi Kontio, illust. Elina Warsta. Teos. Helsinki.
Figure 3. I Am Alex (2016) Elena Agnello, illust. Adrie Le Roux. Bumble Books,
Noordhoek.
Figure 4. Elmer (1986/1989) David McKee. Andersen Press Ltd., London.
In A Dog Called Cat, the illustrations are complementary in style, meaning that they add to the
storyline. The illustrator, Elina Warsta, uses colors to emphasize the change in Cat from being lonely
and lost to being joyful and optimistic. After the friendship between Cat and Marten begins, the images
become warmer in color; blue, green, and grey tones give way to pastels, pink, and red. Details in the
illustrations contain humor as well as additional viewpoints to the story. One example of additional
meanings through illustrations is when the children – who are told at times to follow Marten and Cat –
are shown to have masks. However, the children do not wear these animal masks on their face, but
appear as though they have been lifted away, as if to symbolize how children do not yet have prejudices
like adults and are thus more open minded towards difference. Analyzing the word-picture dynamics
enables the reader to focus on textual gaps and silences, such as what is not said but is illustrated,
introducing contradictions as well as multiple meanings.
All picturebooks provide material for examining how meanings are produced. However, the
complementary, and even more, the expanding picturebooks, where the illustrations provide more
complicated narratives than the texts alone, provide a useful arena for practicing critical literacy.
Expanding picture book words and images can also provide alternative information or they can
contradict each other. Such books also serve as a reminder that picture books have a dual mode (texts
and illustrations) in addressing any theme. In other words, in picture books different levels of meaning
can be articulated. Hence the “disunity,” or even more so, the contradiction, of the texts and illustrations
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is one of the possibilities that a picturebook offers for denaturalizing what is taken as given, namely the
status quo stories (Nikolajeva and Scott 2006, 11–17; Pesonen 2015, 88, 105).
Counter-discourses (also called counter-stories, cf. Chaudri and Teale 2013) present things
differently, often challenging hegemonic discourses. Marten in A Dog Called Cat is an insightful
example of an individual who is often located in the margins of dominant discourses, but through
counter-discourse is represented as an active agent rather than as a victim in need of help. The power
that counter-discourses carry in presenting things differently is also based on not depicting differences
as exoticized and romanticized representations of “other cultures” (Pesonen 2015, 103-105). Counterdiscourses are fundamentally about challenging hegemonic discourses that reproduce overly simplistic,
status quo thinking based on stereotypes. In practice, counter-discourses can often be portrayed through
illustrations. As explained above, dual meanings are produced in picturebooks, and this is one of the
most important literary strategies in creating counter-discourses. Thus, especially in expanding
picturebooks, the visual narratives of ethnic, religious, gender, age, or dis/ability differences are
illustrated without textual emphasis. Hence, differences as fixed and exclusive do not become
reproduced in these stories. The illustrations in A Dog Called Cat, for example, portray a diversity
which is not narrated in the text. One such brilliant illustration shows Cat and Marten traveling on the
subway. The other people in the subway portray diversity of ethnicity, religion, age and sexual
orientation, while the text explains how Cat and Marten traveled from east to west and back again,
looking for the best places to sleep, and finding food that people had thrown away.
Another strategy to examine how storybooks can challenge the dominant discourses is to focus on
playfulness. Humor and irony in storybooks allow so-called “sensitive themes,” such as sexual
orientation, to be approached without overt didacticism. Humor and irony are also used to create
complex and norm-challenging storylines (Pesonen 2017). In Elmer, humor is clearly a strategy in
dealing with topics such as difference. After Elmer covers his colorful patchwork skin with berries, he
soon realizes how blending in, and being the same color as all the others, is not the solution. Elmer
surprises the other elephants by scaring them off: “The elephants jumped and fell all ways in surprise.
“Oh my gosh and golly!” they said – and then saw Elmer, helpless with laughter. (--) “Oh Elmer,”
gasped an old elephant. “You’ve played some good jokes, but this has been the biggest laugh of all. It
didn’t take you long to show your true colours.”” (McKee, 1989). Especially in postmodern
picturebooks, such as A Dog Called Cat, humor, as well as irony and unexpected occurrences, is a
common feature. Even though in A Dog Called Cat Marten, with his long beard and scruffy clothes,
does not challenge the visual stereotype of a homeless man, but by proudly taking his place in society,
and even further, by challenging our thinking about richness and poorness, the idea of counter-discourse
is manifested. As such, counter-discourses allow for participation and agency to be written for those
coming from minorities. These kinds of representations of individuals and societies can challenge the
idea of cultures as fixed monolithic entities. In consequence, counter-discourses seek to create a diverse
and complex story of human experience, without engaging in such themes as tolerance (cf. Dudek
2011).
While this list is in no sense exhaustive, the main intent is to draw attention to the possibilities that
children’s books offer for developing critical literacy that encompasses the values of intercultural
understanding. With the above examples I have aimed to illustrate how different dimensions of critical
literacy, such as examining multiple viewpoints and focusing on sociopolitical issues, can be practiced
when reading storybooks. I have also argued that children should be treated as able and competent to
make connections, and to challenge the meanings produced in texts and images. Having said that, adults
too have an important role, since children need support as critical readers. In the next section I shall
briefly examine the role of adults in children’s development towards critical literacy.

Teachers and parents supporting children in becoming critical readers
Based on the contemporary research introduced in this chapter, it seems that the principles of critical
literacy are valued among those planning and carrying out formal education. In addition, it is already
well-established that critical literacy is among the key skills needed for future generations (see e.g.

The Strength of Story in Early Childhood - Diverse Contexts for Development across Domains 13

Bajovic and Elliot 2011; Dozier, Johnston and Rogers 2006; Reyes-Torres and Bird 2015). Knowing
all this, one could assume that future educators and teachers should receive support and education in
developing critical literacy. Instead, the “testing and right answer” heritage of schooling, which is
known not to support the development of critical literacies, still dominates in most countries (Lewison,
Flint and Van Sluys 2002, 383). In addition, the standardization and accountability that dominate
education systems across the world can be seen as a threat to independent thinking and ethical judgment
(Phelan, 2015).
Norris, Lucas and Prudhoe (2012) studied early childhood preservice teachers’ responses to
activities and theories concerning critical literacy. They found that while students were able to see the
benefits of critical literacy, challenges emerged. First, students experienced personal anxiety or
discomfort in addressing sensitive themes, or “touchy subjects,” as Norris et al. called them. Students
were also concerned about parents’ reactions, and possible opposition towards the issues being
addressed. In addition, practical issues, such as the school’s curricula, resources, and time were seen as
challenges in implementing critical literacy. Norris et al. (2012, 62) argue that based on the potential
barriers voiced by the preservice teachers, teacher education programs need to be developed to
overcome such challenges. In the same manner, Murris (2013) argues that different approaches to
reading literature should be promoted as part of teacher education. According to Murris, teacher
education should emphasize the opportunities of using literature more. This would further future
teachers’ knowledge of different reading strategies and different theories of knowledge (Murris 2013).
Rowan and Honan (2005, 219-220) also focus on literacy educators. They claim that to critically
evaluate their work, literacy educators ought to “examine not only what they include, but also, and most
importantly, those people, ideas and perspectives who are silenced and forgotten” to respond to the
demands of these complex, changing times. For all educators, not only literacy teachers, it is necessary
to critically evaluate whose knowledge and views – as in history, culture, and values – are included,
and allowed into our classrooms. Dozier, Johnston and Rogers (2006, 11) argue in relation to this, that
when teachers’ own critical literacy skills and competencies are in focus, the crucial point to remember
is that teachers bring with them “deeply socialized discursive histories, highly practiced discursive
routines, and tightly woven beliefs, values and discursive practices that do not always frame students
productively.” Thus, I suggest first, based on Lissa Paul’s model (1998, 16), a set of questions for adults
to examine and analyze the power relations in storybooks. The questions listed below are meant to draw
attention to examining agency, as well as to blatant and subtle stereotypes:
Whose story is this? When and where was the reading produced?
Who is named? And who is not?
Who gets punished? And who gets praised?
Who speaks? And who is silenced?
Who acts? And who is acted upon?
In addition, I suggest a list of adapted questions for children. The questions are meant to function as
a starting point to discuss and examine stereotypes, racism and power in storybooks with children of
different ages:
2-4 years old: What kind of characters are there in the story? Who is the main character? What is the
story about?
5-6 years old: What kind of language is used? Are there
difficult/hurtful/insulting words? Do
the images narrate the same or a
different story when compared to the text (i.e., is it a
symmetrical,
complementary or expanding picturebook?)
7-10 years old: Are the characters stereotypical (in terms of ethnicity, gender or e.g., sexual
orientation)? Is there an obvious and/or a hidden
moral message?
When supporting young readers in critical literacy, it is fundamental for the adult to accept that
readers may disclose different significances to a text according to their already held social attitudes and
values. As discussed in the beginning of this chapter, when children are seen as both problem-solvers
and problem-posers, adults need to accept that there is not only one right answer, and should allow
young readers to produce meanings, and later on, questions. Lewison, Flint and Van Sluys (2002, 383)
remind us how we ought to accept that there is, and will be, conflicting answers and opinions when
multiple perspectives are allowed. However, to unlearn old practices is not easy (Dozier, Johnston and

The Strength of Story in Early Childhood - Diverse Contexts for Development across Domains 14

Rogers 2006; Norris et al. 2012). Nevertheless, teachers must be able to address social issues, even the
difficult, or “touchy subjects” such as of inequality, racism and sexism that occur in their classrooms,
communities, and society at large. As Norris et al. (2012, 62) argue, a curriculum which focuses on
issues of diversity, such as race, culture, language, and gender, and sees children’s questions as
important, is both socially just and culturally responsive.

Conclusions
The ideas suggested in this chapter provide information about the nature and practice of critical
literacy. It is essential to ponder how children’s literature as texts rooted in sociopolitical discourses can
be more efficiently employed in educating children and young people about privilege and unfair
structures in society. This chapter aims to illustrate the transformative potential in literature and reading:
the potential to teach us to better understand the world, ourselves and others. Children’s storybooks can
criticize how things are, and through books we can also imagine new and different ways of seeing and
being. In line with Ives and Crandall (2014) and Norris et al. (2012), I suggest that critical literacy
should be understood to develop intercultural understanding, including an understanding of the way in
which language and power affects social relations. Therefore, critical literacy ought to be promoted as
contributing to culturally responsive pedagogy, and to fostering social justice. In order to acknowledge
differences respectfully, before teaching children how to read with a critical stance, teachers and parents
must be willing and able to examine their own subject position critically.
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Table 1. Practical Tips for Adults in supporting Critical Literacy for Young Readers1
A character switch invites the reader to think about texts from the
perspectives of different characters or from those not represented in the
text. Such an activity encourages us to examine and understand multiple
viewpoints

A setting switch allows the reader to see how the story would be different
if it took place in a different place or time. This type of activity can support
the reader in becoming aware of how historical, political, and other societal
discourses have an influence on storybooks, as well as on all cultural
products.
A gender switch allows one to examine a story when the main character is
of another gender. In addition, avoiding or challenging the discourse from a
dual gender perspective allows for a more gender-sensitive approach. This
activity can encourage discussions on historical as well as contemporary
stereotyping and discrimination based on gender

The discussions should have enough space for dialogue, to eventually
encourage children to question even the questions, as in posing secondorder questions.

1

The activities are adapted from McLaughlin and DeVoogd’s (2004) model.

